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      To my boo-thang! You know that spark that everyone talks about when they find the one they are supposed to be with? I found that with you. Even through everything that we have been through, I am lucky to have found you.

      To the Baby J’s, I hope you find someone who never has to lie to you, someone who treats you how you deserve to be treated and someone who sets your souls on fire, preferably all in the same person.

      To my Readers, this is a little bit of a lighter read, I hope you have as much fun reading it as I did writing it!
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        Incoming text from The Job

      

      

      

      
        
        My ex destroyed my life. I gave everything that I had and it wasn’t enough. I have never felt so broken in all my life. I didn’t deserve it and I want payback.

        Me

      

      

      

      
        
        Send me the information and the payment. I can get you the payback you want.

      

      

      

      This is my job and I am a magician at it. I will embed myself into the ex’s life. Get them to trust me, confide in me. Hell, if all went well, I would get them to love me. Then I’ll strike. I would be so embedded in their lives, no one would suspect it’s me. Beware the snakes in your midst.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lance

      

      

      “Order up!” the cook in the small diner screamed out of the small window in the wall. I cringed and tried to close my eyes. To say I had a killer hangover was the understatement of the fucking century. People shouldn’t be allowed to drink as much as I did last night. I don’t know the exact number of shots I had, but I know Greg, my bastard boss, was taking photos and I have no idea where those photos ended up. If I ended up a fucking meme or gif somewhere, I am going to kick his ass.

      “Do you want your regular, babe?” She gave me one look and shook her head. “Did you at least take an aspirin?”

      I looked up at Megan. She had been working at this diner for as long as I could remember and she knew me like the back of her hand. The only times I came here was when I was drunk, hungover, or having a bad day at work. Lucky for me, one of those three situations happened at least three times a week. I was a regular here.

      “Megan, I am dying. I feel like my insides are coming out through my fucking pores.” I cringed as someone dropped a fork on a plate somewhere near the back of the diner “Does silverware have to be so goddamn loud?”

      Megan was around my age and had been down on her luck since she started working in the diner after high school, but she had a great sense of humor. She knew what was up.

      “It’s your own fault, Lance. You may be in your twenties, but you treat your body like it’s a darn amusement park. You’re going to have to take it easy at some point. Settle down a bit, babe.” She squeezed my shoulder and walked towards the back where the rest of her tables were. I knew she would be back with coffee. Exactly what I needed to get through the day.

      I looked out the side window and it was almost like the headache that had been pounding at my temples ebbed away. I watched as two women made their way up the outside stairs, laughing and talking as they walked into the diner. I tried not to stare and make it weird. The last thing I wanted to do was look like a fucking stalker, but this woman was beautiful. Her gorgeous red hair swung carelessly around her back, the animated conversation and the way she moved her neck causing it to bounce and move prettily. I loved a woman who took care of her hair.

      “She’s a new one. I have only seen her for the past two weeks or so. I think she works over there in that real estate office,” Megan said as she placed a steaming hot coffee in front of me.

      “Yeah?” I knew there was no reason for me to be embarrassed. Megan had seen me in short-term relationships, long-term relationships, and unfortunately even the ugly breakups in between. “What do you know about her?”

      “Boy, what do I look like? A soothsayer? A psychic? I just told you I don’t know anything. Get up off your booty and go say ‘hi’ if you’re that interested.” She left the milk and sugar near me and walked off to tend to her next table.

      I looked down at what I had on. I definitely wasn’t dressed to impress and I didn’t want to get laughed at. If there was anything I knew, approaching a woman when she was with her friends could end really badly. I settled for just admiring her from afar.

      I ordered my usual pancakes with extra helpings of bacon.

      “Just go talk to him already!” I heard the friend whisper yell at the beautiful red-haired woman.

      I didn’t want to chance it and look up. I mean, they could be talking about anyone in the diner.

      I glanced up, looking over the rim of my coffee cup, and sure enough, the friend was looking over to me and smiling while the red-headed goddess was looking down, her cheeks almost as red as the locks tumbling from her head.

      I waited until the shy woman looked in my direction and gave her a wink, then went back to my food and coffee.

      “See!” I heard the friend practically screech out loud.

      I laughed silently. Now that I knew they were talking about me I would wait to see what their plan would be. I didn’t want to seem too desperate, but just looking at that woman had me thinking about some seriously rated R scenes. I had just gotten out of a relationship, but I was always down to have a bit of fun if the opportunity presented itself.

      I ate my breakfast slower than usual, but even after completely finishing my plate and starting on my third cup of coffee, the woman had yet to make a move to come over to me.

      I watched in surprise as the girls paid for their food and began to get their stuff together so they could leave. I knew I didn’t want her to leave without my phone number, but I didn’t want to seem too eager. If I saw them walking towards the door, I would pay and maybe accidentally bump into her on the way out, try to slip her my number that way.

      She beat me to the punch.

      I sat back as she walked over to where I was sitting with a small piece of paper in her hand and her friend standing in the background with the biggest grin on her face.

      “Hey, um, I’m sorry. This is so strange.” The woman looked down and her face bloomed that gorgeous shade of red all over again.

      “Nonsense, please, sit.” I gestured to the empty seat across from me.

      She sat and coyly looked up at me. “My name is Amber and I never do this, but my friend over there,” she said, using her thumb to indicate who her friend was, “promised if I didn’t, she would make my life a living hell. I believe her.”

      I gave a small laugh, making sure to show my pearly whites. “We can’t have your life be hell now, can we?”

      “No, well, what’s your name?”

      “Lance. It’s nice to meet you, Amber.” I put my hand out to shake hers. I let it linger only a second longer than usual, letting her know that I was interested in touching her but still not make it weird.

      “I don’t know if you have a girlfriend or not, I mean, it’s not even my business . . .”

      “I’m single, Amber. You?”

      She smiled, a bit of relief shown in the way she let her shoulders relax. “I’m single too.” She fumbled with the paper in her hand. “Look, I don’t know if you want to or not, but I would like to maybe go out for a cup of coffee or something like that.” She slid the paper on the table and took a deep steadying breath. That must have taken a lot out of her.

      “I think I would enjoy that a lot.” I smiled and put the piece of paper in my shirt pocket, making a show of patting it to ensure that it was secure.

      “Yeah?”

      “Absolutely, Amber.”

      “Ok, well great, well, um, yeah, call me,” she said as she stood up from the booth and basically speed-walked back over to her friend.

      “Now was that so hard?” the friend said as Amber pulled her towards the door. I had no choice but to laugh at the embarrassment. I quickly pulled the number out of my pocket and transferred the digits into my cell phone.

      “Well, that was quick,” Megan said as she walked by and placed my check on the table.

      I dropped a twenty down and stood up to kiss her. That would take care of the check, the tip, and my goodbye to her for the day.

      “Don’t jinx it for me!” I said and walked out of the diner, my hangover a distant memory.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amber

      

      

      I hated my job, I hated every single person at my job, and honestly, the only thing that was getting me through the day was that my best friend Lee was downstairs hating her own job just as well.

      I just lost my dream job. Never did I think telling the truth would be enough of a reason to be fired but then again, my ex-boss was never one to like being confronted. I found out that one of the senior members was stealing petty cash. I used to work in one of the largest ad agencies in the Midwest and we always had hundreds, if not thousands, of dollars in cash and pre-paid cards just in case one of the clients decided they wanted to be wooed over drinks and dinner.

      We were blowing through petty cash like water and when my boss began to ask questions about where it was going, I thought nothing of telling him that his partner was using it on his spa trips and other trysts he believed we didn’t know about. I mean, how could he not know that we all knew?

      That was where the problems began. From that day on, every little thing I did at work was scrutinized and criticized. They put me on probation for saying ‘Happy Holidays’ when I greeted someone at work. The complaint was that I wasn’t sensitive to other people’s religious beliefs. I nearly lost my shit at that one meeting. I began working for the company fresh out of high school. Five years later, I had climbed my way up the ranks to executive assistant. Unfortunately, I didn’t make myself as unexpendable as I thought. They let me go four days after the holidays, saying they were going in a different direction with the company and my services were no longer needed.

      I cried, I panicked, but after all that, I was just angry. Angry and screwed. I didn’t have any other schooling besides my high school diploma and there were very few career options that would hire me without some level of college education.

      I had to move on with my life. I was an adult with bills to pay and food that needed to be bought. Lee told me about a real estate firm that was looking to hire new people and was willing to train. I tried to be happy about it. I had a job, but the only money I really made was off commission, and this particular real estate firm specialized in low-income apartments. I wasn’t exactly pulling in the big bucks, as they say.

      In fact, it was all very competitive so all of the women that worked with me were grade A bitches. It wasn’t in me to be rude or ugly to anyone. I just didn’t fit in with anyone here.

      “Hello! Earth to Amber!” One of my colleagues stepped in front of my face and snapped her fingers. Like I was a dirty dog instead of a human being.

      “Yes, did you need something, Lana?” I asked, trying my damndest to keep the smile on my face. The one I had to plaster there with crazy glue.

      “I asked if you had finished with the paperwork for the Linden sale. You know, your job?” she asked with a firm hand on her hip and a roll of her eyes.

      I wished I could just smack the shit out of her, just one good time. Watch her mouth open and close like a guppy at my audacity. Just once.

      “Yes, I already told you on three separate occasions that it was done and where  it was filed.”

      “Who told you to do the filing? You just barely started working here. You don’t know how to do that yet.”

      How dumb did she think I was? The filing was just alphabetical. I was pretty sure that even with just a high school diploma, I knew that B came after A. I shook my head. I didn’t want to be ungrateful, I really didn’t.

      She flicked her hand in the air, dismissing what I had just said. “Well, I need to see it. Print me out a copy, so I can verify your work.”

      “Why? Can’t you just get it from the files?”

      “Why don’t you want to print it? Did someone else do it for you? You know that is cause to be fired, right?” Lana asked, a little smile on her face. If she thought she was going to get rid of me that easily, she had another thing coming.

      “No, I did my own work. Give me one second.” I opened up my computer application and began printing out the fifty-plus page document for her. She stood there as the printer spit out each page.

      A slight buzzing sound caught my attention and drew me out of the awkward waiting game I was playing with Lana. I reached into my purse and pulled out my cell phone.

      

      
        
        *311-555-1567* - Hey, hope it’s ok to text. My boss is an ass about me being on the phone.

      

      

      I looked at the phone. I had no idea who this was. Everyone who had my number was either a long-time friend or family. I hadn’t met anyone . . .

      I could feel my cheeks heating up from the smile I was sure was spreading all the way up to my eyebrows. It was the man from the diner. It had to be. Even though I was sure he would call, I didn’t expect to be this happy to see the text.

      

      
        
        Amber - Who is this?

      

      

      I had to be sure. The last thing I wanted was to be talking to a client or someone I accidentally gave my personal number to. How embarrassing would that be?

      

      
        
        *311-555-1567* - Well, how presumptuous of me. This is Lance. The young man you met at the diner this morning.

        Amber- Oh, yea. Sorry. I had to make sure. Lol

        Lance- Of course. How is your day so far? I hope it’s ok for me to text you?

        Amber- Yeah, text or call, whatever you like.

        Lance- Cool, I don’t want to seem too forward but I’m very interested in getting to know you. Would you want to do dinner with me tonight? No pressure :-)

      

      

      

      No pressure! Was he crazy? That request held a lot of pressure!

      

      
        
        Amber- Sure, how do you feel about Korean BBQ?

        Lance- LOVE! Know a great place. Can I pick you up at 7?

        Amber- We can meet there?

        Lance- For sure. I’ll get you the address.

      

      

      I spent the rest of the day talking with Lee and trying to figure out what was appropriate to wear for a last-minute date. Apparently, I couldn’t try too hard because there was no real plan behind this date, but I still had to blow out my already straight hair and put makeup on.

      By the time six-thirty rolled around and I was ready to leave, I had changed my outfit three times and my lipstick four times until Lee thought I was perfect. We even worked out an emergency phrase in case Lance turned out to be crazy and she needed to get me out of there.

      The place he chose for our date turned out to be close to where I lived. I actually could have walked if Lee didn’t demand I where three-inch heels. Instead, I had to take a cab the eight blocks to the restaurant.

      Once the cab pulled up to the curb, I was so glad that I did decide on that method of transportation. I had the opportunity to sit and gawk at the man who was standing at the door waiting for me to show up.

      I am what most consider to be beautiful, I know it, I keep in shape, I take care of my hygiene and my appearance, but this man was more than just beautiful. If he were to tell me that he was a supermodel, I wouldn’t think twice about it. His dark brown hair was cut short, but I could see there was a little wave to it. His eyes were a honey, almost clear, brown color that were piercing even from a distance. He was clean-shaven but his jaw was strong. His lips were a pale pink color, not too thin and not too big. They almost begged to be kissed, or rather to kiss on me.

      I clenched my thighs tight as I got myself together in the cab and reached in my bag to pay the driver. It had been a while since I was with a man and the instant lust I felt just from looking at him was a bit overwhelming. Honestly, I really wasn’t against a one-night stand.

      I stepped out of the cab with as much grace as I could muster and did my best to saunter sexily over to where he was standing. At least, I hoped it was sexy.

      “Hey, handsome,” I said when I stopped in front of him.

      “Oh wow, Amber, you look absolutely breathtaking.” He picked up my hand and kissed my knuckles like we were in an old fairy tale or something like that. I nearly asked him to come back to my house right then. I knew I couldn’t do that though. I had to play it cool.

      “Thank you.”

      “So, are you ready to eat? This place has some great dishes and if you want something different off the menu, they will prepare it for you.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been here a few times. It’s great.”

      “Oh, that’s perfect. You already have the lay of the land then.” Lance place a soft hand on my back and escorted me into the building. The hostess took our information and continuously tried to make eye contact with Lance, but he was a true gentleman and focused only on me and what we were talking about. By the time we were able to be seated, the hostess was more than just a little upset that she couldn’t drag his attention away from me.

      We sat there for hours, just laughing and getting to know more about each other. It was nice to just sit back and have a good time, not worry about work, not worry about money, not worry about anything besides the person in front of me. By eleven that night, the small restaurant was already down to the last few customers and we were completely stuffed.

      “I guess we should call it a night?” Lance said, a heavy look on his face, almost disappointed.

      “Yeah, I do need to get to work in the morning.”

      “Me too. Okay, well, let me get the check and we’ll head out.” He paid the check and left a nice tip for the servers before we made our way out to the front so I could get a cab home.

      “Amber.”

      I turned around before I made it to the curb. “Yes, Lance?”

      “I want to do something, but I know I shouldn’t. Everything about this night has been perfect, almost too perfect. I want to see if we are as compatible as I feel like we are.”

      I squinted my eyes at him, hoping he wasn’t brazen enough to be asking straight out for a one-night stand. I don’t mind them, but don’t push your luck.

      “What exactly did you want to do?” I asked as I walked closer to where he was standing.

      “Well, I am a firm believer in sparks and energy. You don’t want to waste your time with someone no matter how much in common you may have if there is no passion, no spark.”

      “Okay, I’m with you so far.”

      “Well, I propose we kiss. Not one of those timid, see you soon kisses, where our lips just barely touch, but a real kiss to see if there is anything. What do you say to that?” he asked, his eyes full of sincerity. So much so that if I wasn’t paying attention to them, I would have laughed. I have never had anyone ever ask to kiss me, even those that I was sure really should have asked. As silly as it was, it was actually incredibly hot.

      “Sounds like a good idea to me,” I said, moving closer to him, my breathing speeding up in anticipation of what was to come. I wanted to prepare myself.

      I wasn’t prepared.

      Lance grabbed my arms and turned me so my back was against the glass window of the restaurant. He cradled my face and slowly bent down to my mouth. He was fit, built like a construction worker or someone who did manual labor for a living. His broad shoulders created a barrier of sorts for us. No one would even be able to see our public display of affection unless they were nosy enough to walk right up on us.

      He pressed those full perfect lips on mine and I unintentionally sighed. My body sizzled with the need for this virtual stranger. Not only could I feel a spark ignite inside me, but it felt like I was getting stage-three burns from the flames licking at my insides. I kissed him back and prayed he felt even a portion of the connection that I was feeling. He pulled back slightly, maybe to end the kiss, but I was nowhere near finished with him. I nipped at his bottom lip and finally got a clue at what he was feeling when a low growl sounded from his throat as he pushed back into me, holding me tighter than he had before, and kissed me again.

      I ran my hands into his silky thick hair as his hands slowly traveled under my light jacket and his fingers squeezed my hip. I fisted my free hand at my side to keep myself from letting my fingers caress my own mound. I swear I could feel my need dripping down my thighs.

      This time when he pulled away, I let him. There was no way I wasn’t going to ask him to come to my place if I let him kiss me like that again.

      “Hmm,” I said, trying not to give too much away.

      “Hmm is right. You’re going to be a problem, aren’t you?” he asked, leaning down to give me a peck.

      “So there was sparkage for you then?”

      “Oh yeah, it was a fucking five-alarm fire over here. You?”

      “Same,” I said as I reached up and caressed his jaw.

      “Come on, let me get you home before I do some really naughty things to you.” He turned and pulled me towards the curb.

      I wanted to pout. I wanted to tell him to do those naughty things. But I was actually pretty interested to see where this would go. I could wait for my satisfaction.

      He hailed me a cab and promised he would call me in the morning. I was giddy on my way home.

      This was going to be fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lance

      

      

      I watched the cab drive off and as soon as the car was no longer on the horizon, I let out a huge breath. I wasn’t lying when I said there was a lot of heat with that kiss. In fact, every sound she made, each swipe or tug of her hand, everything about it was seared onto my brain. I didn’t want to get too far ahead of myself, but I could tell for sure that we were compatible and could only imagine how amazing we would be in bed.

      My rod was already hard and standing at attention just from that little taste she gave me. Is it possible to be addicted to someone after just one kiss? If you would have asked me before, I would have said ‘no’, but now I wasn’t so sure.

      I pulled out my phone and checked a few messages that had come through while I was on the date with Amber. I never answered a phone call while I was entertaining a lady friend. Sure, if it’s an emergency, I’ll excuse myself from the table, but I think it is beyond rude to be on the phone when you are supposed to be paying attention to the person next to you.

      Nothing that had come through was important enough for me to answer, so I turned and began walking in the direction of my own apartment, a little bit of a lift in my step. I don’t remember the last time I was this optimistic about a date. In fact, the last time was with my most recent long-term relationship.

      Christina and I were good together in most ways. We enjoyed the same things, laughed at the same things, and our sex life was off the chain. Unfortunately, she was a jealous woman and she just couldn’t accept my work. At first, she was fine with it, but soon she would become irate and would accuse me every time I walked into the house. What started out as a great relationship turned into hell. I tried to stick it out as long as I could, but after a year, I had enough. I hoped that Amber was different. I hoped she was confident enough not to pull the jealous card. I really didn’t want to deal with it.

      I made it to my building, and after shooting the shit with my doorman for a little while, I went upstairs and dropped down in front of my eighty-inch LED TV. If you’re going to watch a movie, you might as well watch it the way it was meant to be watched— large and loud!

      I put on the replay of the game and relaxed with thoughts of Amber on the brain. She was going to be a problem.
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        Me- You know your ex has a real thing for Korean BBQ?

        The Job- Are you fucking kidding me? You mean to tell me I paid you 10 thousand dollars to eat BBQ?

        Me- No, but it comes with the territory.

        The Job- Just get this shit done. I’m tired of seeing happy pictures and shit on Facebook, not when I was put through hell.

        Me- Don’t worry. Everything is going to plan.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lance

      

      

      “What do you mean you’ve never had a moon pie? How could you have never had a moon pie?”

      I laughed as I settled deeper into my La-Z-Boy. If there was one thing every self-respecting bachelor should have, it’s a La-Z-Boy.

      “I don’t know. I love chocolate too, so it actually does seem like a dessert I would like. I just never had the pleasure of having one.”

      I heard Amber sigh through the phone, “Oh boy, you don’t know what you’re missing. That sweet sticky cream. I love to eat them a little warm. Oh, it’s fucking orgasmic.”

      I listened to her moan and groan through the phone. I was laughing along with her, but at the same time, all the moaning was going straight to my head. Not the one above my shoulders.

      “I know something else that is just as orgasmic,” I said under my breath.

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?” Amber said with a slight purr to her voice. I was turned on and I could tell just from her voice that she was as well.

      We had been dating for a few weeks now and even though I wanted more than anything to dive deep into her womanhood, I would wait. It would be painful, but I would wait.

      “Woman, you know exactly what I meant. You’re killing me over here with all your pretty sounds.”

      “Oh, poor baby. Does it make you feel any better if I said that you are killing me too?”

      “Yeah? What can I do to make it better? Can’t have my girl in need for me.” I pressed my palm against the straining erection in my pants.

      “You tell me what you could do to make it better. Maybe tell me what I can look forward to,” Amber said, her lusty tone pouring through the earpiece of my cell.

      I never would have expected something like this from someone as shy as Amber, but then again, every day with her was a surprise.

      “Kissing you, I know that would make me feel better. I would kiss you until you couldn’t stand it any longer, and just as your knees went weak, I would lay you down and kiss every inch of your skin, from that sensitive spot behind your ears that you always try to hide from me, to right near your navel that always has you begging me for more. I’d kiss you until I’ve had my fill.”

      I could hear her breath getting heavy and slightly shaky.

      “And what happens after that?”

      “After that, I’d finally kiss on a part of you that I have yet to see. That juicy pussy.”

      “Oh fuck, Lance,” she whispered painfully into the phone

      “Would that make you feel better? Me licking and kissing at your clit? How many times do you want to cum before it’ll be better? Tell me, babe.”

      “Lance.” She whispered my name. I think I was making her need for me worse, but it was fun. I don’t remember the last time I actually had phone sex.

      “No, sweetheart, I need to know how to please you. Tell me.”

      I heard her let out a pleased moan and then she said, “I want to cum three times on that glorious mouth before I slide down on that big cock. I want it to fill me all the way up. It’s the only way to take away this ache. I want you pounding into me.” She spoke in a raspy voice and every syllable shot straight to my balls. I don’t remember the last time someone had said something to me that made me want to just run over and fuck them through a wall, but Amber was close to it.

      “Fucking hell, babe. You can have that anytime you want.”

      “You know what I want right now?” she asked through the phone, the same shaky raspy voice as before.

      “What?”

      “I want to cum, right now. Will you help me?”

      I groaned and dropped my pants. I didn’t even give it a second thought. I was feeling just like her. I was hard as a rock and the need to cum was engrossing. “Yes, babe, I’m right here with you. My God, you are so fucking hot.”

      “Are you touching yourself too, Lance?” she asked, her breath hitching a bit between a few of the words.

      “Yes, God, yes.” I usually just spit on my hand and go to work when I needed to get a quick one out, but this woman had me so turned on, I was able to use my own precum dribbling from the head of my dick as lube. “You wet for me, Amber?” I ask as I slowly wrapped my hand around my cock. I knew that if I was too aggressive, I would bust my load right then. I wanted to wait for her.

      “Lance, I’m soaked, my panties and even my bed sheets a bit. I want you so bad. I want you filling me up right now.”

      I jerked my cock slowly, enjoying the build-up. “I can’t wait to be inside you. Watching your beautiful tits bounce as I rock back and forth inside your warm pussy.”

      “Mmm, yes, yes, I want that.” Amber moaned louder and I could hear her moving around on her bed.

      “Do you like your nipples played with, babe? You want me to suck on them, pinch them, would that wind you up?”

      “Mmmhmmm,” she groaned out.

      My hand began to move faster without any permission from me, I couldn’t stop it. “Can you cum just from that? Will you soak my dick in your sweet juices as I grind into you long and hard? I need to feel you crumble and shake under me. I won’t stop until you can’t take it anymore. Fucking shit, I need you so fucking bad right now, Amber. I’m so hard. I need you.”

      I was seconds from cumming.

      “Mmm, I’m close. Lance, I’m so close!” Her breath was coming fast. She whimpered into the phone, then she sucked in a breath and there was silence for a second.

      I jerked my dick fast and hard now. The orgasm building in my body was going to be glorious. I could already feel the intensity of it.

      Then I heard the most amazing sound I think I have ever heard in all my twenty-eight years of life.

      “Oh . . . my . . . Lance! I’m cumming, yes, yes!” She groaned and shuttered through the phone and it was enough to push me over the edge.

      “Shit, Amber!” I leaned back as spurt after spurt of my own orgasm shot through my shaft and landed in a mess on the floor and on my pants. I continued to pump my hand until I was completely spent and out of breath. I was instantly relaxed. A good orgasm will do that to you.

      “Lance?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I need more. When are we going to do this for real?”

      I blinked a few times, trying to bring myself to the present instead of floating around on cloud nine like I was.

      “Are you sure, babe? There is no rush. I can wait,” I said even though I really didn’t mean it. I couldn’t wait. I was going crazy. I felt like a high school kid with no control over my damn hormones.

      “Oh, it’s okay. If you don’t want to, it’s fine.” I could hear her retreating away from me vocally. She thought I didn’t desire her.

      “No, Amber, please believe I want to. More than anything. I just want to make sure it’s right for you. I can see us going for the long haul and I don’t want to mess it up.”

      “Me too. I can see that too,” she said on a sigh, “I don’t think it will mess it up though. You drive me wild, Lance. I’ve never felt this before. I want more. I want to cross that line with you.”

      It was like music to my ears. Finally.

      “Okay, if you say you want it, I won’t deny you, babe. I can’t come over tonight, I have work, but tomorrow? How does that sound?”

      “Not tonight? You can’t call out?” She almost sounded like she was whining, wanting her instant satisfaction. I was one for delayed gratification though. The anticipation made it better.

      “No, babe. I wish I could, but I can’t. I am the only one on tonight.”

      “Fine, I guess I’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

      I laughed a bit. “Don’t pout, love. It’ll be worth the wait. I promise.”

      “It better be. It’s been a long time since anyone has turned me on this much.”

      “I am honored.”

      She laughed and a slight yawn slipped out of her mouth. “Oh my, I’m sorry. Excuse me.”

      “Sounds like someone needs a nap.”

      “You wore me out.”

      “You ain’t seen nothing yet,” I assured her through the phone.

      “Boy, you better stop, or I’m just going to show up at your house naked.”

      “Mmm, such a tease.” I closed my eyes and thought about how fucking wonderful that would be. A surprise for the ages.

      She gave a slight giggle followed by another yawn.

      “Babe, go ahead and get some rest. It’s late. I have to get ready for work anyway.”

      “I’m sorry. I am being so rude.”

      “Absolutely not. I love that I am able to put you to sleep even from my little space across town. I hope you have good dreams, Amber.”

      “I am sure I will. Have a good shift, babe.”

      With that, we hung up the phone. I cleaned up the mess I made on the floor and went to get ready. This was going to be an easy night.
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      I laid back, looking at the ceiling in my small apartment. I can’t believe I just had phone sex with him. I never do that. In fact, I think I may have had phone sex one other time and that was with my boyfriend of over five years. We had just recently broken up and I guess I was really bound up with sexual tension, falling into a phone sex conversation with Lance almost felt natural.

      I know I shouldn’t have done it. I could only hope he didn’t expect that from then on.

      I got out of my bed and walked over to the bathroom where I opened a fresh bottle of body wash. I turned on the shower and reveled at how strong the stream was. It was enough to massage any remaining tension I had out of my body.

      Being in a new relationship was a lot of fun, but for the most part it was also a lot of anxiety. What if he thought I was fast because I told him I wanted to have phone sex? What if he didn’t like how I sounded when I came? What if he has a small dick? All of these questions would never be answered until it was too late.

      I knew enough about Lance though to figure out we were deep enough into the relationship to take the next step. I mean, it was only logical. We had been petting and kissing like teenagers for a few weeks now. Sex was bound to happen sooner rather than later. I was ready to get to that part.

      I let the water drench my hair and body and began to methodically shave every surface below my neck. I wanted to be baby smooth for him tomorrow.

      I got out of the shower and used two of my extra fluffy bath sheets to dry my body and my hair before I went to lay down. I made sure to oil my skin, but it was the last thing I did before my head hit the pillow and I was out for the night.
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        * * *

      

      “Amber!” Lana stood right in front of me as I tried to make my way out the front door. It was five-oh-one. I was already in the building a full minute longer than I wanted to be.

      “Why are you screaming my name?”

      “Where do you think you are going?” Lana asked, that ridiculous hand on her hip again. A sly smile painted on her Botox ridden face.

      “What? I am going home. My shift is over at five.” I looked at Lana like she had lost her mind. Everyone else had already left, no one really kept to the eight to five schedule, but since I was new, I didn’t want anyone to say that I was trying to steal company time or anything like that.

      “Oh hun, you should check your interoffice mail more often. You are on purge duty this month.”

      My mouth dropped open in surprise. I had only been there a month, how was it already my turn for purge duty? In this office every month someone is assigned to go through all the pending files and get rid of any client information that may be considered clutter or duplicates, get rid of any files that may be closed out due to not qualifying or because the clients found a place somewhere else. It would take hours and I wasn’t even completely sure how to do it correctly because it hadn’t been done since I’ve been here.

      “No way. I already have plans for tonight. Can’t I do it tomorrow?”

      “I’m sorry, are you telling me your personal life is interfering with your professional duties? You know that is grounds for termination, right?”

      Fuck my whole life! I couldn’t stand this bitch.

      “No, fine. I’ll do it. Just give me a second to cancel my plans.” I sighed and walked back over to my desk.

      I picked up the phone and dialed Lance. I knew he would be disappointed. He planned a whole dinner for us and of course, like we planned last night, we were finally going to do the deed. The anticipation was so high, it was really all I could think about. Now I was going to have to call him and let him know that things would need to change.

      “Hey, babe,” he answered with his normal carefree tone. I instantly had a smile on my face. His voice did some strange things to me. “You almost home?”

      “Don’t hate me,” I said as a segue to the bad news I was about to deliver.

      “Ugh, Amber. What happened?” He was disappointed, just like I thought he would be.

      “I swear, my job hates me. Apparently, I was scheduled to purge this month but no one bothered to verbally tell me. Basically, I have to clean shop. It’s just busy work and not what I would like to be doing with my time, but I can’t bail on it. My job has already been threatened once today.” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to get my anger under control.

      “What? Who the fuck is threatening your job? That’s bullshit. I hate that you have to work in that place.” He let out a frustrated sigh and I could hear the phone creaking in his hand from the force of him squeezing it.

      “I know, babe, but I don’t want to completely cancel our plans. I probably won’t make it out to the restaurant, but how about a night in? Let’s get some greasy Chinese food or pizza and watch Starship Trooper or something,” I said, hoping to salvage the night.

      There was a moment of silence on the line before he spoke again. “Did you just say Starship Trooper?”

      “Yeah. What? You don’t like that movie?” My opinion of him was about to drop down a few pegs if he said ‘no’.

      “Are you kidding me! I have a fucking shrine of Starship Trooper shit. Diz was my crush all through high school.”

      “Really, Diz? Didn’t she come off a little desperate to you? I mean, dude, you see he is in love with the next girl, take a hint.”

      “No, she just knew what she wanted and what the other girl was wasting. Can’t blame her for that. Plus, I got to see her topless.” He laughed out loud at his own joke. His joy was infectious. Before I knew it, we spent the next two hours on the phone talking about old movies and which one was better, and by close to eight, I was breezing through my work.

      “Okay, I’m almost done here. What do you say to meeting at my house at nine-thirty? Is that okay?”

      “That’s perfect. What would you like for dinner? Your wish is my command.”

      “Well, honestly, a nice thin crust pizza and some chocolate cake. I just realized I am starving to death.” I rubbed my belly and tried to calm the rumblings down.

      “You got it, babe. I’ll be there at nine-thirty on the dot with hot food just for you.”

      “I hope you’ll be there with something else too,” I said with a little bit of a flirtatious tone.

      “Hmm, Starship Troopers?”

      “Dumb ass.”

      “See you soon, babe.”

      “Bye.”

      I hung up the phone and rushed around to the final boxes I had to go through. I found paperwork from months before. Apparently, the ones that were supposed to do this in the past didn’t want to do this either. I got rid of everything I knew for sure was supposed to go in the trash and the rest I marked for review. If they had a problem with the fact I wasn’t properly trained on the exact protocol of what was dispensable and what wasn’t, then they would just need to take that up with my trainer, Lana.

      Finally, at around eight-twenty, I was completely finished with everything I had to do. Or at least everything that I was going to do. I rushed out of there and made it back to my apartment in record time. At eight-fifty, I was already in the shower making sure I didn’t need to go over any of my lady bits that decided to sprout a hair or two overnight. Everything was still in good shape. I jumped out of the shower and had my hair done and a nice casual PJ set on by the time nine-thirty rolled around.

      I smelled him before he even knocked on the door. The aroma of pizza immediately had my stomach growling and doing flips in my abdomen. I hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast and I was looking forward to a nice hot, crunchy slice.

      I swung the door open and there he stood with his own version of suitable outdoor pajamas on. He had on gray lounge pants with a white crisp t-shirt along with black and white converse. I had to look up to the ceiling in order to keep myself from looking at his imprint. I put my hands out to grab the pie and turned without even giving him another glance.

      “Okay, is something wrong?” he asked as he closed the door and followed behind me.

      “Yes, something is wrong! You’re trying to drive me crazy?”

      He sat down next to me and I could finally turn to look him in the eyes. He was confused and even a bit concerned.

      “Well, I’m not ashamed to say I have no idea what I did wrong.”

      I waved my hand up and down his body, making a show of indicating his clothing. “Are you kidding me? This is how you came outside?” I was doing my very best to keep my laughter in.

      He stood up, his scantily clothed shaft now directly in my line of vision. I smacked a hand over my eyes.

      “What’s wrong with it? I figured for a night in, we should both be comfortable.”

      “Lance, you’re basically naked.” I laughed. I couldn’t hold it back anymore.

      “What?” He asked as he sat back down.

      “Lance, I can see your soldier. Your Johnson. Your love stick. Whatever you want to call it.” I smiled at him.

      “How? There is no hole or anything.”

      Poor man, he really had no idea. I shook my head and turned towards the TV to set up for the movie. “Lance, I give you permission to look on your phone and search the term gray sweatpants season. You are basically wearing lingerie.”

      He squinted his eyes at me and reached in his pocket for his phone. He did a quick search and slowly but surely, I could see his expression begin to change. Then laughter poured from his mouth. I turned to him and he slammed a pillow over his lap.

      “My eyes are up here, woman!” He gestured with his pointer finger to his face. He finally understood.

      We let that laugh carry us through the starting credits of the movie and about two slices of pizza a piece.

      I was totally at ease with him, just what I needed.
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        Lance

      

      

      I’m not sure when we went from arguing about who was hotter, Diz or the corporal under General Rascack, but I do know that before the movie was over, I was already pawing at her. And I was hot from a serious make-out session. We had been here before, and even though both of us came here today with the knowledge that we were finally about to get it on, I didn’t want to press my luck.

      If there was one thing I knew about closing the deal, and I had a lot of experience in this area, was that you always wait for the woman to push in that direction, then move from there. It’s always their decision how far we go.

      She leaned up into my kiss and her upper thigh pressed hard against my erection. It was painful but not enough for me to stop her.

      She dropped back down onto the couch abruptly and blew out a hard breath. “You know, there were promises made.”

      I settled down closer to her core. “I remember. Just making sure you still want that.”

      “My clothes are about to melt off my body. Yes, I want. I need it.”

      Fucking hell. “As you wish.” I bent down and attacked her mouth with a ferocity. I couldn’t kiss this woman enough. When she pulled away to breathe, I let my mouth fall to her neck, where I sucked and licked until she was clawing and pulling at my clothes. I sat up and reached over my head to pull my shirt off and was pleased to see her face fall in surprise. I used to be a professional bodybuilder in the men’s physique category, and even though now my work kept me from competing, there were still aspect of my training I kept up with and that meant I kept in great shape.

      I let my fingers slide to the hem of Amber’s pajama shirt and I tugged it up. I was more than surprised to find that she didn’t have a bra on. The shirt had its own built-in bra, so when it came off, I was greeted with two perky teardrop shaped breasts. I wasn’t prepared.

      I grabbed onto myself and could feel my precum start to wet my pants. I was too excited.

      I used my strength to grab her under her arms and push her up further on the couch. I was a man of my word and I promised I would taste every part of her. I kissed her stomach, her ribs, I pulled the pants off her and kissed her inner thighs, which turned out to be a seriously ticklish spot on her. I trailed my tongue down her toned, freckled legs and when I made it down to her small feet, I massaged them and made sure to kiss the pad of each toe.

      I sat back up and tried to commit the image of this writhing, needy, gorgeous woman to memory. Her dark red hair sprawled around her head and shoulders in a glorious mess, her dark brown eyes pleading with me to hurry up, her fair cheeks a deep shade of pink, and her pert little mouth in an adorable pout. This woman was beyond gorgeous. She was one of a kind.

      The enormity of that thought broke me from my reverence. I shook it off and went back to my work. I made promises and she made requests. I was here to come through on those.

      I dropped my head down to her chest and I licked and played with her sensitive breast. She arched off the couch and tried to rush me. She shuttered and made some of the most glorious sounds I ever heard.

      “Lance, you’re killing me. I am going to cry soon.”

      I looked up to her face and sure enough, her face was getting redder and her eyes shiny with unshed tears.

      “I want you so bad, I can’t take it. I can’t take anymore.” She was begging me to put her out of her sexual misery.

      I picked her up and walked to where I assumed the bedroom was. I had been through quite a few women’s rooms and this one was by far the cleanest room I had ever been in. No shoe boxes, no clothes or towels hanging on the chair, not even any makeup on the tables.

      “Neat freak?” I asked before I laid her down on the bed. Maybe she wanted to move the sheets or something.

      “Hmm? What?” She looked around at the bareness of the room. “Oh no, after I lost my last job, I had to downsize my apartment. I just moved in not too long ago. Most of my crap is still in boxes.” She smiled shyly.

      “I’ll help you unpack later.” I let my hands run down her sides and onto the strings that were holding her panties up and pulled them down. She was soaking wet. I picked up her panties, balled them in my fist, and brought it to my nose. I inhaled deeply. She smelled slightly musky, slightly floral, and all the way Amber.

      “Holy fuck.” She reached up and grabbed me behind my neck to pull me down to her mouth. This time she was the one attacking me. I loved that shit. The passion pouring off this woman was exactly what I am looking for. Exactly what I wanted.

      I pushed her back down on the bed lightly. I had a promise to deliver on. I let myself fall to her core and tookno time seeking out that tight little nub between her already engorged pussy lips. Her back shot off the bed at the very second my warm tongue touched her. I licked and sucked on her. Making sure to use the strength of just the tip of my tongue to flick the bundle of nerves back and forth. Swirling it around in circles. Then using the flat of my tongue to sop up any nectar her little body decided to give me. I was already in a good groove by her second orgasm. Just like training any other muscle in the body, you have to train your tongue for bouts of endurance, and I was well trained. I could stay between her beautiful legs for hours if she wanted me to.

      “Enough, I want to feel you now,” she said as her legs still trembled from the explosion and strenuosity of her orgasms. She was sweating and I could see that she was struggling to stay with me. There was such a thing as too much pleasure and she was already on the brink of tapping out.

      “Are you sure? I can keep going if you . . .”

      “Lance, Fuck me! Now!” She pulled me up and tore at the drawstrings on my pants.

      I growled a bit and helped her take my pants off. She pulled my boxers off and flopped back on the bed.

      “You have got to be kidding me!” She slammed her hands to her face.

      I looked at my dick and then back to her. Talk about throwing cold water on my libido.

      “Okay,” I said, trying to get off her. Obviously, she wasn’t impressed with what I had to offer.

      She sat up quickly and poked me in the chest. “Okay, dude, what is wrong with you? I’m serious. Are you crazy, chemically imbalanced, momma’s boy? What is it?”

      “Amber, again, I have no idea what the problem is.”

      “You! This is wrong. You’re awesome to be around and talk to, great taste in movies and food, a gentleman, you eat pussy like it’s a holy meal and your dick is massive! Something has to be wrong with you. There is no way that you don’t have a wife or woman somewhere. It doesn’t make any type of sense.”

      My head inflated about three times its normal size.

      “I swear, I’m not any of the things you said.” I said with a smile on my face.

      “Okay, I got it. I know what it is. Okay, I’m ready, come back.” She put her arms up so that I could fall back down onto her. I reached down into my pants and pulled out a pack of condoms. I opened one and rolled it over my dick. Just the pressure of the latex on my already stretched skin was intense.

      I positioned myself at her entrance and right as I was about to enter her, she turned her head to look at the TV, or at least that is what I thought she was looking at. I pressed in slowly. She wasn’t lying when she said I was massive. I don’t remember the last time anyone could even guess to say I was shorter than ten inches. It was a blessing and a curse to be this endowed. I was hoping Amber thought it was a blessing.

      I pressed in further and began to rock against her. She was so tight and wet. Perfect for me.

      I picked up the pace and she let her eyes close slightly, enjoying the ride. Little did she know, I wasn’t even halfway in. I was just letting her get used to me. After a few minutes of shallow dipping, she picked her head up again and looked at the TV.

      “This makes no fucking sense,” she said under her breath.

      I turned my head to where she had just looked. I saw the TV and the small cable box with the time on it.

      I laughed as soon as I pieced together what she was thinking. “Is that what you think my downfall is? You think I’m a minute man?”

      “It was the only thing left!” She laughed, slightly rolling her eyes.

      I quickly lifted both her legs, plunged all the way into her and stilled. Her eyes went wide and I bent down to lick her ear before whispering, “Enough with the jokes, love. I want you to scream for me.”

      “My God!”

      I pulled out and thrusted back into her with a newfound force. I made sure it wasn’t too hard, but she would remember the feel of me for a long time.

      I picked her bottom off the bed and, using my powerful legs and hips, made her bounce off my dick.

      “Lance, you’re so big. It’s so intense,” she moaned out and reached up with her legs to lock them around my back. She wanted to take it all and I was ready to give it to her.

      I reached down with my hand and softly but definitively wrapped it around her neck. I never cut off any circulation or breath, but I applied a nice even pressure on her neck.

      She grabbed my wrist, a smile curling her gorgeous mouth.

      “Yes, Lance, I love that shit. Fuck me. Harder baby.” She dug her nails into my wrist and I could hear myself moaning out in pleasure. I found more purchase on the soft mattress and I pummeled into her hard. Her perfect tits bounced and her face was a mix of pain and pleasure.

      “Don’t you stop. Oh shit, Lance. Don’t stop! Squeeze my neck tighter!” She screamed out her demands.

      I was only there to please. I squeezed harder for a few seconds and released. I did this until I was sure she was about to cum and then I squeezed and held.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” She scratched at my chest and locked her legs around my waist tight enough that I thought she would break my spine. I ground into her and right at the end of her orgasm, I released her neck, letting her get a huge breath before I pistoned into her. I raced towards my own release as sweat trailed down my back, causing the small scratches that she left on my back to burn. A little pain to go with my ecstasy.

      I fell on top of her as my body jerked and squeezed that massive amount of pleasure out of my body. We both just laid there catching our breath.

      “I don’t understand, Lance. You are amazing. So amazing.” She nuzzled into my neck and whispered sweet nothings into my ear.

      She used her nails to scratch and massage my scalp as she let my head stay in the crook of her neck.

      “You are the best I have ever had.” She blew warm air softly in my ear and used her tongue to lick around the rim. “I think I’m addicted. You’ve ruined me for anyone else.” Her hips softly swayed side to side, “That cock, it’s driving me crazy.”

      My body was already revving up for the next round, and with every whisper, I metaphorically puffed my chest out some more. She was making me feel like the man. Quicker than normal, I was ready for round two. I pumped into her slowly. I was sure she was at least a little sore. I might have gone a little overboard at the end.

      “Mmm, Lance,” she cried out her approval. She lifted up and kissed my neck. I kept the motion going until I was sure she was ready for all of me, but instead of letting me take the lead like before, she pushed on my shoulder so that I would rollover. I did as she indicated and without moving my rod from her womb, she situated herself on top. She had to put her hands on my abs because she couldn’t take all of me at first.

      “I think you’re too big. I think it’s too much.” She closed her eyes and bounced tentatively on the part of me that she was able to take. “I try . . . I try,” she said, her words coming out in broken sentences.

      Painfully slow, she moved her hand from my stomach and inch by magnificent inch she lowered herself down on me, her mouth forming a perfect O when she finally took me all the way to the hilt.

      Her eyes fluttered open and she licked her lips before leveling me with the naughtiest look any woman had ever given me. She just figured out that she was in charge and I was excited to see what this goddess had in store for me.
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      It was almost scary how fucking perfect this man was. Usually people make up for what they can’t achieve in the bedroom by how they act outside, but Lance was nothing like that. He was a gentleman in the streets and a monster in the bedroom. He addressed every one of my desires without me even having to tell him what to do. The man read my body like a large print book.

      I wanted to see if I could give him even a small piece of what he had just given me.

      I used my legs to raise myself off him slightly before falling back down.

      “Shit,” Lance whispered before putting his large hands on either of my thighs.

      I picked up and dropped back down over and over again, and when I was comfortable with that, I added in a swivel.

      I’m from the south. If there is one thing I knew how to do, it’s how to ride a stallion.

      “What the fuck,” he groaned, his fingers now flexing and gripping at my thighs. I picked up the pace. Every so often he would clench his ass cheeks and lift up, and I would let my upper half fall back slightly. Every time he bucked, I flowed with the motion.

      “Amber, you’re going to make me cum too quick doing that shit.” He looked at me with hooded eyes as he bucked up again and my whole midsection flowed with him. “Shit!” He bit down on his bottom lip. Now all I wanted to do was win. I wanted to be the one who made him cum faster than he was used to. I wanted him to remember me long after we were done here for the night.

      I clenched my calves and just used my thighs and hips to move on him. I made sure I was completely centered and I bounced and flowed with every one of his upward thrusts. It got to the point where I wasn’t sure he could control his body anymore. He was anticipating my swirls and pussy popping. I basically trained him to help me bring him pleasure.

      “Amber, hold on. Wait, wait, just . . . fuck!” He let his head fall back and he gripped my legs hard. I dropped my full weight on him, taking him balls deep, and I grinded on him hard and fast, making sure to keep my walls clenched.

      “Fuck!” he bellowed out, deep and loud. His eyes and the primal need I saw in them was scary but also strangely intriguing. The beautiful clear honey color that I was used to was now almost completely gone, his dilated pupils were causing them to look black.

      Within a second, he had me on my stomach with his hands on my hips, hauling my ass in the air. He pressed my chest and face down into the bed. “Amber, listen, if it’s too much, say stop. Understand?” I let a whimper leave my mouth and I wiggled my ass closer to his heavy pulsing dick. He wrapped a hand in my hair and yanked my head up hard. “Answer me!” he snarled in my ear. I had freed the beast and this was the only warning he was giving me.

      “Yes, Lance, I’ll say stop if I can’t take it.”

      He drove deep into me without any further pretense. It was so much deeper this way. I didn’t know if I would be able to keep up with what he was about to give me, but I would try. He gripped my hips hard enough that I knew I would have a bruise there in the morning. He pistoned in and out of me with breakneck speed.

      “Amber, you better cum. Cum right the fuck now.”

      Something about the dominance and command in his voice pushed me over the edge. “Oooh, Lance!” I screamed his name as my body completely gave up on me as wave after powerful wave of my pleasure shot through me.

      I heard Lance take in a deep breath but I couldn’t turn to see if something was wrong. “Oh, shhhh . . .” He couldn’t even finish his words. He fell forward onto my back and I could feel the intensity of his release. His abs tensed crazy hard and then fluttered back to a relaxed state before tensing again with each and every pulse.

      After a few seconds, he rolled off me and lay on the bed next to me. Neither one of us touched each other. We were too spent to even attempt to cuddle or anything like that.

      “Amber?” Lance called out my name, a deep gravelly tone floating in the air.

      “Lance?” I answered.

      “I have never lost control like that in my life,” he said in a bit of a whisper. “I don’t know what it is about you.”

      “Babe, you can lose control with me any time you want.” I rolled over to my side so I could look at him. “I meant what I said. I think I’m addicted.”

      He smiled and propped his arms under his head.

      I don’t know when I fell asleep, but it was three in the morning when he was waking me up.

      “Babe, wake up.”

      “Hmm, no.” I turned to the opposite side.

      “I’m sorry, I have to go to work. My coworker broke his hand punching someone in the face, so I need to go in.”

      “Ugh, fine. I already hate your job.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ll put the slam lock on, okay. I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

      “Go, go, go.” I waved him off and tried to get comfy again.

      I watched as he put his clothes on and heard the door click shut. Sleep was calling my name again just as my phone began to chime that I had a new message. There was no way I was answering that tonight. It could only be Lee at this time of night. I would tell her all the details in the morning. This was the first time I had ever in my life been this satisfied after sex. I was perfectly content just staying right here in bed in a state of bliss.
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        Me- I understand why you’re so hard-pressed to get back at your ex.

        The Job- Yeah? Why is that?

        Me- The sex. It’s absolutely mind-blowing.

        The Job- Fuck you, I don’t need to know about the sex. I’ve already been there and done that. I don’t recall fucking being a part of your given tasks.

        Me- No, but it definitely was an added plus. It’s not often I experience something I never have before. Your ex did that for me.

        The Job- Be careful. If I didn’t know any better I would think you were falling in love.

        Me- No, I’m just thorough. I would never sacrifice  what I have just to fall in love.

        The job- That’s what I thought too.
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        Amber

      

      

      “Oh my God! I hate that I made you go up to him!” Lee screeched in my ear. I had reached out to her this afternoon and basically gave her the play-by-play of how that man blew my back out. “It could have been me with the multiple orgasms.”

      “Yup, the next one is going to be perfect for you, just watch.” I had been through my share of breakups, but Lee had bad relationship after bad relationship. I don’t ever remember her having a good relationship, unfortunately, even though of all people, she was the most deserving of someone to love her.

      The phone beeped in my ear, signaling there was another call. I moved the cell from my ear and couldn’t stop myself from smiling once I saw who was calling me.

      “Hey, Lee, I have to go. I’ll call you back, okay?”

      “It’s King Salami, isn’t it?” Lee asked

      I laughed out loud, almost forgetting I was at work. “I hate that you nicknamed him that. Bye girl,” I clicked over to the other line.

      “My love?” Lance’s smooth voice caressed my ear.

      “Yes?” I answered, a bigger smile on my face. I didn’t even know why I was so happy to hear from him. I couldn’t afford to get so invested in a man, not after the last break-up I had.

      “I want to take you to the new play. We would need to leave straight from work though. You don’t have to stay late again, do you?”

      “No, I only have to do that once a month and it shouldn’t be every month.”

      “Great, I’ll be there at five.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you later then.”

      I hung up the phone and went back to my work. Nothing would be taking me out of this good mood.
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        * * *

      

      “Amber, I need a few minutes of your time.” Lana and Robert, the VP of the company, were coming up to me at four-fifty-nine.

      Lana had that evil grin on her face again.

      “I have plans today.” I tried to get out of whatever they were trying to get me to do.

      “No, it’s about your work from yesterday.”

      “Yes, your incomplete, incompetent work,” Lana said

      I turned back to look at her. “Excuse me, I purged just like you told me to.”

      “Amber, were you aware there is a whole box of missing client information? There are some high paying clients in that box,” Robert replied while stuffing his hands in his pockets.

      “What? I didn’t . . . I would have never thrown any . . .” I could feel the dread beginning to rise.

      “But you did!” Lana got a little closer to me, a clear invasion of my space. I looked to Robert to see if he was going to do anything to stop her, but apparently that wasn’t on his agenda.

      “I knew when we hired you that you would just be a waste of time. Here you are in your early twenties, wearing your tight clothing, thinking you would just get all the commissions based on your looks.” She sucked her teeth and crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re incompetent and a waste of space. I am sure you can work your way to the top at another institution.”

      I sucked in a breath. I couldn’t believe she was talking to me like this and that my boss was letting her. I felt the tears trying to fall, but I was doing everything I could to make sure that they didn’t. I heard a noise from the side of me and when I turned to see what it was, I just wanted to melt into the floor.

      Lance.

      He saw the whole thing.
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        Lance

      

      

      I walked through the doors of Amber’s work at exactly five p.m. No one likes to be kept waiting. I could see Amber and two other employees standing in the walkway in what looked like a heated discussion. The woman was basically yelling in Amber’s face while the man just stood back and watched the altercation.

      “I knew when we hired you that you would just be a waste of time. Here you are in your early twenties, wearing your tight clothing, thinking you would just get all the commissions based on your looks.”

      This wasn’t my fight. I knew I shouldn’t intervene. It wasn’t my place. I should just wait for the whole thing to be over and then we could go to the play. Something about how defeated she already looked urged me into action.

      I walked over to her with purpose.

      “Excuse me, sir. I’m sorry, we will be with you in one moment,” the woman who was just screaming at Amber purred in my direction. The man to her side took notice. They must be together or at least they were fucking.

      I turned to Amber. “Is this your boss?” I asked, completely ignoring the woman.

      She took in a steadying breath. “No, he is my boss.”

      I turned my attention to the man.

      “Sir, do you believe this to be a respectable company?” I asked, trying to keep as professional a tone as possible.

      “Absolutely. We do our best to provide our customers the best care.”

      “What about your employees? How can you stand by as your worker not only voiced blatant discrimination against this woman but also is approaching the situation in a hostile manner? I would be hard-pressed to find any lawyer or judge who would rule against her when she brings a harassment case. You have to learn how to treat people.” I tried to walk away but the man stepped in front of me.

      “Wait, wait, wait. No one is talking about lawsuits, right. I mean, it was only counseling.” The man was starting to sweat under the collar. There has never been a boss who liked the word ‘lawsuit’.

      “Well, I don’t know. I will have to talk with Amber about it, but if she wanted, I would write up my testimony as evidence to make sure all the lessons were learned. Again, that depends on this woman here though.” I gave him a smile and turned to where Amber was looking at me with a happy, shocked look on her face. I grabbed her hand and we walked out the door.

      “Amber, don’t worry about the purge. We will get it all fixed up. You did a great job,” the man yelled out as we left the place. Of course, he would try to smooth things over now.

      I made it to my car and opened the door for Amber to get in.

      “I can’t believe you did that for me!” She laughed and put a hand over her mouth. “I bet they are shitting bricks right now thinking I am going to sue them.”

      “Yeah, no one messes with my girl.” I gave her a wink and picked up her hand to kiss her knuckles.

      She blinked a few times and her face crumbled. She brought her hands back up to her face and she began to cry. My entire heart broke. I always made sure I didn’t get too close to the woman that I was with. I had been burned too many times in the past. Too many times I thought what I had was the real thing only to find out it was only me who held these feelings. At this very moment though, all I wanted was to take the pain away. I leaned over the middle console and pulled her into my lap. I held onto her while she cried and let out all her frustration and worry.

      After she was done crying and we had long missed the start time for the play, she slid back into her seat.

      “I’m so sorry. That was so childish of me,” she said, wiping the remnants of sadness off her face.

      “Nonsense. You can be yourself with me, Amber. If you need to cry, if you need to scream, if you need to act crazy, none of it would stop me from caring for you.”

      “Really?” She looked up at me with big eyes.

      “Really, babe. You’re my girl. All of you.” I leaned over to give her a chaste peck on her lips.

      “So, what do you want to do? We missed the play, but we can still go do something else if you want, or I can just take you home and we can watch crappy TV shows. Whatever you want, babe.” I squeezed her leg and started up the truck.

      “Wow, this is a nice truck,” she said as she looked around at her surroundings. “What kind is it?”

      “Oh, it’s a Range Rover. Do you know a lot about cars?”

      “Um, no, but I do know the newer versions of these trucks come closer to a hundred thousand than most. Jeez, you must be living the good life.” She gave a small laugh and looked out the window.

      If she only knew.
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        Me- I’m done.

        The Job- What? What are you talking about? No, you’re not!

        Me- I am, this isn’t what I thought it was going to be.

        The Job- Bullshit! I told you what the problem was. I explained everything just like you asked!

        Me- Your  ex is nothing like what you said. In fact, I feel like everything you told me was false.

        The Job- I don’t care what you think or feel, I paid you for a job.

        Me- You can have your money back. It isn’t worth this.

        The job- You know what fine; I should have known better than to trust you. Meet me outside the diner tonight. I want all my money back in cash.

        Me- I’ll be there.
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        Lance

      

      

      I pulled into the parking lot of the diner and turned off the truck. I had a long day at work and there were so many things on my mind. One, in particular, was Amber. I tried to keep myself from getting too close, but somehow the woman managed to worm her way into my heart. There was no denying it now. I was two steps from being fully in love with her. It was time to face up to it.

      I got out of the car and looked up. A smile curled my lips as I saw Megan standing in the parking lot. I could talk to her about Amber. We might have had a short relationship ourselves, but she had been nothing but a friend since we split.

      The smile faded from my lips and confusion settled in its place. What was Amber doing here?
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        Catching A Liar

      

      

      Amber dropped her head down as Lance walked up to the two of them. The smile on Megan’s face was evil, to say the least.

      “Did you think I would just let you get away with it scot-free?”

      “Megan? Amber? What is this?” Lance asked as he walked up on the two of us.

      “Lance, I am so sorry. It shouldn’t have gone down like this.”

      Lance stood in front of the two of them. “What are you talking about, love?”

      Megan laughed ugly and loudly. “Love? Are you kidding me? I paid her to fuck with your mind. There is no love here.”

      

      Lance -

      

      I looked between the two women standing in front of me and no one denied it. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Megan was the one to answer. “You come in all the time, hungover or drunk, even when you’re sober, and you smell of the women you run through on a nightly basis, and you sit in my area and wait for me to serve you.” She stepped right in my face, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I loved you, Lance! I was so deeply in love with you. You promised me a chance. Then before we could really get anything started, you broke it off! How could you do that to me? Why would you do that to me then call me a friend? What was wrong with me?” She was irate. I had never known she felt like this. She always said she was good with the break-up. Hell, we had only been in a relationship for three months.

      “Megan, you weren't looking for a relationship. You wanted someone to pay your way. I'm all for helping out when I see that my woman needs it, but I wasn't going to sit back and just let you bleed me dry because you knew you could.”

      “Lance, I have no idea what you're talking about! All I wanted to do was be with you and it seemed like you were more focused on that damn bar of yours or the little models that strolled in than me. I was supposed to be the center of your world," Megan said with tears running down her face

      “This is one of the reasons we broke up. You assume that just because I'm with you, I can't have a life outside of you. We’re supposed to be each other's world.” I threw my hands in the air. Why was I even entertaining this? “In fact, I don't even really give a fuck. This bullshit you pulled right here lets me know I made the right decision breaking up with you. You’re selfish, conniving, and I dodged a fucking bullet when I left you.”

      I tried to walk back to my car but Megan pulled on my arm. "Lance, just wait a minute! Please let me explain."

      I ripped my arm from her grasp. "Fuck you, Megan, don't touch me. Don't talk to me again. In fact, don't even look in my direction."

      I could see on her face that she was surprised I was saying these things to her, the gentleman she had known for so long completely disappeared.

      I got back into my car and started it up. I closed my eyes just for one second. When I opened them up again, the passenger side door was open and Amber was sitting down. She hurriedly clicked the locks.

      "Lance, I know you don't want to talk to me. I know what I did is beyond fucked up. I'm not here to make excuses. I'm only here to tell you the absolute truth right now. You may not believe me, you may not even want to know, but I feel you're at least owed this much."

      “Amber, get the fuck out of my car. I don't want anything to do with you. I don't even know who the hell you are." I waited for her to get out. I didn't want to forcibly push her out of the car, but I was getting close. After a few seconds of her not moving, I slammed my hands down on the steering wheel. "Fuck! Fuck! Fine, say what the hell you have to say and get the fuck out of my car."

      She started immediately. "This isn't the first time I have done something like this. I actually do this from time to time and it usually is women reaching out to me about ex-boyfriends or ex-husbands who have done them wrong. I go around and I date these men and get them to fall in love with me, then either I blackmail them or I just leave them broken-hearted and wondering why. I have never fallen in love with any of my marks, except for you." She looked out the window, back towards the diner.

      "What the fuck? Is that supposed to make me pity you? Am I supposed to believe that you did all this and you actually love me? You must think I'm an asshole, a ripe fucking idiot if you think I'm gonna believe that.” I shook my head. I tried not to care, but the questions that I had were starting to get away from me. “What about your job, your house, meeting me at the diner. How the fuck did you pull all that off?”

      “The diner was easy. Megan told me when you would be there and I just showed up. The job is real. I just got fired from where I used to work and although being a conniving bitch is lucrative, it tends to play on my morality. I don’t do this often enough to make a living. The apartment I rented after I got the gig from Megan. I knew I needed to stay close and have somewhere you could come to visit. It’s a short-term lease.” Amber turned in her seat and looked me straight in the eyes. “I swear to you, she made it seem like she was a victim. That you were some womanizing bastard who did so much wrong by her. That you constantly paraded women in front of her just to torment her. I didn’t dig into any of the information, I didn’t care. That was until I started dating you, until I started to really see who you were, and by then, it was too late. I tried to break it off with Megan and tell her I didn’t want to do this to you, but she wasn’t having any of it. I brought her back the money and I guess she arranged for a time that she knew you would be here. That is what you saw when you first pulled up.”

      She pulled out a rubber band-wrapped stack of cash and placed it on my dashboard.

      “This is the ten thousand dollars that she paid me. I was giving it back.”

      I stared at the large amount of cash. I didn’t want to sympathize, but I knew what some people would do for cash in a bad time. I guess playing a horrible trick on someone isn’t the worst thing she could have done.

      “Was it all fake?” I asked, finally accepting the fact that the woman I admitted to loving was just a con artist.

      “None of it was fake.” She turned back to look at me. “I usually am able to fake it from the very first day, but somehow you cut straight through the bullshit and who I really am came tumbling out. It’s either the guy is arrogant or egotistical or has some other ridiculous character flaw that I have to cater to. You have none of that. Then it’s the sex that I have to fake. Did I fake that?” she asked, looking pointedly at me.

      I thought back to the times we had sex. I knew a woman’s body and there was no way. “No, I don’t think you faked that.”

      “Exactly. It was actually the moment that you stood up for me at my job that I knew she had used me. She lied to me. She tried to get me to destroy a good man. That is what you are, Lance. You are a good man.”

      “I like to think so.”

      “Don’t doubt it. Ever.” She gave me a tentative smile and then opened the door to leave. “I know it doesn’t mean much, I screwed up, but I meant what I said.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “I am in love with you, Lance. All of me. Even the parts you don’t know.”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t deal with this right now. “Amber, I need some time and some space. I won’t say that I don’t care for you because I do, but this is some next-level shit that I need to wrap my head around. I don’t know if I can recover from something like this. How could I ever trust you again?”

      “I understand. Take whatever time you need.” She leaned over and gave me a kiss on the cheek before she hopped out of the car and walked out of the parking lot.
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      I cried all the way home.

      Never in all the time I had been lying to these men have I ever become this invested in any of them.

      I cried for days. I went to work like I was supposed to and surprisingly, Lana had become easier to work with than before. It didn’t feel like she had it out for me all the time. Still, even on my lunch breaks and my trips to the bathroom, I cried. I was a mess. I was depressed. I was missing my baby. I knew what I did was wrong and I deserved this.

      When I was home, I took to eating in and watching movies. I had no motivation to go outside or even hang out with Lee. She knew from the beginning that it was all a trick and was worried when I told her that I had actually fallen in love with this one. She wanted to comfort me, but I wouldn’t let her. I deserved to suffer.

      It was three in the morning when I heard someone lightly knocking at my door. Lee never gave up. She would come over at all different times of the  day and night and try to cheer me up. I cracked the door to tell her to go home and go to sleep. If she actually saw what I looked like, she would barge in and force me to do something happy.

      “Lee, go h . . .”

      Lance was standing outside my door.

      What . . . the . . . fuck!

      “Oh my God!” I slammed the door in his face and tried desperately to comb my hair with my fingers into something, a ponytail, a bun, anything. I don’t think I had washed it in at least a week, combed it in like three days. I had been crying all day and had huge bags under my eyes from lack of sleep. My clothes had holes in them and I was pretty sure I had dropped some chocolate ice cream on my top.

      “Um, does that mean go away?”

      “No!” I screamed through the door. “Hold on, I’m coming!” I ran to the living room and tried to throw all the Chinese food and pizza boxes away. I ended up stubbing my toe on the corner of the couch. “Ow! Motherfuck!” I hopped with a box of four-day old lo mein in one hand and my throbbing foot in the other. The oil from the pizza boxes must have dripped on the floor because after one hop too many, I found myself slipping backward, the box of lo mein flying up in the air and me landing with a loud thud on my back and ass, lo mein noodles raining on me from the air.

      “I quit!” I screamed out as I laid on the floor, too exhausted to move.

      “Well, that was entertaining to say the least. Are you okay?” Lance said from the open door, a smirk masking the concern on his face. I never locked the door.

      “Nope. No, sir. No! I am not okay.”

      He walked over to me and held a hand out so I could get up off the floor. I hobbled over to the couch and sat down, still trying to fix my clothes and the area to be more suitable for him.

      He reached up and pulled a lo mein noodle out of my hair.

      “Rough night?”

      “Rough everything,” I said on a sigh.

      “I want the truth to every single thing I ask you,” he said, seriousness lacing his tone.

      I sat up straight, no longer caring about my surroundings. “Of course.”

      “I swear, if one lie comes out of your mouth, I am the fuck out of here.” He indicated the door with his thumb.

      “You have my word.”

      He shook his head. “That doesn’t mean anything to me.”

      “I know it.”

      “Were you planning on robbing me?”

      “No. I am too scared to go to jail, so I would never do anything that is even on a misdemeanor level. It was my job to just break your heart. No paternity cases, no theft, nothing that deep.”

      “You said you blackmailed people.”

      “Yeah, forced them to tell the truth to their significant others if they had been cheating or something like that.”

      “How many times have you done this?”

      “Seven.”

      “You didn’t have any feelings for any of them?”

      “No, not one. Well, Jonathan, he was my third mark. I pitied him. He really did seem to love both the women he was cheating on. Even while I got him to date me, all he could talk about was them.”

      “Why do you look like you have been in a dark cave for the past week?” He fingered one of the holes in my sweats.

      “I miss you. I’m depressed.” I shrugged and looked down. I knew I would start crying at any moment, but I didn’t want to guilt-trip him.

      “I miss you too,” he whispered and fell back on the couch. “I shouldn’t. You should be that bitch in my mind. You should be the enemy, but something about the time we spent together, the way we mesh, is just stuck in my head. I don’t know how to trust you. I don’t know how to have a relationship without trust. I don’t know how to do this. But I know I have to try.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked. I couldn’t be hearing what I thought I was hearing.

      He leaned in and kissed me deep and long. He took my very breath away.

      “I believe in energy and sparks.” He pecked me again. “There is no way for you to fake this.”

      “No, no way at all.” I tried to kiss him again, but he pulled away.

      “I want to get all the way back to the making-up, but,” he smiled and pulled another piece of lo mein out of my hair, “you smell like soy sauce.”

      I laughed hard. For the first time since all this mess came to light, Lance was man enough to see past my lies and straight to the real me.

      “One lie, Amber, one and I’m gone. Trust is going to take a long time to rebuild.”

      “I will do whatever you need me to do. Full disclosure on everything.”

      He sat back with a smile. “You’re going to be a fucking problem, aren’t you?”

      “I’d be lying if I said no.” I got up from the couch, stripping off all my clothes on my way to the bathroom. “How about we start on that making up?”

      Lance got up from the couch and followed me slowly to the shower, that low moan that drove me wild coming from his throat. I don’t know what I did right in my last life to deserve a second chance from this perfect man, but I would spend the rest of my time with him proving my love.

      

      
        
        THE END
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        To Sarah and Liv.

        You are the best friends I’ve never met. I love you both dearly.
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        Annabel

      

      

      I’m not a bad person, but I certainly do bad things. Case in point, my current mark, Dante Black. He’s standing near the bar, holding a tumbler of amber-coloured liquid— probably whiskey— and even I can admit the man looks delectable. Then again, he usually does. He’s wearing a black suit, definitely tailor-made, with a white button-up shirt. He’s forgone a tie tonight, leaving the collar open at the neck and making the ensemble seem more relaxed, more casual. This reveals the edge of the tattoo that covers his left pectoral and partway down his left arm. His dark hair, which is long enough to run fingers through, is styled in a way that says he cares about his appearance, but he isn’t a man driven to manscape. I know this is true, because I was in the bathroom an hour longer than he was, preparing for this evening.

      He’s also an ignorant, trusting fool. He has no idea that he’s let a cuckoo into his nest. Then again, out of all the men I’ve tricked— and there have been many— no one ever realised until it was too late. Dante Black is no different. He can’t see beyond the pretty face and the woman willing to please him to the ugly truth beneath. That truth is that nothing about me is real, not even my name. Cara Ellsworth doesn’t exist anywhere but in this fictitious world I’m building with Dante.

      This is what I do. I trick men into believing my lies, and I’m incredibly talented at it. That’s not a brag, just a fact. I’ve scammed men out of more money than I can count over the years. I should be sitting on an island somewhere, sipping margaritas and working on my tan, but like all employees, the money I make goes in someone else’s pocket— one Sebastian Dayton, my boss and sometimes, I like to think, my friend. He might be the only one I have.

      I can’t complain, or I shouldn’t. I get paid well enough for my work, and the bigger the job, the more I receive. Dante Black is my most notorious target to date, though. He’s worth an eye-watering amount of money, and I’m a spit away from taking that from him— at least the assets I can get my hands on. Mr Black is smart when it comes to his business interests. A lot of his assets are tied up in property, businesses, or things I can’t get my hands on. It doesn’t matter. The attainable income he has lying around for the taking is more than I can even imagine, and by the end of the evening, it will be mine. I just have to continue to sell the lie for a few more hours.

      This is also my last job. After I bleed Mr Black dry, I’m done. I’m out. Sebastian isn’t happy about my early retirement, but he hasn’t tried to stop me either. He only asked that I do this one last job before I leave. One job. It was worth it to keep the peace with my soon-to-be-former employer. I may only be twenty-nine, but I’ve worked this scam since I was seventeen. It’s getting old. Plus, it’s getting riskier. I don’t want to spend the rest of my days locked up in a prison cell because I got cocky. Best to get out while the going is still good.

      Dante catches my eye and stares at me a beat, just drinking me in. He does this a lot, just watches me. It scares me how consumed he became with me and how fast. While I’m an attractive woman— I’m not so self-effacing I can’t admit this— Dante seems different from the other men I’ve been with. I don’t think he’s ever been told no once in his life. Don’t get me wrong, men have always fallen hard for me, but with Dante, it’s different. I can see it in his eyes. He wants to keep me tethered to him, a bird in a gilded cage, and part of me wants that with him. I feel something I’ve never felt before with Dante. I feel loved. I know what we have isn’t that at all, but my body doesn’t care.

      He’s going to be crushed when I walk out of his life without a second glance, and for the first time ever I fear the repercussions of what I’m doing— and not just from the law. I fear Dante himself. I don’t think he’s going to let me walk away, not like the others did.

      I push this thought aside. I have to keep my eyes on the prize, focus on the bigger picture— getting the job done.

      Dante excuses himself from the group of suited men and gowned women he’s talking to, and strolls over to me. His walk is the confident gait of a man who is used to having the world laid down at his feet. And he is. Dante Black is successful in every element of his life. I’m sure he thinks he’s finally conquered the love side, as well, but I’m about to tear a hole in him a mile wide.

      As he comes closer, I see his eyes soften, and as soon as he’s close enough to touch me, the hardness leaves the planes of his face as his hand slides against my cheek to cup my face. I nuzzle into his touch, not sure if I’m playing the role or not anymore.

      “You looked lonely over here,” he says quietly in his deep voice that makes the apex between my legs pulse with anticipation. It scares me that it does. I’ve never felt anything for any of the marks I’ve stolen from. Cold? Maybe, but it’s also a fact. They were paychecks, nothing more. Dante is different. Dante is starting to worm under my skin.

      Too bad I’m about to ruin his life.

      “I was just taking a moment to collect myself before heading back into the fray.” I smile as I say the words, taking some of the sting out of them.

      This makes Dante laugh a little as he glances around the hall. It’s vast, the ceiling vaulted with beautiful hand-painted decals on the arched dome, which gives it a Sistine Chapel feel. I suspect that’s the intention anyway. The rest of the room is marble columns and gold gilding. The walls are a pale cream that makes all these touches stand out. It’s opulent, more opulent than I’m used to, even after living with Dante for these past few months.

      His nose going to the dip between my ear and throat has me freezing before I tilt slightly to give him better access. To outsiders, our relationship looks like the stuff of dreams.

      Here, now, it’s a nightmare built on a foundation of lies.

      The webs I’ve weaved in the past have never been so complex. Then again, I’ve never been infatuated with a client before. Dante is the first man I’m going to regret stealing from.

      “We can get out of here, if you want to.” His mouth moves to my ear and a shiver runs up my spine. “I can’t wait to get you out of that naughty little dress, Cara.”

      Cara doesn’t exist. She’s a character in this play I’m orchestrating, but I play her part perfectly. Part of me longs to have my real name on his lips, but I push any imaginings we can be more ruthlessly aside. He’s a job, nothing more.

      “Now, there’s an offer I can’t refuse.” Leaving now serves my own needs. It puts me one step closer to finishing this job faster, which is what I need to happen desperately. Getting emotionally close to a mark is dangerous.

      “And I hope you won’t,” he says as his mouth presses to the column of my throat. When he moves away, I can feel his reluctance. I’m reluctant too. I want him to continue kissing me, but he doesn’t. He takes my hand and he leads me across the room, stopping here and there to say goodbye to people before we leave the gala.

      The only thought rolling through my head is ‘showtime’.
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      I leave London, heading north and then doubling back on myself to end up in a small place with a population barely in the four digits. It’s off the grid and nowhere close to where I left Dante Black, which is part of the reason I chose it.

      Thinking about Dante makes my stomach roil. I’ve never had guilt about what I do. The men I’ve tricked in the past were mostly braggarts and wankers. Dante was different. He seemed to like me and if I’m being honest, I felt something for him too. He treated me well, far better than I had any right to be treated, and far better than anyone has ever treated me in twenty-nine years. If he’d known my plans, I’m sure that wouldn’t have been the case.

      So, walking away from Dante was harder than it should have been. I don’t want to read too much into why that was, but it didn’t feel right taking his money. Usually, I don’t bat an eyelid, but this feels like a betrayal. I don’t know why. I don’t owe him anything. He’s no different from the other marks I’ve stolen from, but this seems wrong.

      I try not to think about Dante and push my guilt aside. This was my last job. No more stealing, no more running. I plan on picking up my cut from Sebastian and getting on the first plane anywhere that has a beach and no extradition laws.

      There’s only one problem— Sebastian has gone to ground.

      I can’t get hold of him. I’m not too worried, not yet. Bastian is often out of communication, but even so, unease tingles through me. Where is he? And why is he suddenly unreachable? I pride myself on my perception skills, they’ve kept me off the radar of the law for this long, and right now all my instincts are on high alert. Something is going on, and I just hope like hell Bastian hasn’t done the dirty on me. If he has I’m not sure what I’ll do. I’m usually the deceiver, not the deceived.

      Bastian is pushed out of my mind as I catch my reflection in the mirror over the sink. The face that stares back at me doesn’t look like me. I’ve ditched the blonde hair for a dark almost black tone. I should have cut it as well, but I’m loathe to lose my length— especially when I’m leaving town as soon as I have the money from Bastian. I’ve already collected my documents from my lockbox, so I have a new passport, a social security number, and everything I need to disappear, as well as a new name. I’m no longer Annabel Murphy or Cara Ellsworth, but Sarah Jacobs. I’m not sure who Sarah Jacobs is yet, but I have time to figure out my cover story and background.

      I glance at my phone sitting on the shelf over the sink and unease ripples through me once more when I see there are no notifications. I expected a call or a message by now. He’s never left it this long to reach out.

      Where the fuck is Sebastian?

      He should have called by now with a location to meet.

      Something isn’t right, I know it, but I push down my paranoia. Bastian would never betray me . . . would he?

      The shoe sitting on the other foot doesn’t feel pleasant.

      Exhausted, I snag my phone, shoving it in my jeans pocket, and step into the main room of the small motel room I’m staying in. There’s a queen-sized bed sitting in the middle of the floor. It’s the only furniture besides a couple of bedside tables and a dresser. The wallpaper is old and stained in places, peeling away from the plaster in others. There’s a dark blue carpet on the floor that looks well-worn, although I’m sure when it was first laid it was quality shag.

      Utilitarian is a word that applies here. Sparse would be another.

      But it was cheap, off the grid, and didn’t require ID to check-in. I wasn’t going to quibble over the amenities. My main concern is the cheap crappy lock on the door. It doesn’t look like it would hold if someone wants entry. Then again, if someone wants inside, even the best lock won’t be a deterrent. Most locks can be picked by someone with skill.

      I lay down on the bed, still clothed and stare at the ceiling. I shouldn’t sleep, but my eyes are gritty and I figure I should rest while I can. Who knows what lies ahead?

      So, I let my eyes drift shut.

      A noise catches my attention. It pulls me out of sleep immediately and I sit up so fast it makes my head spin. When you live outside the law, you learn to keep your wits and right now all my instincts are screaming at me that something is seriously wrong.

      The room is clear, though. I’m alone in the dark, peering into the shadows. Is someone waiting for me? I strain, trying to listen, but nothing moves.

      Maybe I was dreaming.

      Then I hear it— a soft scuffling at the door. Someone is picking the bloody lock.

      Fuck.

      I twist on the bed and reach for the underside of the mattress. There’s a .45mm handgun stashed under the corner. I’m not a good shooter, but right now, it’s not about precision; it’s about protection.

      I don’t even manage to get a finger to the edge of the bed when the door swings open. Fear claws at me as I twist to see who it is.

      All I glimpse is a massive figure before it’s bearing down on me.

      I squeal as the weight pushes me into the mattress and scrabble to reach for the gun. I can’t move, though. I feel like I have a block of cement sitting on my back, pushing my face into the covers. I can hardly breathe around the bulk straddling my hips.

      I’m screwed.

      I start to scream, but a hand clamps over my mouth and the force on my chest becomes unbearable as he leans forward, pushing my body deeper into the mattress, and hisses in my ear, “Got you.”

      The beat of my heart stutters at the familiar voice and ice fills my veins.

      “Where are you running to, darlin’?” he demands.

      I would answer him, but I can’t draw in air, let alone speak. It doesn’t matter. He’s clearly not seeking an answer because he says almost immediately, “You thought you were smarter than me, didn’t you, little bird? But you’re not. You’ve got to know me over the past few months. You should know by now that Dante Black is always one step ahead of the game.”

      And he really is, because I had no idea he was on to me. None whatsoever. In all the games I’ve played, all the tricks I’ve pulled, I’ve never been so far off my mark. I’ve never been tricked either, but here we are. Dante is sitting on my back, and when I feel the cold press of steel to my temple, I’m sure I’m fucked.
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      Cara— or whatever her name really is— freezes under me and I feel a hint of satisfaction. She should be afraid. If she were a man, she’d be dead already. In fact, if she were any other woman, I would have buried her six feet under, no questions asked, no explanations given. I have no idea why I haven’t. I have no idea why I let things play out as I have, or let things go this far.

      I roll her onto her back, careful to keep her under me, and stare into her eyes, eyes that glare defiantly back at me. I feel a hint of anger break through my carefully crafted control. She should be apologetic, considering what she’s done. My hand shakes a little as I press the gun against her head and I watch her expression turn to steel. She’s good at hiding her emotions, but she’s not as good as she thinks. If I had been anyone else, I might have fallen for her act, but I’ve learned to be careful. It’s the only reason I’ve lived to see my thirty-second birthday.

      “Dante . . .” She whispers my name and as always, I feel myself reacting to my name on her plump, kissable lips. I hate that I do, but I’m only human.

      Fuck, is it possible to lust after someone with one breath and hate them with the next? Cara is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. I guess this is why she’s so successful at stealing from men who think only with their dicks. Luckily, I’m more savvy than to be taken in by a pretty face.

      My anger flares back to life and I press the muzzle of the gun harder against her head.

      “What’s your name?” I demand.

      “Cara—”

      “Don’t fucking lie to me.”

      I watch her throat bobbing as she traces her tongue as it swipes out to lick over her bottom lip.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      “I want you to explain why you tried to move half a million pounds out of my bank accounts around the same time you pulled a disappearing act, too.”

      “I didn’t—”

      “I knew you were up to something from the moment you first spoke to me.”

      Her jaw works and I see her emotions building behind the steel shutters she’s pulled down. “Then why did you play the game?”

      “I wasn’t sure what you were up to,” I admit. “I wanted to see where the threat was. Keep your friends close and enemies closer . . . isn’t that the phrase?” My jaw tightens. “I hoped I was wrong about you, but I wasn’t. Where’s the money, Cara?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know or you won’t tell me?”

      “Both,” she says, which has my frustration mounting.

      “How did you steal it? My accounts are secure.”

      I watch as her mouth pulls into the semblance of a smile. “Nothing is secure in this day and age. It wasn’t hard. In fact, it was embarrassingly easy.”

      Her words have my finger twitching over the trigger.

      “Was anything real?” I can’t help but ask the question. I shouldn’t care. I knew she was playing me from the start, but part of me hoped it wasn’t the case. Why? Because part of me wanted her. I don’t know what I feel now.

      She lets out a breath. “Why do you care? You have more money than you know what to do with. Losing half a million won’t break the bank.”

      The audacity . . .

      I want to pull the gun from her temple and wrap my hands around her neck, but I refrain.

      “You took what’s mine. It could have been ten pounds or a million pounds and the outcome would have been the same— me, here, with a gun to your head. Did you really think I would let you go after this? That I would let it stand?”

      “Why wouldn’t you?”

      “Because it’s not in my interest to look weak, darlin’.”

      “So, what do we do here, Dante? Are you going to splatter my brains all over the bed and drop my body into a shallow grave?”

      “That would do for a start.”

      Cara flinches slightly and I realise she didn’t expect such candour from me.

      “You’re not going to hurt me,” she denies, but she’s stupid if she believes that. I will absolutely hurt her without qualm. No one steals from Dante Black.

      I stare at her a beat. “You have no idea who I really am, do you?”

      “You’re Dante Black.”

      A small laugh escapes my mouth. “Let me clue you in, sweetheart, since you clearly didn’t do your homework. My name is Dante Black, that’s what I go by, but my family name is Escarlo.”

      She blanches, all the colour draining from her makeup-free face. I prefer this look to the one she usually wore around me. Cara was always made up like a doll.

      “I see that means something to you,” I continue. And it should. The Escarlos run most of London’s underground. My family are well-known for their ruthlessness.

      “You’re not an Escarlo. If you were, you would carry the name with pride.”

      How little she knows . . .

      “I do, outside the business world. I didn’t find my name helpful in dealing with men in suits. They’re annoyingly twitchy about me, so I use a pseudonym.”

      For the first time, I see the façade break and fear crosses her face. It’s only present for a split second before she regains her control.

      “It wasn’t personal,” she says finally.

      “You stole from me. It feels pretty fucking personal.”

      “If I'd known who you are—”

      “What?” I interrupt her. “You wouldn't have done it?”

      I watch as her perfectly bowed lips pull into a smile and I try to ignore the twitch in my jeans.

      “Oh no, I still would have done it, Dante, but I'd have done it a lot more carefully. You see, I’m driven by need and you were just a means to an end. Like I said, it wasn’t personal.”

      “What do you mean, a means to an end?”

      “One more job. That was all I had left to do and then I was out. I should be sipping martinis on the beach right now. The fact I’m not and the fact I was sent to rob a member of London’s most notorious family tells me one thing: we both have been set up.”

      “I wasn’t set up. You fucked me over.”

      A wince ripples across her face. “I did, but I think you have a bigger problem here than my transgressions.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Why my boss targeted you in the first place. He’s not an idiot. He does his research, and unless you’re going out of the way to hide your name, then I’m guessing a little digging would have told him who you are. The fact he still pushed me into a job almost everyone else on the planet would have avoided like the plague makes me question his motives. Especially considering he would have known what you’d do to me if I were caught. And I don’t know about you, but I don’t like mysteries.”

      I stare at her, then I curse and lower the gun.
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      I pull the gun from her head, but I don’t unseat myself from where I’m straddling her hips. No way in hell am I giving her the chance to move and do something stupid. Instead, I tuck my gun into the back of my jeans and reach into my jacket pocket.

      As soon as she sees the glint of metal, she freaks out, thrashing beneath me. It doesn’t help her. I’m stronger, and I’m also fueled by anger. I snag one of her wrists easily and snap the handcuff around it. With minimal effort, I manage to slip the chain around one of the metal spindles on the headboard and get her other wrist cuffed. Now she’s attached to the bed, I climb off her and move over to the window. She’s making a racket, but when I pull the netted curtain aside, outside looks dead.

      She thrashes against the cuffs, but as cheap and nasty as this little motel is, it’s well built. It doesn’t move. For the first time since I met her, I see vulnerability in her.

      “Uncuff me,” she demands.

      I shake my head. “Not happening. Not until I get answers from you.”

      “Dante!”

      “Quiet, little bird, or I’ll have to gag you.”

      She glares at me, challenging me, but I will do it, and she seems to know this because she backs down.

      “How do you expect to get answers if I’m gagged?”

      “I’ll get them. I’m rather inventive when I need to be. And I have an incentive— half a million pounds worth of incentive.”

      Her throat works at this. “I can’t help you with that.”

      I thought she might say this, so I shrug. “My father’s men are coming here in the next half an hour. When I told him what had happened, he was more than happy to lend me his chief torturer and his side-kick. Their methods will be a lot less kind than mine, I assure you. It’s in your interest, Cara, to tell me what I need to know before they get here. Things will end better for you.”

      “End implies I don’t survive this, so what incentive is there to tell you anything?”

      “The quicker you tell me what I need to know, the less painful your death will be. If you make my evening unpleasant, little bird, I will make your end twice as bad.”

      The fear in her eyes should give me pleasure— after all the bitch played me like a harp before she cleaned me out— but it doesn’t. I don’t want to be the one that causes her to be afraid, but she also stole from me. That can’t be allowed to stand.

      I move the chair in the corner and sink onto it, the gun resting on my thigh, but pointing in her direction.

      “Who are you really?”

      When she doesn’t answer, I put a bullet in the bed, inches from her bare feet. The rush of air from the suppressor is the only sound the weapon makes, but she squeals.

      “Are you crazy?”

      I ignore her, and say, “The next shot won’t miss.”

      Truthfully, I hadn’t intended to miss that time either, but something pulled my aim at the last moment. I don’t want to think about why.

      Mercy is for the weak . . .

      It’s a lesson my father has instilled in me since birth and it’s one I’ve followed to the letter my entire life. I’m ruthless with my enemies, and I’m cut-throat in business. There’s a reason my father put me in control of the family’s legitimate business dealings. I have the skills and the patience to negotiate with moronic CEOs and corporations. My two brothers do not possess this talent, but they have expertise in other areas— none of which are particularly legal or savoury.

      I’ve made nearly as much money for the family through our legal channels as we do through our less than legal routes, and they provide a way for us to launder the money we make through our criminal activities. I’m good at what I do, but I’m good for a reason— I take no prisoners and I keep my wits.

      Cara humiliated me by taking from me. I may have suspected she was up to something, but I didn’t realise what she was planning until my accounts were empty and she was gone. I still have no idea how she did it, but that’s irrelevant. What matters now is figuring out where she sent the money she stole and how to get it back.

      “Let’s try this again then, shall we?” I say, my voice level and calm. “Who are you?”

      “Why don’t you just kill me already?” she says. “We both know I’m not saying a word.”

      She’s wrong. I will get her to spill her secrets before we’re done here. “You said we’re being played. Explain.”

      “You were holding a gun to my head. I would have said anything.”

      “So, we’re not being played?”

      She doesn’t answer.

      “This game doesn’t work for me, little bird. I need you to start chirping.”

      I watch her head tip to the side, her dark hair falling over her shoulder as she does. I loved the blonde, but this brunette look she’s wearing suits her better. I wonder if it’s her natural colour.

      “If I talk, what’s in it for me?”

      “You get to keep breathing for a little longer.”

      The roll of her eyes tells me precisely what she thinks of this. “Well, what an incentive. Sign me up.  I think I’ll keep my silence, thank you. Aren’t you supposed to be some big shot negotiator? I’m surprised you do so well in business if this is your approach.”

      Her words have my teeth gritting. I should just shoot her now and be done with it.

      But then the money disappears, and your father kills you instead.

      And dear old dad will put a bullet in me a lot faster than I will in Cara. The money she stole wasn’t mine, but his, and Niko Escarlo is less forgiving than I am.

      But I’m almost as good a liar as she is. My father’s chief torturer is not coming here. I haven’t even told my father the money is gone. I’m not suicidal. I plan to recover it before he finds out, which means I need her talking. I hoped the threat of my family would light a fire under her arse, but it doesn’t seem to have.

      She’s not going to talk.

      She is right about one thing, though. My skills lie in negotiation and in making rich men at ease, so they’ll buy. My brothers joke that I can charm the birds out of the trees. They’re not wrong.

      “What made you decide to become a thief?” I ask her, trying for a different tact.

      “I’m not just a thief. I’m the best in the circuit.” Her lofty tone is annoying.

      “You know, I could use someone like you in my operations.”

      “I told you, I’m retired, and even if I wasn’t, I'm not for hire.”

      That is a pity, because I’m not lying. She would be a great asset. Okay, I was onto her from the start, but that’s only because I had inside information.

      “You have . . .” I glance down at my watch. “Twenty-five minutes or thereabout before my father’s men get here. If you want any chance of coming through this without intense pain, I suggest you start talking.”

      For both our sakes, I hope she does.
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      His eyes bore into mine as if he’s trying to drag every thought out of my brain. I stare back, not sure what my next move should be. Really, I’d like to get the hell out of here. I’m putting a brave face on, but the thought of his father’s men coming here scares me half to death.

      Then again when he told me his real name, I nearly had a heart attack. Apparently, I’m not the only one keeping secrets.

      The Escarlos are notorious for being complete and utter psychopaths. The family runs a vast chunk of London and deals in drugs, gun-running, and several other nefarious things, if the rumours are to be believed. They’re to be avoided at all costs, mostly because they have ways of making people disappear. I’m pretty sure they have the police in their back pocket. I have no idea how it escaped Bastian’s research— if it did— that Dante is an Escarlo. Even so, I wonder if Dante is as ruthless as the rest of his family. If he were, I’d be dead already.

      Things are starting to feel more and more off about this whole job. Why haven’t I been able to reach Bastian? And how in the fuck did he screw this up so badly? This isn’t a small mistake, it’s one that puts us directly in the cross-hairs of the London mob.

      Dante doesn’t seem to care that we’re both being stitched up, though. His anger— and he is furious— is all directed at me, and why wouldn’t it be? I’m the only tangible link he has.

      If Bastian has screwed me over, then it’s in my interest to say what I need to in order to get out of this, but it could also be a trap to uncloak my boss.

      But he hasn’t called you . . .

      I push this down. I’ve known Bastian a long time. I can’t see him doing the dirty on me now.

      “How did you know?” I ask.

      “Know what?” he asks, moving to the window once again. He uses the tip of his finger to peel back the curtain a slither and peers outside. He seems on edge, which worries me.

      “That I was playing you. I’ve been doing this a long time and you’re the first man who has ever made me.”

      He lets the curtain drop and turns back to me. “I always assume the worst in people.”

      This statement makes me frown. “So, you just assumed I was going to steal from you?”

      Dante snorts. “I had no idea what you were planning, but I suspected you were full of shit. You were too eager, too ready with the right answers. You said everything you thought I wanted to hear, not what you really thought. I could hear the lies in your words.”

      Bugger. If I weren’t retired, I would be reconsidering my modus operandi right about now. How did he see through an act that plenty of others didn’t? I’m sharp and good at my job. It doesn’t make sense that he would ‘just know’. Then again, growing up an Escarlo, I imagine he had to keep his wits about him. A sheep in a pen of lions will get eaten if not vigilant.

      “I thought I was rather good at it.”

      “To the uninitiated, maybe, but I’m not some wet behind the ears buffoon. I will admit,” he says as he sinks back into the chair, “you did surprise me still. I have no idea how you stole that money from me, but I’m intrigued to know.”

      I’m sure he is. I’m not about to reveal anything, though. Mainly, because I have no idea myself. Bastian needs access to specific devices and details about the mark’s life, which I get once I’m close enough to the target, and he does the rest of the work. How, I have no clue. All I know is the money ends up in his accounts and he pays me a healthy stipend out of it. In truth, I could have lived a good life on the money I have in my own accounts, but I’m probably going to die because of my own stupid greed. I stayed to get the payout on this job because it’s huge money.

      “Would you give away your secrets?” I ask.

      He flies across the room and slams the gun back to my temple. “You seem to be under the illusion this is a game. Let me clue you in, sweetheart— it’s not. If I don’t get that money back you and I will have bigger fucking issues than you betraying me.”

      His words send a chill racing through my body. “What issues?”

      He glares at me a beat, his dark eyes eating me up. “Do you think my father will forgive and forget half a million pounds going missing?”

      I frown at him. “It’s your money I stole. Not his.”

      The headshake makes my heart skip a beat.

      “No, little bird. The money was his. You took from the business accounts, as well as mine. My earnings are not so impressive, despite the lifestyle I portray. The majority of the money belongs to the Escarlos, more specifically, Niko fucking Escarlo. If we don’t get that money back, we’re both dead.”

      Icy fingers claw around my stomach and heart.

      “So, you see my predicament, Cara?”

      I do, and I don’t like that I do. There’s more going on here than I know. Bastian is many things, but he’s not stupid. I don’t believe for a second he went into this blind, which means he set me up. The question is why.

      “So, what do we do?”

      He opens his mouth, but before a word can be uttered, there’s a loud ‘crack’ and the window blows, raining glass on the carpet. For a moment, I have no idea what happened. Then, I hear the ‘thwap’ of something hitting the wall behind the window, and I realise belatedly it’s bullets.

      Bullets are hitting the wall.

      Fuck.
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      The shooting lasts for what feels like minutes, but can’t be more than thirty seconds. When it stops and silence fills the air again, my brain kicks into overdrive.

      Move. I need to move.

      I have no idea who is shooting at us, but I’m not hanging around to find out.

      “Dante . . . can’t breathe.”

      I glance down at the voice and realise I’m lying on top of Cara. I don’t even remember throwing myself on her, but my body is cradling hers, protecting her from the shower of bullets.

      Fuck.

      Scrambling off her, I watch as she draws air into her lungs, wondering if I should say something or do something, but she sits up a little, the handcuffs stopping her from moving too far. It was probably not the smartest idea to chain the only person who knows where the damn money is to a bed in a crappy motel.

      “We need to get out of here,” I mutter, reaching into my jeans for the handcuff key.

      “Do you think they’re coming back?” she asks, panting a little.

      “If they’re my father’s men, then without a doubt. I don’t know about your side of things, but I imagine they’re not likely to just assume we’re dead.”

      The fact she blanches tells me I’m right. Quickly, I unfasten the cuffs and free her from the bed. She rubs her wrists, as if they’re hurting, but given the short time she’s been bound, I highly doubt they’re sore.

      I barely give her discomfort a second thought, moving into the bathroom, and spot the window. Carefully, I push it open and peer through it. There’s nothing but scrubland behind the building, and the dark swallows nearly everything. It’s only the lights from the rooms along the row that provide any illumination.

      It’s a small window. She’ll fit, but it’s going to be a squeeze to get my broad shoulders through. The alternative is stay here and wait for the armed lunatics to come for us, so I’ll risk it.

      “You’re not seriously thinking of going through there, are you?” her voice demands from behind me.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you crazy?” she hisses and I feel my irritation mounting.

      “You can stay here and get shot, if you’d prefer.”

      “Of course I don’t want to get shot, but the window is tiny.”

      If I didn’t need her . . .

      “Well, the only other alternative is to walk out the front door.”

      As it is, I’m hoping there’s no one waiting for us around the back. I’d prefer not to die at the back of some shitty motel. Going out the front is certainly going to end badly, though.

      “Dante—”

      I grab her bicep and pull her towards me. “You know where that fucking money is, and you’re the only link I have to get it back. If we don’t, we’re both dead, so let’s try and work together, yeah?”

      Her jaw tightens, as if the idea is utterly abhorrent to her. I get it. I’m not thrilled about working with her either, but needs must.

      Another burst of gunfire has me grabbing her and pulling her toward the bathroom. She stops me with a snapped out “Wait!” and grabs a rucksack from under the bed.

      I quickly lock the door behind us as we step inside and it’s a little claustrophobic with me and her in the tiny space.

      When I glance at the window, I’m hit with a predicament. Usually, I would say ladies first, but I have no doubt my little bird will disappear while I’m fighting my way out of the bathroom, but leaving her here and going out first might backfire too. She might get caught or not follow me.

      Shit.

      Time isn’t something I have the luxury of, so I hoist her up onto the sill.

      “Out. And do it fast.”

      She rolls her eyes at me, and tosses her bag through the window, then begins to shimmy out after it.

      I should have gone first. I’m confronted with her pert, tight arse as she tries to manoeuvre her way through the small slit in the window. And it is pert. And extremely tight. The jeans she’s wearing are practically painted on her legs.

      Fuck me.

      As angry as I am, I’m not immune to Cara— or whatever the fuck her name is. She’s gorgeous, and she doesn’t flaunt the fact. At least, the version of her that she portrayed to me didn’t. God knows what the real her is like.

      I push down that thought. I don’t need my anger in command right now. I need a clear head, so I can get us both out of this and in one piece.

      I watch as she disappears through the slit and I cross my fingers that she waits for me.

      Quickly, I secure my gun in the waistband of my jeans and hoist myself onto the window sill. The window is narrow, but I need to go out of it one way or another. I push my head through it and am greeted by the dark, nothing else. There’s no sign of Cara.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck!

      I should have known that backstabbing bitch would have deserted me the first chance she got.

      Well, you did handcuff her to the bed and put a gun to her fucking head . . . what did you expect?

      I silence the voice in my head and concentrate on getting my broad shoulders through a gap that is barely big enough. A banging behind me has my heart racing. It sounds like someone is trying to kick the door in.

      Shit.

      Time to go, and fast.

      I place my palms on the brickwork on the outside of the building, and use it to lever myself through the window. My hands come out to break my fall as I hurtle headfirst towards the asphalt. As I hit it, a ricochet of pain races up my arms and through my shoulders. I ignore it, quickly stumbling to my feet.

      I’m about to curse the air blue, when she steps out of the shadows.

      “My car is parked on the main road,” she says.

      I frown at her. “You were expecting trouble?”

      “Not exactly, but I’ve learnt it pays to be ahead in this game.”

      She’s smarter than me. I parked directly in front of the reception area.

      A loud bang from inside the room filters down from the still open window. They must have breached the door. I’m surprised it held that long. I snag Cara’s hand and tug her.

      “Time to run, little bird.”
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      I surprised him by not running. I can tell by the fact his jaw relaxes a little and his eyes go softer. Dante Black might like to think he’s a closed book, but I can read him. I learnt a lot about the man in the time we were together. He has a lot of little tells that he thinks he keeps locked down, but I’ve made a living of reading people.

      You didn’t read him. He knew you were up to something.

      I didn’t, and I don’t know why. Maybe I was distracted.

      By him . . .

      I shove that thought savagely aside and focus on following him closely as we make our way through the scrubland. I’m glad I left my clothes on when I lay down to sleep, but I wish I’d grabbed a jacket out of the rucksack slung over my shoulder. The night air is cold. There’s no time to stop, though, not when we’re running for our lives, and I have no doubt that’s what we’re doing. I have no idea who was shooting at us, but I’m aware people don’t fire at you unless they mean you harm.

      I’m sure the police are en route, and the last place we need to be is anywhere near the motel when they arrive. Getting locked up is not a good idea.

      I trail after him, his long legs eating up the ground faster as we move. I have to trot to keep up with him. Not surprising though, the man is huge, both in height and broadness. He could’ve killed me easily, yet he didn’t. Why?

      I have no idea, but I’m not going to question the fact I’m still breathing. I’ll worry about the what-ifs and whys later, when an armed lunatic isn’t trying to kill us.

      As we move away, the motel lights don’t reach out here, so the dark is encapsulating. I can barely see a foot in front of me to see where I’m putting my booted feet down. He turns back to the motel at the sound of raised voices, and I stumble at his sudden change in direction. Dante reaches out and steadies me and I can’t help but glance up at him as heat spreads through my body at his touch. Attraction was never an issue. Dante is a handsome man, even with the scar through his lip and the one over his right eyebrow. I don’t know how they happened, but maybe one day he’ll tell me.

      He drags me down to the ground, which breaks abruptly through my musing. My knees hit the dirt hard enough to rattle my bones, but I don’t have chance to think about it, because Dante pushes my body low as two men appear under the lights coming from the motel.

      I peer at them, trying to see if I recognise them, but I don’t. Dante’s low curse tells me he does.

      One of the men points in our direction, over the dark brushland and my heart skitters to a stop. Dante grabs my bicep and mutters, “We need to move, fast.”

      He hauls me up and starts to run. The problem is he has hold of my hand, and I’m not an athlete, not by any stretch. Keeping up with his pace makes my calves burn and my lungs heave.

      The dirt next to me kicks up and the crack of a shot fills the air a moment later. Shit, we’re being fired at.

      “Faster!” Dante barks and I push my legs to move. Adrenaline courses through my veins. I’m fighting for my life here, but I’m also unfit and the pace Dante sets is gruelling.

      By the time we reach the road, he’s practically dragging me to keep me moving.

      He stops at the edge of the scrubland and peers across the street. It’s a side road in a residential area, and the late hour means it’s dead. I don’t know if that’s a good or bad thing.

      “Where’s your car parked?” he asks in a barely audible voice.

      I point in the direction of a small car parked across the street. There’re a few other cars in the lot, making it the perfect cover.

      “You have your keys?”

      I sling my rucksack on to the ground and kneel to rummage through it. It takes me a moment, but I find them in the bottom and hold them up to show Dante.

      He snatches them off my finger.

      “Hey!”

      “Let’s go,” he says, ignoring my protest.

      I barely manage to get my rucksack back on my shoulder before he’s seizing my hand and we’re running again. My lungs are burning, fire coating the back of my throat as we cross the road at a sprint. He hits the central locking button as we approach, the car lighting up the darkened shadows with an illuminating orange.

      “Give me the keys back,” I tell him as we approach the car at a full jog.

      “I’m driving,” is his bizarre response.

      “Um, Dante, it’s my car. Give me the keys.”

      He doesn’t answer, nor does he give me the keys and when we reach the car, we both head to the driver’s side.

      “You can get in the other side, or stay here,” he tells me. “But you have until I get in the car to decide. If you’re not sitting in the passenger seat, I’m leaving you here.”

      While I doubt he would, given he needs me, we’re also running away from armed lunatics. He might decide it’s not worth trying to recover the money from me and take off.

      Rushing around the front of the car, I climb in just as he peals out of the lot. I barely manage to get my seatbelt on before he’s taking the corner at speed.

      Jesus, we’re going to die in the car, not because of bullets.

      The roads are quiet, but there are a few cars around. He slows his speed and joins the traffic, which makes my ass unclench.

      His gaze splits between the road ahead and the mirrors, checking we’re not being tailed. I try not to puke, as my stomach roils. I don’t get car sick, but the way he threw the car around like a NASCAR driver made my brain rattle and my belly flip.

      After a few minutes, and once my stomach is mostly under control, I ask, “Did you recognise the men shooting at us?”

      He doesn’t speak.

      “Dante?” I press.

      “They’re my father’s men.”

      “The ones that you had coming to torture me?”

      I watch his face in profile as it contorts into a scowl. “They were never coming, little bird. I lied.”

      Anger flares through me. “You let me believe I was going to be tortured.”

      “You stole half a million pounds from me,” he drawls. “Let’s call it even, eh?”

      I mutter a string of curses under my breath. “I don’t think the two events are remotely comparable.”

      “You’re right. What you did to me was worse.”

      I gawk at him. “How is taking money worse than being tortured?”

      “Because of what you did, we’re both probably going to be tortured and then murdered. So, Cara, or whatever the fuck your name is, I would say what you did is infinitely worse.”

      I open then close my mouth again.

      Fuck.
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      My head is reeling, my mind going a hundred thousand miles per hour. The shooters at the motel were my father’s chief torturer and my brother. What the hell is Pepe doing leading this? Would my own brother kill me? Drag me back to our father to meet whatever fate?

      Probably.

      Pepe’s always been a good soldier. It’s why our father made him his second in command. I could never follow orders. I thought things through too much, considered all the evidence, all the angles, all the reasons. I don’t have the same lust for blood or desire to inflict pain either.

      I try not to focus on Cara, who is shifting in the seat next to me, as if she’s struggling to get comfortable. I stare straight ahead. I don’t care about her comfort. Not even a little bit. My entire focus is on getting out of London in one piece, and staying alive long enough to prove I didn’t have anything to do with Dad’s money going missing.

      “You need to tell me everything,” I say to her, keeping my gaze between the road and the mirrors. I don’t think we’re being followed, but it pays to keep my wits about me.

      “Oh, right, let me just spill everything to a man who wanted to kill me less than ten minutes ago.”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “I wasn’t going to shoot you.”

      I should have. I should have put a bullet right between her eyes for what she did. Her actions caused a chain reaction that can only be stopped by my death— by both our deaths.

      “What?”

      “I wanted to scare you, not kill you.”

      I hope this admission will make her trust me. I need the answers she has.

      It would have been so easy to break her, to do what my Escarlo genes demanded and tap into the blood lust that rolls through my DNA. Had she been anyone else, I would have. I couldn’t do it to her, though. Why, I don’t know, only that the thought of harming her made my stomach twist. I am, as my father has repeatedly told me, weak.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “I didn’t want you dead, little bird, but I do need the information you have.”

      She doesn’t speak for a long moment, and I think she isn’t going to until she sighs. “What is going on here?”

      “I think we’ve both been played.”

      “How?”

      “Think about it logically, darlin’.” I pause, then admit, “You didn’t slip up or get sloppy. I was tipped off about you being dodgy. That’s how I knew.”

      I see her freeze out of the corner of my eye. “By whom?”

      “I don’t know. I had a call one night. I was told to be careful around you.”

      “So, you didn’t figure me out yourself? You lied.”

      “I don’t think you get to judge when it comes to lying, darlin’. Nothing about you is real.”

      “Not true. I didn’t lie about liking your company, Dante.” This admission is given quietly and softly and it makes my dick twitch.

      Get a grip. She betrayed you.

      My dick doesn’t care about that, though.

      “Yeah, well, you have a funny way of showing it.”

      She glares at me. I can’t see it, because I’m focused on driving, but I can feel it boring into the side of my head.

      “Continue explaining how we’ve been played.”

      “Your boss is out of commission as well, right?”

      “Yeah . . .”

      “That usual?”

      “No,” she admits.

      “Right, so something weird is going on here. I’m just not entirely sure what.”

      She lets out a dramatic sigh. “If you’d just let me go with the money, we wouldn’t be in this mess right now.”

      “Are you kidding? If I didn’t chase you down, my father’s men definitely would have. You don’t steal from an Escarlo, ever.”

      “Dante, I’m starting to think we have been set up. I was told the account was your personal one, and my boss never mentioned your Escarlo connections either. He made out you were just some rich socialite.”

      I mull this over, trying to find the links between her and me and what the hell is going on.

      “Would your boss pull something like this?”

      “I don’t know. I wouldn’t have thought so, but now . . . I haven’t been able to get in contact with him since this job ended.”

      I flinch internally at her choice of words. Job. I know this is all this was to her, but it still pisses me off hearing her say that. I don’t know why because it’s not like the woman she pretended to be was real. She wasn’t. I have no idea who she is. I don’t even know her real name.

      “Is that usual?”

      “No, he always gets in touch more or less as soon as I’m clear. He’s not answering his phone or any messages, though. I am starting to get worried.” She shakes herself. “But a lack of communication doesn’t prove what you’re saying, Dante. Maybe he can’t call. Maybe he was in an accident or busy or a hundred other reasons.”

      “Maybe.” I don’t sound convincing, probably because I don’t believe it.

      “Dante, it doesn’t prove anything.”

      “No, it doesn’t, but it’s a starting point.”

      I pull the car over to the side of the road and say, “Try him again.”

      “I’m not calling my boss with you sitting here.”

      “Fine, I’ll get out of the car and give you privacy, but we need answers here, darlin’. We need to know what we’re up against.”

      “A phone call isn’t going to prove that. He’s as good a liar as I am.”

      She’s right. I bang my hand on the steering wheel, frustration lancing me. I know something is going on, but I just can’t pull the threads enough to unravel the picture.

      She sighs. “I’ll call him again, but you need to get out of the car. If this isn’t some big conspiracy, I won’t hand him over.”

      I nod and climb out of the vehicle, moving to a small wall at the side of the road and putting my ass on it while she puts the phone to her ear.
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      As much as I’m starting to suspect Bastian is somehow setting me up, there’s no way I’m selling him down the river without proof. I owe him everything.

      I wait for Dante to move a distance away from the car before I hit dial on my phone and wait. It doesn’t even ring this time. It just connects straight to voicemail.

      Unpleasantness snakes through my gut. Where the fuck is he? Why isn't he answering? None of this makes sense, but I think Dante might be on the mark— we’ve been sold down the river. I wonder who the hell called him to warn him about me. A former conquest, maybe?

      No, they surely would have sought their revenge or tried to reclaim the money I took. Why would they go to these lengths instead? It’s a convoluted way of seeking vengeance.

      Because it’s easier for them if Dante kills you instead.

      While this is true, most of the men I stole from are uptight socialites, much like I thought Dante was. If they knew where I was, I’d be in jail right now.

      An unpleasant thought crosses my mind and I try to shut it down immediately: Bastian could have sold you out.

      I disconnect the call and climb out of the car. My legs are a little wobbly as I do and I have to steady myself against the door. Bloody hell, adrenaline is a hell of a drug.

      “He’s not answering,” I tell Dante, shaking my mobile phone in his direction.

      I watch, fascinated, as he rakes his fingers through his hair before pushing up. He’s an attractive man— I can’t deny that— and we had a lot of good times together before my cover was blown. In truth, this job didn’t really feel like a job, which scared me on occasion. Getting too close is dangerous in this game I’m playing.

      Clearly, this game is dangerous full stop. In less than an hour, I’ve been shot at, had a gun to my head— an unloaded gun, I’ve since learnt— and am now fleeing with a man who I’m certain despite his words and actions wants me dead. This is not how I saw my evening going.

      Dante approaches me, his eyes hard, heavy and filled with frustration.

      “Fuck. Okay, well, for now, we keep moving. They can’t be more than a few miles behi—” He breaks off and seizes my arm so abruptly, I squeal.

      “What are you—”

      “You’re shot. Why in the fuck didn’t you say?”

      He tries to push me back into the passenger seat, but I resist. Shot? What’s he talking about? As soon as I think the words pain flares in my side. Ow. What the hell?

      I glance down, my hand flying to the source of the heat firing through my hip and when I do, I feel wet. Bringing my hand in front of my face, I stare at the blood. It’s not a lot, but it’s more than I would like. Blood is supposed to stay inside my body, not be coating my hand.

      I sway a little and he grips my forearms, keeping me steady.

      “I-I didn’t realise . . .”

      He steers me back into the car, pushing me into the passenger seat both gently but firmly. I go without question anyway. I’m too stunned to do anything but what he demands.

      “You didn’t feel it?”

      “I was running for my life. I didn’t really stop to take stock of myself.” The sarcasm dripping from my words has his jaw clenching. Maybe I should dial it back a little.

      His hands move to my shirt, hoisting it up without invitation. I let out a strangled noise and bat him away.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to see how bad it is. Stop being a baby.”

      My brows disappear into my hairline. “I’m not.”

      “Cara, let me see the damage, see if it needs bandaging or not.” His voice is low, soft and it melts my insides. “I’ve seen you naked, for fuck’s sake. Seeing your side is hardly a big deal.”

      His words piss me off, and I lose that melty feeling.

      “Fine.” My fingers grip the edge of the seat as he carefully peels my shirt up again.

      I hold my breath as he leans closer and examines my injury, gently probing around the site.

      “It looks like it skimmed you,” he says after a moment. “Do you have anything we can use to apply pressure?”

      “Clearly, you’re not a stranger to dealing with gunshot wounds,” I mutter.

      “I’ve shot my share of people,” is his terse response. My mouth clamps shut. The last thing I need is for him to shoot me. That gun of his might not be loaded right now, but I’m sure he hasn’t come without bullets. He’s not an idiot. At least, I don’t think he is from what I’ve gleaned during the time we were together. Maybe everything he showed me then was as much a lie as everything I showed him.

      What a pair we make.

      “There’s a towel in my bag,” I start to lean down to reach for it, but he stops me, snagging it before I can.

      “You sit still,” he demands. “I don’t need you bleeding all over the upholstery.”

      “Considering it’s my upholstery, why do you care?”

      He doesn’t answer, but I see his eye twitch.

      Taking the towel out of my bag, he presses it against my side, which makes me hiss in pain.

      “Sorry, little bird,” he murmurs. “It needs to be tight to stem the bleeding.” He takes my hands and presses them against the towel. “Keep the pressure on. I know it hurts, but you must keep the pressure.”

      I do as he commands, wincing at the pain that lances through my hip. Ow. Graze, my ass. It burns. How did I not realise I’d been shot? Seriously, now I know about the wound, it hurts so badly.

      Dante closes the car door and rounds the bonnet, coming to the driver’s side. He climbs in and watches as I try to get my seatbelt on one-handed. Finally, he takes pity on me and snags the belt from my fingers. I ignore the electricity that races through me at his touch. I should not be feeling anything for a man who put a gun to my head.

      His phone suddenly buzzes and he pulls it out. He reads the message and swears.

      “Fuck.”

      “What?”

      “My brother just messaged me. He told me to come home, that it would be better for me in the long run if I stop running. Apparently, my stealing from the family will be forgiven.”

      Cold clutches me. “Why would they think you took the money, Dante?”

      “Why indeed.”

      He starts the car up and I sink against the headrest, keeping the towel pressed to my side, watching out the side window as Dante navigates the quiet streets again.

      “Where are we going?” I ask after a little while.

      “Somewhere safe.”

      Safe . . .

      But for whom?
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      She got shot. How the fuck did she get shot? And why the hell didn’t she mention it? She says she didn’t realise, but how can you get shot and not realise? I know adrenaline is a hell of a drug, but fuck me . . .

      I grip the steering wheel, trying not to think about throttling her. She’s my way out of this shit storm— if a way out can be found. I need her alive.

      I don’t think about the sense of panic I felt seeing that blood. I don’t understand why I care. I shouldn’t.

      I start the drive to the farmhouse. It’ll take a few hours to reach it, but it’s off the grid and it’s not in my name. In fact, I bought it using several seriously underhanded methods that would make my father proud— if he wasn’t trying to have me murdered, that is.

      My brother had to have clocked my car in the lot in front of the motel, which I’m sure has only added to his belief in my guilt. I wasn’t careful. I should have been, but in truth, I was expecting to hustle Cara out of the room, so I didn’t want to be parked too far away in case I had to drag her body out. I didn’t expect my father’s men to turn up and shoot at me.

      I should have been prepared. It’s one of the many lessons I was taught growing up— be prepared for anything. In this case, I took my eye off the ball and I screwed up.

      I can’t think about that now. I need to focus on working out what the hell is going on. The pieces of the puzzle are scattered around the board and I need to bring them together and make sense of them.

      Cara dozes as the cityscape gives way to urban sprawl then finally becomes darkened fields with the occasional farmstead. By the time we reach the farm, I’m exhausted and ready to sleep, but I need to check things are safe before I can relax. I peer through the windscreen at the darkened stone house. Nothing is moving, which is a good sign.

      Leaving Cara in the car, I quickly reload my gun and scope the place out, checking from room to room before heading out to the few outbuildings with a torch to ensure no unfriendlies are lying in wait. It’s deserted, as I expected, so I flick on the lights in the kitchen and switch the heat on before heading back out to the car.

      Cara’s still asleep when I pull the passenger door open and for a moment fear clutches me.

      Is she actually asleep?

      I reach out, my fingers pressing against her neck. It takes a second or two for the fluttering of her heart to register. I almost sigh with relief.

      “Dante?” Her sleepy voice has me pulling away, but I almost wish I didn’t have to stop touching her.

      “We’re here, little bird. Time to wake up. Do you think you can walk?”

      She stretches, then yelps, her hand going to her side. “Shit.” Her clenched teeth tell me just how much her wound is hurting.

      “I have painkillers inside.”

      She snorts. “Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to take drugs from strangers? Even if said stranger is tall, dark and very handsome.”

      “Out of the car,” I tell her, ignoring her words. I can’t think too hard on them or my brain starts wondering what if and what-ifs are a terrible idea, particularly in situations like this.

      She carefully slides out, and I steady her when she wobbles.

      “Whoa . . . head rush.”

      “Just take a minute,” I tell her, holding her elbows. “I have a first aid kit inside. We’ll properly wrap that wound.”

      I tell myself I’m taking care of her because I need her. She’s the only chance I have of being able to reclaim my old life, but I’m lying to myself. I’m doing it because seeing her shot unravelled me. I need to look after her. I’m completely tapped in the head.

      She starts to tentatively walk, her hand pressed to the towel on her side. I snag her rucksack and keep close to her; in case she wobbles again. She doesn’t, though. She seems steadier as she moves to the front door of the farmhouse. By the time she makes it inside to sit at the kitchen table, she’s moving mostly under her own steam. She fists her fingers around the edge of the chair, looking a little pale.

      I eye her before heading over to the cupboard and pulling out the medkit. Bringing it over to the table, I lay everything out I need and say, “Can you lift your top?”

      “You’ve seen me naked, Dante. I’ll just take it off so you can see what you’re doing.”

      She starts to raise her arms and whimpers. I move to help her, dragging the tee over her head. This leaves her sitting in her bra and jeans. Fuck me. My dick stirs, remembering the times I’ve had her under me in the past few weeks. I try not to gawk at the globes of her tits, poking out the top of her bra.

      Focus, Dante.

      I pull the towel away and wrap a piece of gauze around the wound. I’m not a doctor, I can’t do field medicine, but we just need to keep it clean and stop the bleeding until we can find someone who is.

      “Who do you think sold you— us— out?” she asks between gritted teeth.

      “Your boss is the likeliest candidate.” When she makes a disapproving noise in the back of her throat, I say, “Think about it, Cara. It makes sense. Your boss sends you to steal from the Escarlos. He didn’t do his due diligence. Does that seem like him?”

      When her brows draw down, I know I’m right. “He’s always thorough with background searches.” The admission is given grudgingly.

      “I hide who I am, but your boss should have been able to discover my family links with good research. I’m not that well-hidden. The discerning CEO would skate right over the facts, but I’m guessing your boss has access to better systems, better searches.”

      She nods, then says, “But what would he have to gain from doing this? I can’t think of a single reason for him selling me out.”

      “I can think of half a million. Think about it, little bird. It makes perfect sense. Your boss steals the money, but he knows stealing from my father will not go unpunished. He has to shift the blame somehow, so he can walk away scot-free. He sends you in and you take the money, unknowingly walking into a den of vipers. He had to know I would come after you, because he has to know my father will come after me. I may be his blood, but Niko doesn’t give a shit about that. He cares that half a million pounds is missing from the accounts I take care of.” The furrow between her eyes deepens. “He tips me off to keep an eye on you, which means when you take the money, I already know it’s you who did it.

      “Then, he tells my father that I’ve stolen the money and fled with you— my partner in crime. My father will kill me for that betrayal and he’ll kill you too. We get dead, so no one can question our part in all of this. They can't find the money and chalk it up to us being smart at hiding it. Meanwhile, your boss is living his best life in the Costa Del wherever-the-fuck.”

      “And all evidence points to us double-crossing your father.” She drags a hand through her hair. “Fuck!”

      “You can say that again. I mean, this might not be what’s happening, but given everything we know, I’m going to say I’m right on the money.”

      She rolls her eyes slightly at my play on words. “I’m supposed to be retiring. My boss wasn’t keen on the idea.”

      “Of course not. You know too much. You have too much inside information that could get him locked up or dead.”

      “I wouldn’t say anything.” The protestation is given vehemently.

      “Well, you definitely wouldn’t if you’re dead. Then, your boss gets to keep all the money for himself.”

      “Fuck,” she repeats.

      “Indeed.”

      “So, how the hell do we get out of this, Dante? Because I have to tell you, I’m drawing a blank here.”

      “You have to tell me everything you know. All of it, Car. No lies, no omissions. I need to know what we’re working with here.”

      She stares at me a beat, then shakes her head.

      “How do I know this isn’t a ploy to get information?”

      “You don’t. You just have to trust me.”

      She glares at me. “Trust the man who held a gun to my head and threatened to blow my brains out?”

      My lips curve into a tight smile. “I know. It’s a big ask.”
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      It’s not just a big ask, it’s an insane ask. What if he’s playing me? What if this is a ploy to get to Bastian? I’m not a snitch, but I’m also being hunted down. Those men fired at both me and Dante in the dark. They had no idea if they would hit him or me, which suggests they were aiming to kill or maim both of us.

      I mull over my options.

      Trust Dante, or trust Sebastian.

      I can’t get hold of the latter, which does concern me. Although there could be a good reason for that. What if Dante’s father’s men have already found him? What if my spilling his involvement puts his life in jeopardy?

      The what-ifs are running around my head at a million miles per hour.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” he says when I offer nothing. “I’m not going to force you to spill your secrets, but it will help us to have all the facts.”

      I don’t answer, and he lets out a frustrated breath. “Your loyalty is commendable. I just hope we don’t die because of it.”

      Dramatic bastard . . .

      Although a dramatic bastard with a point.

      His fingers skim over my side as he fixes the bandage to my skin and I shiver at his touch.

      “All done. Can you stand?”

      “I think so.”

      He nods. “I suggest we try to get some sleep.”

      “Um . . . what are the sleeping arrangements?”

      “I suggest we stay together; in case we have to make a speedy exit.”

      “I thought you said no one knows about this place.”

      “They don’t,” he replies, “but that’s not to say they won’t. I’d prefer to be together if the shit hits the fan.”

      “Right.” That makes sense. “So . . .”

      “We’ll take the back bedroom. It overlooks the kitchen, so if the worst happens, we can go out the window and onto the kitchen roof. It’s not as far to jump down.”

      Another window escape . . .

      “That sounds fun,” I grumble.

      “Or you could stay inside and get shot or worse. Up to you.”

      I give him a tight smile. “The bedroom is fine.”

      He leads me up the stairs, carrying my rucksack in one of his large hands. I stare at the broad lines of his shoulders and back. He’s a big man, maybe standing at six foot five and he’s built like a tank. I have no doubt he could hurt me if he wanted to. The fact he hasn’t surprises me.

      The enemy of my enemy . . .

      I guess that mantra really does apply here. Dante may not be like his family, but I have no doubt he can turn on the savage nature that exists in all Escarlos if pushed. Keeping him on my side is the only option here.

      He pushes open the door and gestures for me to step through first. I oblige, even though I’m not entirely comfortable having him at my back.

      The lights flick on and I glance over my shoulder, seeing him at the switch. “There’s a bathroom across the hall, if you want to clean up. Just keep the gauze dry.”

      “No shower then.”

      He shakes his head.

      I turn back to the room and take it in. It looks simple, devoid of personal effects and a little dusty. I don't think it's been cleaned in a while, but beggars can’t be choosers, and since the alternative is dead, I don’t feel much like complaining about the décor.

      “I’ll get ready for bed then.”

      I head into the bathroom and get a full strip wash, avoiding my bandaged side as much as possible. Once I’m as clean as I’m going to get sans shower, I change into a pair of joggers and a tee I had in my rucksack and return to the bedroom.

      Dante is lying on the bed, still fully clothed. He looks like a delicious treat, laid out on the mattress like that, his jeans hugging his hips, his dark T-shirt pulled tight over his pecs and showing off his impressive biceps. I let my eyes linger on the tattoo working down his left arm before bringing my gaze back to his all too attractive face and forcing a smile.

      “Done. The water wasn’t very hot, but there’s still some left if you want to shower.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m good.”

      He doesn’t trust me not to run. I don’t blame him; I’d feel the same, but it stings nevertheless.

      “Um . . . shall I take the floor?”

      “The bed’s big enough for us both,” he says. When I start to protest, he adds, “Come on, Car, it’s not like we haven’t shared a bed before.”

      He’s not wrong, but this feels different. “Circumstances have changed.”

      “Yeah, you stole a shit ton of money and now we’re running for our lives because of it.”

      It’s a fair point, but it pisses me off nevertheless.

      “I had no idea things would go this way,” I fire back. “Besides, it’s your lunatic family shooting at us.”

      I peel the covers back with force and slide into the bed with a huff.

      “Little bird, are you angry?”

      “No.”

      “Then look at me.”

      I don’t move. I don’t want to look at him. Not when I’m feeling as vulnerable as I do now. I have no idea why I’m fazed by his words. Maybe it’s the stress of the past few days catching up with me.

      “Cara . . .”

      “Annabel.” I don’t know what possesses me to give him my real name, but it slips from my mouth unbidden. Part of me wants to hear my name on his lips. Part of me is tired of lying. I want to get to the bottom of this mess and fast. I don’t want to die at the hands of the Escarlos.

      “That’s your name?”

      I roll my head towards him, so I’m facing him. “Yeah. Is Dante your real name or your business name?”

      He stares at the ceiling, his hands folded under his head.

      “It’s my real name. Dante Niko Escarlo.”

      “Why Black?”

      “Why not?”

      “Where did it come from?”

      “I don’t know. Where did Cara come from?”

      I sigh. “A big book of names. I pick them at random.”

      He turns to face me, putting us inches from each other. “How did you even get into this . . . lifestyle?”

      “Need. I needed money.” I lower my eyes a little as I say, “My childhood wasn’t the best, Dante. My parents were both heavily into drugs and drink. They forgot about me often. By fourteen, I was practically homeless. I did what I had to in order to survive. By the time I met . . .” I pause, still not sure I should out Bastian, “my boss, I was in dire straits. I needed help. He gave it to me. He gave me accommodation, food in my belly, safety. All I had to do was put on pretty dresses and play my part. It was hardly a hardship.”

      “You were used, Annabel. You don’t see that you were exploited? You were a young woman, afraid and alone and you were offered a life raft. Of course you were going to take the offer of security. The man who hired you knew that. He used you for his own gains.”

      I frown at him. “I didn’t feel used.”

      “I know.” He strokes the side of my face softly, his eyes running over my face. “But the facts are the facts. You were taken advantage of and used like his personal ATM. You did all the dangerous work by being in the field, but he shared none of the risk. If you got caught, he could disappear.”

      He’s not wrong, but hearing things laid out so blatantly has my stomach twisting. I don’t want to hear how stupid or naïve I am.

      “You weren’t worried about getting caught?”

      “We had an extraction plan if I did,” I tell him.

      “You honestly believe this boss of yours would have risked everything to pull you out? I’m guessing he’s sitting on a small fortune, darlin’. He didn’t need to help you.”

      In truth, he’s not saying anything that hasn’t crossed my mind before, but I trust Bastian. Or I did.

      “I didn’t really think about it. I was young. I thought I was invincible. I still did until you.”

      “But you wanted out? You said this was your last job.”

      “I’ve earned enough to keep me going for the rest of my life, Dante. I don’t need to take the risk anymore. Every job feels more and more like I’m playing with fire and I don’t want to get burnt.” I stare into his dark eyes, getting a little lost for a moment. Many times we’ve laid  together like this, but this is the first time anything between us feels real. There was always lies between us before. Now, in this moment, we’re baring truths.

      I have to resist the urge to reach out and run my fingers through his hair, as I usually would.

      “What about you? Why didn’t you follow the family business?”

      He lets out a deep huff. “I’m not like my brothers. I don’t have that lust for power, that desire to cause suffering. I’m fairly certain I’m a disappointment to my father, but I could never do it. I took over the legitimate side of the family’s business dealings because that I could do well— and I do. I’ve earned them a ton of money.”

      “Why didn’t you just leave? Get out and make that money on your own?”

      “Because you don’t just leave. The family isn’t a job. It’s life. There’s no ‘out’. You’re born an Escarlo, you die an Escarlo.”

      That I do understand, even if I’ve never been in that position.

      “Was any of it real?” he asks me, his voice soft. “Between us, I mean.”

      I should lie to him. I should tell him it wasn’t, but I can’t. I won’t. “Yes, Dante. It was all real. I’ve never fallen for a mark before . . . until you. You treated me like a person, not an object to look good on someone’s arm. You were always good to me, and I’ll admit, I was falling for you.” I smile sadly at him. “In another time, another world, maybe we could have been good together.”

      He moves his mouth closer to mine, his warm breath mingling with mine. “Why not in this world?”

      “It’s too complicated. We’ve both told too many untruths.”

      “Then let me uncomplicate it, little bird.”

      Leaning towards me, his lips brush over mine.
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      I’m kissing her. I shouldn’t, but I am, and I have zero regrets about the fact. I may have known she was playing me, but that doesn’t mean I was immune to her while we were together. She’s beautiful, soft, delicate and feminine, and when she melts against me, I know she’s into this as much as I am.

      Her opening up to me showed a different side, a side that was wholly vulnerable and taken advantage of. She was a kid, alone, and without parents. This guy groomed her to do his dirty work, and that doesn’t sit right with me at all. I see parallels between my life and hers, and I don’t like it. She was forced to do something she shouldn’t have had to, and she may have come to accept that was her life, but it never should have been.

      So, I kiss her hard and wet, pushing aside my feelings about her life, my fingers threading through the hair at the side of her head. The moan she gives against my mouth makes my cock harden, pushing against the zipper of my jeans. My balls feel heavy as she moves against me, rubbing herself over my crotch in a way that has us both moaning.

      I slide my tongue into her mouth, massaging against hers as the kiss deepens. God, she feels amazing. I want to be inside her now, but I take my time, building her up.

      My hand slides between her legs, and she whimpers as I rub her through her jogging bottoms. This isn’t going to be enough. I need skin to skin.

      I slip my hand under the waistband of her joggers, feeling her abdomen quiver at my ghost of a touch, then I pull her underwear aside to slide my fingers through her slit. She’s wet, and so when I push into her, I meet no resistance.

      I attack her neck, peppering kisses between the column of her throat and her collar bone while continuing to slide my fingers in and out of her dripping pussy. Her nails dig into my shoulders as she pants and gasps.

      From our past experiences, I know where to touch her to make her squirm, and I know the spots that will make her come apart, so I feel her muscles contracting around my fingers.

      When she finally orgasms, her thighs tremble and she buries her head against me as she moans.

      I don’t give her a chance to relax. I quickly tug her joggers down and undo the belt on my jeans, freeing my cock. I don’t have any condoms with me, but I know she’s on the pill. I saw her taking it when she stayed over a few times, before she betrayed me.

      I push that aside. She didn’t betray me, not really. She’s as much a victim in all this as I am. More so, in fact.

      My tee comes off in one movement, and then I push hers up to her chin before she starts to sit to pull it over her head. The hiss of pain from her does not go unnoticed.

      “Are you okay to do this?” I ask. Considering her side must be hurting, I expect her to say no, but she nods.

      “I want to do this. Just be careful of my side.”

      I fist my cock in my hand and give it two pulls, then I slip into her warm, wet, inviting pussy. She gasps, but I push all the way in, until the root of my dick is flush against her. Staring into her eyes, I wait for the small nod to move, and I don’t hesitate to pull back and slide back into her.

      She whimpers at the movement, and I don’t blame her. I’m not going to last long here. My balls are aching and tight, and I can feel the building tension rising from the base of my dick.

      I slam deeper into her, and when I bottom out, she groans my name. And fuck me, if I don’t love that. I want her to always say my name like that.

      As she goes over the edge, I follow her, my cock spurting inside her. I slow my pace, but keep moving inside her for a few beats before I pull free. My cum and her juices stain her upper thigh and her pussy glistens with our combined fluids. I’m not going to lie; I like seeing my cum dripping from her.

      I lean into her and kiss her in a firm, demanding way that tells her who she belongs to.

      When we break apart, we’re both breathless. She locks eyes with me.

      “Until we get this money back, Annabel, you’re mine, do you understand? I own you.”

      She stares at me. “You can’t own a person, Dante.”

      “You stole half a mill. If we don’t get it back, we’re both dead. Can you pay it back?”

      “Of course not. I don’t have half a million pounds just lying around.”

      “Then you’re mine, Bel. No ifs, no buts. And we are getting that money back.”

      “You want me to steal from my boss to give back to your father?”

      “No, little bird. We’re going to steal from your boss and hand him over to my father.”

      She studies me, her eyes scanning mine for any sign I’ve lost my mind. Maybe I have, I don’t know, but I’m not taking the fall for someone else’s actions— not now, not ever. Her boss screwed us both.

      “And then what happens?”

      “We start anew— somewhere warm and off the grid.”

      “Just like that?”

      Her disbelieving tone makes me smile inwardly. She’s so mistrustful. I’ll show her she can trust me.

      “Just like that.”

      “And if we do that, I’m still tethered to you?”

      I stare at her. “I like my women willing. If you want to continue this then I’m open to it, but I’m not going to keep you against your will.”

      She seems to relax a little at this, and I wonder whether she’s ever felt in control of anything in her life.

      I stroke my fingers up her spine and we lie together, wrapped in each other until her breathing evens out.
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      I wake to a delicious ache between my legs and an empty bed. Where’s Dante? A feel of the sheets tells me he’s been gone for a while, given they’re cold.

      Did he leave me here?

      Scenarios race through my head of being betrayed and getting handed over to Niko Escarlo until I smell something cooking.

      What is that?

      Quickly, I grab some clothes and head into the bathroom to clean up. Dressing in the joggers and tee again, I head downstairs, the smells getting stronger.

      I find him at the stove, cooking what looks like an assortment of tinned food. Hearing me enter, he glances over his shoulder.

      “Come and sit. There’s coffee, although only powdered milk. Breakfast will be a few minutes more.”

      “It smells lovely,” I say, moving to the kettle and flicking it on to boil.

      “It’s all dried or tinned food, but it’ll fill a hole until we can get something more substantial.”

      “It’s fine,” I tell him. “I’ve survived on worse.”

      And that’s not a lie. I have— much worse— and although it’s been a while since I slummed it, I’m not averse to doing so again.

      “So, breakfast and then what? Do we have a plan here?”

      He shoves the spatula through the pan of food and shrugs. “I figured we should pay your boss a visit and demand the money back.”

      “Dante . . .”

      “I know you’re still having trouble trusting me here, little bird, but you and me, all we have is each other. Even if I recover that money, I can’t go home. My father believes I took it and even with evidence to the contrary, he’s not going to let it stand that I was taken in by a pretty face. My life here is done. The only chance I have is to get that money and disappear. And if we do it right, we can disappear just as your boss planned on— we can make sure the blame lies with him.”

      I mull this over. He seems sincere and his words sound true.

      “How can I make you trust me?” he presses.

      “I do trust you. I don’t know why, but I do.”

      He puts down the spatula. “If we do this right, the only winners here will be you and I.”

      “Then let’s do it right.”

      I move over to him and slip into his arms. He kisses the top of my head before he finds my mouth. His kisses are like pure electric and I feel it from my toes up. Between my legs gets damp as I remember what we did last night. It was better than it’s ever been. I think because there were no lies between us. We were Annabel and Dante and we were stripped bare to each other. It was a good feeling, knowing there were no more secrets, knowing he was loving on me because he wanted me, not the idea of me.

      “How do we do that?”

      “I’ve always found the threat of violence works well.”

      Bastian would probably fold like a wet deck of cards at even the mere threat of harm— there’s a reason I’m in the field and not him— but he might be inclined to play stupid.

      “Are you sure you can get him to hand over the money?”

      Dante’s smile is positively scary when he says, “I learnt from the best at how to extract information, darlin’. I’ll get what I need from him. You just have to tell me where to find him.”

      I pause for a brief moment before I say, “I don’t trust a lot of people in my life, Dante. In fact, the only person I’ve ever really trusted is a man who has clearly abused his relationship with me all these years. Please don’t make me regret trusting you.”

      “I won’t.” He smiles. “Come and eat.”

      I move over to the chair and sink down at the table. He dishes up the assortment of food, which actually looks surprisingly good. There are some tinned potatoes and what I think might be corned beef and some other things I’m not sure about, but I dig in with gusto.

      “Is it edible?” he asks.

      “It’s actually kind of tasty, considering it all came out of a can.”

      He grabs a forkful of food himself and takes a bite. “It’s not gourmet, but it’ll suffice.”

      “Are you going to hurt him?” I ask as I take another mouthful.

      “If he tells me what I need to know, then no.”

      This doesn’t sound good for Bastian, but then again, he had no qualms about selling me down the river.

      I put my fork down and stare at my plate for a moment, my emotions and thoughts a hurricane of indecision. Finally, I say, “His name is Sebastian Dayton— at least that is the name I know him by. Who knows if it is his real name?”

      “Okay. And where does he live?”

      “He has a house just outside London. Whether he’ll be there is another matter.”

      He nods.

      “Eat up, little bird. We have work to do.”
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      Driving to Bastian’s house to do terrible things to him feels like the worst of all my betrayals. I’ve known this man for years. The fact he sold me out doesn’t matter. My conscience is in overdrive.

      I watch out the side window of the car as the world passes by in a whirl of motion and I feel Dante’s hand on my thigh.

      I turn to him.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I feel terrible doing this.”

      “The man set you up to take the fall for him,” he says, squeezing my leg. “Don’t feel a hint of remorse.”

      “I know I shouldn’t, but he did save me from the streets.”

      “To use you for his own benefits, Bel. Not because he cared about you, and I’m sorry, I know that will hurt to hear, but it’s true.”

      It is true, and it does hurt.

      “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “I’m sorry, little bird. I know this isn’t easy for you.”

      “I don’t know why I’m surprised. Everything in my life is a lie. Why should this be any different?”

      It doesn’t take long to reach Bastian’s house. Dante parks the car a quarter of a mile from the property and we make the final trek on foot. I pray the entire walk that I haven’t sold out the wrong person and that Dante isn’t playing me. I don’t think he is, and I’m usually a good judge of a situation, but he fooled me already, so I can’t be sure.

      Either way, as much as I want to deny the facts, they’re clear to see. Bastian must have sold me out for Niko Escarlo to know so fast the money was gone and where to find me. It’s the only thing that makes sense.

      I shake myself mentally. No point worrying now. What’s done is done.

      “Before you go in, I want to speak to him,” I say, coming to stand in front of Dante.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Dante—”

      “He might hurt you.”

      This melts some of the steel around my heart.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You're injured, Bel.”

      “You’ll be there if he tries something.” I cup his face with my hands. “I trust you.”

      He dips his head and takes my mouth gently.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you.” The heartfelt promise makes my stomach flip-flop.

      I believe it when he says it. I don’t think he will let anything touch me.

      Getting into the house is surprisingly easy. The patio doors onto the garden are open, so we slip into the room. If I was not here to harm Sebastian, I might mention his crappy security efforts.

      My heart pounds as we stand among ornate looking sofas that probably cost a fortune, listening. It’s quiet. The familiar room has pangs attacking my stomach.

      Dante pulls his gun and holds it ready in his hand as we move into the house. Moving from room to room, my heart is in my throat.

      Where is he?

      Is he even here?

      I’m about to give up hope when I hear a noise from his study. I peer through the gap in the door and see he’s sitting in the window in the big armchair that overlooks the west end of the gardens. Dante starts to move, but I place a hand on his arm and shake my head.

      Then I point at my chest, indicating I’m going in and that I’m going alone. He doesn’t look happy, but he doesn’t stop me when I reach for the handle and push the door open. Bastian twists towards me as I step inside the room, pushing the door to, so he can’t see Dante waiting, although I’m sure he hid himself the moment I moved.

      “Annabel!” Bastian looks surprised to see me. Shocked would be a better word, actually. It confirms to me that he did, in fact, sell me out. Bastard. “What are you—”

      “Doing here?” I interrupt. “Why? Thought I’d be dead by now? Out of the way? A fucking footnote!” I throw my hands in the air. “What the hell, Bastian? I did everything you asked. Hell, I loved you like a father, and this is what you do to me?”

      He pushes his fingers through his salt and pepper hair and for the first time in a long time, his composure breaks.

      “You weren’t supposed to figure it out, silly girl.”

      “Yeah, I gathered that. Why?”

      “Because, darling, you wanted out. I couldn’t have you out there knowing what you know about me, about our dealings.” His frame, which I thought was once strong, suddenly looks lank and weak. Maybe it’s because I’ve been around Dante and he’s the other end of the scale. He’s tall, broad and strong.

      “So you sold me out?”

      “Well, what else was I supposed to do? I couldn’t kill you myself, could I?” His voice drips with derision. “You’re a loose end, Annabel, and what have I always taught you about loose ends?”

      I grit my teeth. “Cut them down.”

      “Exactly.” He stands and when he does, I see he’s pointing a gun in my direction. “I’m sorry it had to be this way, but I needed you out of my hair, and this seemed like a good way to do it. Two birds, one stone— you know how it is. I get the money; you take the fall. It was the perfect plan.”

      “You forgot one thing, you bastard,” Dante’s voice snaps from behind me. “You forgot about me.”

      A crack fills the air and then Bastian goes back on a foot, collapsing against the back of the armchair. His hand flies to his shoulder, but blood pours between his fingers. For a moment, I stand transfixed, watching the bright red liquid gush freely.

      He shot Bastian.

      Holy fuck, Dante shot Bastian.

      My brain finally kicks into gear and I rush to recover the gun he was holding from the floor and point it at him.

      When I twist back, I see Dante has his gun pointed at Bastian.

      “You shot me!” Bastian wails.

      “I’m going to do worse than shoot you if you don’t transfer all the money to Bel’s accounts.”

      I almost drop the gun. He wants to transfer it to me? He trusts me not to run as soon as I have it? I want to see his face, but he’s focused on Bastian, who laughs at this demand.

      “I don’t think so.”

      Without taking his eyes off Bastian, Dante says, “Bel, can you wait outside? I need to have a moment with him.”

      The tone of his voice sends a chill racing through me. Christ, what’s he going to do. I should say no, I almost do when Bastian gives me a pleading look, but then I remember what he did to me.

      “Absolutely.”

      I lower the gun and head for the door. As I shut it and start towards the kitchen, a scream rends the air.
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      My knuckles are bloody and hurting when I emerge from the study. I make my way to the kitchen, where I find Bel sitting at the breakfast bar. She glances up and takes in my injured hands with a spasmodic swallow.

      “Are you . . .” she starts but trails off.

      “The money is in your account,” I tell her a little tersely.

      I don’t enjoy inflicting pain on others, unlike my brothers and father, so seeing a man lose control of himself while torturing him is an image I’m never getting out of my brain. It will eventually dull, though, just like past traumas inflicted by my family have for me.

      Her brow draws together. “You got him to hand the money over?” She sounds surprised. I should be insulted that she thought I wouldn’t succeed, but I’m too mentally and physically drained.

      “Yes, little bird.”

      As I sink onto the nearest stool, she seizes my hand in hers and examines the cracked, bleeding skin. I can feel her trembling slightly beneath my touch and I wonder what she’s going to say, if she’ll have regrets about what we did.

      She surprises me by saying, “What now?”

      “Now, we pick a country with no extradition laws and disappear.”

      I lean into her and kiss her softly, but with purpose. I want her to know she’s mine, and the way she moans against my mouth tells me she does.

      “But your father—”

      “Will get an anonymous tip that the man who stole his money is one Sebastian Dayton.”

      “Will it come back to me?”

      “No, little bird. They’ll not be able to follow the trail. Sebastian is clever, but I know a thing or two myself. I learnt from the best, after all.” I let out a huff of breath. Covering our trails was child’s play. Most of it I learnt from buying the farmhouse and hiding the paper trail with that acquisition, although Niko did teach me some things, too. “As far as my father will know, the money came here and then disappeared. He’ll never be able to pull the threads to find it. Truthfully, he won’t care to look too deeply. My father won’t care about the facts as long as he has someone to blame.”

      She nods, her expression pensive.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Saving my life would be a good place to start, I suppose.”

      My hand collars the back of her throat. “You saved mine just as much, Annabel. My father’s men would have killed me for sure.”

      “Me too. I can’t believe he betrayed me like this.”

      “You were a loose end, little bird. You knew too much about him and he needed the money trail to end with you, so he could disappear.”

      It’s poetic justice that we’re planning on doing the same back to him— in my opinion anyway.

      “So, where do you want to go?”

      “Honestly, darlin’, I don’t care as long as it’s warm.”

      She smiles at me. “We make a good team, Dante. Are you sure we should retire?”

      I think she’s serious for a moment, but the grin on her face tells me otherwise. Still, I play along. “Was this not enough excitement for you?”

      “More than enough,” she admits. “I prefer when I have the upper hand in situations.”

      “I can imagine you do.”

      She looks at me, her eyes soft. “Shall we get out of here?”

      I push to my feet and take her hand in mine, pulling her off the stool. She slides into my arms, although I notice the slight wince as the movement tugs on her side. I would prefer to have a doctor look at it, but I don’t want to raise any flags about shootings at the hospital— we’re trying to fly under the radar, not light it up like a beacon. A gunshot wound, even if it is only a graze, will raise questions and bring attention we neither need nor want. I’m not a doctor, but I’ve cleaned a few gunshot wounds in my time and hers is barely a graze.

      Brushing her hair back from her face, I peer down at her. She’s beautiful, soft and in this moment staring at me like I hang the moon on a stick.

      How did we get here?

      How did the thief become the lover?

      I move my mouth to hers and slip my tongue inside when she parts her lips to grant me access. Our tongues duel for dominance as my hands slide up her spine. I wish we had time for me to show her exactly what she means to me, but we need to get  going, fast.

      With reluctance, I pull back from her and press a kiss to her forehead.

      “Time to fly, my pretty little deceiver.”

      She nods.

      We spend a little time wiping the place down, hiding any evidence of our being here. I don’t know if we eradicate all our fingerprints, but we try. We then head out to the car and make our way to the airport.
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        Six months later . . .

      

      

      

      I watch Bel from across the patio, her barely-there bikini making my dick swell in my shorts. The sun has left her with a healthy glow, her skin darker than it was six months ago, and her soft brown hair tumbles over her shoulders and down her back. She’s a picture of beauty and the urge to drag her over here and take her now is overwhelming.

      She’s enjoying her escapades in the shallow end of the pool, though, and I’m enjoying watching her, so I keep my desires locked down. There will be time enough for that later.

      It’s been six months since we put Sebastian Dayton’s head on the chopping block. I heard through the grapevine he met a sticky end, and that my father hasn’t been able to trace where he hid the money yet. Let’s hope it stays that way.

      Dante Black and Cara Ellsworth disappeared the same day we paid Bastian a visit. We didn’t quite head straight to the airport. I put in a few anonymous tips about where my father could find Sebastian tied up and waiting for him, and Bel took us to the guy who creates her fake identities. With new names and new passports, we flew out of the UK three days later. It was a stressful time, but looking back now, I can almost forget it happened.

      Within a week, we were settled in this paradise. And it really is a paradise. The sky is a deep blue that matches the sea and the heat is perfect. It took a little longer to buy the house, which is, despite the money we do have, modest. We didn’t want to draw too much attention or bring too many questions from curious locals. It’s a good-sized three-bedroom property with a pool and a double garage. It’s something we could afford as Jonas and Jen Matthews— our new pseudonyms. I miss Dante at times, but I prefer breathing, which this allows.

      In private, Bel still calls me by my real name.

      Usually when my cock is buried in her.

      Bel turns and as she does, she gives me a radiant smile that has my dick swelling to critical levels. I need her. Now.

      I push up from the sun lounger and stalk towards her, one thought on my mind. She glances up as I approach, her smile still soft and when I lift her in my arms, her legs wrap around my hips instinctively.

      I devour her mouth, taking what I need, what she’ll give, and I’ve learnt with Bel, she’ll give whatever I demand. My hands stroke over her back as I walk us both into the bedroom and lower her onto the bed like she’s the most precious thing in the world. To me, she is. She brings out all my protective urges, my need to take care of her. No other woman has ever done that.

      I go immediately to her breasts, shoving her bikini top up to reveal the pert dark nipples. Then, I go to work, sucking and laving my tongue over the buds until they harden. I split my attention between both the left and right, until she’s squirming beneath me, her breath coming out in little sharp pants. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see she’s fisting the sheets. Good. I want to leave my wanton little vixen begging me for release.

      My free hand goes wandering under the waistband of her bikini bottoms. She’s wet, soaked in fact, so my fingers slide easily into her. Her back arches as I push deep, pushing my fingers further inside her pussy. I love feeling her sleek, silky warmth and my cock wants to be inside her now, but I remain patient, knowing I need to make this good for her too. If I get inside her, all bets are off. So, I continue to build her up to fever pitch, working her breasts and pussy in tandem.

      It doesn’t take my girl long to get there and she comes hard and fast, her panting and moaning making my cock painfully hard and my balls tight. I don’t waste any more time, pulling my shorts down and fisting my dick in my hand. I rub the tip through her wetness, coating the end with a mix of her juices and my precum before I push inside her. She gasps and writhes as I fill her, her still contracting pussy trying to milk my dick. It takes me a moment to adjust before I start to move in her. I set a steady pace, my hands resting on the mattress at her sides as I push and pull, in and out of her.

      She keeps her eyes locked to mine as I keep my rhythm, and I see the love shining back at me. And God, do I love her. I want her in every way imaginable. We’re the perfect fit. Two damaged souls, who just wanted acceptance.

      I watch as she goes over the edge for a second time and I follow her a couple of strokes later. My pace slows but I don’t stop, even though it hurts a little. I fuck her through both our orgasms, all while peppering kisses down her neck.

      I collapse onto her for a moment, my arms jellied, and then roll us both, so I’m beneath her now. We both moan as my dick slides out of her slick heat. I don’t want to lose her, but my cock is starting to soften anyway.

      Her warm body snuggles against me, and she lets out a contented sigh. We lie in silence for a long time, until she says, “Are you happy?”

      The question surprises me, so I brush her hair from her face, trying to see her expression.

      “Of course I am. Darlin’, why do you ask?”

      Is she not happy?

      “I just wondered. You gave up a lot to be with me.”

      This makes me snort. “I would give up everything, but Bel, I didn’t give up anything.”

      “You had a cushy life. You can never return to that, or your family.”

      “A family that tried to end my life,” I remind her.

      “Good point . . .”

      I kiss the side of her head. “I love you. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be, but here. Don’t doubt it for a second.”

      And that is the truth. I love her with everything I have.

      Stroking her hair, I say, “You’re mine, Bel. Always. You’re mine.”

      “Even though I tricked you?”

      “We both tricked each other,” I counter.

      “True.” She snuggles against my chest, her fingers tracing patterns over my pecs. “I love you too.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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      “Damnit, Marie. Why do you always do this? I don’t care that you and Ryan are crazy in love with each other. I wish you two would go be happy and just leave me alone. Why is it every single time Ryan makes a new friend or an old friend comes in from out of town, I get stuck going on a blind date with the schmuck? Why does he always feel like he has to fix them up to go on a double date with you two? Oh, wait a minute, it’s not them you two are fixing up, is it? You think I can’t find my own dates to be miserable with? Do I need to name off the last half dozen creeps you two have hooked me up with as a refresher as to why I do not want to go out with this guy?”

      I stomped off before she could even reply to what I just said. Damn, why didn’t I see it sooner? I should have guessed that I am the sad sack they want to fix up. Why can’t they understand that after John died, a piece of me went with him? I’m just not ready to get my heart broken again. Maybe in time, but now is not that time. Especially with the newest loser on the list. God help me, I wonder what’s wrong with this one?

      I don’t understand why they can’t get how hard this is for me. John was my whole world. We dated for almost three years when he surprised me with an engagement party. The stinker told me it was just a night out with our friends because we hadn’t all gone out in a few months. He really pulled a fast one on me that night.

      Marie and John had spent weeks planning the party. How in the world those two were able to keep a secret for that long, I will never know. We went to Peter Luger’s in New York City for dinner. Afterward, we went to one of our favorite clubs. Somehow John had managed to get the DJ to play our favorite song, Perfect Symphony by Ed Sheeran and Andrea Bocelli. While we were slow-dancing, John sang the song softly to me as our friends surrounded us. Before I knew what was happening, there was a spotlight on us as John sank to one knee. The music still played but in a softer tone.

      John took both of my hands in his, then began to pour his heart out to me. He looked me straight in the eyes as he pulled a little box from Tiffany’s out of his pocket. Opening it, the lights sparkled off the diamond engagement ring that was inside. Taking the ring out of the box, he took my left hand in his, placing the ring at the tip of my finger, then he asked me to be his wife for the rest of our lives. Through tears and laughter, I shook my head and yelled “yes” at the top of my lungs at the same time.

      The whole place erupted with cheers and applause. We spent the next thirty minutes listening to toasts from our friends and congratulations from the other guests at the club that night. We continued to dance late into the night before we finally decided to go home. A few of our friends had left earlier, but most of them were still partying hard when we left. All I could think about was wanting to get home so we could spend the rest of the night making love to each other over and over again. Ryan and Marie had driven us, so John had called an Uber to drive us from the Big Apple back home to Bayonne.

      The last thing I remember was entering the Holland Tunnel heading back to Jersey. John and I were in the back seat, making out like a couple of teenagers. The tunnel always fascinated me at night, the lights flickering almost like fireflies because of the speeds that everyone drives. We had just stopped kissing long enough to catch our breaths when I told John how very much I loved him. Before he could respond, the Uber driver yelled for us to hang on as he slammed on the brakes, trying to avoid the accident that just happened in front of us.

      It was almost a month later when I woke up in the hospital. My mom and Marie were chatting as they sat vigil at my bedside. I tried to say something, but there were tubes in my mouth keeping me from speaking. I started to panic, grabbing at the tubes, trying to yank them out. Mom spotted me first and grabbed my hands as Marie ran out of the room, screaming for the doctors and nurses that I was finally awake. Mom calmed me enough to keep me from pulling out all of the lines and tubes. As she looked at me, I searched her face as if I was asking her where John was. Why isn’t John here with me?

      A couple of doctors and nurses came rushing in to take care of me. The doctor who spoke to me, I later learned, had been taking care of me since I had been admitted to the hospital. Dr. Cortez tried to keep me calm, so he talked to me as he was examining me.

      “Young lady, if you will behave and let me examine you, I will tell you what happened and your condition from the time you came in until now. Is it a deal?”

      I couldn’t talk, so I nodded that I understood.

      “Good girl. Now, do you remember anything about the accident? Blink once for ‘yes’ and twice for ‘no’. If you are unsure about something, don’t blink. We will figure out everything as we go. One blink, good, so you understand. You were in an unfortunate car accident. The driver of your Uber tried to stop to avoid the crash that had happened in front of him. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to and there were a few cars behind him that also hit the vehicle you were in. I believe they said it was a seven-car pile-up caused by a drunk driver sideswiping the car beside him.”

      For fuck's sake, just tell me where John is. Why is no one mentioning him? Oh God, what about the driver too? Almost in tears, I wanted to scream at the doctor to tell me about John. Instead, he kept examining me and talking.

      “You were unconscious when they brought you in. You hit your head against the window on the door. You had a severe concussion. We did all the scans and an MRI to make sure there wasn’t any swelling or bleeding in your brain. All the tests came back normal. You did have some internal bleeding, so I had to operate to find out what was wrong and fix it. You’re healing very well from the surgery.”

      What the hell, I had surgery? How long have I been here?

      “You also had a bad case of whiplash. We had a neck brace on you for a while so you wouldn’t move it too much if you woke up. You’ve been in a coma for almost a month. We couldn’t find a reason why you weren’t waking up, so I kept you on the ventilator to help your breathing. You are healing very well. If you stay still, I will take the ventilator tubes out. Nurse Jackie will get some crushed ice for you. I don’t want you on any fluids for a couple hours, but you can suck on the ice chips to help with the dryness in your mouth and throat. Stay very still for me while I unhook everything.”

      I laid there, my mind going crazy. How could I be here for almost a month? Why isn’t John here? Dear God, please let him be okay. Why hasn’t my mom or Marie tried to call him to tell him that I am awake now? I can’t help but start gagging as the doctor starts removing the tube from my throat. He tells me to just relax, that he is almost done. I’d like to shove one down his throat, then pull it back out to see how he likes it. The tube is finally out and I try to speak, but my voice just won’t work. My throat hurts so bad, plus I have the worst case of cottonmouth ever.

      Nurse Jackie is right beside me with a cup of ice chips. “Here, suck on a couple of pieces. It will help soothe your throat.” She slipped a couple of pieces into my mouth. I swear the ice is the best thing I’ve had in ages. Once it has melted, I motion for a couple more pieces. She gives me a couple more, then explains to my mom and Marie to only give me a few every five to ten minutes. Now it’s time for me to try and talk. I open my mouth to say something but start coughing instead. Once the coughing fit is over, I try again. It comes out as a whisper, but everyone can hear me. It’s so quiet in my room now that the ventilator is turned off.

      “Mom, where is John? Is he in another room or has he been released already? Why isn’t John here with you and Marie? What about the Uber driver, is he okay? I can’t believe I’ve been here for almost a month. Someone say something, please. You’re starting to freak me out. Why won’t any of you look me in the eyes? Please, someone, tell me something. I can’t stand this silence and not knowing.”

      My mom looked at the doctor as if to get his permission to give me the answers that I needed. Dr. Cortez shook his head ‘yes’ for Mom to go ahead and answer me. At first, she puts her head down as if she is praying. When she looks back up at me, I notice the tears in her eyes. No, it can’t be. Oh God, please don’t let her tell me that John is gone. I can’t be here without him. We just got engaged to be married. I look at my hand, at the ring he placed on my finger just a few hours before the accident. We were supposed to be together until we were old and gray.

      “Lisa, I am so sorry. The Uber driver didn’t make it. The front end of the car on his side was smashed in on him. They said he died on impact.”

      She takes a deep breath as she gets ready to tell me more bad news. I don’t want to hear what she has to say next, but I have to know.

      “Honey, when the crash happened, several cars behind y’all were too close to stop. They hit the vehicle you were in, crushing the side of the car that John was sitting on. The police said it took them almost four hours to get to him. They had to move other cars out of the way, then use the jaws of life to open the car up.”

      Tears are forming in her eyes. I just want to scream, ‘NO HE CAN’T BE GONE!’ Pleading with my eyes, I beg my mom to continue telling me what happened. Finally, she calms herself enough to finish.

      “Lisa, poor John was in such bad shape from the accident. Both his legs were broken, and he had severe internal damage. His right arm and shoulder were broken. They rushed John into surgery almost immediately upon his arrival at the hospital. I’m so sorry, honey, John’s heart gave out during the operation. The doctors did everything possible to bring him back. Nothing worked. John’s family flew in the next day. They stayed with me while we got everything ready for the funeral. They spent as much time here with you as they could before they had to go back home. His mom and dad both wanted to talk to you, but you didn’t wake up. They were here for almost two weeks. Unfortunately, his dad had to go back to work, so they went back home.”

      I felt like I died the moment Mom told me John was gone. I am totally numb. Hell, maybe I’m just in shock because I can’t say anything, nor can I cry. Mom and Marie are both crying, each one holding one of my hands. Why didn’t God take me too? I don’t want to be here without John.

      Dr. Cortez had Marie move long enough for him to check my vitals to make sure I was still doing okay after receiving the news. I wonder if the driver had family, maybe kids of his own that were left behind. What reason could there be for me to be the only one to survive?

      “Lisa, are you okay? Talk to us, please. You’re starting to scare me with how quiet you are. What can I do?”

      “Unless you can bring John back or find a way for me to go be with him, there is nothing that you can do. You know we got engaged that night? We were supposed to grow old together, raise a family, play with our grandkids. Mom, I can’t be without him. Please tell me it’s not true. Tell me John isn’t dead.”

      It was finally starting to hit me that I would never see his incredible smile again. I would never feel his arms wrapped around me as we snuggled or his lips against mine as we kissed. There would be no more lovemaking. So much was lost with him gone. The tears started to build up, then overflowed, rolling down my cheeks like a river.

      “Baby, I wish I could bring him back to you. I knew he was going to propose that night. The week before, he came to the house to ask permission. John even brought the ring along to show me. I was so thrilled that I hardly spoke to you all that following week because I was afraid I would let it slip and ruin the surprise.”

      “Mom, how did you survive losing Daddy? I only had John for a few years, but you and Daddy were together for over thirty years.”

      “Lisa, all I can tell you is one day at a time. I still have days I feel like I can’t breathe for the grief that wells up inside me. You know how close your father and I were. There are so many times that something happens and I think to myself, I can’t wait to tell him. Then I realize that he is gone. You will never completely get over it, but it gets easier with time, I promise.”

      Just then, Marie came up behind me, pulling me out of the past and back into a future of God-awful blind dates. I wiped the tears from my face before I turned around to look at her. How do I get her to understand that it’s just too soon and hurts way too much?

      “Lisa, you were thinking about John again, weren’t you? It’s been almost two years since we lost him. I know this is hard on you. Look at me for a minute. You know how much John loved you. I’ve never seen a man love a woman the way he loved you. I do know he wouldn’t want you to wither away, becoming one of those crazy old cat ladies that everyone avoids. John would want you to be happy. He would want you to go out with your friends. John would want you to date and take a chance on finding love again. I see you getting ready to argue with me. Think about it, Lisa. John was every woman’s idea of the perfect man, they broke the mold when they made him, but he wouldn’t want you to be alone.”

      “Marie, I don’t know how to let him go. John is there in everything I see and do. I swear there are times when I am crying late at night and I can feel his arms gently hugging me to him. I know that’s why I despise all the guys you two have hooked me up with. They aren’t my John! No one can compare or live up to him. So, tell me, how do I move on?”

      “I wish I had the answers for you, I really do. I can tell you that Ryan and Zack have been best friends since they were in diapers together. I’ve met him myself. Believe me when I tell you if I weren’t so head over heels in love with Ryan, I would jump him myself. If you ever repeat that, I will totally lie about it and say you are completely insane.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle at her last comment. Mainly because I know Marie well enough to know that she would do it. As much as I want to strangle her, I can’t because I know she is right. John would hate me moping around, feeling sorry for myself. I did manage to finally take the engagement ring off my finger, but it’s on a chain around my neck so it’s still close to my heart at all times.

      “When are we supposed to be going out? Where are we going so I know what to wear? It better not be anything too fancy or romantic or I swear I will turn around and walk out.”

      “Nothing fancy, just comfy casual, you know, jeans and a cute top. It’s not just going to be the four of us. Amanda called me yesterday, wanting to get together, so I invited her and Jim along. You will have four bodyguards there to protect you just in case Zack does turn out to be a weirdo.”

      “Oh great, two more people to see how miserable I am. Thanks a lot, bestie. How do you talk me into doing this crap against my will?”

      “It could be because you love me and you know that I will pout until I get my way. It’s only Tuesday, we aren’t going out until Friday, so you have plenty of time to go through your wardrobe and reject everything a half dozen times before you finally pick something to wear.”

      “Oh joy, four full days of torture before the real hell begins. This is the last time I go on one of the blind dates that you and Ryan set up. I mean it, Marie. If this guy is as big of a schmuck as the last ones, you will not be fixing me up again. I promise I will start getting out more and doing things so I can meet people, but no more blind dates, deal?”

      “I promise you, Lisa. This is the very last one. I really think you will like Zack. I hate to do it, but I have to run. Ryan should be home soon and we have dinner plans. We will talk more during the week, okay?”

      “You got it. Say hi to Ryan for me. Tell him you both owe me huge for agreeing to this date!”

      Marie just laughed as she grabbed her things on her way out the door. I know they mean well, but just, ugh, I hate blind dates more than going to the gynecologist for a complete exam. Damn, she never did say where we are going. Oh well, she said casual comfy so it can’t be anything too fancy. To get even with her and Ryan, I should wear something that makes me look like some crazy old spinster. I can see their faces now. Oh well, time to get some cleaning done around the house. I would love to be Jeannie or Samantha and just wiggle my nose and everything would be done. Sadly, I have to do everything the hard way.
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      This has been the longest week ever imaginable. I know it’s because I dread going on this date tonight. Marie knows me all too well— I did go through all my clothes a half dozen times before I decided on a pair of blue jeans with a black button-up shirt and my black knee-high leather bitch boots. With my long blonde hair, black always looks good, plus Marie did say that Zack is about four inches taller than I am, so the boots will help even out our height a little bit.

      Looking at the clock, I have about five minutes before they get here. Should I be ready and waiting outside or make them wait for me like I’m not ready yet? Marie would bust me on that one. She knows I hate being late for anything. I’m always early for everything. Grabbing my jean jacket, I toss it on and then make sure I have everything I need. Money, keys, cellphone, driver’s license, and a few Lifesavers in my pocket. I don’t want to carry a purse, so I have everything either in the pockets of my jeans or the jacket.

      Just as I was locking the front door behind me, Ryan pulls into the driveway. He and Marie have a Ford Expedition, so the four of us all agreed to ride in it because there is more room. Jim and Amanda are going to meet us at the restaurant since they live close to it. It’s been ages since I’ve been to Arthur’s Steakhouse in Hoboken. They have the best steaks around, plus they make fried potatoes to go with them that are better than any you will get anywhere. I’m a fantastic cook and mine don’t even come close to them. After dinner, we are going to walk around and check out the small street fair they are having this weekend.

      Just as I turned around to walk to their vehicle, this guy climbs out of the back and stands there, holding the door open for me. It’s dark, so his face is shaded, making it hard to see what he looks like. Zack does get points for being a gentleman by getting out to hold the door for me. As I got closer, enough of the interior light was shining on him for me to see that he was quite handsome. A little on the scruffy side because he hadn’t shaved. What is it with guys wanting those short, scruffy, half-assed beards?

      As I got close enough, I stuck my hand out, “Hi, I’m Lisa.”

      “Hi Lisa, I’m Zack. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      I left it at that and turned to climb into the Expedition. Zack closed the door behind me, then went around to the other side to get in. I noticed the door was locked, so I leaned over, unlocking it for him. That’s when I realized there are buttons on the arm of the door that I could have used to open it for him. Oh well, it shows that I am a nice person.

      “Hi, Ryan and Marie, how are you both doing tonight?”

      Ryan just smiled at me as Marie turned in her seat and started chatting ninety miles an hour about the crazy day they had. I couldn’t help but chuckle. I am so used to the animated version of Marie that has taken over at the moment. I gave a sideways glance to see Zack’s expression. He was just sitting there, grinning and biting his bottom lip. If I guess that gesture right, he already went through this same conversation on the way to get me. That made me chuckle on the inside. We all took turns making small talk on the way to Arthur’s. It’s so hard to know what to say to someone when you first meet them. I will give Marie credit— when she said Zack was handsome, she wasn’t joking. Which makes me wonder what’s wrong with him that he is single.

      When we get to the restaurant, Ryan drops us off out front so he can park the car in one of the parking lots. There isn’t any parking on the street because everyone is there for the fair. We go ahead inside to see about getting a table. It turns out that Jim and Amanda beat us there by about five minutes. Amanda was waving to us like a loon to make sure we saw her. Cracking a grin, I can’t help but feel bad that I haven’t spent more time with them. It’s just been so hard to be around other couples. Nope, we aren’t going there tonight. One way or another, I am going to enjoy spending time with my friends.

      Marie already knew what Ryan wanted, so when the waiter came over, we all went ahead and placed our orders. They all ordered beer with their steaks. I opted for a margarita. I’ve never been a beer drinker, but I do love my tequila. Zack and I were the last to place our orders. I ordered the twenty-four-ounce porterhouse medium rare and extra onions on the potatoes. I got a glimpse of Zack’s face and it was all I could do not to laugh. I hadn’t eaten all day because this is one of my favorite places. I know he is wondering where I am going to put all of that food. To my surprise, he looked at me and said, “That sounds really good.” He turned to the waiter and said, “Make that two orders. I’ll have the same as her.” Now it was my turn to be shocked.

      Just about the time our drinks arrived at the table, Ryan came in and sat down. He was a little winded because he had to park almost four blocks away on the top level of the parking lot and then walk here. It’s funny, to look at our table, you would never know that it was three couples out for a triple date. The three guys sat close to one end of the table while us three gals sat at the other end, each group huddled up, talking away. Of course, the guys were talking sports and fishing, while Marie, Amanda, and I got caught up on all the latest gossip. It did make things a little easier for me. This way, I kind of get to watch Zack to see how he acts around all of my friends.

      The wait staff came out with all our food, placing each of our orders in front of us. It smelled so good that I couldn’t wait to dig in, but I know that Amanda is very religious and is going to want to say grace before we eat. I don’t mind. Mom and Dad went to church and made sure I went too. I haven’t gone in years, but that doesn’t mean I don’t believe. I just feel like you don’t have to go to church to have faith. I’m anxious to see how Zack handles this. To my surprise, when Amanda said for everyone to hold hands so we could say grace, he held my hand and Ryan’s without even hesitating. That’s another point in his favor. Once the prayer was finished, it was on though. All you saw was elbows and silverware.

      About five minutes later, Zack leans over and asks me if everything is okay with my meal. I smiled at him and told him it is one of my favorites. He smiled back and said that his was perfect and he was glad he copied me. I smiled at him, then went back to eating. There was a little bit of light conversation throughout dinner, but for the most part, we were all too busy eating. When the waiter came around to check on us, we all ordered another drink. All but Ryan. Because he was driving, his limit was one beer, so he ordered a Coke. Marie really did get lucky with him. He is a great guy.

      When we finished eating, the waiter came back to see if anyone wanted dessert or coffee. I want a piece of their famous cheesecake with strawberries, but I wait to see if anyone else is going to order. Thankfully, both my girls wanted dessert too. Marie ordered the carrot cake and Amanda got the chocolate mousse pie. When it was my turn, I told him what I wanted. Ryan and Jim both ordered the bread pudding. Zack winked at me, then told the waiter that he wanted the cheesecake with strawberries too. What a copycat he is, the only thing different was he had two beers.

      I leaned over, whispering to him, “Do you always copy off your date's order or is it just me?”

      That made him laugh out loud, which in turn caused everyone at the table to look at us. I know I must have turned at least ten different shades of red. Marie just sat there, grinning at me, the brat. So far, Zack seems to be a nice guy, but we really haven’t gotten to talk a lot. When our desserts arrived at the table, all of our eyes bugged out. They were huge. I swear they are made for sharing, not for one person to eat by themselves. We all ate until we were just about sick. The waiter came back to see if we wanted anything else. We all agreed, just the check. When he brought it to the table, Zack snatched it before anyone even got to see how much it cost. He handed it and a platinum card back to the waiter.

      As soon as the waiter was gone, we all fussed at him. No one expected him to buy everyone’s dinner. Zack just smiled at all of us and said it was worth it to be out having an excellent meal with good friends and new friends. It sounds almost like he spends a lot of time alone. I kind of find that hard to believe, but you never know. Look at me, I’m not bad looking, but I rarely leave the house. Primarily since I work from home. Being an author has its benefits. I wonder what kind of work Zack does. I never even thought to ask Marie the other day. Oh well, I can always ask him while we are walking around the street fair.

      That was really nice of Zack to buy dinner for all of us. He only knows Ryan and Marie, not the rest of us. I hope this streak keeps up. It’s refreshing to meet someone who is genuinely pleasant. Time will tell, that’s for sure. I’m kind of hoping he doesn’t turn into a schmuck. The waiter returned with Zack’s card and once he signed the bill, we got ready to leave. I don’t know about anyone else, but I think someone is going to have to roll me around the fair. I cracked up laughing because Marie just blurted out what I had been thinking. Poor Ryan, he may have to carry her around part of the night.

      When we got outside, we all decided to go our separate ways as couples. We checked our watches, it was now eight p.m., so we decided to meet back here at ten. If someone got tired beforehand, we would call on our cells. I liked the idea a lot. It would give me a chance to see if Zack was really this nice or if he was behaving because we had an audience.
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      Amanda and Joe went across the street, heading towards the park. If I know those two, they could care less about the fair. They live in Hoboken, so they probably already made the rounds earlier today. They are still like teenagers, sneaking off every chance that they got to make out. I remember those days all too well. I shake myself out of that way of thinking before I am the one who ruins tonight. Marie and Ryan also crossed the street, but they went the opposite direction, checking out all the stands. This was more of a trade goods fair. It’s filled with crafts and other things for the holidays. It was a great place to buy decorations and presents.

      “Zack, have you been to the fair here before? It’s not your typical fair with rides. This is more crafts and ornaments, handmade gifts, and things like that. There are also food stands, but I don’t think we will be stopping at any of those. That is unless you’re still hungry.”

      “You’re joking, right? I couldn’t eat another bite if my life depended on it right now. I don’t see how someone as tiny as you managed to eat that whole meal. I was done before we ordered dessert, then you had to mention cheesecake with fresh strawberries. That has to be the best dessert ever created. I’ve been to fairs like this, but I’ve never been to this one in particular.”

      “Yes, Marie said that you and Ryan grew up together in Jersey City. Actually, her exact words were you two have been best friends since you were in diapers.”

      The look of shock on his face had me laughing until I just about had tears in my eyes from not being able to breathe anymore.

      “She didn’t have to mention the diaper part, sheesh. What else did she tell you about me? Nothing worse than diapers, I hope.” He can’t help but shake his head in disbelief.

      “Just that you’re very good looking and not a schmuck. I don’t know what they have told you about me, but you are like the seventh blind date that they have set me up on. The first six were total losers. What have they told you about me?”

      “Marie only told me that you’re her very best friend and gorgeous. I have to agree with her on the gorgeous part. Ryan, on the other hand, told me that you had a terrible loss in your life almost two years ago and that you have shut yourself off from the world. He also told me you are one of the kindest, most caring women he has ever met. I don’t know what your loss was, I stopped Ryan before he could tell me. I figured if we hit it off and you wanted me to know, then you would be the one to tell me. On the other hand, if we didn’t hit it off, I didn’t need to know all of your business. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”

      As we walked from one stand to the next looking at things, I couldn’t help but think how, in a way, Zack reminds me of my John.

      “I don’t mind you knowing as long as you don’t care if I get a bit weepy while I tell you.”

      “Well, I do have a big shoulder you can lean on if you need it. There is a bench over there if you want to sit and talk for a while.”

      “That would be great. I guess the only place to start is the beginning. John and I met in college, and we were best friends with Marie and Ryan. The four of us were always together, getting into some kind of mischief. John and I had been dating just about three years when he and Marie planned a whole evening full of surprises for me. Long story short, John ended up proposing that night. Of course, I said yes. We took an Uber home so Marie and Ryan could finish the night at the club with the rest of our friends.”

      I take a deep breath to steady myself and fight back the tears.

      “We never made it home. There was a massive wreck in the Holland Tunnel and we were involved. John died during surgery at the hospital. I was in a coma for almost a month. That was nearly two years ago. Everyone keeps telling me it’s time to let him go and move on. It’s a lot easier said than done. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t cry every day anymore. I can smile at some of our memories now, but there are times I feel so lost and alone without him.”

      Looking up at Zack, I continued. “I know John would want me to be happy. He would want me to find love and start living my life again. I wish for that too, but, ugh, the schmucks that Marie and Ryan have set me up with have been horrendous. Zack, I have to say you’re the first guy in a long time that I have really enjoyed being around. You really listen to me when I talk and you don’t seem to be in this just to see what you can get.”

      “Lisa, wow, I had no idea. I am so incredibly sorry for your loss. You are right, though, I may not know John, but I don’t think he would want you to be alone either. You have a good heart, one that needs to be loved so you can blossom and grow.”

      “Thank you, Zack. I do believe that is the sweetest thing someone has said to me in a long time. Now tell me about you. Why is such a handsome, kind man alone and not married?”

      “You do know that I hate talking about myself, but for you, I will make an exception. I was engaged about three years ago to my high school sweetheart. Long story short, I came home from work and found her in bed with one of my so-called friends. Since then, like you, everyone seems to want to set me up on blind dates. I loathe them with a passion. Some of the women I have met, ugh. I tried to get out of meeting you all the way up until the time they stopped by my house and picked me up tonight. I have to say I’m glad they pushed me. I really enjoy talking to you. How would you feel about a second date without having four chaperones?”

      I couldn’t help but giggle at Zack’s last comment. I didn’t even think about them as chaperones, but that is precisely what they were. Marie knew I would have backed out too.

      “Sounds like a plan. This way, we will get to see how each other really acts without the others being around supervising everything we do and say. I hadn’t even thought about that until you mentioned it. I do know that Marie was worried I would back out at the last minute tonight. To be honest, I came really close to doing just that. Now I’m glad I didn’t. Do you want to walk around some more?”

      “Definitely, I am still so full from dinner that I am actually hurting. Is there anything special you want to look at or do you just want to walk around and browse?”

      “Just browsing for right now. We still have plenty of time before the holidays. Besides, I’ve already done some of my shopping.”

      “Wow, I have to say I’m impressed. I tend to be one of those idiots out last-minute shopping and cursing myself the whole time. I hate going shopping, especially alone.”

      “Well, if things work out, maybe you will have a shopping buddy this year. All I need to know is what you’re looking for and I guarantee I can take you to the exact place to get it. To be honest, I hate shopping, so I know what I need ahead of time. I get what I need and get out of all the holiday craziness.”

      “A lady after my own heart, if I do say so myself. I have been known to order everything online, including having it wrapped with a card. I know, Mr. Grinch, what can I say?”

      “Now, you have given me an idea. If we are still dating each other by Marie and Ryan’s Christmas party, you can go as the Grinch and I will go as Cindy Lou Who.”

      We took one look at each other and cracked up. I can see it now, me as the little girl who tamed Zack, the big evil Grinch.

      “I tell you what, Lisa, if things work out between us, we will be going to the party dressed as the Grinch and Cindy Lou Who. I’m going to hold you to that.”

      “You’re dead serious, aren’t you?” Shaking my head, laughing. “Okay, it’s a deal. Just remember you agreed to this when you’re all dressed in green from head to toe.”

      “Who said I was going to be the Grinch? I want to be Cindy Lou Who. You can be the Grinch. You’ve got to admit the look on Marie and Ryan’s face would be priceless. What do you say?”

      Once the giggle fit stopped, I said, “It’s a deal. I can see their faces now. If we are lucky, they will never invite us again.”

      We spent the rest of the evening walking around, checking out the different stands and getting to know each other better. I have to admit, it’s been such a long time since I had this much fun. I will probably feel guilty later, but for now, I’m just going to enjoy this time.

      We passed a hot chocolate stand just as the crisp fall air started to seep through my clothes into my bones. Zack saw me shivering and didn’t even ask. He just went and bought two cups with extra marshmallows. This guy is definitely not one of the schmucks that Marie has hooked me up with in the past. I wonder where he has been hiding that they didn’t drag him out sooner. Sadly, the night was coming to an end. It was time to meet back at the car so we could head home. I almost hated for the night to end.

      “Zack, before we go back, let’s exchange numbers so we don’t have to go through those two the next time we want to go out, okay?”

      “That sounds good to me. What’s your number? I will call you, then you can save mine from there, okay?”

      “Sounds good to me, 1-201-997-6324.” My phone rang, then Zack hung up so I could save his number in my cell.

      “Zack, what’s your last name? So I can fill in my contacts.”

      “Actually, Zack is a nickname from my last name. My full name is Donald Zackarelli. I hate the name Donald or Don. When I played football, the coach started calling me Zack and it stuck. I like it a whole lot better. What’s your last name?”

      “Lisa Ann Bryant. Luckily, I like my name. That is all but the middle name, ugh, Ann is so old fashioned. Plus, the initials, I got a lot of jokes about that in school. Lab, ugh, what were my parents thinking?”

      “Most parents don’t think about what they name their kids or how it’s going to affect them later on in life. A friend of mine is a twin. Their parents named them Harley and Davidson. Can you imagine?”

      “No, I can’t. Don’t get me wrong, I love bikes, but damn, to do that to a kid? I guess it could have been worse. They could have called them Marlboro and Camel.”

      Zack laughed so hard, he spit his hot chocolate everywhere. I think some of it even came out of his nose, but I’m not going to be the one to mention it. Reaching into my pocket, I pull out the extra napkins he gave me earlier. Of course, Marie and Ryan had to see the whole thing. Ryan laughed his ass off as Marie hid her face behind Ryan. I know she was biting her tongue, wanting to make a wisecrack of some kind.

      “Okay, you clowns, quit laughing at poor Zack. You guys ready to go or do you have something else planned for tonight?”

      “We are done for the night. Ryan has to work tomorrow, so we can’t stay out too late tonight. What about you two? Do you want to go home or should we drop you off to pick up one of your cars so you can continue your date?”

      Zack and I looked at each other. Without saying a word, we knew what the other one was thinking. I haven’t had a connection like this to anyone before or since John. I can’t get over how much they seem to be alike. The funny thing is I’m not even trying to compare them like I do with every other guy that I have met. It just pops into my mind at the moment something happens to remind me.

      “I think we are good for tonight. If you want, you can drop me off in Bayonne, then head into Jersey City for Zack, and you two to go home.”

      We all piled into the car to head to my house. It was deathly silent almost the whole ride. Almost as if someone was afraid to break a magic spell that had been woven over the evening. It had been a magical night. For the first time, I enjoyed being out with my friends and meeting someone new. Fingers crossed that it lasts. Even if it doesn’t, at least tonight showed me that there are still really great guys out there. You just have to wade through the schmucks to find them.

      When we got to my house, Zack jumped out so he could come around and open my door for me. After helping me out, he walked me to my front door, making sure I got inside without any problems.

      Leaning over, he said, “If it’s okay, I’d like to call you tomorrow to set up our next date. Unless you want to go out again tomorrow night? If that’s the case, I will text you what time I’m picking you up since I know where you live.”

      “I’d love to go out tomorrow. Do me a favor, don’t tell Marie and Ryan we are going out. I want to have a little fun with those two for all the months of pure hell they have put me through. Is that okay with you?”

      Zack laughed, “Sounds like fun to me. Should I tell Ryan something awful and I just don’t think I could take seeing you again?”

      “Only, if I get to tell Marie that you are by far the biggest schmuck that they have set me up with so far. Is it a deal?”

      I stuck my hand out and Zack took it, shaking on our deal. I winked at him, trying to keep a straight face. He grinned at me since his back was to them.

      “I’ll make you a bet. Marie will be calling me as soon as they drop you off, so we have to make this look good. Maybe you could try to give me a kiss, so I can shove you away and quit trying to make me laugh. They are never going to believe us if we are laughing and giggling.”

      With a devilish grin on his face, Zack leaned over. “You got it, sugar lips.” Then he tried to kiss me. I gave him a mild shove, but his acting performance made it seem like I shoved him really hard. I had to rush into the house, slamming the door behind me as I slid to the floor, cracking up laughing. Poor Zack, he has to ride home in the car with them, getting the third degree from Marie. I so wouldn’t want to be him right about now. Thinking about that had me laughing so hard I was just about in tears.

      I have a feeling Zack is a bit of a devil. He sure agreed to my mischief quick enough. Tomorrow night should be entertaining, that is if Marie lets me get any sleep tonight with all the questions she is going to ask me. Just then, it hit me. I sent Zack a text, Turning off the sound on my phone so I don’t have to answer Marie’s questions tonight. Good luck . . . lol. It wasn’t long until I heard the ping. Gee thanks . . . lol. Good Night. When I don’t answer, she is going to make Ryan call Zack to find out what happened. If Zack is smart, he will turn his sound off too.
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      The next morning when I woke up, I had a half dozen missed calls from Marie. There was also a text from Zack. I read that one first before I even tried to read Marie’s and to listen to the missed messages.

      Good Morning Beautiful, I had a great time last night. If it’s good with you, I will be by around seven tonight to pick you up. I look forward to hearing from you. Zack.

      I decided to put on some coffee before I replied to Zack and called Marie. Knowing my luck, she will be breaking my door down if she doesn’t soon hear from me. That’s the last thing I need first thing this morning. The thoughts of a hyper, spazzed out Marie made me get the coffee going that much faster.

      Once it was brewing, I sent Zack a quick message. Good Morning Handsome, I had a great time too. I dread checking all the missed messages and calls from Marie. Seven sounds perfect, anything special I should wear or just casual?

      After making myself a cup of coffee, I make my way into the living room and my favorite comfy chair. Setting the cup down, I get situated, then start going through Marie’s messages. The first couple weren’t too bad, but towards the end she was having a fit wanting to know what the hell Zack did to upset me so much that I wouldn’t even talk to her. Now comes the voice messages. I dread listening to these.

      Before I could listen to my messages, the phone vibrated. It was a message from Zack. Casual is perfect, nothing fancy, just a fun night out. See you then. BTW . . . Ryan was just as bad at messaging me. I still haven’t talked to him yet . . . lol.

      Damn, they are both going to kill us when they find out we were yanking their chains in retaliation for all the blind dates we’ve had to go through. As I listen to Marie’s voice messages, it occurs to me what a drama queen my friend is. She is talking to me and yelling at Ryan about his no-good friend at the same time. I can’t help snickering because she is really giving him hell. Maybe I should send Zack a text and tell him we shouldn’t say anything bad. I don’t want to come between Marie and Ryan.

      I sent a text really quick, then was going to call Marie when I got a reply from Zack. Thankfully he agreed with me. Said that some of his messages were off the wall too. I sent one back thanking him and telling him I was looking forward to tonight. Zack sent back a smiley face.

      Taking a few sips of my coffee, I brace myself to prepare for the wrath known as Marie. She is going to be pissed at me, but if I explain that I just needed some time to internalize last night before I could talk to anyone, hoping that will pacify her. Just as I go to call her, my phone starts ringing. I look to see who it is and Marie’s name comes up. Good grief, I didn’t even get to drink half a cup of coffee before the firing squad was on the line.

      Answering my phone, I say, “Good Morning, Marie. I just woke up and was getting ready to call you.”

      “What the hell happened to you last night? I kept trying to call and text you with no answer and no reply. Are you okay? Did Zack do something to upset you? Ryan and I both noticed you gave him a pretty hard shove last night when he tried to kiss you goodnight.”

      “Whoa, slow down and take a deep breath. I barely shoved Zack, playing around. Goofy made it look like I pushed him harder than I did. I wasn’t upset last night. I was completely exhausted. I passed out before you probably even made it home. I forgot to take my phone out of my coat pocket. It was in the living room, so I never heard it go off.”

      “Thank God, you are okay. You know, if you wouldn’t have answered now, I was going to come over there and break down your door or have the police do it. One way or another, I was getting in there.”

      “Thank you for worrying about me. Honestly, I’m fine. I actually had a good time last night. Zack seems to be a nice guy. Why the hell didn’t you introduce me to him first? Instead, you sent me out with a barrage of schmucks.”

      “Well, in my defense, I didn’t know most of them. It’s probably good you didn’t meet Zack sooner. You really weren’t ready. To be honest, Zack wasn’t ready to date either. He had some bad experiences in the past.”

      “Zack and I had a long talk last night. He told me about his fiancée cheating on him. I also told him about John. It went well for both of us getting it out in the open. Guess what, we didn’t scare each other off. I know, it’s a miracle, right?”

      “So, does this mean you two are going out again?”

      “Yes, Miss Nosy. As a matter of fact, we are going out tonight. I have to tell you, Zack is the first guy that I haven’t compared to John, yet at the same time, throughout the evening, he did or said things that reminded me of John. Am I crazy or does that make sense?”

      “Lisa, that makes a lot of sense. I’ve known Zack for a couple of years. He has even reminded me of John at times. He has a lot of John’s quirky traits and a sense of humor. I’m so glad you two hit it off.”

      “Marie, don’t go getting your hopes up just yet. Last night was chaperoned. Tonight it will be just us two without anyone else around to be a buffer if things go wrong. Let’s see how things go one date at a time, okay?”

      “Spoilsport, okay, I promise. But you better call me tonight after you get home and let me know how it went. If he turns out to be a jerk, he is going to have to answer to me!”

      “If it’s not too late when I get home, I promise that I will call you. I have no idea what Zack has planned for this evening. He just said to dress casual.”

      “Just have fun and enjoy yourself. You both deserve to be happy for once. It’s been a rough time for both of you.”

      “I know, I feel bad for him. Mine is from a death, which can’t be controlled. For his fiancée to cheat on him is unforgivable. It’s no wonder he hasn’t wanted to date. I’m sure he has some serious trust issues where it comes to women and even his own friends now. I can’t even imagine always questioning everything and everyone. That has to be so hard.”

      “Lisa, that was why it was so hard for Ryan to get him to agree to go out last night. Zack tried all the way up until the time we picked him up to get out of going on a date. It’s nothing against you, he just hasn’t been the same since that bitch hurt him. Ryan and I both agreed that we haven’t seen either of you in such good spirits as we did last night for a long time.”

      “It felt really good to see Amanda and Jim. It’s been way too long since we all went out like that. I know that’s all my fault, but I felt like a fifth wheel going out with two couples. Hopefully, things are changing and it won’t be that way anymore.”

      “You need to knock off that fifth wheel crap. You’re our friend and we have all missed you. Don’t forget to call me tonight or at least send me a text letting me know everything went okay.”

      “I promise one way or another, you will hear from me. I need to scoot as soon as I’m finished my coffee. I need to get that article done and turned in before the end of the day. You know how the boss is. Totally fine with me working from home as long as I don’t miss a deadline. Thanks, Marie. You know I love you, right?”

      “Yes, I know, and I love you too, Lisa. You’re the sister I always wanted and my parents never had. Now get your butt in gear before you go getting yourself into trouble and have to start working out of the office again.”

      Hanging up the phone, I feel a little bad, yet can’t help chuckling at the same time over the way she acted about not getting to talk to me last night. A big part of me wasn’t ready to talk yet. I don’t know if I’m afraid of jinxing it or just being cautious.

      Silently, I say a prayer to John, hoping that he approves. I will always love you, John. You hold a considerable chunk of my heart that will never belong to anyone else. It’s been so lonely here without you. I don’t know if Zack is the right one or not, but he is a starting point for me to get back to living again. Please watch over me and keep me safe. You are now and will forever be my Guardian Angel.

      Wiping the tears from my eyes, I sit back, taking a drink of my now cold coffee. Yuk, as much as I love coffee, I don’t see how anyone drinks it cold. Heading back to the kitchen, I dump that cup only to refill it with a fresh one. Time to get my day started.

      Sitting at my desk, I fire up my laptop to finish the article about the rise of domestic violence in our country. This is such a hard subject to write about. There are so many types of domestic violence. Most think of a man beating a woman, but that’s just not the case anymore. It affects everyone, men, women, children, it’s endless. The facts are staggering.

      NATIONAL STATISTICS:

      On average, nearly 20 people per minute are physically abused by an intimate partner in the United States. During one year, this equates to more than 10 million women and men.

      1 in 4 women and 1 in 9 men experience severe intimate partner physical violence, intimate partner contact sexual abuse, and/or intimate partner stalking with impacts such as injury, fearfulness, post-traumatic stress disorder, use of victim services, contraction of sexually transmitted diseases, etc.

      1 in 3 women and 1 in 4 men have experienced some form of physical violence by an intimate partner. This includes a range of behaviors (slapping, shoving, pushing) and in some cases, might not be considered "domestic violence."

      1 in 7 women and 1 in 25 men have been injured by an intimate partner.

      1 in 10 women have been raped by an intimate partner. Data is unavailable on male victims because they are less likely to report rape for fear of not being believed or being made a laughingstock.

      1 in 4 women and 1 in 7 men have been victims of severe physical violence (beating, burning, strangling) by an intimate partner in their lifetime.

      1 in 7 women and 1 in 18 men have been stalked by an intimate partner during their lifetime to the point in which they felt very fearful or believed that they or someone close to them would be harmed or killed.

      On a typical day, there are more than 20,000 phone calls placed to domestic violence hotlines nationwide.

      The presence of a gun in a domestic violence situation increases the risk of homicide by 500%.

      Intimate partner violence accounts for 15% of all violent crime.

      Women between the ages of 18-24 are most commonly abused by an intimate partner.

      19% of domestic violence involves a weapon.

      Domestic victimization is correlated with a higher rate of depression and suicidal behavior.

      Only 34% of people who are injured by intimate partners receive medical care for their injuries.

      RAPE

      1 in 5 women and 1 in 71 men in the United States have been raped in their lifetime.

      Almost half of female (46.7%) and male (44.9%) victims of rape in the United States were raped by an acquaintance. Of these, 45.4% of female rape victims and 29% of male rape victims were raped by an intimate partner.

      STALKING

      19.3 million women and 5.1 million men in the United States have been stalked in their lifetime. 60.8% of female stalking victims and 43.5% men reported being stalked by a current or former intimate partner.

      HOMICIDE

      A study of intimate partner homicides found that 20% of victims were not the intimate partners themselves, but family members, friends, neighbors, persons who intervened, law enforcement responders, or bystanders.

      72% of all murder-suicides involve an intimate partner; 94% of the victims of these murder-suicides are female.

      CHILDREN AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

      1 in 15 children are exposed to intimate partner violence each year, and 90% of these children are eyewitnesses to this violence.

      ECONOMIC IMPACT

      Victims of intimate partner violence lose a total of 8.0 million days of paid work each year.

      The cost of intimate partner violence exceeds $8.3 billion per year.

      Between 21-60% of victims of intimate partner violence lose their jobs due to reasons stemming from the abuse.

      Between 2003 and 2008, 142 women were murdered in their workplace by their abuser, 78% of women killed in the workplace during this timeframe.

      PHYSICAL/MENTAL IMPACT

      Women abused by their intimate partners are more vulnerable to contracting HIV or other STI’s due to forced intercourse or prolonged exposure to stress.

      Studies suggest that there is a relationship between intimate partner violence and depression and suicidal behavior.

      Physical, mental, and sexual and reproductive health effects have been linked with intimate partner violence including adolescent pregnancy, unintended pregnancy in general, miscarriage, stillbirth, intrauterine hemorrhage, nutritional deficiency, abdominal pain and other gastrointestinal problems, neurological disorders, chronic pain, disability, anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), as well as noncommunicable diseases such as hypertension, cancer and cardiovascular diseases. Victims of domestic violence are also at higher risk for developing addictions to alcohol, tobacco, or drugs.

      CHILDREN EXPOSED TO ABUSE

      Case studies show that many children who have grown up in an intimate violence situation themselves become aggressive and abusers when they become adults. It’s a never-ending cycle that too little attention has been paid to over the years.

      Adding a few more details to go with the article, including phone numbers for Domestic Violence Hotlines, listing where my facts came from, institutions I spoke to, etc., I’m finally finished and send the article to my boss. Once I get the all-clear on this article, I get to start the next one, even though I have already started doing the research.

      The next article is also sad but rather fascinating at the same time. It’s about cold cases in our police departments across the country. When we are told the first twenty-four to forty-eight hours are the most crucial to find a victim’s killer, they really aren’t kidding. There are enough cold cases to fill numerous warehouses from floor to ceiling. I can’t even begin to imagine how the families of those cases that are never solved feel, their loved ones never being found. No answers to the many questions they have. Never having the peace of mind to lay to rest a family member and see their killer come to justice.

      Looking up at the clock, I realize I worked through lunch. My stomach is grumbling and complaining to be fed. I don’t want to eat a lot since I don’t know what Zack and I are doing tonight. I decide a small sandwich and a piece of fruit should hold me over.

      After lunch, I check my email to see if there is a reply from my boss. Nothing yet, so I go to my personal email and clean out all the spam mail that has built up over time. Usually, when I am here, I go into my folder of saved emails from John and read them. Today, I decide not to read them. If I am going to start to live again, I have to start letting go of the past. Back to my work email, there is a message from my boss letting me know the article will be in next week's issue. Now I can officially start working on my cold case story.

      Checking the time, it’s almost five-thirty. Time for a shower, then to get ready for my date. Shutting down my laptop, I take my plate and cup into the kitchen, placing them in the sink. I can wash them when I get home. Now do I want to soak or take a long, hot shower? I think the shower for now, maybe a soak in a bubble bath after I get home.

      Letting the water get as hot as I can stand it, I climb in and allow the heat to relax the tension from my neck and shoulders. What I wouldn’t give for a massage right about now. Closing my eyes, I lean my head against the wall, letting the water beat on my shoulders. It isn’t long until I swear it feels like John’s hands are rubbing out the tension. I know he isn’t there, that my mind is playing tricks on me, but for just a moment, I allow the fantasy.

      Finishing up in the shower, I step out as I wrap a towel around my head to help dry my long blonde hair. After drying off, I walk into the bedroom so I can get dressed. I grab my favorite pair of jeans, a low-cut purple sweater, and matching bra and panties. These jeans hug me in all the right places. The sweater is lowcut, but not so much that it’s trashy looking. I finish off the outfit with my black boots. My jean jacket is in the living room, so I can grab it on the way out. Back in the bathroom, I spend the next five minutes blow-drying my hair.

      Checking the clock again, Zack should be here any minute now. Grabbing my jacket, I head to the front door just as the doorbell rings. I can’t help but smile, knowing he is here and very punctual. I have always hated being late, so when others are, it makes me crazy.
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      Opening the door, Zack looks even more handsome tonight than he did last night. How can that be possible? I can’t help but smile at him as he hands me a bouquet of daisies and baby’s breath. I wonder if Marie told him they are my favorites. I have to remember to ask her later.

      “Thank you. Would you like to come in while I put them in some water before we go?”

      “If you don’t mind me invading your space, that would be great.”

      There is that devilish grin of his again. This guy is a real charmer, that’s for sure.

      “I don’t know if Marie told you or not, but daisies are my favorite flower. If she didn’t tell you, it was an excellent guess.”

      “No, she didn’t tell me. I thought they would be nice for a first date. I don’t usually do roses until after at least a dozen dates. You look beautiful. Purple is the perfect color for you.”

      “Thanks, Zack, you look rather handsome yourself in that leather jacket. I’m planning on wearing my jean jacket, will that be warm enough?”

      “Yes, that should be fine. I didn’t bring the bike tonight. I have my truck. I hope that’s okay?”

      “Can’t go wrong with a good ole pick-up truck. My family is from North Carolina, so I grew up riding in and driving them.”

      “I thought I noticed a little bit of a southern twang last night when we were talking. Why would you ever leave the Carolinas to move here to Jersey? Most folks are leaving here to go there.”

      “I moved here for college, then stayed because of John, my friends, and work. I thought I had lost my mind the first day I drove through Bayonne, but I’ve been here long enough now that this is home to me. What about you? Have you always been a Jersey Boy or did you live somewhere else and move back?”

      “I was in the military for four years. I enlisted right after high school. I did one tour in Afghanistan. That was enough for me. I miss my buddies, but it wasn’t worth being there when I was needed here at home. My dad had gotten sick, so I opted out at the end of my tour so I could help my mom.”

      “Oh, wow, I can't even begin to imagine what it must have been like over there. Which branch of the military were you in? I’ve had family in all of them, but mainly in the Marines. I hope your dad is doing better now. It’s never easy when one of our parents gets sick. I lost my dad during my sophomore year of high school. It was rough, but Mom and I leaned on each other a lot.”

      “I was a Marine too. Go Devil Dogs. As they say, once a Marine, always a Marine. Dad had cancer, and we lost him about six months after I came home. I will always be grateful for the time I had with him before we lost him. That was a rough time for Mom. I know she still misses him. Honestly, I think she always will. They were married for thirty-two years. That’s what gives me hope that the right one for me is still out there.”

      “My parents were married a little over twenty years. It would be over thirty now if he had lived. Mom is still alone. She says Dad was her one true love.”

      “Are we about ready to go? We can talk more on our way. Please tell me you like Mexican food. I was thinking of going to this great little place, Taqueria Downtown in Jersey City, if that’s good with you.”

      “That is one of my favorite places to eat. I usually go there for lunch after meeting with my boss. They make the best of everything and it’s always super fresh. I love their homemade salsa. I warn you now, I like the really hot one.”

      “Everything that I have tried there has been amazing. I honestly don’t think I can pick a favorite. The service is always fantastic and the food is just the best anywhere.”

      “If we survive this date, the next one we are going for Italian food. There is this fantastic pizza shop close to my house. The pizza is phenomenal, but their dinners are to die for. I hope you like garlic because they use a lot of fresh garlic in everything. If you like Sicilian pizza, theirs is so light and fluffy.”

      “Italian is one of my favorite foods. I also like Japanese food. Do you like sushi? If you do, I know a great place. They get their fish fresh every morning. We will have to go to New York to eat it. They buy their fish every morning at the fish market. Same with the produce, they buy it all fresh.”

      “Absolutely love sushi. I eat it at least once or twice a week. No one else I know likes it, so I usually have to go eat it alone or bring it home. I prefer eating it at the restaurant, though. It seems we have very similar taste in food.”

      “Yes, it does. I wonder what else we have in common. What kind of music do you listen too? That’s a big one for me because I listen to music all the time.”

      “If you could see my playlists, they are a mix of everything. From old rock to new pop, jazz, country, the only thing that I’m not too fond of is opera. I can take it or leave it, preferably leave it for someone else. I always have music going when I’m at home. I write for a magazine. Marie says she doesn’t see how I listen to music and write at the same time. What she doesn’t understand is that I wear headphones when I write. The music is like a white noise calming me. I hear it, but I don’t at the same time. It blocks out all the noise from the street with cars and people walking by. I don’t hear the police or ambulance sirens. It helps me get into a zone so that when I start writing, the words just pour out of me.”

      “Have you written anything that I might have read? Which magazine do you write for? The biggest question, do you write under your own name or a pen name as so many do?”

      “I write under my own name. I’ve worked really hard to be taken seriously as a writer. You very well may have read something I have written. I do a lot of hard articles. The one I just turned in is about domestic violence, the effects that it has on everyone in the family, the workplace, and society as a whole. It takes time to gather all the facts, especially when you need numbers and professionals to back up what you’re writing about. As hard as that story was to write, I think my next one is going to be the most challenging one I have ever done.”

      “Can you talk about what you’re writing next? Or do you have to keep it quiet until after you have submitted it to the magazine and you know for sure the article has been accepted?’

      “My next article is about cold cases that remain unsolved and the effect it has on the families left wondering what happened to their loved ones. I can’t even begin to imagine the devastation they must feel at not having the answers they need. Not having their loved ones to bury because they have never been found. Never receiving justice against the killers. It’s going to be a difficult piece to write without letting my emotions get in the way.”

      “I can only imagine how hard that is going to be on you. Will you have to interview the families of some of the cases?”

      “Yes, that’s going to be the hardest part. It’s easy to collect data on how many cases go unsolved each year. I will also be talking to some of the officers from the cases. Even they become vested in these cases. A few I have already spoken with have kept some of the files in their desks and keep going back to them trying to find answers. Looking again and again to see if there is something they missed.”

      “That has to be rough. Being a Marine during wartime is hard enough. At least over there, I knew who the enemy was. With what you are talking about, it could literally be anyone. I have a lot of respect for police officers, but yeah, there is no way I would want to do their job.”

      “No, neither would I. By the way, what do you do for a living? We keep talking about me, I want to know about you too.”

      “I told you when my tour was up, I left the Marines to come home and help my mom take care of my dad. That meant taking over his construction business. Dad left the company to me in his will with the condition that I made sure my mom was taken care of for the rest of her life. Zackarelli & Son Construction, we are all over the place doing things. You’ve probably seen our trucks or signs on new projects.”

      “Oh, wow, that’s you? The Son part? Are you going to change it to just Zackarelli Construction or leave it as it is?”

      “I figure I will leave it. Dad named it that when I was just a little kid. One day I hope to have a son, so I’m going to leave the name alone in the hopes he will take it over from me.”

      “Now, all you need to do is find the woman to have the son for you.”

      “True, or I could hire a surrogate to have the child for me. That way, I have my son even if I don’t find the right woman for me.”

      “Wow, so you already have the backup plan in place. At least you know what you want for your future and have a plan.”

      “What do you want for your future?”

      “If you remember, my future had been all planned out. Then it all came crashing down. Now I don’t plan so much anymore. I take things one day at a time. Do I want a husband one day? Yes. Do I want kids one day? Most definitely. I just have to find the right person. My heart is healing, it just needs that last little push to get me going again.”

      “You will have your dreams come true. You’re a wonderful, caring woman. I can’t imagine you not having a family filled with love and happiness.”

      We continued talking all through dinner, from our likes to dislikes. It was amazing how many things we had in common. The later into the evening it became, the closer I felt to Zack. It’s so strange how it’s only my second time around him, yet I feel as though we have known each other a lifetime.

      After dinner, we went for a drive. It’s a beautiful fall evening and surprisingly we can see the stars tonight. Usually, there is so much smog and cloud cover the stars seem to disappear. It’s a perfect night for lovers to enjoy.

      When we got back to Bayonne, we stopped at Magic Fountain and got ice cream for dessert. I got my usual chocolate soft serve in a waffle cone. Zack got a vanilla-chocolate twist on a sugar cone dipped in sprinkles. I had to chuckle a little bit when he ordered the sprinkles.

      We sat in their tiny parking lot, eating our ice cream and talking. I explained to him that within the next week or two, they would be closing until next spring. During November and December, they set up and sell Christmas trees, wreaths, live garland, and Christmas arrangements for gravesites. I didn’t tell him that I always get one to put on John’s grave. I’m still not ready to share everything about him yet.

      After we finished, Zack drove me home. Always the gentleman, he got out and came around to my side so he could open the door for me. Then he walked me to my front door. As he had the night before, he waited until the door was unlocked and I was ready to go inside before he got ready to leave.

      “Lisa, I had a great time tonight. I hope you will go out with me again soon. I’ll send you a text when I get home, so you know I made it safe. This way, you won’t worry.”

      “Thank you, Zack. I would worry. I had a great time too. Maybe for our next date, I will cook dinner. I’ve been told I am a fairly decent cook.”

      “That sounds good to me. I don’t get a lot of home-cooked meals unless I go visit my mom. I’m a terrible cook, so I tend to eat out a lot.”

      “Just let me know when you want to come over. All I ask is you give me at least a day's notice so I can make sure I have everything I need to fix dinner.”

      “I will, I promise. Now get your butt inside so I can head home. I have a very early start tomorrow.”

      It felt kind of awkward. I didn’t want to just go inside, but no way was I ready to give him a goodnight kiss. A handshake seemed kind of stupid. So, I decided to give him a hug. Stepping closer, I wrapped my arms around his middle, hugging him. I felt his arms wrap around me, returning the gesture. I have to admit it felt so good to have a pair of strong arms wrapped around me again. I could have stayed that way for a while longer, but I knew he had to leave.

      Letting go, I backed up. “Thank you again for a wonderful evening, Zack.” I stepped inside, closing the door before either of us did something that we might regret later. I watched out the window as he got into his truck to drive home. Alone again, the house felt so empty. It’s usually the one place I look forward to being because it’s always been my sanctuary.

      Deciding to get into my pajamas before I call Marie and let her know how the date went, I threw my jacket on the chair in the living room again, then headed towards my bedroom. Grabbing my jammies, I made a dash for the bathroom. After changing, I went into the kitchen and made a cup of chamomile tea to drink while we chat.

      Grabbing my cell, I dialed Marie’s number. She answered on the first ring. Smiling to myself, I bet she has been holding that damn thing in her hand all evening waiting for an update.

      “Hey Marie, I’m home safe and sound. I knew you would still be up waiting to hear from me, so I figured I would call instead of texting you.”

      “Girl, it's about time. I was beginning to think I was going to have to send out a search party for you. So, tell me how the second date was? Do you still like him or did he turn out to be a schmuck like that last bunch of guys?”

      “We had a great time. You remember the Taqueria I took you to in Jersey City that I love? He took me there. Turns out, it’s one of his favorite places to eat too. We had a great time. I haven’t talked about myself that much in so long, it’s ridiculous. Then again, I made him talk about himself too.”

      “So, the date went well?”

      “Extremely well. I told Zack for our next date I would cook dinner for him. He said he was looking forward to that because he can’t cook, so he doesn’t get many home-made meals.”

      “That’s so great, Lisa. I’m glad he turned out to be a decent guy. Ugh, do me a favor and hold on for a second. Ryan got a text and his phone won’t stop beeping until you check it. He took a sleeping pill, so he is dead to the world.”

      “Okay, I’m not going anywhere.”

      I can hear Marie cussing in the background. Damn, I wouldn’t want to be Ryan once he wakes up. She sounds really pissed off.

      “Lisa, please tell me you’re sitting down.”

      “I am, what’s going on, Marie?”

      “That was a text from Zack. Son of a bitch, I am going to wring Ryan’s neck in the morning. Zack’s too as soon as I get a hold of him.”

      “Marie, what’s going on? What did Zack message Ryan for? You’re starting to scare me.”

      “Turns out Zack isn’t as nice a guy as you or I thought. Ryan is in the doghouse and has no damn idea. Do you really want to know?”

      “Yes, tell me so I can get this over with. If it’s as bad as you’re making out, I will blast Zack tonight then block his number.”

      “I’m so sorry, Lisa. Zack messaged Ryan telling him to make sure he never lets either me or you know that Ryan paid him to go out with you. I am going to kill Ryan. What the hell was he thinking? I know Zack said not to tell me because I would tell you.”

      I’m literally too stunned to say anything. My brain is on a repeat of what Marie just told me. Ryan paid Zack to go out with me. Am I so bad that someone has to be paid to spend time with me and act like they like me?

      “Lisa, are you there? Talk to me, please. I swear I’m going to kill them both!”

      “I’m here, Marie. I really thought I had finally found a decent guy. I should have known better. I need to go, okay? I will be fine, I promise. I just need to process this. I will call you in the morning.”

      Before she could reply, I hung up. There was no way I could keep talking to her or she would hear me starting to cry.

      Before I lose my nerve, I send Zack a text.

      Thanks for turning out to be another in the long line of schmucks that I’ve been stuck dating. I really started to like you. Now I feel nothing but BETRAYAL! Lose my number and leave me the hell alone!

      As soon as I hit send, I blocked Zack’s number so that he can’t call me again. Now all I can do is pray he doesn’t show up here at the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Waking the next morning so depressed, all I wanted to do was roll over and go back to sleep. Sadly, I have to get some research done for my next article so I can’t wallow in self-pity all day. I still can’t believe Ryan actually paid Zack to go out with me. I wonder how much that cost him? I bet Marie tore Ryan a new ass when he woke up this morning. She was really pissed off last night. I wonder if she tried to wake him up even though he had taken the sleeping pill.

      Oh well, no time to keep wondering. Crawling out of my nice warm bed, I slide my feet into my fuzzy slippers. The first stop is the bathroom to take care of my morning rituals in there. After finishing up, I make my way to the kitchen to push the magic button on my coffee maker so that it starts brewing.

      I drift towards my desk to turn on my laptop so I can start working once the coffee is ready. Picking up my cell phone, I see that I have a half dozen texts from Marie. They are all checking to make sure I’m okay after the bomb that was dropped last night. There is also one from Ryan. I don’t know that I even want to read the one from him. All I can think about is strangling him with my bare hands. How could he do this to me after everything that happened with John? He knows how hard it’s been for me to get out and meet people, especially guys. Maybe it’s time for me to get a cat. I can keep adding more until I’m that crazy old cat lady everyone talks about. At least they won’t lie to me like people do.

      Setting the phone back down, I go back to the kitchen and grab the biggest mug I have, filling it with coffee. I need to respond to Marie, but what do I say to her? I’m not okay. Hell, I am far from it. I’m hurt and pissed off at the same time, which if anyone that knows me would tell you is a very dangerous combination.

      Sitting down at my desk, I pick my phone back up to read Ryan’s message.

      Lisa, please call me. That text was taken out of context. I need to explain it to you. Please call me. Zack really does like you. He is freaking out because he tried to call you after the message you sent him, but you had already blocked him. Please call me.

      How can that text be taken out of context? It flat out said Zack was paid to go out with me. I so don’t want to talk to Ryan right now. Deciding I better call Marie before I get started on my research for the day, I dial her number.

      Before I can even say a word, she says, “Lisa, are you okay? I knew not to try to call you back last night after you hung up.”

      “No, I’m not really okay, but I will be once I put this whole nightmare behind me. I can’t believe the betrayal by Ryan and Zack both. More so from Ryan, he is supposed to be my friend. Marie, how could he do this to me knowing how hard it’s been for me since John died? This is like a cruel joke that just doesn’t end.”

      “Believe me, I ripped Ryan a new ass this morning. He said he left you a message to call him so he could explain. Have you talked to him yet?”

      “No, and to be honest, I’m not sure that I want to talk to him. They both really hurt me. To think I thought that Zack was a nice guy. I was starting to believe and hope again, Marie.”

      “I know you were and I am so sorry. Will you listen to me if I tell you what Ryan told me?”

      “Marie, I love you, but I really don’t want to hear some half-assed excuse for what they did. I need to go. I’ve got a ton of research to do before I can write this next article. I promise I will talk to you later. Right now, I’m just hurting too much and I need to focus on work to take my mind off it.”

      “I understand. Please keep in touch with me. I don’t want you shutting me out again. I missed my friend and knew how bad you were hurting from losing John. Love you bunches.”

      “Love you bunches too. I promise I won’t cut you out. I can’t make the same promise for Ryan. I need to work out my emotions before I talk to or even see him again. I hope you understand.”

      “I do and honestly, I don’t blame you. Ryan is still in the doghouse with me, even after explaining. Talk to you later.”

      Once she hung up, I put the phone down. I sat there for a while, drinking my coffee and thinking over the last two days. Both dates had been magical, giving me hope that even if it wasn’t Zack, there had to be someone out there for me. Maybe I wasn’t meant to be alone for the rest of my life.

      The next thirty minutes or so, I did what I always do when I am upset. I talked to John as if he was sitting right there with me. Sometimes I feel like he is here with me. I told him about the dates. How I had some hope and now it was broken to smithereens. I sat there crying from the pain of missing him. From the loss of what was to be for us but was taken away in less than the blink of an eye. I didn’t ask for any kind of sign this time. I just told him how much I still love and miss him.

      Getting up, I make my way to the bathroom. Adjusting the water to the right temperature, I wash my face, washing away the tears that had fallen. After drying my face, I grab my cup to fix another cup of coffee, so I can drink it while I work.

      Sitting back down at the computer, I check my emails to see if the officers I had contacted about cold cases had gotten back to me. So far, none of them had replied. I may have to call them again. I’ll give them a couple more days before I do that. I know they get busy with their jobs, keeping the streets as safe as they can for all of us.

      My doorbell rang. Other than Marie, no one ever visits. Getting up, I look through the peephole in the door. It’s a delivery guy with flowers. What the hell? Who would be sending me flowers?

      Opening the door, the delivery guy says, “Good Morning. Are you Lisa Bryant?”

      “Good morning, yes, I am. How can I help you?”

      “These flowers are for you. I just need you to sign for them. There is also an envelope with a note in it.”

      “May I ask who they are from before I sign for them?”

      “Yes, Ma’am. Will you please hold them while I check the invoice?”

      Taking the flowers from the young man, I can’t help but notice how gorgeous they are. The bouquet is filled with daffodils, daisies, and Gerber mums, with baby’s breath and some greenery to fill it out.

      “Ma’am, it says that they are from someone named Zack. There is no other name.”

      Handing the flowers back to the young man, I said, “Please take them back and let the gentleman know that they are not wanted and to please not send more. Stay there for just a moment, please.”

      I went into the living room and grabbed some cash out of my wallet. Going back to the door, I said, “Thank you for trying. It’s not your fault the guy who sent them is a schmuck. Here is a tip for your time and effort. Have a good day.” Once he took the cash, I shut the door before he could say anything. The look on his face said enough. I hate those looks of pity.

      Back at my desk, I send Marie a quick text.

      Can you believe the nerve of the schmuck? I just had a delivery guy here with flowers. I sent them back. Maybe he will get the hint to leave me alone.

      Her reply was quick, she must have been holding her phone at the time.

      Some guys just don’t get it unless you hit them over the head with a hammer . . . lol.

      Don’t tempt me. I just might do it . . . lol.

      That was the end of our texting for the time being. I went back to researching facts about cold cases in the United States. The numbers are staggering, to say the least. More than 250,000 cold cases have accumulated since 1980. In 1965, US detectives routinely cleared nearly ninety percent of murder cases. Today, forty percent of homicides go unsolved, according to the FBI Uniform Crime Report. The rising cold case rate carries significant implications. It seems like there just aren’t enough officers to clear the cases or are the criminals getting smarter?

      A little while later, my phone rings with an unknown number. Thinking it may be one of the police officers I’ve been in touch with, I went ahead and answered it.

      “Good afternoon, this is Lisa Bryant. May I help you?”

      “Lisa, please don’t hang up on me. It’s Zack. We really . . .”

      Click. I so do not want to hear what he has to say. I’ve got work to do and the last thing I need is for him to be bothering me. Before I sat the phone back down, I made sure to block that number too. Why can’t the schmuck get the hint that I want nothing to do with him? What hurts, hell, what angers me the most is that I actually opened up to that asshole. I let him in when I haven’t even been able to let my friends in, at least not like that. I guess what they say about it being more comfortable to talk to strangers is true.

      Checking to see what time it is, I notice that I worked right through lunch again. Maybe I will just skip lunch and treat myself to a big dinner. I like being out with my friends. It had been way too long. I wonder if Marie and Amanda can get away from their other halves long enough to go out to eat tonight. I will even drive if they want. I can pick Marie up on the way to Hoboken. There are so many fabulous places to eat there besides Arthur’s.

      I send a group text to Marie and Amanda.

      Hey, ladies, I want to get out of the house tonight. I feel like having something really bad for me for dinner. Can you two get away from the guys for one night? I would love a  ladies night out. We can go to La Casa, the Cuban restaurant in Hoboken. Marie, I will drive so I can pick you up on the way.

      

      Setting the phone back down, I get up to stretch and get a cold diet Dr. Pepper from the fridge. If I am going to be bad tonight, I can at least stick to my diet soda for now. On my way back to the desk, I hear my phone ping. Before I even get to sit down, it pings again. That means they have both answered me already. Picking up the phone, I read their replies.

      So sorry, Lisa, but Jim and I have plans to go into the city. His mom gave us tickets to see Cirque du Soleil at the Hulu Theater in Madison Square Garden. I would love to have a ladies’ night out, but it will have to be another night.

      If you still want to go count me in, I need a break and you know I love the food at La Casa. You still want to pick me up and what time?

      Amanda, you and Jim have a great time. I wish I were going with you. I love Cirque du Soleil. They have different shows, so no matter how many times you go, it’s always different. We can do a ladies’ night next week if you both want. I need to start getting back out of the house again.

      Marie, hell, yes, I still want to go. I didn’t eat lunch, so thinking about that Cuban food has my belly growling. It’s three now, so how about six for me to pick you up?

      Six sounds perfect, I will see you then.

      Lisa, maybe we can all get tickets to Cirque du Soleil and go again another time.

      Amanda, that sounds like a plan. We will get together to work out the details.

      I love Amanda, but I’m kind of glad she can’t go tonight. This will give Marie and me time to relax and talk. I know she is going to want to talk about what happened with Zack. She is going to get the drive there to talk about him. Once we are there, that conversation ends so we can move on and have some fun. I swear I can taste the roast pork with yellow rice, black beans, and plantains now. Marie and I will get a plate of the Cuban street tacos to share. Who knows what she will get for her main course. Lord, help us, we will probably need a crane to get both of us out of there.

      Let me get back to work for at least another hour, then I will go take a shower so I can get ready to go pick Marie up. I am so excited to be going out, just the two of us. The pages are starting to blur from all the percentages and reports on cold cases. Time for my shower.

      Once I’m finished getting ready, it’s about five-thirty. I may be a few minutes early if traffic isn’t too bad. But it’s rush hour traffic, so it’s always terrible. Throwing my jacket on, I head for the door. Just as I am about to open it, the doorbell rings. Who the hell could that be? Looking through the peephole, who else is standing there but Zack. Shit, how the hell am I going to get out of here now? I wonder if Marie can get Ryan to send him a text. Ryan could always say that we went out for a girls’ night, so he wants to hang out.

      I sent Marie a text real quick explaining what was going on. She sent one back saying that Ryan was sending Zack a message right now. I sent Marie another one back asking if she could meet me at the convenience store down the block from her house. That way, Zack doesn’t see either of us. Looking out again, I see Zack checking his phone. I can hear him cussing, but he types something back to Ryan, then gets in his truck and leaves. Marie sent a text back that she would be waiting for me at the store. She also said that Zack was on his way to the house.

      I waited, giving the jerk a few minutes to be gone. Once I was sure Zack wasn’t anywhere near my house, I ran out, locked my door, and jumped in the car. As I was driving to meet Marie, I turned the radio on. Ed Sheeran’s song Galway Girl was playing. Turning up the volume, I sang as loud as I could along with him. Music always calms me when I am upset. It’s one of the things that I would be lost without. I can’t imagine losing my hearing. It has to be harder for someone who was able to hear then went deaf versus someone who was born that way. If you are born deaf, you don’t know the difference.

      Traffic wasn’t as bad as I expected it to be. It only took me ten minutes to get to the store to pick up Marie. She took hiding seriously because I don’t even see her anywhere. I sent her a text asking where she was. As I looked up, she made her way from the back of the store to the exit. I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Hey, you, thanks so much for meeting me here. Jackass has been bugging me all day. First, he sent the flowers, which I sent back. Second, he called me from an unknown number. I answered because I thought it might have been a work call from one of the detectives that work the cold cases. I hung up on the jerk right in the middle of a word. Third, and the final straw, was him showing up at the house just as I was ready to walk out the door to come get you. Two seconds later and he would have caught me there.”

      “Damn, girl, sounds like he is really wanting to talk to you. I know Ryan said he has been calling him all day, probably after each time he tried reaching you with no luck. Were the flowers at least really pretty?”

      “Marie, they were gorgeous. I bet he spent a lot of money on them, but that’s his problem, not mine. The delivery guy said there was also a letter to go with them. Ugh, I can’t believe my luck with men. Am I that bad that God is punishing me with nothing but schmucks?”

      “Knock it off, Lisa. You’re a beautiful, talented, smart, incredibly strong woman who doesn’t take shit from assholes. I have to admit I was surprised to get your text earlier about going out tonight. You have barely left the house in the last two years. Every single time we invite you out, you make up some lame-ass excuse.”

      “I know and I decided it was time to join the living again. I had decided on it during my second date with Zack. If it turned out, he wasn’t the one, I was still going to start getting out and doing things. I missed lunch today and all I could think that I wanted to eat was Cuban. You know how I hate going out to eat alone, so I sent that text to you and Amanda. I’m so glad you said yes. It’s been way too long since the two of us went out together.”

      “Well, whatever the reason, I’m glad you are getting out again. I know you didn’t want to hear it earlier today because you were still pissed off from last night. Can I tell you what Ryan told me about the text?”

      “I had already decided earlier that I was going to listen to you. You have until we reach the restaurant. Once we are there, this conversation is done because I want to enjoy my evening with you. Who knows maybe I will meet a sexy Cuban fellow while we are there?”

      I wink at her right before we both crack up laughing. It felt good to break the tension that had started to build up.

      “Zack told you about his fiancée cheating on him, right?”

      “Yes, he said it was with one of his friends.”

      “It was worse than that. It was Zack’s best friend, who was also supposed to be his best man at the wedding. They were supposed to be married a little over a week from when he caught them. The poor guy was so devastated that he quit going out or having anything to do with anyone. Ryan is the one who finally started to get him out of his shell by hanging out with him at Zack’s place. It screwed with his head so bad that Zack almost lost his business because he couldn’t focus on work. Luckily, he was able to turn things around and the company is doing better now.”

      “That is worse than if it was just any old friend. That still doesn’t explain why Ryan had to pay him to go out with me.”

      “Give me a chance, I’m trying to get there. Zack hasn’t dated anyone since Rachel broke his heart. I mean not one single date this whole time. Ryan had been telling Zack about you for a while. He really wanted to get the two of you together. Honestly, Ryan and I both thought that you and Zack would be perfect for each other. Of course, Zack kept refusing to go out. He kept telling Ryan, Once burnt, twice shy. I finally showed Zack a picture of you. Once he saw that, he was sort of interested, but still being a pain in the ass.”

      “I can understand him not wanting to get hurt again. Hell, I’ve been in the same boat. With what happened to John, it scares the hell out of me to get close to someone again. What if something happened to the person, I don’t think I could handle going through that a second time.”

      “I get it, believe me. Well, as much as I love Ryan, sometimes he is a total dumb ass. He told Zack he would give him two hundred dollars if he would go out with you. That was to be date money, you know, to pay for dinner, a movie, or whatever. Since we went to Hoboken for dinner and the street fair, I’m sure he spent that and more on the date. You know how expensive Arthur’s can be. Then he asked you out on the second date and you said ‘yes’. After the date, Zack was worried that Ryan might say he paid him to take you out and it coming out wrong. So, he sent that message. Zack had planned on giving Ryan the money back the next time he saw him. Zack really likes you and didn’t want anything to mess it up. Of course, I saw the text without knowing the whole story and blabbed to you and messed it all up.”

      “Oh my God, are you freaking serious? So, I was his first date since the breakup, and Ryan paid for our first date just to get him to finally go out with me like he wanted to, but wouldn’t for fear of being hurt? They are both schmucks. In a way, I guess I am too for not letting him explain first. Ha-ha, I guess you are also for not talking to Ryan before you told me about the text. I can see it now, me calling somewhere to make a reservation. Yes, I need a table reserved for four. When we get there, the waiter calls out the schmuck’s party of four, your table is ready.”

      We looked at each other, both shook our heads, then started hysterically laughing. When we finally calmed down, I got really quiet.

      “What’s going through that mind of yours, Lisa? I know when you get quiet, it’s never a good sign.”

      “I feel awful for not talking to Zack before I flipped out on him, then blocked him. As much as I hate to admit it, I was wrong and I am going to have to get in touch with him to see if we can fix this mess. After the way I acted last night and today, he probably thinks I’m a total nut job that he wants nothing to do with.”

      “Lisa, I wouldn’t be too worried about that. He was so mad at Ryan today that he threatened to come over and throttle him. I had to take the phone and explain to Zack that it was my fault. I learned my lesson. From now on, instead of checking Ryan’s texts, I’m just going to hit the button to shut the damn phone up.”

      We got lucky there was a parking spot just down from the restaurant. Hoboken parking is the worst, even worse than it is in New York City.

      “We are still going to have our girls’ night out. After I get home tonight, I will unblock Zack’s number. I hope he is still going to want to talk to me after all of this drama.”

      Marie was unusually quiet as we got out of the car to go inside.
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      When we got inside, the waiter started to usher us to a table near the back of the restaurant. I stopped dead in my tracks when I saw the flowers on the table that had been delivered to me earlier. I started to look around for Ryan and Zack, but I didn’t see them anywhere. Once we were seated and had placed our drink orders, I quickly started questioning Marie.

      “Marie, did you tell the guys where we were going tonight?”

      “You know I always tell Ryan where I am going to be just in case there is an emergency.”

      “Okay, so who told Zack?”

      Looking at me sheepishly, “I did right before I left the house to meet you. Zack drove a lot faster to get to the house than I thought he would. He caught me coming out.”

      “So, where are the guys now? Are they here?”

      “Well, umm, they aren’t here per se. They are nearby. All I have to do is send Ryan a text saying to either come in or go away. It’s all up to you, Lisa.”

      “Damn it, Marie, I am a hot mess. Look at me. Do I really look date and grovel ready?”

      “Woman, you need to get over yourself. You’re gorgeous and you know it. As far as groveling, why should you be the one to do it? Let him crawl for a bit. So, do you want me to send them away or what? It’s all up to you.”

      “As a payback for making me think he betrayed me, I should have you tell them to go away. Just those two words and nothing else. But part of me really wants to see Zack again. I can’t get over these flowers. The arrangement is so big, we won’t be able to even see the guys once they sit across from us.”

      “They really are beautiful. I’m going to have to give Ryan hell for not sending me flowers as lovely as that. What should I tell the guys? My phone has buzzed in my pocket three times since we sat down.”

      I snicker because I know she wants to smack Ryan right about now.

      “Tell them to come on in. So much for our ladies’ night out, you brat.”

      She laughed as she sent the message. Less than a minute later, the guys came walking into the restaurant. As much as I dreaded this, I was also looking forward to seeing Zack. I hope we can work things out.

      Before I could say a thing, Zack made sure to hand the two hundred dollars back to Ryan in front of me. I knew Marie had said he planned on giving it back, I just didn’t expect him to do it in front of me. As soon as they sat down, the waiter was there to get their drink orders. Once he left, Zack started talking before I could even open my mouth.

      “Lisa, I am so sorry. That whole situation should have been handled differently. First, I should have told you about it when we went on our second date instead of texting knucklehead over there. Second, I hope you will give me a second chance. I know we’ve only known each other for a few days, but I really like you. I’d like the opportunity to see where this may lead us. What do you say? Can we start over again?”

      “Zack, I’m sorry too. I should have given you a chance to explain that text before I flipped out then blocked you. It felt like a betrayal of trust, especially after opening up to you like I did. Can you forgive me for jumping to conclusions? As you know, my track record with guys hasn’t been too good, so I freaked out. I feel horrible about it. I would love to start over. I really like you, plus I would love to see where our path leads us.”

      Ryan and Marie just sat there quiet as church mice while we talked. I could tell Marie was dying to say something. Hate it, but she said enough already. Now is the time for Zack and me to talk and make a decision for ourselves without anyone's interference.

      Zack was grinning like a loon. “You’re forgiven if I am. I was worried that I had lost you before I even had the chance to have you in my life.”

      “You are definitely forgiven. I am so glad we were able to work this out.”

      The waiter came to take our orders. I think between the four of us, we ordered half the menu. We all like different things, plus some of the same things. We ordered several appetizers to share and our meals. Since the guys were here, Marie and I ordered a pitcher of frozen margaritas. Since it was supposed to be a ladies’ night out and the guys crashed our party, they have to drink soda so they can drive us home. Zack left his truck at Ryan’s house, so he is going to drive me home in my car. Ryan and Marie will follow us so they can pick Zack up and take him back to their place for his truck.

      We spent the evening eating, drinking, and laughing. I haven’t felt this good in such a long time. Every once in a while, I catch Zack staring at me out of the corner of my eye. I can’t help but grin even bigger each time I catch him. We stayed so long that we actually closed the place down.

      I have to say I was impressed when Zack picked up the tab for the whole evening. He told everyone it was his way of saying he was sorry. We all told him it was unnecessary, but of course, Zack being who he is wouldn’t listen.

      Poor Ryan, he may not even make it home before Marie jumps his bones. I forgot that tequila makes her horny. I start giggling as I watch her playing grab-ass with him on the way out of the restaurant. Zack looked at me kind of funny until I pointed out what I was laughing at. Of course, when Zack happened to look, Marie was grabbing something, just not Ryan’s butt. His face turned red, which made me laugh that much harder.

      For the day starting out really crappy, it’s ended better than I could have imagined. Zack opened my door for me. He is always a gentleman— I really like that a lot. Zack goes around to the driver's side to get in. Not thinking about me being shorter, he cracks his knee on the steering column. The look on his face has me cracking up laughing. Zack slides the seat back then leans over, starting to tickle me.

      Oh God, I’ve been laughing so hard that I can’t catch my breath and the tears are running down my face. How in the world did Zack know that I am so ticklish? Deciding that turnabout is fair play, I reach over to start tickling him. He chuckles a little bit but isn’t as affected by it as I am.

      While he is leaned over, I decide on a sneak attack, one that I know he won’t be expecting. With his face so close to mine, I leaned in and kissed him on the lips. The tickling stopped immediately upon the impact of my lips on his. His hand quickly went from my waist to his fingers being wrapped in my hair, pulling me closer. For a brief moment in time, all cares in the world disappeared as we had our first kiss. Sitting back in my seat, I can’t help but smile at Zack as the lights twinkle off his eyes.

      “Well, I see someone gets mischievous when they drink margaritas.”

      “No, if you paid attention, I only had one glass. I let Marie drink it. I knew she was stressed and needed to relax. Plus, she was so mad at Ryan, I knew the quickest way to get her to forgive him was to pump her full of tequila. Hence her playing grab-ass on the way out of the restaurant.”

      “So, you’re telling me that kiss was just because you wanted to?”

      “If I’m completely honest, I’ve wanted to do that since you dropped me off at my home after our second date. I didn’t do it that night because I was worried you would think I was too forward. Let’s make a deal with each other right now. I don’t want any more accidental upsets like we just went through between us. Let’s agree to two critical things right now. One, no matter what, we always tell each other the truth. No trying to spare the other's feelings. Better for a little upset than a colossal misunderstanding. Two, I learned the hard way how very short life can be. I don’t want to waste a second not doing what we want to do. I’ve had enough regrets to last me a lifetime. What do you think?”

      “I couldn’t agree with you more on both points. We will always be honest with each other, plus we will do what we want with each other when we want. To hell with what the world or others expect. It’s our lives, not theirs. I, too, have lived with my share of regrets.”

      “With that being said, how would you feel about spending the night tonight? I can always take you to get your truck in the morning after we have coffee.”

      “Lisa, are you sure about this? I don’t want you to feel rushed or pressured. I want things to happen between us in their own time and pace.”

      “Zack, I’ve never been surer of anything in my life. I know it’s only been a few days since we met, but I feel like I have known you a lifetime. I want to take advantage of every opportunity that we are blessed with.”

      “Can you message Ryan and Marie? Tell them not to bother following us and I will get my truck tomorrow.”

      I quickly send Marie a text.

      Don’t bother following us. I’m keeping Zack to myself tonight. I will bring him over in the morning to get his truck. Have a good night and we will talk tomorrow. Love you both!

      Marie responded rather quickly.

      You got it, Lisa. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do tonight. We both know there isn’t much that I won’t do . . . lol.

      They said good night and not to do anything that they wouldn’t do. That made both of us laugh. I was so nervous, yet I felt more alive than I had in a long time. If I have my way, there won’t be many more mornings of waking up all alone. If Zack can’t stay with me some nights, I will just have to go stay with him. No more regrets or lost opportunities. Starting tonight, I am going to live my life as if there is no tomorrow. You just never know when there won’t be.
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      It’s been a year since Zack and I first met. We owe Marie and Ryan so much for pushing us together. It’s been the best year of either of our lives. Zack and I decided we wanted to take them on a weekend vacation. We are leaving Thursday night and coming back Sunday night. Zack already bought all four plane tickets and paid for the hotel in Las Vegas. They took a gamble that we would like each other, so what better place to go than the gambling capital.

      We have a big surprise for them on Friday after we have had a chance to rest up from the flight. I can’t wait. It’s been so hard to keep this secret from Marie. She is going to cry, but it can’t be helped.

      Our rooms are adjoined so that way Marie and I can get ready Friday for the big occasion. Zack rented two of the best suites at The Venetian Resort. The staff has everything prepared for an afternoon wedding. We had my dress and Zack’s tux sent out last week. There is a shop right in the hotel for Marie to buy a dress and Ryan to get a tux.

      It wouldn’t be the same without our best friends there to be my maid of honor and Zack’s best man. I spent a couple of hours going over the flowers that I want in the rooms and in the chapel for our nuptials. The most minute detail has been gone over. This is the start of the rest of our lives together— everything has to be perfect.

      I tried to talk Zack into going to the courthouse here and getting married. All I need is him by my side. Of course, he refused, saying that we only get married once and he wants it to be unique. Zack already gave me my engagement ring. For now, it’s on an expensive chain around my neck. We haven’t even told them that we are engaged.

      I know Marie is going to pout a little bit at first, but that won’t last long. She spent three years trying to help me get my life back together after losing John. I don’t talk to him as often as I used to, only when I have exciting news or just think about him. He is still my first love, holding a piece of my heart that will never be another’s. I’ve come to realize that he had to be taken from me for me to suffer so that when the time was right for Zack to enter my life, I would be ready.

      Zack and I have had many long talks about the pain and suffering that we each went through. We both believe it was meant to be so that when the time was right, we would appreciate what and who we have in our lives. Together we cherish each moment for everything that it’s worth. We don’t hold back our feelings. Our lives are fuller and more vibrant than they have ever been.

      We’ve decided that we are going to start trying to get pregnant right after the wedding. Neither of us wants to wait to complete our family. I want a little boy that looks just like his father. Zack says he wants a little girl that not only looks but acts just like me. Honestly, all we really care about is them being healthy and happy.

      It’s time to finish packing. I can’t wait. Soon I will be Mrs. Donald Zackarelli. Always live to the fullest. Love each day as though there is no tomorrow. Dance like no one is watching and if they are you just don’t care. That’s our philosophy on life.

      
        
        The end.
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      The Hopeless Romantics:

      No matter what happens in your life, continue to follow your heart. Don’t let your experiences in this cruel world make you bitter. Continue to be sweet and shine your light.
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      This book is intended for mature audiences only. If darker books are not for you, please do not move forward. After re-adjusting my trigger warning system, I will not be giving any spoilers. Please understand that this is not your run of the mill romance and tough subjects will be spoken about in this storyline. These characters are flawed and aren’t your average mafia romance. Proceed with caution.
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        A soulmate isn’t someone who completes you. No, a soulmate is someone who inspires you to complete yourself. A soulmate is someone who loves you with so much conviction, and so much heart, that it is nearly impossible to doubt just how capable you are of becoming exactly who you have always wanted to be.

        B.S.

      

      

      
        
        6 months ago . . .

      

      

      
        
        Sofia

      

      

      “Sofia!” My stepmother calls from the open window of the kitchen. I’m down on the beach with my brothers Rafael and Alejandro. Rafael is sitting on a chair down by the water while Alejandro sits next to me under the cabana.

      He snickers lowly, “You’d best get up there. You know the puta will have a fit if you don’t.”

      I roll my eyes, not wanting to trek up all those stairs and go speak to her. She is as dumb as a doornail and frustrating as a mule. My father only married her so he wouldn’t be alone. She’s an ex-beauty queen. She’s basically a trophy wife. All the men in the cartel have women who are like her. My mother on the other hand wasn’t anything similar. She was a good woman who captured my father’s heart when they were young. When I was a little girl, they would tell me the story of their love. So much so they’d make me believe I’d experience something similar. Fast forward a few years and the beautiful love my parents had for one another was traded for a murderous hate.

      My madre literally tried to kill my father. She was lucky the knife she stabbed him with didn’t sever an artery. Now she lives in America with our younger half-brother, Roman, who is about sixteen now.

      Because of the lifestyle we live in I assumed I’d be introduced to many potential suitors and someday have a beautiful love story. Only, I haven’t been so lucky. Here I am at twenty-two with not so much as even a kiss. My father has kept his perfect little virgin princess locked up in our beach house of a castle. We live right on the beach. Our home is surrounded by a fifteen-foot high stone wall.

      “I don’t want to see that witch,” I inform him, keeping my butt firmly planted on the sand.

      “Sofia, your father wants to see you!” she screams out.

      “Fuck. Looks like I have no choice now,” I grumble, starting to stand up. Alejandro grabs me by my arm and tugs me against him. Wrapping his arms around me, my brother whispers in my ear.

      “If you ever need anything from me, you let me know. Okay?”

      Narrowing my eyes, I pull away from Alejandro’s embrace. “What?” Something isn’t right. My stomach turns as a gut feeling hits me from out of nowhere.

      Alejandro gives me a half-smile, “It’s nothing to worry about, but you remember what I have said to you always. Okay?”

      His words are bullshit. If he’s assuring me he’s always here for me of course something should be worrying me. It’s as if everything starts slowly coming together. “What did he tell you?” I question, demanding an answer from my older brother.

      Alejandro sucks in a deep breath and somehow the burning rays of the sun seem to heat me up. It’s either that, or my anxiety is besting me at the moment. “I’m not at liberty to discuss any business moves the family is making.”

      Oh my God.

      The day has finally come. My family has arranged a marriage for me with some sort of prominent man. It feels like I’ve been waiting for this day for an eternity. I turn on my heel and immediately head up the stairs, thinking about the type of love which can blossom from such a union. In all honesty sometimes I feel like there isn’t a place for me here. I’m a woman which means I’m not useful, at least, not in this business. The only use I have is in my marriage and extending our lineage. It’s sad, but ultimately true.

      I rush up the sand-colored stairs, broken up by bits of blue and white tile until I reach our veranda and walk in through our back door. Glancing over to my right I see my stepmother, Teresa, giving me a smug smile. She only smiles when she’s been up to no good. Suddenly all the butterflies that were floating around in my stomach dissipate and I only feel one thing— fear.

      I go around the corner and walk into the foyer, walk up the stairs and make a sharp right down the narrow hallway which leads to my father’s office. Putting my hand up against the door I take a moment to gather myself before I knock lightly, waiting to be allowed in.

      “Come in, mija,” he calls from the other side of the door. I place my hand on it and push it open, walk inside and shut the door behind me. Once when I was a little girl, I made the grave mistake of not shutting the door to his office when he called me in. My ass was blood red for about a week.

      “Hola, papá.”

      He leans back in his chunky black office chair, places his arms in his lap and gives me a stern look. “The day we have been waiting for has finally come, darling. An offer was made for your hand in marriage. One that I simply cannot refuse.”

      I raise a brow. My father has denied three past marriage proposals. For such a long time I thought I’d be trapped here for the rest of my life. Hell, I thought about becoming a nun just to give my life purpose. “May I ask who it is.”

      “Of course. Your fiancé is Valentin Volkolv, heir to the Russian Bratva.” I’ve heard of this man and his family. They’re some of the most feared men on the planet. Rumor has it their hearts are just as cold as Russian winters, or lack of hearts I should say.

      My father is sending me off to marry the ice king. This isn’t exactly what I was expecting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Your willingness to look at your darkness what force you to change

        ~Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

        

      
        Sofia

      

      

      Today is the day where life as I know it will change. Whether it’ll be for the better or worse I don’t have any idea. Valentin and his father Fredrik are traveling from Moscow to Cancun. I’m supposed to be meeting them both with my father at a restaurant on the water. For a first meeting it’s typical for families like ours to see one another in a public setting. Throughout my life I’ve always been taught to never trust anyone else until they’re family. The same will go for my betrothed and his father. Until we are in a church with rings on our fingers and have made an oath to not only ourselves, but God I won’t put faith in him. He could turn his back on me within a moment's notice.

      I make my way out of my bedroom in my magenta pink sundress. It comes together like a wrap and ties at my hip. The bottom of the dress falls just below my knees in a layered style while my bosom shows off a bit, although not in a way that would suggest I’m a puta. I’ve made sure I look exceptionally well today, styling my hair with a slight curl and brushing it out to give me a natural, voluminous wave. I’ve also kept my makeup plain and simple but add a bit of eyeliner to the top of my lid and keep my lips in a soft pink color that looks natural.

      Heading down the stairwell I start to turn to the left but see Alejandro motion for me to follow him. He isn’t saying a word, but I know my brother well enough to do what he’s asking of me. “What’s the matter?” I ask in a hushed whisper as we turn the corner and head into a small hallway on the other side of the kitchen. Luckily, there are no openings in this hallway so it allows us to speak privately. There’s only one doorway back here and it leads to an additional bedroom suite that we use for important guests.

      Alejandro’s usual jovial expression turns into one which tells me what we’re about to discuss is serious. “Sof,” he starts, calling me by the nickname he gave me as a small child, “I refuse to be dishonest with you. I’m worried about this arrangement with the Volkolvs. I know details . . . about their alarming reputation.”

      Narrowing my eyebrows, “Papá accepted their proposal. Surely, he wouldn’t put me in a dangerous situation. I know the rumors. Well, some of them. Always pertaining to their cold nature and cruelty in business. Although, papá has always told me ‘to be successful in this world you have to know when to use the hand to reward individuals, while with others punish them for their actions.’”

      Alejandro rolls his eyes in front of me and turns to look out the floor to ceiling windows before he speaks, “Please don’t make the mistake of believing the Volkolvs are decent people. They punish people far more than they reward them, dear sister.”

      If what Alejandro says is true, they’re far more dangerous than I could’ve ever anticipated. Our father wouldn’t have put me in a situation unless he knew I’d be safe. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      He sucks in a sharp breath and turns to me, places his hands on my shoulders and stares at me fiercely in the eyes. “You need to be careful with them, Sofia. I think they’re worse than Rafael.” Rafael is our oldest brother. He’s . . . sinister at best. We’ve never caught him doing nefarious things, however something in his eyes tells everyone around him to be careful.

      If Alejandro believes they’re worse than Rafael, I’ll choose to believe him. I only need proof of their actions. However, I don’t want there to be proof. I’ve been so excited about getting engaged, being married, knowing a love story would eventually come my way. While I was terrified when my father told me who I was marrying, over the last several months I’ve come to peace with it. I’d much rather choose to be hopeful versus negative. “Would you care to elaborate?” I ask Alejandro, giving him a pleading look.

      He opens his mouth for a moment and slams it shut, cursing under his breath. “Fuck, you know I can’t go into details with you.” It’s the same excuse he always gives me when he wants to warn me of something.

      “You only say that because I’m a woman.” I state, knowing it’s true. If I was a man, he would’ve already told me so.

      “That sassiness of yours won’t fare well over at the Volkolv home. You should get it in check before you leave, Sofia.” Alejandro’s tone has a sense of warning, but I also hear the worry in his voice as well.

      “You’re not giving me an answer. Instead you’re doing what you always do. I know you mean well but shielding me from the cruel truth won’t help me if I don’t know what I’m up against.” I’ve tried being the dutiful daughter and sister my entire life. Hell, I’m still in that role and always will be. But if my brother has the audacity to approach me with a warning, he’d sure as hell better be telling me what I should be cautious about.

      A few moments of silence pass between my brother and I before he speaks again, “I hate it when you’re right. Rumors are floating around that Valentin had his last wife killed. She wasn’t useful to him anymore since they had an heir and she was shot down on her way to the park with their son.”

      I gasp, covering my hand over my mouth from pure shock. “Oh my word. That’s horrific.” I mutter after returning my hand back to my side.

      “I don’t trust that family, Sofia. I think it’s wrong for our father too.” I can’t disagree with my brother. “I only ask one thing of you, to be careful with these people. They shouldn’t be trusted. You’re a smart woman and it’s my job to protect you, little sister. Obviously, I can’t be in Moscow with you, so watch your back.”

      I wrap my arms around my brother’s waist and nuzzle my face into his chest just like I did when I was a little girl. Alejandro has always been here to protect me, and I don’t think this will ever change. We have an undeniable bond that will never break.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A wise man learns more from his enemies than a fool from his friends

        ~Tailored Motives

      

      

      
        
        Valentin

      

      

      This is my first time ever traveling to Mexico. While I’ve been to many places around the world there’s never been a reason for me to come this way. My father has always traveled here to speak with Miguel whenever the situation arises. This time things are much different. I sent through a formal proposal to Miguel a little over six months ago asking for his daughter's hand in marriage. My father and I are here to finally meet the woman, Sofia, and to take her back to Moscow with us.

      Miguel has given us a lot of shit for wanting to take my bride back with us. He complains about how it isn’t custom for the bride to go back with her husband before they’re officially married. However, we’re not in a traditional setting. I worry about allowing my fiancée to stay here in Mexico because of the long list of enemies my family has. My family and I don’t always play by the rules and in being rebels we happen to piss quite a few people off. We anticipated Miguel would fight us tooth and nail, however when it comes to Sofia’s safety he wouldn’t put her in jeopardy. This is the only reason he’s allowing me to take her. Although, he informed us she doesn’t know about our plans. He expressed Sofia would be heartbroken if she knew she was leaving ahead of time, therefore he decided to keep it from her.

      “How far away are we?” I ask my father, who sits beside me in the town car we’ve rented for the day.

      He pushes down the privacy screen and looks to the driver, “Do you speak English?” he asks with his thick Russian accent. Most people can’t understand him when he tries so I typically speak for him.

      “Yes. Inglés,” The driver nods. “How may I help you, Sir?”

      “When will we be there?” my father asks, seeming a bit irritated.

      “We’re pulling up to the restaurant now. You want me to wait out here until you return, yes?”

      “That is what you’ve been paid to do. You’ll take us back to the airport in a couple of hours. Do not leave.” Oh boy. This man is already pissing him off. My father angrily shuffles back against the seat and stares out the window, not wanting to continue striking up a conversation with me or the man who is transporting us through this foreign territory.

      The car pulls beside the restaurant and parks on the street, directly in front of the entrance. I take off my suit jacket and throw it over my arm before we get out of the car. Back in Russia it’s around twenty degrees Fahrenheit whereas here it must be in the seventies. I didn’t think to prepare for this. In Russia it’s rarely ever this warm unless it’s the peak of summer.

      Placing my hand on my door both my father and I exit the vehicle. He slides out behind me and slams the door shut. “Fuck, it’s too bright here,” he grumbles, moving his hand above his eyes. While he’s complaining the hint of saltiness in the air hits my nostrils and I realize just how close to the water we really are.

      “We’re only here for a few hours. Surely you can handle the heat,” I hiss, annoyed with his attitude. If he acts in this manner before Sofia is with us and we’re on our way back home, everything could fall apart. I simply won’t allow it to happen, not when this has been our goal for years.

      I look around for a moment in an attempt to figure out where the stairwell is that leads up to the restaurant when I’m grabbed by the throat and shoved into the wood next to me. My face is scraping against nails and staples which are supporting the balcony. “Syn, it’s best you remember who you’re speaking to.”

      “How could I forget?” I snap, turning around to face the old man. As soon as I turn, I’m staring into the barrel of a gun. I can’t help but scoff, glancing from the gun to look in his eyes. “Are you really going to shoot me?”

      “I’m thinking about it. My swimmers still work. I could simply pull this trigger and produce another heir to the Bratva. There are plenty of slaves who would love to give me a child.” His words sicken me beyond belief. Threatening me and already figuring out how he’d continue the lineage of our family. Sick motherfucker.

      I cock a brow and grow a pair. For the first time in my entire life I stand up to the old bastard. “You wouldn’t dare. Your dying, old man. You’d be lucky to even get a woman pregnant before you croak. Then what would happen? One of our enemies would move in and take what our family has worked so hard on? I don’t think so,” I snarl, shoving him in the chest I walk toward the stairwell which leads up to the balcony and go up the stairs.

      A gust of wind blows in my direction and a burning sensation strikes me against the cheek. Placing my hand on my skin I wipe it across and bring my fingers into view, seeing blood. Fuck, I must’ve nicked myself on a nail. I pull out my black pocket square from my suit jacket and put it against my face, applying pressure for a few moments in the hopes I’ll stop bleeding. I don’t want to meet Sofia looking like some New York gangster.

      Glancing behind me I notice my father hasn’t come up the steps. Maybe he’s left me to tend to this meeting myself. Not that I wouldn’t mind. I’ll do whatever I can to ensure this goes smoothly. I approach the double doors which lead into the restaurant and pull on the door. Within a moment, a man in a suit comes to the door and speaks on the other side.

      “Lo siento, señor. Estamos cerrados para un evento privado.” I don’t speak Spanish, so I have no fucking clue what this man is saying.

      I raise my brows and shrug my shoulders. We might not be speaking the same language, but hopefully he understands body language. The man continues to stand there, speaking in a louder tone. “Sal de aquí antes de que llame a la policía y te saquen. Esta es propiedad privada. Te estoy diciendo que estamos cerrados. Por favor, vete.”

      “Look, I don’t know what you’re saying. I don’t speak Spanish dude. Only English!” I grumble out just as a woman in a bright pink dress walks past. We both share an intense stare and something seems familiar between us both. She cocks her head and approaches the door, but it appears that the man is upset at her actions.

      “Señorita Ramírez, mis disculpas. Estoy intentando que este señor se vaya. Sin embargo no me está haciendo caso. Por favor perdoneme,” he states, glancing back between the two of us.

      She gives him a half smile and nods before she speaks. “Por favor no te disculpes, Carlos. Este señor no habla español. Hablo inglés, así que permíteme traducir.”

      The man looks unsure, “No me gusta esto señorita Ramírez. Tu Padre tendrá mi cabeza. Me dieron instrucciones que se mantuveria alejada de las puertas y ventanas. Por favor tomé asiento afuera.”

      The woman rolls her eyes, looking frustrated for a moment. “Carlos is trying to tell you the restaurant is closed for a private event for the day and he’d like you to leave. Many apologies but come back tomorrow when they’re open again. Alright?”

      “Ah, I’m afraid I can’t do that. You see, I’m meeting two business associates here alongside my father.”

      She cocks a brow, “What’s your name?”

      “Valentin. Valentin Volkolv,” I state, and within a second everything changes between us. Suddenly the sassy woman I saw roll her eyes at this man is replaced by a timid lamb. I knew today would be interesting, but now I’m intrigued. The reason she’s changed her demeanor speaks volumes to me. I guess we’ll see how this goes.
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        People say a lot. So, I watch what they do

        ~Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Sofia

      

      

      This is Valentin? An incredibly handsome man who looks like he could be a runway model, minus the scrape on his cheek. His sandy blonde hair is trimmed professionally. Not too long, but not too short. He’s wearing a black business shirt with matching trousers and shoes, while a gold watch adorns his wrist and a suit jacket is thrown over his arm. His belt buckle matches the same gold on his watch and I can immediately tell this man commands a room's attention.

      “Are you going to let me in or should I stay out here and roast, Sofia?” he jokes. While I should retort something back to him, I can’t. His presence shocks me to my core and I realize I’m not ready for this. My father told me no one has ever seen a photograph of me so I can’t help but wonder how he knows who I am.

      “How do you know my name?” I inquire.

      He purses his lips together and chuckles, “Because you looked terrified when you heard my name. Only a woman who knows of me would be so afraid, and . . . well, there’s only one woman who would hear the dirtiest, darkest rumors about me.”

      I take in a deep breath and nod, unlock the door and open it for my fiancé. Valentin walks in, turns around and locks the door behind him. “Am I right to be afraid?” I ask, wondering how he’ll respond back to me.

      “You’d be stupid if you weren’t,” he states, grazing his eyes up and down my body. “Now I understand why your father never shared photographs of you. If the other families saw how beautiful you are, everyone would’ve wanted you.”

      His compliment causes blood to start rushing to my face. I’m notorious for blushing when anyone says something sweet, and surprisingly Valentin did. “Sofia!” my father yells from behind me and I turn, instantly able to tell he’s angry.

      I’m about to speak when Valentin cuts in, extending his hand to my father. “It’s an honor to finally meet you, Senor Ramirez. Thank you for inviting my father and I to come meet you in person to finalize our agreement.”

      My father gives a once over to Valentin, “Speaking of your father, where is he?”

      “Outside I believe. He’s a bit jet-lagged.” I don’t know how I can tell, but I feel like Valentin is lying about that last bit. He has a fresh scrape on his face. That doesn’t just magically happen.

      “Ah, of course.” My father offers Valentin his hand and the two men shake. “We’ll allow your father to have some time to get acquainted.” My father finishes his sentence in Spanish, asking Carlos to go outside and get Fredrik in ten minutes. Carlos nods at my father’s order.

      “Shall we go out onto the balcony? It sits right above the water and is breathtaking this time of day,” I suggest, needing to get out of this stuffy restaurant. I feel as if I’m suffocating being this close to these two men.

      “Yes. A great idea, mija,” my father replies, motioning for the two of us to follow him. Valentin allows me to follow directly behind my father, but I bet that’s because he wants a good look at my ass. The way he was staring at me earlier makes me feel like he’s a dog, and I don’t mean that as a compliment.

      The group of us descend a small set of stairs and walk out to where a sliding door opens us to the deck. What Valentin doesn’t know is that this is my favorite restaurant in all of Cancun. One of my father’s associates owns it and allowed us to use it for the day. Considering a day will come within the next couple of months where I won’t know whenever I’ll be here again, I wanted to spend as much time as I could. Father respected my request and was glad to give me one of my final moments here. When I get back home tonight I’m going to see if Alejandro wants to come here with me next week. I can never say no to the food and drinks. Whatever they create, it’s divine.

      My father pulls back one of the luxurious velvet-covered chair for me at the table right on the edge and I sit down. While he and Valentin take their seats, I pick up the glass of red wine in front of me and take a sip.

      “You weren’t lying about the view,” Valentin says in my direction, but then looks to my father. “However, I can’t help but feel like this location is opportune for many of your enemies. How do you secure it?”

      My father smirks at Valentin, “I always have my men around my family and me, even in plain sight. You’d be smart to remember that, Volkolv.” If I’m not mistaken, my father just subtly threatened my fiancé.

      “I understand, now I hate to cut to the chase but we should probably get down to business. My father and I are only in town for a few hours before we leave.” I’m shocked at what Valentin has just said.

      “Really? Your flight had to have been long,” I say.

      “It was over thirteen hours. However, we have business to attend to tomorrow evening back in our home. Unfortunately, both of our meetings are high priorities to us, so we’re giving our immediate attention to both,” Valentin replies.

      “I understand. I appreciate you both coming out on such short notice,” my father says, but the way he says it gives me a weird feeling. I don’t know whether it’s my intuition or what exactly . . . but something in my gut doesn’t feel right.

      “Of course. It’s a pleasure. Now, your shipment will be here by eleven this evening. You have men prepared to pick it up and store it. Correct?” Valentin asks my father who nods.

      “Yes, and you’ll be sending a shipment every month as promised?”

      Valentin confirms, “Yes, that is the deal.”

      “Fabulous,” My father reaches out his hand to Valentin and they both shake on something. They barely said a thing and yet understood the other perfectly. “Now, we should move onto the other bit of business.”

      The distinctive sound of the sliding door opening and closing causes me to look to my left. I see another man who looks very similar to Valentin walking beside Carlos. They both come down to us and Carlos explains in our native tongue that Mr. Volkolv has arrived. “Ah, perfect timing. Your son and I just shook on our agreement. Now we’re ready to move onto the next event of the night,” my father states.

      I look to Valentin trying to gauge if he knows what’s going on, but he looks as confused as I do. My father sticks his hand up in the air and snaps his fingers, “Sofia, please come along with me. We have one last thing to do before I can officially hand you over to Valentin.”

      “O-okay,” I stutter out, wanting to trust my father but I can’t. Something within me is screaming at me to run but I don’t. Instead I follow my father as he walks back into the restaurant and I hear the footsteps of the Volkolv men closely behind us.

      We’re in the main part of the restaurant at this point continuing to the center of the room where there’s one table without any chairs on top of it. When the restaurant is closed they always have chairs on the top. It makes it easier for the cleaning crew to do their job. Why would the table be bare?

      I continue walking and stop when my father does. All of a sudden, I’m forced down onto the table with my jaw being shoved against the cloth. I’m fighting to understand what is happening right now. With a swift movement I feel a hand at my bum and my dress is being lifted while my underwear is being slid down. I thrash, moving in whatever way I can. “Get over here and help me hold her down!” my father orders out. Within seconds I feel multiple hands on me.

      “You want me to verify she isn’t deflowered, is this correct, Miguel?” a man’s voice asks. It’s one I don’t recognize.

      “What on Earth!?” I scream out, kicking my legs while I thrash my arms. More hands are placed on me and I feel a strong pressure entering inside me. It’s uncomfortable, tight and hurts. I bite my lip, immediately stop what I’m doing because I don’t want to move and hurt myself. As the thing inside me flutters I realize they’re fingers. He pushes in and out a couple of times.

      “I can confirm Sofia is still a virgin,” the voice states, removing his fingers from inside me.

      “Good. This deal wouldn’t have ever happened if we weren’t sure,” another voice says, but I notice the thick Russian accent which adorns it. This is Valentin’s father . . . he wanted this. I think that’s the worst bit, but I’m sadly mistaken as he continues. “If you want to fuck her now, you might as well.”

      “You ordered this?” Valentin sounds furious with his father.

      “Did you not hear me? Stick your cock in the girl and get it over with. If you’re lucky, we’ll have another Volkolv born soon.”

      “No. Not here,” Valentin hisses out. Within an instant my underwear is pulled up and my dress is covering my ass once again. “Everyone better get their hands off of my fiancée before I put a piece of lead in their fucking heads!” he roars, grabbing me by the hand.

      Valentin and I both share a silent look. He may not know it but I’m thanking him with my eyes. “We should get going. The plane leaves in a couple of hours and I’d rather us not spend more time here.”

      “Wait. What?” I ask, confused beyond measure.

      “Ugh, you foolish boy. You’re giving her the opportunity to make a fuss. You have so much to learn,” Valentin’s father says to him right as I feel a sharp prick in my arm.

      Suddenly, everything starts to feel fuzzy and I start to go down.
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        If everybody likes you, you have a serious problem

        ~The Idealist

      

      

      
        
        Valentin

      

      

      A light knock comes to the door and I glance up to see it being slid to the left, revealing my father. “You have some nerve coming in here after what you did,” I say from my seat on the plane. Sofia is asleep on the bed in one of the two private rooms we have on my father’s jet.

      Shrugging his shoulders, he approaches me. “It’s obvious you don’t see it now, but one day you’ll understand. Women can’t ever be trusted, Valentin. However, they can be controlled. Of course, you made a grave mistake with both of those when it came to Anastasia. Didn’t you?”

      I struggle to refrain from clenching my jaw as he brings up my deceased wife’s name. I loathe her more than anyone else on this damn planet. In my eyes, she got what she deserved for betraying the family. Clearing my throat, I speak, “Not everyone is Anastasia.”

      My father chuckles, grazing his fingers over the built-in cabinets. “Ah, yes. Sofia here isn’t a street rat you were dead set on saving. Hopefully she’ll be smarter than the traitor you married. With any luck she’ll understand her place in our family and be an amazing stepmother to Aleksandr.”

      “And Aleksei,” I remind him, refusing to leave behind my stepson. While Anastasia was a despicable woman, I won’t punish her child for her actions. Anastasia had told me he was a product of rape. Of that I have no doubt. After her death my father told me I should turn him over to the orphanage but I couldn’t ever do that. He and Aleksandr are far too close. I would never break a bond like the one they share. Especially when I never had a sibling growing up. Their lives will be hard enough growing up without a mother, I couldn’t take away the only other comfort they had in one another.

      “Pfft, the lost cause. I still don’t understand why you’ve let that boy live under our roof,” my father gripes.

      “Because he is part of my family. He is the brother of your grandson and you will respect his place in our home.” I declare, not wanting to hear him complain about Aleksei’s presence again.

      “You have a soft heart, syn. If you don’t show our people you have a heart of stone, I’m afraid they’ll soon destroy you.” My father has instilled fear into every person who breathes in our country. They follow his commands because they’re terrified of the outcome if they don’t. When I take over the Bratva I won’t rule in the same way. I’ll bring back hope to the people of Russia.

      “I’m a Volkolv. They’d be wrong to even attempt such a thing,” I seethe, glaring at the old bastard. Instead of shooting back a reply or slapping me across the face he smiles, obviously approving of my attitude.

      “Now that my syn is how you should be acting. A true Volkolv you just were,” he states, swelling with pride.

      Redirecting my attention back over to Sofia I take in the soft features of her face. From her small, doting nose to her full lips. “What you did was completely unnecessary.”

      “Drugging her, or the examination?” he asks.

      “Both,” I hiss, standing up to challenge him. “She would’ve come with us regardless if her father had ordered it. Surely you understand that. Fuck, things haven’t changed much with the cartel and I doubt they ever will. Daughters will always look to their fathers for direction. And the examination . . .” I go quiet for a few moments, breathing in through my nose and out of my mouth in an attempt to calm myself down. “Regardless of whether or not she was a virgin, I’d still be marrying her. You know it as well as I do.”

      My father smirks, nodding once. “Da, you’re correct. However, you should be thanking me for what I did. Instead of you being the one she hates, it’ll be me. It’ll cause her to warm up to you quickly. It also showed her the Volkolvs are not a family where she can twist things to get her way.”

      Is he joking right now? He did this all to teach her a lesson? God, how I wish I could kill him on the spot. Unfortunately, I can’t do that. Not unless I want the Bratva to go over to my uncle. If that were to happen, everything would be far worse. Unlike the other mafias, the Bratva runs a bit differently. When the crime boss steps down it is in front of his commanders, as well as having the new boss in his presence, they have an official ceremony. If I kill my father, the Bratva automatically averts to my Uncle Oleg.

      “How long will it take for her to wake up?” I ask, wanting an answer to ensure she’ll be okay. I hope Sofia will be alright, but honestly I’m fearful the man she won’t trust is me. It is my family who did this to her after all. What reason is there for her to trust me?

      My father cocks his head to the side and gets a good look at her. “I might’ve put a little extra in the syringe than what was needed. We might be back in Moscow and in our home before she wakes. Fuck, you could probably screw her before she even wakes up.”

      God, he’s a sick bastard. That isn’t called screwing. It’s called rape and I refuse to be one of the men I hate the most. Then again, I’m staring at a man who rapes the women our family traffics just for shits and giggles. What outrages me even more is how my mother doesn’t say anything to him. She simply allows him to do whatever he pleases. However, that is what a good Russian bride should do. Open her mouth, pussy and ass for her husband to give him lots of children, stay silent and be beautiful.

      I take in a deep breath and get comfortable in my seat. While we may have six or so hours left on this flight I won’t be moving at all. There’s no way in hell I trust him around Sofia. The moment I walk away he’ll probably try to treat her just like a slave girl.
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        Your future needs you. Your Past doesn’t

        ~M.R.

      

      

      
        
        Sofia

      

      

      I wake to the sounds of birds chirping. Upon opening my eyes I see I’m somewhere foreign to me. I’m in the same dress I was wearing back in the restaurant, but yet I’m tucked under a heavy white comforter with gold stitching around the edges. Looking around the room I see how simple and bland the interior is. The wall is a mulled down mixture of gold and green, reminding me of a dark sandy color. The headboard for the bed is the same gold on the stitching, while the nightstand and dressers match the overall look of the space with gold accents.

      Light shines in from the oval-shaped windows which must be seven or eight feet long. Throwing the comforter over my legs, I slide them around the edge of the bed and hop off, walking toward the window. I’m shocked by what is before my very eyes. No longer am I in the warmth of Mexico. Instead, I’m in snow central.

      Confusion runs rapidly through my mind, trying to figure this out. The last thing I remember was being examined by some type of doctor to verify I was still a virgin and Valentin sticking up for me, trying to get me out of there. He had taken my hand in his when I felt a prick in my arm. Then everything got dizzy and went black.

      My word. One of them drugged me, obviously causing me to pass out.

      I slide my fingertips through my hair baffled this actually happened. This is the type of thing I see in the movies, but never did I expect it to happen to me. Shaking my head, I know this couldn’t have happened unless my dear papá gave the approval. I was with him and the Volkolvs, so if I had to put my finger on it, I’d say I’m in Moscow.

      Rolling my eyes, I grunt out in frustration as I walk around the room. There’s a tall wardrobe directly across the bed and two doors to the right. One is on the alternate side of the bed, propped open with a tile floor. I head toward it and see a full-size bathroom.

      A creaking sound warns me someone has come inside through the other doorway, so I turn and come face-to-face with Valentin. His ice-blue eyes burn right through me while he dips a hand in the pocket of his trousers and leans to the side like a typical billionaire playboy. “I was wondering when you’d be awake. You had me worried,” he says in a husky tone, his accent overbearing and powerful.

      “I doubt you’ve been worried when you’re the one who jabbed me in the arm.” I discredit what he’s just stated, knowing this is probably a big charade to get me to fall for him.

      Valentin cocks a brow and purses his lips together looking furious. “I did not drug you, Sofia. You can thank my father for that. He seemed to think it would be easier getting you here. Not that he discussed his plan with me or anything.” The old man was right. I would’ve been kicking and screaming the entire way.

      “Don’t play the part of the innocent prodigal son. I know this story too well,” I tell Valentin, keeping my eyes focused on his. I want to see if he’s lying. My papá always taught me even the greatest of men have a tell. Now all I have to do is figure out what Valentin’s is.

      Valentin takes a step toward me, smirking like a cocky bastard and extends his hand. He runs his fingers over the side of my face, dipping down to my chin and forces me to look up at him. Surprisingly, his moves aren’t rough whatsoever. He moves slowly, in a sensual manner. “What you’ll come to realize Sofia Margarita Ramirez, is that I am nothing like my father.”

      “You sound like everyone I’ve ever spoken to in our world.” While I’ve never left the comforts of Mexico, I have been surrounded by a few prominent families before. My father almost had a marriage prepared between the heir to the Romanian Clans and me, however, something happened and he decided he wasn’t interested. He played the same card Valentin is, stating he isn’t anything like his father. I think it’s all a load of crap.

      Valentin cackles lowly, grazing his fingertips a bit lower. He moves at the pace of a turtle, sliding his fingertips down my throat. “In time you’ll come to discover the type of man I am. If I was my father I would’ve violated you there in front of everyone, not giving a care in the world on what foot we start our relationship out on. I, however, do not believe in raping my bride to be. When we do unite in a sexual way it will be on our own terms, not being forced like my father’s puppet.”

      I blink a few times processing what he just said. “Everything I’ve ever heard about you hasn’t been good.” There’s no point in hiding what I know. Maybe he can clarify a few things for me. But Alejandro’s voice keeps replaying in my mind. He warned me about this family for a reason. He wouldn’t have led me astray when it came to something like this.

      Valentin brings his face closer to mine, so close his hot and heavy breath hits my lips. “What have you heard, Sofia?” he growls as his eyes dart down to my lips.

      I think about retorting in some smartass way but Alejandro told me that wouldn’t fly here. I decide to heed my brother's warning and control my tongue. Not everyone is man enough to handle a Latina’s spirit. “Your entire family is dangerous. Rumor has it you’re the Ice King.”

      Valentin wiggles his eyebrows, “Ice King, what an honor. Sadly, I’m not as stone-cold as the street believes I am. Don’t blow up my spot though, alright? Now I’m sure you’re hungry. You wanna go get some food? There’s a café a block away that has the best food.”

      I think about it for a moment, but what other choice do I have? “Sure, I’m starving.”
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        We fall. We break. We fail. But then, We rise. We Heal. We Overcome

        ~Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Valentin

      

      

      I give Sofia a once over, “Surely you won’t be wearing that sundress. It’s only twenty degrees outside.”

      The little spitfire rolls her eyes at me, “Of course I am. I don’t have anything else to wear considering I didn’t have any time to pack.” Sofia is adorable when she wants to be, but what’s even cuter is the fact she thinks there isn’t a thing for her to wear.

      “Sofia, take a look in your wardrobe,” I direct her, motioning with my eyes for her to go inside. She steps around me, walks up to the closet and turns back in my direction. I take it upon myself to lean against the wall and kick up my left leg in a comfortable manner.

      “I didn’t think you would’ve prepared for my arrival. Thank you for making sure I had some suitable clothes here.”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t want you freezing. This time of year anyone can catch a chill and get sick. Plus, what kind of fiancé would I be without ensuring you felt like you were at home.”

      Sofia gives me a soft smile, “I’m afraid that will never happen. Not unless all the snow melts and somehow it gets to be around eighty degrees. Oh, and we’re on the beach.”

      I laugh at her remark, “Well, it won’t ever be like Mexico here. However, I promise to take you on a holiday where it’s even better than your country.”

      “You weren’t lying, were you?” she questions.

      “Sorry. I don’t follow.”

      “About not being as bad as they say. You seem to be kind, and if you’re faking it you do an excellent job.”

      “I am a Volkolv. I can fake what I need to,” I joke, but catch the way her face falls into worry. “I’ll reiterate that I’m not being misleading when it comes to you, Sofia. My last . . . relationship was one where there was a lot of lying going on. Obviously not on my end. I want to make sure we’re not like that. More importantly, I want you to like me.”

      Her expression still looks worrisome. “I’d like to ask you about your wife, if you’re open to it. I’ve heard rumors but I’m not sure if there’s any truth to them.”

      I nod, “Sure, but let’s change things up from the café to the bar across the street. We need some vodka if we’re going to dive into that.”

      Sofia gives me a half-smile, “Sure. I’ll just change really quick.”

      “Please, go right ahead,” I say, standing firm in my position against the wall.

      “Um, aren’t you going to give me some privacy?” she asks, raising her brows. Obviously this makes her uncomfortable, but in a super sexy way.

      I shake my head from side to side, “No, I’m not. You’re my fiancée and in my opinion, I have every right to see that body of yours, the same way you have every right to see mine.” Fuck, I forgot she’s a virgin. No wonder she seems so shy.

      “Uh . . .” Sofia goes quiet, turns her face into the direction of the wardrobe and picks up two hangers. She’s grabbed a pair of fitted pants with an eggplant purple sweater. While it would fit normal on a Russian woman, I bet it’ll stop at her knees since she’s shorter.

      I chuckle lightly, “I’m just toying with you, Sofia. My humor might be brash, but you’ll get used to it in time,” I add a wink on at the end and walk toward the bedroom door. “Come outside when you’re ready and we’ll head out.”

      “Okay,” she replies and I open the door, head out of the room and shut the door behind me.

      Within a matter of five minutes Sofia is walking toward me, looking like a beautiful caramel candy. “I’m ready,” she says, and I lead her down the hallway, cut across the living room and walk down another corridor until we reach the entry into our penthouse. Before we leave I grab my coat and slide it over my shoulders.

      As we get into the elevator that will take us down to the lobby Sofia keeps picking up her feet, slamming her boots down onto the floor. “Everything okay?” I inquire.

      She scrunches up her nose, “No, I hate these. They’re so big and bulky.” Her accent comes out a bit thicker than usual and causes me to chuckle. For the first time since meeting her I get an anger-fueled glare and instead of pissing me off, it excites me.

      “You’ll get used to them in time. They protect your feet from the snow and keep your toes nice and toasty.”

      A few moments of silence pass us by when the elevator doors open up to the lobby. We both walk out into the vast space and I wrap my arm around her waist as we move forward, planting it on her hip. Everyone in our building will know Sofia is my woman, and no one will insult me by staring too long at what belongs to me.

      Just as we come to the front doors of our building, I realize Sofia didn’t grab one of the coats from her wardrobe so I start to take off my coat and catch her furrowing brows trained on me. “What are you doing?” she asks.

      “I’m making sure you’re warm. I’m used to our frigid winters; however, you aren’t.” Sofia flashes a quick, bright smile before she changes her expression to something that can’t be so easily read.

      I hold the coat out for her and wait as she slides her arms through the sleeves, then return my arm around her waist to hold her hip as we walk outside onto the street. “Dios Mio. I’m glad you put this coat on me. Gracias.”

      While we may have started off in Mexico in a gruesome way I’m hopeful Sofia can clearly see I’m not the same as my father. I want her to know me as Valentin, not as a Volkolv. It takes us a couple of minutes to get across the street because the traffic is so busy this time of day. Most of the corporate offices have just left, so everyone is meeting up for drinks or on their way home to their families.

      The hostess must see me heading toward the door and rushes out to open it for me. Everyone in this city knows who I am. More importantly, they know to show me every ounce of respect I deserve.

      “Mr. Volkolv, would you like your usual table?” the tall, stick-thin blonde woman asks. I’ve seen her a few times here but have never cared to learn her name.

      I give her a curt nod and she leads us to the back of the restaurant where they have a booth reserved for my family to give us a more intimate experience. There’s only one way in and out of this joint, which is the door that leads into it.

      I allow Sofia to slide in first and go in after her, careful to make sure the gun I have holstered under my suit jacket is secure. Thank fuck for shoulder holsters. Whether I’m walking across the street or am in the privacy of my own home I can guarantee I’m packing some heat.

      

      The two of us have some small conversation while the waitress brings our wine out to the table. I ordered a red, seeing as Sofia was drinking red wine yesterday. Alcohol is bound to loosen us both up a bit. Since Anastasia I haven’t exactly been the most trusting of people.

      Sofia picks up her glass of wine and swirls it around, inhaling the scent before she takes a sip. “What did you just do there?” I ask her.

      “I savored the wine with every sense I could. Don’t you prefer to enjoy life in any way you can?”

      “Interesting. I’ve never done that. I’ll have to try,” I reply.

      “Yes, you will. Now, didn’t you say we were having vodka?” The waitress walks by just as Sofia speaks and I raise up my hand, signaling for them to bring us a bottle of their very best.

      “You mentioned my wife. May I ask what you know?” I inquire, needing to see her expression as we venture into this subject.

      “I only know that she died, and rumor has it you were responsible,” Sofia says with her eyes on mine. The waitress brings us a bottle of vodka and starts to place two shot glasses on the table. However, I wave her off.

      “We have no need for those. Thank you, though. Now, will you give us some privacy while we chat?”

      “Da, of course Mr. Volkolv.” The waitress disappears and I grab the bottle of vodka, taking a heavy chug and allow the liquor to burn down my throat until it settles in my stomach before I hand it to Sofia.

      “I was responsible for my wife’s death. Although, to be fair things aren’t simple when it comes to our situation. She was trying to get me thrown into jail. Anastasia was working with the government, supplying evidence to ruin the Volkolv family.”

      Sofia’s eyes widen. Surely, she understands the severity of how Anastasia destroyed everything we had together with her brash actions. “I’m so sorry. But, I had heard your son was with her when she was executed.”

      Shutting my eyes, I nod, hating that I have to admit this. “The man I hired . . . he didn’t listen to what I required of him. He did it with the boys around. I was hoping he’d take care of her while I was out of town with my son and stepson, however I wasn’t so lucky.”

      “Stepson?” Sofia questions.

      I nod, “Yes, Anastasia had a son before our child was born. Aleksei was also there when his mother was shot. It infuriates me to this day, makes me angrier than anything else. You can’t un-see things like that. Aleksei will be scarred until the day he dies.”

      “I didn’t know you had a stepson.”

      “Yes, he isn’t mine by blood but I treat him as though he is. His little brother needs him.” Sofia surprises me when she reaches her hand out across the table and places her hand over my own.

      “Family is the most important, above all else. I don’t know you well, Valentin, but if I’m being honest you continue to flabbergast me. I mean that in the best way possible, of course.”

      A warming sensation swarms across my chest. I haven’t felt this in years. Fuck, not since Anastasia. I lean in closer to Sofia, snake my hand around  her neck and slowly inch my way closer to her until my eyes are on hers and our lips are merely a millimeter apart. “I would like to kiss you now. Do you object?”

      Instead of an answer Sofia tilts her head, pressing her lips against my own. I can tell she’s inexperienced with her novice style, unsure of how to kiss. Although, every movement she’s making is sinfully sweet. Knowing she’s a virgin eggs me on even more, causes my cock to grow hard under my pants but I can’t act. When I take my sweet fiancée, it will be something she won’t be expecting.

      I just have to calm the beast and take my time with this one, but damn, I just know she’ll be worth the wait.
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        Don’t trust words, trust actions

        ~Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Sofia

      

      

      It feels like I blinked and the last week has flown by. I’ve spent every day with Valentin watching how he handles business— the little I’ve seen of it— and touring around Moscow with him. Yesterday we went into the red square and Valentin educated me on the history of Moscow. Apparently, back in the olden days the square used to be where merchants would bring their carts and set up their stands. It was known as the heart of Moscow and some still believe it is to this very day. In this day and age the President lives in the  Royal Citadel. It has been enlightening to spend so much time with Valentin over the last week. Not only have we been able to bond and get to know one another, but I believe I am starting to understand the type of man he is and his character.

      One thing I’m not too fond of is how Fredrik lives only a few minutes away, and he’s constantly in the apartment. You’d think he’s physically holding a leash on his son, being as close as he is. Something about Fredrik gives me the creeps and makes me want to stay far away from him. I mean, I know I’m not wrong in feeling the way I do. He’s the one who ordered my hymen get checked like I’m some woman back in the seventeen-hundreds. Even more than that, he fucking drugged me like a dog. While I understand I need to put my trust in my fiancé, I will never be able to trust his father. He’s already shown me with his actions how deceitful he is.

      Today Valentin and I are staying in the apartment because Aleksei and Aleksandr are coming back from a short holiday trip they took with their nanny, Natalia. He informed me last night that he asked her to take them on a trip up North for a week while he and I became acquainted with one another. I told him he was ridiculous and we could’ve done everything we had with the children, but he disagreed telling me that an eight-year-old and a four-year-old screaming and running around wouldn’t exactly have given us time to focus on the two of us.

      “When are they supposed to get here?” I ask Valentin, who’s sitting beside me on the couch.

      He glances up at the clock hanging on the wall, “Any minute now I suppose. However, Natalia is always late when it comes to the boys.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I question, not really understanding.

      “Oh, she will just spend more time allowing them to do the fun, silly things they want to versus sticking to a schedule. When I originally hired her, I complained to her religiously, but she stuck her ground and told me the boys should enjoy their childhood. After that, I simply allow it to happen. It took another person telling me to implement it in their lives. My boys' lives won’t always be so carefree, so I’d rather they enjoy every moment they can while it lasts.”

      I smile, nodding. “She sounds like a lovely person with good insight.”

      “She is. I’m lucky to have found a woman like her.” Something in the way Valentin speaks causes me to feel like I was punched in the gut. Surely, he didn’t mean it the way it came out, however it stung quite a bit.

      Before I can express my feelings I hear the deadbolt turning and trampling feet come running down the corridor. Valentin rises from the couch and opens up his arms for the two running children, “Moi mal’chiki! Vy khorosho proveli vremya s Natalia?” I don’t understand a word of what Valentin is saying to his sons, but the taller one who must be Aleksei starts excitedly replying.

      Words come flying out of his mouth and his younger brother, Aleksandr starts adding in a few choice words here and there. After a few minutes of replying back and forth Valentin chuckles, places a hand on each of his boys’ shoulders and looks over to me, “We should practice our English so Sofia can understand us, da?”

      Aleksei looks over to me with judgmental eyes and replies to his stepfather. Valentin cuts him off mid-way through his sentence, “We must speak in English because Sofia doesn’t understand what we are saying.”

      “Then she must learn to speak Russian like we must learn to speak English,” The spirited young boy states, shooting a glare over to me.

      Valentin looks like he’s angered for a moment and is about to reply hastily, but I put up my hand and speak instead. “In time I hope I can learn your language. But you’ll need to help me. Is that okay?” The boy with thick, dark brown hair chuckles at my question.

      “Obviously I’ll help you. You must learn from the best. Who else than a Russian boy, right, otchim?” He looks to Valentin as he finishes, obviously questioning him.

      “Yes, now tell her what otchim means,” Valentin instructs the boy.

      “It . . . means stepfather.”

      Valentin smiles with joy, “Good job, Aleksei. Now, Aleksandr why are you acting so shy?” My attention is shifted to the smaller version of Aleksei who hides behind his older brother.

      Aleksandr spits out his words so quickly that I don’t even think what he’s said is an actual language, but when Aleksei and Valentin both burst into laughter he must’ve said something good. Valentin holds his hands out to his youngest son, urging him to come into his embrace and the little boy goes into his father’s arms. “Aleksei, please tell Sofia what Aleksandr said.”

      Aleksei grins widely, “My little brother thinks you are very beautiful and wants to marry you, but he’s too chicken to ask.”

      My heart warms up from the sweet nature Aleksandr has. Valentin runs his hand through Aleksandr’s dark hair and snickers, “I’m afraid you cannot marry Sofia, my syn. It would be me who is doing that.”

      “Ah, you are the fiancée,” a woman’s voice states. While I’ve not been around too many nannies in my life, I feel as though Natalia is dressed as a prostitute. She’s wearing a tight skirt, with a blouse where her bosom is amply on display.

      I stand up from the couch and nod, extending my hand out to Natalia as a way to show respect. She obviously sees my hand but shoots me a glare and then looks to Valentin. “Val, I’ll be in my room. If you or the boys need me, please let me know.” Natalia changes her attention back to me before she starts walking away. “It was lovely to meet you, Sarah.”

      Val? Since when does he go by Val? I roll my eyes and look to Valentin expecting to get some sort of answer out of him. Now isn’t the time, though. Right now we need to focus on the children. We have a private dinner tonight anyway. I’ll be sure to bring up how I’m uncomfortable this woman is living in our home as well.

      No one ever treats me that way and gets away with it.
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        Be kind and full of love… but have boundaries like a motherfucker

        ~Unknown

      

      

      
        
        Sofia

      

      

      “Are they all tuckered out?” I ask Valentin, who comes from the boys' shared bedroom. He nods almost instantly.

      “Yes, it must be quite exhausting to spend their entire day with such a wench,” he says coming up beside me as he flutters his fingertips against the back of my neck. We walk side by side down the hallway into the kitchen. “Do you want to eat, or would you rather hit the hay yourself?”

      The boys wanted to eat dinner with us, so we opted to make our dinner a family affair. Valentin cooked a full traditional meal for me. We had chicken Kiev which is chicken breast stuffed with cheese, mushroom, and various herbs. The outside is breaded and baked in oil. He served the chicken with something called mors, which is a sweetened berry juice I think. It’s what it reminded me of anyways.

      “I’m stuffed. I could always go for a drink, though,” I admit, needing one for the conversation I’m about to have with Valentin.

      He chuckles, “Good thinking. I imagine I have some vodka around here somewhere.”

      I snort at his sarcastic tone and watch as he goes into the cabinet above the refrigerator and pulls out a bottle of vodka. Just like at the restaurant he doesn’t bother handing me a glass. Instead he takes the cap off and hands me the bottle. I take a couple of gulps before giving the bottle back to him. The alcohol should give me a bit of courage when it comes to discussing the massive elephant in the room named Natalia.

      “You seem like there’s something on your mind,” he states.

      “Oh, there is. Have no doubt about that,” I respond, trying to think of a mature way to bring this up. We’ve only known each other for a week and I don’t want him to think I’m coming in here to disrupt his life.

      “Whatever it is, I can tell it’s frustrating you,” Valentin states, placing the bottle down on the kitchen counter. “What is it, Sofia?” He moves closer to me, putting those ice-cold hands of his on my body. Any time he does I feel a bolt of lightning course through me, almost as if he sparks me to life.

      I take in a deep breath and stare past Valentin into the dark accents of his kitchen. I haven’t seen anything quite like it, with jet black matte cabinets and gold accessories. The man has a thing for gold, that’s for certain. “I’m not a big fan of the disrespect I received from Natalia earlier today. I offered her my hand as a way to show her while she is below our hierarchy, I respect and appreciate what she does for us. But instead of taking my hand and acting like an adult should, she ignored me, spoke to you and called me by another name on purpose.”

      Immediately Valentin’s expression shifts from down to earth to irate. From the looks of it, I’m not the only one who noticed she was being a bitch. He clenches his jaw and balls his hand into a fist on the island. “I want to firstly apologize for her crass behavior. Natalia knows not to test my limits when it comes to people in our family. She was trying to make a jab at me today and used you to air out her frustrations. However, they should’ve been directed at me. Not you.”

      Why would the nanny want to hurt Valentin anyhow? I’ll ask the question, but not yet. “She didn’t call you Mr. Volkolv like everyone else has. She called you Val. Why is that?”

      Valentin sucks in a sharp breath right before he takes a swig of the vodka. “There’s no point in lying to you. Natalia and I were fucking before you arrived. Although, she knows nothing will come of it anymore. When I say I’m committed, I mean it.”

      I expected to hear he cut her pay or didn’t allow her off work, not that he was screwing the nanny. This is practically a telenovela. “Let me get this straight. Instead of having relations with someone outside of your household and trust, you started fucking the nanny . . . the woman who watches the children? The one person who can harm them more than anyone else. Wow, that’s smart.” I end the last bit with anger lacing through my voice, obviously sarcastic by saying it was smart.

      “It started one night after the boys were asleep. I had a bottle of wine that would go bad if it wasn’t drank soon and offered to share some with her. One thing led to another and . . . well,” he confesses.

      “How long ago was that night?” I inquire, afraid of the answer he’ll give me.

      “Almost two years ago. Natalia knew I’d marry a prominent woman at some point and here you are. Everything was crystal clear to her, Sofia. There is truly nothing to worry about. I don’t have eyes for her anymore. I only have eyes for you. You are my future, not her.”

      My head tells me how men in the criminal world lie time and time again, mastering the art of deception. But Valentin’s last words speak directly to my heart and everything we’ve discussed until now is thrown out the window. I inch closer to him until my breasts are pressing into his silk dress shirt, stand up on my tippy toes and kiss him like I never have before. My lips speak a language of their own, begging him to love me. Silently pleading this is the truth and he’s not lying straight to my face. More than that, they’re craving him just as the other parts of me are.

      Over the last week I’ve spent almost every waking hour with Valentin. Whether it’s been eating meals, spending time in the penthouse or exploring the beautiful city I’ve come to know as Moscow. I know in his heart he’s a good person and my madre always told me the way to a man’s heart is between her legs. She and my papá are no longer with one another, but she admitted that was her fault for not being there for him in the way he needed her to. It’s the sole reason he started having a mistress and it’s why my mother went off and left him, resulting in the birth of my youngest brother, Roman. I’ve decided to take a note out of my mother’s book. If Natalia is so damn tempting, I’ll be tantalizing every second of every day, starting tonight.

      Valentin might not know it yet, but he’s about to take the thing I promised my husband. We haven’t made our commitment in front of God yet, but if I don’t make a move I know what will transpire between him and Natalia. She’ll obtain some type of hold over my fiancé and I’ll never truly have him. Fuck that.

      I slide my hand up his chest and snake it around his neck, moaning lightly. Back home I watched telenovela. I know what women need to do to entice a man. It’s simply mastering the art of seduction.

      “Sofia, we should stop,” Valentin whispers with a heavy breath.

      I look up to those frosty blue eyes of his and bat my lashes, “I don’t want to stop, Valentin. We are to be man and wife within the month. What I want is to get to know every part of you, and vice versa.”

      “Sofia,” his tone is a warning, but one I won’t listen to.

      With my free hand I glide it down to his pants and feel the hardness of his cock. I’m a novice and don’t know what the hell I’m doing, but I’m sure as hell trying to look like I know something. I’m thankful for all the discussions my madre had with me to prepare me for this day. She’s always told me a woman’s one way of controlling a man is through sex. Let’s hope she’s right. I run my hand over his cock and hear him hiss. I believe it to be a good reaction so I continue until he’s leaning his head against my shoulder.

      “Valentin . . . please,” I ask in a pleading tone, taking his hand in mine I step backward slowly until we’re both on our way to my bedroom. While we’re making our way there, he’s stripped off his dress shirt and undershirt. I’ve discarded my blouse in the living room and am standing in solely a pair of pants and camisole.

      He pushes my back against my bedroom door and stares deeply in my eyes, “If you want to change your mind, now would be the time. Once I start . . . I don’t think I’ll be able to stop.”

      Instead of giving him a verbal answer, I place my hand on the doorknob and turn it, entering the room. To give him another sign, I unbutton the top of my pants and slide them down my legs, revealing the pair of panties I’m in.

      Valentin quickly shuffles in the room and slams the door shut behind him, locking it. He rushes over to me, plants his hands on my hips and hooks his finger under my underwear, pulls them toward him and I feel the rip of the cotton against my body.

      “Blyad!” he hisses out as he glances down at my body, sliding his fingers up, he bunches the material of my shirt and pulls it over my head, tossing it onto the wooden floor beside us.

      “Mind translating for me?” I tease, sucking in my bottom lip.

      “I said fuck,” he growls out, running his hand over my erect nipple. While I enjoy the new sensations coursing through my body I place my hands at his belt and unhook it, unbutton and unzip his pants, allowing them to fall to the floor in a pile.

      “Why’d you say that?” I inquire, gliding my fingers under the waistband of his boxers so I can rid him of the confining fabric. Warmth pulls in my belly while Valentin continues to tease my nipples, but the sight of his manhood is a bit alarming. His shaft is wide. If I had to guess I’d say three inches Not only that, but he’s long as well. I keep thinking there’s no way that thing will fit inside me, but I can’t look afraid. If I do, Natalia will ruin my relationship before it even starts.

      I want this to work with Valentin. I want to have a true love story. I don’t want to be like so many other couples in the mafia world.

      Placing my hand over his cock I continue running my hand along it, hearing hisses and groans as I tease him. “Fuck, Sofia. Your hand feels so good.”

      I grab the back of his neck with my other hand and pull his mouth down to me, kissing him chastely, hoping it’ll bring him to the point I want him to be. Much to my surprise, Valentin sticks his hand between my legs and snickers at the juiciness between them.

      “I thought I’d need to have hours of foreplay to prepare you for my cock, but I don’t think so,” he whispers in a sultry tone. Valentin’s hands slide under my ass and he lifts me up, tossing me on the bed. “Keep your legs open for me, Sofia,” he orders out, and I listen. I lean back with my legs open, nervous as he inches toward my body. Valentin brings his thumb over my clit and repeatedly rubs until I feel myself shaking and more wetness comes out of me. It isn’t a lot, but it’s a good bit.

      “You might think you’re not ready, but you are. I’m going to take your cunt now. You’re a Volkolv already even if you don’t have my name, Sofia. I’m going to cum inside this sweet pussy of yours and mark you as mine.” Valentin lines the head of his monstrous cock up with my entrance and slides his way in, inching bit by bit. He goes in and out, until I feel a pop and burn with pain. He lifts my right leg up and holds it against his shoulder, quickening his speed.

      “Fuck, your virgin cunt is tighter than I imagined.” He flutters his thumb over my clit and taunts me even more, causing a fire to boil up inside me and explode out of nowhere. “Da, yes my Sofia, cum over my cock.” Valentin lifts my other leg up, holds onto them with his hands and rams his cock into me time and time again until he comes to a stop and is growling on top of me. The look in his eyes is ferocious, making me not want to say a thing.

      Valentin falls to the bed on top of me, slowly rolling his hips back and forth. We stay like this for ages, and suddenly I feel the urge to get some water. “I’m thirsty, do you want anything?” I ask.

      He shakes his head, “No, I’m good. I’ll get some after round two.”

      “Round two?”

      “Yes, you’re not getting away that easily, Sofia. I have plenty more in here for you.” He points to his large cock and I snicker.

      “Alright, I’ll be back in a few minutes,” I say, forcing him to allow me off the bed I go to the door, unlock it and walk towards the kitchen. When I get there I see I’m not alone. Natalia is staring right at me, cocking her brow.

      “Oh, I didn’t realize what sort of mess we made.” I feign, approaching the cabinet where the glassware is. I open the door, pick up a glass and go to the refrigerator for a fresh bottle of water to pour into the cup.

      “You are a little Mexican slut,” she hisses out.

      I set the glass on the counter and grab a knife from the butcher block in front of me, quickly turn around and shove it against her throat, backing her into the full wall of cabinets. “I will make this plain and simple for you, puta. I am going to be Sofia Volkolv and nothing you do will stop that. Valentin will be in my bed at the end of every day. I will be the one having his children and you will be the sad, pathetic woman who dotes over him praying you were the one in my shoes. But here’s the thing, you never will be, because you mean nothing to him. If you did, he’d be marrying you instead of me. Are we clear?” I seethe, pressing the blade into her throat a tiny bit.

      Natalia fails to answer so I wait until I feel I’ve given her an adequate amount of time to respond, bring the blade up and dig it into her face. She cries out, so I place a finger in front of my mouth. “Shh, Natalia. If you’re too loud I might accidentally cut you up even more.” I snicker, removing the blade from her face I toss it in the sink. “I’m pretty sure I’ve made myself clear. Don’t fuck with me, bitch. ‘Cause rest assured I’ll be the one who wins this war.”

      I take the glass back in my hand and head to Valentin. He said we’re not done, and so we’ll continue our festivities. It seems I killed two birds with one stone. Gosh, it’ll be easy to get some good sleep tonight.
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        “I often think that the night is more alive and more richly colored than the day.”

        ~ Vincent Van Gogh

      

      

      
        
        Valentin

      

      

      Early this morning when I left the house I informed Natalia she could have the day off and to not come home until very late this evening. It’s important to me that the boys get used to Sofia being around them constantly, so I’ve left them with their soon to be stepmother for the day. Though, telling Natalia to go out wasn’t as easy as I’d hoped. She stood there with an awful cut on her face— making me wonder how she got it— and tried enticing me with her good looks throughout the entire conversation. She even asked me if I’d come to her bedroom tonight. I didn’t bother giving her an answer. The ground rules were laid out before Sofia came to Moscow. Once Sofia came into town everything we had been doing would stop.

      This was in no way, shape or form a surprise to her. Hell, I’ve been down the road of marrying a woman from the streets before. She ended up betraying me, showing that women outside of the crime families are not trustworthy in any fashion. I refuse to make that mistake again and luckily have a perfect partner in Sofia.

      She surprised me more than she knows last night, standing her ground about the Natalia issue and then urging me to her bedroom for a long night of extra-curricular activities.

      Today I’m over at my parents' house, visiting with my mother for a bit while I wait until after one in the afternoon to head to where my father is. According to him, we have another shipment of women coming in this evening and we’re transporting a separate container to the United States. All I have to do is drive him over to the property our family owns at the docks.

      “How do you like the girl?” my mother asks, lifting her eyes up from the magazine she’s reading.

      “I fancy her quite a bit,” I admit, not feeling the need to hold anything back.

      “She’s not Russian, so I do not like her. I liked Anastasia more. At least that one was Russian, even if she was a traitorous rat.” I roll my eyes at my mother’s words, not paying much attention to them. She’s extremely old fashioned, meaning she doesn’t give a damn about anything except the old traditions. Russians should marry Russians and Russian women should be pretty, give birth to many sons and keep their noses out of their husband’s business. Sofia checks all the boxes off, minus being Russian. However, I believe she will have a difficult time staying out of my business. Although, I’m up for the challenge.

      “Why do you even ask if you don’t care?” I question her.

      She huffs, “All you men care about is a good fuck. I suppose it doesn’t even matter to you as long as she keeps her legs open.”

      There aren’t many times when I will use my rank over my mother, but now is one of those times. Taking a step closer I slip my hands into the pocket of my trousers, “You’d better remember Sofia is about to be my wife, Mother. One day she will be the Queen of the Bratva and you will have to kneel before her.”

      Mother scoffs, rolling her eyes in the process. “I will never kneel in front of a Mexican girl. You should be marrying a Russian! God, how I wish Anastasia were here!” she screams, rising from her luxurious armchair.

      I can’t believe the audacity she has to wish my betrayer of a wife was still here, but fuck does it infuriate me. “Placing the order to have her executed was the best decision I ever made. Anastasia was tearing our entire empire apart, bit by bit. What would you have done when we were all in prison, Mother? Would you be giving Anastasia praise then as well?”

      “At least you would have been following our family rules. I am disgusted by your father breaking them in this way. We had another Russian option for you but he chose the Mexican instead. You will never understand how this makes me feel.” She’s a disgusting, incorrigible woman.

      I nod, “Yeah, you’re right about that. I will never understand how you feel,” I hiss out, heading for the front door. Fuck this shit, I don’t need my mother to treat Sofia this way and I’ll be damned if Sofia ever has to spend a moment in her presence. I need to ensure my mother and Sofia never meet, and I already have a great way to do that.

      Within twenty minutes I’m out of my car and walking up to the private gate that my father, myself and a few other of our most trusted associates can only gain entry to. A good percentage of the docks we own conduct legitimate business. However, we have a separate one for the things we don’t want everyone else to know about. Our security level is good regardless of which part of the property you’re on, but on this side it’s like you’re on Alcatraz.

      I spot my father from the distance smoking a cigar while he speaks to a couple of our men. His trench coat comes down to his mid-calf. Honestly, right now he looks like a New Yorker instead of a Russian.

      “Afternoon, Valentin.” They both greet me with a nod. “We were both about to leave. Nice to see you.”

      “Likewise,” I say to them as they walk off in the opposite direction.

      “How was your visit with the deranged woman you call mother?” my father asks.

      For a moment I think about lying, but I simply can’t do that. No matter what we’re always going to have issues with her when it comes to Sofia. Here and now I’m putting my foot down. “It’s funny you bring it up. I think she’s losing her mind and it’s time we get her committed into an asylum. For her own safety, of course.”

      My father arches an eyebrow, “I can’t tell if you’re serious or joking.”

      Shaking my head, “When do I joke these days? Put the woman in an asylum or I will.”

      “Fuck, I thought you’d hate it if I did. The only reason she hasn’t been in one is because of you. What did she do to change your mind?” he asks.

      Sucking in a breath, I wish things were different but sadly they never will be. “She has an issue with Sofia. That will never fly. If my own mother doesn’t show respect to the future Queen of the Bratva, how will anyone else?”

      My father nods, “Now you’re starting to think like a leader. Excellent decision. I’ll make sure she’s taken care of quietly.”

      “Thank you. Now you said something came up and I needed to come down here,” I state.

      My father motions for me to follow him with his hand. I stand behind him and head in the direction of one of the warehouses. While we’re walking he speaks, “Yes, I did. The boys were out earlier and spotted those two fuckers picking up product again. I have them chained up back here. I haven’t decided what I’ll do with them yet, but we can figure that out later. I need your help figuring out which dock in the States to send this shipment to. It’s . . . riskier than the others for multiple reasons.”

      We arrive inside the warehouse and I can’t help but notice how my father’s tone shifted a few moments ago. Internally, my red flags are up. We go into the office and I look at the schedules for our containers. “The easiest would probably be Miami. We have a ship heading out in a few hours so I’d say to load it up on that one. But I’m intrigued. Why are you so worried about this shipment? The girls aren’t usually too vocal.” It’s because my father fucking drugs them. Sick bastard.

      He sucks in a breath, “Because the bastards didn’t just take women this time. I made do and found a buyer for the oddball.”

      “You still haven’t answered my question,” I state, glancing down at the paper I grab the number of the shipping container and leave the office. Since my father doesn’t want to tell me, I’ll just figure it out myself.

      I head down two rows and there the container is with the usual wire fence around it. The fence keeps the women who may be awake from fighting their way out. Only, much to my surprise I see a child behind the fence. The little boy is small, probably between Aleksei and Aleksandr’s age.

      “Hello,” I say to him, wondering if he’ll speak.

      “Where is my mom? She gave me away to those men,” He points across the way and I turn back, seeing the two men my father was speaking about. “I want to go home.”

      Jesus Christ. A fucking child. What the fuck is my father thinking?!

      “I’m sure you do. What is your name?” I ask him.

      He looks up to me and then those men in the back before answering, “Dmitri.”

      “What a strong name,” I tell him, but instead of acting like a normal child he rolls his eyes as if he is a rebellious teenager.

      “I want to go home,” he repeats.

      “Dmitri, I won’t lie to you. You aren’t going home because you don’t have a home anymore. But I can tell you life gets better after this trip. You just have to make it day by day.”

      “Really?”

      I nod, “Yes. The women here will be kind to you, but you must always stay strong. Okay?”

      “Okay,” he mutters, walking away from me.

      I charge my way back to the office and kick open the door. “What in the fuck is wrong with you?! There is a child in that container! A child who could be one of your grandchildren’s ages,” I scream, watching as his eyes widen. Something isn’t right. There’s something about this kid.

      “These idiots were going to sell him on the streets and let him starve just to get high. He would’ve been dead by nightfall with no place to sleep, no food to eat and most likely die alone. I found a man who wanted to adopt a Russian boy, off the record, of course. You should be thanking me for doing a dutiful act, not berating me for saving this child’s life. I could’ve let him slowly rot on the streets.”

      “Make sure the bastards die slow,” I hiss out, exiting the office and head toward where my car is parked. There is nothing I can do for Dmitri, but at least I can sleep knowing he’s been adopted by a man in America. My hope is the boy will have a better life. Yet, my intuition is telling me there is something more to the story.

      Fuck it. I’ll never really know anyway.
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        You stole so much from me that night, but my voice was not one of those things

        Scatteredkat.com

      

      

      
        
        Sofia

      

      

      I’ve officially become one of those girls I used to hate. You know, the ones you’d see walking arm in arm with their boyfriend down the street with that sickening look of love in their eye. I’m that woman, walking hand in hand with her fiancé while two little boys run ten feet ahead of us while we walk down the street.

      The only thing that sets me apart is the newly added security detail we have. Valentin hired two men named Dominik and Mischa to watch over the boys and I when he’s not around. Although whenever we go out these two are hot on our heels, surveying for threats, protecting my newfound family.

      Valentin refuses to tell me about what’s going on, but I can tell the stakes are high right now. He’s constantly stressed and over the last month he seems to be losing grip a bit. Back in Mexico I saw my father in situations like this. Usually when he was dealing with dire situations. I won’t poke my head into his private business; however, I do express my concern from time to time. For the last month things have been getting increasingly worse. I keep my focus on the boys, trying to make sure they’re having a grand time since I fired Natalia.

      She snuck into Valentin’s office two weeks ago and tried to fuck him. He was honest and told me it happened. I lost my shit right then and there, marched across the penthouse to where she was with a pair of scissors and went after her. I took the blades to her throat at first but ultimately decided to give her a botched haircut as payback. That woman believed her beauty was above all else so I made her a little ugly. I screamed and told her to get out of the house which she did. But the worst part was her smiling as she left the penthouse. It’s like she had something up her sleeve and boy did that make me sick.

      Valentin’s hands are sweaty and I glance up at him while the city lights illuminate the dark streets for us. “Valentin, are you alright?” I ask, stopping where we stand. I turn my head quickly to the boys, “Aleks, ‘Leksei, stop for a minute okay?” The boys immediately stop and act silly amongst each other for the moment.

      “I’m fine, Sofia. Just stressed. There’s a lot of threats being made against the family right now. It’s why I hired Dominick and Mischa to watch over the three of you. A teenage street thug named Sergei has promised to rein hell down on our family. On top of that, the Greek mafia has been at our throats. I feel like it’s only a matter of time until something truly horrific happens.”

      “So, what are you suggesting?” I ask, knowing he has to have some sort of plan. Valentin is a smart man. Plus, he wouldn’t be saying any of this unless he knew what we were going to do.

      “My best friend is Desmond Mackenzie. He’s the head of the Irish Mafia after his mother and father’s tragic accident earlier last year. I’ve asked him if you and the boys could stay with him on his family estate outside of Dublin while I try to handle things in the way I need to. Having you all so close has been making me fearful for acting in a . . . brutal manner. All I can think about is the payback you three might catch. I simply can’t risk it. Not until I know you’re safe. Now I know you don’t want to be away from me, but please will you do this for me? I promise it won’t be for long. Maybe a couple of months at best.”

      I put my eyes back on the two little boys who are smiling, playing a little hand game on the streets and know in my heart there isn’t any choice. It’s a given what I must do. I have to go to Ireland. It’s the only way to protect my family. Instead of answering I simply nod at Valentin.

      “Thank you, my love. I hope you know you’re the light of my life. Losing you or the boys would ruin me. I’m afraid of the type of man I’d become if I lost one of you.”

      I press my lips against the corner of Valentin’s lips. “Well, you won’t ever have to worry because we’ll be okay.”

      For the first time in a few days, Valentin smiles like he means it. “How about we send Mischa to watch over the boys tonight while you and I get some alone time before you all leave?”

      “That’s a splendid idea,” I say, thinking about the nefarious ways he’ll make love to me.
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        * * *

      

      Everything was going great until it wasn’t. Valentin and I had just made nasty, filthy love to one another for the second time of the night and he went into the bathroom. He’s been spending a lot of time in the bathroom over the last week and I haven’t figured out why. I didn’t think anything of it at first, but when he spends more time than me in there I have cause to be concerned. So, I slipped on my silk robe and opened the bathroom door to find Valentin snorting some white powder up with a folded up Russian ruble.

      I thought my eyes were deceiving me at first, so I screamed and asked what he was doing, hoping this was some sort of dream. But it wasn’t. Valentin is doing drugs on our bathroom counter. The same counter where he sits me on to kiss me against the mirror. The last few weeks repeatedly played in my mind and I don’t know when he started using, or if he was already using in Mexico when we first met.

      All I could do was run out to the living room and try to get my heart to stop beating so intensely. I sit out in the living room for maybe an hour before Valentin comes out. When he does, he looks normal . . . but I know he isn’t the same. He has this look in his eye. Something I’ve never seen from him before.

      “Why are you doing drugs?” I question, wanting to know an answer.

      Valentin comes stalking up to me. I think for a moment he’s going to apologize, but when his hand wraps tightly around my throat I know that isn’t the case. “I don’t owe you any explanations, Anastasia! You two-faced whore!”

      I put my hands over his, trying to pry him away from my throat and gain some leverage somehow. This isn’t the man I know and love. This is whatever drug is coursing through him right now. Shuffling my feet like a nervous duckling I try to get away from him as quickly as possible. If I can just get to the bedroom I can lock it and hopefully whatever this is will be out of his system in a few hours.

      I make it four or five feet before I’m being dragged by my hair across the floor. “Valentin, stop it! Stop! I’m Sofia. I’m not her!” I scream out, kicking my legs along the way. I try to position them so I can’t be tugged any further, but I’m maybe half his size. No matter what I do it’s not working. I think digging my nails into the wood will help me stop, but the only thing that does is break one of my nails straight off, causing me to groan out in agony.

      “Anastasia, I’m going to hurt you for what you did to our family. Do you understand?!” While the fear tears through my body I can’t help but wonder why he’s speaking in English if he thinks I’m Anastasia.

      Valentin plants his hands under me, picks me up and slams me down onto the glass coffee table in our living room. As my back hits it, I feel shards break and hit the floor underneath me. Fuck! There’s no way some of the glass hasn’t dug into my back. The sharp pains prove it.

      I freeze, staring up at the lights above me and focus on my breathing. It feels like multiple daggers have been planted into my back. Shutting my eyes I pray to God, apologizing for forgetting to speak to him while I’ve been here in Russia. I pray that he’ll save me from this torture, that he’ll somehow help the man I love realize who he’s harming.

      “Valentin, please don’t do this. It’s Sofia, and . . . I love you. Please stop. I’m not her. I’m Sofia,” I plead with tears rolling down the side of my face as I open my eyes. He’s standing over me with a sneer across his face.

      “You won’t fool me again, witch! You’re going to pay for what you’ve done to our family!” He picks up the green vase and slams it down on my head. All I feel is pain from the impact of the ceramic and then my world goes dark.
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        “Because sometimes, all you wanna know is that you’re not fucking crazy for feeling the way you’re feeling, after having gone through all the bullshit you’ve been through.”

        The Crimson Kin

      

      

      
        
        Sofia

      

      

      “Is she okay? What did they do to her?!” Valentin sounds shaken as he asks the man in front of me in a white lab coat these questions. I move my neck to the left and right seeing I’m no longer on the floor of our living room. Instead I’m on the couch.

      “Your fiancée is very lucky, Mr. Volkolv.” The man tells Valentin just as it hits me. He asked this man what they did to me. Doesn’t he mean what he did?

      I lift my head up even though the pain is excruciating and glance down to my stomach. I don’t know what I’m looking for at first, not until I realize I fell back onto the coffee table. Any cuts I have would be on my back, not on the front of my stomach.

      “Sofia, my God. You’re awake. How do you feel, my love? Where does it hurt?” Valentin takes my hand into his, looking at me with worry-filled eyes. He’s either the best actor on the planet or has no recollection of what he did last night.

      I suck in a deep breath and tell him the truth, “Everywhere.”

      “You must have a guardian angel watching over you, young lady. Somehow your puncture wounds didn’t hit anything vital and I stitched you up. Your head on the other hand, I’d say you need to rest for a few days.” The physician informs me.

      If what I went through proves anything it’s that I have anything but a guardian angel watching over me. I’d love to fire the one who’s supposed to be doing that job because obviously they need to be replaced. “Do you remember anything about who broke in?” Valentin asks, sincerely meaning it.

      I really think he doesn’t remember anything. In our time together he’s lied to me once and I caught him because he was horrible. It made me wonder how he is so high up in the  Bratva if he can’t lie to save his life, but he admitted lying to me was difficult. When he lies to others there isn’t an emotional attachment because they’re strictly business associates. Although, he must’ve gotten better since his drug problem has been under my nose for so long.

      “What do you mean?” I question him, knowing if he’s putting on a show he’ll probably slip up here at some point.

      Valentin furrows his brow, “Do you not remember? When I woke up in the bedroom the front door was wide open, things were thrown around and you were on top of what remains of our coffee table. Someone broke in, right?”

      “Were you asleep?” I ask, wanting to see what he’ll say.

      “No, I. The last thing I remember is that I needed to take my medicine. I went into the bathroom and after had sat down on the bed. Must’ve fallen asleep and . . . fuck. I was asleep during everything that happened to you. I am so sorry, Sofia. It’s my job to protect you and I fucking failed,” Valentin explains.

      “Is there any video footage of whoever came in our apartment?” I ask. I know very well what happened. I wasn’t the one doing the drugs. Come to think of it, I assumed Valentin was snorting cocaine when I saw him in the bathroom . . . but cocaine doesn’t make you hallucinate and act out violent tendencies. My papá taught my brothers and I a bit about drugs since that is how we were able to get a bit of our fortune. I remember asking him questions about drugs, why people wanted to use them. I will never forget what he said. How sometimes people struggle and need something to take the edge off. While others might go horseback riding, visit the beach or spend time with friends and family. Others take a drink, smoke cigarettes or use drugs. He said even those with the most control will falter at one point or another.

      Everything I know about drugs is running through my mind. Cocaine wouldn’t have made Valentin act out in such a way. It would’ve been a hallucinogen. PCP is the most popular to get on the streets, but I imagine it would’ve tasted different. Valentin responding to my question pulls me out of my inner thoughts, “No, they didn’t find a thing which only means one thing unfortunately. Whoever it was knew where the cameras were located. They knew which corners to take to remain unseen.”

      The more he speaks is how I can tell he genuinely doesn’t remember any of it. “Ah,” I murmur quietly, knowing every bit of trust I had in Valentin has been thrown out the window. It’s one thing to see the man you love keeping a deep, dark secret but it’s another thing entirely when he hallucinates and calls you his ex-wife’s name. Not only was that bad enough but coming at me in such a violent way. How will I ever be able to trust him again?

      I take my hand away from Valentin’s and hold my side, making it look like I’m just in more pain when the reality is I don’t want to touch him. If you ask me, he’s done enough. “I’ve already arranged for our jet to take you and the boys to Ireland. I made a call to Desmond as soon as I found you and told him you three would be en-route to Dublin as soon as possible. I’m sorry for throwing this on you right now, Sofia . . . but I need you to be safe and the only way I can do what I need to is if you’re far away from me.”

      “I understand,” I reply quietly, wanting to get as far away from Valentin as possible. At least I’ll have the boys with me, and they’ll be able to be safe as well. They don’t need to be around their father right now. Not when he’s so very unpredictable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Authors Note:

      

      

      Dear Readers,

      When I originally planned to write this, I had my eyes set on releasing the entire novella in this anthology. However, I started writing the story and knew there was no way in hell I’d be able to put every bit of information I needed to within such a short word count limit. The piece you’ve read is just over eighteen-thousand words. Because of the outline I’ve prepared for this story, it will easily double. What I can tell you is now you’ve reached the half-way point of the story. The full-length novel will include everything you’ve read, plus the rest of the story. It will pick up where Sofia, Aleksei and Aleksandr have landed in Ireland and meet Desmond Mackenzie.

      I should also add I’ve finished the first book in the Mackenzies series. You see, I never planned on releasing a prequel to this series. But an author had dropped from the anthology and because there wasn’t much time I knew finding a replacement would be difficult. So, I put my noggin to good use and decided to write an origin story for the Mackenzies.

      You can go ahead and read Forbidden Love in the meantime if you’d like. You should note, it will spoil what happens at the end of Deceptive Love. However, some of you may want to read Forbidden Love and gain access to the pieces of information I’ve left within the story, and more importantly— the hope.

      The publishing contract for the anthology is six months, so this means by July 5th, 2020 I can publish the full-length novel. Thank you all for your patience and I can’t wait to share the rest of Sofia, Valentin and Desmond’s story with you. I know six months seems like a long time, but rest assured it will be worth the wait.

      

      
        
        Do you want to know what’s happening with the Mackenzie family? Purchase the Leave Me Breathless: Black Rose Collection to grab Forbidden Love, Liam Mackenzie’s full-length book!
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        EXCLUSIVE OFFER JUST FOR YOU! Are you in the mood for something . . . darker? Perhaps an anthology containing eleven dark romances with guaranteed happily-ever-afters? My story, Forbidden Love is going to be epic! You really don’t want to miss this! Pick up your copy of Leave Me Breathless: http://bit.ly/LMBbooksBlackRose
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Layla

      

      

      Layla hung off the cliffside, hundreds of feet above the alien landscape of the Nevada desert. She paused to check her GPS, wondering why her boss had sent her this far off the course she had been set upon. Her rock hammer dug into the brutal side of the mountain. She had strapped herself against the cliff, digging each centimeter to look for a vein. This was the third place she had been sent looking for a thread of mineral, and it had begun to appear to be another miss.

      Her dark sunglasses protected her from the harsh light reflecting off the swirling pastel colors resulting from the local erosion within the crater of the sharp red stone. The landscape breathtaking to her, she could take several photos while hanging off the cliff. The GoPro on her head was for work, allowing them to see all the footage of the dig sites she worked on. She had the area to herself, the last town she had stayed in was nearly thirty miles away, and no one else was rock hunting. The area belonged to the government, but she had special permission to hunt through the region. Her work with Titan Ki Technology was contracted with the military and government, allowing them leeway into unusual parts of the Nevada desert owned by them.

      She continued to sweat faster than she could drink in the over hundred-degree weather. Her skin had been turned a dark golden tan over the summer dig through Nevada. Taking her bandana to wipe off the sweat, she adjusted the ropes to keep her steady while she took a quick drink of water from her canteen to keep her going.

      The scream ripped through the air. Layla dropped the canteen with a jerk, looking up from the echoes of a woman’s voice bouncing off the rocky area, the body falling off the cliff above Layla. Grabbing her rope and stays, she pulled herself right onto the off-patterned stone, ignoring the possible intake of radioactive materials she would be breathing in. The canteen bounced off the ground a moment before the body joined it. Clinging to the wall, she heard someone else shouting from the top. Layla made a desperate grab for her satellite phone from Titan Ki Technology for emergencies and hit the speed dial for help. There was a first time for everything, this being the first call made on the phone. The rarity of thinking about it with the habit of carrying it, she loved she had it turned on, and the call reached out.

      “Layla?” The woman’s voice came through clearly and without the static of regular satellite phones being out in the middle of nowhere. “What’s wrong?”

      “Someone was just tossed off the cliff I am on. There are other people up there screaming,” Layla sputtered quietly to avoid bringing any attention from those above her that someone was hanging off the cliff below them.

      “Stay calm if you can. Give me a minute.” She paused at the statement. Layla held herself against the wall, gritting her teeth given there was nothing she could do. She had to stay here pretending to be calm.

      The male voice started shouting again followed by a new high-pitched screech. Layla gave another glance upward, seeing the edges of a man on the cliff heading back toward her. They would be falling tragically toward her and there was nothing she could do. It wasn’t like an action movie where she had a chance in hell of grabbing him midfall. The man started to make a howling noise of pain.

      Another voice, cold as the day was hot, spoke clearly for her to hear. “Yes, little monster, I am not what you think. No government lackey here to worry about what you are. I am the exterminator of things like you.” The shot rang off the stones around her and it rained blood specks down as the next body zoomed past her to the ground, far too close to the other corpse and canteen she had dropped when it all started. Tears leaked from her eyes— two lives lost below her and nothing from the phone line she held tight to. It was a useless lifeline. For now, she had to play it smart and avoid the other man. Ripping her gaze away from the bodies, she looked up to see the man leaning over the edge, looking down at her. He saw her and was pulling out a scope to get a better look at the witness to his crimes.

      They stared with surprise and wonder at one another. The man broke off first, pulling his gun to attach the scope, then he was watching her hanging against the cliff face. She cursed before the first bullet rang near her, missing but hurrying her along. She had spent years repelling and climbing, this being the first time running for her life. Down was the only direction she might be able to go before he could get her. He too had gear and would have to follow her, but he didn’t seem to from her angle.

      Letting the hooks loose, Layla took a moment to check everything was fully attached, hanging the phone on her belt after a quick explanation about being found and the GoPro had been filming everything. She turned her body to start the frantic repel down the mountainside, each bounce making her a moving target and she reach the bottom, nearly a hundred foot drop.  Layla had to assume that a mark on the move was harder to hit than a stationary one. This was one of the moments she hoped Hollywood had gotten correct.

      Several gunshots continued around her, none hitting her before she heard him curse. The bullets stopped and she finished the last fifty feet, landing roughly and close to the bodies crumpled on the ground. Ripping off the lines, she would have to leave some of the gear attached. Layla looked up to see if she could see him, but he had left the edge of the mountain. She ducked under the overhang. She slowed her head to capture the scene around her on the camera. Once she was in range, it would upload to her work server, preserving her work and this crime.

      She heard voices on her phone and grabbed it to listen as two people were speaking, trying to get a response from her. The woman who answered and Grant, her direct boss, were on the line.

      “Layla? Please answer,” Grant spoke, thankfully not yelling but loud enough for her to hear him over the blood rushing through her ears.

      “Grant,” Layla started as both voices silenced against the background clicks from the phone system. “I’m here, and okay for now. There is a guy here that has killed two people and shot at me several times.”

      “We have your location. None of our people on the ground are close enough to help. We have a call into the military and government, given the land you are currently on,” Grant said before the woman who answered spoke up.

      “Can you get to your vehicle, Ms. Black?”

      “It is nearly ten miles away in fairly open terrain. I am currently using the mountain as cover,” she replied, switching her rock hammer to her dominate hand and propping the phone against her shoulder to hold it up, giving her a second free hand to help hold herself against the rock side. “I have it on video.”

      “That won’t update until you get closer to a cellular tower,” the woman spoke against several more clicking noises from keyboards.

      “We are using our contacts to get help to you. It will have to be military, they are closer,” Grant spoke. “We have them on another line to work out a deal. We will have them use the GPS attached to you for tracking.”

      “Understood.”

      “They don’t know about you,” the woman spoke, the understanding sitting between them.

      “I can manage.”

      “But if it is your life or not, do what you must,” Grant spoke, leaving it open for Layla to have some wiggle room. She wasn’t one to go against the rules to keep them safe.

      “Agreed. What do I do until help arrives?”

      “It is being arranged with our contacts. Until then, keep out of sight, don’t return to your car or places you have been to recently,” Grant explained as other conversations continued behind him. “It looks like they are sending an agent to retrieve you safely.”

      While they figured out what to do about her situation, Layla altered her items in the backpack to get the spare water bottle and attach the phone with a small bungee cord to keep it close to her head, allowing her to start ducking and slowly walking and crawling next to the mountain. She worked to stay out of the high line of sight, as there was no idea if he had considerable firepower or gear to get down quickly. It would be useful if he had to drive down the mountain. It might give her enough time to escape.

      “What about the killer?” Layla asked. She was being tracked through the sands and mountain terrain by the network security, but the possibilities continued to run through her head.

      “The satellite has not shifted completely into range yet, so no visual at this time.” She understood, she was alone, no signal was going to stay active to keep tracking her. Neither her people nor the guy following her could track her.  “Did you get footage of the two who were killed?”

      “A passing glance. I can get another pass before I work on where to go.” Turning low to the ground, she made her way back to the bodies, which were starting to smell in the heat. Glancing upward, she couldn’t see anything on top of the mountain or cliffside, so she hurried to the corpses to take long scans over each of them. The girl was maybe in her mid-twenties, close to Layla’s age, with the blessing of blonde hair, or a great hairdresser, and a suntan.

      She had the worst of the damage, broken and battered before the fall finished her. The guy might have been older, but his face was ruined from the bullet and it was hard to tell given the damage he sustained from the fall. Pieces of sandy hair were scattered around his thin, frail body. Returning to the edge of the mountain, she gave the information she had before they found a pathway for her to take away from the SUV and towns. She would continue to keep to the mountains and rocks if she could manage. Several abandoned mines were around along with several day treks to the military town used in testing, not a real town but one built to see how it withstood a nuke dozens of miles away.

      She dragged out the old geological study to map out where they were sending her. Layla knew that help was coming, but no one could tell her when someone would or could get to her. All she had to do was not die before someone arrived and until then avoid an armed and dangerous killer. Layla left the call less sure than before, but her ability to handle a desert was one of the reasons she was so good at her job. She updated her coat of sunscreen and dust, working on blending into her background. Keeping to the shade and avoiding the cacti, she left the scene to disappear well into the daytime heat.
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        Alex

      

      

      The call coming from someone Alex never intended to deal with again, he only answered out of duty and the small chance the old favor was being called in finally. He didn’t like the idea of General McNamara knowing where he was, his new encoded phone number, or ruining his short vacation. The quick call explained enough to get Alex on a flight from Tahoe to a base in the southern part of Nevada that wasn’t spoken about or generally considered in the ordinary world.

      Getting off the plane, he was searched and showed all his Army vet identification, only a slim mark in the barcode hinted at his status as a retired Green Beret. He went through the short but effective process to enter the undisclosed base to be escorted to the General. The favor or job appeared simple, fetch the lost asset in the desert with a complication of a killer trying to tie up loose ends with her death. She worked for a private company that had deep ties with the US government and military contracts, he could ID them easily. He had skimmed through the small file sent to him on the flight. She must be a geologist of some note and skill since they allowed her to stay in the desert to hide. Alex could only hope all the live data had arrived, so he would have information on who the hunter was before hitting the field, making his job more manageable.

      The General’s office met the standards Alex expected, overdone and more like a politician’s than a military man, but McNamara had an unusual history and a long line of friends to keep him in power. The small polite talk ended before it began as McNamara explained the situation as it stood, with one new piece. They had gotten footage of the hunter and bodies. The killer matched the few images of the recent appearance of Thomas Clark, serial killer and ex-military before his dishonorable discharge. He was on the government and military’s most wanted list, killing people for money across the past decade. He would be going against someone with a similar skill set and fewer morals. The woman, Layla Black, was in definite danger. She had seen him, and no one had lived to tell that tale in years. Thomas Clark was an efficient killer, and now for once, they knew where he was and what he wanted. The orders shifted enough for Alex to get armed and an off-road vehicle to retrieve the woman and to hunt down the killer.

      Alex took only a short time to change into desert gear, camo, and light Kevlar and then check over the vehicle. The Jeep had been loaded with supplies, weapons, water, and food for days along with the survival gear. The medical supplies were in case Ms. Black was injured. Since she had spent the morning and afternoon on the run, he would be lucky to reach her by the time the sunset. Once she was retrieved, he was to keep off the radar with her to draw out Clark.

      Taking the keys, Alex left all personal items within the base and drove into the landscape as harsh as previous deserts he had been assigned to in the past. The drive gave him time to evaluate the civilian’s data. She was a doctorate student in Vegas, working for a high-end technology firm based in San Francisco. The pull to retrieve her went deep and the company wanted her back alive, enough to tug more strings than it took to get permission for her to dig in these restricted areas of Nevada. Alex followed the simple order to get her back and take care of Thomas Clark once located. He would use the woman as leverage to draw Clark out. For once, he agreed with some of his orders. Taking out Clark was critical. He just disliked the ‘by any means necessary’, especially with the civilian thinking he was there just to get her out, not use her as bait.

      Once in the desert, Alex flipped on the GPS tracker given to him by Titan Ki Technology, which had advancements not yet in the fieldwork. It located Ms. Black deep into the mountain range, miles away from her starting point. She was making good time. They had not found Thomas Clark. He probably didn’t have any technology on him that would leave a trace. Alex left the minor dirt road, completely off-roading toward Ms. Black. His map tagged him as a friendly, adjusting his path toward her to get him there swiftly and safely. Several satellites had been allowed to track through the classified territory.

      The rough terrain made speeding impossible, keeping him down to a slower pace than preferred. When he got twenty minutes from Black’s current location, his satellite phone rang. He answered on speaker, loudly over the crunching of rocks.

      “Yes, sir?” Alex answered, keeping the rigid politeness ingrained from years of service.

      “The updates should have reached you by now. There is a belief of heat exhaustion. She had slowed given the evening and was given the code phrase. You will ask her where the rainbow is, and she is to reply with Seattle. Understood, Douglass?”

      “Copy that. Question, where the rainbow is with the answer, Seattle. Possible medical issue upon arrival.”

      “Correct. We need a confirmation of the footage of the bodies and Thomas Clark. There will be a team sent to retrieve the bodies. You will tag them after retrieving Ms. Black.”

      “Understood. I assume to make sure no one else gets to skill set first?”

      “Affirmative. Good, you are still swift on the pickup, Major Douglass.”

      “Special Agent Douglass. I’m retired, General.”

      “We don’t retire. We just pick up different hats.” The line ended. Alex shook his head at the General, knowing he meant it even if he was trying to put his military life behind him. Alex kept the steady drive, changing only when the tracking unit updated. She had stopped moving, meaning he didn’t have to change. Slowing the Jeep, he approached the outcropping near the tail end of the mountain range. He turned off the Jeep, the small number of lights barely denting the approaching darkness. He pulled out the medical kit and grabbed a pair of water bottles before holding his gun to search the area. The day had reached nearly one hundred four degrees but cooling drastically as the sun disappeared behind the stone landscape.

      Sauntering toward the spot where she was located, he continued to scan the area around him, seeing the ledges and rocks anyone could hide behind with little skill. He couldn’t make her out before he spoke the code phrase to ease the tension.

      “Where the rainbow is?” The statement, the question, echoed for a moment around him before he heard a short sigh.

      “Seattle.” Her voice came from within a crevice of rocks, barely audible over the distance between them. He continued to walk toward her hiding place. He stopped once she started to come out from the rocks. She was armed with an oddly shaped hammer and an oversized flashlight. Her dark hair was tied up in a long ponytail, pushed back with a colorful bandana. Her clothing, dust-covered, the typical climbing gear with a tank top, cargo pants that could unzip apart, a belt like Batman’s with equipment attached, and several bags carried over her shoulders. Her dark tan skin had been cooking, showing fresh redness and the concern of the dehydration and heat exhaustion. She tucked in the flashlight to pull off her sunglasses as she started to approach him. He could see scrapes and bruises, sun and sweat. Once she got close to Alex, she stopped to look him up and down as he had done her. Handing over the water, she took it to slowly drink as he tossed a poncho over her, keeping her from cooling too quickly as the desert had been doing. She was taller than he expected, nearly six feet, with a lean muscular frame he didn’t associate with teachers and grad students, although she appeared to be both.

      “You’re my knight in shining armor?” she asked, tilting her head. He could see her odd-colored eyes. The left eye was a nearly glowing golden amber shade and the right eye a pale husky blue color. It was marked in the file but seeing it up close and personal was something different.

      “I hope not. I don’t have a horse, nor do I know how to joust.” She gave a quirky smirk, finishing the first bottle of water. He handed her the second with a handshake. “I’m Special Agent Alex Douglass, Ms. Black. We need to be leaving here to tag the bodies for the retrieval team and escort you to safety.”

      “Just tagging them? We aren’t going to get them ourselves?” she asked, carefully sipping from the second bottle of water.

      “Correct, we are not prepared for retrieval, and we need to keep ahead of the killer.”

      “Do we know anything about him?”

      “We do. His name is Thomas Clark, and he is a professional.”

      “Shit.” Muttering to herself, she shifted closer as the sun finished disappearing in the horizon. The chill came suddenly as there was nothing to stop the temperature drop.

      “You will be fine. I have plenty of guns, and we just need to go by the bodies before leaving this area.”

      “I understand, but it was gruesome.”

      “Duly noted, Ms. Black. Come, let’s get into the Jeep before the weather continues to chill and check on your vitals.” He gave an arm for her to take. She picked up her remaining supplies and touched the edge of his elbow with a smile. He nodded, escorting her to the back of the Jeep, helping her put her supplies and bags in before helping her up to sit on the back ledge of trunk space.

      Alex started to assess the current damage. She didn’t have any broken bones or apparent bleeding from within. She did have scrapes and bruises up and down her skin. Layla handed over the GoPro for him to return to the military, who was waiting for all the data she had gathered. “Do you think I will get it back?”

      “Not up to me. It is helpful, the data accrued, but we can keep it off now and turn off the tracking system. I don’t want our new friend to find out there is a way to track you.”

      “I don’t think the head units are well known.”

      “Agreed, but as a professional, he will find any way to track you. Phones, electronics, whatever is now game. The logo is distinctive. Even if he doesn’t know them a few minutes on Google, he will know who you work for, find out who you are and all the basics.” She nodded, swallowing the minor lump rolling up her throat.

      “Gotta love the internet age, everyone can be found.”

      “It does make finding someone easy unless they have taken steps to disappear,” he stated, finishing wrapping her swelling wrist and bandaging several of the oozing cuts. “No need to worry, I am a professional and will keep you safe. He is hunting you; we need him to be gone before you return to normal society.”

      “What are you going to like do, kill him or drag him off to jail?”

      “I have my orders. I will handle him.” She tensed under his hands. He stopped working on the last bandage to stare up at her strange eyes. “Nothing for you to worry about. Let’s get to the bodies to tag them and disappear.”

      She gave directions quickly and efficiently using the local landscape to get them around the mountain toward the scene of the crime.
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        Thomas

      

      

      The girl was not doing anything he expected her to. Civilians were easy to hunt— they went to patterns, help, police, anyone to help once they witness a murder. She should have made a beeline to her car. He had reached it well after she would have gotten to it. Taking care to prepare the vehicle for her if she did return to it, she would no longer be an issue. Instead, the girl had taken to the desert, disappearing like a professional. He needed to know who he was dealing with to see if she was trained, who and what she knew, and what she was able to do.

      Heading to the nearest town, he had limited Wi-Fi signal, vehicles he could change for his older off-roader, and there was a small chance she would find her way there. It was the only close town within possible hiking distance. He would have to change some of his appearance given she had a modern photo of him. If she did manage to get it to authorities, they would discover who he was and others would arrive to take him out. Years of being careful, avoiding people and cameras only to be found by someone that should not have been there. A witness. A witness with a camera and speed. He had a touch of respect and surprise toward her and the cunningness she has been showing to keep away from him. Killing on Federal lands had the one benefit of few observers, especially when no one knew it was a favored hunting ground.

      The town barely had made the map. It only had a few places and houses with ordinary people barely around to notice him. The bar offered a few rooms as a motel since there was no other place. He paid the bartender for a room and a Wi-Fi password. He had tossed his supplies on the bed, bending the mattress and metal frame inward. It was a piece of crap, but it would work for his needs. He logged into his computer to start his search on the logo on her gear to figure out who she might be. He used the sad-looking shower that almost got to lukewarm to shave off his beard he had been sporting and trimmed his hair. He had to appear different before the authorities got wind of him.

      Once clean and changed into completely different clothing and hairstyling, he got back to the computer. The logo brought him to a technology company he somewhat knew and investigated his recent GPS tracker to see it was made by the company. He smashed the device, not wanting to even test if they could track everyone. He destroyed his current burner phone, pulling out the newest one. He continued to let his machine search for the girl and got some information, since she was on private government land and worked for a company with some of the best security on their network.

      Thomas sent a short email through the dark web to request a full search for the geologist from Titan Ki Technology. It was replied to by a few bidders. Accepting the best of the lot, he let them go on their way to search out the data he couldn’t find himself. The money transferred and the wait began.

      Going down to the bar, he ordered food and a beer to blend in with the locals. A few had come in as the sun set, bringing in the small nightlife. He began to eat the overdone burger and cold fries and drank the decent beer, watching the locals for any hint of the lost girl. He didn’t appreciate knowing nothing about the target. She was loose, wild, and running. She might not be military, but she kept out of sight like a ghost.

      He finished the weak meal as his new phone pinged, giving him information through secure sites. The rest of the funds transferred to the hacker and he began to look down the screen as the information about Layla Black, geology doctoral student, came across. Several minutes of reading the little that came through gave him a basic outline of her. The information about her climbing, with attached photographs, made sense given how quickly she had escaped him. She had an unusual gaze, unease in her straight stare in the photo sent to him. He had hunted unusual before, but he had to wonder if she was something more than she seemed. Everything followed the life of a semi-normal human— she taught in Las Vegas while she finished her thesis work on rocks, and she worked with Titan Ki Technology for several years as their resident geological expert. They sent her out to gather samples and to test sites, which made little sense to him, but not knowing the ins and outs of how large businesses worked gave him little concern. It just appeared to be a waste of money.

      Layla Black’s social media appeared small, going dark when she was out on digs, and showed pictures of climbing, rockhounding, too many images of odd-colored lumps of rocks for him to care about, but it appeared to be on all her sites. Not the typical person, but given what she had seen, collateral damage was part of the package and he had no problem taking care of this loose end.

      Finishing his reading, he left a modest tip, allowing the patrons to assume he was passing through, nothing to tell the local police once they got involved. The local cop didn’t seem to be rushing anywhere. He had been in the bar during Thomas’s searching. She hadn’t made it to town, so no locals involved unless she got to the government or military, adding a complication he would prefer to skip. He would have to search through his maps for all the places she could possibly hide. The skill of desert survival came with her line of work. The excitement continued to purr through his body, a challenge finally not a simple hunt, a chase. The previous two died quickly and easily, this brought his urges forefront.

      If she continued to be smart, she would find a way to reach the military, giving another to cull from the military brats. The small skip to his step brought a smile to his face, he packed up the rest of his gear and left the bar motel with some supplies in the room as his base. He went to find the newest truck to steal, traded the plates and VIN to leave town. Nevada, lots of space, not a lot of people, and enough places to hide. She had enough skills to hide in this desert, even if she was not following what he expected by calling the police. She might have contacted her work; they used contacts instead. All the different possibilities gave him a puzzle to see what he could figure out.

      Leaving the small speck of a town, the highway rolled into the darkness and wild starry night above. There was little to no city lights to distract him. The road surrounded by federal territory, meaning the government would have to be involved by now. He would need to retrace her possible steps; return to the beginning to find the trail she would have found to leave. He hadn’t been stationed in this neck of the woods, money would need to be sent to another hacker to get updated maps and information occurring in the bases close enough to help. No one would be able to get into the satellites promptly due to the tight control, and updated servers installed. He would need to go the old-fashioned way. He would adjust, calling for information on dig sites, trails that Ms. Black might have taken. It was an immense desert, and anyone could disappear into it, never to be found, which was his goal. Just one person ruined his day and brought a challenge.
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      Layla spoke the simple directions to her new soldier friend, back to the place it all started early that day. She thought it had been longer, but no, it had only happened this morning. It wouldn’t be far enough time to rehydrate and have a long look at her knight in not so shining armor. His height impressed her, she hadn’t met enough people taller than her to the point of looking up, putting him close to six and a half feet tall, brick-built nearly muscles on muscles. No question of his military, even if he introduced himself as FBI, his short military hair didn’t leave many questions of where his fashion came from. His pale skin features stated he hadn’t been spending quality time in the sun recently, but with his build, and ease of the area spoke his comfort in the desert, perhaps not recently. The few interior lights showed his dark blue eyes, he kept them on the road. Her interest surprised her given the rut she had been in, even now with her life in danger, she found a moment to appreciate her rescuer.

      The path ended at where the bodies had lain through the day, rotting and cooking, a mess that Layla was not looking forward to approaching and dealing with. Alex parked away from the mountain, giving range to see all the points around him and could reach the vehicle again quickly.

      “I will mark them, stay here, the Jeep will stay on and honk if you notice anything coming in our direction,” he stated, opening the door and flipping on the flashlight.

      “Is there something that might be coming along?” Ms. Black asked, looking for wildlife that might be searching for food.

      “Possibly. Just keep an eye out, Ms. Black.”

      “Layla, just call me Layla, I think we are beyond surnames.”

      He bothered with a hint of a smile before walking away from the Jeep toward the mountain. The sweep of the light flickered over rocks and several places where dirt gleamed until where the bodies should be, he paused over pieces of cloth and blood, the bodies were gone. Nothing remained, the light flashed around the area searching for clues.

      Layla rolled down the window to see if she could make out anything, the bodies where they had been gone, blank. “Did your military people already get here?”

      “No, they would have called,” he spoke, closer to the vehicle. He slowly jogged back to the Jeep to enter. The gunfire surprised her, but he seemed prepared, using his hand to pull her head back into the Jeep, slamming the Jeep into gear to back up. The lights flared up, lights blinding the place where the Jeep escaped from, an explosion of light rocked the Jeep. Alex bothered with a curse, yanked the steering wheel to turn away from the lights to return to the darkness. Several gunshots fired around them, coming all around, Layla hugged herself down into the passenger seat and legroom to avoid the minor battle starting around her. The Jeep bounced and ricocheted over the brutal landscape; another truck roared to life to follow them through the desert.

      “Tell me about the area, Layla; it doesn’t seem like there are many places we can go without hitting a damned mountain,” Alex spoke loudly over the rocks once the gunfire started.

      “Head southwest for about five miles, it will be rough, but it is going on a parallel to the mountain. I have no idea how to get rid of our new friend.” She pointed out where she was talking about, belting herself into the seat, holding the bar tightly.

      “It isn’t like we can lose him in traffic.”

      “Do you believe it is Thomas Clark?” The Jeep jerked, hitting a rock on the left side, part of the underbelly roaring against the bottom of the Jeep. “Shit.”

      “Yes, I do. The Jeep is armed well; it should be fine.” Alex stated, believing it to be accurate, bouncing over the landscape with the truck following closely behind. “Do you know how to use a gun?”

      “I assume playing Call of Duty won’t count?”

      “No, it doesn’t. Keep low; don’t give a chance for a shot and follow orders.” The statement brought no comfort, Layla kept her head down. Pulling out the geological map of the area, she started trying to find a way to escape. Between the jerking, bouncing, and little light, it took her time to see where they were.

      “Keep going, then turn to the west, there will be an ascent before a drop, the drop can be managed if we go careful, but it might be dangerous to Clark.” She noticed him nodding, keeping track of where they were heading.

      “Can we do without light?”

      “I guess, we already seem to be playing with fire, but this is not something I would suggest.”

      “Noted.” The lights flipped off, dropping them into the darkness with only the headlight behind them and the galaxy of stars above them.

      “This is a terrible idea.”

      “I know. Just be right.”

      “No pressure.” Her hold on the Jeep deepened, keeping the map she no longer could read. The Jeep turned toward the ascent, they started upward slowing enough to prepare for the drop with only hope that the other truck was not as ready for the decline.
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      This was utterly batshit crazy. Alex continued with a tight grip on the steering wheel. He could see the rocky path ahead of them ending toward the descent. The Jeep had better be up to what he had asked for or they were all going for an uncomfortable trip. The General was getting his debt paid in spades with this chase through the dangerous desert. The Jeep continued to pull against him, trying to keep them on a different path. As he fought the wheel, he made out the edge of the drop point.

      Hitting the gas, he felt the front tires greet air. The back tires matched before the rough landing forced them to hold on to the Jeep. They were still moving, meaning he hadn’t destroyed the bottom. Continuing the speed, he followed the minor directions Layla had given him. The dials spun, trying to figure out what was and wasn’t working on the vehicle. He heard the crunch behind them as the truck followed without knowing the edge gave out, and the headlights stopped following. He pushed the Jeep against the desert, giving Layla time to find where they were again to point them in a direction away from the truck. The other vehicle made some terrible noises as it was being forced to shift and attempt to pursue them. She screamed the instructions over the sounds their cars made. Turning, he could see the edges of headlights disappear; once the hunter got out, he could follow the tracks, but he was not going to be moving as quickly as them. Alex had to make time to separate them and find somewhere to hide Layla before tracking down Clark.

      The jeep hit the sand, forcing him to slow the speed, allowing Layla to turn on the light to give direction through the basin back onto a hiking trail. It would be another half hour before hitting a paved road, but they were currently not being trailed. The Jeep continued to whine through the trails, once on the way he could see he had been losing fluids, and the Jeep was not going to last much longer.

      “Layla, we need a place to hide.”

      “Jeep sounds like it is dying,” she noted, scanning through her maps. “There are mining shafts close by that have been closed off for years. Not the safest place, but it is shelter.”

      He stopped the Jeep, it wheezed out terrible crunching noises before he pulled out the satellite phone to call in. They had to go on foot, off the grid while Clark was close enough to get to them. Layla started packing supplies into her bags and preparing to start hiking into the night, he grabbed supplies as the line connected.

      “McNamara.” The line breezed open between Alex and the base nearly too far away to be of use.

      “It’s me,” Alex spoke, pulling out the flashlight to attach to the top of his pistol. “We have run into a situation.”

      “Explain.” Alex gave the short of what had happened and what they were doing. The general didn’t reply while Alex finished packing supplies to leave the Jeep. Alex knew he needed to destroy anything left so Clark couldn’t use what remained. The Jeep was totaled and now wouldn’t be useful for anyone. “Carry on, we will have a group come to retrieve you two.”

      “At this time, Clark is aware she is not alone and will be on guard,” Alex bothered to explain.

      “That does not change the order. Deal with him. Now he knows where the bait is.” Alex paused, then cut the last of the line on the bottom of the Jeep. The idea of civilian bait made him uneasy, one of the many reasons he had gotten out of this profession.

      “Understood,” Alex said before disconnecting. There was no real need for politeness given the situation. He finished searching the Jeep, making sure it would not run anytime soon, before they began to hike away. Layla started to use the landscape to their advantage, using the rocks and hard places to leave no tracks as they began to make their way closer to a new section of mountains.
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      The rage. The fury. His prey had escaped with some interloper into the night. The truck would not continue after he had a rock slam into the lines, losing gas and power to the engine. He had to watch them drive away, but they weren’t going smoothly either. The Jeep had taken enough damage, it would not make it long or back to civilization. He would have to play catch-up. He began to pack up and started to trail the Jeep’s leaks and tire tracks through the area. They made it further than he had expected, giving them quite a head start.

      He studied the map while following the visible trail, searching for where they would or could run to once the Jeep gave out. It wasn’t an open desert, which made hiding and hunting better for himself. He could see only a few places they could go that would manage any security, each depending on how far away they got from him until he discovered that he had to continue to hike, searching for each sign they left him.

      He searched for any hint of a signal. The patchy network allowed signs onto satellite links. He didn’t like having to use them, but he needed information. The woman and the new military presence had changed his plans from just taking her down and now brought on an actual hunt through the wilds to find them. All information was useful, and he had to call one of the expensive information brokers out of the country who knew how to recover data few others could. The hunt into the military base would be an expense but knowing anything would give him the edge.

      The line beeped twice before it went into a message box whose location was unknown even to Clark. He gave what information he knew and his current number to call back since internet service was not even a whisper out here. He found the path the Jeep had drove onto for its last leg. He could just make out the edges what remained of the blaze. They left him nothing in the Jeep. Smart, annoying, and wise in their choice. Once it died, he kept any tool for himself that was worthwhile.

      Clark searched around the area, seeing a few tracks but little clues on which direction they had gone. Two paths appeared clear, too bright, and two others seemed to be choppy. They were hiding their tracks. He gave a small smirk before picking the way he would take into the mountains for cover, caverns, mines, and shafts all over, allowing choice for the prey. He would have done the same in their situation.
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      The cold weather made the hike manageable given she had little time to rest and recover through the day. Sore from her feet to the top of her head, she wondered if her hair hurt, the body was just bruised from top to bottom.  She pushed through, not running as she would like but consistently hiking to escape the hunter. They hadn’t seen a new light, keeping theirs down to a minimum and covered, allowing their night vision to take over. The large moon hadn’t reached its fullness, sticking well toward the halfway point, allowing its light and the stars to guide them. Night noises echoed around them— creatures hunting, animals hiding, and the coyotes singing to the partial moon.

      She continued to use the rocks and stones to hide her prints. Alex followed well, keeping the rear and covering each time they had to drop onto dirt or sand. They had left trails, but neither of them could nor should be sure he wouldn’t come this way. The best defense was ahead of them within the rocky pathways, caves and forgotten shafts waiting. It would be a steep trail to follow and hard to pick which one they might use. The stars blazed in the Milky Way patterns only a few could see, far away from all civilization, something she usually would lean back to enjoy. Running for her life altered that idea.

      Coming upon the first signs of mining shafts, she noted most had been closed as safety hazards. Alex uses a lighter to glance at the map she had been following, picking out the shortest path to the one she had chosen. It had one entrance, deep and nearly invisible to the naked eye from the outside. He would be able to set a trap, giving them time to rest and recover before help could arrive.

      Making their way over the rocks and valleys, after another hour of challenging work, they made their way into the entrance. It was just wide enough for Layla to fit with ease, but Alex had to be helped in with pulls from Layla to squeeze inside. He ripped skin and damaged a shoulder but managed to get through the small entrance and into the old tunnel. It wasn’t vast but long and spiraling into the mountain itself, smelling of rotten eggs and dust, age, and decay. Something had made a nest within but had abandoned it long enough for it to stale the air. Layla cleaned the entrance, adding another layer of dust and remains of plants, covering where they had come inside. She washed the path behind her toward the area where they were setting up camp deep within. The most significant area Alex had found was barely big enough for them to lie down but enough for a small fire. They ate quickly, using the water to clean his wounds and then cover them with bandages.

      Leaning against the wall, Alex closed his eyes, drinking the water to take down the pain killers. Layla sat next to him, nearly flush given the space they had between them. She tugged up his shirt again to look at the oozing scratch over his shoulder and toward his back.

      “If we were even close to civilization, I would get us to a doctor. This looks like it needs stitches.”

      “I have quick sutures. It will do for now if it won’t stop bleeding. We can’t afford to have other predators sniffing us out to come join the hunt.”

      “Pretty sure we don’t want the local coyotes or Lobos to come visiting. Are you sure about this?” Layla asked, pulling out the emergency supply of sutures and flipping through the instructions on how to use them. She hadn’t used them before and they appeared complicated. “How about are you sure you want me to attempt this?”

      “It will be fine. It will sting briefly but close up the wound. Then dump on the antibiotic and patch it back up. Right now, I am sorry I didn’t bring booze for this jaunt,” Alex spoke, turning to give her the best angle to start the bandaging.

      She began at the top, holding the skin together while using the tool that allowed the sutures to slip in and out, pulling the skin together tightly. Alex bore it well from her untrained hands, and finally, it came time for the last stitch, well-patterned and tucked. She poured the rubbing alcohol over it before he was prepared, hissing in his breath as she used the ointment over the wound before covering it with a thick new bandage and tape.

      “Damn, Layla,” Alex cursed.

      “I am sure you have had worse.” Layla touched an old gunshot wound that had healed. “I am pretty sure this came too close to your heart for it not to hurt like hell.”

      “It did, but most of it was in a fog.”

      “Want me to kiss it and make it better?” she asked lightly, leaning closer to his warmth against the cold wall.

      “Sure. I am sure it will make it all better,” he replied without thought as her lips crossed over his shoulder. Shivers danced down his skin and spine, tugging at the pain from a roar to stillness. He gripped the spot he had been holding onto, which ended up being her knee, keeping him still through her nursing. He eased the grip over her knee, stroking over the place he had caught. Turning his head to meet her unusual gaze, both colors visible in the firelight, distinct and different from one another. The air shifted between them, something that might be safe away from this moment, this place, somewhere danger was not waiting to pounce. Layla pressed another kiss to the shoulder away from the damage, keeping his gaze with her. His eyes had darkened in the cave from dark blue to pools of midnight.

      Alex shifted his gaze away, toward anywhere but Layla, where he wanted to look. He had to pull away from the edge that he was diving over, consideration, logic, something had to start working. Watching him turn, avoiding the shared moment, hiding from what might be, what could be, the harsh reality they were stuck in.

      Screw being right, she thought, shifting her position to continue her kisses down his shoulder and to his back. She was not going to waste time on moments in fear and terror of the man hunting them. If this were her last, she would take the pleasure, peace, and joy of it. A lot was hanging on luck, and currently her deal with luck wasn’t the strongest, but she could and would take a moment when it crossed her path. Months had gone by since she had bothered with any natural sexual encounters. Finally, someone had spurred something in her and she wasn’t going to lose it for lack of appropriateness. Layla paused, seeing he was watching her with his dark eyes, stroking up her knee to the edge of her hip only to caress back down.

      “Are you sure?” he asked softly.

      “Yes.” He helped her from his side to straddle over him, pulling clothes off quick enough to get them nude by the campfire. He shifted one of the sleeping bags under them, giving them some comfort on the rocky ground. Layla couldn’t hold on to his short military hair, instead using her hands over his shoulders to remain attached to him. With her above him, he was able to pull the emergency condom he kept in his wallet for protection, even during the rush pouring through them both.

      Soft touches over her nearly golden skin brought goosebumps as he began to explore her. She returned the soft touches over his body made of roughly pure muscle. She danced over scars showing where he had been in situations before and didn’t come out unwounded. She had a few herself, which he explored first with fingers before his mouth found hers. Between the kissing, he began to move his mouth over different parts of her skin, he began to explore even as she tried to hurry him forward. Finding her damp he used his hand, fingers everything to bring her up given the speed they were going at she didn’t last long before she cried out, clinging on to him from her release. Giving her a moment to catch her breath, he dove in, filling her to the brink, everything fit his size, more significant than expected, given his size it went with the package. He knew he wouldn’t last given the intensity of their union before he continued to build them up together, crashing over as she followed him into another orgasm.
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      It might have been a mistake but one he would live with even if he wasn’t as sorry as he should be. This was not his way of handling things, especially when working, but he was comfortable playing with strands of her long dark hair in the late hours. The sleeping bag offered little comfort on the hard cave ground. She was using him as a pillow. Once out of this and things settled, he would have to find a regular place, preferably with a bed, for their next romp.

      He drifted in and out enough to get sleep to count, but not enough to not be aware of their surroundings. Alex kept them warm in front of the fire, away from the cave entrance and protected from anything coming towards them. The dozing helped him since he could work off little to no sleep for days when needed. Layla had drifted off to sleep once they got into the cave and snuggled into his warmth. He didn’t feel like he would break her since she was built more like an Amazon, tall, muscular, and lean. She didn’t feel delicate and could handle him without issue, something Alex could enjoy. She had a wildness within her that called to him, a piece he ignored, pushed down, and worked to keep under restraint. It came when she called, and they merged. It was strange. He had met people for years, and she made a mark within a day. Once they were done, they would have to figure out what this meant. It felt like he had been waiting for her and didn’t know it.

      He drifted in and out long enough to recover. He glanced at the phone to see that dawn had passed into the early part of the morning. They had both slept for several hours, the cold had kept them bundled together under the sleeping bag and twisted together. Her long dark hair was entwined with his fingers, legs tossed together. Soreness from the previous evening sleeping on the hard floor woke him completely. She rolled up, graceful given the situation and with a smile, before she wandered farther into the cave. It would give him time to see what the General had in mind. Help hadn’t arrived or had missed them. Alex knew the General— he was going to want Clark taken out and expected Alex to do it using Layla as the bait. The issues beforehand paled now that they had been together. She was something he couldn’t just risk on the off-chance.

      He hit the speed dial to wait for General McNamara to respond and explain what the plan was or even if they had bothered with one. The line clicked, linking them together. Before Alex could speak, the General began.

      “You’ll get over it, Douglass.” The statement silenced Alex, the attention drawn from years of habit of being the good soldier, never asking questions, and doing what he was told. He grimaced, though, waiting to hear any sort of explanation. “There is a mining town about two days’ walk away from your current position. There, you will set up a trap with the bait to bring Clark down and then recovery will arrive, copy.”

      The General hadn’t even bothered asking it as a question but said it as a statement of fact. Something he would jump to, do as he was told, endanger the life he was to protect just to catch Clark. “She can be taken out of the equation. He won’t know she isn’t really there.”

      “He is using his contact. If he finds out it is a ruse, he disappears and waits us out. Do you want to take the chance?” Alex paused, searching for a better reason to destroy this plan. “Don’t bother trying to get out.”

      “And if he catches us beforehand?” Alex asked, holding his temper and attitude, which was attempting to escape. The training had its uses.

      “Win.” The line died without even a chance to attempt to change the order. Allowing Clark to go was unacceptable, but endangering a civilian bothered him. He sat up, tugged on his clothes, and waited for her to return. He had a few choices, but the best was to attempt honesty. The General hadn’t bothered to tell him not to tell anyone else.

      Layla returned, dressed and vaguely cleaner with her face damp and mismatched eyes shining. The cold water she used for cleaning probably woke her. She began to pull up items for breakfast before he stopped her, having her sit to talk. She tossed him one of the packaged granola bars before settling down, knees touching his, faint wisp of what continues to surprise them waking again. Alex pushed down everything before he began. He explained the truth of what he was doing here and what the orders were. Help wasn’t coming until Clark was dead, she was the bait to bring down a dangerous killer, and he was stuck between.

      She listened, not whispering a question or seeming surprised. She ate her bar, watching him, weighing his words with a few nods of understanding. Once the last words fell, she tilted her head to stare at him, not in horror or dismay but curiosity.

      “Isn’t this classified or something?”

      “Probably, but we are out in the field, choices need to be made. Once we have been taken back to the military base, they will have enough paperwork to classify it to hell and back, but now I need to know where you stand. I’ll probably get you somewhere safe and get Clark. It will take longer than my boss wants.”

      “Then we get Clark before getting the heck out of here.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that. It might be harsh, but Clark is an evil son of a bitch who is going to come for me at some point. A life looking over my shoulder won’t be much of one. Besides, once you finish this, you are done with favors to McNamara and can return to your normal.”

      “Yes, because working with the FBI is completely normal,” Alex said before thinking, giving her a smile and a swift shake of his head. “We will do this, but you will need to keep your head down.”

      “I will do my best, but I am not completely incompetent. I can help.”

      “You can help by staying alive,” Alex stated.

      “I will. Now, on the map, this is the town they are talking about for the setup. It was one of those fake towns built by the military in the ’50s for nuke testing. They are not sturdy or well built, and I think if we take this path,” Layla started, showing a line over the map, “we can make it in about a day and a half, cutting down some of the time they expect, and we can mount a surprise.”

      “There is concern about secrets leaking out. I like this adjustment.” She nodded, pointing out some of the dynamics of the map.

      “We are going to do a little climb. We have supplies and can free climb to save a few hours. How do you feel about climbing?”

      “I can handle it. Saving the time is worth it.” They agreed, packed up the items from the evening, and resupplied themselves. They pushed the backpacks out of the cave, sending Alex out first, adding a few scrapes to his previous ones, and she crawled out after him. Heading toward the town in the distance, they covered the tracks they made leaving the area.
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      The night air had chilled enough to make him need to rest and sleep to recover. His prey would have to be doing the same at some point. He made his way to one of the caves he marked on the map. Entering the odd-sized entrance, he searched, only finding animal remains and several rodents but none of the people he was hunting for. He crossed it off the map, meaning they would have headed another direction, found another route, or somehow kept walking, running, or hiding. He was not sure, but the downside of being out on the hunt was he had to rest and recover. He used the cave to sleep.

      He dropped off, sleeping cleanly before waking about an hour before dawn. He checked over his supplies and cleaned his guns. The dust seemed to be creeping into everything. He ate once he finished before searching through the map for every option they could be running to or hiding in. Worse, if the military came for them and they had already disappeared into the system, he would have to wait for her to return to work in Vegas or San Francisco to hunt her again. He would have to inflict pain upon her to find out the other man's identity in order to handle him once he was finished with Ms. Black.

      Leaving the cave, he started searching for any new clues of where they might have headed. Some data had been dug up on his main objective, where Ms. Black lived, work history, colleges, schooling, and bits of her social media. She didn’t have an extensive trail but enough to follow her if he lost her within the desert. The other man had been dug into by the contact he had to hire to infiltrate the military. Alexander Douglass, retired Green Beret and currently an employee of the FBI, didn’t make a lot of sense. He was not supposed to be around and must have been called in given he was retired. There were tags on his information showing he was Special Forces and that training was being used to keep the woman away from him.

      Working his way to the highest point available, Thomas made the long hike up to get the best signal and ability to search the area, looking for signs of the running pair. The binoculars didn’t find either of them, making his life more comfortable, but he saw points that might have been caused by humans instead of the local wildlife. His phone chirped, the high-end hackers calling. “You have the data about the individuals?” the highly digitized, gender-neutral voice said.

      “I do, what else?”

      “The higher-ups know about you and sent him in to keep her out of your range. It does appear there is a plan in development for a trap to handle you.”

      “Expected. Do you know where?”

      “I have two possible locations. I am sending both and the probabilities on which one they will use.”

      “I will handle it.”

      “Acceptable. The money had been transferred. We appreciate your business.” The line died, and information sent giving Thomas a pair of locations close enough for them to make in a few days with hiking and continuous movement. The nearest made sense given it was an old town used for military nuclear testing, close enough to make in two days with plenty of spots to hide and set up a trap. The second place, three days away with less ability to protect and difficult to get to, meaning he started to head toward the first location. The one that made sense, it would be the one he would use, and he started to make a path toward the position he would need in order to find a different route so they wouldn’t see him coming.
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      Slugging through another hike with little rest had been wearing on us both. Alex’s already taciturn behavior had turned to dead silence with the occasional order to be careful, shift this way or that way, but they continued to hike, climb, and in general make excellent progress toward the town where she would become live bait. Ignoring the idea of her head being taken off by a long-range weapon or other Hollywood-style death continued to visit through the painful hike. Even ignoring it to go over plans and concerns, the worry kept gnawing through her body. Her people, friends, and family would panic at her loss and death, something she worked hard to make sure they didn’t have to worry about. She might have an odd job, but it suited her without too many risks, and now she was in the middle of risks she attempted to avoid.

      Pushing through the dark thoughts, she had a view of a mountain and a handsome man to keep her distracted. They might not have been looking for one another, but they seemed to have found something between them. She wanted to search, see if it was something that might be more than a fling, but he seemed to have dropped into soldier mode, continuing forward, exploring the areas around them to leave a small clue for someone to follow if they were looking. This all depends on the hunter still searching and not just waiting them out for her to be pulled back into her life.

      She forced a pause for food, water, and preparing for the climb to shave the time off the hike. She would need to adjust the chalk for the free rise given the time to set the stakes wasn’t in the schedule. Layla sat, gazing at the short climb. It wasn’t outside of her skill set, and she was taking someone who hadn’t been on a slope for a while, so the inherent danger remained. Being in the open, not able to hide from anyone who came upon them, also factored in. If Thomas Clark arrived while they were on the climb, it would be just like shooting fish in a barrel simple to take them out.

      “Do you really think if he doesn’t show the military will finally come to get us?” Layla asked over the water bottle.

      “Probably. If he drops off the map, he will reappear later. This is the best chance they have to handle him,” he replied, not fully meeting her gaze through the sunglasses they both used as shields from the sunlight and discomfort.

      “But you think he will show.”

      “I do. I will keep you safe if that is what you are worried about.”

      “I can protect myself as well. I am no damsel in distress.”

      “Didn’t cross my mind that you are, only he is an expert, like myself, and focused. I need to continue to be as focused on him. Once it begins, you will keep down so I won’t need to worry if you are out there getting shot.”

      “I have no urge to be shot. There will be plenty of places to duck and run,” she replied, holding back several things she wanted to say, work through, and explain. She could handle herself better than he could possibly know, but she couldn’t and shouldn’t know what she wanted to. Too many secrets were flowing around in this hunt and she didn’t want to add to the pile. Alex’s concerns were valid, given what he knew.

      “Good. Living is the best option. Once done, the military will get us, debrief, and sign away the secrets before you can return to your normal life. San Francisco, right?” he asked, starting to pack back up to prepare for the climb.

      “Briefly. That is where the main office is, but I currently live in Vegas for school. I should still have samples to turn in, footage if any remains after the debrief. I have probably given everyone a good scare. I have a thesis to defend in October, so I can graduate with an official doctorate,” she spoke, packing up before pulling on her climbing gloves and wrist supports. “You?”

      “Debrief Quantico to explain and see where I am going to be assigned. I think I am done with vacation.”

      “This is your vacation?”

      “It was. I was called in from Tahoe.”

      “Bummer. This isn’t a great vacation.”

      “It has had its moments. The running from a psycho killer is not my idea of fun. I am ready to be done with vacation and debt payments. Next, I will be moving to somewhere.”

      “Do you have any say?”

      “I can request. I will see where I end up. And you are nearly out of school, which might change places to look into.”

      “That sounds like planning, Alex.”

      “Maybe a little. It gives me something to look forward to. Besides, it seems like you are based in this part of the country instead of back east.”

      “True. Large change for you?”

      “I have been all over the world, living wherever they send me. I haven’t lived out in this part of America, but I’ve been here.”

      “They do say change is good.” She had to ponder what it would mean. He wanted to plan, like her, but there were things he needed to know about her, things she needed to know about him for a relationship to begin. She felt that is where they were going. Approval might be a challenge from her people, but she knew how to work around them when needed. Until then, survival and seeing what else they might have in common other than explosive sexual chemistry that refused to stop. The new sensations were unusual for both, as they attempted to ignore them before the climb started. “Ready for this?”

      “I am.” He leaned closer. Tilting her head to the side, she met his lips midway. It lasted for a moment, sparking between them before they pulled away.

      “Distracting, Alex. Very distracting,” Layla muttered.

      “Only somewhat on purpose but wanted to before we started another long trek. I might enjoy something before we continue.”

      They began the free climb up the mountainside and over to save time, camping on the opposite side. Alex and Layla finished the dull climb, avoiding the pitfalls, to find a place tucked between several rocks and hidden from most onlookers to make camp.
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      The small camp hides them from typical views. It would be difficult for someone, especially Clark, to find them. Alex tucked Layla close to him as tiredness took them both. She slept soundly as he kept an eye out, searching and listening to everything around them. Alex and Layla were not the only ones in the mountains— some of the predators crept around, avoiding the people through their hunting.

      The morning came too quickly. They had a swift breakfast before continuing toward the nearby town. They could view it in the distance by late afternoon, the ramshackle buildings from the 1950s, designed to see the results of nuclear testing from miles away, learning about the destructive damage done from the testing. The buildings in the fake town had been bleached from the sun and worn from the weather, along with what wreckage the testing had done. The entire area was blanketed in sheets of dust and dirt, age, and animals. It had several points to make for traps and set up sightlines before they would attempt to signal for Clark.

      Approaching the town, Alex pulled out his gun and flashlight to search the area for any animals or the small off-chance that Clark had made it before them. The village had several buildings still standing, though few windows survived, but most were destroyed and unusable for the plan. They searched as the sun set, seeing wildlife scurrying away until they found a stable home near the edge of the town. Settling into the house, Alex set up traps on the front and back doors and spikes in front of the remaining windows. It wasn’t perfect, but these houses were over seventy years old.

      Layla didn’t bother with a usual campfire but used the old stove as a firepit, giving warm food and some heat in the cooling evening air while Alex finished protecting the house. Settling down for the evening, they went over the plan several times.

      “I have something we can do to make sure he knows where we are,” Layla stated in the middle of the rounds of the planning. Alex tilted his head for her to continue. “I can make a call from my phone.”

      “And?”

      “If he is hunting me, he will have it tracked, so I can make a mistake to call for help in San Francisco. He will know exactly where we are and will find us right here, right?”

      “Probably. I don’t love the idea. He knows you have company, so he will be on guard.”

      “He would be on guard no matter what, so knowing he knows you are here isn’t changing anything. We can plan around that and get prepared.” They agreed before eating and prepared for sleep. Making it to the town, they started designing the trap to handle Clark. Alex took brief naps, catching up on the little sleep he had been running on for days as Layla kept watch, promising she would wake him if something occurred. Around midnight, Alex slipped into a deeper sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thomas

      

      

      Thomas followed the paths that had made sense to arrive toward the town. It would take another day or two depending on the geography of the area. The cliffs, mountains, and rough terrain slowed his path, meaning it would also slow them down. He found signs of life, human and animal, giving him the idea he was on the right path. Finding a deep dried-up ravine to sleep in for a few hours during the heat of the day only to continue through the chilling evening, saving energy from being wasted and keeping from freezing. The brutal desert air and high altitudes drained Thomas, changing his plan to evenings and mornings for hikes and runs to catch up to the pair. He wouldn’t make the town before them, but he would be there shortly after them if he could keep the pace.

      Resting only when needed, he found shortcuts through small climbs and runs through the evening air. He found tracks in some sand, human, from a man and woman heading the same direction he was. The plan the hacker had discovered appeared worth the money spent to unearth it. They would have time to control an area, prepare for him, and every hour and minute they had would make his job harder. He started to search for a swifter way to reach them, cutting down their time to prepare for him.

      He waited for dawn to break to start climbing up the mountainside to cut off time. He would make it by the next evening at the latest. They would be underprepared. Even if they started now, it would not be enough, and that would mean he would have the upper hand.

      Once he reached the top of the cliffside, he could just make out the edge of the town. They were probably already there. He sent a message to his hacker to see if there were detailed maps of this small fake town. If there were basements or any underground tunnels, he would use them to approach where they couldn’t see him coming. Thomas had seen enough to know the general plan the military boy would be attempting, using traps and lookout points for sniping. It would generally work. It was solid, but he was one who had worked around those plans for years. Hunting made him think far outside the box the military trained him in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Layla

      

      

      Alex finally slept deep enough to start recovering from the small cat naps he had been living off since this had begun. Layla kept the heat from the stove warming from near freezing to cool, tossing in bits of sage she had brought with her to clean the air and purify the kitchen to start the small communication ritual. She didn’t like hiding what she was from Alex, but until this was over, she couldn’t add another loose end, and she wasn’t jumping for the military to know about her and her powers. Her necklace with the long blue Kyanite wrapped in platinum, reliable and well-worn before chanting slightly under her breath would open the channel between herself and Titan Ki. The words of old came forward, opening the link between herself and one of the people listening at Titan Ki Technologies in one of the small rooms that amplified hearing and communication, probably close to the actual telecommunications section of the building. A voice whispered through, opening a line for her to share what has been happening, what she had seen and knew, only leaving out the personal matters with Alex given it was not something they really needed to know in an official report.

      Emotions flicker by from those listening. She felt the concern, worry, and purging of negative energies flowing from the place she was sitting and working. The background count she had felt was slightly radioactive, not interfering between her and the earth below, given the energies that might cause issues with long term exposure. Layla would need a full cleanse once she returned to headquarters, but for now she had to work around the background noise adding static to everything. Understanding passed between herself and the group that had been waiting to hear anything from her since the first call. She hadn’t been able to call again due to the hunter and concern had pooled through the group. They only heard some information from the government whom they had called to help get her out, using one of their favors owed to retrieve her safely. The disapproval of using her as bait flickered through but was suppressed since she needs to survive this. Ideas flared through her along with thoughts of options. She took note of the information but giving little that she could do other than wait and see what the next few days brought. Preparing would start in the morning. She would add wards and warnings along with the physical things Alex would be doing, giving them a higher chance to surprise the hunter.

      Layla is reminded about hiding her powers unless necessary, especially to an active member of a governmental agency. They didn’t need more attention to themselves than has already occurred. They have avoided attention by being famous for technology and innovation, never showing the opposite side, no one looking for old school magic interacting with cutting edge technologies. She had found it useful as well. No one saw them for anything but what they were. For her, it is searching and finding minerals and rocks necessary for expansion, which was assumed to be looking for crystals to help technology expansion. She did both under the simple guise of a geologist.

      Once finished, she ended the chant and meditation used to connect with the others. She missed them, but for now her attention focused on how to survive and what to do with Alex. They were joined on a level she understood, beyond the physical urges, for something with possibilities, a future beckoning her toward her wanting everything. She just had to keep them both alive and out of danger before she could see where these possibilities led. Settling in close to Alex, she allowed a few cat naps as the night progressed, allowing Alex to sleep and become rested for what was coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alex

      

      

      Alex’s natural alarm clock woke him after several hours of dead to the world sleep. He had slept far too long and too deep for the situation they were in. He felt Layla’s head leaning on his shoulder, her eyes closed but her at attention beside him, sharing the heat and sleeping bag as a blanket. He brushed the long braid over, bringing her back to full awareness, blinking at him slowly.

      “Get some sleep.”

      “I got some cat naps. Nothing came in.”

      “I can see that, but you should have woken me back up.”

      “Isn’t it better you got the sleep now before we go to full-out battle?” He paused to think about it and gave a slight nod. “Besides, I will sleep now and once this is done, I am going to sleep for hours in a comfortable bed with room service.”

      “Room service?”

      “Hell yeah, I want room service, a huge bed, sex for days, and sleep. I think that is the plan once we’re out of this.” He gave a short chuckle.

      “Fine, I will figure out how to get that once we are done. Get sleep. I will start making the traps.” He kissed her on the cheek before grabbing a protein bar and started outside to patrol the area, learning the landscape to begin adding traps and wires, and setting up for the worst-case scenario. He learned which places had blind spots, pulled off several parts of houses to eliminate the blind spots, and finding it harder to hide. He found places to hide extra knives, bullets, and guns if the situation became complicated. He made two crows’ nests to cover the area, seeing the great sight lines and where he might be able to handle Clark from a distance with a single bullet. Alex didn’t think that was likely, but there was a small hope he could finish this at a range.

      The area held dangerous zones, old houses ready to fall, shelters of rotten wood that were prepared to break apart with a small weight, all dust-covered except where he roamed around. By noon, he had the area bright, dust and dirt removed or pushed aside so not pointing out every trap in the sand. It was dirty work. Stopping for food and water, he woke Layla to make sure she knew where everything was, including extra weapons and traps. He took her to show her the additional hiding places, where dangerous areas laid and how to avoid zones ready to explode with weight. It would be a mess if they head to run around the field, but it was a hazardous area they knew better than the opposition.

      Layla began to help as the day progressed forward, heat and exhaustion taking them before the sun descended. They would start again in the morning, after the call to the General that they had arrived. This gave them another night away from the danger, a night to be together one more time before everything started. Through this, they found a way to be together, joining quickly in a rush of desire neither were expecting but had learned to go with it. Curling into his arms, Layla began to fade as the first trap with bells was set off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thomas

      

      

      He had found them, watching from a distance as they had made the town dangerous, trapped, and ready for him. It wasn’t enough. He didn’t know all the points but enough to set off a trap to enter the few basements that had been discovered by the hacker from a deep dive into the old records. Some of these houses were used for fallout shelters to see if that made a difference for subjects hit with the radiation from bombs set off through the desert, testing the results before using them against the nation's enemies. He left several grenades, pulling the pins, causing damage randomly and hiding where he was going. He found which house they had set up camp in, one without a useful basement, but nearby, he just had to make it through the broken remnants of the structures to approach the house. The man would leave the house, leaving Clark time to get into the house to kill the woman and set up the house to take out the man before leaving. Neither would survive before Thomas returned to hiding. They knew what he looked like again as the heat had been turning on full blast. He would enjoy a vacation once these two were dead.

      He felt the explosions of his grenades, powerful and dangerous as a new set went off, meaning he hit some of the traps waiting for him around the town. Fewer things he had to watch for on his exit. Crawling through the tunnels, long collapsed upon age and weight, he was able to cross nearly a quarter of the zone without leaving the crawl spaces. He would be close enough to the house to surprise the woman in hiding. She was right in the desert, but with a gun in a small space, she would go quickly. The military man he had to worry about given his training, but he had backup plans ready, the thrill of the hunt taking him.

      Exiting the dingy house remains, he could make out fires around the town, several buildings had caught, kindling for the destruction he was bringing. The flames might help him smoke out the man once Thomas finished with her, the one who started this hunt, an unexpected thrill unwanted and needed but a rush all the same.

      Crossing the pass, he left several grenades around for his return. He cut which wires he could make out in the new light blazing the area in feral flames. He snuck past the trap he could make out at the side of the house. Everything here had been boarded up and prepared for him, not leaving many entrances but even fewer exits. He left one of the small mines at the front. In case she ran out, he would take her out and hit the back entrance.

      Pulling down the shotgun, he blasted through the door handle and kicked the remains out of the way. He heard noise everywhere, fires and explosions, but he could make out the movements within the house. She knew he was here and started to run. He wanted her to fight, attempt to at the very least, but it sounded like she was going to run instead of trying to defend herself. A pity, he thought, to enter the house to make his way through a similar layout as the rest of the homes burning around them. The smell of burning clouded his senses, unable to sniff her out through the pitiful house. He searched the small kitchen and living area and found the front door unopened. Turning, he found the bedroom doors all closed with wood snapping from within the main bedroom. She was trying to escape through a window. He nearly laughed but resisted the urge, shooting through the door. He could see her, up close and personal. She was taller than he expected, nearly six feet of angry female with odd-colored eyes and fire already blazing around her in the room. The breaking wood came from the woodpile burning within the room, the smoke a dangerous smoky and then floral scent, something he hadn’t smelled before. He leveled the shotgun at her with a smile.

      “You gave me many problems, and now this hunt is done,” he spoke casually, not often given a chance to talk to his prey. This one had turned his life upside down, giving him an actual hunt before his new vacation began. He could give her a moment in the room of smoke and fire. She didn’t scream, cry, or even move. She just returned his smile with a brighter, whiter one as she spoke one word.

      The room exploded, a fiery ball hitting him in the chest, sending him back into the hallway through the weakened wall into the dining area with a scream. The fire tore into him, burning him from within. He began to roll, attempting to put out the flames she had thrown at him. He screamed as fire licked through him, dancing into his lungs, killing him even as he tried to live. Nothing was putting out the fire. It kept burning through him, dangerous like a white phosphorous grenade or something. He couldn’t stop it. He only saw her look at him from the wall before disappearing out of the back of the house. He felt the fire destroying him, taking everything within him along with it. The explosion of his remaining grenades finished the job before the fire consumed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Layla

      

      

      Layla ran from the house. The fire had done its job taking out the hunter, killing him. The explosion surprised her, hurling her from the house to the ground roughly. He must have had grenades on when the fire hit him as the house went up in a blaze of glory. Nothing would remain. She could barely make out Alex in the distance, her head and ears ringing off the hook from the damage and landing poorly from her ungraceful escape from the house. She would live, but the hunter was dead, and they made it. It was beautiful. She used her powers, but it took him down without exposure and saved them both from his early arrival.

      “Layla!” She heard Alex approach closer before attempting to speak back, her voice raw from the smoke and pain flaring through her system. Waving her hands, he ran toward her, fully armed and prepared for a battle, to lean down, taking her pulse first and helping her off the ground. Blood poured freely from her head where she had cracked it on the landing. “Where is he?”

      “In the house, dead. I threw sticks with fire on him and ran. He had on several grenades, and I thought it would work. He set the house on fire before, so I was out of options.” It was close to the truth. She had set it on fire and tossed a fireball at him, but in general it was close enough to be accurate, for now.

      “We need to get out of here. The whole town is on fire, and he left grenades scattered,” he said for the second time since she was not making out all his words. Grabbing the backpacks, she had tossed out once the alarms set off, they ran out of the town, avoiding the fires and traps, to the edge, watching it burn down. The few buildings had become an inferno and out of control. Not that the fire department would know or arrive. The kindling of the homes would die out with the fires, leaving only a husk of the town, a blackened scar to be taken back by the desert.

      Alex took several minutes to bandage her head and sling her shoulder that had been knocked out of place from her fiery exit. The frayed edges of her braid had seen better days, and her throat had begun to scream in pain from the smoke she sucked in, but she would live. Once he was satisfied, he made the call to the General, explaining the situation quickly and that they needed an evacuation out of the area with medical. It helped that Thomas Clark was dead. They would be able to find whatever remains in the house once the fires died down, but they had succeeded without either of them dying.

      Alex fussed over the bandaging until the first set of helicopters arrived with blinding lights, landing to take them to safety. Others swarmed the area, to do whatever they needed, Layla thought but didn’t care. She lived and was getting out. Soon she would be free of this. She survived the dangerous man and somehow got the guy. It was not all terrible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alex

      

      

      He explained for the third time what had happened, leaving nothing out as medical had taken Layla in to make sure nothing was broken, or any surgeries needed to be done. She looked terrible but seemed to be handling the damage and situation well. Adrenaline had its uses, but once it wore off, she would probably feel worse, and the doctors could make sure she was decent before they would be released. The General has been asking over and over all the details as Alex dutifully explained. For now, he just jumped through the hoops they laid out for him.

      Several long hours later, they finally released Alex to medical, where Layla slept. He stopped to check on her before taking a quick shower and checking himself out medically. He had far less damage but needed to get his stitches replaced and patched up. They wouldn’t be allowed to leave until tomorrow, if they were lucky. The paperwork was already being churned out for them not to discuss what they saw, what happened, and taking care of them both medically. Everything has been made to search over by the military. Alex accepted it before taking the cot next to Layla to sleep for a few hours.

      The next day came too quickly, but lasted for hours of debriefing, explanation, discussions, and signing enough paperwork to kill a small forest. Layla would have to see a doctor regularly for a while to make sure she recovered and was given an explanation to give to others about her injuries, but they would allow her to go. The days it took allowed Alex to set up a short vacation in Vegas for them to head to once released. She would have to head to California afterward, but they would finally get to sleep in the oversized bed, with room service, showers, huge towels, and sex for days as she had asked for once they survived.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Who even reads this garbage?” Ian Parsons tossed the worthless scrap of newspaper into the trash bin next to his desk.

      “Didn’t you just read it?” His brother Lance asked with a quizzical brow.

      “That’s not the point.” Twisting around in his chair, Ian looked out across the skyline of Miami. Damn, he loved living and working there. Something was relaxing about the way the sunlight glinted off the water and the way the buildings resembled perfectly constructed Lego structures. He’d always enjoyed playing with Legos as a child.

      “And I suppose you’re going to enlighten me as to the point of this entire tantrum?”

      “First of all, I’m thirty-six years old. I don’t throw tantrums. And my point is that some airhead gets paid money to write a bullshit column each week. She or he more than likely hasn’t even hit puberty yet.”

      “Wow, that’s harsh.” Lance blew out a breath.

      Ian ran both hands through his hair and groaned. “How is it that we sit here on the verge of bankruptcy at this paper and they have fluff shit like that keeping them above the waterline?” he pointed at the discarded paper.

      “People like it. It’s funny, intuitive and right now, stuff like that, sells.”

      “Grandpa Mick would be rolling in his grave at this conversation right now. There’s no way in hell I’m turning this publication into some sort of porn enthusiast paper. It’s not happening, Lance.”

      “Then what’s the plan? Just let our legacy fail? You know as well as I do, that can’t happen. This business was built from the blood, sweat and tears of our family.”

      Ian paced the room thinking. What would help them pull their failing news publication from the red to black again? How was it in this digital age they could get the readers focused on picking up a physical copy of the Miami Gazette once more? Ian pondered while Lance sat silently in the chair across from his desk.

      “This seems strange coming from you. You used to be worried about only the bottom line. What’s changed?” his brother asked.

      “I guess my priorities have changed, since I’ve gotten older.” Lance was right in a way. Ian usually focused more on the business aspect of things and rarely mentioned their family. Maybe he was getting more sensitive in his old age.

      “Is that what I have to look forward to?” Lance laughed.

      “I’m only six years older than you, dick head.” Ian hurled a company ink pen across the office, hitting his brother square in the chest.

      “Well, I’m on board for whatever. You know me, I like a challenge. The question is, what are we going to do?” Lance placed the offending pen on a nearby table.

      “I’ve got it!” Ian pounded a fist on the corner of his desk.

      “Do tell.” Lance sat forward, tapping his fingers together in anticipation.

      “We go undercover and find out what makes the writer of that column tick. Maybe pick their brain and figure out why people like it so much.”

      “We aren’t detectives, Ian. This is the dumbest idea you’ve had since we were eight and you thought our dog Spaz could fly.”

      “He could fly . . . until he hit the ground and broke two legs.”

      “My point exactly. This won’t work.”

      “Sure it will. One of us will have to apply for a job and find the mystery writer.”

      “You know damn well that can’t be me. They’ll know me as soon as I walk in the door.” Lance laced his hands behind his head, staring Ian down.

      “Guess that means I’m in the hot seat, huh?”

      “Guess so, big brother. You’re the elusive bachelor. Time to step up and save the family business.” Lance chuckled.

      Ian knew his brother was more than right. He’d spent most of his life staying out of the spotlight whereas Lance was all up in it. When Lance went to charity functions, Ian stayed at home, stashed away from every person he could manage. It wasn’t that he had a phobia of crowds or people in general, no, he just preferred to be somewhat of a loner. He guarded every single aspect of his life and rarely let anyone in. When you didn’t open the door, it was easier to keep people from coming inside to hurt you.

      “Look, I’m headed to the yacht club. Call me if you need anything.” Lance stood and clapped Ian on the back, “Good luck. You’re going to need it.”

      If luck were on his side— and he hoped it would be— Ian could pad his resume and have a job at the competing paper within twenty-four hours. If not, well, he’d have to find a new way to save his legacy. He’d be damned if he’d let a silly little column called ‘The Thong Diaries’ take down what took his family generations to build.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey Chandler sat at her desk with both hands holding up her chin. She’d read through her newest column six times already and it was time to send it to her editor. Every time she clicked the send button, butterflies decided to do some sort of goofy tribal dance in her stomach. Maybe that was how all writers felt when they sent their baby off to be scrutinized by another set of eyes, or perhaps she had an extreme case of self-doubt that never faded. Either way, next week’s words would be out of her hands and into someone else’s in just a few nanoseconds. Audrey stared at the screen once more. “I’d better read over it just one more time,” she mumbled to herself.

      

      Thong and Go Seek

      I know what you’re thinking . . . and trust me, this isn’t it. As the title of this week’s column might suggest, you’d think I was speaking of trying to find your thong after it crawled up your butt so far you now need the Jaws of Life to extract it. Even though that would’ve been a prime topic for this week, alas, I have other ideas to roll around with. I thought I’d touch on the topic that has plagued me for quite some time now . . . the elusive ‘Mister Right’. No, not ‘Mister Right-Now’. The latter is the one we latch onto at the clubs on South Beach who aren’t good for more than a few hours of kinky fun. The one I’m talking about is the one who not only helps you build the picket fence, but also helps you paint it. Some of you will continue to patronize the Mr. Right-Nows for the foreseeable future, but for me, I’m looking for long term. My thong is ready to find its soulmate. I’ve tested out the dating pool online and have come to find that unless you’re searching for a guy with a God complex or one that wants to add you to his growing arsenal of chicks . . . it’s not really for me. Also, forget about the whole club scene. Like I mentioned before, I’m looking for a bit more than a quick slap and tickle in the back of Surfer Joe’s 1976 Dodge Daytona. What is a girl to do? Am I destined to stay unattached until the zombie apocalypse takes over and I’m left wandering the streets of Miami as a brain-eating maniac? Please, someone tell me it’s not too late to find a happily ever after! As usual I will take all suggestions on our website at www.southbeachtribune.net. Keep those comments coming and maybe one will help me end my stint as a spinster and find my picket fence.

      Love and Thongs

      

      Yeah, the piece was as good as it was going to get. Audrey sighed and clicked the ‘send’ button like she did every week. This column wasn’t just some joke for her, like many took it, it was her life. It was a way to earn a paycheck and hopefully one day lead to something bigger. Something life changing. After three years in the driver’s seat for The Thong Diaries, Audrey felt she’d paid her dues. But the higher-ups didn’t see things her way. They were determined to keep her ass planted in her chair while she typed out the column that kept their paper alive. It wasn’t the society pages or the classifieds that caused The South Beach Tribune to stay afloat, it was her work. They knew if she walked out, they’d be in the same shape most other publications were in right now. They’d be tits up without a savior. Truth was, Audrey wanted to be taken seriously in this business. She wanted to cover real stories that mattered to people. But right now, she was strapped as being the woman who created a column that entertained the greater Miami metropolitan area. In Medieval times, they would have referred to her as the court jester.

      “Mr. Banks wants to see you in his office in five, Audrey.” The boss’s secretary popped her head in Audrey’s office door. Just great. What the hell did the boss man want now? Audrey stood from her swivel chair and ran her palms across her pencil skirt. She looked around her office and counted her blessings that she even had a job. Because really, with the economy in the crapper like it was, it was a wonder she didn't have to sell mouth hugs on Craigslist to make her rent each month.

      Time to bite the bullet and figure out what she’d done this time. It was always something. She hadn’t hit a deadline; she’d went too far outside the box on one of her articles . . . it was tiring trying to keep up with what the big man wanted. It would’ve been a whole lot easier had he sent her a list of do’s and don’ts for her to skim over. That way her ass would’ve been prepared for anything he managed to toss her way. Oh well, it was all part of the gig, she mused. Sometimes rules were meant to be broken anyway.

      Audrey passed the desk of Mr. Banks’ secretary not bothering to see if it was okay for her to go into his office. Screw that. She didn’t have to check in with Miss ‘I-Don’t-Eat-Carbs’ every single time she passed her. One of these days she was determined to throw a greasy cheeseburger at the anorexic stick figure and run. Maybe the bitch wouldn’t be so cranky all the time if she had something worth eating every now and then. Life had to suck when you munched on kale chips and lettuce leaves. No wonder rabbits were so jumpy, the poor things were bouncing around hoping someone would toss them a chili dog with extra onions. Audrey pushed open the door to her boss's office and slunk through.

      “You wanted to see me?” She approached his desk and noticed another man in the room. He sat in one of the two chairs in front of the desk but didn’t turn around.

      “Audrey, yes. Please have a seat.” Mr. Banks motioned to the empty chair. “I’d like you to meet, Ian, your new sidekick.”

      Audrey’s gaze shot to the man next to her, her eyes going wide. “Sidekick?”

      “Yes. I’ve hired Mr. Smith today. He is highly recommended in the publishing industry. I thought the two of you would make a great team for the column.”

      “With all due respect, sir . . . this really isn’t a team sport. I’m handling the column just fine on my own.” She defended.

      “I couldn’t agree with you more. But I think we could use a man’s perspective somewhat. Maybe open the readership up to our masculine community.” Mr. Banks smiled in her direction with his coffee and nicotine-stained dentures.

      She stole a side glance at Mr. Smith once more, the reason for this entire thing finally clicking. “Ah, I get it. You want to gain gay readers.” She smiled. “I couldn’t agree with you more, now. I think Mr. Smith would be perfect for the job.”

      The man beside her choked. “Wait, I’m not gay.”

      “You’re not?” She looked him up and down.

      “Could’ve fooled me.” She snorted.

      “This has nothing to do with sexual preference. Fact of the matter is, we need more readers. I’m leaving it to the two of you to figure out how to make that happen.” Mr. Banks added.

      “Could we just clear up the fact that I’m not gay?”

      Audrey turned to Ian, “Look, this is South Beach. It’s okay to come out of the closet.” She winked.

      “Still not gay.”

      “Really? You’re wearing expensive Italian loafers, an Armani three-piece suit and you clearly bathe in cologne. Either you’re extremely wealthy or you’re gay. Which is it?”

      “I’m gay.”

      “Thought so.”  Audrey smiled to herself.
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        * * *

      

      Just fucking great. Ian was now gay. Well, not really. It was either come out of the so-called closet or tell the truth about being rich. If he’d divulged that information, questions would’ve been asked and he couldn’t afford to answer them. So for now, he was Ian Smith, gay journalist. Lance would have a field day with this little scenario. Ian could already imagine his brother falling on the floor laughing until he pissed himself. It wasn’t that being gay was something to make fun of, Ian was just as straight as they came. Okay, he was more metrosexual. There wasn’t a thing wrong with moisturizing, the Miami sun could age someone quickly if they weren’t careful.

      “Not trying to be rude here, but I don’t need a shadow to do my job,” Audrey sassed as Ian followed her through the glass-framed office space.

      “Come on, everyone can use an extra pair of hands, right?” he purposefully produced the best set of jazz hands he could muster.

      “Too many cooks in the kitchen can burn it down.” She pushed through a door, leading to a medium-sized office. “What are your credentials, anyway?” she took a firm seat in her chair, eyeing him as if she were an interrogator at Guantanamo Bay.

      For once, he could tell the truth, “I covered several stories during the war in Afghanistan and I did a three-year mentorship at the New York Times and six months at the Chicago Sun Times.” Yep, that was right. Before he took over the family business, Ian wanted to get firsthand experience on what it took to do the job. Field knowledge was vital.

      “Nothing about what you said makes you qualified to help write a romance and advice column.” She muttered.

      Ian straightened his tie. “Maybe not. But I think I could bring a few things to the table,” he smiled, hoping his boyish charm would soften the dragon lady.

      “In an industry dominated by men, I refuse to let another one steamroll me. Consider me Batman and you’re my Alfred.” She stated.

      “What about Robin?” he asked with a smile playing at his lips.

      Audrey considered him for a brief moment, “You have to earn the right to wear a cape.”

      So, things were going to be much more difficult than Ian predicted. He’d never thought twice about how the writer of the column could maybe be Satan’s mistress. She had a set of balls; he’d give her that. But the main focus of his mission was to infiltrate the enemy and see what made their publication tick. How were they able to keep their heads above water? That mystery lay in the hands of the Red Queen, currently sitting across from him.
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      Pecking away at lightning speed, Audrey focused on her next piece.  She smiled when her own words tickled her and frowned when they pissed her off. However, the main thing that made her want to scream was the well-dressed man tapping the tip of his pen on the corner of her desk. Each click sent her fingers curling tighter into her palms, trying to stave off the urge to punch him in his healthy, moisturized face. If there were a sound effect to go along with her exasperated eye rolling, she was sure it would sound like Plinko chips, falling aimlessly down the game board.

      “Can you stop that?” she pulled her fingers away from the keyboard, cracking her knuckles.

      “Stop what?” Ian continued with his juvenile annoyance with a smile on his face. A freaking smile.

      “Annoying me.”

      “I could be breathing and it would annoy you,” he laughed.

      “Then I wouldn’t be upset if you kind of just stopped that too.” She flashed a sardonic grin his way.

      “What makes you hate me so much? Is it the whole gay thing?”

      Audrey darted to her feet, her chair rolling back with enough force to slam into the wall behind her. “Don’t you ever ask me something like that.” She practically shouted, her anger clearly out of check.

      “Well?”

      “This has nothing to do with who you are and just so you know, my brother happens to be gay. I have the utmost respect for anyone who chooses to be themselves.”

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked such an idiotic question. Just feels like you have something against me, that’s all.” Ian stood, backing away from the desk. Probably a good idea considering she felt like dropkicking him in the junk.

      “I don’t hate you. I hate the idea my boss thinks I can’t handle this on my own.” She motioned with her hands to her office space. Unfortunately, her temper waned for just a split second— long enough to let real emotions slip. Damn it.

      “Okay, at least the truth is out.” A gentle expression passed over Ian’s face, but was soon replaced with something else. Was he . . . checking her out? No way, not possible.

      “Okay. Let’s forget this outburst and be professional.” She smoothed her palms down the front of her skirt, then sat down once more.

      “Would you want to go grab lunch?” he asked.

      “I’m meeting my brother for lunch.” She thought for a second, then an idea hit her. “Why don’t you join us? He would love to meet you.”

      “Sure, that sounds great.” He agreed.

      Little did Ian know, she had an ulterior motive behind the invite. Her brother had just gotten out of a long-term relationship, and Ian was just the man to take his mind off his own woes. If she played her cards right, her brother could distract Ian, leaving her to her own devices when it came to her job. Was it bad that she was mentally tapping her fingers together like a dastardly evil genius, who’d just learned the nuclear launch codes?

      “Hope you don’t mind eating here, it is Taco Tuesday, after all.” Audrey pointed to the front entrance of Cantina La Veinte— her and her brother’s favorite place to spend Taco Tuesdays.

      “Looks great,” Ian wore a weary expression on his chiseled face as he reached for the door handle, then pulled it open.

      It wasn’t long before Audrey spotted her stylishly dressed brother, hanging out at the bar, chatting up a muscular Cuban hunk. At least he had great taste in men— which was more than she could say for herself. The losing horses at the Triple Crown had a better track record than she did when it came to her love life.

      “Eeeeeeek!” Yep, that was Patrick, excited to see her as usual. His energy was infectious, making her want to jump and scream right along with him. But she wouldn’t, Audrey was the complete opposite of her twin brother. She was a focus driven individual who rarely wavered from her goals. Pat, on the other hand, was a fly-by-the-seat-of-his-pants person. It was what made him the life of the party and her the lump of coal in a Christmas stocking. “Ooh, who is this?” Pat asked as he sized up her new companion.

      “This is my new understudy, Ian.” She introduced Ian while pushing him forward.

      “Understudy?” Ian shot her a questioning look.

      “Well, you know what I mean. Anyway, let’s get a table so we can chat.” Audrey didn’t understand the puzzled look on Ian’s face, but clearly her brother was into the setup. He never could hide his gleeful emotions.

      Just shortly after being seated at a window table, Ian pulled his ringing phone from his jacket pocket. He looked to her, then said, “Sorry, I need to take this.”

      Audrey shrugged her shoulders. “So, what do you think of him?” she turned to Pat and asked.

      “He’s hot. How did you manage to snag a work of art like that?”

      “The opportunity fell in my lap. Figured you’d have a bit of fun with him.” She mock punched her sibling in the shoulder.

      “Me? Oh, sweetie, that man is as straight as a hundred and eighty-degree angle.”

      “No, he’s not. He openly admitted it when I first met him. Clearly your gay-dar is malfunctioning.” She laughed.

      “As a card-carrying member of the best club in the world, I can tell you without a doubt that my gay-dar has never worked better. Ian isn’t gay. Confused? Possibly.” Patrick took a sip from his biodegradable straw, wincing as the lemon water hit his tongue.

      “This doesn’t make sense. Why would he say he was, if he wasn’t?” Audrey scrunched up her nose. Patrick had to be wrong. Yeah, that was it.
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        * * *

      

      “Anything to report?” Lance asked as Ian answered the phone call.

      He blew out a breath, “Well, things are complicated here.” He pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger.

      “Let me guess, the writer is an old bat who does needlepoint and picks her teeth with the tip of a pencil?” Lance chuckled.

      “I wish.” He paused. “I may have told a huge lie.”

      “Out with it, man. I haven’t got all day,” his brother insisted.

      “She assumed I’m gay so I went with it.” Silence cut through, making him believe his brother had hung up on him. “Lance?”

      “Yeah, um. You’re on speaker in the board room.”

      Ian closed his eyes, hoping the sidewalk would crack open and swallow him to the depths of the earth. “Please tell me you’re joking?” he waited, hoping his prankster brother would start laughing.

      No such luck. Instead, his shame multiplied as the various members of the board chimed in, saying hello. “Let me get somewhere private and I’ll call you back.” Lance said right before ending the call.

      Ian was always the levelheaded brother— the one who wouldn’t necessarily get shady or cutthroat when it came to business. But the prospect of losing the family legacy had him doing and saying what it took to get the goods. If the board of directors had an issue with it, they could kick rocks. There was no way he would sit back and watch something his family built go down in flames faster than the Hindenburg.

      “Everything okay?” Audrey’s voice cut through his moment of woe. With his phone tightly gripped in his fingers, he spun to see her, the tropical sunlight shimmering like a prism on her sienna brown hair. It was strange how the auburn tones hadn’t revealed themselves until just then, almost as if they were hiding, waiting for the right time to pop to the surface and surprise him. She was pretty— in a conservative and nerdy sense. Something Ian looked for in women. His brother Lance? Well, he would dry hump anything with a vagina. “Why are you looking at me like that?” she once again brought him back to reality.

      “I wasn’t looking at you in any particular way.” His voice cracked, giving him away.

      “You totally were. There was this wistful thing on your face. Quite terrifying if you ask me.” She bellowed a sardonic laugh.

      “I’ll be sure to keep my eyes to myself from now on.”

      “Good idea. We wouldn’t want anyone thinking you’re straight, would we?” Audrey crossed her arms over her chest, giving him a knowing look.

      “Wouldn’t want that.” He cleared his throat, then pushed past her and back into the restaurant. He was used to being in high-pressure situations, but with Audrey scolding him with her stare, he needed to retreat. Part of him wanted to dart out the back door, but the stubborn side of him needed to stick around. Eventually she would spill the secret of how she kept readers, and he was going to uncover it.
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      All Summer Thong

      Summer love. What a great concept, right? But it’s summer all year round here in toasty Miami, so what about those of us who can’t find our summer month flings? Are we relegated to watching Beach Blanket Bingo on an outdated television? Or is there still hope for us to see some action before school is back in session? Have you seen South Beach lately? The overflow of hotness is almost enough to cause global warming on its own. Holy Speedos Batman! But if you’re not into the superficial intelligence that’s oiled up and on display, you may find yourself without a partner to Salsa the night away with. Not that I’m boasting, but I’ve hosted my fair share of summer flings. That’s a lie, I’ve only had one. For the life of me I can’t get into the muscled jocks that roam the beaches, looking to score a girl who is the equivalent of a Mounds candy bar. Who wants a Mounds when you can have the crunch and full flavor of an Almond Joy? Give us girls with a brain some credit, will you? Just because we look like someone you’d bring home to Mom, doesn’t mean we aren’t animals in the sack. I’m only speaking of myself here, but I wouldn’t doubt more women among us can give you the number sequence of Pi and convince you to handcuff her to your bedpost. Either way, I’ve always felt like the fat kid who was chosen last for dodgeball. But even so, I hid in the corner until I was the last one standing— granted, I was pelted in the face with large rubber balls in the end. Ladies and Gentleman don’t choose the shallow end of the pool this summer. Hold your breath and tread for the deep end. Sure, there are plenty of bloodthirsty sharks, but you might also find romance that could last you longer than the sweltering summer heat.

      Love and Thongs

      

      “So, what do you think?” Audrey asked, as she chewed on the skin around her thumbnail. Ian could tell she was anxious to know what he thought about her latest article, but he was more struck by the fact that she admitted she was a freak in bed. His insides sang to life as he reread her words, and it was extremely difficult to keep his feelings off his face. Holy shit. On the outside, Audrey was a strait-laced, laser-focused career woman. But deep down, she was a beast in the sheets? How was that even possible? “Forget it,” she snatched the paper copy from his fingers, almost causing a papercut.

      “I was going over it again,” he lied. “Looked like a grammatical error,” Ian said while stumbling over his words.

      “Whatever. You don’t like it and that’s fine.” Hurt crossed her features and at that moment, all he wanted to do was pull her into his arms, comforting her. But that wouldn’t happen.

      “No, I like it. It’s great.” He half-smiled. “The part about handcuffs, was—,” he paused.

      “Oh that? It’s fluff. I’m not all whips and chains. If my sexual preferences were a color, they would be between opaque and clear.”

      “Then why lie?” he asked.

      “Because lies make the world go round. Right? We lie every day.” She laughed.

      “But wouldn’t it be better for your readers if you were honest? Wouldn’t more of them relate to you?” Ian wasn’t sure why he was on a high horse about lying. Hell, he was the poster child for falsities at the moment.

      “Everything we know is built on fiction. Take bottled water for instance, you know it’s just tap water in a fancy bottle, right?” she crossed her arms over her chest and pinned him with a glare. You’d think she was pitching a nuclear peace treaty instead of making a point about an underestimated beverage option.

      “Why is everything a damn argument with you?” Ian raised his voice, her eyebrows shooting upward in surprise. “Why can’t you just take my opinion at face value instead of disappointing me about the water I drink?”

      “Don’t yell at me,” she huffed.

      That was it. He’d had enough of her self-righteous BS and it was time to put a stop to it. “You are aware that there are more people on this planet than you, correct?” he rounded the desk, backing her into a corner.

      “Don’t be stupid, of course I do.” She scoffed.

      “Good. Then you also know that your views and opinions on things won’t always match up to those around you.” She nodded as he stepped toe to toe with her. “It might be a good idea to show the real you, even in your writing. If you want to be fucked vanilla, say that. If you want a man to hold you down and make you scream, say that.” He pressed his chest to hers. “How about the truth? Which is it, Audrey?”

      Her breaths came out panting as if he’d sucked the air right out of the room with his statements and questions. Never before had Ian found a woman to be so challenging and utterly frustrating. She was a pain in the ass and for some reason, it hit his hot buttons like no other. Rational thought escaped his mind as he used his fingers to grip her hips, pushing her to the wall. Her scent enveloped him, making his want amplify to unearthly need. One taste. That’s all he needed, right? One swipe of his tongue across her plump, sassy lips and he would be a satisfied man. Yes. That would do it.

      “What are you doing?” with his eyes half-lidded, he felt her palms shove at his chest, pushing him back until his ass hit the edge of the desk.

      “Wait, what?” confusion set in, as the blood tried to work its way from his groin to his brain once more.

      “This is just weird, I mean, you’re gay, right?” the panicked expression she wore clued him in, bringing him to reality with a slamming motion.

      “Of, of course I am,” Ian smoothed his tie while looking away from her.

      “Then why are you coming onto me?” she chuckled.

      Think fast. He thought. “I uh,” he couldn’t finish. “Excuse me, I need to get some air.”

      As soon as he was out of her office, Ian felt a rush of relief. What he’d done could’ve ruined everything in a matter of seconds. He needed a few moments to think— to clear his head from the fog that’d taken over when he was near Audrey. The men’s room was his target and he was determined to stay in there until his body returned back to its dull self. As he pushed through the door of the restroom, Ian looked around, making sure he was alone— his investigation included the classic ducking down to see if any of the three stalls were occupied as well. Once he confirmed his solitude, he let out a pent-up breath. It was sad that even the pungent smells of urinal cakes and industrial hand soap couldn’t get the scent of Audrey from his mind. The sugary fragrance of ripe peaches flitted around him like a thousand dragonflies, toying with his emotions. Peaches were great, slathered in fresh whipped cream. “Damn it,” he pounded his fists on the counter, a slight pain shooting through his fingers. Closing his eyes, Ian braced his palms on the marble, mentally willing his encounter away. But when he lifted his head, then looked into the mirror, he knew he was in trouble. He liked Audrey and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. “Well, this is complicated,” he whispered to his reflection.
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        * * *

      

      “It was weird, Pat,” Audrey whispered into her phone. After Ian had all but sprinted from her office, she called the one person she could always count on for advice, her brother.

      “I’m telling you, he’s not gay, Aud,” she hated the shortened version of her name that he often used.

      “Could it be, he’s just, I don’t know, confused?” she asked while peeking out the door, making sure Ian wasn’t within earshot.

      “Yeah, confused about whether to fuck you or run away. I mean, who wouldn’t be?” Patrick laughed.

      “Ew, don’t be crude.” She scrunched up her nose.

      “Then don’t be a prude.” He retorted.

      “This conversation is like nailing Jell-O to a tree.” She let out a sigh. “I have an idea.”

      “Oh here it comes,” Patrick groaned.

      “Hear me out. You take him to one of your clubs or whatever. Feel him out, ya know?” she suggested.

      “I’d love to feel him out, but I’m telling you, he doesn’t bat for my team, Sis.”

      “Can you just do me this favor? I promise I won’t ask you for anything else.” She pleaded, hoping her brother would take pity on her and her predicament.

      After a few moments of silence, Patrick finally responded. “Fine. But I think it’s better if I surprise him. I’ll show up at your office this afternoon and kidnap him. He’ll have no other choice but to come with me.”

      “Sounds good. But don’t use the word kidnap. You’re not luring children into a white van by way of candy.” She chuckled.

      “Oh honey, I prefer to lure my men with baby oil and promises of lustful evenings.” He said right before the line went dead.

      “Hey, sorry about that, I needed a break,” Ian stood in the doorway of her office, looking yummy enough to put between two slices of bread.

      “Stop that!” she shouted before she realized her outburst should’ve been an inner thought.

      “What did I do?” his eyes went wide, concern lacing his features.

      “Nothing.” Breaking eye contact, Audrey took a seat behind her desk, hoping it would shield her. Not so much. Even with the massive wooden furniture as a barrier, she felt as if she were on a stage naked, in front of spelling bee spectators.

      “So, earlier,” he began, “can we forget that happened? I’d rather not have a sexual harassment case against me,” Ian sat down in the chair across from her.

      Fumbling with some papers, she muttered, “Yeah, I think so. Good idea.”

      “This isn’t going to be weird is it?” he asked.

      “Um, nah.” She shrugged. What in the fresh hell was wrong with her? Never before had she acted like a pre-pubescent kid that just passed her first love note in class. Gathering her composure she managed to add, “What I meant to say is, no. Everything is fine and we should get back to work.” She nodded.

      “Then what’s on the agenda?”

      “How about you write a piece? I can read over it and give you some tips if you want.” She smiled. Honestly, she was giving him busy work to keep him at a distance. If he concentrated on something, it would keep him away and her mind off of him.

      “Sure, I can do that.”

      “There’s an empty office at the end of the hall. Take that one and write to your heart's content,” she motioned to the door.

      Ian stood from his seat but didn’t move toward the door. Audrey could have kicked her own ass because all she managed to do was stare at the crotch of his slacks. Would it drive him crazy if she slid her fingers over the front of them? Would he groan with lust as she palmed him firmly in her hand?

      “Excuse me?” Ian asked, ripping her from her salacious thoughts.

      “I didn’t say anything,” her eyes darted around the room, looking anywhere but Ian’s zipper.

      “You said you want me.”

      Oh God, did she really say that . . . out loud? This could not be happening right now. Think fast. “Yes, I said I want you to go write something. That’s exactly what I said.”

      “Then I’ll do just that,” he flashed her a knowing smile as he left the room.

      When he was out of sight, Audrey slouched in her chair and blew out a breath. “Well, that’s the first gay man who’s ever driven me crazy. I sure know how to pick them.”
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      It had been a few hours since Audrey heard from Ian who was hopefully diligently working on an article down the hall. She wanted to use the time to get some work done but ended up doing nothing but thinking about her new co-worker the entire time. Heck, at one point she escaped to the bathroom just to splash cool water over her face. It didn’t help her situation in the least. Most of her time was spent mulling over what Patrick had said about Ian not being gay. It didn’t make sense. There was no reason to pretend to be something you weren’t, was there? She thought back to their first encounter when she noticed his expensive clothing and shoes. Surely, he didn’t say he was gay just because he didn’t want to admit he was wealthy, did he? That would be insane, right? Human beings had different motives in their lives, but it was confusing to think that if Ian were rich, he would want to hide it. “If I had money I would be shouting it from the rooftops,” she laughed to herself. “Unless I didn’t want anyone to know who I really was,” the lightbulb of recognition flickered in her brain. Was that it? Was Ian famous or something? She hadn’t caught his last name when they were first introduced, maybe that would give her a clue to who he really was. Time to pay a visit to HR.

      “Hey Gloria,” Audrey knocked on the doorframe of the HR manager’s office.

      The jovial Cuban woman was always ready with a smile on her face. “Hey Chicca,” she greeted.

      “Mr. Banks sent me down to grab a copy of the new hire’s W4 form.” She lied.

      “The old man usually calls down for information like that.” Gloria’s eyebrows raised.

      “I know, he’s in a meeting. But I promise, I’ll take it right to his secretary.” She flashed a sweet smile.

      “You know I can get in deep shit for handing over another employee’s personal information, right?” The older woman had worked for the company more than eight years. Audrey hated the fact that what she was doing could get Gloria in trouble. But on the other hand, she had to figure out who Ian really was.

      “This is from the boss’s mouth. I swear.” She held up her hands in a surrender gesture.

      With a deep sigh, Gloria turned to her computer. As her fingers tapped the keys, Audrey nervously glanced out the door to make sure no one was near. It would be just her luck to get caught. “All right, what you need is coming out of the printer now.”

      She waited for the documents to eject from the machine. When they did, she haphazardly gathered them in her hands. “Thanks a bunch.” In a way, it felt like she was in a spy movie, gathering intel to find out who the villain really was. She wasn’t necessarily saying Ian was a bad guy, but if he was lying, she wanted to know why.

      Making her way back to her floor, Audrey held the small stack of papers close to her chest. She ignored the passing glances of the other reporters in the office and made a b-line into hers. Once the door was securely shut, she breathed a sigh of relief. Her palms were sweating, and her heart rate doubled as she sat in her chair and focused on the papers. “Smith?” Ian had listed his last name as Smith. A task she thought would be simple had now thrown her for a loop. There were thousands of Smiths in the greater Miami area, heck, a couple of them were her friends. She scanned down the page for more information.

      "No social security number, hmmm.” She tapped the empty space with her fingertip. “Seems sketchy to me.” With her lips pressed together in a tight line, Audrey landed her finger on his home address, “900 West Avenue, Miami Beach. Penthouse.” Oh, now things were making sense. A struggling journalist who could afford a penthouse apartment, wasn’t that just fabulous. “Maybe it’s a dump,” she quickly turned to her laptop, bringing up the Google search engine. Once she had the address typed in, she hit enter and let the high-speed Wi-Fi do the work. When the page landed on a luxury high rise apartment building, her jaw hit the floor.

      Nope, it wasn’t a dump. In fact, it was Southgate Towers, a place where the elite of Miami lived. The spectacular views overlooking Biscayne Bay alone, were enough to pay the price of the extravagant apartments. Something wasn’t adding up. She was a journalist as well but was relegated to slumming it at a downtrodden complex in Westchester. Talk about life not being fair.

      “All work and no play makes for a dull girl,” she turned her head quickly to see her brother in the doorway.

      “You scared me,” she hurriedly stuffed the papers in the top drawer of her desk.

      “Ooh, were you up to something naughty while at work. So scandalous.” He stepped into the office.

      “No, was just working on a project.” She reached forward, trying to pull her laptop closed before he made his way behind her desk, but she was too late.

      “Dreaming of the finer things in life?” he chuckled.

      “It’s research.”

      “Isn’t that what all writers say about their search history? Watching porn, sex scene research. Looking up the FBI website, suspenseful character research. Face it, all they’re doing is getting off while fantasizing about doing the nasty with a man of the badge.”

      “Would you leave me alone,” she playfully shoved at his side.

      “I will, if you tell me where your newest accessory is.” Patrick held a mischievous smile on his face.

      “Ian is down the hall.” She pointed.

      “I heard my name.” Oh speak of the luxurious devil.

      “I’m here to take you out and show you a good time.” Patrick turned to his date.

      “Me? I um— I have family plans this evening.” Ian said.

      “Too bad, cancel them.”

      Audrey could’ve laughed out loud at the expression on Ian’s handsome face. It was as if he had something to say, but nothing came out of his mouth. In a way he looked like a fish that had been left out of the water too long— his lips opening and shutting in slow motion. “It’s almost five, go ahead.” She insisted.

      Ian glanced around as if he were looking for a quick escape route, but unless he wanted to leap from a tenth-floor window, he was leaving with her eager brother. “Okay, well I sent you what I wrote if you’d like to take a look.”

      “I’ll read it before I leave for the day, thanks.” She couldn’t wait to scan over what was probably subpar work. It would give her just another round of ammunition to get him the heck out of her office. If Mr. Banks thought Ian was a crap writer, he would have no other option but to get rid of him. The quicker she could make that happen, the better for her sanity.

      Once Patrick and Ian were gone, Audrey took a seat once more, preparing herself to read the worst garbage she’d ever read. There wasn’t a shred of an open mind as she clicked the link in the email from Ian, only drowning doubt. With one last sip of her coffee, she began to read.

      I Want Forever

      Each morning I wake up, looking into a mirror that undoubtedly lies to me. I see a man who is put together and who doesn’t have a care in the world— I know it’s completely fiction. It doesn’t matter how many layers of expensive clothing I pile onto my body, I’m still a solitary, lonely man. For once I’d like to look back at my bed and see a significant other lying there, snoring softly into my pillow, drool and all. I want to cook breakfast for someone, and stare into their eyes as their tongue slides across the fork. I want all of these things, but I don’t know how to get them. How is it that a thirty-six-year-old man in Miami is still single? I’m here to tell you that even as a semi-confident man, I fall short. There’s not a day that goes by when I have the courage to walk up to someone and ask for their phone number or ask them to drinks. More often than not, I’m judged by my outward appearance, and to some, it screams that I’m one to be taken advantage of. So I sit in my confinement, hoping one day the right person will come along and care about me, for me. I want forever with someone that I love, and who loves me in return.

      Ian had written only a little over two hundred words, but those words shed new light on him. Audrey went back, reading the body of the email that she’d previously skipped over.

      Audrey,

      Not much written here but, what is here, is my truth.

      Ian Smith

      Tears filled Audrey’s eyes— she wasn’t an emotional woman when it came to matters of the heart. She’d spent most of her life being indifferent when it came to the L word. Her lasting relationships could be counted on one hand. Even then, you could subtract four from the number and be left with her only meaningful and lasting relationship. Now that she thought about it like that, it was rather depressing. In thirty years she’d said the famous three-letter phrase to only one man. It was too bad that man broke her heart and her spirit like it was his only job on earth.

      Letting out a sigh, she exited out of all tabs on her screen, then closed the laptop. Tonight she would go home, gulp a bottle of wine, sans glass, and pet her only friend, her cat. Oh wait, she didn’t even have a cat in her life. What a fucking joke.
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      “It’s really loud in here, isn’t it?” Ian shouted over the pulsing techno music blaring in the club.

      “What?” Patrick screamed.

      Ian shook his head and continued to sip on his— what did Pat call it?— that’s right, a Flirtini. When the bubbly pineapple flavor hit his tongue, Ian cringed at the sweetness of it. Jameson was more his speed. Two fingers high, in a Rocks glass, no frills, just alcohol. But the cocktail he currently held in his hand was far from the comforts of what he was used to. So was the atmosphere in the club. The thumping music was customary to any of the clubs that lined the strip of South Beach, but Ian hadn’t frequented any of them since Lance and he were teenagers. At that point in time, they rebelled by sneaking in the back door. Yet there he stood in the thick of it with Audrey’s brother— who by the way couldn’t help but wave at damn near every attractive male that came within a few feet. If Ian were in fact gay and on a date, he would be somewhat taken aback by his partner's behavior. Soon though, Pat turned his attention back to Ian.

      “Let’s go someplace a bit quieter,” he placed his martini glass on the bar and motioned for him to follow.

      Across the dance floor they strode, sweaty bodies bumping and grinding against them as they made their way to a closed door. Once Patrick opened it, he ushered Ian inside, closing it behind them. The music was instantly drowned out, and so was Ian’s pounding headache.

      “Are we allowed to be in here?” he looked around at the simple room— only a couch and loveseat against the walls.

      “Sure. This place is owned by a friend, well, an ex of mine. He’s fine with whatever.” Pat sat on the loveseat, crossing his legs while his arms stretched out on the back of the loveseat. “You and I have to chat.” He said, one side of his mouth hooked upward.

      “About what?” Ian placed his drink on the floor and began pacing the room.

      “Why are you pretending to be gay?”

      With his stomach in his throat, Ian kept his attention to the floor— embarrassment flooding him. Should he continue to lie to Audrey’s brother? If he did tell the truth, wouldn’t Pat relay it to her and in turn, Ian would be screwed. Damn it. “I don’t know what to say,” he skirted the subject just a bit longer with his statement, hoping it would give him just enough time to come up with a good response. But nothing came out as Pat looked to him with knowing eyes. It was as if the other man could see into his soul— the dark recesses of his fictitious existence. Lying was like rolling a snowball down a mountain. By the time it reached the bottom, it was a damn avalanche. Currently, Ian was trapped beneath a heavy icy curtain that was threatening to smother the life from him. “The truth is, I’m not gay. But I have a reason for saying I am.” He started.

      “Let’s hear it, and it better be good.”

      “When I was hired to work with your sister, she judged me right out of the gate by what I was wearing. She pegged me for either wealthy or gay. I went with the latter instead of the truth.”

      “So you have money?” Patrick leaned forward with interest.

      “I do. It’s family money.” He paused. “Look, I’ve been judged all my life for what I have instead of who I am. I didn’t want that to be the case here. Haven’t you ever wanted to be someone else for a little while?”

      “That’s the difference between you and I. I’ve always been myself no matter what. If people don’t like it, fuck them.” Patrick waved his hands through the air and stood. “Personally, I think your reason for lying is ignorant, and I’m quite offended by it.”

      “I never meant to hurt anyone, Pat.” Ian could hear his own sadness dripping from his voice. His insides were chewed all to hell and in tangled knots.

      “You need to get your shit together,” Patrick said just before storming from the small room and back into the noisy club.

      Great. The cat had jumped from the bag and was on the loose. Wasn’t that just perfect? The major issue was that Pat would more than likely run to Audrey and reveal Ian’s secret. How was he going to dig free from the mess he had trapped himself in?
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        * * *

      

      “So, there isn’t anyone named, Ian Smith who lives in this building,” Audrey stood in front of the Southgate Towers building manager with her hands firmly on her hips. She’d harassed just about every tenant that’d passed through the plate glass doors, and each time she was rebuffed. It wasn’t until the manager showed up that she realized she seemed like a lunatic stalker of some sort.

      “Miss, I’ve told you four times already. We have no one by that name who resides here. Now, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” He stepped forward, invading her personal space. Was that Old Spice aftershave she just got a putrid whiff of?

      “Well, this paper says he lives in the penthouse apartment. So either he’s lying, or you are. Which is it? Carl.” Audrey flicked her finger across the man’s name tag, annunciating his four-letter name.

      “Am I gonna have to call the cops?” he asked in a serious tone.

      Shit, she didn’t need a night in jail. “No.”

      “Hey, Carl, what’s going on here?” Ian’s voice cut through the tense air. Pursing her lips, she scrunched up her nose, slowly turning around to face him. “Audrey, what are you doing here?” the surprise on his face was evident.

      Just like always, her luck had run out. She could’ve sworn she’d set a field of four-leaf clovers on fire in a former life. Maybe broken a few thousand mirrors too. “I uh, was looking for an apartment.” She lied.

      “Lady, you are crazier than a bag of cats. She is looking for Ian Smith.” Carl blurted out.

      “I’ll take care of this,” Ian stepped forward, grabbing her elbow then leading her to the elevator.

      You know that moment in school when you get sent to the principal’s office for fighting on the playground? Yeah, she felt like that in spades, as the doors shut and the small box made its way to the top floor. If she ever had any faith that she’d make a fantastic secret agent, all of that faith had been successfully squashed. Audrey was now in the hands of the enemy regime, preparing to be verbally waterboarded. When the elevator came to a halt and the doors slid open, she kept her feet rooted in place, wanting to delay the reading of the riot act that was sure to take place soon enough.

      “Are you coming, or not?” Ian turned with a set of keys dangling from his fingers.

      “I don’t know,” she stepped forward, looking down both sides of the hallway as if she were waiting for an attacker.

      She watched him jam a key into the lock of the large door perpendicular to the elevator. “I’m going in, if you want to hang out in the elevator, suit yourself.” He pushed the door open, stepping inside.

      Audrey grumbled, then nervously followed. When she crossed the threshold, her eyes went wide with awe. Clean lines, chrome and black seemed to cover every space except for the floor to ceiling windows that looked out over the bay. Modernist art pieces hung on the stark white walls, with small accent lighting above each one. It didn’t look like the apartment of a struggling journalist, rather a weekend crash pad for James Bond himself.

      “I guess we need to talk,” Ian said as he poured himself a couple fingers of liquor in a tumbler. “Want to let me in on the real reason you were in the lobby downstairs?” One eyebrow lifted in curiosity as his lips wrapped the rim of the glass.

      “How do you afford this place?” she walked to the windows, taking in how the evening sunlight sparkled off the water below.

      “Answer my question first.” Shit, how did he sneak up behind her so fast? Was this guy a vampire?

      “Fine. Real talk, I was checking you out.” She paused. “Not like, checking you out. You know, just digging around.” She realized how much of a creeper she was being. “That didn’t sound right.”

      “It sounds like you have been sticking your nose in places where it doesn’t belong.” Slight anger peppered his words.

      “Okay, back the train up a few feet. Before you get your junk stuck in your trunks, you should know that I didn’t investigate you for any purposes other than my own curiosity.” She fumbled a bit.

      “And why are you so curious about me?” he asked.

      “Point blank, you act suspicious.”

      “You don’t beat around the bush, do you?”

      “Nope. Never have, never will.” She stood her ground. “Now, answer my question. How do you afford this place?”

      Ian stepped back a few feet, panic written all over his face like a full-length novel. Audrey watched him shift from foot to foot, intermittently shoving his hands in his pockets, then taking them out again. “The truth is, I do have money,” he shrugged while looking down at the floor. “Also, I’m not uh, gay.” He admitted.

      Her eyes went wide as if she’d just seen her first UFO. Hell, she would’ve been less shocked if little green men marched through the door at that exact moment. “Not gay?”  Yep, she was going to need a forklift to pick her bottom jaw off the floor.

      “No,” Ian pushed his fingers through his hair, still avoiding eye contact.

      “I’m confused. Why would you say you are?”

      He let out a sigh. “When you first met me, you assumed I was either wealthy or gay because of the way I was dressed. I didn’t want you to know I had money.” He admitted.

      “But why?”

      “All my life I’ve been judged for what I have, Audrey. I didn’t want that to be the case here.”

      “I’m hurt you’d think I was that kind of a person, Ian.” A knot settled in her stomach. “Just, wow.” Thoughts jumbled together like a shitty pair of earbuds. But in a way, it was her fault for assuming, right?

      “You have to understand where I’m coming from on this. You weren’t the warmest when I first met you.” He laughed. “But then I got to know you better and I realized what I was doing was wrong.”

      “That doesn’t make it okay.” She crossed her arms over her chest, tears welling in her eyes. It was strange that Ian had been the only man to ever make her cry. Now he’d done it twice. Bastard.

      “No, it’s not right and nothing I say is going to make it that way. But I want you to know I’m sorry for misleading you. At this point, all I can do is apologize.” He offered.

      Well shit. An apology was an apology, after all. “I need a drink.” Without thinking about it too much, Audrey walked across the room to where he’d placed the bottle of alcohol. She unscrewed the cap and held it in her hand.

      “Can I get you a gl— .” Before he could finish, she tipped the bottle up and let the spicy burn trail down her throat. “Or not.” It was going to be a long night.
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      Two hours later, Ian stood outside his bathroom door, listening to a giggling Audrey who was enamored by the soap. “Oh my God! These are the cutest little soaps ever!” she shouted. “I wanna take the wittle babies home wiff me!”

      “Are you okay in there?” he rapped his knuckles on the door.

      “I could live in here,” she swooned.

      Ian quickly learned that an inebriated Audrey, was the complete opposite of a sober one. Whereas the sober one was buttoned up, the soused one had already lost her top, and developed a new language he was having a rough time translating.

      “Dude, you have soooo many condoms in here,” he heard the sound of the vanity drawers being opened and shut. “That’s so respon . . . what’s the word? Respond able of you.” She giggled.

      “Why don’t you come out of there?” he knocked again.

      Suddenly the door flung open with Audrey standing there, her hair all disheveled around her face. Clearly, she hadn’t found her shirt either. Her pale chest was proudly on display in a smooth white bra. “Let’s use one of these,” she held up a condom.

      “Uh, no.” Ian pushed her hand back.

      “But they have an expiration date. Waste not, want not.” She laughed while following him.

      Dear God, what had he gotten himself into? “It’s not going to happen. Here, sit down, you need coffee.” He made his way to the kitchen.

      “Oh I get it, I’m not attractive enough for your fancy place here. Do I need diamond titties to get into your bed?”

      “No, but you do need to be sober.” He clapped back. “Here,” Ian passed her a steaming cup of black coffee. “Drink this and then lay down.”

      “Oh I get it. This is the PG-rated version. I pass out, you cover me with a fuzzy blanket and I’ll wake up tomorrow morning with a head full of rocks and regret.” She laughed. “My idea sounds much more fun.”

      “Yeah, but I have more respect for you than that, Audrey.” He said before leaving the room.

      He’d be lying once again if he said he didn’t find her attractive in her current state, but he wouldn’t act on it. Audrey wasn’t the type of woman to screw, then boot out the door. She deserved to be treated like the intelligent, passionate woman she was. Ian smiled to himself as he thought back to her shoving a condom in his face. How easy it would’ve been to take her up on her offer. To push her against the wall, then bury himself in her until they both couldn’t see straight. “Damn it,” he cursed. What he needed was a shower to wash away the dirty thoughts, but the phone ringing in his pocket would prevent that.

      Upon pulling the device free, he noticed Lance’s name on the screen. With a roll of his eyes, he answered, “Yeah?”

      “Nice greeting, douche bag.” Lance grumbled.

      “Sorry. I’m dealing with some stuff right now.”

      “Care to share?”

      “Well, I may have admitted that I’m not gay,” he whispered.

      “I’m sure that went over like a lead balloon.”

      “Considering the fact she’s passed out drunk on my sofa, I’d say it went better than expected.” Ian tiptoed back down the hall to check on Audrey. His mouth kicked up on both sides when he spotted her, curled up on the couch like a comfortable feline.

      “No shit? By the way you’ve talked about her, I would’ve thought she was selling your balls on eBay by now.” He chuckled.

      “I can’t keep lying to her about who I am.”

      “Holy hell, you have feelings for her, don’t you?”

      “I don’t know, man. I’m so confused right now.” Ian made his way to the bedroom, taking a seat at the end of the bed. “I didn’t expect this.”

      “This is going to sound insane coming from me, but maybe you were meant to meet her.”

      “Ugh, calm down Shakespeare, I’m not in love with her.” Ian hung his head.

      “Are you sure?” Lance’s voice went up a few octaves.

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “Well, that’s good to know,” Audrey’s voice caused his head to snap up, the phone falling from his hand and to the floor. “I’m leaving.” She stated before stomping down the hall.

      Ian forgot about the phone and chased after her. “Audrey, wait.”

      She spun around, poking her finger into his chest. “It’s no surprise you don’t like me. I just don’t need to hear you talking to someone else about it.” She huffed.

      “I swear I didn’t mean it like that.” He defended.

      “Can I offer you a shovel to help dig that hole deeper?” she asked. “Never mind, I should go.”

      Something came over him at that moment, something he had zero control over. Wrapping his fingers around her wrist, he managed to pull her close enough their toes were touching. Burying his other hand in her tangled hair, he leaned forward, pressing his lips to hers. Maybe this will shut her up, he thought. What he didn’t expect was when she melted into him like ice cream lapping over the sides of a cone on a sweltering summer day. The flavor of his whiskey played on her lips, enticing him to dive deeper. There was a fruity note that he hadn’t previously tasted in his favorite beverage— it had to have been her. Soft groans escaped her throat as he explored her mouth until he was nearly breathless. But just as he was becoming accustomed to her taste, she hastily pulled away at the sound of the front door opening.

      “Am I interrupting?” Ian now regretted giving his brother a key to the penthouse.

      “I was just leaving,” Audrey spun toward Lance and stopped as if she’d hit an invisible force field. “Lance?” she asked, confusing Ian.

      “Audrey?” Lance visibly stiffened, an almost pained expression littering his usually relaxed face.

      “How do you know each other?” Ian asked, but silence continued to stretch through the air.

      “Wait, how do you know each other?” She motioned between the two of them.

      “Lance is my b—.” Ian started.

      “Best friends. We are best friends,” Lance chimed in.

      Great, thanks little brother. Way to add to the lies he was trying to make right.
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        * * *

      

      There was nothing in the world more sobering than seeing your ex-boyfriend from college and finding out, you were just kissing his best friend. Had she accidentally stepped on the set of The Jerry Springer show? Was Maury going to pop out of the nearest closet and tell her she was not the father? Her first love, and the man she hated the most in the world was standing in front of her— his name was Lance Parsons.

      “I’m gonna go,” she fled to the door, wanting to be anywhere but around Lance.

      The entire elevator ride to the lobby, she tried to reconcile the fact that Ian and Lance were friends. Lance was a douche canoe— correction, he was a douche yacht, sailing aimlessly in the Sea of Douchery. Ian was a nice guy, a lying nice guy but still. “This is ridiculous.”  She chewed one of her fingernails so deeply, it was now pulled to the quick and bleeding. She swiped it on her shirt, not caring that the blood would stain later. Seeing her old flame brought back feelings and fears, ones she’d buried since their non-amicable parting back in college. Anger and sadness threatened to take her to the floor as she stepped from the elevator and into the lobby of the building. Turning to the left she caught sight of herself in a decorative mirror, “Gross,” Audrey reached up, smoothing what looked like a lion’s mane, into a haphazard messy bun. She then used her fingers to wipe away the smudged eyeliner practically dripping down her face.

      “Hey, glad I caught you,” Ian’s reflection appeared behind her. “I wanted to explain.” He placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “No need, you’re allowed to have friends,” she flashed a smile she wasn’t feeling.

      “How about I take you out to dinner?” he offered.

      “You know what, I’m not feeling well. I should go home.” Holding her tears back, she riffled around in her purse for her sunglasses— a girl’s best friend when it came to hiding teary eyes.

      “Well, I’ll see you at work tomorrow, right?” Ian held doubt in his voice.

      “See you there,” she said without turning back. Being confused wasn’t a feeling she enjoyed, but unlike the time she thought the back of thong underwear was the front, Audrey knew she wouldn’t get over her bewildered feelings quickly. Life wasn’t just a garment you could flip around and make comfortable again.
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      “Morning,” Audrey looked up from her laptop to see Ian in the doorway, a paper cup of coffee in each hand. “Feeling better today?” he asked, then slid a cup across the desk to her.

      “Yep.” She curtly replied, then pushed the cup away. “How was your evening with the bestie?” There wasn’t a chance in hell she would mutter what’s his faces name. He didn’t deserve it.

      “Low key. Just a few beers,” he said while taking a seat in his usual chair.

      “I’m sure he told you all kinds of fun things about me,” she said under her breath.

      “Actually, we didn’t talk about you at all. It’s none of my business.” Okay, he was polite about it. She’d give him a point for that. “I’d rather talk about us.” Ian pointed between them.

      “Us?” she reconsidered the coffee and picked it up.

      “It’s no secret that I like you. I mean, that kiss last night was . . .”

      “Sssssh,” she put her finger to her lips as she stood, hurrying to the door. Once it was shut, she turned back to him, “Workplace romances aren’t allowed here. Keep your voice down.”

      “Oh. Then I’ll turn in my resignation immediately.” He said.

      “Get real.” Audrey rolled her eyes.

      “I’m serious. You’re worth it,” he proclaimed.

      “Yep, clearly worth it. Just enough to tell someone on the phone that you aren’t in love with me, ha!” she slapped her desk.

      “That was a mistake.”

      “Then you are in love with me?” she cocked her head to the side, considering him for a moment.

      “No. I mean. Shit. You’re making this really difficult on me.” It was kind of cute to see Mr. Put-together all flustered and out of sorts.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled.

      “Last night was great— except for you doing an inventory of my condoms. But obviously you have unresolved issues with Lance.”

      “Could you please not say his name? It makes me want to papercut my own vagina.”

      “Ouch.” He scrubbed a hand over his freshly shaven face. “Lance and I have been friends for longer than I can remember. I don’t want things to come between any of us.”

      “I get you want to play peacemaker here. But if you had any idea of what that man did to me, you would want to toss him off a tenth-floor balcony. Trust me, I do.” She snorted.

      “I’m here to listen,” Ian offered with pleading eyes.

      With a sigh, Audrey sat back in her chair, staring at the non-gay hotness of a man who had crashed into her life. Should she burden him with tales of the past, or keep her mouth shut?

      “Audrey,” the office door flung open. “This article is crap. I want a new one on my desk by lunch, got it?” Mr. Banks snapped.

      “I’ll take care of it,” she politely smiled. If the universe gave out signs, hers was just displayed in neon letters. Ian wasn’t getting the scoop now. “Looks like this will have to wait.”

      “Want me out of your hair?” he stood from his seat, his crotch eye level once more. Damn it.

      No, you beautiful man. I want you to shove the papers off my desk and pretend I’ve been a bad boss lady, was what she wanted to say. However, only, “That would be great,” came out of her mouth.

      “I’ll be down the hall if you need help,” he offered before disappearing from the office. Every time he left; the woodsy scent of amazingness lingered. He was like one of those little tree air fresheners that hung from a rearview mirror. You never noticed the scent of it until you weren’t around it for a while. If someone could figure out how to get the unique Ian scent into one, they would be wealthy beyond compare. But, enough about Ian, she had work to do and a deadline to do it in. After glancing at the clock, she realized the deadline was in three hours.

      “Where to begin?” She opened her laptop, staring at a blank document as if it would write the article by itself.

      An hour later, Audrey sat back in her chair, cracking her stiff knuckles. Her poor fingers hurt from typing at lightning speed, but the first draft of her article was done.

      Your Thong Did What?!

      I’ve always seen myself as a resilient person— I fall down, then I get back up. Granted I am usually battered and bruised, but even the most beautiful diamonds have flaws. They manage to distract from them with their brilliant shine and luxuriousness. But what happens when you lose your sparkle because the past comes crashing through your door like an overly excited Kool-Aid man? Usually, I would give the advice to find the positives in your life and focus on those. But I’ve found myself in a predicament I can’t seem to will myself out of. That’s right, the one person I vowed to hate for the rest of my existence, was dropped in my lap like a terrible spirit stick and I’m doubting whether I can drop it or hang onto it. I mean, we all have a past, right? Our previous experiences make us the people we are today. Unfortunately, part of mine included successfully morphing me into a cynical beast that doesn’t believe in relationships any longer. Okay, I get it, you’re reading my column for advice on relationships, so I’m sure you’re disappointed to the max. Personally, I think it’s time for me to be honest with you. I’m not perfect. I don’t live in a heart-shaped bubble filled with romance and happily ever after. In fact, I’m the last person you should be taking advice from, believe that. I sit here, day in and day out, spinning a web of lies so my boss can sell papers. What a crock of sh*t. The fact of the matter is, we are all flaming messes who hopscotch through each day, just trying to keep our heads above water. I’ve been at this desk for a while now and I hate it. I never wanted to be a relationship writer, my sights were set on more important and engaging topics. I’m sure as soon as I turn this article in, I won’t have to worry about my woes here though. If I'm one hundred percent honest, it scares me, but I’m okay with it.

      I will leave you with this. Don’t take advice from someone else, make your own way in your relationships and whatever in life. Carve your path the way you want it, and never settle for less than you deserve.

      Love and Thongs

      Audrey smiled to herself as she uploaded her article into an email, then clicked the send button. Well, that was it, she was going to be unemployed in a matter of minutes. What a way to go out. But at least she was honest with herself and everyone else for once in her life.
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        * * *

      

      “Lunch?” Ian looked up the see Audrey standing in the doorway of the vacant office, a genuine smile on her face.

      “Sure.” He chose not to question why she held such a jovial expression for fear she would tear him apart for it. But in a way, he regretted not asking because he loved to see her out of sorts.

      “Got my article turned in.” she smiled wider.

      “That’s good,” he waited, not sure whether he was supposed to continue the conversation or let it be.

      “I’m about ninety-nine point nine percent sure I’m getting canned over it,” she laughed as they rode the elevator to the bottom floor.

      Ian turned to her in the semi-crowded space, bumping his shoulder into that of a twenty-something woman who wore too much perfume. “I hope you’re joking,” he said.

      “Nope. You told me to start being honest.” Damn it, her smile was gorgeous. It was much more pleasant than seeing her usual scowl.

      The elevator stopped on another floor, more people flooding onto it. “Maybe you shouldn’t have, if it means you are now in the unemployment line.” He let out a sardonic laugh, followed by a snort. Almost all of the other passengers turned to stare at him.

      “It doesn’t bother me. This has been a long time coming and today I took the leap.” She looked proud of herself as if she’d successfully finished a marathon without throwing up.

      Ian scrubbed a hand over his face, then straightened his crooked tie. The conversation would have to continue once they weren’t trapped in a floating box with nosy bystanders. Has elevator music always been this irritating? He thought to himself.

      The doors slid open, every passenger jamming themselves out the exit. Ian hung back until it was clear. “Maybe you should go back up and talk to Mr. Banks,” he suggested.

      “Are you crazy? It wasn’t an accident, Ian.” She huffed.

      “But this is your career,” he mentioned.

      “No, it’s not. This crap was supposed to be a steppingstone to something better. I’ve slaved away at that desk, for what? A tiny paycheck and a pen name? I want to write something meaningful, with my own name attached.”

      The responsible side of him wanted to throw her over his shoulder and force her to make things right. But deep down, he admired her for what she’d done. It was a shock to say the least, but clearly her mind was made up. “I support you in whatever you want to do,” he said.

      “Good, because tonight, I’m getting my first tattoo,” she slapped him on the shoulder.
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      “I know you have ink plans tonight, but I’d really like to take you out,” Ian said as he shoved a piece of sushi into his mouth with a pair of chopsticks. He was kind of cute when he ate.

      Audrey finished her drink of sake, “What for?”

      “Uh, on a date,” he replied, a sensitive smile covering his face.

      Hmmm, a date. She hadn’t heard that word since Little Bush was president. However, her newfound confidence had her wanting to get out there and do things she hadn’t done in a while. “Yeah, let’s date.”

      “How about I pick you up at your place?” he asked.

      Oh no, she couldn’t have him see the squalor she lived in, especially after seeing the billion-dollar view from his fancy pants penthouse. “I’ll meet you at your place,” she didn’t make eye contact.

      “That’s not generally how a date works,” he laughed. “You know, guy picks up girl. Then he walks her to the door at the end of the night. That sort of thing.”

      “Then let’s change all that. How about we have an unconventional date? I’ll pay for dinner too.” She poked her sushi with a chopstick.

      “Are you sure? You kind of don’t have a job anymore.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Bring your platinum card, I like to eat.” She hooted.

      “Noted.” Ian’s phone began to ring as it sat on the table near his plate. “I need to take this.” He excused himself from the table.

      Was it just her, or was the Miami sun shining brighter than ever? It must’ve been her because she was the only one sitting at an outdoor table with a smile so wide she could be a walking billboard for a dental group. When Ian returned to the table, concern littered his features.

      “Listen, I have some matters to take care of. Come by around eight tonight.” He surprisingly leaned down, placing a kiss on the top of her head.

      “See you then,” she waved goodbye, watching him walk away in an immaculately fitting suit. Alone, again. What now? She didn’t have a job to get back to, and shopping was out of the question since her job prospects were nil. Pulling her phone from her purse, Audrey dialed the one person who could tell her she wasn’t crazy, Patrick.

      After a few rings— he was notorious for not wanting to look too available— he finally picked up. “Hey, Aud.”

      “I may or may not have written an article that caused me to lose my job,” she blurted out before she lost the courage.

      “Are you crazy?” Patrick screamed into the phone. So much for not appearing crazy.

      “This’s going to be a good thing.”

      “Then what’s the plan now? Hooking on Ocean View drive until the New York Times calls you? If that’s the case, you’re going to need to groom your Muppet. Clients don’t appreciate a full bush like they did in the seventies.”

      “First off, my stuff does not look like a Muppet. Secondly, I’m going to figure something out.” She tried to sound confident but wasn’t feeling it right then.

      “I used to think you were the twin with the brains. Now? I’m not so sure.”

      “Could you stop acting like my guidance counselor and be my brother for five seconds?”

      “Does this have anything to do with Mr. Not Gay?” he asked.

      “Of course not. But he did ask me out on a date tonight,” her smile and confidence returned.

      “At least that’s one positive thing to come out of today, I guess.”

      “Look, I just wanted to tell you all of this because, well, you’re my brother and I love you.” She sweetly said.

      “Okay, you’re scaring me,” Patrick chuckled.

      “I’m finally happy, Pat.” Audrey whispered into the phone, tears filling her eyes.

      “I can tell.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s so important it couldn’t wait until after four?” Ian walked into his office at the Miami Gazette to see his brother with a grim look.

      “The board is selling,” Lance passed a stack of papers across the desk.

      When Ian picked them up, he glanced over the heading. “This can’t happen without both our signatures, you know that.”

      “Well, they have mine,” his brother stood, letting out a sigh.

      “You’re giving up?” he tossed the stack down with force.

      “This paper has been going downhill for the past few years, we both know that. Unless you have a miracle stashed up your ass, we are fucked.”

      “I can’t in good conscience just sign my name on a paper that will dissolve what our family built.” Hurt and disappointment coursed through his veins.

      “What’s with you? You used to be about the bottom line and now you’re trying to play superhero here.”

      “When you love something, you fight for it.” Ian couldn’t believe the words that came out of his own mouth. He wasn’t the type to wax poetic phrases or stop and smell the roses. He was about business and that was it. Well, until he’d met Audrey. “I have to tell her, Lance.” He stared out at the Miami skyline.

      “Yeah, because that’s going to solve all of our problems. No, what you’re going to do is walk away from her.”

      “Why, because you did?” Ian shot back.

      “Don’t go there. You know nothing about what happened with us.”

      “Then how about you enlighten me. Because from what I understand, you caused her a lot of unwanted pain,” he slammed his fist on the desk.

      “I didn’t have a choice.” Lance sat down on the sofa, crossing his legs. “You know how dad was. He wanted us to find a higher class of woman. Audrey didn’t fit that bill.”

      “So, you just dumped her?”

      “I didn’t do anything. Hell, Ian, I was twenty, I didn’t know what to do.” Regret hung in the air as Lance continued. “She refused to let me walk away so dad took care of it.”

      “Shit,” Ian breathed, knowing what his father was capable of.

      “He wrote her a check for a hundred thousand dollars to leave the family alone.”

      “Bribery?”

      “Pretty much. The crazy thing is, she never cashed the check. That money’s been sitting in an escrow account since then.”

      “I don’t blame her for not touching it. Heck, dad probably made her feel like trash by offering it to her.” So, there were things in his family Ian didn’t know about.

      “Now you see why Audrey can’t stand to even look at me.” Lance stood. “But I can’t change the past.” He shrugged.

      “No, you can’t but you can help me make it right.” Ian checked the time on his phone. “And we will.” His date with Audrey would definitely be one for the record books.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The evening breeze blew across Audrey’s legs as she walked toward Ian’s building. She’d taken a chance with the strapless little black dress, and her current confidence level was at an all-time high. Wasn’t it funny how a simple twenty-dollar dress could make a woman feel like a million bucks? She’d even worn her hair down— quite a change from the tight bun she wore for work. One thing she wasn’t expecting to feel, was extreme nervousness. Even though she knew Ian now, it was strange to know they were going out on a date. It was surprising to know she cared for him the way she did in such a short period, but life was weird like that. When you weren’t looking for something, it dropped right in your lap. Hopefully a new job would do the same soon, or she’d be on the streets.

      “Hey,” Ian met her outside.

      “Oh, hey there. I figured I’d meet you upstairs.” Audrey pointed to the door.

      Ian’s body language worried her. “Look, I do need you to come upstairs. But when you do, please keep an open mind.” He grabbed her hand in his, practically pulling her toward the entrance of the building.

      “If by open mind you mean a giant orgy with nine other people, I’m not sure I’m your girl.” She laughed with nervous energy.

      Ian was silent as he tugged her through the building and into the elevator. Even his fingers were trembling while pressing on the button for the penthouse floor. Good God, did he have a body he needed help burying? Where was the emergency stop button on the damn elevator? She frantically looked around but before she knew it, they were stepping off and walking to his front door. She watched Ian take a deep breath before pushing the door open, then ushering her inside.

      “Uh, this is a hard, no.” Audrey turned around upon seeing Lance standing in the entryway.

      “Audrey, we need you to listen.” Lance pleaded not only with his words, but his eyes.

      “We? Do you have a pet mouse in your pocket?” She choked back her tears.

      “No, we as in us,” Ian pointed between himself and Lance. “My brother and I.”

      “Haha. Very funny.” Rolling her eyes, she looked back and forth between each man. It wasn’t long until she began to see the similarities between them. Those cheekbones, the way they stood, “Holy shit.” She whispered. “This is sick, you two are sick.” She spat.

      Ian began, “I didn’t know who you were when I met you, Audrey. I had no clue you and Lance were together in college.”

      She hastily swiped her tears, not wanting to show weakness. “Why would you get a job with me if you weren’t trying to mess with me?” she asked.

      “The truth is our family’s paper is failing and we knew your column was the one thing that kept your paper afloat. We wanted to see what it took to make you tick.” He shrugged as if he just answered, what is two plus two.

      “Hand to God, we didn’t know it was you who wrote that column,” Lance chimed in.

      “But you still lied to me about him being your best friend instead of your brother. Why would you do that?” She cried.

      “Because I didn’t want to face the fact that I fucked up back in college. I was forced to leave you.” Lance admitted.

      “I don’t believe that. Your dad came to me with a check, saying you hated me and wanted me out of your life.” She yelled, the sound echoing off the walls of the apartment.

      “Not true.” Lance hung his head. That was the first time she’d ever seen his cocky mask fall. “I never asked him to pay you off. That was all his doing.”

      “But you knew about it. That’s just as bad.” Her arms flailed in the air. “And you,” Audrey stepped forward, poking her finger into Ian’s chest. “You’re just like him,” she pointed to Lance. “I thought you were honest and decent.”

      “Sure, I lied, I’ll admit that. But I did it to try and save something our family built. You need to understand that.” He defended.

      “Audrey, I’m sorry for what happened back then. I should have told you the truth when I found out. I can’t undo the fact that I hurt you, but I can try to make it right.” Lance stepped forward but she put her hand up to stop him.

      “Did you know that your father also told me I would never amount to anything?” she sobbed.

      “Shit.” Ian cursed.

      “He’s the reason I never believed in myself enough to follow my dreams. I figured if a big publishing guru like him could see it, then it must be true.” She took a deep breath. “But now, I know he was wrong.” She held her chin high.

      “Why didn’t you cash the check?” Lance asked.

      She laughed. “Because I figured your dad needed it, you know, to buy a heart. Clearly he didn’t have one.” She paused. “I’m beginning to think the same about you too,” her gaze met Ian’s.

      “That’s not true. I do have a heart.”

      “How can you be sure?” she asked.

      “Because every time I’m around you, it beats faster.” He reached down, grabbing her hands in his. “I don’t know where we go from here, but even if you leave, I want you to know how much you mean to me. I deceived you and that was wrong, but I can promise you I’ll never utter another lie to you.”

      “Also, we wanted to give you this,” Lance passed a document to her.

      “What is this?” Audrey tried to read through blurry vision but was having a hard time.

      “Well, we know our family’s paper is doomed so we decided to use the hundred thousand dollars to start an online magazine.” Ian said. “We want you to be our leading journalist, Audrey.”

      “Forget it, I’m not spewing a bunch of fluff for people to read.” She crumpled up the paper, tossing it across the room.

      “That’s just it, we want you to write what you want to. You can have full creative freedom when writing.” Ian shrugged.

      “What if I say no?” she asked.

      “Then Ian here will have to write it. Personally, I don’t want his sappy shit in this magazine.” Lance clapped Ian on the back.

      “I’ll think about it,” Audrey nodded her head.

      She’d been lied to, deceived and hurt by both men in front of her, but even so, she found herself stronger than ever. There would always be anger for what’d happened in her past, but she was done with letting it hold her hostage. It was time to let go and finally live.

      Forgiveness

      A new day has begun and I’m not sure where it will take me. An adventure perhaps? Or a conundrum that I’ll have to find my way out of? Who can really say? I’m happy to report that I am, however, reformed. Not in a criminal sort of way, but in matters of the heart. I didn’t mean for my reformation to come about, it just happened. You know, like a bird shitting on your head while you walk through the park on your lunch break. I’m not comparing love to bird poop, but they are similar in a way— both have light areas and dark areas. They also come out of nowhere. There was one big obstacle in my way of finding the elusive L word though and that was forgiveness. No, not forgiving those who wronged me, but forgiving myself. I’d held myself accountable for what others did to me when I should have let the blame go to the ones responsible. Shame on me. I guess that’s the point of this article. Stop beating yourself up for the things in life you can’t control. Take each day as a lesson on how to become the strongest person you can be. And for Pete's sake, don’t let anyone tell you that you’re not good enough, because, well, they are wrong! This is Audrey Chandler signing off from Miami Online Weekly. Stay tuned for more hard-hitting content as we roll out your best source for all things news related.

      Article by Audrey Chandler
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      I should have never left the house alone. I should have waited. I should have just called Peck. But every action has a consequence, and now that I have been backed into a corner, I will fight like never before.

      Everything seems to be flying at me, like shrapnel exploding from a makeshift bomb. Thoughts. Words. Memories. Hands. Bad intentions. A near-flawless plan. My throat sears as Luca presses his weight down upon me. My breath is caught. My lungs burn. My eyes water under the pressure. A fog swiftly swirls through my mind; the tighter Luca’s grip around my neck becomes, the more he awakens the dragon within me. A heart so tender to those I love, turns to solid ice when faced with a violent foe. Malice, rage and bloodthirst battle for their chance to rule me. Typically, I’d fight to keep these emotions in check, but I’m a big believer in an eye-for-an-eye. Give what you get. These people deceived me. I will not rest until my vengeance is claimed.

      As Luca peers down at me with hatred in his eyes, not wasting any mercy upon me, I return the favor. No mercy. No fear. No kindness. My arms swing with hostility as my blood boils. My legs kick under the pressure of his hold. He laughs because he thinks he has me trapped. I laugh because I’m simply playing his game.

      We’re not alone in the car. Luca’s driver Michael sits up front next to Paco in the passenger seat. In my peripheral vision, I can see Paco reaching for me. There is something sharp in his right hand. I’m pressed down against the white leather material of the back seat. Luca is standing over me, his fingers laced around my throat, his teeth clenched as he tries to silence me into submission. His face, which I always remembered to be so cool and calculating was red with rage and anger.

      Despite the pressure upon my neck, I do the only thing I know how to do. I push back. I fight. I show the Kingpin that I am more than what I appear to be. I am a raven wearing the guise of an innocent. I am a warrior in the body of a girl. I am an assassin ready to draw first blood. His eyes tell me all that I need to know. He knows there is more to me than meets the eye. He knows I will not easily be silenced. Luca knows that I do not come alone. There is an army at my back. There is a powerful force within my heart. And while Luca may be the Kingpin, I am reminded that in the scholarly game of chess, it is the queen that is the most formidable of all. She is silent. She looks the part and wears her crown. But when it comes time to strike, the queen devours all in her path. As history would prove, it takes a lot more than a man with an obsession to take me down.

      The car begins to creep away and I can feel my anxiety bubble up, dancing in a circle with my rage and my temper, my malice and my determination. As I fight against Luca, he hits me back— a sharp slap across my face causing my lip to redden with blood. Returning his hand to my neck, I know, time is running out for me. Time is running short as I feel dizzy from the lack of blood and oxygen getting to my brain. Think, Lana. Think of what to do. Paco’s hand is closer now. I can see the tip of the needle he wants to jab me with.

      Five loud pops clang against the back of the car as the back-window shatters and splinters to tiny bits. Peck cries out into the night. He sounds terrified. Peck. The gun. Where is the gun? Slyly, I curl my hand back reaching for the gun. In a swift movement, I pop the cartridge into the bottom and take the safety off just like Peck showed me. Pointing it up into Luca’s face, he smirks and says something, but I cannot understand what he is saying. Luca then pulls out his own gun and presses it to my temple. His gun is cold against my flesh, but I do not fear death. I only fear the impact that would be felt by those who love me.  Paco is yelling now. His hand is just inches away. I can hear Torian’s voice in my head, ‘Don’t hesitate. It could be the difference between life and death.’ Do it, Lana, I urge myself. Just do it. As Paco’s arm reeled back with a fully loaded speedball needle in his grip, I make my move, aiming my gun at Paco’s head.

      Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!

      Four shots cry out into the night, one after another unloaded into Paco’s skull. One of my hits missed, shattering the windshield of the car, but three sunk deep into Paco’s head, rendering him dead the instant they hit. Blood spattered violently against the cream interior of the car. I watched as Paco’s speedball fell to the floor, now wet with blood.

      “Little bitch,” Luca snapped as he pressed his body closer to mine and clenched upon my neck tighter.

      I didn’t have time for small talk, though. As the car careened around the corner of Hancock Street, and a terrible scream erupted from Peck’s mouth, I pointed my gun up at Luca and took a shot. My aim wasn’t as precise as I had hoped as it missed his head entirely. Taking another shot, the bullet grazed his neck and shattered through the glass behind him as blood began to spurt from an artery. I fought under Luca’s weight as he brought his hand to cover up the blood gushing from his neck. But in a fit of rage, Luca reached for the speedball needle that had fallen upon the floor. Snarling his upper lip, Luca glared at me with deep hostility and drilled the needle into my neck. Injecting a drug into my vein, I wanted to scream, but I suddenly found my ability to speak, or scream, or move for that matter, had been suddenly revoked. My blood was on fire as the drug hit my system. I could feel myself drowning under the weight of intoxication. Floating. Falling. A rapid downward spiral. I felt like I was falling down Alice’s rabbit hole, crashing to depths unknown. As I succumbed to the powerful drug, I could hear the terrible growl of a Harley revving to life.
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        * * *

      

      Peck slammed down upon the throttle of his Harley as a terrible glare shot out from his eyes. The screen door of Maude’s house swung open as Nick, Charlie and Torian stormed out.

      “What the fuck is going on?!” Torian demanded to know as he cast a nervous look at Peck.

      Peck stood silent for a moment as he tried to gain his composure, but it did no good. Peering up at Torian, Peck snarled viciously as he said. “Round up a fuckin’ crew! He’s got her! You two,” Peck said as he pointed to Charlie and Torian. “I need on the streets! Nickles, stay with your grandmother. No cops! T! Go wake up Serrano! We’re gonna need him!”

      Nick and Charlie had looks of pure terror in their eyes.

      “There were shots!” Charlie yelled. “Who was shot?!”

      Peck’s eyes watered. His hands shook upon the leather grips of his motorcycle. Through gritted teeth, Peck admitted, “I don’t know.”

      “Luca took her?!” Nick exclaimed as he stared at the look on Peck’s face. Peck didn’t reply though as his eyes zoned to the street ahead.

      No one answered Nick’s question, though. Torian and Charlie took off on foot, rushing towards the Serrano house. Without another word, Peck sped off on his Harley, not even bothering to toss a helmet on his head or a shirt on his back. He trailed the path that the Benz had taken, curling onto Mountain Street. The night wind whipped through Peck’s hair. Peck’s muscles tensed, his stomach ached with anxiety, and his jaw was locked as he kept his eyes on the street ahead, desperate to not lose the car. Curling onto Front Street, he could see the back of the Benz as it cut across South End. Peck revved his engine loudly as he tore after the car, hell-bent on catching up and delivering a hearty dose of street justice before they could hurt Alanna. Peck feared he was too late. His mind replayed the events over and over again. The way both Alanna and Luca slumped down in the back seat scared the daylights out of Peck.

      Please, God. Please. I will never put another toe out of line. Please just let Alanna be okay. Please Alanna, don’t be dead. Jesus. Don’t be dead, Peck thought. I should have just waited with her at Serrano’s house. She was there, what? Twenty minutes? Why would she walk by herself? Where the fuck is Tony?! Why wouldn’t she call me?

      Peck continued to think of all the different scenarios that could have occurred in his head as he chased after Luca’s white Mercedes Benz. What if Alanna was dead? What if Luca was dead? Where were they taking her? I know his plan is to draw me out, well here I am motherfucker! Let the girl go! Come at me!

      Peck sped through three stop signs and a traffic light, desperate to catch up to Luca’s vehicle. The driver seemed to notice that he was being tailed and made a sharp left down Sixth Street, its wheels groaning as it went.

      “C’mon, you son of a bitch! Come after me! She didn’t do shit to you! Come after me!” Peck snarled.

      Peck’s bike accelerated once again, cutting the distance between his front tire and the back of Luca’s car. Peck’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the handlebars of his bike, revving loudly, making damn sure that Luca heard him. As Peck eliminated the distance between himself and Luca, his heart pounded in his chest. It felt like it was about to give out on him. He was determined to keep fighting until Alanna was returned to safety. It was my life’s work, Peck thought. Keeping Alanna safe. Baby girl. My reason for continuing to fight on, day in and day out. And if he has taken her from us forever, I will drain the life from his body. If she is gone, I will have nothing left to fight for. Please be alive, Lana. Please keep fighting. Please don’t be dead.

      As tears blinded Peck’s sight, he raged forward, standing on his bike with a murderous expression pouring from his eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Torian and Charlie hustled as they whipped around the corner of Hancock Street with frenzied expressions plaguing their eyes. There was a sick feeling in Charlie’s stomach. He wanted to hurl all over the pavement, but he tried with every ounce of energy and strength he had to hold everything together. Torian gritted his teeth as he pushed forward. The same fire that Peck had saved him from the night before, was the same fire Torian was about to throw himself into.

      “He’s a fucking coward!” Torian snapped. “His beef is not wit’ her. It’s with the guys! This is the same shit he pulled on my sister!”

      Charlie didn’t say anything as the memory of Torian’s sister came to mind. He could feel the anxiety rise in his chest, and the slow pang of an attack coming on.

      Push it down, Charlie thought. Lana’s in serious trouble. You don’t have time for this shit. Fall apart later.

      Hector and Tony Serrano were standing on the front porch as Torian and Charlie raced up Fernon Street. Tony and Hector stood with worried looks on their faces, with their toned arms crossed over their barrel chests. They had both heard a series of terrifying screams coming from a block over, but they weren’t sure what had occurred. The front door opened behind them as Cris stepped out with a disoriented expression on his face. He had pulled on a pair of jeans, his sneakers and a t-shirt to see what was happening outside. The gunshots were loud enough to wake the dead, Cris thought. Rubbing his eyes, he peered out at his brother and father.

      “What’s going on?” Cris asked groggily.

      Hector replied nervously, “I’m not sure, son.”

      “There’s Charlie and T,” Tony said as he stepped off the porch onto the pavement with a wary look in his eyes.

      Cris looked out, seeing the nervous edge to Charlie’s eyes, immediately beginning to panic. He could hear the angry throttle of a Harley roaring in the distance.

      Peck. Alanna. Oh, my God. What has happened? Cris wondered.

      Cris launched himself off the porch as he ran to Charlie.

      “What’s happened?!” Cris demanded to know. “Where is she?! Where is my girl?!”

      Charlie didn’t know how to tell Cris the news. His emotions bubbled up in him, hot and tempestuous, choking Charlie as he stared at one of his best friends. How do I tell him the very thing that will unhinge him? How do I tell him the very thing that will break his heart once again? Charlie painfully thought.

      Charlie coughed under the weight of his anxiety. His throat seized as Cris’s gaze intensified upon him, demanding answers without uttering a word from his mouth. Then, as the silence became deafening, Cris exploded.

      “CHARLIE!” Cris shouted, his face turning red with animosity, his fingers closing into fists of rage. Cris’s eyes were cold with malice. He spoke sternly, coldly. “Where is Alanna?!”

      Staring at his friend squarely in the eyes, Charlie replied, “Luca took her.”

      Cris’s face screwed painfully as his hands went up to his head. Clenching his hair, Cris wanted to scream. Charlie wrapped his arms around Cris in a bear hug, holding him down as his hands began to shake terribly. Cris shook silently under Charlie’s hold, but then a raspy voice rattled from his throat.

      Speaking in a staccato beat, Cris growled, “Let go of me.”

      The second Charlie let go of Cris, he broke off into a run. He reached for his baseball bat that sat on the edge of the porch and gripped it tightly as he bolted off down Second Street with a look of murderous hostility permeating from his eyes.

      “Cris!” Hector yelled with a look of extreme worry in his eyes. But when Cris did not answer, Hector slapped Tony on his arm and yelled, “Tony! Go with him! Watch his back!”

      As Hector rushed off the porch and ran as quickly as he could to Maude’s house, Charlie, Torian and Tony raced behind Cris, trying to keep up. Try as they might, though, Cris was a much faster runner than they were. Cris gritted his teeth as he ran as fast as his body would carry him.

      “Vai se fuder, Luca!”

      Clenching the bat by his side as he raced forward, Cris’s muscles ached with exertion, but he didn’t dare let himself slow down, even by a fraction. As Charlie, Tony and Torian ran behind Cris, they knocked on doors and called out to guys standing on street corners that they knew would stand up for the fight. A melee was about to break out, and Cris was leading the charge. His usual cool was gone. There was no kindness to be found in his gaze. Tony had not seen this side of his brother since they left Lisbon. Cris was on the warpath and he would not let up until Alanna was returned.

      As Cris tore ahead, fueled by rage and fear, malice and murderous bloodthirst, a large group of some of South End’s most roughed up teens formed behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Sweat beaded down Peck’s bare back, rolling over his network of tattoos as he continued to wind through the streets of South End hot on Luca’s trail. He swerved through the streets, gaining the attention of the corner gangs as he trailed Luca’s well-known car. He spotted Lev on the corner of 4th and Jackson. Lev gave Peck a nervous look. He could tell that something was up.

      “Yo!” Peck yelled loudly. “Find Brian, call T. Get a crew together and get to his club. Serrano and his boys are gonna be on their way!”

      “What the fuck’s goin’ on?!” Lev demanded to know.

      “Luca. He’s got Lana. I’m tailin’ ‘em.”

      The expression on Lev’s face changed from confusion to one of absolute rage. His nostrils snarling, Lev shouted back, “I got you. Go!”

      Immediately he picked up his phone and dialed Brian Foley’s digits. Throttling forward on his bike, Peck continued his chase, his thoughts becoming more venomous by the second.
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        * * *

      

      My blood is on fire as I open my eyes. The rumbling of tires beneath me tells me we are still in the car, moving fast. I don’t know where they intend to take me, but I know it’s a trap for Peck. My body feels heavy; like I’m sinking beneath the waves of the ocean with cement weights tethered to my extremities. My sight is blurry. It feels like the car is spinning in circles. I clasp onto the leather seats smearing some of Luca’s blood across the smooth surface. The radio is on but it keeps playing the same song over and over again at a low interval. I used to like the song, but right now, it’s infuriating me.  Rag Doll by Frankie Valli & the Four Seasons. I am most certainly not Luca’s rag doll, or anyone else’s. If I’m going to fight back I need to shake out of this stupor. I don’t know how long I’ve been out— It can’t be long, we’re still in South End. I can see the tops of the run-down row houses from my vantage point. C’mon, shake it off. Ride out the wave. But try as much as I want, I don’t have the energy to move my limbs.

      My eyes begin to focus. I can see the spatter of blood on the ceiling of the car. I can see Luca’s hand resting on the seat next to me, his gold insignia ring just inches from my face. The loud hum of a motorcycle steadily roars behind the car. Though the noise is loud, it is a source of deep comfort for me.

      My heart races in my chest, thrumming loudly like a drum line. Each beat a reminder that I am alive, each beat a warning of how fragile human life is. These men had the ability to stop my heart . . . but as I look at Paco’s dead body lying slumped over himself in the passenger seat, I am firmly reminded, I have just as much power.  The bright lights of the stadium shine in the distance. We are moving away from South End. Where the hell are they taking me? But as my mind continues to wander, an unwanted vision plagues my sight. Luca, still holding a bloody rag to his neck, leans in closer to my face. Though he is in obvious pain, a slippery smile curls up from his lips. “It’s not time to wake yet, Bella,” he says in a cool voice. There is something white on his fingertip. A white powder. I turn my head away, but he clasps onto the bottom of my jaw with his other hand, keeping my head locked in place. I want to fight. I want to punch and scream and kick and disable him, but as much as I try, my limbs are like jelly. As his sick smile broadened upon his face, Luca brought his finger to my lips. Parting them gently, he placed the powder along my gums. Although I can see and hear everything that is happening around me, I cannot move any longer. I want to bite down upon Luca’s bandaged hand, but I can’t. I am frozen in my drug-addled state. As the cocaine hits my system, I am once again locked in a cage, bucking and breaking against my bonds. But this time I cannot set myself free. I’m falling. I’m slipping into oblivion. I’m burning under the intense tidal wave of Belladonna. Suddenly, I understood Luca’s nickname for me. He had planned this all along. Violent waves crashed upon me, fire flooding my bloodstream. By the sound of Luca’s voice, I can tell, he thinks he has me cornered. But as the waves keep coming, I remind myself, I’m a strong swimmer. Peck’s voice floods my brain, “You know how I live, Lana. One breath at a time.” Keep breathing. Keep fighting. Stay focused. I am stronger than the drug that courses through me. I am bolder than the ties that bind me. I am smarter than the men who chain me. They will be sorry they ever laid eyes on the girl that they named Raven.
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        * * *

      

      Hector ripped open the screen door of Maude’s house and hustled inside with an urgent tone to his voice. A terrible scream called out from the kitchen as a porcelain dish crashed to the floor.

      “What do you mean, she was taken?!” Maude demanded of Nick in a desperate cry. “Why was she alone?!”

      Nick stammered, “Tony must not have come back yet and she didn’t call any of us to come get her . . .”

      “Hector wouldn’t have let her go alone!” Maude insisted. “He’s been like a father to her . . .”

      “Maude . . .” Hector said in a gentle voice as he entered the kitchen. His eyes met  hers with a pleading tone to his gaze. “Maude, I was asleep on the couch. I didn’t even know she was there.”

      Maude wrung her hands together as she gave Hector a nervous glance. Her breath was shallow as a cry ripped from her mouth. Snapping down, she began sweeping up the shards of porcelain from the plate she dropped.

      “Leave it, Gran,” Nick said as he reached for the broom. “Talk to Hector. I got it.”

      Hector cut across the kitchen and wrapped a supportive arm around Maude as he guided her to a kitchen chair. “Sit,” Hector said firmly.

      As Maude lowered herself into a chair, she brought a hand to her mouth and tried to swallow down her emotions. Her mind was running a mile a minute and she didn’t know what to do. Nick told her that Peck said not to call the police, but her first instinct was to call 9-1-1 immediately.

      “Have you called anyone?” Hector asked firmly. As a cry ripped from Maude’s mouth, Hector gave her a worried glance. Then, when Maude didn’t respond, Hector looked over at Nick. “Nicholas? Did you call anyone?”

      “Peck said not to because it would put her in more danger.”

      “Okay, so first things first . . . we need to at least call that detective that has been working on her other case. Even if we don’t call the police to file a report til tomorrow, we need to make sure he is aware.”

      “What do you mean, tomorrow?” Maude sobbed. “Don’t you think we’ll get her back tonight?”

      Hector placed a gentle hand on Maude’s shoulder. “I certainly hope so, Maude. The police can’t take any action until twenty-four hours has passed though.”

      “I don’t understand why we can’t call the police!” Maude exclaimed as tears ran down her face. “My granddaughter is out there, in the clutches of a mad man!”

      Hector gave Maude a deeply worried look. Placing his hand gently atop hers, he pleaded with her. “Maude . . .”

      “Hector, you don’t understand! He is insane! Girls do not escape from his clutches!”

      “He is a Kingpin. Very dangerous,” Hector said. “That is what Tony told me a few days ago. I want you to listen to me very carefully, Maude.”

      Maude looked up into Hector’s dark brown eyes and she found comfort there. After a moment of silence, Hector spoke again, “We know a thing or two about Kingpins . . . dangerous men. Peck is right. If his gang sees obvious police involvement, it will put Alanna in grave danger.”

      Wiping tears away from her eyes with a tissue, Maude asked, “Well then what do we do?”

      Hector patted Maude’s hand twice. “We call that detective and we keep our eyes peeled. All the boys are out there looking for her. I will be, too. Just stay calm until we hear something.”

      Nodding her head, Maude agreed as she watched Hector rise from his seat. Going to the refrigerator, he plucked the detective’s business card out from under a magnet. Walking over to the phone that hung on the wall of Maude’s kitchen, Hector picked up the phone and dialed the number for Detective Conrad.
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        * * *

      

      Cris had a look of absolute fury on his face as he continued to run at full throttle across South End. Gripping the bat, Cris didn’t bother avoiding the rough corners or the dark streets. He wasn’t looking to avoid trouble— Cris was running straight for the Devil’s lair. With his adrenaline coursing through his veins, Cris forgot all about feeling sick. With all the thoughts that were racing through Cris’s head, and the overwhelming rage and worry that flowed within him, Cris could only focus on two things: getting Alanna back safely and taking down anyone that stood in his way.

      I should have never gone to sleep. I should have sent her home with Peck. God damn it! Why would she walk alone?! Cris’s thoughts were on fire as guilt settled in his stomach. I was supposed to protect her, but she got taken leaving my house, taking care of me! Pathetic, Serrano! Man up! It’s just a fucking summer cold! I thought Tony was going to take her home. I figured Alanna would have called Peck to come get her . . . but knowing Alanna, she didn’t want to bother anyone. So she bit the bullet. She took her chances. And it backfired. This is not Alanna’s fault, though. Luca is the monster. Fact is, a girl should be able to walk down the fucking street without the fear of being taken by a mad man. Alanna said herself, she refused to live scared . . . and Luca is the type of man that would kick down a door to take whatever it is that he wants. Well he got it, but I hope he’s ready, because I’m bringing a motherfucking war to his door. I’m cool, I’m chill 99% of the time . . . but fuck with my girl and you get to see a whole new side of me. Better be prepared, Kingpin. The Serranos don’t fuck around, and I’m coming for your neck.

      A pack of forty trailed behind Cris— a ragtag crew comprised of guys loyal to Peck, Torian’s basketball squad, guys from Lev’s tattoo shop, a handful of guys from the hockey team. Some guys that had gone to Henshaw with Alanna and the boys, a large group of Torian’s cousins from Vicker Avenue, Brian’s boys from the  West Side, and a few of Charlie’s friends from his old block. Lev led a pack of men down Fourth Street, all able-bodied, hot tempered, and ready for a brawl. Lev’s crew merged with the crowd and followed Cris towards Luca’s club which was now just two blocks away. The noise pouring out from the crowd intensified with each step. Swinging the bat in his hand, Cris cracked it against the street pounding a staccato beat as they closed in around Luca’s club. Brian emerged from his black pick-up truck in plain clothes, nodded at Cris, then filed in rank next to Lev and his boys. They pressed on, walking fast towards the corner of Sixth and Tasker with enraged looks upon their faces. As they approached the corner, Cris stood on the edge of the curb as the massive crew circled around him. Peering around at them, Cris took a breath before he said the words that would start it all.

      “Yo Kingpin!” Cris shouted. “You messed with the wrong one, son!”

      The corner was eerily quiet as Cris waited for a response. When the door didn’t open, Cris took matters into his own hands. Swinging the aluminum bat in his hand, he struck the metal door of the club, not once, not twice, not four times. With each swing he left a permanent indent in the door. The crowd egged Cris on, cheering as he slapped the door over and over again.

      “I’m done fuckin’ around wit’ you!” Cris shouted again his eyes rabid with hostility. “Come on out here! Show your ugly mug!”

      Torian and Charlie exchanged a surprised glance. They had never heard Cris talk this way before. If they didn’t know better, they would have thought it was Peck there standing in front of them. With his attitude and his rage on full display, Cris ran his fingers through his black hair. Sucking air in through his teeth, Cris was ready for whatever came flying out that door. Everyone waited tensely for something to happen, then after thirty seconds of intense silence, the deadbolt of the door came unlocked with a sharp bang.

      “Get ready,” Torian said as he pulled his gun from his waistband.

      “I’m always fuckin’ ready,” Tony spat.

      “Think she’s inside?” Charlie asked.

      “No tellin’ with these assholes,” Torian said as he stepped forward and tucked a handgun in Cris’s back pocket. Not saying a word, Torian backed away again.

      “How much you wanna bet that she ain’t?” Brian barked. “I don’t see his car anywhere.”

      “Whatever . . .” Tony spat. “We can at least get some information and rough up his boys. They’ll see we mean fucking business.”

      “Let’s do this,” Lev barked. “C, you good?”

      Cris didn’t reply though. Stretching his neck muscles, he let some of the tension roll down his back, just enough to let him keep his edge. As the door groaned open, Cris launched off the balls of his feet. As Angel Lobiondo stepped out of the club with a callous look on his face, Cris went swinging, colliding the bat once more with the metal surface of the door.

      “What the fuck, man?!” Angel spat as Cris leered at him with the bat.

      “Where’s Alanna?! Bring her out!” Cris demanded.

      “Who?!” Angel yelled, not recognizing the name.

      Seeing Cris getting flustered, his face red with tension, Torian yelled out, “Bring us Raven!”

      Angel looked over his shoulder as Stitches DelFino, one of Luca’s high-ranking constituents strolled out with Rigo and Jake at his back. Stitches, was dressed head to toe in black. He wore a cold expression upon his face as he stared out at the crew that had assembled outside the club. Then, he turned his eyes upon Cris and spat, “Raven’s not here.”

      “Where the fuck is Luca?!” Cris spat, his eyes watering with rage. Every muscle in his body quaked with hostility.

      With a nonchalant expression on his face, Stitches shrugged his shoulder and said, “He ain’t here either.”

      Without another word, Stitches pushed Cris firmly in his chest with his open hand and spat, “Now back off! This is our turf!”

      Stitch shoved Cris forcefully, but Cris stood strong under the push. As Stitch turned away, Cris became brazen. Gripping his bat tighter, he slapped the edge of his back against the door slamming the door shut.

      “You off your rocker, son?!” Stitch snarled at Cris.

      Cris smirked darkly as he pulled the gun Torian had passed him out of his back pocket. Swinging his arm around, he pressed the gun to Stitch’s chest. “Tell me where Luca took Raven,” Cris barked coldly.

      “You better get off our property, kid. Because this is a fight you don’t want.”

      Cris laughed as a nasty sneer crossed his face. “In case you haven’t fuckin’ noticed, douchebag . . . We brought the war to your front step.” Taking the safety off the gun, Cris pressed his weapon into Stitch’s face. Stitch showed no signs of fear though. A slick smile grew up from his lip. Bringing his left hand to his mouth, Stitch felt the whiskers of his beard as he cast Cris an observant gaze.

      “If it’s a fight you want, a fight you’ll get.”

      “Where’s Luca?” Cris demanded to know.

      “Where’s Peck?” Stitch barked back.

      Cris was mute on the subject of Peck’s whereabouts though. Stitch raised his eyebrows as an amused smirk crossed his face.

      “That girl’s gonna get hurt,” Stitch said. “And you’d rather protect your boy.”

      “And if she is, it’ll be a bullet in your brain . . .” Torian barked over the crowd.

      Stitch smirked at Torian, “Eye for an eye, brother. Remember that. Eye for a fuckin’ eye.”

      “Where’s Alanna?!” Cris once again demanded to know.

      Stitch shrugged as he backed away from Cris’s gun. “With Luca,” he said firmly.

      “And where the fuck is Luca?!” Cris snarled.

      Once again, Stitch laughed. “Bring me Peck and we’ll talk.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Peck followed Luca’s car down the highway, taking the ramp towards the shipyard. His bike revved loudly as he raced after the car, unsure of what Luca’s motives were. Peck understood that Luca was using Alanna as bait for him. But now that he was just feet away, Luca didn’t seem to want him at all. It was like he was being reeled into something bigger. It was as if simply getting Peck into his clutches wasn’t enough. Luca intended to make him suffer. Luca didn’t want to make this easy on Peck. Meanwhile, a delicate life hung in the balance.

      The car pulled down a dark isolated road that ran along the docks. Peck hung back a bit, watching carefully to see what Luca planned to do. The car began to slow as it pulled onto a grassy knoll overlooking the Delaware River. With his heart racing, Peck cut the engine and dismounted his bike. Walking down the long, abandoned road, Peck kept his eyes on Luca’s car as he silently ran towards it. Cutting the distance between himself and Luca, Peck was desperate to get Alanna out. But then, as the driver side door opened, Peck stopped dead in his tracks. Backing up, he hid in the tree line as he watched Michael climb out of the car with bated breath. A back door opened, and Peck’s stomach lurched as he watched Luca unfold to his full height from the car. Luca held a bloody rag to his neck as he glared at Michael. Luca shouted something over the hood of the car, just before bringing a cell phone to his ear. While Luca talked, peering out over the river, Michael walked around the car to the front passenger door. Gingerly Luca’s driver opened the door with a gentle click. Peering through the shadows, Peck watched as a body slumped out of the car and fell to the ground. With his heart in his throat, Peck stared at the body trying to determine who it was. Much to his relief, the deceased body was far too stocky to be Alanna.

      Who the fuck is that?! Peck thought.

      Peck watched as Michael began dragging the body to the water. Fire coursed through his veins as he watched the despicable act occur. Luca moved from the side of the vehicle as he watched Michael dispose of the body into the water. He shouted a few demands, keeping his back to the car.

      Now. This is your only chance. Peck thought to himself.

      Moving carefully and stealthily across the quiet road, Peck approached the back-driver’s side door giving Michael and Luca a wary glance. Moving as quietly as he possibly could, Peck lifted the handle of the car door and slowly opened the door. Peering into the car, Peck’s eyes fell upon Alanna’s body which laid rigidly still on the backseat of the car. Peck wasn’t sure at first if she was dead or alive. Her hair was strewn across her face and there was a faint trail of blood running down her neck. Peck’s heart panged as he looked down upon her, but then, just as he was beginning to panic that she very well may be dead, Alanna turned her head. With her hair falling to the wayside, Peck saw the puncture mark in Alanna’s neck from where Luca had jabbed her with the needle.

      “No,” Peck gasped. “Please God no.”

      His hands began to shake as he reached out to her. Jostling her, Peck whispered, “Alanna, you have to wake up! Lana, baby. Please wake up.”

      His voice was on the verge of a sob, but he knew he had to hold it together. At that moment, Peck knew, he was their only chance for survival. He jostled her arm again, and Alanna opened up her eyes. Peck looked into the milky green irises, barely able to recognize the girl he loved so tremendously. This time Peck did cry, but he didn’t allow himself to succumb to a full break down. Reaching for Alanna, Peck wrapped his arms around her. Cradling Alanna in his arms, her face fell against his bare chest. Moving as quietly as he could, Peck ran from the car with Alanna in his arms. Michael had just finished dumping the body and as he and Luca turned around, they watched as Peck charged off with Alanna lying limp in his grasp. Luca’s eyes snapped upon Peck’s back.

      Growling at Michael, Luca spat, “Shoot but not to kill. I need them both alive.”

      Doing as he was commanded, Michael pulled out his gun and fired three shots into the night.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      Peck continued to run at full throttle, his adrenaline rushing through him. He felt a sharp pain in his left shoulder. He continued to run as the energy drained from him. He was becoming weak, but he kept a firm grip on Alanna. That is, until the floor seemed to give out from underneath his feet. Falling to the ground with a thud, Peck didn’t realize he had been shot until his face collided painfully with the dirt.
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        * * *

      

      Cris stood toe to toe with Stitches as tensions rolled into a boil. Shooting insults at each other, a mob gathered around them, some loyal to Luca, others loyal to Alanna, Peck, Cris and his crew. Cris kept an iron jaw as he stared at Stitches, not breaking his icy gaze off of his face. The crowd closed in upon them, baiting on a fight.

      “What’s she worth to ya?!” Stitches demanded to know as he smirked coldly at Cris. “You came all the way down here . . . What’s she worth to ya? Your life? Peck’s life?”

      “Fuck you! Quit playing games before somebody gets hurt!” Cris spat.

      “Oh, somebody’s gon’ get hurt alright,” Stitches spat. “You runnin’ with snitches and cowards!”

      “This has nothing to do with her!” Cris yelled, his face red with anger.

      “Don’t kid yourself, homey,” Stitches said coldly. “Raven has a purpose, a use, and when we’re done, maybe you’ll see your girl again . . . But if you ask me, a real man would’ve protected his girl.”

      A cruel smile curled up from Stitches' mouth. Cris, however, snarled at the man standing before him. Rage quaked out of control in his body. Cris’s breath rushed from his mouth as he was left with sharp words on his tongue. Cris wasn’t interested in talking anymore. Stitch had flipped Cris’s switch. All calm had vanished, and now, standing before Stitch, was a teenage boy set to his breaking point. With quaking hands, Cris uttered one sharp word, before jumping into action.

      “Motherfucker!”

      Cris lunged at Stitches gripping his black t-shirt with one hand, he walloped his fist alongside his right jawline with his other. Punch after punch after punch, Cris didn’t let up. Through gritted teeth, Cris spat, “Tell me where the fuck she is!!!!!” Cris slammed Stitches up against the brick wall of the club. A trail of crimson spilled from Stitches' face while his face began to mottle from the impact of Cris’s hits. Stitches didn’t say anything as he began to fight back, slamming a fist into Cris’s gut. All around them, violence broke out, threats were tossed, and blood was drawn as the two sides went toe to toe. Charlie was defending himself against two of Luca’s guys, while Tony was holding his own against Angel. Rigo and Brian were tossing words back and forth, while Lev and his boys got into an all-out brawl with a dozen of Luca’s soldiers. As the melee ensued, the sound of sirens whirred into the night.

      Cris punched Stitch again in the face, sending him flying backward. As some of Luca’s boys began to scatter at the sound of the approaching police cars, Cris gripped Stitch’s shirt and brought his face close to his.

      “I ain’t leavin’ until you tell me where she is!!!”

      With blood gushing from his nose and his right eyelid swollen shut, Stitches peered up at Cris and laughed harshly.

      “You might not have a choice in the matter, bro . . .” Stitch said cryptically.

      Cris eyed Stitches with a confused gaze, but before he could ask any questions. He was gripped from behind. Three of Luca’s boys pulled Cris away from Stitches, while a fourth snatched Cris’s baseball bat off the sidewalk. Cris stared at them with hostility, unable to see any of their faces due to the hoods that hung over their faces.

      “Big and bad, huh bro?” One of the guys spat at Cris.

      Panic raged through Cris’s body as he watched the guy swing the bat. The first few times he missed on purpose. It was a scare tactic. But the fourth time, the bat collided painfully with Cris’s right kneecap, shattering it on impact. He let out a muted scream as excruciating pain ripped through his body. Charlie and Tony peered up with horrified eyes. Seeing Cris being jumped, they left their spots and raced towards him, chasing off the guys that had held Cris down.

      Cris was writhing in pain on the ground.

      “Motherfuckers! Tell me where she is!” Cris demanded, howling at the top of his lungs. “Tell me where the fuck she is!!!!!!”

      “You’re a stubborn motherfucker, aren’t you?!” the man with the bat yelled.

      Charlie pushed one of the guys off of Cris, while Tony held a gun to the bat-swinger’s head. In a chilly voice, Tony spoke through his teeth.

      “Where is she?” Tony said in barely more than a whisper.

      Stitches remained silent as he took in the gravely serious look in Tony’s eyes. He wore the expression of a guy you did not want to cross, and that expression wasn’t a guise. Tony had no trouble standing up for the people he cared about. He had the track record to prove it. Stitches gulped down air as he peered at Tony with an expression of muted intimidation on his face. Tony was only becoming more incensed by Stitches' silence though. Cocking his head, Tony’s gaze hardened upon Stitches’ face. Lifting his eyebrows slyly, Tony took the safety off his gun with a click.

      “Go ahead, dickweed. Try me.”

      Stitches tried to back away from Tony. His fear was getting the best of him. Tony’s gaze didn’t falter.

      “Where is she?” Tony asked again.

      A breath ripped from Stitches’ mouth as he stared at Tony who was sliding the mouth of his gun down the length of Stitches’ face.

      “Don’t make me ask again,” Tony said as he continued to glide the gun along Stitches' face. As the mouth of the gun was just over Stitches’ ear, Tony pulled back on the trigger.

      Bang!

      Stitches thought for sure he was a goner. He couldn’t hear anything but a sharp, hollow ring in his ear. His eyelids shuddered from the shock of the blast as the bullet careened just a half-inch from his head and through a small glass window in the wall of Luca’s club. Stitches began to freak out, his hands shaking, his eyes watering. Throwing his hands up in the air, he finally gave Tony an answer.

      “All I know is that they’re takin’ her to Salem Point! That’s all I know! I swear!” Stitches shouted in a frantic voice.

      “What’s in Salem Point?” Tony pressed.

      “I don’t know! I don’t fuckin’ know!”

      “Don’t lie to me!”

      “I ain’t!”

      “If I find out you’re lying to me, you know what’s gonna happen.”

      “Pop pop pop!” Torian spat. “He’s gonna smoke your ass!”

      A squad car turned the corner slowly as the rest of the crowd dispersed. It didn’t matter which side of the fence they stood upon, nobody wanted to get arrested. Cris’s face grimaced as Tony and Charlie lifted him off the ground. He howled in agony as they moved him.

      “Hang on, Cris,” Tony said as he lifted his brother. “It’s gonna be alright.”

      “Leave me, go find her! I can get myself to a hospital!”

      “We’re gonna go find Peck and Alanna,” Torian explained as he pointed to Brian and Lev. “Ton’, get ‘em to a hospital.”

      Brian rushed across the now deserted street and ran to his truck. “T! Lev! C’mon . . . We gotta go find him!”

      T ran off to the truck, but before he got in, he turned around and looked at Cris with a sympathetic gaze before climbing into the cab of Brian’s truck and slamming the door shut.

      Lev climbed in the back, and Brian was right on his heels. Then, as he opened his door, he yelled at Tony, “C’mon . . . whaddya waiting for. Load him in the back. He’s gotta go to the hospital.

      For a second there Tony assumed that it would be up to him to get Cris the help he so desperately needed. He was sharply reminded once again that friends don’t abandon each other in their hour of greatest need. Cris’s physical pain was great, but it was nothing compared to the mental anguish and despair that plagued Cris’s heart. The words that Stitches said to him would haunt him for the rest of his life.

      A real man would’ve protected his girl, Cris thought, as Torian and Tony loaded him into the flatbed of Brian’s truck. As much as I hate to admit it, that fucker’s right. I should have protected her. Oh, my God, Alanna, please be alright. Please.

      Cris’s sanity was hanging on by a thread.

      As Brian’s engine roared to life, and Tony and Torian sat with Cris in the flatbed, Cris’s mind raged. His thoughts catapulted him to another place and time. To another day when he feared for Alanna’s safety. As the fog moved in, Cris quickly forgot all about his knee, as his mind sent him into an agonizing downward spiral.
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        * * *

      

      A slow burn slinks under my skin, burning me from the inside out. It is a special form of hell. Alluring and intoxicating while stifling and drowning me all at once. My eyelids are like anvils. I am blinded. Incapable of opening my eyes. My skin itches, but it is a scratch that I cannot soothe. My mind is drowning under the power of the drug. My mind, which is always so busy, so erratic with thoughts and worries and ideas, is now a barren wasteland. I can feel thoughts trying to bubble up, but they never make it to the surface. Belladonna wants no parts of free-thinking. I feel like I am gasping for air, and no matter how hard I try to move my limbs, swim to the surface, the water above me is too heavy. The ocean in which I am drowning in is too deep. Powerful waves of intoxication roll through me, scorching me and soothing me with each passing second. It is a conflicting paradox, a state of erratic confusion, and as a wave rolls in once more, I am held under by the weight of the chemicals. Memories roll in. I remember swimming in the lake in the Poconos with Peck, Charlie and Nick as children. I recall yesterday in all its glory. I remember another time when waves of terror ripped through me. As dull as my mind is though, I convince myself . . . This will not be like last time. No. It mustn’t be like last time.
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        * * *

      

      “Alanna,” Peck said in a desperate plea. He reached his hand out as he opened his eyes, his face caked with dirt. The road along the riverbank was silent. There was not another soul in sight, and the only sound Peck could hear were the crickets chirping loudly in the brush.

      Peck felt disoriented and weak. He shivered as a coldness rushed through his veins. Then, all at once, the excruciating pain of his gunshot wound, gained Peck’s attention. Grimacing as his hand flew up to his shoulder, Peck covered the wound to prevent any more blood from slipping out.

      “Alanna,” Peck called again.

      Struggling to rise to his feet, a howl built in his lungs as he came to the realization of just how close he was to taking Alanna away from Luca’s greedy hold. The last memory Peck had of Alanna was her face resting against his chest, as he ran as fast as his body could carry them. But then, just as it seemed that escape was upon them, Luca put a sharp end to Peck’s plan.

      “Alanna!!!!!!” Peck cried out, holding his shoulder as a painful grimace cracked upon his face.

      Standing alone in the darkness, the only voice replying was his own echo. Peck’s heart fractured under the truth of the situation. The girl who had saved him from death time and time again was now in the hands of one of the most dangerous and lethal men in the state. Peck’s sanity spiraled out of control as he weighed all the different scenarios. That is when Peck recalled what Luca said. Shoot but don’t kill. Alanna is alive.

      This small glimmer of hope was enough for Peck to push forward. Stumbling to his feet, Peck kept a firm hand over his shoulder. With a look of fierce determination in his eyes, and a gruesome snarl growing up his face, Peck heaved forward, vowing to return Alanna to safety.
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        * * *

      

      Brian brought his truck to a jarring halt outside of Methodist Hospital in South End as Tony and Charlie jumped out of the flatbed. Gingerly, they helped Cris out as he groaned with pain. He had a deeply pained expression on his face. As soon as the tailgate was shut, Cris yelled at Torian, “Go on! Get out of here! Go find them!”

      Charlie swallowed sharply as he looked at the terrible expression on Cris’s face. Not only was he in excruciating pain, but the mental anguish that Cris was facing was also nothing short of palpable.

      “C’mon, Cris,” Charlie said. “Grab my shoulder.”

      “We’re gonna get you in there,” Tony said. “It’s gonna be alright.”

      But then, as they went through the automatic doors of the hospital, Cris spat, “I don’t give a fuck about my leg! She’s out there with a fuckin’ Kingpin and there ain’t shit I can do about it! Who cares about my stupid leg!” A cry ripped from Cris’s mouth as Tony and Charlie helped him inside the hospital. As they entered the hospital waiting room, Brian hit the gas pedal of his truck and veered out of sight. As Brian turned the corner of Broad and Jackson Streets, a figure emerged from the shadows of the hospital. Hunched over, with his hand preventing his wound from bleeding out, Peck pressed forward with a look of fierce determination in his gaze. With great exertion, Peck heaved forward, disappearing behind the glass doors of Methodist Hospital.
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        * * *

      

      The wheels of Brian’s truck screeched loudly as he weaved through the streets of South End, keeping an eye open for any signs of Peck, Alanna or Luca. Torian sat in the shotgun seat with a mean expression pouring from his gaze. He was thirsty for the moment when he could shake up Luca, teach him a lesson all of his own. Torian had a vendetta of his own with Luca and his crew. Torian’s sister had died by Luca’s hand, and now with Peck and Alanna in danger, Torian was fit to be tied. While his rage was all-encompassing, another emotion fought for attention. As he peered out the passenger side window, worry gleamed out from Torian’s dark eyes. Torian needed to know that Peck and Alanna were safe. Knowing that Alanna was in the grips of the Kingpin, Torian had an awful feeling in the pit of his stomach. Also knowing that Peck went after him guns blazing unsettled Torian because he knew that Luca wanted to reel Peck back in. Torian knew that Peck could more than take care of himself, and he was most concerned for Alanna. I hope that Alanna doesn’t meet the same sharp end as my sister, my Latasha, faced when Luca set his sights on her. Tapping his fingertips against his jeans, Torian cast a nervous glare out the truck window.

      After searching for over an hour, Brian pulled the truck to a grinding stop.

      “I have roll call in an hour,” Brian said sharply. “Drive me home. Take the truck . . .”

      Torian peered over at Brian and said, “How much you wanna bet that they’re in Salem Point?”

      Lev piped up from the backseat, “That’s what Stitches told Tony . . .”

      Brian gave a charged glare in his rearview mirror. Then peering over at Torian, he said, “Try calling Peck’s cell phone again.”

      Torian pulled out his phone and quickly began dialing Peck’s digits. Bringing the phone up to his ear, Torian listened as Peck’s phone went straight to voicemail. Slamming his thumb down upon the end key, Torian let out an audible sigh.

      “No dice,” Torian said. “His calls are going straight to voicemail. Phone is probably dead.”

      “Fuck,” Brian snarled as he slammed his hands down upon the steering wheel.

      “We gotta keep looking . . .” Lev said from the backseat, trying to sound hopeful.

      “Yeah . . .” Brian said as he made a sharp turn on Washington Avenue. “I get that. This is fucked up.”

      “FUBAR,” Torian said.

      “FUBAR?” Lev asked.

      “Yeah, man! FUBAR! Fucked up beyond all recognition!”

      “Yeah,” Brian agreed as a dark look took over his eyes. “It is.”

      Keeping his eyes on the road ahead of him, Brian drove to his house which was twenty minutes away in West Corner. Double parking outside his house, Brian rushed in, the screen door slamming behind him. Just a few moments later, Brian emerged with his pressed uniform in his hand. Climbing back into the cab of the truck, Brian ignored his girlfriend that was screaming from the door and slammed on the gas one more time.

      “Old lady pissed?” Torian asked with a smirk.

      “Oh, her? No that’s her personality.”

      “Damn,” Lev spat.

      “I know. Fucking shoot me.”

      Brian didn’t waste any time getting out of Dodge as he veered around the corner of his street. A short fifteen minutes later, Brian pulled up outside of the South End police station. Torian moved over into the driver’s seat. Nodding his head at his buddies, Brian walked away, his broad shoulders slumped over a little bit as he dragged under the weight of the situation. As Brian disappeared behind the double doors of the police station, Torian tore off. Weaving through the streets of South End, the wheels of the truck screeched as Torian followed the signs for Salem Point, New Jersey.
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        * * *

      

      The clock ticked by the seconds loudly as Maude paced nervously across her living room floor. There was a knock at the front door. She and Hector exchanged a charged glance as a heavy hand banged thrice upon the front door.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      Maude’s breath shook a little as her anxiety upticked a few more notches. Hector rose to his feet from the couch and marched towards the front door with a look of purpose in his eyes. Holding a hand up to Maude, he indicated that he would answer the door.

      “Who is it?” Nick asked as he stood nervously in the living room.

      “Maybe the detective,” Hector said. “I’m about to find out.”

      The vestibule door pulled open with a groan, the hinges in desperate need of greasing. Approaching the front door, Hector pulled aside the sheer valance over the small pane of glass to see who it was that was knocking before he dared open the door. A middle-aged man stood on the front step waiting for Hector to let him in. Dressed casually in a black ball cap, a grey t-shirt and a pair of jeans, Detective Conrad looked like an Average Joe visiting an old friend. As Hector peered out the pain of glass with a nervous glint to his gaze, Detective Conrad held up his credentials.

      “It’s the Detective,” Hector called back to Maude in a reassuring voice.

      A sigh of relief rushed out from between Maude’s lips. Hector unlatched the deadbolt with a bang, just before swinging the front door wide open. Hector nodded at the Detective and stood aside to let him through the door. Detective Conrad moved quickly, not wanting anyone to see or suspect anything.

      “Excuse my state of dress, but these matters require a low profile,” Detective Conrad said to Hector. He shook his hand once. “John Conrad. We’ve met before, yes?”

      Hector nodded once, “Yes. Back in February.”

      Conrad nodded in understanding as he emerged from the vestibule. Meeting his eyes with Maude, he gave her a somber expression. Maude reached out to the detective, and he closed his hands around Maude’s right hand. “You hang in there,” Conrad said. “We’re going to figure this out.”

      He had a leather portfolio tucked under his left arm. Placing it down upon the coffee table, Conrad jumped right into the business at hand.

      “Nick,” Maude said in a rough voice. “Go put on a pot of coffee.”

      “Umm, I’ll try . . .” Nick said reluctantly knowing full well he had no idea how to use a coffee pot.

      “C’mon,” Hector said as he led Nick out of the room. “I’ll help you.”

      Peering back over his shoulder, Hector gave Maude a charged glance as she began to talk to the Detective. Stepping into the kitchen, Hector flicked on a light and gave a weary look at Nick who appeared to be distraught beyond measure. Nick’s eyes overflowed with tears and although his lips stretched into a thin line, Hector could tell that the emotions and the turmoil that the teen was experiencing were overwhelming.

      “Steady, kiddo,” Hector said to Nick. “We’re going to get this figured out.”

      Just then, Hector’s cell phone began to vibrate in his pocket. Looking at the screen, Hector’s heart quickened when he recognized Tony’s number.

      “Tony? What news?”

      Nick could hear Tony speaking loudly into the phone. He watched Hector’s mannerisms carefully for any hint of what information was being relayed.

      “What hospital?” Hector asked in an urgent voice.

      Nick’s eyes became frantic as he stared at Hector’s face. “Is it Alanna?! Did they find her?!”

      “Tony . . .” Hector continued talking into the phone, ignoring Nick’s question. “Any word on Alanna? We called the Detective. No, not 911. A detective that’s familiar with everything that’s been going on. Does anyone know where she is or if she is okay?”

      Hector waited with bated breath for an answer, but then when his face fell, Nick got the answer to his question. As Hector ended the call, he peered up at Nick with sad eyes and said.

      “No sign of Alanna. Cris is in the hospital, they’re doing x-rays on his right leg.”

      “Right leg? Why?!” Nick exclaimed. “Was he jumped?”

      “Tony didn’t say, but that’s what I’m assuming,” Hector said as he rose from his chair. There was a deeply stressed look on his face. “Nicholas, stay with your grandmother. I’ll be back.”

      “Where are you going?!” Nick asked frantically.

      “I need to check on my son,” Hector admitted firmly. “I will be back. Please help her. Call me if I’m needed for anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Cris sat upon an observation table in Triage Room 2 while he waited for a nurse to come in. He fidgeted upon the table, becoming more agitated by the second. Tony stood next to his brother with a firm hand on his shoulder.

      “Sit still,” Tony urged. “They’ll be in soon.”

      “I’m fine!” Cris insisted as he tried to get himself down from the table. “I need to be out there looking for her!”

      As Cris tried to ease himself down upon his good leg, Tony and Charlie held him in place. They each placed a firm hand on Cris’s shoulders, preventing him from leaving the hospital.

      “You’re not fine . . .” Charlie said firmly. “You have to take care of yourself, too.”

      “We have a bunch of guys out there looking for her. Torian and Lev are searching Salem Point right now.”

      “What about Peck? Where the fuck is he?!” Cris demanded to know.

      “We haven’t heard anything about Peck yet.”

      “Well don’t you think that’s a little weird?! What if Luca has them both?” Cris asked.

      “We’re looking for both of them.”

      “I mean, shit, at least Peck can defend himself. What about Alanna?! My head just keeps spinning and it’s making me sick! What the hell does he want with her?! Why her?!”

      “Honestly dude,” Charlie admitted. “I think that everything ties together. Damien’s trial. Peck ditching the game. I think everything is coming to a head and she is caught in the crosshairs.”

      Just then, the double doors of the emergency room opened as a tall, burly young man staggered into the hospital. He was shirtless, and clutching his shoulder with blood covering his chest, hand and arm. The young man looked up, with dirt caking his face, as he called for help in a desperate plea. Cris peered out the window of the triage room with horror in his eyes. Peck’s eyes met Cris’s and they exchanged an impassioned stare. A few nurses rushed down the hallway, running to Peck’s side. As the last of Peck’s energy was expelled, he moaned once more, “Help me. I’ve been shot.”

      With the color draining from his face, and his hand dropping to his side, Peck collapsed upon the lime-green linoleum floor of Methodist Hospital as medical personnel rushed to get him the help he so desperately needed.

      Cris's mind was spiraling dangerously off its axis. Peck, the guy who Cris viewed as unstoppable, had just collapsed before him with a bullet in his shoulder. Alanna, where is Alanna? Peck was shot trying to get her back. Is Alanna okay? Is Alanna alive? Oh, my God. Oh, my God. My mind. Save me from my mind. The room is spinning. The world is stopping. My heart is fracturing. Please, God. Just bring my baby home.

      Cris’s face fell into his hands as he became dizzy from the breakneck speed that the night’s events were coming at him. Silently, Cris began to pray.  He prayed for Alanna. He prayed for Peck. He prayed for calm to settle the madness in his heart and the anguish in his mind. Charlie placed a supportive hand on Cris’s back in an attempt to console him. Then, peering out the window of the triage room, Charlie saw the very thing that was causing Cris to come undone. Medical staff had lifted Peck onto a hospital bed, lying him on his stomach so that his wound was quite visible from where Charlie and Tony were standing. Medical staff was scrambling around Peck as they rushed him off to an operating room.

      “Peck?!” Charlie called out loudly as he raced out of the triage room.

      Tony peered up with a nervous glint in his eyes. He followed Charlie out of the room, the rubber soles of his shoes screeching against the floor. Tony was wide-eyed as he peered at Peck lying atop the gurney.

      “Peck?! Is that you?!” Tony called. “What the hell happened?!”

      Peck wasn’t able to reply though as the team of medical personnel wheeled him away. As they rushed down the hallway, Tony’s eyes fell upon the gruesome quarter-inch hole that was drilled in Peck’s shoulder by the bullet. As  Peck disappeared behind the double doors of Operating Room 3, Tony exchanged a sharp look with Charlie. As they let out shocked breaths, Tony pulled out his cell phone and dialed Torian’s digits.
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        * * *

      

      Torian sat at a traffic light at the corner of Memphis and Earle while he waited for the red light to turn green. His cellphone began to vibrate in his pocket. As Lev kept a keen eye on their surroundings, Torian answered his phone.

      “Talk to me,” Torian spat into the receiver.

      “Yo T, it’s Tony . . .”

      “What’s goin’ on?” Torian asked.

      “It’s Peck . . . They just rolled him into an OR . . . He was shot,” Tony explained in a steady voice.

      Torian’s breath hitched. “He was shot?! Where?! By who?!”

      He immediately turned the truck around, pulling a U-turn in the middle of Memphis Avenue. Tony could hear the tires screeching through the phone.

      “I’m assuming one of Luca’s guys. He was shot in the shoulder. They’ll probably dig it out and watch him. He’ll be alright.”

      “What about Alanna? Any news? Did you ask him if he caught up to them?”

      “He had passed out on the floor of the waiting room. As soon as I talk to him I’ll call you. Don’t turn that car around. You gotta keep lookin’,” Tony pressed. “You gotta keep looking for her. My brother’s mind is about to fucking snap.”

      Torian let out a deep sigh. “Keep me posted.”

      Pressing the end button on his phone, Torian dropped the phone into the cupholder beside him as he turned down a dark side street.

      “Anything?” Lev asked.

      “Nope. Luca must’ve tried taking him out but it didn’t work. One of Luca’s boys just plugged a hole in his shoulder,” Torian explained.

      Lev’s brow furrowed seriously as he shook his head. “God help them when he wakes up.”

      Torian laughed darkly, “Right? I’ll pray for them. Hell hath no fury like a man who hurts Peck’s Baby Girl.”
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        * * *

      

      Flashes. Terrible bright flashes crash before my eyes. Light bulbs pop and flashes shudder beyond my closed eyelids. I want to open them but I cannot. I feel a stranger’s grasp upon me. The chill of the air upon my skin.  A set of voices laughing; they sound so far away. More flashes. The scent of a cigar’s smoke wafting under my nose. The metallic taste of blood on my tongue. A raspy voice speaks, and I recognize them immediately. I cannot understand what they are saying, though. Luca sounds like he is shouting at me from the bottom of a well. Every syllable echoes before it reaches me. Where am I?

      Then, my memories rush back at me, assaulting my mind. Paco with the needle. Me, shooting the gun, one, two, three, four times. Blood oozing from the gunshot wound in Paco’s forehead just before he collapsed. Shooting at Luca. Drawing blood, but not withdrawing life as I did with Paco. Luca ramming me with the speedball. Luca pressing Belladonna into my gums. Peck’s voice. Peck’s hold. The sound of running feet. The terrible rattle of Peck’s frantic breaths. Three shots go off in the night. Peck’s body falling atop mine like a ton of bricks. Get up, Peck. Get up like you always have. But he doesn’t. Though, I can’t move. Though, I can barely see. I can still feel. I feel everything. A scream rattles inside me desperate to be set free. A scream burns my lungs but my tongue will not sing my despair. Peck! Get up! Get up, Peck! Is he dead? Please don’t be dead. Be calm, Lana. Be calm. Listen. What do you hear? I urge myself. An approaching set of footsteps. The low hum of voices. The thrumming of Peck’s heart against my back. He’s alive. He’s alive! But he’s not moving. The footsteps got louder, so loud that it seemed to drown out all the rest of the sounds. Then silence. Complete, utter desolate silence as another needle pierced through the skin of my neck. Slowly, I slipped back into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Hector arrived at the hospital just a few minutes past 2 A.M., insisting that Cris get the medical attention he needed. His face grimaced when he saw the look of anguish in his son’s eyes— it was almost enough to bring Hector to his knees.

      Placing his hand atop his son’s chest, Hector urged Cristobal, “Be strong. While you’re in surgery, I am going to be out there looking for her. We will find her.”

      Cris’s mind was reaching points of hysteria. “Like Delphina . . . What if it’s like what happened to Delphina. He’s a Kingpin . . . She’s alone. What to do . . . What can we do?”

      Hector closed his eyes as he understood the depths of his son’s despair. Then a cry ripped from Cris’s mouth, “This is my fault!”

      “No, child. This is Luca’s fault. You did nothing wrong. Neither did Alanna. Should she have been walking out there late at night? No, probably not. But the blame for all of this rests with one man . . . You are not that man, Cristobal. Be strong. We will find Alanna.”

      A moment later, Cris was wheeled away to Operating Room 4. Just one room over, Peck had woken up. As the doctors removed the bullet from his shoulder, Peck argued with them to patch him up and let him go.

      “It’s just my shoulder. Pop out the bullet and give me something for the pain. I have shit to do,” Peck spat through gritted teeth.

      “Son,” the one doctor said. “You need to let us do our job.”

      “So do it, and let me be on my way,” Peck demanded in a raspy voice.

      “Timothy,” the one nurse said. “Who is your next of kin?”

      “No blood family,” Peck said.

      “Emergency contacts?”

      Peck sighed heavily. The answer was always Alanna. He put down her name and phone number on all vital documents as his person to call in the case of an emergency. But seeing as how the night was bleak and no one could get in touch with Alanna, Peck gave the nurse the next best thing.

      “Maude Anderson.”

      “Who is that?”

      “Caretaker.”

      “How can we reach her?”

      “She has enough worries. Don’t worry her with this. I’ll be fine.”

      “Son, we need to call someone.”

      Peck closed his eyes as a sigh rattled from his mouth. After a beat, he rattled off Maude’s phone number to the nurse.

      “Please tell her I’m alright. Don’t make her panic. She has enough going on.”

      Nodding in understanding, the nurse turned and exited the Operating Room with a clipboard in her hand.
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        * * *

      

      Maude paced the length of the living room, her bedroom slippers scraping against the worn shag rug. Detective Conrad was in the kitchen asking Nick some questions when the telephone began to ring loudly. Snapping her body around, Maude's eyes zoned to the rotary phone that rested upon her end table. The ring was alarming; abrupt and jarring, as if the person on the other end had an important message in which Maude absolutely needed to hear.

      Cutting across the room, Maude approached the phone with a determined look upon her face. Wrapping her fingers around the phone, she quickly lifted the receiver to her ear.

      “Hello?” Maude asked in a frantic voice.

      “Mrs. Anderson?” a nurse from the hospital asked in a calm but firm voice.

      “Yes?” Maude asked, her voice quaking with stress.

      “Hello Mrs. Anderson, my name is Caroline Devitt. I’m a registered nurse at Methodist Hospital. I am calling you regarding Timothy Peck. He listed you as his emergency contact.”

      Maude stammered. “Timothy? What’s happened to Timothy?!”

      “He’s okay. We have him in stable condition. Timothy was shot in the right shoulder, just under the shoulder blade. He is conscious and we are working on removing the bullet.”

      “Oh, my God,” Maude gasped as the implications began to pile up. Alanna. Where is my granddaughter?!

      “Mrs. Anderson?” the nurse asked patiently.

      “I’m sorry, has a girl come in the ER? Alanna Anderson? Five feet six inches? Thin build. Dark hair and green eyes? I called earlier and they said they would check and call me back but I never heard anything!”

      “We have not seen anyone come in that fits that description. Now, Mrs. Anderson, are you able to help us with some guarantor information for Timothy’s paperwork?” the nurse asked, not understanding Maude’s predicament.

      “Yes, yes . . .” Maude said frustrated. “He’s going to be all right?”

      “Yes. He keeps telling us that the second the bullet is out; he’s leaving the hospital. We have to advise against this . . .”

      “You’re not going to be able to keep him there. Timothy has a strong will, and someone he loves fell into danger tonight.”

      “He can’t leave until he is cleared,” the nurse insisted.

      Maude chuckled darkly. “You can say that all you want. There will be no keeping him in that bed, though.”

      The nurse was becoming flustered.

      “He was shot! Surely, there must be something you could say to him. He is a sixteen-year-old boy!”

      Maude chuckled dryly. “Yes, he is sixteen. He is not a boy, though. He has been handling himself for a long time. Nothing that I say or anyone else for that matter is going to be able to ground him.”

      “Mrs. Anderson . . .” the nurse continued to complain.

      “Go ahead and try,” Maude warned. “If he’s able to walk, he’s going to march right out those doors.”

      Maude proceeded to answer the nurse’s questions and as the conversation ended, Maude begged a final question.

      “If a girl comes in by that description, please call me immediately.”

      Abruptly, Maude hung up the phone as she joined the Detective and Nick in the kitchen with a strained look in her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Cris kept his eyes drilled to the ceiling as the sound of a drill jarred his nerves. He was under local anesthesia, and the doctors were working rapidly but cautiously to repair his kneecap which was fractured at several points from the impact of the baseball bat.  Cris tried desperately to ignore the scents and sounds of the operating room, but the alternative was to slip further into his mind. Cris’s mind was moving rapidly with pitfalls at each turn. Closing his eyes, Cris tried desperately to calm his racing mind and settle his anguished heart. Despite the nerve-wracking experience of being under the knife, what was even more stressful to Cris was knowing that Alanna was still out there in danger, and he would not be able to help her. He wished there was a way to reach her. He wished there was a way to know that she was okay. Bearing down as tremors of guilt, terror, panic and rage ripped through him, Cris feverishly tried to find calm in the storm.

      One step at a time, man, Cris thought to himself. You can’t give up hope now. Not after everything we’ve been through. Not after everything. Peck is down but not out. I’m not out yet either. Dad said he’d be out there looking. Brian, Torian and Lev are looking, too. Tony and Charlie won’t sit on this either. Tony would ride into war for me. Alanna is Charlie’s oldest friend. They understand all too well the agonizing pain that Luca has thrust upon me; the destructive helplessness that is raging through my core. Don’t panic til you know. Don’t let your heart plummet that low. She’s strong. She’s not weak. She goes through the same shit you do, man. There is a rage that she tries to hide. It bubbles just under the surface, but if they back her into a corner, it will come out of her, explosive and volatile. Look at the damage she inflicted upon Damien. She’s stronger now. She’s better equipped now. She would fight. God damn right, she’d fight. This is why we trained so hard. This is why Peck, Lana and me swatted at that bag five times a day. To prepare for the worst. Well, the worst may have just shown up on our doorstep. Now we have our own hell to dish out.

      As the sounds of the saw continuing to cut through bone, a renewed sense of hope swirled in Cris’s heart. Letting out a deep breath, he pushed down his fears, knowing that Alanna had no amount of quit in her. She will fight on her side. We will fight, too. Somewhere, somehow, we will meet in the middle. I know it. The odds have been stacked before. The odds have seemed impossible to rise above before, too. She proved us all wrong. Maybe she would do it again. Come on, Lana. You know you love to show us up. You know you love to prove a point. Prove it! Prove it! Because if you’re gone, you’ll be taking my mind and my heart and my life with you.
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        * * *

      

      “C’mon boys,” Hector said as he stood from his seat in the waiting room. Tony and Charlie peered up at him with expectant gazes. “We’re going to drive around . . . See what we can find.”

      Charlie and Tony nodded with somber expressions on their faces. Standing up, they followed Hector as he made a beeline towards the exit. Then when he realized that the boys weren’t keeping up, he turned on his heels and cast them an impatient look.

      “Come,” Hector urged. “Time isn’t on our side.”
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        * * *

      

      Peck was wheeled into  recovery room 6A shortly after 2 A.M. As the local anesthetic was still wearing off, Peck ripped off his hospital gown, jumped down off of the hospital bed against medical advice and began to pull on his jeans and boots.

      Nurse Kennedy rushed into the room and demanded to know what he was doing but Peck did not reply as he rushed from the room, grimacing with pain as he pushed forward. With a white bandage over his wound and a tense expression in his gaze, Peck pushed on. Determined to set everything straight, hell-bent on returning Alanna home safely, Peck moved forward, one staggering step at a time. Forcing his weight upon the door of the recovery room, Peck pushed open the door and stepped into the blinding light of the hallway. As the door slammed shut, Peck traveled east down the long corridor. He made a hairpin turn down another hallway, racing forward towards the emergency exit. As the siren blared loudly, Peck slammed open the door. Stepping outside, Peck peered around at his surroundings and quickly faded from view, swallowed by the dark of night.
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        * * *

      

      A hard-edged gaze poured from Torian’s eyes as he rolled the truck up to the intersection of High and Florence, one of the toughest corners in Salem Point. A traffic light swayed overhead, the lights flashing yellow in all four directions. A group of guys hung against the wall of a corner store casting shady glances towards Torian and Lev in the truck. Crude graffiti was splayed against the brick façade of the store. A tattered orange awning stretched out from the front of the building, the group talking in muffled voices under the shadow of the structure.

      “What the fuck are you doing stopping?” Lev snapped under his breath.

      “Be cool,” Torian urged as he kept an eye on the group that huddled on the corner.

      “We’re gonna get fucking jacked,” Lev insisted.

      “Nah . . .” Torian said darkly. “We good . . . Can’t show no fear up in here. You won’t make it back to the bridge.”

      Torian’s eyes narrowed on one of the guys on the corner. “You see that dude wearing the Yankees fitted cap?”

      Lev turned his head gently to the left as he glanced over at the corner. His eyes fell upon a stocky guy wearing a blue ball cap. His face was hidden under the cap, and a cloud of smoke swirled from beneath the brim of his hat. Quietly, Lev muttered, “Yeah. What about ‘em.”

      “That’s my cousin Von.”

      “Think he might know somethin’?”

      “Maybe. He runs with the Riverside crew. They run these streets, so if Luca’s tryin’ to mix it up . . . Von would probably know something,” Torian admitted.

      “You gon’ talk to ‘em?” Lev asked.

      Torian turned his face back to the crowd. Seven suspicious faces stared back at him, with their hands reaching for their pieces.

      “Yeah, watch my back,” Torian said.

      Despite the leers he was getting from the corner crew, Torian opened the truck door and stepped out.

      Immediately several of the guys stepped forward, calling out to Torian.

      “Aye . . . you lost?!”

      “Wrong colors for this side of the bridge!”

      “This joker wants to see angels . . .”

      Torian ignored their taunts, though.

      “Aye, Von!” Torian called out.

      At the back of the crowd, a cloud of smoke rose in the air. A stocky guy with broad shoulders and a mean mug glared Torian’s way with a blunt between his lips. Taking a drag, Von inhaled the sweet fumes blowing out a cloud of smoke from his mouth.

      “T?” Von asked in a haze as he stepped out from the shadows of the building.

      “Yeah, cuz . . . How’s it goin’?” Torian asked as he stepped forward and slapped hands with Von.

      Von shrugged his shoulders as he greeted Torian. Then his eyes shot up to the truck where Lev still sat in the passenger seat. “Yo, who’s the white dude?”

      Torian smirked a little. “That’s Lev. He’s cool.”

      “So what’s up? Whatchu doin’ round here?”

      “Lookin’ for some action,” Torian said slyly. “Any parties poppin’ tonight?”

      “One over on Rugger Ave . . . you don’ wanna be messin’ with that crowd though . . .”

      “Oh?” Torian asked. “Why’s that.”

      “From what I hear, Kingpins are comparing notes. Mixing things up . . . I don’t want no parts of that shit.”

      “What’s the address?”

      Von was about to continue talking to Torian when a line of cars rolled past. A white Mercedes Benz followed by several vans moved slowly up the block. As the Benz crawled past, Lev ducked down and yelled, “GET DOWN!”

      As the bullets peppered the night, Torian and Von dropped to their stomachs. Some of the other crew members fled. As the smoke cleared, Torian peered up to see Luca Delgaiso giving him a cruel glare. As reality set in, Torian reached for his gun, but before he could climb to his feet, Luca’s driver had slammed his foot upon the gas pedal, sending the Benz careening down the street, quickly disappearing from sight with the vans following close behind. As the smoke cleared, Von rose to his feet. Giving Torian a heated look, he said, “Whatever it is . . . I got you. I hate that son of a bitch.”

      With the echoes of the gunshots still ringing in their ears, another sound became more prominent. The tempestuous roar of a motorcycle ripping through the night.

      “Shut the fuck up . . .” Torian muttered as he looked up with a hopeful gaze.

      Tearing up Florence Avenue, with a look of vengeful hate casting from his eyes, was a man who had no amount of quit in him when it came to those he loves. Coming to a screeching halt, Peck zoned his eyes to Torian’s face. Torian’s eyes stared at Peck with a haunted quality to his eyes. His eyes fell over his bare chest that was still covered in dirt and smeared blood. He could see the edge of the bandage that was covering his gunshot wound. How the fuck was he still standing, let alone riding?

      Peck nodded at Torian, Von and Lev as a cold look permeated from his eyes. In a rough, gravelly voice, Peck shouted, “Tail me! I’ve got a King to overthrow!”

      Torian’s heart raced as he peered at his old friend with unmuted admiration. He was nothing if not loyal. And to Alanna? He’d throw himself through the gates of hell just to ensure that she saw another day. Peck is not one to underestimate. Torian smiled wickedly as he rose to his feet. Nodding his head at Peck, Torian told his friend all he needed to know. I’m here. I’ve got your back. This is my fight, too.

      Jumping down upon the throttle, Peck didn’t say another word as he tore off down the avenue. Scrambling to their feet, Torian and Von raced to the truck. As the doors slammed shut, Lev slammed his boot on the gas pedal. Careening forward, the bullet riddled truck raced forward as Lev fought to catch up to Peck. Behind them, some of Von’s boys followed suit, backing them up against the man who had just tried to gun them down. Hurtling down the avenue, the pack raced forward with Peck at the helm, hell-bent upon taking down the Kingpin.
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        * * *

      

      A breath swept over Alanna’s dry lips as her heavy eyelids opened to the world. Her long eyelashes batted as her weary eyes adjusted to the darkness. Her vision was blurry. Her sight seemed drunk, trapped under a wave of confusion. Alanna maintained a stoic expression on her badly mottled face as flashes of her surroundings sped before her eyes. Questions churned in her mind. Where am I? What is happening? Am I okay? Are Peck and Cris okay? The others? Oh, my God . . .

      Alanna’s eyes watered with panic as memories began to flood her brain. They assaulted her, coming fast like headlights down a dark tunnel. Gunshots fired in her head. A terrible series of bangs echoed through Alanna’s headspace, and she quaked violently with the sound of each one. Shouts. Screams. Echoing laughter. The sound of a car gunning around a street corner, wheels squealing in protest. Heavy breathing. An uptick in anxiety. A definitive upsurge in rage.

      Alanna’s eyes widened as she took in the environment in which she found herself. Confusion was rank in her mind as she resurfaced from her chemical intoxication. Hot summer airbrushed through a cracked windowpane and billowed a pair of curtains that had yellowed from age. The frame of the window was nailed shut some ages ago, and the pane of the glass had been splintered with a quarter-inch hole where a bullet had careened through. Alanna’s hands fell to the surface she laid upon. Clasping onto the rough surface of the wood pallet, a splinter of wood dug deep into Alanna’s palm triggering a memory. Alanna’s rage upticked some more. She could feel the blood rush to her face as two males fought for absolute control of her thoughts. Damien rolled in with the fog, Luca lingered in the mist. As anger flooded through Alanna’s bloodstream, her temper bubbling hot, she glared up at her surroundings with a furious glare shooting from her eyes. As her body recovered from the drugs Luca had given her, a post-traumatic episode threatened to break loose. Alanna sat up slowly, her hair falling over her shoulders, her eyes taking in everything around her. Her stomach wretched. She felt like she was going to vomit, but there was nothing in her stomach to discard but anxiety.

      Looking around her, Alanna realized that she was sitting in a bedroom of a run-down row house. The walls were covered in crude graffiti. Trash was strewn upon the floor. In the far-right corner of the room, an old blood-stained mattress lay haphazardly upon the stained orange rug where three skinny teenage girls slept. Alanna’s eyes fell upon one of their faces. She recognized them immediately as more fury burned from her heart.

      Through gritted teeth, Alanna spat, “Teagan.”

      While Teagan may not have been the one who took her or set her bloodstream on fire through the pinch of a needle, Teagan was the one who sold her out. She had been running her mouth to Luca as a way to get into his good graces. It was the ultimate betrayal. Despite Alanna saying her name, Teagan did not stir as she slept next to Rory and Erin, who looked gaunt and strung out. Alanna recognized the drunken expression on her face. Teagan had taken too many pills again, and she was slipping under the chemical wave. Breaking her eyes from her former friend, Alanna shook her head in disgust as she continued to scan the room. A Salem Point phone book sat upon a dusty end table next to an assortment of used needles. Alanna’s eyes fell upon the thick yellow phone book as her heart hammered in her chest.

      “Fuck,” Alanna muttered under her breath. Salem Point, Alanna thought. It’s like jumping from the frying pan right into the flames.

      Alanna couldn’t remember how she arrived here. She did, however, fully remember all the events that had occurred before she was jabbed with the needle for the second and third times. Alanna was taken. Pinched. Injected with drugs against her will, not once, not twice, but three separate injections. Belladonna crushed into Alanna’s gums to silence her. She was roughed up, beaten, threatened. Peck was shot. Thrown down in the dirt. Spit upon and abandoned. Peck was left to die. Cocaine injected through a needle will typically keep a person down for two hours, sometimes more, but Alanna had something else going for her. Adrenaline. The way her heart pounded when she was pinched? The erratic state of her mind when a post-traumatic episode takes hold? These all forced the drug to work overtime to rip Alanna’s mind into unconsciousness. She was always conscious. Alanna’s mind never ceased to churn. Even when her body could no longer move, Alanna’s mind was constantly aware. She remembered much of what happened before her eyelids shut out the world.

      “Oh, my God, Peck,” Alanna cried softly as her hand raced up to her mouth.

      Although Alanna’s eyes were dry, moisture wet her face. Gently, she touched her cheeks as the warm droplet of water streaked down her face. Then two more droplets fell upon her hand and slipped down her arm. Confused, Alanna peered up, and suddenly she understood where the water was coming from. She could see the night sky through a massive hole in the ceiling. Thunder roared overhead, and as Alanna peered up at the sky, a feeling of dread rolled through her body. Looking up at the midnight blue sky that was peppered with stars, Alanna closed her eyes and let the rain fall upon her face. Clasping her hands together, Alanna sent up a silent prayer to the heavens. Her lips moved softly as she whispered a plea to God.

      “Give me your grace, grant me your mercy . . . Lord, give me the strength I need to fight my way out of this hell. Guard my boys. Protect my love. Spare my Peck. Give me a calm mind, a tempestuous heart, a fast strike. Please just let me see the morning light. Let me see my family’s faces again.”

      Opening her eyes again, Alanna released a deep breath. Strength radiated through her body. A sense of calm settled in her mind. A fury, rabid and unrelenting raged unchecked in her heart. She opened and closed her hands into fists, prepared for the fight ahead of her.

      I will not let this slide, Alanna thought. These men have shown no mercy. You’ll show them none! These men took you from your home. Tried to murder Peck. Hit you. Beat you. Drugged you. Get them, before they get you. Strike first, strike fast, strike the hardest. Take no shit.

      From behind her, Alanna could hear a door creak open. As Stitches strolled in the door, a cold, calculating expression oozed from Alanna’s green eyes. Glancing around her, her gaze fell upon a black fire poker that leaned against the wall.

      “The Raven wakes . . .” Stitches said coolly.

      Alanna laughed darkly as she tried to shake  off her stupor. Clenching her hands into fists, Alanna spat back, “Haven’t you heard?”

      “What’s that, girl?” Stitches said with a sly smile curling from the corner of his mouth.

      Reaching out for the poker, Alanna clasped the fingers of her left hand around the cool, hard surface. She held it tightly to her leg so Stitches couldn’t see. Peering over her shoulder, Alanna smirked wickedly at Stitches.

      “You can’t kill me,” Alanna said plainly.

      Stitches laughed dryly. “Oh no?”

      “No . . .” Alanna said straight-forwardly as she turned to face Stitches, keeping the poker hidden behind her leg.

      “How do you figure, girly . . .” Stitches asked as his smile began to fade from his face.

      Alanna laughed as she cut across the room. Keeping her eyes locked upon Stitches face, she replied callously, “You can’t kill someone who’s already dead inside.”

      “I’ll give you that. You seem to have a lot more grit than most guys in South End,” Stitches said with a laugh. “I have other avenues I could take; you know. I could just shatter your little boyfriend’s kneecaps.”

      If Alanna was enraged before Stitches came into the room, she was even angrier now. Stitches had pressed the button that turned sweet, kind, understanding Alanna into a maelstrom of anger, intensity and vengeful sanction. Stitches laughed, “You should’ve heard the way he screamed. A girl like you. You’re an 8 . . . 8.5 . . . What the hell are you doing messing around with a chump like that. A douchebag that can’t even protect his girl.”

      Not giving Stitches the benefit of seeing her sweat, Alanna refrained from letting any soft emotions show. With her nostrils flaring, she peered up at Stitches’ face with rabid intensity.

      “Get out of my way,” Alanna demanded through gritted teeth.

      “No can do, girl . . .” Stitches said as he closed the distance between him and Alanna. Reaching a hand out, he placed it on Alanna’s shoulder, stroking his thumb along the length of Alanna’s chin. “See . . . We have plans for you.”

      Running his hands gently down Alanna’s neck and over her breasts, Stitches kept his eyes drilled upon her face. Then, in a forceful tug, Stitches pulled on the material of Alanna’s shirt forcing her forward.

      No mercy, Lana, Alanna reminded herself. No fucking mercy. Not again. You will not go through that again. Now. Do it now! He hurt Cris! He will hurt you, too!

      Alanna’s thoughts were screaming at her as Stitches looked at her with a seductive gaze pouring from his eyes.

      “You hurt my Cristobal . . .” Alanna said through gritted teeth.

      With a cruel smirk, Stitches nodded his head.

      Alanna’s nostrils snarled as she glared up at him. As Stitches' hands traveled across her torso, clenching his fingers around the belt loops of her jeans, Alanna’s switch was flipped. A fury so great rose from her belly and erupted through one quick flick of her wrist. A flash of insanity sparked in her eyes as she reeled back her arm. Stitches recoiled as he saw the poker coming at him again and again. Alanna sent the poker crashing down upon the man that had hurt Cris over and over again, not relinquishing, not allowing him to strike back. Stitches tried to fight back, but Alanna was coming at him fast and furious.  Alanna was careful not to puncture Stitches' skin. She didn’t want to kill him. She just wanted to teach him a lesson . . . and a lesson was most certainly taught. Striking him again and again, Alanna didn’t stop until Stitches was cowering on the floor, grimacing in pain. Then, as he peered up at her, Alanna placed her boot upon Stitches chest, she glared down at him. Speaking in a cold tone, Alanna spat, “You all fucked with the wrong girl, asshole! Raven ain’t the one!”

      Then in one fell swoop, Alanna swung the poker at Stitches’ face, slicing open his right cheek. As crimson dripped from his wound, he peered up at Alanna with a horrified look upon his face.

      “Crazy bitch!” Stitches spat.

      Alanna scoffed as she released the fire poker from her grasp. It clanged to the floor with a bang. Balling her fingers into a tight fist, Alanna sent a brutal sucker punch at Stitches. Her knuckles collided with his eye socket with a sharp snap. She hit him again and again, not allowing him a second to get up. Then finally, after a sixth hit to the head, Alanna released Stitches’ shirt. She peered down at Stitches’ bloody face and snarled at him. Reaching into his pocket, Alanna gripped a set of keys, snapped her eyes off of his face, and turned for the door.

      Creeping down a dark hallway, Alanna could hear muffled voices coming from another room. She recognized Luca’s deep voice, and she immediately began to panic. Turning around in the hallway, Alanna headed towards the back door, careful to be as quiet as possible. Glancing up at the clock, she noticed it read 3:01 A.M.

      The witching hour, Alanna thought.

      Not waiting another second, Alanna gently twisted the handle and stepped out into the abyss of night.
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        * * *

      

      Hector wound through the streets of South End with a nervous edge to his gaze. As he pulled around the corner of 6th and Morris Streets, Hector’s eyes fell upon the door of Luca’s club. The metal surface of the door had a large dent where Cris’s bat had collided in an attempt to bait Luca’s boys out to face him. Hector understood why his son did what he did. If Alanna was inside the club, he was determined to help her. Although Luca didn’t have Alanna inside his club, Cris was able to get a lead on where Alanna might be. He knew that his son wasn’t dumb by any stretch of the imagination. He did what he needed to do to help Alanna. Cris knew the risks of showing up at Luca’s door baiting him and his crew into a fight. Cris took a risk. Considering the alternative, Hector was relieved that his son fared well. When it came to messing with a Kingpin’s crew, you were lucky if you walked away without a bullet between the eyes.

      The street was eerily quiet. The typically crowded corners were deserted and the only cars on the street were parked for the night. As Hector peered around at the deserted street corners and the empty sidewalks, he got the eerie feeling that he was being watched.

      Tony sat beside Hector in the passenger seat keeping a keen eye on their surroundings. His brow furrowed as a troubled look creased his brow.

      “They all scattered like roaches!” Charlie spat from the backseat of Hector’s truck. “Where are they all hiding?!”

      Peering out his window, Tony replied, “Stitches said Luca was heading to Salem Point. Didn’t think he meant every last one of ‘em.”

      Hector shook his head, “No boys. I doubt that’s true. While Luca and a few key guys might be over in Salem Point . . . I think the rest of them are lying low. The cops were out tonight. None of them want to get arrested.”

      “Yeah,” Tony said as he crossed his arms over his chest. “I guess that makes sense.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think he’d ever take all his guys out of South End. He’s got too much shit going on around here to leave his club open for anyone that wants to walk up,” Charlie admitted.

      “Shouldn’t we start looking in Salem Point, then?” Tony asked.

      Hector continued peering out his windshield with a troubled gaze. Shaking his head, Hector replied in a gruff voice, “No, we have people looking over there. There is a good chance that she is still in the neighborhood. Just keep your eyes peeled. We need to cover all bases.”

      Charlie slumped back in his seat as a harsh breath rushed from his mouth. Crossing his arms over his stomach, Charlie wore a deeply troubled look upon his face. A moment later, he softly said, “God, I hope we find her soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Brian climbed into the paddy wagon and nodded at his partner Reggie.

      “Ready, kid?” Reggie asked.

      “Yeah . . . Gotta make a quick call first,” Brian explained.

      “Make it quick . . .” Reggie barked.

      Brian dialed a series of numbers on his cell phone and held his Nokia to his ear as the call connected.

      “C’mon Lucky . . . Pick up the fucking phone!”

      “Lucky?” Reggie asked with a laugh. “Stripper?”

      Brian rolled his eyes. “God no! You’d have to pay me to watch this fucker strip. Fattest Chinese kid I’ve ever seen.”

      “Interesting name . . .” Reggie said.

      “His father owns the Lucky Dragon restaurant in Chinatown. His real name is Liang Ho,” Brian explained. Then, as the phone rang for the sixth time, Brian became a little more irate. “C’mon, HO! Pick up the phone!”

      “First a stripper name. Now a hoe? Jesus, I need a new partner,” Reggie said sarcastically as a hearty laugh broke from his mouth.

      Brian shot a glare at Reggie. “It’s his last name, you old tool!”

      Reggie smirked as he brought his coffee cup to his mouth. “If you say so.”

      Brian and Lucky had a love/hate relationship. They loved to annoy each other to the ends of the earth They hated that they each knew exactly what buttons to press. But at the end of the day Brian and Lucky were as thick as thieves. Lucky was the one that introduced Brian to Torian, Peck and Lev several years ago at a party on South Street. Now, as young adults, Lucky worked as a toll booth attendant on the Walt Whitman Bridge, while Brian tried to maintain justice on the streets of South End. They both failed miserably at their jobs. Brian was far too street savvy to be a cop. Lucky, on the other hand, had to deal with people all day long, and he had no discernible people skills whatsoever.

      Finally, on the tenth ring, Lucky picked up his phone.

      “Bout damn time!” Brian shouted. “You at work?!”

      “Yeah, I’m at work! I work every night!” Lucky shouted into his phone. “What do you want?!”

      “I need you to look out for a car for me . . .”

      “Oh?” Lucky asked, sounding as if his curiosity was piqued.

      “White Mercedez Benz. Bullet holes in the rear fender. Busted back window. Did you see anything like that?”

      “No . . . but Sam, one of the other toll booth attendants mentioned how messed up this one car was. I bet that was it.”

      “Dude, we need to know for sure . . .” Brian said. “That bridge heads straight to Salem Point. There’s probably lots of fucked up cars that pass through.”

      “Yeah, man . . . Oh, you shoulda saw this one hooptie that came flying through . . .” Lucky began but he was quickly cut off by Brian.

      “Lucky! Focus! White Mercedes Benz . . .”

      “Uh, hang on. I’ll ask.”

      Brian impatiently waited as Lucky put a call into the other toll booth operator. He could hear his buddy’s muffled voice as he talked to a man named Sam. After a few moments, Lucky came back on the line.

      “Yeah, Sam said it was a white Benz. The back window was shot out. There were bullet holes all over the back and sides of the car. The windshield was busted. Before Sam could call port authority, the car was gone, hurtling across the New Jersey state line.”

      “Fuck. Okay,” Brian growled.

      “Why? What’s up?” Lucky asked.

      “Call me if you see it again,” Brian said just before hanging up the phone.

      “What’s that all about?” Reggie asked as he gave Brian a concerned look.

      “Kingpin snatched a girl.”

      “Another one?” Reggie asked.

      “Yeah . . .” Brian confirmed. “This one is different, though.”

      “Oh?” Reggie asked with his interest piqued. “How so?”

      “This one has the potential to cause some real problems for Pin. She’s got a temper, and she’ll never go down without a fight.”

      Reggie nodded. “Good, she’s gonna need that fight.”

      “That’s for sure,” Brian said. “Til the grandmother files a report, keep this between us. You know how things go ‘round here.”

      “Yeah,” Reggie said cryptically. “I sure as hell do. First sign of cops, and Luca loses his shit. Was that his Benz you were asking about?”

      “Yeah . . .”

      “Window shot out?”

      Brian nodded his head in confirmation.

      “Who shot it out?”

      “I know my buddy Peck shot out the back window and got some shots in on the fender . . . but I have no clue who shot out the windshield.”

      Reggie lifted his eyebrows as he soaked in the information. “Well, whatever the case is, Luca couldn’t get out of South End quick enough, it seems. That could prove problematic.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Salem Point disbanded their police force last year. It’s complete anarchy over there,” Reggie told Brian darkly.

      Reggie didn’t get the reaction he expected though. Slowly, a devious smirk curled up from the corner of Brian’s mouth.

      “No,” Brian said wickedly as his buddy Peck’s face came to mind. He perfectly recalled the flash of insanity in his friend’s eyes. “That’s perfect.”

      Reggie’s face scrunched up into an expression of disapproval. Then, glaring at Brian, he shook his head, and barked, “You know what. I don’t wanna know.”

      Brian slammed down on the gas pedal and laughed, “Yeah, Pops. It’s probably best you don’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Alanna stepped out of the back door of the row house enveloped by the darkness. She stepped into the back yard, which was overgrown with weeds that climbed to her waist. There were glass bottles and trash discarded in the weeds, and who knows what else. Alanna’s heart raced as she made her way through the brush, unsure of what was waiting for her around the next bend, unsure of how she was going to get back home. Listening carefully, Alanna could hear nothing but the crickets chirping. She took a deep breath, trying to allow herself a moment of calm. It did nothing to settle her anxious soul. Breaking off into a run, Alanna kept to the shadows of the house, careful to be quiet as she ran from her fate. She ran fast, her heart hammering in her chest, as she desperately tried to break away from the clutches of the men that were notorious for breaking people, heart, mind and soul. Curling around the west wall of the house, Alanna continued to hurtle herself forward, but when the gentle click of a lighter struck, she stopped dead in her tracks. The hammer of her heart ceased to strike. Eyes wide with trepidation, Alanna could see nothing in the dark of the yard. Slowly, she turned and peered over her shoulder. The flame of the lighter illuminated a familiar face. Alanna took in the teardrop tattoos as recognition took over her mind.

      Angel.

      But Angel Lobiondo was anything but an angel. Panic raged through Alanna’s body as she took in his face.

      “Where you think you’re goin’, girl . . .” Angel asked coolly. “Kingpin’s got plans for you, Raven.”

      A sharp breath escaped Alanna’s mouth as she contemplated what her next move would be. Then, as Angel left his place on the wall and stepped towards her, fast and determined, Alanna broke off into a run. She could hear the sounds of passing cars nearby. Racing forward, Alanna ran towards the source of the noise. She could hear Angel’s footfalls behind her, slapping hard against the dirt in an attempt to stop her from escaping. As she continued to run away, Alanna’s thoughts screamed at her.

      Keep running. Faster. Go faster. Run through the pain. Work through the exhaustion. You have to let someone know where you are! But my cell phone . . . It’s dead! Think of another way. There has to be another way! Keep going Alanna! You can’t give up now! Run! There’s a payphone on Mercier Street! Just get to the payphone! Keep going! Push yourself!

      Alanna’s pace quickened. Angel was right on her heels as she veered out of the yard and onto the dark pavement. She could see a car’s headlights approaching. She recognized the car immediately as the badly battered white Mercedes Benz pulled up the street. The only thing Alanna could hear was her hammering heartbeat. She couldn’t hear the roar of the motorcycle approaching. She couldn’t hear the desperate plea of Peck’s call. She couldn’t hear anything but her own thoughts screaming at her to run.

      Run as fast as you can! Get away from Rugger Avenue! 6922 Rugger Avenue. 6922 Rugger Avenue. 6922 Rugger Avenue.

      Alanna repeated the address of the house over and over again in her mind so she didn’t forget it. Get to the payphone. Focus on one thing at a time. Just get to the goddamn payphone. Worry about the rest when you cross that bridge.

      Alanna sped up as she curled around Rugger Avenue. Ignoring the barrage of oncoming vehicles, Alanna tore off. But then, in a desperate attempt to stop Alanna from escaping, Angel leaped forward, caging his fingers around Alanna’s ankle. Crashing to the ground, Alanna grimaced as her body slammed against the concrete

      “Get off of me!” Alanna screamed as she fought against Angel. Angel pressed his body atop hers in an effort to immobilize her, but as he laid on top of her, Alanna’s arms and legs fought for control. She kicked and punched and shoved Angel, desperate to get him off of her, desperate to get back to her feet.

      “Hold the fuck still!” Angel spat as he tried to hold her down.

      Then, when Alanna continued to buck and break beneath him, Angel reached behind him, and pulled his gun from his waistband.
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        * * *

      

      Peck had a vicious look in his eyes as he trailed close behind Luca’s car. Turning right onto Rugger Avenue, Peck didn’t give Luca’s driver an inch of distance. He refused to let that car out of his sight. Pulling up outside 6922 Rugger Avenue, the car idled for a moment. Peck revved his engine loudly behind the car, baiting Luca out, but when he didn’t emerge, Peck brazenly pulled up alongside the passenger side door of the car. He inched closer and closer and could see a man’s silhouette through the dark tinted car window. But then something happened that Peck didn’t expect. Ripping from the side yard of 6922 Rugger Avenue, a pair of teens were running fast. One, a teenage girl, cut a ragged path across the street, appearing desperate to get away from whoever was chasing her. The other teen, a stocky boy, ran hard after the girl, appearing out of breath but not giving up the chase no matter how exhausted he felt.

      “Alanna!” Peck yelled. He watched with wide eyes as Alanna broke off into a run, curling fast around the corner of Rugger Avenue. When Alanna didn’t look back, Peck cried out again, “LANA!!!!!”

      He revved his engine once more, and just as he was about to tear off down the Avenue, the passenger side door of Luca’s car swung open. Dressed in a pristine white suit, Luca stepped out of the car. Unfolding himself to his full height, Luca cast a glare Peck’s way. Luca’s car door blocked Peck’s path to Alanna.

      “Get out of the way!” Peck demanded, but once again, Luca stood in between him and Alanna, preventing him from getting to her. “Get the FUCK out of my way!”

      Luca smiled darkly at Peck. “You’re brazen enough to show your face around here after you shot at me . . .”

      Peck licked his lips as he glared at Luca’s face. “Should’ve shot you in the fuckin’ head!”

      Luca spread his arms wide as a brilliant smile broke upon his face. Turning around in the street, Luca left himself wide open.

      “Well,” Luca shouted. “Here’s your chance!”

      Peck peered at Luca with a hungry expression in his eyes. Slyly, he tugged his gun out of his waistband and he raised it. Sliding the safety off, Peck pointed the gun directly at Luca’s head.

      “Go on,” Luca urged him. “Or don’t you have the balls?”

      Peck smirked, “Oh, there was never a question of that.”

      Just as the last word rolled off of his tongue, Peck placed his finger on the trigger.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      Both Luca and Peck stared at each other with shock. Three shots were fired, but they weren’t released from Peck’s gun. The bullets hadn’t hit Luca, either. Instead, the shots rang out from just thirty feet away, just around the corner of Rugger Avenue.

      “Alanna!” Peck screamed out.

      Luca smirked, as he peered over his shoulder. “Guess Angel had to quiet her down,” Luca said coldly.

      “ALANNA!!!!!!!” Peck screamed out. Then, turning to face Luca once more, Peck raised his gun and shot upon Luca once, but missed. Luca ran around his car, avoiding the shot. Michael rose out of the car and began firing upon Peck. He was unsuccessful in his attempt to take him down, though. Torian and Von emerged from the pick-up and began firing upon Luca’s car. The front door of the house barged open as seven more guys came out and began to fire upon the pick-up truck.

      “C’mon Peck!” Torian called as he pulled him behind the truck.

      “I gotta get to her! There were shots fired! I gotta get to her!” Peck said frantically.

      “You ain’t getting over there without getting shot! Be chill!” Torian spat.

      Peck tried to run off but Torian held him back by his arm.

      “NO! You ain’t goin’ out there to get killed! We’ll get to her! Hang on!” Torian yelled.

      Shot after shot was taken upon the truck. The driver's side window of the truck was shattered by a flying bullet. Its path didn’t stop there, though. Careening through the cab of the truck, the bullet plummeted through the passenger side window, shattering it to bits, finally meeting its end in Lev’s left arm.

      “Shit!” Lev shouted as the bullet found a warm home in his bicep. “Fuck!”

      “He’s shot!” Torian yelled.

      Torian and Von shot back at Luca’s crew, but they were quickly running out of bullets. Seeing that they were at a dead end with little chance for survival, Torian opened the cab of the truck and helped Lev inside. Von climbed in the flatbed of the truck as he continued to take shots upon Luca’s crew members. Fire exploded from the guns into the night as hatred spewed as hot as the summer air. Torian climbed into the driver seat, looked over and realized that Peck had not climbed into the truck. Peering over at his buddy who was still firing against the men that stood in his way, Torian screamed at Peck, “GET IN! I’m not leaving you here!”

      Peck tried to argue, but Torian didn't hear anything of it.

      “She will MURDER me if anything happens to you! Your coffin will not be on my fucking conscience. GET IN NOW!”
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        * * *

      

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      Angel had fired three shots upon Alanna’s head at close range but she dodged the onslaught of bullets at the last second. The blasts rung loudly in her ear as she fought back against Angel. Swatting the gun out of Angel’s hands, she bit down hard upon Angel’s wrist. As Angel yelped in pain, Alanna forced herself up off of the ground. Breaking off into a run once more, Alanna charged forward. She could see the payphone from where she was. Alanna could hear yelling coming from Rugger Avenue, but she couldn’t understand what was being said. Angel’s footsteps were getting closer, and this only served to quicken Alanna’s run. Out of breath and out of energy, Alanna could still feel the effects of the cocaine in her system, but she had to press forward. Allowing her adrenaline to carry her, Alanna’s legs moved feverishly under her, closing the distance between herself and the phone. Plucking a quarter from her jean pocket, Alanna slid the coin in the slot and began to dial Peck’s digits. With each passing ring, Alanna became more nervous. Angel was quickly approaching. Then after five rings, Alanna’s call went to voicemail. She didn’t bother saying hi. She didn’t bother saying who she was. As Angel closed upon her, Alanna screamed into the phone, “6922 Rugger Avenue! Help me!”

      As soon as the words launched from Alanna’s tongue, she felt Angel’s rough hand close around her wrist.
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        * * *

      

      Peck climbed into the truck against his will and as soon as his body hit the seat, Torian slammed on the gas. Luca’s crew fired upon the back of the vehicle as they went. Tires screeched around the corner of Rugger Avenue. Peck kept his eyes on the streets. Zoning his eyes upon the pavement, he kept a keen eye out for Alanna but thus far he didn’t see her or Angel anywhere. As Torian followed the signs for the bridge, Peck balled his hands up into tight fists and let them slam down again and again atop the dashboard. As Torian drove the truck back across the Pennsylvania/New Jersey border a death-rattle of a scream echoed from Peck’s lungs.

      

      To be continued in part four of the Phoenix Saga.
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      I woke up to see the skyline blocking out the rising sun from my window of the stinky, overcrowded airplane I was on. My back ached and my legs were cramped from the position in which I slept during the last few hours of the ride. The accommodations were less than satisfactory, but who could complain when I purchased the ticket from an unknown airline for near pennies on the dollar.

      I tried to stretch, but with the strange passenger beside me, who didn’t believe in boundaries, and my messenger bag shoved under my feet I was trapped like a rat in a cage. Beside me sat a man with red curly hair and enough visible tattoos to erase all color of flesh off his arms and neck. He smiled a big tooth-rotting smile at me, and I turned back to look out my window.

      “Attention passengers,” the pilot spoke over the tiny intercom throughout the plane. “We have arrived in New York City, and have begun our descent. Upon arrival please remain seated until the doors are opened. At that time, please gather your items and depart the plane. Anything left behind will only be held for three business days, so make sure you get everything you want to keep. Welcome to New York.”

      The man beside me stretched his upper body and then opened his whited-out cat eyes and gave me a nod followed by a smirk. Every nerve ending in my body told me to run when he yawned, but it wasn’t until I caught a glimpse of his freaky-looking forked tongue that I started planning my escape.

      I had to turn away before I had a complete meltdown and sprayed him with pepper spray for being unusual. I reminded myself that security had confiscated my pepper spray and that this trip, even with the weirdos, was what I wanted. I wanted to become a stagehand and build art pieces for Broadway plays. I wanted to be a theatrical technician after I learned the business. I wanted to learn how to use an audio board and control everything from a distance.

      As we de-planed and stepped out into the airport there was a flow of people coming and going all around. They all seemed like they had this confidence about where they were going and what they were doing while I was looking up the baggage claim on the directory.

      It only took a few minutes of following the crowd to find where I needed to be. Then I stood at the airport and watched and waited for my bag. I reached into my messenger bag and began digging for Chapstick and missed seeing my bag move past me. I tried to chase it down, but it started going through the luggage conveyor all over again. The attendants didn’t care what they did as they threw bags here and there so when one was tossed on top of mine, I sighed. This definitely wasn’t home.

      I thought I was the last one left waiting for their items until I heard something that sounded like metal clanging. I turned to see this handsome linebacker of a man gathering his bags. He must have seen me watching him because when he looked up he gave me the most childish smile I had seen in ages.

      Without a word spoken, he walked over and picked up my bag, knocking the other bag onto the floor. Some woman started shouting about her luggage not belonging on a dirty floor because it was Louis Vuitton, but he didn’t pay her any attention.

      “Where are you headed?” He asked and I shrugged.

      “Grabbing a cab and then the skies the limit,” I offered up an answer without giving him any real information. This was a stranger, and this is a big city where murders happen every twenty seconds . . . or so I read somewhere.

      I reached my hand out to get my bag from him, but instead he nodded his head for me to follow and walked off. I took off after him, I kept him in my line of sight as best I could as I bumped into people and tried to get to my stuff. I thought I was being robbed, but once I got out the door near the taxi line he was standing there with a crooked smile on his face. I reached out and he handed me my bag.

      “Thank you,” I told the mysterious stranger whose dark hair reminded me of a rock star. It was somewhat wavy and carefree. Seemed like he knew how hot he was but didn’t seem to care.

      “You shouldn’t let strangers help you carry your bag,” he jokingly chastised me as his grin curved to the side to show he was having fun picking on me.

      “Truthfully, I thought you were a thief. I thought you were stealing my bag.”

      “Me? A thief?” He didn’t look angry, but I felt like I had somehow offended him. “Did you think I would get far with this hot pink suitcase with Hello Kitty on the side?”

      “No, I’m sorry. I’m not used to people helping me.”

      “Apology accepted,” he replied as he pulled out the handle on my rolling suitcase and handed it to me.

      “Why would you carry a stranger’s bag anyway?” I questioned. “Is this something you often do?”

      “No. I did it because you reminded me of sunshine,” his cryptic words made no sense to me, but his energy was euphoric. I could get drunk off the chemistry brewing between us.

      “I’m Hallie,” I blushed a little as I held my hand out for him. He looked at it strangely and shook his head as a chuckle left his mouth.

      “I’m the man you’ll tell your friends about,” he flirtatiously spoke as he took my hand in his and raised it to his lips. He placed a soft kiss and let it go. Then he just melded into the traffic of people around us and I lost him.

      The smile on my face wouldn’t fade and I convinced myself that the one random act of kindness I was privy to was a sign that everything was going to work out. That I was exactly where I needed to be. I picked up my phone and called my best friend, my dad.

      “Hey Dad,” I spoke into the phone when he finally answered.

      “Hey slugger,” he returned my greeting and the smile on my face grew. “How was the trip?”

      “As expected. Loud, smelly, and exceptionally long. I met a gentleman though. He helped me with my bag and then gave me a safety tip.”

      “Sounds like me,” my dad proudly reminded me that he drove me to the airport and carried my bag as well, then he stuffed my head full of safety tips between the hug and kiss goodbye. “Do you remember the plan?”

      “I am taking a cab to NYU. I’m looking for roommates on their community board so that I can room with someone smart, my age, same-sex, and someone that wants a future in the same field. Then I will get back in the cab and go to 7th Avenue and check into the Hotel Pennsylvania. From there I have three days to find a roommate before I run out of money and have to get on a bus and come home.”

      “That’s my girl. Always have a plan.”

      “I’ll never do anything without having a plan,” I assured him. “Is it a bad sign if I miss you already?”

      “No slugger, I have missed you since you learned to walk and started doing your own thing.” My dad made me nostalgic over a time that had come and gone.

      “I will come home for Christmas. I promise.” I spoke as I rolled my bag behind me and headed toward the line of people waiting for a cab.

      “Save your money, I will come see you,” my dad offered, and I was elated. There were a lot of people talking over me. I tried to say I love you, but I couldn’t hear myself think once I got into the line to catch a cab. I tried my best to make my dad hear that I would call him later, but between the people and the rushing traffic I don’t know if he heard me.

      When it was finally my turn, I climbed into the cab, and we sailed down the street as the already enormous buildings seemed to grow. Nervousness filled my belly when my eyes started playing tricks on me and it looked like the buildings were swaying. Things that towered over me like that always intimidated me. It’s like I couldn’t breathe when they showed me how small I truly was.

      We pulled up at NYU and I paid the cab driver to wait. It took me half an hour of traipsing all over the campus to find the board. There was nothing listed. Being mid-semester, I thought that surely someone would have something available. Some roommate that annoyed them had finally left, but there was nothing there. I took a photo of the board in case I missed something and headed back to the cab.

      My plan was gone. I was so sure I would have hundreds of roommate possibilities. Everything was going to fall apart if I couldn’t find a place to live that I could afford. As tears filled my eyes I picked up my phone and called my dad.

      “Daddy,” I sniffled. “I need a new plan.”
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      “Mr. Thomas, what makes you think you would be a good addition to the Manhattan School of Music?” The admissions counselor asked as I sat in a room with three other people taking notes on everything I said. It felt more like I was a study project than an interview.

      “I’m as good as anyone else who goes here, but I don’t want to just be good. I want to be great. I can sing and play just about any instrument, and the reason I would be a good addition to the school is because I don’t ever quit. I will contribute as much or as little as you let me.”  

      “Are you prepared to be available for a call back at any time over the next thirty days as part of your enrollment process?” She asked as she tossed her graying blond hair over the red blazer she wore.

      “Yes, I’m prepared. I have a little house I found in Brooklyn,” I replied and passed her a copy of my temporary lease. She stood up and walked over to a copier. Then she scanned it into the system before passing it back to me.

      “Mr. Thomas, please take this time to settle into your new home. One way or another we will be in touch,” she smiled that same forced smirk that I had received at three other universities when they refused to accept me.

      It was the age thing. I wasn’t fresh out of high school. I was twenty-five. I didn’t excel in math and science before getting a diploma. I got a GED, and immediately went to work when my mom got sick. Then I took on a second job when she passed away and raised my sister until she went to college. Now, it was my turn to do what I always wanted to do.

      I walked out of her office with my briefcase as I loosened my tie. I hated wearing a suit, it seemed to give off the impression that I had money, power, and everything I wanted when in reality I was reaching for the stars.

      I walked a few blocks over to the library and put up a roommate wanted sign on the community board. I intentionally covered up some of the others because now that I was in New York there was no way I was leaving. Then I walked away, took a cab, and headed to the house.

      When I arrived, I noticed that the place looked rough. I had seen pictures, and arrived at night, but in the daylight, it looked like it had survived a war. I walked up the three broken cement stairs and let myself in with a key.

      I was home.

      The white walls and white tiled floors left a wide opening for improvement, and I had an entire month to see if I would get a callback. I immediately changed clothes and put on a pair of jeans and a Yankees T-shirt. I walked out of the house and used my phone to find the nearest hardware store.

      I found one a little way away and collected sandpaper blocks, paint, varnish, quick-drying cement, and other things. I had just stumbled upon the drills when my phone rang.

      “Hello,” I answered the number that was not local to New York.

      “I’m Hallie Henderson, and I am calling about the roommate wanted,” a sweet little voice came through the line. When I thought about roommates, I wanted someone I could be in a band with— without actually having to be in a band— but this voice on the phone didn’t give off the I-can-drum vibe.

      “It’s a two-bedroom in Brooklyn. I just moved in today and am picking up supplies to improve it so it might be a week or so before it is ready to view,” I told her honestly. I was hopeful some headbanging rocker would come along instead of this shy sounding girl.

      “What does it need?”

      “Everything, I’m at the hardware store now, to gather materials to get started, but it will take me a while to get all the work done,” I explained again. I don’t think she was getting that it would be quite some time before it was ready.

      “How about I meet you there, see the place, and if it works out I will order pizza and help you get it ready?”

      “What happens if it doesn’t work out?” I questioned as her eagerness was almost endearing with her timid voice.

      “Then you get free labor and food from a stranger for an evening,” I could almost hear her smiling through the phone as her voice lifted.

      “Okay, I’ll be back in a couple hours,” I ended the call as I picked up a wireless drill and went to pay.

      When the cab turned down the street I lived on I saw a familiar face. Sitting on the steps was the girl from the plane. She was gorgeous. Her dark brown hair hid the small strands of blond. It reminded me of sunshine trying to break through the clouds on a stormy day.

      When the cab came to a stop, the driver got out and started unloading the trunk while I swiped my card in the machine. When I stepped out, I saw her moving the paint cans to the steps.

      “I’ve got that,” I told her as I lunged into action. There was no way I was going to let her do any heavy lifting on my account. As long as I had a free hand it would hold up anything, we needed it to.

      “It’s you,” she looked shocked when she finally took stock in who I was. Her brown eyes looked so hopeful that I almost wanted to let her live with me, but then reality slapped me in the face. She was not the type of person I wanted to room with.

      “And it’s you,” I flirted as I moved the paint cans to the door.

      “It’s me, Hallie Henderson,” she nervously stated. “I’m double H, it’s not a bra size it’s a life choice,” Hallie joked, but she truly failed on its delivery.

      “Don’t be nervous,” I reassured her as I used my key to get inside. When I turned back I noticed she still had her bag with her and seemed to be questioning what to do with it. I walked out and picked it up, took her hand, and led her around everything we had unloaded and into the house.

      Without a single thought in my head, I marched her up the stairs, hesitating at my doorway. I knew with my face and her faint-hearted personality I would have her riding me by dinner, but for some reason I didn’t want to.

      She had seemed so timid at the airport. She seemed like she was a virgin to big cities, life, and men. I couldn’t allow her to be taken advantage of by me.

      The choice between seducing her and keeping things platonic was a war between my brain and my cock. A waging battle that had me chastising myself for eye-fucking her as she turned to look into the empty room.

      “This would be your room. You can leave your bag in here, so nothing happens to it,” I told her as I sat the bag down. She walked inside the room and looked around, I left her there as I went down and started bringing everything into the house.

      “Let me help,” she offered a few minutes later and then began bringing in the last of it. “You plan on renovating?” she asked with a laugh when she saw all my supplies.

      “I want to make it a home,” I explained, and her cheeks flourished in a pink blush.

      “I think I want to live in your home,” she quietly spoke. “I feel like I know you, and that makes me feel safe, which is weird because I don’t even know your name.”

      “I’m Dean, and why don’t we get to work and see how it goes,” I suggested, knowing I would never let her live with me. “I need to start plastering the holes in the walls. Do you know how to do that?”

      “Yes sir,” she stated playfully, as my inner caveman smiled at her response. “My dad was in construction my entire life,” she answered with excitement lacing her voice.

      We both started working and after a little while she ordered the pizza she promised, but I paid for it. By the time we got the living room ready to paint the sun was coming up. This house was going to be a lot more work than I wanted it to be, but I had a lease that allowed me to stay here rent-free for the first month if I fixed it up. The work had begun, so there was no turning back now.

      “I think you missed a spot,” Hallie took me by the arm and led me into the kitchen that had been completely covered in plastic. She had spent the last hour getting it ready to paint.

      “Where is it?” I inquired as I looked around at the walls.

      “Here,” she laughed and plastered drywall mud on my face. Then she took off running down the hallway. I had the stupidest grin on my face when I took off after her. I caught her by the waist and spun her in the air. When I got her turned around to face me I rubbed my cheek on hers while she squealed.

      We breathlessly looked into each other’s eyes and everything seemed to halt. My heart pounded, and I blamed it on being out of shape. My cock twitched as I saw sweat lying on her chest above her tank top. I put my hand behind her neck and leaned in closer. She met me and pulled herself up to my face.

      “I um,” she hesitated as I held myself just above her lips. “I don’t want to jeopardize this.”

      “I understand,” I responded as I let her go and stepped back. Both of us were covered in mud that was hardening and the moment had been eviscerated.

      “Dean, you are really—,” her words rushed out of her mouth as she fidgeted with her fingers.

      “I’m what?” I asked seeing an opening to toy with her.

      “You are exceptionally attractive,” she was so formal I nearly laughed. “I think we could have one of two things. We can have hot construction sex that won’t allow us to look at each other in the morning, or we can agree that while you or I might look delicious on the menu at home, it's better to eat out,” she turned a shade of crimson as she talked. I couldn’t help but notice she was lost in thought with no idea of what she was saying.

      “You want me to eat you out?” I joked and she turned a darker red.

      “No, I mean. We shouldn’t eat each other at home,” she stuttered, and I chuckled.

      “Does the music hall work for you then?” I countered, and she playfully slapped my chest.

      “You know what I mean,” she was so flustered I knew I was pushing it too far, so I let this one go, but I found my opening and if she was going to live with me, she was going to have to get used to it.

      “How about you and I finish our house later? We should get some sleep.”

      “Our house?” She asked and I smiled. She had actually been a lot of fun and easy to get along with the whole night. She knew where she wanted her boundaries and had no problem telling me. I think she might work out as a roommate if not I could always ask her to leave later.

      “Yeah, we can work out the details tomorrow if that’s okay with you.”

      She nodded and walked upstairs. I had my bedroom all set up from the day prior. I climbed into my oak sleigh bed with my clothes covered in plaster and the thought hit me. Where was she sleeping? I crept out of bed and walked across the hall to see her using her bag as a pillow and her coat as a blanket.

      I walked in and scooped her up in my arms without a second thought. I had this overbearing need to protect her; to keep her safe. I carried her while she tried to form words into a sentence as we walked into my room and I put her on my bed.

      “You will never sleep on the floor while I’m here,” I told her and crawled in beside her. She started to argue, but I put my finger over her lips. “We’ve been up all night and we need to sleep.” I reassured her and she quickly fell asleep. I laid beside the angel next to me and watched as her breaths fell into a rhythm. When her hair fell forward I reached out and pushed it back, spurring my cock to life. I slowly got out of bed and walked into the bathroom. I turned on the shower, so she couldn’t hear me taking matters into my own hands.

      As I stroked myself and envisioned her the one reality hit me square in the face. With her in the house day in and day out, it was going to be a long hard lease.
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      “Daddy I can’t wait to see you again,” I exclaimed. It had taken Dean and I nearly a full month to get the house the way we wanted it. I was always checking curbs for furniture or decor that wasn’t complete garbage when Dean went to sing at the open mic nights every night. He had been turned down by the music schools, they told him he didn’t have promise, but when he held that guitar in his hands and his voice rang out my ears fell in love.

      “I should be there in a few days,” his exhausted voice broke through my thoughts of Dean and his guitar. “How is Dean?” He asked, and I smiled

      “He is still just like you. He loves to laugh, and makes corny jokes. You have to be careful what you say around him because he can twist anything to be dirty,” I enthusiastically spoke. “I did tell him no sleepovers with his groupies while you are here.”

      “Cock blocking him?” My dad joked. “I think that’s what you kids are calling it these days. In my day, we called that person dead.”

      I laughed as I put fresh flowers in the vases in the living room. We couldn’t decide on a color, so the walls were beige, the furniture was maroon and navy, and I couldn’t be happier with how it turned out.

      “Good Morning sunshine,” Dean spoke up as the newly varnished cherry stairs creaked. He walked over and placed a kiss on my forehead which was his thing it seemed.

      “Morning,” I returned the greeting. “My dad says hi.”

      “You need to let him rest, he’s been packing all your stuff for three days and now he’s on the road. The man is tired,” Dean admonished me. “Joe, if you need the rest tell her something is out of place. She will hang up and go looking to fix it,” Dean yelled so my dad could hear it and he laughed.

      “Are you driving that boy nuts?” My dad pried, and I gave Dean a dirty look with narrowed eyes.

      “No, he’s just being a man,” I answered when I heard the rain beating on his windshield. “Daddy, I think you should pull over and wait out the storm.”

      “Child, I took your mother in my car to the emergency room to deliver you in a hurricane. A little rain won’t hurt me.”

      “Yes  Daddy,” I surrendered. “Drive safe and stop when you get tired. I love you.”

      “I love you Joe,” Dean shouted from the kitchen and made my dad laugh again.

      “Love you both. Bye Slugger.”

      “Did you hide your vibrators?” Dean pried, throwing me off guard.

      “Oh shit,” I exclaimed and set about to find all my stuff and put it in a paint can in the basement area.

      With my dad being a contractor there wasn’t really anywhere that was safe. He had been here several times to help with this project or that, but he was coming to officially help me move in. Everything would be finished this week and I couldn’t wait.

      I walked out of my closet with a smile on my face only to unzip the bag that held my favorite toy and see that my battery-operated boyfriend was missing. In its place was a yellow post-it that said, “Come find me when you need it.”

      “Just like a man,” I muttered under my breath. “Dean!”

      “Good afternoon Hallie,” Dean greeted me with that Cheshire grin on his face as he turned and allowed those hazel eyes to greet me with a glimmer of mischievousness.

      “Give it back!” I demanded, as he continued cooking something in a frying pan on the stove. He completely ignored me, but that devil-may-care smile was still there. “Where is it Dean— Michael— Thomas?”

      “Where is what?” He played coy as he sat the frying pan down and wiped his large man hands on a blue towel that hung from the white apron string that was wrapped around his muscular waist.

      “You know what,” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Just because there are two A’s in alpha doesn’t mean you are better than Energizer.”

      “I’m hurt, yet curious as to how you ascertained this information,” he flirtatiously walked around the counter, so he could tower over me.

      “Give it back!” I demanded, trying not to let him see me sweat. He ignored me and stood there smelling like an edible man as the delicious food scent seemed to follow him. “Dean, I swear—,” I growled as he moved close enough that  we could feel that energy that came when you put two magnets of the same polarization together. It was enough friction to force me to turn away and head back toward my room.

      “Aren’t you hungry?” He loudly asked as I went into my room and shut the door. I took a few steps in and fell face forward onto my purple comforter. I laid there for a few minutes before I heard the knock on my door. I pulled myself up with a groan and walked over to the door. I hesitated, and then after a deep breath I opened the door to Dean, his brown bedroom eyes, and a plate of food.

      “I’m sorry Hallie, but I did it for your own good,” he pushed his way into my room and put the plate on my white desk.

      “How is stealing my toys good for me?” I scoffed.

      “Eat and I will answer.”

      I rolled my eyes, but he wasn’t budging as he stood there with his arms crossed. Some days I loved him, and he was a big teddy bear, but then this annoying class clown version of him popped up and I wanted to strangle him with his own guitar string.

      Maybe it was the upcoming final inspection my dad would give the place, but my head was envisioning all kinds of scenarios where my dad would drag me back home kicking and screaming because I hadn’t been honest with him or with anyone about where I finally found a job.

      The version of the truth that I told my dad and Dean was that I was a stagehand and was contracted for a television show, but in reality, I was bartending at a strip club for tips. I was the F in failure. I wanted so badly for my dad to think I was one of the ones that would make it here. I wanted so badly to not let Dean look at me with the sheer disappointment I see from my co-workers' friends.

      “Fine,” I responded as I angrily stomped over to my desk and sat down. I waited for him to start to explain, but instead he ran his hand through his chestnut hair and leaned against my lavender paint-covered wall. “Well?”

      “He insulted me.”  

      “Excuse me?” I asked in disbelief, as he waved at me to start eating. I cut up the egg white spinach and tomato omelet that he always made me when he had been really bad and needed forgiveness.

      “Actually, that yellow wiggling flesh banana is an insult to all men.”

      “How?” I inquired, forgetting that I had food in my mouth and allowing a little to fall with my words. Any likeness to being a lady was gone. I was angry, but yet one bite of the omelet and my stomach was growling for more. Dean knew what he was doing by feeding me when I was growing agitated. My brain couldn’t stay as infuriated when my stomach was happy.

      “You cannot take something that is supposed to resemble a hard cock, make it glow in the dark, and smell like sunshine. It’s against the man code.”

      “Then you don’t have to use it,” I gritted my teeth as the rage renewed. Dean leaned down, reached over, and picked up a tomato that had fallen into the edge of my white tank top. “Dean, I have to hide it. Give it back.”

      “Sunshine Hallie, it smells like rainbows and spring mornings from that soap you used on it. You destroyed any semblance of manhood it was supposed to have. It’s no wonder why you are so moody. No one can get off on a ray of light,” he sarcastically continued to try my patience before tossing the tomato into his mouth.

      “Where is it?” I demanded to know as I stood up, took a step over to him, and stood against him with my arms crossed. I became very aware of just how intimidating those tall towers could be. I looked up at this beast of a man towering over me, but I held my own and refused to back down.

      “I gave it to Goodwill,” he smirked, and I was about to blow the lid on whatever control I had.

      “Goodwill?”

      “Poor people need sunshine,” he tried to hide his laughter, but when I saw the edge of his lip curling up I reached out to slap him. With a rapid quickness, he grabbed my wrist and held it as his smile turned to a frown and his eyebrows furrowed. “I get you need to get a little. I get that you want to hide it from Daddy, but seriously how do you expect anyone you date to measure up to a thing that smells like happiness, and glows like its radioactive?”

      “I hate you,” I screamed as I tried to push away from him. Then he moved my hand down and placed it over the zipper on his jeans.

      “This is better than anything that Duracell can bring to life,” he pushed my hand down over his hardened cock.

      “I will rip it off,” I threatened, and he shook his head.

      “You won’t. In fact, you don’t hate me Hallie. You and I have been doing this little dance for weeks. Truth is you just don’t know how to take what you want.”

      “I know what I want,” I shouted loudly. “I want my thingy back.”

      “Say you want your toy cock,” he challenged, and I shook my head. “Say the word cock. I dare you,” he came closer and I couldn’t breathe. My hand was still holding him as he grew harder under my palm.

      “We can’t cross these lines,” I whispered as he let go of my hand, but I failed to move it.

      “Why has a line been drawn?” Dean questioned as he pushed my hair off my shoulder and then placed his hands on my hips.

      “I can’t lose you because we lost ourselves,” I tried to explain as I stared at my hand. Dean’s hand moved up my shirt exposing my olive skin along the way.

      “Like some annoying song stuck in your head I’m not going anywhere,” Dean smiled and then he wrapped his hands behind my neck and pulled me in closer. I couldn’t breathe as his lips moved closer to mine. I let out a whimper, and his smile grew.

      “Hmm, that adorable little squeak you made tells me you want this just as much as I do. Tell me you don’t,” Dean waited but words failed me. I did want him, but he wasn’t supposed to know it. The flirting was harmless as long as neither of us caved in. I swallowed hard and begged my brain to overrule my body. I pleaded with my heart to barricade itself, but my hormones took control.

      I reached up and pulled him to me. As soon as his lips were on mine I wanted to climb him like a tree. He tasted like my favorite coffee which gave away the knowledge that he had messed up my perfectly filled K-cup tree by snagging a cup from it, but I didn’t care.

      “Six weeks,” Dean murmured breathlessly against my lips as he pulled me into him. His tongue slid across my lips begging for access and I opened my lips like 7-11 doors on a weekday. His tongue massaged mine as I felt his hands roam my back until he lifted me off the ground and carried me into his room.

      “This is a mistake,” I spoke as he laid me on his bed.

      “One you will regret, or one you won’t make?” he asked, and I had to think. With my heart racing, and his head moving down to place kisses on my exposed stomach I couldn’t understand what he meant.

      “I— um,” My brain couldn’t function to find words to answer him. Even if I had a dictionary I was too far gone to remember how to read.

      “I’m not going to do anything you don’t want to do, but I can handle being a regret,” Dean smiled, and my heart melted.

      “You’re my best friend,” I explained as my brain did its best effort to make a passion induced pro-con list. It was decided, I was going to do this. “Regrets come from things you don’t do,” I told him as he slid my pink shorts off.  

      I tried to anticipate his every move, but he surprised me with each. I expected him to remove my shirt, but instead he pulled my panties aside and his tongue immediately found that tight bundle of nerves that controlled my life in its pulses.  His onslaught continued as I gripped his sheets and my toes curled.

      “You’re delicious,” he spoke as he pushed a single finger inside my entrance.

      “It's too fast,” I tried to stop him, to slow down. I was going to come, and I was freaking about his face being down there when I did. “Come up here,” I pleaded as his finger found my rough patch inside me.

      “Let it all go and enjoy this,” Dean smirked. “I’m enjoying it,” he gruffly stated as his mouth found my clit once more. I reached down and grabbed his hair trying to force him to climb up me, but he didn’t budge. The more I tried to move him the faster he went.

      “Oh God,” I screamed as my body brought me to the brink. I tightened down my core, curled my toes, and pleaded with the universe to hold off on my ecstasy until he was ready to come too, but Dean wasn’t having it. He sucked my clit into his mouth as he pushed in another finger and I couldn’t stop it.

      “Dean,” I screamed as electrical pulses traveled throughout every nerve ending. Ripping me apart and putting me back together in a state of euphoria as each wave came at me. Dean continued until the orgasm finally slowed.

      “Feel better?” Dean asked with that same devil— may— care smile I had seen earlier.

      “No,” I whimpered as he moved, and I rubbed my thighs together. I still needed to come. I had never felt like this before, but I still clung to the need as though I was still on the edge of a cliff waiting to fall.

      “Did you want foreplay?” Dean asked as I sat up and nearly tore his shirt off. Once I got it over his head I started kissing every inch of him I could reach. I dug my nails into his shoulder as he forced my legs apart. I kissed his neck as I reached for his belt, and heard a laugh. “I’m gonna take that as a no.”

      “I need,” I whispered in his ear.

      “What do you need, Hallie,” he asked as he stood up and lifted my shirt off. “You have to say it.”

      “I need you,” I tried, but the look on his face said he wanted the word. The one he tried to get me to talk about earlier.

      “Try again.”

      “I want your sunshine,” I tried as he unhooked my bra with one hand and it fell forward. I was completely naked sitting on his bed, and he wanted a stupid word. I watched as he undid his belt and jeans and let them fall. He reached into his drawer and pulled out a condom while I stared at his boxers.

      “Try again,” he ordered, as desperation invaded me to see what I held earlier in my hand.

      “Cock,” I barely whispered as he let me pull his boxers down to see a large cock aimed at me. I leaned forward and licked the pre-cum off his crown and heard a sharp intake of breath.

      “What?” he asked as I pulled him to the back of my throat and swallowed. “What do you want?” he was barely able to get the words out, and my eyebrow cocked in smugness.

      “Cock,” I said a little louder as I pumped him in my hand. “I want your cock,” I stated again as I watched his hazel eyes dilate. He placed the condom wrapper near my mouth and I held it with my teeth. He tore it open and pulled it out. I watched as it struggled to hold in the large girth that was all Dean.

      “It broke,” he seemed surprised. “I’ve never done this without one.”

      “I trust you,” I responded and pulled him toward me.

      It hit me then that everything about Dean matched. He was larger than life, and so was his manhood. He was easy to be with— that was obvious considering I wasn’t covering myself or demanding we turn the lights out. He was everything I needed, but nothing I wanted.

      “Tell me this changes nothing,” I panicked as he lifted me and scooted me back on the bed.

      “Hallie,” he spoke softly as he leaned over me. “You just have to trust that whatever happens from here that you and I can survive it.”

      “We haven’t known each other for very long,” I tried to explain.

      “As long as we are honest with each other I’m sure we’ll be okay,” his choice of words had a little gnaw of guilt in my stomach. I hadn’t known him long and still I had already lied to him. I needed this moment with him while he was oblivious to where I worked and who I was.

      The entire mood changed. I was no longer craving the pulsing to end and give me pleasure. I was pleading with the universe to slow time, so it would never end. I lifted my legs and wrapped them around his waist, urging him to put himself inside me.

      He put his hands in mine and held them to the bed as his crown edged inside me. Dean was slow and tender about it as he spread me wide. You could stick a fork in me, I was done. I was whatever he wanted me to be, and hoped I would be dinner again and again. I held my breath as he rocked back and forth driving a little further in each time. Soon he was at the hilt and I was ready to combust all over again.

      “You okay?” He questioned as he looked down on me. There was something different about the way he looked at me. He had yet to touch my breasts, but they felt handled. He hadn’t even pumped into me, but yet I felt sore in a good way. He hadn’t been anywhere, but it felt like he was everywhere.

      “I’m okay,” I let out a rush of air. He pushed into me and I tightened the grip on his hands as they held me to the bed.

      “Remember to breathe Hallie,” his voice sounded strained, but I could hear the emotion as well. If I was just another girl to mark his bedpost, he wouldn’t take the time and energy he was taking now to make sure I was okay. I closed my eyes and ran my tongue across my lips which prompted him to kiss me. His kiss was soft, but his tongue was in rhythm with his hardened cock as he pushed into me violently. It was fast and rough as I gripped him, stirring him on to be faster and harder. I needed everything in me to believe this was just a fuck.

      As he pushed into me harder and harder my body sprung to life telling every inch of me to wake up and join the fun. My heart begged me not to let him in. It pleaded with me not to sync to him. As he thrust deeply into me I found myself chanting his name. As I dug my nails into his back I found myself wishing he was mine. As my body bowed up and my climax stole all my brain power I knew life was never going to be the same.  It didn’t matter how rough it was, or how sore I would be. It didn’t matter that I wanted him to fuck me and walk away because I knew as I watched him cum all over my stomach that I loved him.

      The one thing I had dreaded was the one thing I had done. I had fallen for Dean and was going to lose him down the road. I could never be with a musician who leaves a heartbroken groupie on the sidelines after getting what he wanted. I could never be with someone who wanted to tour the world when the world I wanted was the one I built on a set. I could never be someone who would disapprove of how I earned money.

      This was doomed to fail.
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        Dean

      

      

      I sat in the living room fixing my guitar string as Hallie went through the house time and time again. Over the last three days I had tried to combat her meltdowns with everything from dancing in the living room to fucking her silent, but her nervousness was evident. The house was never clean enough, it wasn’t fixed well enough, it was on the wrong side of town. I had heard it all.

      The school had denied my entry, the only job I could get was in construction which barely covered what I needed to pay, but it left me free for open mic nights to sing my music. I knew coming here was a long shot, but I wasn’t one to give up and now that Hallie and I had erased those imaginary lines that kept us apart I never wanted to leave.

      “Hallie, calm down, it’s fine.” I tried to tell her, but she wasn’t hearing anything I said. I stood up and walked over to her and tried again, but she moved a picture over an inch and then moved it back.

      “Maybe we should move this,” she spoke the words, but I think she was talking to herself. I took the frame from her and sat it back down. I led her to the window behind the couch, and she began to fuss about how it needed to be moved as well. I stood behind her and reached around the front of her and massaged her breasts.

      “Shh,” I told her as she tried to say something else as one hand drifted lower. With the first moan, I bent her over the back of the couch and lifted her dress. I dropped to my knees and bit her luscious ass. When she tried to tell me, we didn’t have the time for this I smacked her bottom and then kissed where it turned red.

      “Dean,” her voice carried that familiar whine that told me she was wet and needy. Her hands reached down and pulled her thong to the side. “Please.”

      I pulled my hardening cock out, forgoing the condom we only ever used when we were in public and thrust myself inside. I can’t understand what it was about the way she gripped the couch, like the way she gripped my hair and the bedsheet, but it turned me into a sex fiend who wanted to keep her white-knuckled and mewling.

      “The house is fine,” I growled as I held her hips and pushed into her over and over. “Say it.”

      “The . . .” she couldn’t get the words out. “Dean!” She cried as I moved one of my hands around and allowed my fingers to caress her clit and drench them in her wetness.

      “Things don’t have to be perfect. Sometimes being in the wrong place or being dirty is exactly what you need,” I told her as I moved my drenched fingers back around and allowed them to circle her forbidden hole.

      “Dirty,” she murmured as I pushed my finger past her ring of muscles. I moved in slow motion allowing my finger and cock to thrust in the same rhythm. Soon she was pushing back onto me and forcing me to pick up speed.

      “How does that feel?” I questioned as she dropped her head and tightened the grip on the couch. All I got from her was a moan in response as she took control from me and thrust herself onto my finger and cock. “Hallie,” I warned her I was close, and she tightened down on me.

      I reached down and lifted her by her throat to stand up and I took back the power. I continued fucking her with everything I had in me. She reached up and tightened the grip I had on her throat. I let her head fall back on me as I choked her just enough to increase her passion.

      The sound of a cell phone drifted through the air as I pushed her over the couch, pulled out of her rapidly and dropped to my knees. I ate at her until she came on my tongue. I listened to her screams as if they were my new favorite song on the radio. When her grip loosened off the couch I pulled her down, put her on her knees, and finished fucking her until we were both exhausted and lying on the floor.

      “I needed that,” she mumbled.

      “We both needed that,” I confirmed as we went to shower together, and I fucked her all over again.
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        * * *

      

      A heavy knock sounded on the door and I watched as she looked at things and spun in place like a broken wind-up toy.

      “Hallie, it's fine. He’s seen this place before,” I reassured her, but still she moved a vase before going to the door. I thought I had fucked the need to be perfect out of her system, but instead she stole my resolve to try and stop her from making it perfect.

      “Daddy,” I heard the squeal of her voice before she lunged onto him. I had to laugh, when it came to Hallie she truly was a ball of sunshine.

      “Hey slugger, you didn’t miss me, did you?” Joe joked with her and he held her in his arms. His pride for her was on his sleeve.

      “Of course, I did. Life isn’t complete without you here,” she smiled as she pulled away and took his hand dragging him into the living room where I was tightening down a new string. Luckily with the open floor plan we didn’t have to give him another tour, but I knew Hallie would anyway so she could show him all the work we had done.  

      “There’s my rock star,” he greeted me. I stood up with a smile and held out one hand to shake his while securing the guitar string with another. As soon as my fingers left the guitar the string popped, and everyone laughed. “Well then, I guess I know what pops your cord,” her dad joked.

      “Only for you, sir,” I bantered back with him.

      “Well then, guess that makes me your number one fan,” he joshed, as he pulled Hallie to him and kissed her head. “I did something for you,” he dropped the charade and turned serious. “For taking care of my daughter like you have been.”

      Hallie’s cheeks turned crimson and I knew exactly what was going through her mind. She loved how I took care of her, and her face showed it as she blushed a little harder when she looked at me. I knew she wanted me to fuck her into oblivion— to be with her in every way, to touch her in every way, to make her come in every way. I was getting hard myself just thinking about it. I adjusted my jeans nonchalantly and turned my focus to Joe.

      “What did you do?”

      “I got you a real audition,” the words fell out of his mouth as I struggled to catch them. A real audition? My manager had been trying to do that for months, even before I moved here, and failed repeatedly. I reached out my hand, taking his, and pulling him from Hallie to embrace him in a man hug.

      “Thank you,” I whispered the words. I was completely speechless, and the shock must have been obvious on my face because he just smiled and nodded.

      “We can go over the details as you help me unload her highnesses things,” Joe smirked, and Hallie did a little jump while clapping. She was so happy and showed it, while I stood silent, overwhelmed with glee. I had the two things in the world I wanted most. My best friend in my bed, and the chance to get my voice across an audience.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey man, you ready?” my manager Harris asked as he handed me my microphone in the closet they pretended was a dressing room at the local high maintenance bar. Somewhere in the audience was a talent scout and they were here to see me. Nervousness didn’t begin to describe how I felt. I knew I was at home on the stage, but standing back here waiting was killing me.

      “Let me get this on and I’m all yours.”

      I attached the battery pack to my jeans and ran the cord up through my black t-shirt. I clipped the mic to the top and did a test to make sure it was active. Then I grabbed my guitar and followed Harris to the side of the stage. I sat my guitar down and peeked out of the curtain. It was a full house tonight, but most were other singers. You could always tell them from the ones who came to hear the musicians. Something about the way they absorbed the music made it obvious.

      “Dean,” Hallie’s voice echoed out from the hallway behind me. Then she rounded the corner, out of breath, as her eyes scanned the room for me.

      “Twenty minutes,” Harris warned as he walked away. I looked down into those delicious chocolate eyes that were staring into mine.

      “You made it,” I smiled for her as she took my hand. “I am so glad you came,” I told her as she tugged my hand and pulled me to the dressing room.

      “I’m about to come again,” she told me as she struggled to catch her breath. An insignificant shove from her finger had me stepping inside. She closed the door and locked it. Then she turned to me, dropped her coat that was over a little yellow dress and grabbed my neck. She kissed me hard and fast.

      I lifted her and pushed her against the door as she wrapped her legs around me. She undulated as I kissed her neck and knew I had to have her. I turned and sat her on a small shelf that held up a mirror. She unbuttoned the buttons on the front of her dress as I pulled my mic off. No words had to be spoken, we just knew what the other needed.

      I pulled her dress open to see she was completely naked underneath. No bra. No panties. No barriers to work around. Her aroma filled the air telling me she needed me— she wanted me. I pushed my finger into her folds to feel she was drenched for me.

      I leaned down and took her ample breast into my hand, massaging it before I took her nipple into my mouth. Her head fell back as her hand grabbed my hair.

      “I need,” she whimpered as I bit lightly on her nipples.

      “Fifteen minutes,” Harris yelled as he pounded on the door.

      “Fuck me,” she begged as she reached down and undid my jeans. They fell to the floor as she pulled me up and kissed me harshly. I had to take a breath and pull out a condom from my wallet inside my jeans on the floor. I wasted no time ripping the package open and dressing while she watched with carnal fascination. Then as her breaths quickened I lifted her off the shelf and she wrapped her legs around my waist as I held her just above my cock. I dropped her down onto me fast and rough. I took no time to prepare her for my size, but it didn’t matter. My fear was I could hurt her, but she seemed to love that abrupt entry even more.

      I could feel her walls pulsating with her heart, urging me to get even deeper. I wasn’t going to last with her like this, but we only had minutes anyway.

      I kept one arm around her waist and pulled her hair with the other. Her head fell back as she screamed. I bit down on her exposed neck as her raspy voice pleaded for more. I pumped into her, feeling her tighten down on me, as her body trembled from the orgasm that was going to carry me with her.

      I let go of her hair and she pulled her head up to look at me. She reached out and gripped my hair as her thighs tightened and her face scrunched. I continued my onslaught as she finally met her ecstasy and she screamed so loud I had to cover her mouth with one hand as she covered mine with hers as well. Seeing her pleasure like that had me on the brink, but then she tightened down, and I exploded.

      There are no words that can describe what it's like to feel your entire body come alive as all your nerves tingle in delight. I couldn’t help the fact that even after I had finished I still pumped into her. I didn’t want this to end.

      I looked into her brown eyes and had to set her back down. I was falling for her, and from the look on her face it was too late for her as well.

      “What was this?” I asked and she shook her head. It was obvious we were both attracted to each other, but somewhere along the way when we built our friendship I broke my own rules and let her under my skin.

      “Dean,” her hoarse voice rasped out my name. I brushed her hair off her cheek and smiled when I saw all the rosy patches covering her skin. Her flesh was still excited as I leaned down and placed my lips on hers. A soft kiss on her warm swollen lips was all that was needed.

      “Dean,” she spoke my name again as I pulled back to discard the condom. “What are you singing tonight?”

      “That’s an odd question,” I admitted.

      “What do you mean?” she asked as her breaths were calming down as she used a shirt from my bag to clean up.

      “You attack me with your feminine wiles and then you ask me what I am going to sing,” I stated the obvious and she smirked.

      “I’ve heard you sing and I know you have this. It's over the second your voice hits the microphone. I just wanted to help pick the song if you hadn’t.”

      “Thank you,” I softly spoke as I kissed her cheek.

      “Two minutes,” Harris yelled as he banged on the door.

      “I believe in you,” she spoke the last words my mother ever said to me. It hit me the wrong way. The anger for my mother came out at Hallie when I didn’t mean to. As much as I would’ve loved to pretend that anything reminding me or resembling my mother didn’t piss me off, it did. It was a deep bitter emotion I held for the woman who gave me life, and then hid it from me when she knew she was dying.

      “I can do this because I have talent, not because you believe,” I snapped at her as we both quickly got dressed.

      “I’m sorry,” she backed away. I felt like complete shit, but when going to hell you never stop to ask for directions or slow down to make sure you are on the right highway.

      “Don’t be sorry, just don’t be anything,” I angrily responded without thought.

      “I don’t know what I did,” she rasped out as tears filled her eyes. She flung the door open and ran toward the door that leads inside the bar.

      “Hallie,” I called after her, but she slammed the door. “I’m such a dumbass,” I murmured.

      “That you are, and you are on in thirty seconds,” Harris surprised me.

      I fixed my mic and walked over to pick up my guitar. I sang best when I sang a song for someone. I was going to sing it for Hallie. I looked out of the curtain to see she was crossing the room to leave as she wiped the tears from her face. I couldn’t let her leave. Not like this. I walked out on stage too early and turned on my mic as someone else was closing a song.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” I shouted into the mic. “Pardon my early interruption, I am Dean Thomas and I was supposed to sing for you tonight, but my muse— the girl running in the yellow dress is leaving and taking my sunshine with her.”

      As I continued my speech the women swooned over how I was confessing some desire for Hallie, even though I knew, and Hallie knew, it was just to make a scene, so I would have time to talk to her after. I did a little internal high five when I saw men blocking her path. I needed her to listen. I needed her to stay.

      The look she shot me when I had the audience in the palm of my hand reminded me of the opening image in horror movies right before someone gets murdered. She was definitely feeling something right now and I suspected it would be considered a crime of passion from that look on her face. Then I scanned the audience and saw Joe with his bald head mimicking her facial expressions as he looked between us both.

      “I’ve always known that when I sing for an audience I do it with passion, but when I sing for someone I care about it includes everything in me. So, this one is for Hallie,” I shouted as I walked over to the stool that was waiting for me.

      I sat down with my guitar and took a moment to catch my breath. Being in the spotlight, was what I wanted, but it was the one thing that could waiver my confidence. I found my target in the audience, the one thing to focus all my nervous energy on, my beautiful roommate in a yellow dress.

      I began to sing a song I wrote when my mom died. I had started writing it when she knew my father was leaving her for another woman, and I was able to finish it when she passed away. The lyrics talked about the things we wished we had done, the things we wanted more time to do, things we wished we could erase, but most importantly it was acceptance of what was in our hearts.

      I kept Hallie in my sights as everyone seemed to forget she was there. I had to helplessly watch as she made her way to the doorway. She stood there on her own listening to the words I was pouring my heart into, and then I saw her mouth the words ‘I’m sorry,” before she turned and walked out the door.

      I finished my set and walked off the stage with the crowd still cheering. I pulled out my phone and dialed her number. It went to voicemail, so I left a message.

      “I’m sorry Hallie. I was an asshole and have no excuse. Nothing is going to stop me from coming home to you right this second and making you believe I’m sorry. I love you.”

      “Dean,” Harris bellowed from across the room. “Your mic,” he pointed at me and held his hand up to his ear. I turned it off and pulled the mic off my jeans when a feminine voice caught my attention.

      “I hope she forgives you,” a woman with blond hair spoke as I turned to see her in a pair of tight black leather pants and a see-thru silver halter top over her black leather bra.  

      “Me too,” I replied without my usual sarcasm. This woman was definitely someone who would have been able to make my cock leap to attention, but my lower brain reminded me it wasn’t her attention that he wanted. She wasn’t the one I was focused on in any way.

      “Then again, I don’t know gorgeous, with your eyes and your voice I hope she doesn’t. Then you could come and play with me,” she continued as she ran her finger along my guitar. “Tell me, do you want to go and apologize on your knees for forgiveness or would you rather stick around and hear what I have in store for you?”

      “I need to fix what I did.”

      “That’s a shame, we could have been friends,” she walked around and gave a wave to Harris. Then she blew a kiss to some guy with an electric guitar. “Tell me Dean Thomas, what is your greatest desire?”

      “First, tell me who the hell you are,” I asked because she seemed to know more than she let on about me and most of the male musicians that were backstage giving her the nod.

      “I’m the woman of your dreams.”
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        Hallie

      

      

      I listened to Dean’s voicemail a hundred times while I waited for him. My dad was up making coffee, but I hadn’t left the couch all night. Dean had said he loved me and said he was on his way, but then he never came home. The horror movie that played in my head of where he could be wasn’t healthy. It was damn near my breaking point.

      Was he dead? Was he hurt? Was he safe? Was he with someone? I was plagued with questions I couldn’t answer and when I tried to call it went straight to voicemail.

      “Hey slugger,” my dad softly spoke my name as he handed me a cup of coffee. “You want to talk about it?”

      “What’s there to say?”

      “Tell me what happened,” my dad offered as he pulled a gray hoodie on over his t-shirt. I had to tell him the truth. The whole truth. I wouldn’t be surprised if he left and never spoke to me again.

      “I slept with Dean,” I cringed waiting for some kind of backlash, but my dad just sat there with his own cup of coffee with his ankle resting over his knee. “You’re not yelling?”

      “Hallie, you are a grown woman and I raised you to make the best decisions for you. If Dean was the right decision, then who am I to tell you you’re wrong.”

      “Are you going for father of the year?” I asked, and he smiled. I heard a noise from the kitchen. It sounded like the back door we rarely used. I tried to look around the wall from the living room without getting up, but all I saw was an empty house beside my dad and me.

      “I set your dishwasher to run a cleaning cycle,” my dad explained, and I relaxed back into my seat. “Now start from the beginning.”

      I went through the entire story of how I first met Dean. The love and laughter we had shared the last seven weeks. I explained how it was too soon to love him, but I did. I told him just about everything.

      “I have to tell you something that is going to make you mad,” I put my head down and stared at my coffee cup. My dad reached over and put his hand on my knee, a sign of reassurance. “I don’t work on a Broadway stage. I didn’t get hired by a production company. Daddy.”

      “Where have you been working these last two months?” My dad inquired as I tried to force myself to look into his eyes, but I couldn’t. He would see me as a liar and a failure, but I couldn’t lie anymore.

      “I work in a strip club.”

      “A strip club,” a voice echoed from the kitchen and I closed my eyes. It wasn’t him, he wasn’t here. Then when I opened my eyes both my dad and Dean were giving me these disappointing looks that I couldn’t stand.

      “Hallie,” my dad sternly said my name and I shook my head. “You lied to me . . .”

      “I couldn’t tell you that I didn’t get any of the jobs I applied for. They all said I was under-qualified. Apparently, if you work for a theater outside of Phoenix for seven years it means you didn’t do anything at all. They want someone with real New York experience. I don’t have it.”

      “You could have told me,” my dad’s voice was soft, but I could feel the disappointment coming from him.

      “No, I made a choice to move here, I made the decision to stay, and I will do whatever it takes to pay for everything myself.”

      “I would have covered your rent,” Dean spoke calmly, as my dad stayed silent. They both looked hurt, but more Dean than my dad. Even his voice was laced with pain. I could see it in Dean’s eyes that this lie I had told was more than he was prepared for after our fight, but I had nothing to apologize for. At least, not to him. Not after waiting up all night and seeing him standing there in the same clothes he wore last night with his hair all disheveled.

      “Dean, you would have had to work more and that would mean you couldn’t go sing at the open mic nights. That wouldn’t be fair to you.” Then I turned to my dad. “I know you would have done the same that he would have, but you’re retired now and on a limited income. I wasn’t going to be anyone’s burden, and I wasn’t going to give up and go home.”

      “I— I need some more coffee,” my dad got up and left the room without looking at me. He hadn’t been this upset with me since I was sixteen and broke into his workshop. I was only trying to help clean up and destroyed his plans for a custom build.

      “You could have told me,” Dean’s obvious agitation seemed to grow. That judgment on his face was exactly why I didn’t want to tell him, and the disappointment my dad now had weighing him down is exactly why I regret opening my mouth.

      “Why would I have told you? You are just my roommate and the person I go to when my batteries run out,” I scoffed.

      “Really mature, Hallie,” he scolded. “You lie to me and then try to make it as if you did nothing wrong.”

      “You have no right to judge me. You can’t even be angry with me. We aren’t together. We just live under the same roof,” I attacked back in defense. “You didn’t even come home like you said.”

      “You’re right Hallie, we never discussed what was happening between us. Probably should have told me that you worked at a venereal disease center before I fucked you, but we all make mistakes, right?” Dean stepped further into the room and glared at me with his arms crossed. Silence filled the time as we waited for my dad to walk back in.

      “Hallie, I don’t want you working there anymore, but you are a grown woman and I can’t force you not to. I can offer you your old room back home for a while—,” my dad continued when Dean interrupted.

      “No. I’m sorry sir, but she isn’t going home. She is here with me and we will work this out. No matter what is happening in our lives these last few weeks have shown me that she is someone I don’t want to live without. We have always been able to talk it out. She can earn my trust back,” Dean seemed confident, but it only aggravated me more.

      “Dad,” I stood up and looked at him. “I’m sorry I let you down, but I will fix this,” Then I turned my head and looked over at Dean. “I can undo everything. All of this was just a mistake. Working there is a mistake, lying to you was a mistake, but being with Dean was my biggest mistake.”

      “That’s fucking great Hallie,” Dean scoffed as my dad put his hand over mine.

      “Tread carefully,” my dad quietly warned.

      “I don’t have to dad,” I shot the words out of my mouth like daggers. “Dean told me he loved me over the phone. Dean told me he was coming home and then he shows up the next morning looking like someone ravaged him in the night. He didn’t answer the phone. He’s so selfish and I was stupid to think that he might be more than my friend. I carelessly let myself imagine a life where I wasn’t just a fuck buddy. I was ignorant to believe he was anything to me. I think I cared about him. I even think I loved him, but it was a mistake. I’m sorry I allowed it to happen.”

      “Dean,” my dad tried to grab his attention, but it failed.

      “Thank you for making this so easy Hallie,” he scoffed as the vein in his neck protruded and he flexed his jaw like he did when he was really pissed. “You see last night I met a woman.”

      “I bet you did,” I sneered. “Tell me Dean is she your new daily dose of sunshine or was she just for last night?” I sarcastically demanded an answer to a question I really didn’t want to hear.

      “She was Sharon Patterson, the talent scout, and she offered me a contract, but I would have to move. I would have to be in California by the end of next week. The reason I didn’t come home last night was that after Harris and I discussed all the details with her I walked around the city wondering if leaving you was worth a record deal. I didn’t call because my phone was dead while I was out questioning if asking you to go with me would be fair to you when you want to be here, but since I am just a mistake I guess I can go with no regrets.”

      “Regrets are the things we didn’t do, like walking away,” I heard the words leave my mouth, but it was too late to call them back. I was way past an apology. I needed to stop making it worse, but I just kept dumping it on him.

      “I guess that means I regret staying here with you,” Dean snarked in response.  

      “Dean,” my dad called after him as he stormed out of the room. “Dean, she’s just upset. Give it time,” my dad earnestly spoke, but Dean turned his back on me and walked away. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I had screwed up.

      “Take her back to Arizona, Joe, she needs to grow up a little more.”
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      The week had flown by. I didn’t know if it was the upcoming move date or just because of all the tension in the house but time seemed to fly. Harris and I spent two whole days in a studio in New York that Sharon claimed was dirty and in need of an overhaul.

      She had me make a demo to send ahead to her office for a promotional work up until I arrived. Just completing that had opened doors for me. I was asked to go on tour to open for some really big bands, but Sharon said she had other plans for me.

      “Hey Dean, you have a minute,” Joe asked as I packed up the remaining bit of clothes in my closet. We hadn’t really spoken since Hallie’s omissions were revealed. She claimed it to be a little white lie to keep people from thinking she wasn’t able to care for herself. I call it an omission, a betrayal.

      “For you I have ten of them,” I faked a smile for him. I felt bad. This entire week he had been stuck in the middle. His visit was supposed to be fun and relaxing, but instead he played mediator because I had nothing left to say to Hallie and she avoided me like I was a giant piece of okra chasing her.

      “I know you’re leaving tonight, and that things are complicated between you and Hallie right now, but I wanted to tell you that I love you like my own son. These past few months you have been honest, hardworking, trustworthy, and you have stepped up every time I needed you to without asking. I know my daughter hurt you, but you’re family. Just because you’re moving doesn’t mean you have to leave any of us behind.”

      “I appreciate that Joe,” my voice took on a serious tone I had rarely ever used before. “I never thought I would make it, but you made it happen. I can’t thank you enough for everything you have done. You gave me the opportunity of a lifetime.”

      “To become a star in Hollywood?” Joe chuckled.

      “To know what it’s like to be loved by your daughter,” I answered him honestly. “I wanted to be a star, but after meeting her, knowing her, and loving her I learned that I didn’t need to be a star because her rays of sunshine would just drown out my star’s light. She was everything I needed to strive for.”

      “I’m really sorry,” Joe placed his hand on my shoulder and gave me a saddened smile.

      “Enough chick talk?” I joked and Joe nodded his head rapidly. “We need to man up. We need to drink beer, watch football, and put in some nut scratching time while women yell to take out the trash.”

      Joe laughed out loud and I was happy to see that he felt more at ease. I knew it hadn’t been easy being between Hallie and me.

      “Come on, I’ll help you pack up the U-Haul,” Joe offered, and I reached over, picking up a box, and tossing it his way.

      Nightfall had come and there was no surprise when Hallie disappeared instead of saying goodbye. I hated leaving things unfinished, but it seemed I was the only one who thought we needed closure.

      “Call me when you get there,” Joe shook my hand then pulled me in for a hug. “Drive safe.”

      I waved at him as I walked around the truck and climbed inside. The next ten days of driving were going to be torture, but soon I would be in the new apartment they were holding for me with a new job.
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        * * *

      

      “Dean,” Sharon’s voice squealed through the line. Her voice reminded me of a rat stuck in a trap. It was almost painful.

      “Hi Sharon,” I responded and turned my volume down.

      “Are you on the road yet?”

      “Yeah, I am in southern Indiana already,” I replied factoring up the hours I had been on the road.

      “Why aren’t you going through Chicago?” She sounded displeased. “It will save you time if you take the route I chose for you.” Then under her breath I heard “had you thrown everything away and flown you would already be here.”

      “Sharon, I told you this when we planned the route. I am stopping off at the edge of Texas to put flowers on my mother’s grave. Then I have someone I need to meet in Phoenix before I get into California. I will still be there in time for whatever you have ready for me to do.”

      I could hear her disapproval through the line. It was as if she could send out radio waves of hatefulness when things weren’t going her way.

      “Okay then. I guess I will have to wait for you to get here. I think we need a full makeover. We can shave your head, add some neck tattoos, a piercing or two. It would throw everyone off when you sing with that angelic voice. It would be like Korn singing Whitney Houston. It’s fresh, it’s new, and it can be you.”

      I stared at the phone unsure of what to say. I wanted to put my foot down and tell her how things were going to be, but I needed to read my contract to see if I could. No sense in throwing away my entire career at the beginning because I didn’t want my hair cut.

      “Keep your radio on because we sent your demo in to be added to rotations worldwide. It will be a great way to break you in.”

      I muted the phone and turned my volume all the way to silent, so she could continue her conversation without me. That woman could carry on with a street sign. She wasn’t my shot of whiskey, but then again, I had found what I was looking for with Hallie. Maybe my voice that she loved so much on the radio would make her feel the way she made me feel. I knew it was petty, but it was all I had left to hold onto at the moment.
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        * * *

      

      I made it into Texas on the fourth day and stopped off to see my mom. I set aside my anger, laid in the cemetery beside her, and told her everything that was going on. As the sun warmed my face I was finally able to say, “I made it.” I could only hope she would be as proud of me as I was of her.

      I stopped by my sister Julie’s house and saw my nephew for a little while. I even loaded up my old Harley from her garage into the U-Haul. It might come in handy in a place like California. I’d heard talk about the 440 and I would be stuck in traffic on it daily.  

      “Hey Jules,” I called for her as I locked up the bay door on the truck. She came out with my nephew on her hip holding his bottle on his own. “I want to give you something,” I explained as she walked up.

      “Dean, you don’t have to give me anything. You have given me too much,” she was talking about the money I had been sending her every month to help with daycare. I pulled an envelope out of my pocket and handed it to her.

      “I told you if I ever made it you and Seth would be taken care of,” I smiled for Seth as she opened the envelope. “It’s just the signing bonus they offered me for allowing them more in royalties and creative decisions.”

      “Dean,” she cried as she threw her arms around me. “Now that you will be closer you have to come and see me more,” she softly sobbed on my shoulder while Seth patted my chest in his own baby way of saying good job.

      “Or with that money you can finally buy a car that runs and come see me. We can take him to Lego Land or Disney.”

      “You’ve changed,” my sister pointed out. “I think Hallie has mellowed you. You don’t have a different girl on each arm. You’re not running out the door with your guitar to go from bar to bar. You seem settled, but you don’t seem happy. Are you sure this deal is what you want?”

      That was the million-dollar question. I had paced the streets of New York for hours the night I found out, wondering if I wanted this life. Of course, it was everything I ever dreamed about, but now that it was here I did have my doubts. It didn’t happen the way I planned. I wanted to be the one they picked out of a crowd. I wanted to earn my place and my deal. I definitely didn’t want some girl I fucked to have her dad call in favors.

      Hallie had put a stain on the road map my life was headed down. I could no longer see where I was going so I just followed where people sent me. I don’t know if it was worse losing her as my best friend or the girl I was meant to be with, but either way I carried my scorched heart with me and became a little thicker skinned.

      “Happiness is overrated,” I lied to my sister before heading to Phoenix to meet Hallie’s brother.

      My visit with her brother went as well as could be expected. He told me to have patience that when she got angry she reacted without thinking. He told me she was miserable, but I didn’t make her that way. She did that all by herself.

      I wanted to date her, and have a formal relationship with her. I wanted her in my arms no matter what was happening in my life, and she wanted to claim me as a mistake. A regret that she had made.

      Pulling into sunny California after nine days on the road was a welcomed sight as I was tired of driving. I was making good time and was grateful because I was getting sick of hearing my song on the radio. I had written it for my mom, sang it for Hallie, and someone recorded the live version and aired it. Now no matter what station I turned on there was a big fat slap in the face reminder that Hallie rejected me, and I loved her.
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      I woke up and reached for my phone. Keeping my eyes closed I touched at the screen until I heard noise coming through it and spoke.

      “Dean?” I asked hopeful he would come to the conclusion that I was a bitch and forgive me without me saying a word to him. He had been gone for nearly three months, and yet I still looked for him when I came in from work.

      “No honey, it's Cherry,” one of the girls I worked with was calling. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine, I just thought you were someone else,” I negated to tell her I was just waking up.

      “Look, I know you're tired from working a double yesterday, but this new bartender that Denny hired is shit. We don’t make any money if men are spending their entire night trying to get a drink.”

      “Denny hired her, take it up with him,” I sighed. This was not my problem, but somehow, I got the impression it was about to be.

      “We talked to Denny, and we pooled a portion of our tips together and can offer you fifty dollars for the night, under the table. Please come in,” she was begging.

      “Give me an hour,” I instantly caved. I hated it when someone needed me and I wasn’t there. Made me feel like I was letting them down. I climbed out of bed and took a shower. Then I climbed into my truck and headed to work.

      The first couple of hours drug on, but later in the night the girls made back the money they had given me. I looked up at the television in the back of the bar to see Dean’s face plastered once again across the screen. Some entertainment show was doing a story on him. For the last five weeks they had been promoting him nonstop. It had been nothing but Dean this and Dean that. Even my brother called weekly to remind me that I let one of the good ones get away. It never stopped.  

      “Hallie, we need more ice,” my boss yelled across the darkened club. I think they were going for the Guinness World record on making different girls dance to the same rock song over and over again tonight. I was happy to step away and hear the roar of the air conditioner and the ice machine in the back room over that stupid song again.

      I collected a bucket of ice and walked back out in the heels that hurt my feet, and poured it into my container as the other bartender immediately scooped some into a glass.

      “You’re welcome,” I sarcastically remarked the phrase under my breath as I went back for another bucket. My replacement seemed like a very young political skank. She only took the job here to see if she could see someone famous she could take home and milk money out of. I laughed every time my boss got near her and did an obvious U-turn to get away.

      She wasn’t supposed to get the job. She had no qualifications. It was so bad, she thought every shot got one ice cube in it. My boss was going to let me pick my replacement, but then one late night at work and things happened. My replacement fucked her way into my job to try to fuck someone over eventually.

      “Hallie,” my boss bellowed for me again. “The computer is broken, and the girls are revolting. I need you to go up on stage and dance. They won’t repeat the same song again.”

      “No,” my mouth issued an auto-response before I even took a breath. “Absolutely not.”

      “Hallie, you work for me still. Now go up there and shake something,” he demanded, and I shook my head. “Then go talk to the girls because those are the only two options I see.”

      I filled up my ice tray one more time and then I went in the back with all the girls.

      “Hey ladies, is there any way I could convince you to go back on stage? Maybe a few drinks on the house?” I offered, but they looked annoyed.

      “Get that damn song off and I will dance to anything,” Cherry announced, and the girls cheered her on.

      “I will never listen to Motley Crue again,” Monica continued as she put a silk robe over her lingerie and sat down at the break table.

      V was standing over by the boss’s office and wiggling her finger for me. I walked over, and she pointed to an old stereo that was probably identical to the one John Cusack used in Say Anything. I doubted this thing would work, it had been here since Reagan was President.

      I plugged it into the computer system and said a small prayer that this worked because I was not going out on that stage. After a few minutes the same rock song ended, but only static played through the speakers. I turned the knob and slapped the ancient piece of machinery. I was only picking up pieces of stations.

      “Let me,” V declared as she moved me out of the way. I walked back out to see the girls watching the same television show with Dean on it. I couldn’t get away from him.

      “Isn’t that your roommate?” Cherry asked, and I shook my head. I saw the realization hit her from her phone call that I thought it was him and knew I had to say something.

      “No, he moved out and we don’t talk anymore,” I spoke softly.

      “I would have tied him to my bed and kept him there if that was my roommate,” Monica continued, and Cherry agreed. Then it was a group discussion about how they all wanted a piece of Dean when they didn’t even know him.

      “No!” I screamed.

      “Calm down, we’re just joking,” Cherry tried to keep me composed, but it was useless.

      “We all joke about the famous people who will never see us as someone deserving of them,” Monica tried to help, but it didn’t.

      “He was mine,” I rasped the words out for the first time since he left. “He was my best friend, and I threw it away.”

      They all tried to comfort me, but I wanted to continue my self-punishment of ignoring what happened. I didn’t want to think about it or talk about my role in it.

      “Hey H—,” Cherry wrapped her arm around me. “You need to listen to this,” she told me as she turned the television up.

      “Tell me Dean, what do you love most about being in California?” The reporter asked.

      “It’s always bright. You never know how much you miss the sunshine in your life till it's gone,” he responded as I noticed a tattoo of what looked like a Native American sun symbol wrapped in tribal. That was new.

      “Tell me about the sunshine in your life,” the reporter probed for a response.

      “I never kiss and tell,” Dean toyed with her.

      “Are you single?” the reporter flirted, and I shouted back at her.

      “He’s too good for you, slut!”

      The girls around me all cheered me on, but it didn’t matter what I said to a television screen. What mattered was the hurt I saw when I said it was a mistake to love him. Even though I had every right to be angry with him staying out, I also should have listened to why.

      “You miss him,” V asked as she walked to the mirror to fix her wig.

      “If I admit it does that make me weak?” I asked and I got a lot of shrugs. “He snapped at me, and then I turned it on him and said it was a mistake to love him,” I confessed as the girls gave me that face that said it had to have hurt him.

      “Damn, you won’t ever see him again,” Monica scoffed. “If you had said that to me, I would have kicked your ass.”

      “Hey, do you still have that gum we had last night?” Cherry asked as she walked to my locker. She opened it and reached into my purse. “Hey, can I use your phone?” She asked and I nodded. I didn’t care. My head was swirling as it relived that awful moment when I stabbed Dean in the heart with the words I spoke.

      “Hallie,” my boss angrily yelled. It was too late. I was going to go on stage. I wanted to vomit. “You have thirty minutes and then you are on.”

      I turned to the girls with a pleading look, hopeful they would go on in my place, but they were done. Most of them had been here since dinner and we were approaching the dawn hours.

      “I just thought you should know,” Cherry spoke into the phone. Monica shook her head and we all ignored it because Cherry went through men. She talked, flirted, and toyed with them, but like whoever was on the end of my phone he wouldn’t be allowed five minutes alone with her. She was extremely reserved for a stripper in a place like this.

      The hands on the clock seemed to spin faster than the Flash as time marched on and I was going to have to do the one thing I never wanted to. Thankfully it was my last week here. Hopefully I would be able to leave with some semblance of self-respect that I walked in here with.

      “Next up we have Hallie,” I heard my name on the mic and my body trembled. I didn’t want to do this.

      “Don’t throw up,” Monica offered advice as Cherry showed me my phone and a smile.

      I walked through the curtain in the darkness and walked out onto the stage. I put my back to the pole and held on tight as they found a radio station that started playing Dean’s song and I cringed. Destiny was toying with me now. Fate wanted me to know I screwed up, and this was my punishment.
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      “The show was great,” Harris cheered me on after I walked off the stage at Madison Square Garden. “You were made for this.”

      “It was a lot of fun,” I admitted. I was glad I followed through and came out here to New York. I questioned if it was a good idea or not since last I heard Hallie was still here, but it felt good to be able to visit after all the time I spent here. I even spent the morning going to the schools who turned me away and told me I had no future in music.

      I didn’t do the asshole thing I wanted to do and shove it in their face that I made it without them. Instead, I offered to sponsor one kid each year and let them spend a summer touring with me.

      “Almost morning, you want to go get breakfast or something?” Harris asked and I nodded as we walked outside. “Come on,” Harris yawned as the car pulled up. I climbed inside and we headed downtown to try and find food. We went to this little restaurant that had a waitress who looked dead on her feet at about six months pregnant, but I smiled and she perked up when she figured out who I was.

      I had to sign a napkin for her, and sing a chord for her baby. I was never going to get used to this stuff. Before no one knew me and could care less, but then Sharon found me and now everyone wanted to know me for some reason or another.

      When she refilled the coffee I looked up to see the breaking news, some men had robbed a store and shot the store owner. The men were brazen to rob a bodega no more than two blocks from one of the precincts and it caught my attention. I called over our waitress and asked if she could turn it up.

      I had been watching the entire story unfold when my phone rang and it showed up as Hallie’s number on the caller ID.

      “Hallie,” I answered, but the whispering voice that responded wasn’t her.

      “Are you Dean?”

      “I am, who is this?” I inquired as panic began to fill my thoughts. As far as I knew I was still listed as Hallie’s emergency contact up here because she didn’t have anyone else . . . or did she? Had she moved on?

      “Names Cherry, love,” she responded quietly. “We have a mutual friend, Hallie.”

      “Is she okay?” I immediately asked and put it on speaker so Harris could hear.

      “Yes, love, she’s fine. I just wanted to call you and tell you that this girl loves you.”

      “While I appreciate that Cherry, I don’t play games and if she put you up to calling . . .”

      “She didn’t. The girl has so much pride she can’t even tell you she’s miserable without you. That’s why I’m calling you. I have no shame and to be honest, she’s the one girl in here who is better than this place. She deserves a second chance even if she’s not the one asking you to give it to her.”

      “Cherry, I . . .”

      “I have to go because she’s going to throw up. Boss is going to make her dance on the stage in a half hour. The radio broke and its been the same song on repeat for hours, so the boss says since there’s no new music there needs to be new flesh on the stage. Whatever you decide to do is up to you.”

      The line went silent, my screen went back to the home screen as I stared at it. There were a million choices I could have made, a million things that could have been thought about beforehand, but instead I dropped money on the table and stood up.

      “Where are you going?” Harris questioned me as I started to leave. “You can’t believe some stranger. Hallie would call you if she wanted to see you.”

      “She was a stranger,” I murmured as I remembered that once I had been a stranger to Hallie as well. Hallie could have called security or clubbed me over the head for carrying her bag, but instead she trusted me, a stranger.

      “I’m gonna ride out there. I need to see her for myself to see if there is any truth to what this woman is saying.”

      “I’m going back to the hotel. I’m exhausted,” Harris gave me the car and said he would take a cab. I knew he was tired and I should have been, but I was still riding the high I get every time I walk on stage.

      I left Harris there and got into the town car. I told the driver to go to Straddle Me just as he tried to talk me out of it. Sharon had left orders behind that I wasn’t to be seen anywhere that she thought the tabloids might photograph me.

      I climbed back out of the town car and hailed down a cab. If the driver we were given wasn’t going to take me then I would just take myself. We arrived at the run-down club about twenty minutes later. Cars filled the parking lot as flashing bulbs spelled “girls, girls, girls.” I had driven by the place many times but had never had any reason to step in its doorways until now.

      I walked into a cloud of smoke, the smell of alcohol, and men demanding lap dances. I paid my fee to enter and stepped into the darkened dining room. I looked over to my left to see a skinny bartender whose eyes said she had already figured out who I was. Then I looked to the left where a heavy-set older man in a suit was yelling about fixing the music.

      I would have never imagined that the sweet innocent girl who got off that plane would ever wind up in a place like this.

      “Can I get you something?” The bartender had walked past everyone to take my order. I shook my head no as she took my hand. “Come sit over here next to the bar, it’s the best view in the house.”

      I went with her as the music stopped and static filled the room. A spotlight popped onto the stage and a familiar song started to play. It was my song, and it was my girl stepping out in a sheer dress looking like she needed someone to save her.

      “Hello,” a familiar voice spoke as Hallie swayed on the stage. “I’m Cherry,” she introduced herself.

      “I’m . . .” she cut me off.

      “I know who you are,” she smiled. “I know why you’re here.”

      “Are you a mind reader?” I tried to make light of what I was feeling watching as Hallie walked up to the pole and put her back to the men as they stopped the song and prepared to start again.

      “I’m an angel with a message from cupid,” she sarcastically spoke. “Your girl will never be the same after she takes her clothes off in front of all these men.”

      “What am I supposed to do? I offered to take care of her . . .”

      “She doesn’t need Prince Charming; she needs someone who loves and supports her. She needs to know that no matter what you want her, that you need her, and you need to stand up and let her dance for you. Girls, they don’t survive when they stare into a den of hungry lions, but if they are a lioness and find their mate in the den they can get through anything.”

      I nodded as I stood up and walked across the dirty floor. I got up close enough that I hoped she would see me. Then I held my breath and I waited.

      When the music came back on she began to sway, she allowed her hands to roam her body as her hips moved to the beat. She wrapped her hands around the pole and spun herself around. I stared at my girl, the most amazing girl I had ever met, and watched as she kept her eyes closed and tried to put up a shield. Seemed like she was okay, until the music went out again. My beautiful liar froze, her truth catching up with her, her promises to never stand on the stage were ever-present as her brown eyes stared right at me and told me the truth. They told me I wasn’t a mistake at all.
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      I had warned Denny that if he couldn’t keep the music on then I couldn’t stay on stage. Every time he stopped and started playing Dean’s song I felt guiltier about everything.

      I put my back to the pole and told myself that if I could just get through this then I could call him and apologize. I could be honest with him, but could I? I had made such a mess, said things I didn’t mean, and then when he was leaving, I just let him go.

      The music came on once more and I kept my eyes closed this time thinking about Dean. Wishing he was here watching me. As my hands drifted down my body I imagined they were his hands, as my hips swayed to the beat of the drums I envisioned dancing for him in the living room where he had hidden my sunshine.

      I spun around thinking if he were here now he wouldn’t be able to take his eyes off me. I danced into my fantasy until the music cut off again. Then I opened my eyes to see all the drunken men who couldn’t wait to paw at me, force me to dry hump them, or be rough and leave bruises as they did most nights when I didn’t bring their drink fast enough.

      “I almost got it,” Denny bellowed as my eyes shifted to find him and instead, I found Dean staring at me. I suddenly felt very naked. I tried to cover myself, but it was no use I was exposed. “Get yourself ready doll,” Denny demanded with a promise of an amazing show from his newest dancer to the men who were there.

      “He came here for you,” Cherry told me when I walked back to the curtain as she stood off to the side. “You have two choices, love, you can either dance for him, or get off the stage and go with him. What are you going to do?”

      If I climbed off the stage, I would lose my job, the house, and would have to run home to daddy and admit I was a failure once more. If I stayed and danced Dean would never see me the same way again. I would be the stripper in his eyes.

      “I’m going to . . .” I didn’t get to finish the statement when I heard the gunshot.
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      “Where’s the fucking money, Denny?” Some men asked as they pointed guns at the man fixing the radio and the girls. They were the same men on the news that had robbed the bodega and killed the store owner.

      “I don’t have it,” The man in the suit cried out as they hit him with a gun. I kept my back to Hallie and slowly walked back toward the stage.

      “Don’t move,” one of the men took his gun off Hallie and pointed it at me.  “Aren’t you some men's underwear model?” The man in charge asked when his eyes moved toward mine.

      “I only did that once,” I sarcastically replied as I turned to the side and gave her a wink. I was trying to relay I wouldn’t let anything happen to her, but I couldn’t really promise that either.

      “Since Denny here doesn’t have our money, this club and these girls are ours,” he sneered.

      “I can’t let you hurt these women,” I wouldn’t back down, but then one of the men jumped up on stage and put a knife to Hallie’s throat. “Whatever you want . . .” I conceded. “I’ll give you whatever you want.”

      “There isn’t anything I want from you. I want the money that was promised and the feel of a wet pussy to force my cock into. You don’t have either.” The man in charge spoke up.

      “Let the women go and hold me. You will get more with me as your hostage,” I offered as I heard the sirens coming closer.

      “Who triggered the alarm?” The man in charge demanded to know. He walked over to Denny, who I assumed was the manager and demanded an answer with the barrel of the gun under his chin. He pointed over at the bartender.

      I looked to Hallie who shook her head, but I couldn’t walk away. I couldn’t let her go, and if she had to die tonight, she would do it by my side.

      “Get the bitch,” he ordered his men to grab her and they took her into an office.

      “Why don’t you want to release all the hostages?” the man questioned me and I shrugged. “You want all the women out, but you would let Denny die?”

      “I’m only here to get the ladies to safety,” I held my ground as the man narrowed his eyes at me. His knife left Hallie’s throat and took aim with his gun at me.

      “You are not here to save the women, you are here because someone in here means something to you,” he growled his accusation.

      “Human life means something to me no matter who it is,” I blasted back. I saw his finger tighten on the trigger, and knew my time was up. I was prepared for the bullet that was about to come my way when Hallie gave me a wink and I lightly shook my head. I wasn’t worth her life, but she was worth mine.

      In slow motion, I watched as Hallie elbowed him, and the man went to retaliate, so I rushed the man on my right while he was distracted. I pushed him against the wall as he punched me. I started swinging and couldn’t stop myself. Even when he hit the ground I kicked him until the SWAT team breached the door and flooded the room.

      No one had taken the time to negotiate with them. There was no rulebook being used by the NYPD. The adrenaline was still flowing, and I wanted to kill someone when I turned my head and saw Hallie standing on the stage with blood flowing from a cut in her cheek.

      I walked to the edge of the stage and held out my hand, hopeful she would take it.

      “I’m so sorry about what I said to you,” she cried.

      “I know,” I told her as she took my hand.

      “I love you and my regret is not chasing after you,” she continued. I picked her up like a bride and carried her out toward the door.

      “I know Hallie,” I responded as her body shook in my arms. “You know I can’t live without my sunshine,” I flirted, and it was enough to get a half-smile across her face, but then the fear kicked back in and stole my sunlight from her.

      “We need her statement,” an officer spoke up when I tried to leave. “She needs to be checked out.”

      “I’m Dean Thomas,” I spoke as my newfound fame was used for something good. “This is my girl and the press is going to swarm soon if they aren’t already out there. We need to leave and you can come get your statement from my hotel room.”

      The officer talked to his boss who gave me an understanding nod.

      “An officer shall escort you out the side door and to your hotel, but do not leave your room until you both are checked out and statements are given.”

      I thanked him as Hallie continued to shake in my arms.

      “Mr. Thomas, who is that? Is she okay? What happened in there? We heard shots were fired, is anyone dead?” The questions flowed from every direction from the press that I had feared would be outside and would recognize me, but I ignored them all and walked over to the waiting police car.

      “I thought I would never see you again,” she admitted as she cried when the officer began taking us to the hotel. “When you walked in, I thought I was dreaming, and then when the guns went off, I thought I was dead.”  

      “No one is going to ever hurt you again,” the rage in me built up as I realized I couldn’t promise that. I could assure her now, but in reality, there were always going to be people out there who would one day do stupid things. “As long as I am with you I will always take the bullet for you,” I promised. This one I could give her.

      “I was so scared,” she sobbed as she climbed into my lap and wrapped her arms around my neck.

      “Me too,” I confessed.

      “How are you here?” She finally asked as we pulled up to the hotel.

      “I came back for you,” I smiled for her, but she was guarded.

      “Hallie,” I started, and she stopped me. I held her for the rest of the night. I never took a moment away from her. Even when they stitched her up and she had to call her dad I was right there with her. It wasn’t until the next afternoon that she finally spoke about something other than the trauma.

      “Dean, I love you. I don’t know that we will ever work. I don’t know if we will last. I don’t know if you will even forgive me for what I said and how I acted, but I do love you, and I am eternally grateful for what you did last night.”

      “Hallie,” I whispered her name as I pulled her into my arms. “I love you. I do know that we will work, and it will last. I forgave you the second you said it because that’s what you do when you are in love with your best friend. I am devoted to you, and I will always be there when you need me. That day when I met you when you got off the plane, I knew that wasn’t the end of us. Just don’t ever lie to me again.”

      “I won’t. I promise,” she hugged me, and just like that we were crawling back to each other at the time when we needed it the most.
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        * * *

      

      Six months later, we were finally settled into a house in California. Hallie had found this sad little fixer-upper in a great neighborhood. We put a bid in on it and it was ours. We even painted a sunshine in the nursery that we intended to use one day when we had kids. She wanted two girls and a boy. I just wanted her to be happy, and the babies to be healthy.

      While she still maintained that obsessive need to keep the house in perfect condition, we had found ways to keep it dirty as well. There were times when I would come home from recording and find her blushing as she stared at the kitchen table or rubbing her hands across her body remembering the hot tub. We were leaving our mark on the house and each other.

      “You all packed?” Hallie asked as she walked in my studio that we built out of a small room and a closet. I gave her a nod, and watched as my wife grabbed the suitcase. I took off after her and took the bag from her.

      “You should never let a stranger touch your bag,” I smirked as she climbed up on her tiptoes and placed a kiss on my lips.

      “I marry the strangers who touch my bag,” she snarkily replied. “Hurry up, we don’t want to miss our flight,” she rushed me. She was eager to go because she had started her own company and built the sets and created the designs for the concerts we put on. It wasn’t a television show or theater, but when I asked her once if she was happy with her choice, she told me “I am happy as long as I am with you and the sun still shines on us.”
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      I rarely drink, but tonight I drank enough for the three of us. My tolerance is shit. Dax and Ace kept trying to get me to slow down. A sober me hates taking orders; a drunk me takes a no as a challenge. So, I showed them the opposite of slowing down. I downed shot after shot until I lost count of the number and the bartenders duplicated, then blurred back into one.

      I forget why I started drinking, but I remember why I continued— Daxton and Aysen getting mauled by a set of blonde twins in the back room of The Den. I couldn’t get the image of the two blonde heads bobbing up and down as they mouth fucked their favorite Dragon, unashamed and driven by the voyeuristic moment. Part of the pleasure came from the ménage . . . or orgy . . . or whatever the hell was going on. Not only were the blondes pleasuring their respective Dragon, but the girls took pleasure in being watched. There was something sexy in the way Ace and Dax, felt comfortable sharing it with each other, imposing on one another’s intimate moments.

      The blondes were meaningless to the guys, that I had no doubt. Unfortunately, doubt isn’t what burrowed the images into the fissures of my mind and planted the seed. The more my mind replayed those images, the faster jealousy blossomed. And no, it wasn’t a pretty flower. It was a mind fucking cactus that poked and pricked every nerve ending, until I was stiffer than the cocks they were sucking.

      When they caught me looking, not only did they not budge, but they seemed happy to have me in the room. I, however, hauled ass out of there and drank for hours that night, hoping the alcohol would numb my aching heart and null the desire to be the only blonde they needed.

      Spewing nonsense out of my mouth, got me cut off at the bar. With no reason to remain and bring in the joyous new year, I fled to the top floor and crashed in one of the lush bedrooms, not caring if it was the Blackwell suite or not.

      My priorities were simple— sleep to forget and shut down the neurons that keep firing up my lady parts.

      At some point, I stir in my sleep, feeling lips on my stomach, warming the areas already revved up to go.  My eyes hazily flutter open to find Daxton at the door, watching me. I gaze down at the lips traveling lower down my abdomen.

      I gasp.

      Instead of being warded off by my surprise, Ace chuckles, breathing on my skin and jolting my body upward. My skirt rides up. My fingers lower to the hem, half of me begging to pull it down, the other half inviting me to pull it up. The alcohol makes the wrong choice.

      The moment the skirt bunches at my waist, Daxton is at my side. He easily pulls me into a sitting position and seats himself behind me. Placing one leg on either side of me, he slides on the bed until I’m flush against his chest. As his hand slides under my loose shirt, my head rolls back and rests on his shoulder. He softly glides his lips over the tender skin on the crook of my neck, just as Aysen finds a stimulating place to massage.

      I moan in pleasure, thirsty for more . . . from both.

      Aysen adds pressure to the soft tissue in my center, stimulating the area around my button. I groan, thrusting my pelvis and demanding more. His tongue answers my command, slowly swirling around the area pulsating for more, gliding over my nub, so tenderly I almost hate him for it. But then it’s back. Focused and relentless. Stroking, sucking, grazing and then it’s gone just as quickly, leaving my body starving.

      Daxton is quick to satiate the hunger. His hands travel up, playfully taking their time and tracing the outer edges of my breasts. Cupping my breasts gently, he gives them the same attention as my center. He massages each, lightly and excitingly running his thumb over my nipples. Pleased, he positions me to the side where he can comfortably lean over me and dedicate all his attention. No longer using his fingertips, he softly flicks his tongue across my nipples causing them to swell and darken. He pulls them into his mouth, one at a time. His warm breath sends chills all over my body. They race over my skin and somehow seep deep inside, crawling into every single muscle. Every sensual tug, every gratifying nip causes my whole body to contract in unison.

      Aysen joins in, skillfully touching me with his tongue, then greeting my interior with his fingers. I nearly explode. My eyes flap open, staring at the blue ceiling and shut quickly. No way was this happening in real life. If it was a dream, I needed to feel the ending of it.

      Four hands. Two tongues. Three bodies. All of them on fire and one at the brink of combustion. Daxton and Aysen have taken over me. Possessed me. They control my body, and I willingly relinquish myself to them.

      As one massages me, relaxing the muscles, the other does something to tense them, satisfying all of me. The back and forth way they skillfully take cues off each other, amplifies the grunts and moans, the squeals of delight and the gasps of desire, forming an exquisite song only our bodies can sway to.

      It felt so damn perfect, I didn’t want to wake up from my midnight reverie. The warmth of their bodies pressed to mine, lulled me into a joyful stupor. When I woke up, throbbing and feeling their hard bodies pressed into either side of me. I realized my perfect dream wasn’t a dream at all.

      I knew it, but the alcohol and the blondes propelled me into a threesome with the people I loved most in this world. A moment of panic replaces everything good and floods my body with guilt and remorse.

      I escape to the sanctuary of Vonwest University, leaving a handwritten note asking for some time.

      Now time was up.
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      “Oh my God, Daxton! What the hell are you doing here?” I wish I can shove the super heavy wooden dorm room door in his face, but I’m sitting in Psych 222, and there are no doors within reach. “You do realize that only people who go to college can attend classes, right?”

      “Well,” he says, pointing to the center of his chest, and his university adorned costume. “I’m a legit Scorpion today.” He smirks.

      Smirks! Like I’m supposed to applaud him for his blending in skills? I look around the room; all the estrogen producers are gawking at the shithead next to me.  Gawk away. I’m confident that if they ever did get acquainted, shithead would be the sweetest name he’d be attributed. I’ve known Dax all my life. I’ve christened him many times with names like Shithead, Jerkface, Prickanator, Alphahole, Dipshit, Assface . . . The list goes on, but those are my most PG names. With that said, I doubt the girls are bothered by Dax’s appearance. All the collective drool in this place could fill an Olympic pool.  Guys who stretch out T’s the way he does, usually have that effect on the penis loving population.

      Even me. “The effing hell you are. This,” I wave my hands indicating my hard-earned space. “Is my sanctuary. I have one rule— No fucking Scorpion drama at Vonwest. So crawl back into the abyss you dragged yourself out of and leave me the hell alone. I don’t need any more shit in my life. You and Ace have gotten me into plenty of it in the last couple of months.”

      The scowl on his face would scare a normal person.

      Good thing I’m not normal. “Why are you still here, Dax?”

      “That should be obvious. I’m not leaving without you.”

      I don’t particularly appreciate his threat. Daxton Silver would never step foot onto any campus unless he absolutely had to. Which means he’s here on Scorpion business, and that business usually requires something from me. Something I had no interest in partaking in. Not then, not now, not ever. I don’t want to be anywhere near the drugs or illegal shit that goes on.

      Unfortunately, I don’t have a choice.

      “It’s been over a month since you’ve been by The Den. You don’t answer calls or respond to my texts, so here I am invading your private space.” He steps closer to me, doing just that; invading my personal bubble. Lowering his upper body down to lean over me, he whispers, “You’re avoiding me.”

      I tilt my chin towards him, look him straight in the eye and poke the Scorpion. “No, I’m evading this conversation. There’s a difference.”

      “I don’t go to college, but I’m pretty sure that’s practically the same thing.” He retreats back to his standing position, giving me a little breathing room. “What happened with Ryder and his kid is over. Ryder’s been upgraded and uprooted. I shouldn’t have dragged you in, and I’m sorry for that.”

      My heart twitches at his apology. “Sorry for getting me shot or—”

      “Or,” he cuts me off.

      “But, Hailee, you know you need to come home.”

      Home is the last place I want to go. The Den wasn’t my home. Homes are meant to be safe, quaint and happy. The Den never inspired any of those. Dax and Ace have though. They’ve been my happy place for so long that I’m miserable without them.

      Miserable, but stress-free. Dragon business isn’t the only stress inducer in my life. The mere presence of the two boys who have nurtured, loved, and enlivened me, magnifies my stress insurmountably. The more time I spend with both of them, the harder it is to deny my heart.

      My heart is going to be the death of me one day. It’s rocking against my ribcage, wishing it could jump into Daxton’s arms.

      “We miss you, Hails. Ace’s been driving me nuts since you left.” At the mention of Aysen, my heart pauses, beating so quickly it makes me sick to my stomach. A slow desire consumes me, pleading with me, needing to catch a glimpse of Aysen.

      I swallow hard, lowering my head to the floor, so I can close my eyes and try to regain control of my body. It works a little, but not nearly enough. This is so wrong. Wanting both of them. Wishing I could have Daxton’s strong arms around me and Aysen’s voice stirring my nerves just so he could relax me with his touch, is unnatural. I shouldn’t want such things. They shouldn’t let me want such things.

      “Did you run away because of what’s in store for you at The Den, or because of Ace and I?”

      Both. One I wanted but shouldn’t. The other was mine by birthright, but I didn’t want it. “You want to have this conversation out here? My class is about to start. Maybe we can catch up later?”

      “No. Skip it. We need to talk.”

      Talk? I don’t think so. Talking requires delving deep into the feelings I’ve worked very hard to forget. I didn’t just leave because of Ryder. I left because Dax and Ace wanted something my mind told me was wrong. “We can talk later. I have a test.”

      “No, you don’t. I know how stressed out you get before a test.” I glance up at him, instantly regretting the decision. He shouldn’t be this good looking, or hold this much sway over me.

      “Dax.” There’s a little less fight in my words.

      He smirks, knowing he’s almost won. “Ace is waiting for us at The Sip.”

      Ugh. Of course, he’d be here. They are always together, and it makes complete sense for him to be at the coffee shop, far away from anything school related. “You brought Ace?”

      He shrugs. “You’re kind of a bitch when I come alone.”

      I groan internally, as my professor strolls into the auditorium and zeroes in on the big, beautiful oaf standing beside me . . . and me. I should ask my professor if there’s a scientific correlation between muscle mass and asshole because that would explain Dax and Ace. What it wouldn’t explain is why I’m packing my book bag with the textbook and notebook, and standing up to leave with Dax.

      Happy I didn’t put up a fight, Dax grabs my bag and leads me out the door. The whole way to The Sip, I can’t stop thinking of how badly I suck at keeping my New Year’s Resolution. Five weeks in and I’m already cohorting with Dragons and getting sucked back into the Daxton and Aysen wormhole.

      A year ago, I promised myself to stay away from Dragon business. A promise I failed to keep because I never isolated myself from the Dragons who held my heart, Daxton and Aysen. The boys who bandaged my knee when I scraped it against the asphalt, brushed my hair when my mother abandoned us, bought me tampons when I bled for the first time, broke my first boyfriend’s nose when he dumped me and filled the gaps my family’s unlawful life left. They are also the men who continuously torture my heart. They’ve filled, broken, weakened and enlivened it— repeatedly. Being loved by Ace and Dax is like wearing a noose around my neck, one of these days they will be the death of me, and that’s why I vowed to isolate myself from anyone and anything associated with The Den.

      Before my mom vanished, she always said, “Hailee, Dragons are bad news, and death usually makes the headlines. When you get the chance, run and never look back.” Cliché, I thought. But I never understood how important her advice was, until about a year ago, my sister graced those headlines and the line of succession fell on my shoulders. I should have run, but leaving Dax and Ace proved harder than I thought. They were the arms that kept me safe, and finding my own strength away from them seemed impossible.

      Now, it’s too late.

      Today, on Valentine’s Day, I turn 21 and at the prime age to claim the  throne my dad has been occupying, since my mom disappeared. It’ll soon be mine, but he can keep it for all I care.

      The inner workings of the Dragon world are quite simple and have been in place since the 1800s. Dragons are ruled by a committee of three— two Dragon Masters and a Charmer. The Charmer position is matriarchal, passed down to the previous Charmer’s first-born daughter. The Masters’ positions are patriarchal and passed down to the firstborn sons of the previous Masters. Though we’ve evolved from protectors of the town to the ones who ruin it, the Silver, Blackwell, and Forte lines have ruled the Dragons for generations.

      Our cover is The Den, a lucrative legal franchise that cloaks the dark world of the Dragons. A world that, quite literally, spans the seven continents. There are not only luxurious  Dens all around the world, but Dragons to man the club and the trafficking it’s meant to cover. The Dragons are responsible for import, export, and distribution, relying on no one outside the circle.

      Aren’t I lucky to inherit the Blackwell Curse? As much as I love Aysen Forte and Daxton Silver, the thought of ruling with them, being trapped with them for the rest of my life, petrifies me for many reasons. Not all of them Dragon related.

      I’ve loved them both my whole life. Our love blossomed from something purely innocent and protective to something awkwardly appealing. If I wanted, I could have them both.

      Neither of them minded my love for the other. Instead, they accepted it without jealous fits or raging hormones. They encourage flirtations in front of each other, and I can tell it thrills them to the point where they enjoy how uncomfortable it makes me. They know the uncomfortableness stems from the argument between my heart, which tells me to embrace it; and my brain, that screams for me to stay away. My refusal challenges them, and the love we share is what incites their uncharacteristic acceptance not to claim dibs.

      Sharing the Dragons is unnatural, yet deviously alluring. The confusion, the desire to know how far they would take it, has me desiring things I shouldn’t. Things, I’m afraid I’d like too much to abdicate. Things that will not only link me to them, but lock me in place forever.

      Aysen and Daxton, the future Dragon Masters, aren’t exactly known for their ability to share. Their personalities are as different as their appearance. Daxton, the brute muscle who attempts to mask his gentle heart with brusque words, is so unlike Aysen’s leaner, yet muscular physique and brilliantly devious mind. Both of them are taller than me, but Dax towers over Aysen by at least 5 inches.

      If you saw them both together, you’d approach Aysen, thinking he’s the safer bet, but Aysen is impulsive. His smile and slate blue eyes coax you into a sense of security, and once you’re secured within his grasp, he can rip you to shreds in a matter of seconds with his sharp tongue and skillful fighting tactics. He’s colder, ruder, boundless and ready to do anything at any time.

      Daxton, on the other hand, is sometimes prickly and sarcastic, but always tender. He’s respectful and usually thinks things through. Please and thank you are still in his vocabulary, and he doesn’t curse nearly as much as Ace and I. His threatening exterior is unwelcoming at first sight, but then the second he cracks a smile, and that smile travels up to his honey brown eyes, you no longer feel threatened.

      With me, they are exactly who they are to everyone else, but they always leave me feeling . . . Vulnerable, exposed, and secure. At least, secure that no outsiders would hurt me.

      In my world, it’s not the outsiders that worry me. It’s being linked to the Dragons for life that scares me. If I abandon my role, I’d probably make one of those Dragon news headlines. When my mom left, they searched for her everywhere, and not because they wanted to bring her back. She needed to stay buried if she wanted to keep herself from an actual burial.

      So, either I stay on the run for the rest of my life, or I step up and start training for my role. What a wonderful Valentine’s/Birthday present, huh? I either get to run towards freedom and risk death, or step up, face the shit that went down and move on to assume my Charmed life.

      Daxton abruptly comes to a halt ahead of me, and I almost collide with his back, knocking me back into the real world and out of my head.

      “A little warning would be nice, Dax.”

      Dax swivels on his heel to face me. “Well, if you stop staring at the floor like I’m dragging you to your execution, maybe you wouldn’t bump into things.”

      Execution, that pretty much sums it up. To avoid this conversation, I take a wide step around him and throw open the door to The Sip. Before I can step inside, Dax latches on to my arm and pulls me back toward him. My mind flashes back to our night, filling me with a dream-like cloud. I puff out an exaggerated breath, hoping he would surrender his hold on me.

      “Hailee, you know Ace and I will always have your back. What are you worried about?”

      “Everything. I’m worried about everything.”

      “Because Hannah was supposed to do this?” he asks.

      Not really, but now that he mentions it. “Yeah! She was the one who was supposed to rule with you two. Me? I was the one who was supposed to get away. College, life, grad school, a legitimate career with no fears of getting arrested. You’d come to my office because all this fucked up your brain, dragging Ace along kicking and screaming. We’d meet up for the  holidays and talk about life and my dorky husband. You both would hate him, of course.”

      “Of course,” he interrupts my soliloquy. “You have it all planned out, huh? A life free of Daxton and me. After New—”

      “Of the Dragons, Dax.” I’m quick to interrupt any mention of our night together and selfishly change the subject to something I am more comfortable discussing. “I hate Hannah for getting drunk and going off that bridge. She left me here to deal with her life. She wanted it all, Dax. She was promised a kingdom, and she lived for the day she could have it. Then she up and dies, shifting all the stuff she wanted to the one person who never wanted any part of it.”

      Despite his annoyance at my evasion, he wraps his arms around me, cradling the back of my head with his palm, pushing me into his chest, and whispering, “I know, Hails. I didn’t want this for you either.”

      I’m moments away from bursting into tears. What exactly did he not want for me? Our fucked-up love triangle? Or, our fucked-up Dragon life? Or, the fucked-up fact that my sister died? Either way, my life has established a theme— fucked.

      I do also have a fucked-up family. Abandoned by my mother, outcast and scorned by my father, and betrayed by my sister. I guess in the Blackwell household the booze flowed better than the love. Unless you were Daddy’s perfect Dragon heir, Hannah. She had the Charmed life, a charmer inheritor should have, while I was left to tend to myself.

      My sis and I were never close, but I was grateful to have her because she took the burden off my shoulders. Hannah was 4 years older than us, and though Dragon Decree only called for training to start once all three successors hit twenty-one, Dad and Mom proudly groomed her for the position since she was little. I spent most of my days playing with Dax and Ace at The Den, while my sister soaked in everything she could. She had the drive, determination, and ruthlessness that I never did.

      I’ll never forget the look of disappointment on my father’s face when they pulled her car out of the river with her body strapped inside. That night he didn’t just mourn the loss of his child, he mourned for the future of the club. He’s said, time and time again, ‘Hailee is too soft-hearted for the job.’ He’s called me fickle, weak, and driven by all the wrong things. Every time I walk into The Den, he keeps his distance, only engaging when absolutely necessary. My father doesn’t exactly inspire or encourage me. Then again, he doesn’t really love me either. If he did, he wouldn’t have said, “I wish it was you, and not Hannah that died.”

      Those words entered through the holes in my heart, glued themselves to the wall, and still echo inside me with every heartbeat.

      “Hailee?” Aysen’s voice causes Dax to release his grip.

      I lift my head from the warmth of Dax’s chest and spot the water stain on his t-shirt. I swipe at the tears I didn’t realize had fallen, and turn around to face the last third of our threesome. Within moments, I’m securely tucked into Aysen’s arms. Somehow, he holds on tighter than Dax.

      “God, I fucking missed you.” His voice is low and full of longing, and it hurts to hear the words he has to say. “You ignored me. I called and called, and you sent me to  voicemail every time. If it weren’t for Dax insisting I give you space, I would have been breaking your damn door down.”

      Dax chuckles. Ace became more adamant on the last part so Dax could hear.

      Aysen’s head lifts to glare at Dax, “Why did you make her cry?”

      “She’s not crying,” Dax’s amusement relieves me.

      “Yeah, yeah. That’s bull crap.”

      I smile though they can’t see my face and wriggle around until Ace releases me. I never ever admit that I cry. I position myself between the two boys who loved me more than anyone and reassure them, “It’s just a little leak.”

      “Well, are you leaking because you missed our faces, or is it because you see our faces?” Relentless Aysen isn’t pleased until he gets to the bottom of everything. We’re on the verge of broaching my self-proclaimed taboo subject.

      Sensing my anxiety, Dax walks passed me and hit’s Aysen on the shoulder. “Maybe it’s because our faces are just so damn good looking, they bring tears to her eyes.”

      Aysen cocks his head to the side, fully aware Dax is covering for me. Aysen stares me down, making me uncomfortable and way too heated for someone who is standing outside in the frigid winter weather. “Go inside, Dax. Get us some real coffee and Hailee’s frilly mocha shit.”

      My eyes flick to Dax, who simply gives me a reassuring smile and disappears into The Sip. The absence of the buffer, speeded up the reaction and before the explosion I dodge, “Frilly mocha shit? Stop acting like you don’t switch our cups halfway through the—”

      “Shut up, Hailee.” I wince at the anger in Aysen’s voice. “Thirty-nine days, fourteen hours, and twenty-one minutes!”

      Okay, that was an intense countdown. I barely have time to register my thought before he charges forward, shocking me in the process. He fastens his hands around my upper arms, and tugs me forward, holding me in place as he gets ready to unleash on me.

      “That’s how long you had to answer my calls! All 96 of them.” I shake my head, wanting to stop the pain I sensed in his words, but he refused to hear me out. “No! You don’t get to try and dodge this. You ignored me, Hails! Daxton, had to talk me out of driving over here every single time the damn machine asked me to leave a voicemail. I left tons of them, pleading for you to call me back. Or, at least to call Daxton. It took me two weeks to figure out you probably weren’t even listening to my messages. So, I started texting you, but you never answered.”

      I knew this would come. This very confrontation. I want to duck away somewhere, but they’d never let me get away. “I—”

      “No! I’m not done!” He releases me with such force I stumble back a little. “You didn’t even see the messages.” He shakes his head in disbelief, not wanting to believe the truth. “But you read Dax’s!”  A miserable expression graces his face during the brief moment of silence. “After that night, after everything . . . What the fuck, Hailee?”

      And there it is, the reason why trio relationships aren’t meant to be. Equal distribution of all things; love, communication, time. Dax didn’t seem as bothered by all of this, but Aysen paid attention, a lot more than Dax did.

      “Aysen, I didn’t answer either of you. Dax just sent me messages to check-in and make sure I was alive. The tidbits of messages I did see in my notifications, were enough to know—“

      “To know what, Hails? That I missed you? That I have never gone more than two days without seeing you, or more than a day without hearing your voice? I thought you’d be stubborn. I thought you’d hold out on us, and shy away from what all three of us know you want, but I never thought you’d be a bitch.”

      “That isn’t fair.”

      “No? Why not? Seems completely fair, since you saw how much your distance hurt me, and you didn’t care enough to bend a little.”

      “I couldn’t!” I shout so he would shut up for a moment. “Aysen, if I read how much you missed me, or your pleas for me to talk to you, or how you could still feel me pulsate against your tongue, you’d weaken my resolve. You blame me, I get it. But, you should be blaming your stupid, get to the point asshole tendencies.”

      “I’m the asshole?”

      “Yes, because you know me more than your dick. And that’s saying a lot since, you and he got very well acquainted during puberty and have grown fonder of each other.”

      “Funny.” He smirks, but there’s not enough smile in his gesture to sway him from continuing this argument.

      So, I cave. “I didn’t answer because just the few words that popped in my notifications tortured me. If I read them, I would give in. I always have. You know that.”

      “I thought I knew everything about you; what you wanted, what you hated, how you’d react. Apparently, I don’t know you as well as I thought.”

      “Don’t you come trying to manipulate me, Aysen Decker Forte.” I jab my finger into his hard chest. “Making me feel guilty isn’t going to work because I already feel that way.” Guilty for New Year’s, guilty for pulling a mom and abandoning them, guilty for not wanting to be tied to my family forever. There’s plenty of guilt flowing through my veins, evoking more won’t tip me over the edge.

      He removes my finger, holding it in the air and leaning in close. “I don’t manipulate you.”

      I smack my lips together and raise my brows. He can’t really expect me to fall for that. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but anything you and Dax ask, I do. Even if it’s something I don’t want to do.”

      “Like what? We’ve never made you do anything you didn’t like.” I’ve finally gotten through to him; there’s doubt in his question.

      Wait. Aysen is clever. It's not doubt, it’s manipulation. He’s veering the conversation towards our torrid night. “Anything Dragon related I do because of you and Dax.”

      “Stop fooling yourself. You do it because it’s an obligation. You can’t distance yourself from the Dragons, Hailee . . . Not safely.”

      “Can you blame me for trying?”

      “Yes. I can.” His tone is bitter and cold as if my distance has detached him from me.

      Dax chooses that exact moment to come out of The Sip. He takes one look at our posture and rolls his eyes.  “Really, Aysen? I leave you alone with her for a few minutes, and you already have her wanting to run from us . . . Again.”

      Aysen doesn’t particularly enjoy his comment. He makes no effort to face Dax, only glares in my direction. “Well, that’s one luxury she no longer has.”

      I don’t know whether his words are meant to threaten me, or convey his sorrow for the fact, but they do both successfully. There’s no more running from the Dragons, or Dax and Aysen. The five weeks of freedom I’ve been allotted have come to an end, and my parole officers are here to take me back to my prison.

      Daxton hands me my girl drink— I eagerly take it, staring at it so I don’t have to focus on the guys before me. My attention is interrupted when, without warning, Aysen snatches my cup from me and takes a sip. My eyes fly up to meet his, and there, I find a tinge of softness, apologizing for lashing out. I shrug, granting him the forgiveness he seeks, and he hands me back his nonmocha coffee. The exchange indicates a sort of normalcy I hadn’t realized I was missing.

      We walk the short distance to the parking lot when I spot Aysen’s Jaguar Coupe, pretentiously parked horizontally, occupying 3 spots.

      I roll my eyes, not only because he’s crazy about that car, but because it’s a two-seater. I spot and point to the car that Daxton barely fits in. “Not the most brilliant idea.”

      “To be fair, we didn’t think you would agree to come.” It’s Daxton who answers me first.

      “I insisted you didn’t have a choice, so Daxton brought his bike.”

      Daxton bends at the waist to kiss me on the cheek, then jogs across the lot to his bike, shouting back to us. “See you at The Den.”

      Again, I’m alone with a sourly Aysen, who places his hand on the small of my back and ushers me towards the car. He opens the door for me, reaches in and fastens my seatbelt before shutting the door and situating himself in the seat next to me. For a long while, the drive is beautifully silent, and I fill my head with nothingness. I think my silence startles Aysen because he keeps glancing over at me, making sure I am okay.

      He does it so many times I finally snap. “I’m fine!” We lock eyes. I’m unable to hide the frustration mixed with sorrow in them.

      “Are you? Because you look like you are blaming me for taking you back.”

      “I’m not.” Not really. I flip my head to the side, gazing out the window to avoid his scrutiny. “I’m adjusting.”

      “You’ve been adjusting since Hannah died. It’s time you accept it. You, running away from all this, is only going to bring trouble.”

      No one wants to say, going to get me killed, but we both think it in the moment of silence that follows.

      He breaks the quiet, “I know you want normal, Hails. But you can’t have that. And to be honest, I don’t know if I would ever be able to let you. Being normal means leaving us, pursuing a life outside of The Den.” He grips the wheel so tightly his knuckles turn white.

      “You mean, outside of you and Dax?”

      He takes his eyes off the road and plants them on me, “You make it seem like it would be easy for you. It would kill us.”

      “Dax understands.” The moment the words slip out, I regret them.

      He laughs while shaking his head, but it’s one of those laughs that make you worry about the words that will follow it. I anticipate, quickly bracing myself for another lashing out. Useless, because Aysen still manages to catch me off guard. “The only reason Dax lets you dream and believe it’s possible, is because he knows it’s impossible. He would never encourage your distance if he thought it was a possibility.”

      “That’s not true, Ace.”

      “Yes, it is.” He balances his attention between the road and me. “Daxton listens to you, and maybe he even understands where you are coming from, because he knows you need it. But me? I will never sugar coat anything.” A wicked smile appears on his lips. “I will never lie to you just to make you feel better, but I will tell you the truth and guide you in the direction that will keep you safe. Leaving the Dragons isn’t that direction.”

      “You act like I don’t know that.”

      “I don’t think you do!” His full attention is back on me. I point towards the road, but he grabs my finger and tightly grips it. “Stop using the escape as a backup plan.”

      Ugh. Why are they always touching me all of a sudden? It just complicates things.

      I dislodge my finger from his hold and add some distance between us by scooting to the edge of my seat. Aysen’s angry eyes reluctantly abandon their stare on me and return to the road.

      “You know your father is still looking for your mother, right? It’s been seven years, and he’s still hunting her down. I don’t want that for you. I love you too much to be the Dragon who kills you, but I love you enough to be the one who burns your dreams to a crisp.”

      “How chivalrous of you.” My snarky comment eases the tension, even though it isn’t meant to. I take the reprieve. We’re in too small a space to have it filled with anger. “So, what does the council want anyway?”

      “They said Ryder’s relocation created an opportunity.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.” In my life, opportunity means something that will definitely bring trouble.

      “Neither do I. They wouldn’t tell us anything else until we went to get you. So, whatever it is . . .”

      “Is going to suck.” He doesn’t confirm anything. “I thought they were going to start training.”

      “I think they are, but maybe a little differently than usual.” He slows the car to a rolling stop, right in front of The Den and parks.

      The building is adorned with just the right amount of beauty that will attract the high scale, but not too lavish to scare off the poorer population. Inside, there are three floors to appeal to all different types of people, and three off-limit floors, which include two basement levels, and the attic. All council meetings are held in the attic, while all sketchy things are done in the basement.

      The Dragons aren’t an inclusive bunch; they are mean, pretentious, downright ruthless and unwelcoming. Outsiders are not to be trusted, mostly for protection purposes to avoid infiltration by feds or rival gangs.

      The Dragons aren’t a gang, per se. They are so much worse, they’re a dynasty. Being a Dragon is a birthright, where you are born a Dragon and die a Dragon. It’s a privilege and a curse, kind of like a modern-day evil monarchy with three rulers. It doesn’t matter if you don’t want the crown or the title, it’s your duty, and you only have two options— accept it and live or deny it and die.

      Daxton and Aysen, both place a hand on my lower back and lead me towards the embellished doors of The Den and towards the back where they key in the code for elevator access. Once we’re inside the elevator, the boys feel secure enough to remove their hands from my lower back. Dax presses the intercom button, and a red light on the camera turns on. Within seconds we  are on our way up.

      The doors open, allowing us access to the top level. All three members of the Council were out on the main floor, sitting at the long table.

      “Hailee,” my father, the Charmer, addresses me. “Never again go this long without returning to The Den.”

      “Father,” I acknowledge him with just as much reproach. No use in warming up to him, he’s going to chastise a little while longer until someone interrupts him.

      “Not responding to the Council, ignoring The Den Members and your future Masters is unacceptable. I don’t know if you fully understand your responsibilities to this place, or if you do, and just plain ignore them. Hannah would have never done such a thing.”

      “I’m not Hannah,” I reply coldly. “If you want her so much, why don’t you go dig her up and place her on your seat?”

      His smug expression vanishes as the torment creeps around the fine lines of his face. The anguish of her death dissipates, and he clamps his teeth together, tightening his jaw and piercing me with the only thing we have in common,  our dark brown eyes. His lamentation is temporary. “I’m willing to bet, even a dead Hannah can do better by this Council than you!”

      “Hails,” Aysen’s voice calls to me from the dark place deep inside my head, cautioning me. Don may be my father, but he’s the Charmer.

      Too bad I didn’t give a shit.

      My pride instigates confrontation. “You are probably right, but you only have me now. You pushed mom away, and then Hannah drove herself off a bridge . . . Who knows? Maybe she did it to get away from you. I would.”

      My father marches towards me, ready to strike me down. It wouldn’t be the first time he smacked a woman. Daxton swiftly positions himself in front of me while Aysen steps closer to me. My father comes to a halt in front of Dax, waiting for him to budge. Daxton doesn’t flinch, silently conveying to Don that if he wanted to get to me, he had to go through them first.

      Mr. Silver and Mr. Forte stand.  Neither condone Dragon feuding, much less when it comes to me. In a way, Hiram and Liam were the fathers I never had.

      “Stop, Don.” Hiram Silver is the first to interrupt. “She’s here. That’s all that matters.”

      “She’s disrespectful, unpredictable and unwilling to follow the rules. She has no place here. I motion to remove her.”

      “Motion denied.” Liam Forte announces angrily, motioning for Aysen to bring me forward. As Aysen leads me towards the table, Daxton follows, making sure to stay between Don and me.

      “It seems you are on a mission to lose both your daughters,” Liam continues to reprimand him. “You are the one who needs to understand Dragon Decree. Removal of a council member is a death sentence.”

      For once my father looked taken aback. Everyone else in the room defended me with their bodies. Not one relaxed muscle in sight.

      “Since you weren’t born into this, we will pardon your disregard for the well-being of the future Charmer. But here this, Don. It’s a pardon we will only give once. We understand the Blackwell line has suffered loss in many forms, but you are not a Blackwell. Hailee is. Once we relinquish our positions and pass them on, Hailee and the boys will rule us all. They deserve respect.”

      My father nods in acceptance, hopefully regretting he almost ordered my death.

      Hiram Forte turns his attention to me. “With that said, Hailee, you need to control your temper. Don is still acting Charmer, which means you need to curb your tongue.” His tone is lighter, almost as if he approved of the things I said. Or at least found them amusing.

      Liam extends his hand over the table, motioning for us to take a seat. Daxton holds out the chair at the head of the table, opposite my father. I sit, and Aysen and Daxton take their seats, a Silver on my right and a Forte on my left.

      “Now that we better understand what’s expected of you, let’s get down to business.”

      My father begins, cutting right to the chase. “Ryder’s upgrade has increased our influx. We have too much supply coming in to have it sitting in the warehouse.”

      “And what are we supposed to do about that?” My words continue to challenge him.

      “You, my daughter, are going to help distribute it.”

      “What?” Aysen glares at his father. “Training starts off with stupid history lessons on the Dragons and the rules, not throwing her into the crossfire.”

      Daxton and Aysen aren’t strangers to trafficking, but I’m a drug lord virgin. Not once have I ever been involved in something this illegal.

      “Circumstances call for something a little different this time around.” Liam tries to ease the apprehension in the air.  “It’s something we have deliberated on over the last couple weeks. We finally reached a consensus this morning. We need you three to run the supply at the university level.”

      “The what level?” Aysen’s agitation makes my skin prickle.

      I catch his attention, silently asking him to calm down. Ace is volatile and extremely impulsive when he’s irate.

      “Since when do we have a university chain? We’ve always ruled campuses as too risky. What changed?”

      “The need has changed, son. So, we need all three of you at Vonwest.” Liam must have known that Daxton and Aysen wouldn’t agree to this. A council meeting gave us no choice.

      “We’ve already spoken to Dragons on the Board of Trustees. If all goes well, and things run smoothly at Vonwest, we will also infiltrate and set up in Westbrook. There are Dragons on both boards. For now, we’ve arranged for all three of you to move into a suite.”

      “You what?” Surprisingly, it’s me, and not Aysen, who flips out.

      “You did this without even consulting us?” Daxton glances contemptuously at his father.

      “You’ll each have your own rooms, and there is an extra room that is being turned into a meeting room. We expect you to be normal college students. Attend parties, host them, fail some tests, study harder, get into fights, make friends, and screw around.”

      My father rolls his eyes at the screwing around part. Probably, the most fatherly thing he has ever done. He takes over for Hiram, “We don’t care what you do, as long as you find a way to blend in and deal with our influx.”

      Hi! I’m Hailee, a Junior Psych Major at Vonwest, who runs a drug trafficking ring for the Dragons. Yeah, sure! That’s fucking normal.

      “Let me get this straight!” Aysen jumps to a standing position, disturbing by pretend “making friends” scenario. “You registered us,” he points to Daxton and himself, “for college? Do we look like the college type to you? How the fuck are we supposed to blend?”

      “Well, Daxton is already supporting the cause. He’s even got a shirt and everything.” Liam smirks as everyone stares at the emblem on Daxton’s shirt.

      I give up. No point in fighting a fight I can’t win. I rest my head back on the chair and stare at the ceiling while Aysen and Daxton lose their shit. I lose track of who speaks what. It’s all so fast that it’s jumbled into a garbled mess.

      “What are our majors? Did you choose those too?”

      “You do realize we are 21, right? Have you, at least, made us seniors so we can graduate and never have to come back?”

      “How long are we there for?”

      “Did you fabricate transcripts?”

      “How is that even possible, isn’t Vonwest four weeks into the semester?”

      “Calm down,” my father interrupts their line of questioning. “There are Dragons on the board of both universities in the vicinity. We’ve taken care of everything. Aysen your major is Theater, and Daxton yours is Business.”

      “What the hell? Do I look like a fucking actor?” Aysen asks me quietly. He too has given up the argument.

      My father holds up his hand to silence us. “You are both juniors, we plan on having this trial for at least a year. And,” he continues while he motions for Hiram and Liam to produce two stacks of books, “you’ll find your syllabi in the interior of each textbook. The majority of the past due assignments have been dealt with. You’ve received an adequate grade.”

      Hiram takes over, “We’ve made sure you are in different circles to broaden your reach. Daxton we’ve also found you a spot on the football team. Of course, their season is almost over, but you will be involved your senior year. You can use this time to be friendly.  Aysen, we’ve put you on the soccer team, and Hailee, we need you on the cheerleading squad.”

      “Cheerleading?” I harrumph. “I don’t exactly exude pep and cheer. Couldn’t you have put me on the  debate team or something? I’m good at arguing back.”

      “What Hiram means is, we need you to keep the boys in check. Vonwest’s cheerleaders always accompany the teams, which will allow you to keep an eye on them.” Liam eyes both of the guys sternly. “They have a tendency to lose themselves in their surroundings. You tend to be more together. We expect you to keep it that way.”

      “Me? More together?” Okay, maybe I don’t drink heavily or smoke pot or whatever, but I’m certainly not more together. I’m freaking the hell out right now! Vonwest is my sanctuary, the one place where Dragons don’t exist. Come to find out that they are infiltrated in the university and ready to set up a drug trafficking ring in the only place I can be alone.

      I let Daxton and Aysen fine-tune the details and distance myself from the Dragons the only way I know how, by living inside my head and finding the root of all my anxiety. The living situation.

      No one else is bothered by the fact that Aysen, Daxton and I are going to be living together. As I conjure up images of the three of us, chills flow down my spine, sending shivers over every inch of my body. We never kissed that night, but I’ve pictured it far too many times to be normal. If their lips on my body can corrupt my memory, then I’m doomed with their kiss. I’ll breathe in their breath, taste their love and link myself to their soul. There’s no coming back from there.

      Living with them will be my undoing. I’m barely keeping myself together. Individually, they have power over me. Together, however, they overwhelm me, encompass me and claim me. They’ve taken residence in my heart, teamed up to learn my soul and will never let me go. Choosing, both is unnatural. With Dax and Ace, it’s both or none at all.

      “Hailee?” Daxton’s hand slides over my thigh. It’s meant to soothe me, but it furthers the reason why living together will be dangerous.

      I stiffen and turn my head toward him. “Yeah?”

      “We should go. We need to get your room switch done as soon as possible and get ourselves situated in the suite.” Thankfully, he removes his hand.

      “I still don’t like this,” Aysen says, taking my hand and helping me up as if I am an invalid.

      I’m shocked, not paralyzed. I remove my hand, straightening my spine abruptly. Glaring at the five men before me, I make my contempt known by turning on my heel and heading for the elevator. I hit the call button hard and repeatedly. The elevator opens instantly, allowing me a quick escape.

      The only escape I was going to get until the day I die.

      I’m down on the empty lobby floor, alone and in desperate need of an escape. I make it all the way to the sidewalk before Ace and Dax are calling for me. A moment of hesitation, where I contemplate running away, is enough time to regroup our trio.

      “Don isn’t happy.”

      “I don’t particularly care about Don’s happiness!” Though it’s meant for my father, the verbal whip strikes Daxton. A flash of hurt sparks in his eyes, causing a pang of guilt to pound against my chest. He knows where my anger is coming from, and his pain comes from the fact that no one can do anything about it. “They maneuver us like pieces on a board game . . . I’m tired of playing this game. I’m tired of having my life planned out for me.”

      “What other choice do you have?” Aysen, the uncharacteristic voice of reason, places both palms on my cheeks, cradling my head. His thumbs caress my cheeks, as Daxton nods for me to listen. “One day, we will rule. And I swear to you, we’ll find a way to make things different.”

      “How?” And what did he mean by different?

      Aysen lowers his hands and plants a soft kiss on my forehead. “Somehow, Hails.” He backs up and glances at Daxton. “We will be different. Things will change when it’s our turn.  But for now, we need to play by their rules.”

      “But then we’ll change them?” I don’t know what they have in mind, but I know their gift to me is a promise.

      “We promise, Hails,” Aysen confirms my line of thought.

      Daxton nods, reassuring me. “There’s nothing we wouldn’t do for you.”

      “We love you.” Aysen and his ‘we’ penchants deteriorate my resolve.

      “What you’re promising won’t be easy.”

      “Nothing is easy in the Dragon world, Hails. Doesn’t mean it can’t be done. So, we’ll play along for a few years. Then we’ll do whatever the hell we want.”

      “This is risky,” Daxton warns us.

      I nod. “In more ways than one.”

      They both snap their attention towards me, knowing full well what I’m referring to. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” Daxton assures me.

      Aysen chuckles. “I think that’s the problem. She wants it just as much as we do.”

      We’ve been inches away from falling down a very controversial hole since we were in high school, and I was the anchor that kept us rooted. Now, I’ve lost my foothold. Every second I’m surrounded by them, slides me further down.  Don and the Dragons would never approve of it; people frown upon this . . . But . . .

      I love both of them.

      My body longs for both of them.

      My lips beg for both of them.

      Only my mind insists it’s wrong. Anytime they are close to me, the line between right and wrong blurs. Every unsolicited touch makes it easier to cross, pushing me over the line and one step closer to falling.

      I put up one last fight, “What I want and what is right, isn’t always the same thing.”

      “Look at where we are!” Aysen shouts, pointing toward the building. “Nothing about who we are is right, and in our world everything we want is wrong.” He wraps his arms around me from the back, pushing me towards Daxton.

      My chest collides with Dax’s, and he cups my cheek. “Aysen is right, Hails. Ace and I have discussed this over and over. We don’t care what other people think.”

      My heart flutters, as I’m sandwiched between the two of them, in public and so close to the home that would berate us for this. Daxton lowers his head, angling his lips so close to mine. Aysen gently pushes me forward, and Dax’s lips meet mine for the first time.

      I don’t know if it’s because I’m squeezed between them with no way to escape, or if it’s the defiance in the connection, but God help me, his kiss jolts every single part of my body, electrifying me into paralysis. I don’t remove my lips. I can’t. I let them move in unison with his, gently dancing together as if they’ve trained for years. He leads, hinting for more by brushing his tongue against my lip. I follow as he guides my tongue, moving together in ways that heated me in all the right places.

      I knew Dax’s kiss would touch my soul.

      We disconnect. My heart revolts, needing more while Daxton simply smiles and nods at Aysen.

      Flipping me around, with one swift motion, Aysen’s lips press against mine with all the ferocity six years of restraint can entice. It’s pleasantly rough, so distinct from Daxton. He breathes passion into me and demands I pour my desire down his throat. He teases me with his tongue, making me ache for more. There’s nothing gentle about this kiss, not even when his tongue fights with mine. He wins, I succumb to whatever he needs from me. I’ve imagined this kiss for years, and my dreams never did it justice.

      Hot Damn. They both back up, giving me some space. I swear my heart pounds so hard, my cheeks get redder with every beat. It’s freezing outside, but my insides are boiling, still ignited by all the wrong.

      They are both looking at me waiting for an answer, but my throat burns too much to speak. I swallow to squelch the heat in my throat and ease the burn. I still croak when I open my mouth. It’s as if their kisses burned through my vocal cords. Or maybe it’s my heart telling my mind to shut up with the whole, that should never happen again, thing.

      My heart doesn’t agree. It wants it to happen over and over again, constantly. Forever.

      “Well, that was a long time coming,” Aysen speaks up, unafraid to address the subject that causes me so much torment. “I can’t wait to combine today with New Year’s.”

      I clear my throat.

      A weary Daxton studies me before answering or rather clearing up the confusion. “Does it still feel wrong, Hails?” They both wait for my answer, one more patiently than the other.

      My heart speaks for me, I grab Aysen’s hand and squeeze it as I brush my lips against Daxton’s. My lips would linger if they weren’t longing for Aysen’s, as well. I abandon one to go to the other. If we embark on this journey, the three of us together, that’s what is always going to happen.

      I glance at both of them, trying to gauge the reaction.

      They know me too well. “If you are wondering if I’m jealous, I’m not.” Aysen massages my hand with his thumb, filling my head with his previous message. “Any other guy, and I would be ready to rip his lips off and light them on fire.”

      I chuckle, because that’s pretty much what their lips do to me.

      “But with you . . . I just want you to be happy, Hails. If both of us make you happy, then we can figure this out. Right, Dax?”

      Aysen and I turn to Daxton, waiting for an agreement or for him to talk some sense into us.

      “I’m not going to lie. It’s fucking weird, but I feel like we’ve been destined to do this. We’ve been working towards this since we were young. It drives me insane to think of you with someone else.” He clenches his jaw tight, so tightly I can hear his teeth grind against each other.

      Aysen jumps in, “Be honest, Dax. That’s the only way this will work.”

      Gawking at Ace, I ask, “You’ve thought about this a lot?”

      “He’s thought about this since he started jerking off.” Dax’s bluntness reminds me of how unrealistic this is. “To be honest, Hails. Ace is the one who suggested it.”

      “Damn straight, I suggested it. Come on, Hails. You love us the same. How would you live without either one of us? How will one of us live without you? Picking one of us will destroy the other. We are on the Council together. It’s not like you can run off with your favorite pick and live happily ever after in a far-off land. We are going to see each other every day, spend hours upon hours together. Sometimes days. How do you think that will work out for us? Any time we spend together will be a constant reminder that one of us wasn’t good enough. Choosing one of us introduces competition, superiority, animosity. I’d rather share you than have to watch you with Daxton and live every damn day of my fucking life wishing it was me.”

      “So would I,” Dax responds. “It’s either share you with the guy I consider my brother, or give you up to a complete stranger. At least with Ace, I know how deep our love runs. Both of us would do anything for you.”

      “Question is, what do you think?”

      “I think . . . No. I know I love you both too much to ever hurt either one. And I can’t imagine my life without you, but I’m scared. What if one day, one of you decides you can’t do this? Or what if I don’t want to do this anymore. Then what?”

      “Then we will figure it out when the time comes.” Aysen wraps his arm around my shoulder and guides me toward the SUV. “Let’s go get you moved in. One good thing about all of this, is we get to live together.”

      “Uhm, so just out of curiosity, say I get asked out.”

      “Tell them hell to the fucking no,” Aysen growls.

      “Just tell them you’re seeing someone, Hails.” Daxton opens the door for me.

      “And you both?”

      “We’re yours, Hailee,” Aysen says that so comfortably, my heart swells. “We’ll figure out the rest as we go. For now, get in. Let’s go home we have something planned for tonight.”

      Home. Our home, where the three of us will live in our suite and spend Valentine’s Night together.

      Oh, Cupid! I can’t believe I’ve agreed to any of this.
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        Oh, what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive!

        ─Sir Walter Scott
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      I like to think of myself as a modern-day Robin Hood, I muse as my fingertips make light work of the emerald earring dangling from the earlobe of the rich Russian woman kissing me. It plops into my waiting hand as I trail lazy kisses across her bare shoulder. She won’t even realize it’s missing until tomorrow, and by then, I’ll be long gone. I never stay for breakfast. I’m stealing from the rich and giving to the poor— me. I refuse to pity the bored housewife grinding against me on her expensive chaise lounge. It’s not my fault she chose money and a lonely marriage over love, making herself easy prey in the process. She did that all on her own.

      Slipping the jewel into my pocket, I pull her into my lap and run my hands up her thighs. My hands travel up her soft skin. Posh women always have the nicest skin, and they smell good, like money and sadness. Our mouths crash together in a passionate kiss and she makes groaning noises as my hand entangles in her hair. She thinks I’m being romantic. Really I’m just trying to overwhelm her senses so she won’t notice when I take the second emerald droplet. It catches in the candlelight, shades of green that remind me of the forest glinting against her neck. Emeralds are nice, but they’re only worth the hassle if you can get a pair.

      Her fingers make quick work of my belt and the button on my trousers. I started out as a pickpocket on the streets of Cardiff, but now here I am in St. Petersburg, pretending to be a tech genius with a start-up company that keeps my pockets lined as I rob women of their jewels and their husbands of their money. It’s all just a big con designed to keep me accustomed to the luxurious lifestyle I’d grown used to. I persuade the husbands to invest in my company while sliding my sticky fingers inside their wives under the negotiation table. Then I disappear without a trace. It’s easy money.

      None of this would have been possible without Hawkeye90, a hacker I’d met online when I started upping my game from pickpocket to cybercrimes. He introduced me to a world that was ripe for the plucking, begging to be taken advantage of. I couldn’t believe how simple it had been. Each ‘play’ was a little different, with a different start-up company, but the result was always the same— pound signs. I’d spend two months or so building up my profile, creating my fake identity, laying trails all over the internet about my ‘company’ and then I’d go where the money was. I always used my actual skillset, technology, specifically programming and web design, in order to avoid any issues. I couldn’t pretend to be a rocket scientist when I didn’t have a clue about thermodynamics now, could I? I was careful, researching my potential business partners, finding all the skeletons hiding in their walk-in closets. It wouldn’t take them long to come sniffing around, like mice after the cheese. They’d be eager to give me backing, pouring money into my company, and I’d walk off into the sunset shrugging. It all gets written off as a bad investment in the end, and while they may be bitter about it, that’s the price of business.

      “Nick, oh, Nick,” the woman riding my dick groans. I think her name is Karina. I don’t really remember. But I do remember her husband— Ivan.

      He hadn’t wanted to invest in my new start-up, a company that manages business travel and expenses. He’d watched me carefully, beady eyes never leaving mine as I gave my presentation and shook hands with the CEO, Mikhail Chernov. I know he voted against me at the Board meeting. I know he spoke out against my business— the walls have ears. But revenge was sweet, and now I was inside his wife as she moaned my name. Well, my fake name. It wasn’t my fault he preferred the company of prostitutes while his pretty little trophy wife sat home with her furs and jewels.

      Her tits bounce in my face as her orgasm builds and I dig my fingers into her hips, encouraging her. After all, this is about her, not me. I’ll get mine when I raid her dressing table before I slip out shortly after dawn. She can’t exactly explain to her husband that the businessman she was fucking has robbed her. Besides, I won’t take everything. Just a few choice pieces. Enough to make her unsure about whether she was really robbed. Did she mislay them? Did one of the maids take them? Who the fuck knows . . . but Nickolas Shutter will be nothing but a distant memory of a raunchy night spent getting hot and heavy by candlelight.

      Her body trembles around mine and she rests a sweaty head on my shoulder. Her dress is still bunched up around her waist and I’m still dressed with my dick out, still hard since I haven’t come. Not that I plan to. I can’t lose control like that tonight, not over a petty revenge fuck. I kiss the top of her head tenderly, giving her the affection she’s so clearly starved of. She buries her face into the crook of my neck.

      Her hand gently wraps around my dick and she begins pumping before I lay a hand over hers to stop her. Karina looks at me with a confused expression. She’s so eager to please, it’s almost sad. Ivan is an idiot.

      “We haven’t finished with you, krasotka,” I murmur against her lips. I should feel like a cunt for manipulating her, but the way she kisses me tells me that ignorance truly is bliss.

      She unbuttons my shirt, hands exploring every inch of my chest before I stand, lifting her with me and carrying her over to the bed. I pull her dress down over her long, toned legs before stripping off my own clothes, carefully placing my trousers down so that the earrings don’t fall out of the pocket. I’m going to give her a night she’ll never forget, in more ways than one.
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        Vivian

      

      

      I lay back on my lounger on Roman’s yacht after rubbing tanning oil all over my body and sipping my mimosa. Gabriella Astor, also known as Brie, the daughter of an oil billionaire, and Amelia Rothschild, a low ranking British aristocrat, are on either side of me in teeny white bikinis while Henry Chadwick, the son of a media tycoon, and Spencer Radcliffe, a trust fund frat boy, do shots, shirtless, blasting out some crappy rap music. I roll my eyes and let out a soft sigh as I try to get comfortable again. My yellow one-piece with cut out sides is creeping further and further up my arse every time I so much as breathe. Roman Huntington, the owner of the yacht and the son of a Lord, is the odd one out, reading a book while he sits in the shade, still managing to look like an Instagram model. This should be the life, this should be perfection, but it’s not. It’s all hollow. Nothing is real. Not Gabriella’s tits. Not Henry’s smile. Not me.

      We’re heading to a small island off the coast of Greece where the young and rich go every summer to stay. The Cipriani is an exclusive hotel that owns the entire private island. Membership is required and you’re more than welcome to dock your yacht. Don’t even ask about the price tag because money means nothing here. Spending the next six weeks with this lot was going to be hard, but the pay-off will be worth it. They have something I want and I’m known to be very determined.

      “Vivian, is your father back from Japan yet?” Gabriella asks casually as she turns over on her lounger. Her long blonde hair is perfectly bleached and cut. She doesn’t have a strand out of place even though she’s been laying on her back for the last thirty minutes. I hate her. She’s the stereotypical spoiled rich brat, always wanting more, always demanding everything with the stomp of a foot and a snap of her fingers. She glances at me from under the rim of her sunhat, icy blue eyes roaming over every inch of me, cataloguing all my faults and flaws.

      I resist the urge to snort at her question as I adjust my designer sunglasses. “No, his business trip has been delayed. Apparently, the Tokyo branch is an utter mess. He thinks he may be there for another six months at least.”

      I pretend to be exasperated, exaggerating my annoyance. It’s lies. All lies. Fuck knows where my father has run off to.

      “Shame,” she titters as she sips champagne, her long pink nails clinking against the glass.

      I know she has a crush on my father. She has this sick fantasy where she imagines herself married to David St. Clare, a billionaire CEO with ties to the royal family. If only she knew the truth. Besides, my dad isn’t the type to like them young and spoilt. He wants them older and desperate, begging to keep him as they bend over backwards for him. He has more issues than Vogue.

      “Will you miss him?” Amelia asks softly from my other side. She’s one of the sweetest girls I’ve ever met. I have this urge to protect her every time Gabriella makes one of her poisonous barbs, but Amelia needs to learn to defend herself. I won’t always be there to protect her. Her big brown eyes watch me carefully and she reminds me of a puppy, her dark curls almost like spaniel ears, and I want to scoop her up and tell her it’ll all be okay. But it won’t. Revenge isn’t kind to anyone.

      I shrug in reply. How can you miss someone who is never there? Feeling eyes on me, I turn to see Roman watching me carefully. His black shaggy hair curls slightly, and his striking blue eyes and athletic body make him look like every teenager’s wet dream.

      “Enjoying the show?” I wink at him, shimmying my boobs, and he flashes one of his cheeky grins in my direction. Why haven’t we ever hooked up? He’s gorgeous. And smart. But none of that really matters now. It would never work.

      “Meh, you’re not my type. Now Henry, on the other hand . . .” he says, licking his lips and making goo-goo eyes. Roman isn’t gay, but I had heard a rumour he was bisexual, not that any of that matters. Why does it affect me who he shares his bed with? However, Henry is a horrible homophobe and Roman delights in tormenting him. How can he still be so narrow minded in 2019?

      “Mate, fuck off!” Henry shouts from where he’s playing Beer Pong with Spencer. “I told you, I don’t do bum stuff!”

      He’s another entitled rich kid who needs a good lesson in humility. But he’ll get what he deserves. His white blonde hair, good looks, and flashy car won’t save him. Neither will daddy’s lawyers.

      “Don’t be so uptight,” Spencer grumbles as he takes aim and the Ping-Pong ball misses. He’s another model in the making with gentle green eyes and a dimple when he smiles.

      “Land ahoy!” Roman’s Captain calls through the speaker system and I get up, stretching.

      I walk across the deck and hold on to the rail, watching as the green speck on the horizon grows. The island is gorgeous, all golden sand beaches, rocky coves, and luscious emerald and jade greenery. The hotel is tucked away on one end, with a main building, several pools, and then cabins for privacy. I always request the Luna Cabin. It’s a beautiful little hut in the ocean on stilts, where I can sit and dip my toes in the sea as I watch the stars. It’s not that I have anything against staying in the main hotel building, but there’s something soothing about being alone. It reminds me that I am not the same as the others. I’m not who they think I am.

      Roman stands behind me, dwarfing my tiny frame with his six-foot three height. He smells like coconut tanning oil and lime as I lean back into him. He wraps some of my golden hair around his fingers before letting it drop, resting his hand comfortably on my waist as he leans down and whispers, “Showtime.”
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        Lucas

      

      

      It’s been a month since my Russian adventure and all I’ve had from Hawkeye90 is one short email that read:

      
        
        The Cipriani, Greece

        Six Weeks

        Gabriella Astor

      

      

      He must have pulled some serious strings to get me into The Cipriani. It’s an exclusive hotel that’s virtually impossible to book into if you have less than two million in your bank account. Of course, I recognize the name Astor. Ruben Astor is one of the biggest oil and gas barons in the world. A quick search on Instagram and Facebook shows me that Gabriella is the only daughter of Ruben and Quinn, his swimsuit model wife twenty years his junior. Six weeks holidaying on a private island with the richest people on the planet? Count me in.

      My research shows that little Gabriella darling likes to travel with lots of sparkly things, diamonds, pearls, and rubies galore. Including a recent purchase made at a New York jewelry auction, an impressive blue diamond ring set in a platinum band, estimated worth of around two hundred thousand pounds. That must be what caught Hawkeye’s attention because it certainly has mine. That is a collector’s item and she’s been spotted wearing it out and about like it’s costume jewelry. Now, if Hawkeye90 only takes his usual twenty percent cut, then that leaves me with a hundred and sixty thousand to play with. Not to mention whatever else I can get my hands on. These people are worth billions. A couple of hundred thousand isn’t even going to make a dent in their lives.

      With Hawkeye’s help, I carefully construct a new identity. James Wickham, a newly rich tech genius who wants to unwind after making millions on his new dating app that specializes in catering to businessmen, the wealthy, and the unique. We always stick as close to my actual knowledge base as possible. It avoids slip-ups and stupid mistakes that way. I’ll be ‘New Money’ which will repulse some and intrigue others, but I’ll work it either way. I scroll through Gabriella’s social media feeds and see that she’ll be arriving at The Cipriani today with Vivian St. Clare and Amelia Rothschild, more rich socialite heiresses without a braincell between them. A photo of the three of them by the pool with drinks in hand, sunshine and big smiles, makes me smirk. It’s going to be like shooting fish in a barrel.

      I scroll to the next image and pause. It’s a selfie. There’s something about the way the woman in the yellow swimsuit smiles. It doesn’t quite reach her eyes. Vivian St. Clare has secrets. I’d know that look anywhere. She’s hiding something. And now I’m intrigued.

      I pack my bags, carefully selecting the pieces that suit my character for this job. White cotton linen, crisp Armani shirts, Louis Vuitton t-shirts, Prada swimming trunks, and anything else I can think of that screams money while also keeping me from sweating my balls off. These people can sniff out a knock-off like bloodhounds, but that’s why I always make sure to stay up to date with the latest trends. It’s boring but necessary to stay on top of my scams.

      Bag packed, sunglasses on, CV successfully faked, and social media screaming my praises, I head out, ready to climb into the helicopter. It’s not mine, it’s a rental, but there are no commercial flights or boats to the island. Even your entrance is a statement.

      Everything I’ve read about Gabriella Astor tells me she’s a spoilt princess, which means she may not be as easy as my typical lonely housewives. I guess that’s why Hawkeye is recommending six weeks to woo her, seduce her, make her bare her very soul to me before I take everything she has, including her dignity. That ought to knock her down a peg or two.

      The helicopter takes off smoothly and I lean back into the plush leather seats, planning out my strategy. First I’ll ignore her, then I’ll be everywhere she is. She won’t be able to get me out of her mind. I’ll be genuine and honest. Rich girls like that after all the fuckboys are done playing with them. It makes them confused. Then when she’s ready to be seduced, I’ll take it slowly. A stolen kiss, a lingering look, a cheeky grope. She will beg me for more. She’ll offer up everything she has and I’ll hesitate, making her all the more desperate. Rich girls are always the same, just like rich wives and rich spinsters. There’s always a strategy that works. There isn’t anything I haven’t seen or been able to handle, I’ve been around this block more than once.

      The flight takes barely any time at all and before I know it, we’re landing on the helipad near the main hotel building. It was a job digging up information on the hotel itself. They highly value privacy and they didn’t want to attract the wrong sort of clientele. From what I understand, there is the main building, which is where I am and then several private cabins around the island. Gabriella Astor seems like the type who wants to be near the bar, the pool, and all the action, so my money is on the fact she stays in the main part of the hotel.

      I quickly check in and wait in the hotel lobby with a book and a drink. It’s some cheesy romance, but it’s always a conversation starter if I need it.

      I hear Gabriella before I see her. She’s exactly as her pictures promised, dyed blonde hair, a figure that’s all fake breasts and ass implants, and a glare that could melt the ice in my whiskey.

      She’s loud, shouting at some concierge for dropping her case. “You useless oaf! That’s Gucci. GUCCI!”

      The boys in the group with her laugh and head to the check-in desk, ignoring her little tantrum. A pretty girl with dark hair who I recognize as Amelia Rothschild stands awkwardly with her handbag, looking behind them at someone with pleading eyes.

      “Brie, it’s last season. And don’t shout, you’re making a scene,” a calm voice chides. I feel the corners of my mouth lift when Vivian St. Clare steps forward, rolling her eyes when the bottle blonde can’t see her.

      She smiles sweetly at Amelia and ushers her forward to the desk. Gabriella huffs and also storms up to check-in. The second all eyes are off her, Vivian’s smile slips. Her eyes are calculating. I don’t know what game she’s playing, but when I figure it out, I’ll own her. Favors are always a useful currency.
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        Vivian

      

      

      Checking in is always stressful with Gabriella. She never, and I mean never, likes the first room they give her. After three room changes and a complimentary bottle of Dom Perignon, she’s finally satisfied. Which means Amelia and I can leave and get settled into our rooms. Amelia is next door to Gabriella, so I give her a quick hug and make my way down to the beach, where my cabin is waiting. The same guy is still sitting in the hotel reception, just watching. I don’t know why but there’s something off about him. He’s attractive with dirty blonde hair, dark brown eyes, and broad shoulders. But he knows it. Every move he makes seems calculated, pre-planned. Even down to the book he’s holding, a current romance bestseller. It all feels staged. Anyone who is stupid enough to fall into this playboy’s trap is a fool and deserves everything they get. He’s nothing but trouble. His gaze meets mine and we hold it, openly examining each other before he sits back, breaking the eye contact with a smirk, rubbing a thumb against his bottom lip. Am I supposed to tremble? Feel butterflies? Because I don’t. Instead, I feel curiosity. What is he up to? I brush it off and carry on. The Luna Cabin is waiting for me. I don’t need any distractions. I’m here for information and once I get that, I’ll be gone.

      Luna Cabin is exactly how I remember it from last year, soft white bed sheets, navy and gold furnishings, and a sky light that shows off the beautiful sky right above the bed. It’s the perfect lover’s hideaway, except it’s just me. I unpack my bags and kick off my sandals before heading out of the back doors. There’s a balcony area, except it’s over the water. I sit and dip my toes in the warm sea, tilting my face up towards the sun. I wish life was this simple. This easy. But it’s not.

      My father has run away to god knows where, leaving me alone. My mother died during childbirth and there are no other St. Clares left. I am the last. He’s always been like this, for as long as I can remember. It’s all about David. Fuck poor little Vivian, she’s a fighter, she can take care of herself. The only thing he’s ever given me is money, and even then, it was tightly controlled. I may be from a rich family, but I don’t have thousands at my fingertips. Instead I have a credit card that I pay off with my modelling work. I don’t want to keep selling my face and my body just to cover my expenses. I need to protect myself, and to do that, I need leverage. I need information. Money isn’t everything, but it helps. The people at this resort are a goldmine of information. All it takes is a little bit of gentle digging.

      My phone beeps. It’s Roman with the plans for dinner. We’re going to eat out on the veranda at the hotel restaurant. The menu is all fresh and to order, meaning you can ask for virtually anything and it will be exquisite. I smile at the winking emojis he’s sent along with the message, Dress to impress, can’t have your ugly arse embarrassing us. He likes to wind me up because of the modelling, calling me the ugly duckling of the group and joking that if I can model, anyone can. The difference between him and Gabriella is that I know he’s kidding, and if I told him he’d upset me, he’d apologize in a heartbeat and never do it again. Roman is different like that. Our friendship group seems to toe a very thin line between friends and enemies, but it’s the way we were raised by our cutthroat families. The friends you have today can be your competitors in business, romance, or any other achievement in the blink of an eye, and we’re all so afraid of losing. The banter and jokes always have an edge to them, and it’s learning how to read them that keeps your head above water or cuts your throat. I never forget that lesson. It’s a shame my father didn’t keep that in mind.

      I shower and change into a backless black halter dress that ties in a bow at my neck and has a split that comes all the way up my thigh. I pair it with a simple gold arm cuff and gold sandals. I know Gabriella will go all out. Eating in The Cipriani is like her own personal catwalk, and even Amelia will be wearing the latest fashion, but I prefer to dress for me and keep it simple. If I look good, people tend to turn a blind eye to the fact that my dress isn’t from the latest season. I pin my hair up messily. It’s too warm to worry about styling it perfectly and to be honest, I’m tired. I would try to bow out of tonight’s dinner, but it’s tradition. We need to be seen. We need to let everyone know we’ve arrived. I exhale slowly. This is the last time I’ll be doing this. I won’t be here next year. I’ll be free.
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      It’s a good thing Vivian isn’t my mark because otherwise I’d be in trouble. In the hotel reception, she sized me up before deciding I was a risk and  walked away. She walked away. No one ever walks away from me. The smile or the smirk normally reels them in, but she had just arched an eyebrow and looked at me like I was a puzzle for a second before deciding I obviously wasn’t worth the hassle and leaving. If I wasn’t here on a job, I might go after that tantalizing challenge, but I was. Hawkeye90 wanted his twenty percent and I wanted that blue diamond ring. Focus, Lucas, focus.

      I finally make my way to my hotel room, which is huge and very plush. It has an almost Greek feel to it with soft blues and whites throughout the suite. My room was paid for thanks to my Russian job, but my bank balance has taken a huge hit. The end result would be worth it if everything went to plan.

      My phone pings and it’s an email from the man himself.

      

      
        
        Dinner on the veranda at 7.

        Don’t be late.

      

      

      

      He’s usually more verbose with his emails, which makes me think this job is personal. He is drip-feeding me information and it makes me a little wary. If his judgment is going to be clouded because he’s too close to the situation, then I need to make a few assessments myself. I need a back-up plan. I lay on the bed and look a little closer into Vivian St. Clare while I waste an hour or so. She’s the only child of David St. Clare, a CEO who seems to be distantly related to the Mountbatten family. Essentially, she’s some sort of royalty, but so far down the pecking order that the St. Clare family had to make money in other ways. A trashy, click-bait type blog article catches my attention. Where is David St. Clare? is the title and a quick read through tells me that daddy dearest hasn’t been doing his business in Britain for a few months now. People are beginning to speculate, some saying he’s with his other business in Japan and others wonder if something more suspicious is going on. I make a mental note to have a closer look when I have free time. Maybe a few hacker friends of mine may have some answers. I send out a few emails. It couldn’t hurt to ask around. As a scam artist, I’ve made a few friends who can find out anything you want to know, but whether it’s legal is another thing. It’s always handy to have information. It’s practically as valuable as money these days. I check my watch. It’s almost time for dinner and I still need to change.

      It’s too hot for a traditional suit, so I settle for a half cotton, half linen blend in navy with a cornflower blue shirt and a navy pocket square. I look like money and I’m not ashamed to say that I’m proud of that. I’m not picking pockets to buy food anymore.

      I arrive ten minutes early so I can get a look at the veranda, it’s a large open eating area with canopies strung with lights and hurricane vases everywhere filled with golden sand and candles. It looks out onto the ocean and everything is basked in orange as the sun begins to set. Everything about this whole damn resort is romantic, and if I can’t get Gabriella to fall for me here, then there’s something wrong with the woman. I head to the bar and order a whiskey on the rocks, then I take a seat in an area with sofas and lanterns strung up above my head. I sit and watch. A few women smile at me, flirting, and a few men eye me up cautiously. It’s like judgment day here, everyone weighing in as they walk past me, my appearance and my clothes up for critique while they all try to work out who I am. Luckily, I sent out a few rumours on social media, so word should spread quite quickly on my new identity and how I’m here all alone.

      Seven o’clock rolls by and there’s still no sign of the group Gabriella is with; I check my watch again. Why do rich people have no regard for the time? Not that they even knew I was waiting for them, but why did Hawkeye send me here at seven if no one else was going to be here? I down the rest of my drink in agitation, not something I usually do while I’m working.

      “It is not my fault, Viv. Amelia startled me.” I hear Gabriella’s voice carry on in the breeze.

      Vivian sounds dubious as she asks, “So you poured wine on her?”

      I hear male voices snigger as three men walk past me, all in linen suits. They sit at a table near the veranda rail and begin ordering drinks.

      “I jumped and knocked the glass!” Gabriella protests as she sashays by, gold dress clinging to every plastic curve and dip of her body and stops mid-thigh. Nothing is left to the imagination.

      “Because she was wearing the same dress as you?” Vivian questions sarcastically. I can hear the disbelief in the tone of her voice.

      “I wasn’t expecting it . . .” I can hear the pout even though I can’t see her face. “I didn’t do it deliberately, Amelia, sweetie. You know that, don’t you?”

      Amelia shuffles to the table next, head bowed down and hands clutching her bag. She’s wearing a soft pink dress that falls to her knees and while it looks nice, I feel like her wearing the gold dress would have been a statement. She’s trying to break out of her shell, but Gabriella keeps pushing her down at every opportunity.

      Next comes Vivian, and I smell her before I see her. Is that strange? The scent of cherry blossoms seems to linger in the air right before she strides by. Her back is completely exposed and I can’t help but look at the tanned skin. There’s not a bikini line in sight. She sunbathes naked and now I’m picturing it when I shouldn’t. Her golden wavy hair is piled up on her head and I want nothing more than to watch it tumble down her back in our reflection as I fuck her opposite a mirror. I order another drink from a passing waiter. I’m in deep shit if I can’t focus.

      “It’s okay, Viv,” Amelia’s meek voice comes as they all sit and order drinks.

      The glare Vivian gives Gabriella makes me bite on my lip before looking away. That girl is all anger and hate bundled up in a model package. She might just be my kind of crazy.
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      We haven’t even been here twenty-four hours and Gabriella is up to her usual shit. Heaven forbid Amelia actually look nicer than her. I bite my tongue as we order drinks, Amelia’s sad eyes pleading with me just to leave it. The oddball from the lobby is sitting on the sofas near the bar, alone again, and I feel like his eyes are glued to me as I accept my cocktail with a smile. Roman, Henry, and Spencer have sat on one side of the table while Amelia and Gabriella are with me on the other.

      I’m not the only one who’s noticed him as Gabriella leans in and whispers, “Isn’t that James Wickham? I saw on Twitter that he’d be here.”

      Wickham. The name sounds familiar, I think as I sip my drink quietly. Where have I heard it before?

      “Who the fuck is James Wickham?” Roman says, taking a swig of his beer and looking over at the guy with curiosity. He’s wearing a cream shirt and cream linen trousers, hardly dressed up for someone who told me to dress to impress.

      Gabriella shrugs, “I don’t know, I just saw it trending . . .”

      Of course, she did. She’s like a radar for anything that’s trending or hot right now. She takes out her phone and begins taking selfies for her social media.

      “Is he a celebrity?” Henry asks, like it’s a dirty word. Money is money, unless you actually earned it, which is ironic considering his father and grandfather had to work for their billions while Henry just spends it.

      “No, he has a start-up. A dating app,” Spencer chips in, his phone in his hand. It’s amazing what you can find out about a person in seconds thanks to the internet.

      “Do you think he’s single?” Amelia asks. “I mean, if he has a dating app . . . it’s strange if he’s single, right?”

      Gabriella laughs. “How much is he worth, Spence?”

      “Always obsessed with the numbers, Brie.” Spencer grins. “His company just received fifteen million in venture investments.”

      “For a dating app?” I say. There’s something about him that doesn’t seem right.

      “Hey, us horny old businessmen are desperate okay.” Roman winks as his foot touches mine under the table.

      I say nothing as Gabriella suggests we invite him to join us, because there’s nothing I can say. Having a bad feeling isn’t exactly a good excuse to ignore a rich up-and-coming, especially when Gabriella is grinning like the cat who got the cream. We all watch as she sways over to where he’s  sitting and asks him to join us. I roll my eyes as she leans in to talk to him, cleavage right in his face. Roman catches my eye and chuckles. We all know what she’s like when she sees something new and shiny. He would be following her around like a puppy in love for the next six weeks or until she grew bored of him. At least, that’s normally how it would go down. This guy is giving me a different vibe. He’s dangerous and I don’t know why.

      He joins us, pulling up a chair beside me, our arms brushing as he gets settled in and introduced to everyone.

      “James Wickham,” he says, voice smooth as he shakes hands with Roman, then Henry and Spencer.

      “Mr. Wickham,” I say as he shakes my hand next, amused. It’s finally hit me. He shares his name with Jane Austen’s bad boy Wickham, out to rob any unsuspecting woman he can. I wonder if that’s his game. Is that why he created the dating app? But then, by all accounts he has his own money. But then . . . by all accounts, so do I.

      His eyes glint as he lets my hand drop, it’s like he’s daring me to call him out, but the words seem lodged in my throat. He kisses Gabriella’s hand like some sort of gentleman and then does the same for Amelia. They’re charmed instantly and it’s like watching a filter slide into place. James Wickham is the current interest, and nothing will dissuade them otherwise.

      The food arrives and is beautiful as always. Henry talks about his latest conquests while Gabriella gives us the latest gossip. James even pitches in with some funny business tales about securing funding and touchy-feely investors’ wives. It’s a pleasant evening all around and for a moment, I wish it was real.

      Needing some air, I excuse myself and go to the bar to order the next round of drinks instead of grabbing a passing waitress. I rest on the granite bar top, the stone cool against my clammy skin. I feel him behind me before he even opens his mouth.

      “You should guard your face more,” he murmurs, leaning so that his lips brush against my earlobe. James Wickham is getting under my skin and I haven’t even been here a full twenty-four hours yet.

      I pull away reluctantly. I’m intrigued, but the alarm bells are just too loud. “Excuse me?”

      “When you’re not directly in front of them, the mask you wear drops.” His mouth tugs up into a smirk. “But there are always others watching.”

      I straighten. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      There’s something about him that keeps drawing me in, but I don’t want to be a fly caught in his web. I saw the way his eyes lit up when he examined Gabriella, in particular the fat ruby she wore around her neck. He was up to something, and as long as he stayed out of my way, I didn’t care what his ploy was. I can feel the others watching us now from the table, and the way James has taken a step back tells me he’s aware of it too.

      There’s a deep chuckle. “Yes, you do.”
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      I don’t know why I came to the bar. I don’t know what I’m doing as I watch that mask slide right back into place. She’ll be on guard around me now. Fuck. Gabriella ‘Call me Brie’ calls out my name and asks me to get her another cocktail. I nod and smile. She was already boring me. We carry drinks back to the table without saying another word to each other. As we’re placing them down, Vivian stays standing.

      “I think I got too much sun today. I’m just going to go back to my room.” She offers them a small smile, but Brie barely bats an eye and Henry doesn’t look up from his phone. Amelia gives her a concerned look which Vivian waves away and Spencer keeps his eyes glued to Henry. That was an unrequited crush if I ever saw one.

      “I’ll walk you back,” Roman offers and she nods.

      I say nothing. She was running away. I didn’t have her pegged as a coward, but it suited me better anyway. I had work to do.

      “Roman, always a gentleman.” Gabriella laughs and I feel like she’s being sarcastic.

      “It seems like he has a soft spot for Vivian,” I observe.

      “Roman doesn’t like to be tied down. One is never enough, at least . . . that’s what I’ve heard.” Brie giggles, the drinks finally hitting her as we all move from the dining tables over to the sofas.

      “Yeah, one of each!” Henry scoffs, finally joining in the conversation.

      “And what’s wrong with that?” Spencer asks.

      I raise a brow as I watch Spencer’s heart being crumpled in front of us. Christ, it was like some cheesy television programme. Is this really how the other half lives? Besides, I was of the ‘don’t knock it until you’ve tried it’ mentality, and I have tried it all. There’s something about seeing people for who they really are that just leaves gender to fall to the wayside. It’s all about what you can get, whether it be pleasure, security, money, or comfort. I chose wives and rich princesses simply because they were the easier targets and I’m all about the easiest route to the bank. That doesn’t mean I don’t have a few investment bankers and closeted celebrities in my history.

      Henry plonks his beer bottle down on the table with a thud. “Don’t start, Radcliffe. You know my thoughts on Roman’s tastes.”

      Deciding it was time to intervene, I say, “If he’s after Vivian, his tastes aren’t that bad.” I chuckle.

      “Vivian is oblivious,” Amelia whispers. “She doesn’t realise that she’s the only girl he looks at like that.”

      Tilting my head at the group of entitled rich people in front of me, I ask, “And no one has pointed it out to her?”

      Amelia looks embarrassed by my question while Brie looks at me like I’m crazy.

      “Why would we?” Brie asks as she nestles into my side, suggestively pushing her tits together as she cuddles into me.

      Of course. Why risk Vivian St. Clare and Roman Huntington becoming the new  powerhouse couple. Lord and Lady Huntington had a nice ring to it. Shame they were surrounded by vipers who would rather see them miserable. Well, it was none of my business.

      I lean in and ask Brie some questions about herself. She’s half cut and the woman’s hobby is talking about herself, so I just let her chatter on. Slowly, the others fade away. Amelia heads to bed while Henry chases after a petite brunette who sits on the sofas next to us. Spencer, after giving the girl a filthy look, wanders off, finally leaving me alone with Gabriella Astor.

      “Let’s go upstairs,” Brie slurs, trying to give me a sexy smile. “Do you want to see my room?”

      A slow grin spreads across my face as I offer her my hand. I thought she’d never ask.

      Brie is almost asleep against me in the elevator, her long eyelashes fluttering as she struggles with the drink and the fact that it’s almost two a.m. I guide her to her room. She gave me the room key down by the bar and I get us both inside with minimal fuss. I lay her down on the bed, barely having time to brush the hair away from her face before she lets out a soft snore. I remove her shoes and place them on the floor. She’ll think I was a complete gentleman in the morning when she wakes and finds herself still dressed and a glass of water by her bedside with a note.

      I quickly look around the room. Stupid girl had been so desperate to look the best this evening that she hadn’t bothered unpacking properly or placing anything into the safe. I find a hard case and try the lock, not surprised to find it open. Gabriella really did have more money than sense.

      There are several velvet boxes packaged inside the padded interior. Choosing one at random, I grab it and open it. A sapphire and diamond bracelet glints back at me, the blues reminding me of the ocean just outside the window. The next box reveals a ruby ring, matching the necklace she was wearing this evening. It looks like Gabriella brought a ruby collection with her, and that alone will fetch a pretty penny. A murmur from the bed has me putting everything back as I found it. Now was not the right time to take what I wanted, even though it would have been all too easy. There were more treasures waiting.
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      It’s been two weeks of trying to avoid James like he’s contagious, but unfortunately for me, Brie is determined to make him her little pet. It’s not that I don’t like him, it’s that I don’t trust myself around him. He sees too much. He’s too intense. The way he watches me makes my skin burn and I can’t think clearly when he’s around me. It’s like being torn between feeling safe with Roman and in danger with James. I want both and it’s messing with my head.

      Today we’re down on the beach, playing volleyball and drinking daiquiris like we all have no livers. I’m on a team with Roman and Spencer while Henry is with James and Amelia, and Brie is cheering on from the side in her little denim shorts and sequined bikini top. It keeps catching my eye, glinting in the sunshine, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think it was a distraction technique.

      We’re easily winning, something that rankles James as he watches me carefully. He seems to think we’re playing a game, but I’m not playing anything with him. He is inconsequential, I keep reminding myself. I came here for information and slowly but surely things are beginning to fall into place. I’ve already been through Spencer’s phone, laptop, and his social media accounts. It wasn’t hard, not when everyone is relaxed and drunk. I simply ask to borrow a phone to make a call, or with the laptop, I needed to return some modelling contracts urgently. He was only too happy to oblige and the software I hid on his devices sent everything to my tablet. Amelia was also a piece of cake. She uses the same passwords for everything, and it wasn’t that hard to guess: BRIEISABITCH92. She always was the passive aggressive type. Henry and Brie were going to be the challenge and Roman . . . it feels wrong to spy on Roman for some reason. We had become closer in the last week, and every now and again I thought I caught him watching me with a strange expression, a hunger I hadn’t seen before. Between him and James, I was worried about being sucked into something I had no control over, and that didn’t work for me.

      Spencer lands the winning shot and the three of us cheer. Roman pulls me into a hug, swinging me as he laughs before planting a kiss on my lips as my feet land back on the sand. He quirks up a brow at my startled expression before pulling Spencer into our hug and giving him a big kiss too.

      “For fuck sake, Roman! Do you have to?” Henry shouts across the net as he throws his sunglasses on the ground in frustration. A homophobe and a sore loser.

      The three of us laugh and jump around, still a ball of limbs wrapped up in each other until we fall over. Amelia comes over and helps Spencer up while Roman pulls me on top of him. Henry has stormed off and James is busy being consoled by Brie, but I can feel his eyes on my back.

      “C’mon, let’s go for a swim,” I say, making to get up. Roman grabs my arm and holds me in place. I’m very aware of him as I sit straddling his hips. We’ve never been shy about touching each other, but this is different.

      “Viv, you know you can tell me anything, right?” he says softly as he tucks my hair back behind my ear.

      “There’s nothing to tell. I’m an open book,” I say calmly before standing and stripping off my t-shirt and shorts. I need a swim, even if he doesn’t. I need the cool water to knock some sense into me. What does Roman think he knows? Or is he just being a good friend?

      I wade into the sea up to my waist when I hear the others come in behind me. James is the first to reach me as the girls squeal about the cold and the boys try to throw each other in.

      “You seem to have a soft spot for Lord Huntington,” he murmurs as his steps fall into line with mine and we go deeper.

      “And you seem to be jealous.”

      “Jealousy is a waste of emotion,” he replies as we begin to swim. “I’m just intrigued. Will you push him away too?”

      “Have I been pushing you away? I wasn’t aware you were trying to get close to me, Mr. Wickham.” I nod towards Brie, who is watching us from the shallows, not wanting to get her hair wet.

      He laughs and the sound makes me pause. It seems genuine. “Stop making me sound like I’ve married your sister to steal your fortune.”

      “You know Austen?” I can’t keep the surprise from my voice.

      “With a name like mine, of course, I do. I’ve always had an interest in names,” he admits.

      I’m not sure why he’s sharing this with me. Why is he trying to be my friend? I say nothing but practise a few backstrokes before turning back over and doing a leisurely front crawl.

      “Poor destitute Saint Clare,” he smirks as we swim back towards the shore. “I mean, that’s where your name comes from, isn’t it?”

      “Is it? I wouldn’t know,” I say casually, my feet reaching the ground now.

      Of course, I know. The irony isn’t lost on me. Saint Clare, founder of the Order of The Poor Ladies. The life of poverty was one she chose, but I’m not so righteous. I’ll find out who my father’s accomplice was. I’ll discover which of my friends bankrupted my family, and then I’ll ruin them by taking everything they’ve got.

      We emerge from the water and wade back to the others. I’m aware of my red string bikini coming loose, so I pause to re-tie it at my hip. My skin feels like it’s on fire and I can’t work out if it’s because Roman and James are both staring at me or because I’ve caught the sun.

      Brie starts calling out to James, saying she needs his help to put sunscreen on her back. And as he drags his eyes away from my wet body to the tennis diamond cuff Brie is wearing at the beach, I gently remind him.

      “There are some things more valuable than diamonds and money, James. And if you want to survive the next five weeks with your secrets still intact, you should remember that.”

      “Wise words from the Queen of Secrets herself.” He winks before walking away and scooping up Brie in a wet embrace.
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      So, it looks like the ever-cool Vivian St. Clare is on to me. I don’t know how. But what I do know is, she isn’t trying to stop me. She seems to know I’m casing Gabriella’s impressive jewellery collection, and yet she hasn’t warned Brie about me. How do I know that? Because the girl is accosting me in the changing rooms, trying to get me to fuck her as the others head back up to the hotel to shower and get ready for dinner. Her hands are literally down my pants. Is that what you do to the person trying to rob you?

      I kiss her back, but I feel even more detached than usual for some reason. I go through the motions, tangling my hands in her hair as I press her up against the tiled wall. But there’s nothing there. I pin her hands above her head as I nip her bottom lip and dominate her thoughts. She moans beneath me and I take that as a sign to deepen the kiss, undoing the clasp on her bracelet before grabbing her wrists and bringing them around my neck. I hear the soft clink as it hits the floor, but then I’m listening out for it. It doesn’t thrill me the way I thought it would and soon Brie’s breathy groans are irritating me.

      I shift away gently, leaving her panting. Brushing my fingers through her hair, straightening her out, I whisper, “Come on, the others will be wondering where we are.”

      “Let them,” Brie pouts. “It’s been almost two weeks, James . . .” She grabs for the waistband of my trunks and I step back playfully, grinning at her. I take the opportunity to discreetly slide the bracelet across the floor under one of the benches with my foot as I dodge her grabby hands.

      Pulling her into me, I kiss the tip of her nose. “And what’s two weeks when we have a lifetime?”

      She seems to melt in my arms, while I’m resisting the urge to gag. Women are so predictable. No, not all women.

      Vivian.

      I thread my hand through Gabriella’s and we walk in the dusk light back to the complex. We say our goodbyes at the hotel reception and I exhale slowly, glad for the reprieve and the opportunity to shower. Alone. Hawkeye is definitely testing me with this one, and I’m not even sure if the pay-off is worth it. I may end up married to Brie Astor if I keep making stupid romantic comments.

      I dig out my laptop once I’ve scrubbed myself clean of Gabriella’s Chanel perfume. Laying across the bed, I check my emails to see if anyone has replied to my enquiry on the mysterious David St. Clare yet. Most are just rumours, conspiracy theories, but then I see one that seems to make perfect sense. Too much adds up for it to be just a rumour. From what my hacker friends understand of the situation, Daddy David is a thief. It looks like the stupid fucker was running a Ponzi scheme, and the best part— it hasn’t even been discovered by officials yet. Audits have only just begun following, which means that in a few weeks the St. Clare name will be dirt and Vivian will be up to her neck in shit. No wonder David has done a bunk already. He’s an embezzling fuck who’s been stealing from all the richest families in the UK. But then why is she here? Her friends will ruin her when they find out. Their necks may snap from switching alliances so fast. The second the news drops, she’s a goner. Friendship means nothing. Why does that bother me?

      I dress in another pair of navy linen trousers with a soft pink shirt this time, forgoing the jacket entirely. It’s too warm and I feel agitated tonight. Is it the fact that I haven’t fucked Brie yet? Is sexual frustration driving me crazy, I wonder as I walk down to the veranda? Vivian is standing next to Roman by the bar, wearing a short, floaty, white dress that’s virtually see-through. I can make out the lace pattern on her pale-yellow underwear, it’s that sheer. As Roman touches her arm, it finally hits me. Brie isn’t my problem. Vivian is. It’s like she’s under my skin. I want her.

      “Evening,” I say coolly, interrupting whatever conversation they’re having. Roman watches me with an interested look. I’m not sure if he wants me or if he wants to know what my intentions are. Either way, it doesn’t matter. Vivian meets my gaze dead on, always like she’s trying to push my buttons. I smirk and let my eyes roam over her figure, getting a sense of satisfaction when she blushes. So, the Ice Queen isn’t entirely immune to me after all.

      “You seem nervous,” I comment softly as she takes a sip from her glass.

      “Why would you make me nervous?” She tosses back her golden tresses and laughs haughtily. For some reason, I fucking love it. I also know she’s lying.

      I take a step closer to her and the thrill that shoots through me as she stumbles back is intoxicating. Roman moves forward and I can smell coconut lingering in the air. Seconds later, I feel the warmth of his hand through my shirt as he places his palm against my back and leans in between the two of us.

      His blue eyes are twinkling like the sapphires in Gabriella’s collection as he whispers, “You two either need to fuck or fight because this tension is killing me, and as long as I get to watch, I’m happy either way.”

      “What?” Vivian sputters quietly, her pink blush now a tomato red.

      Roman curses as I hear a familiar shrill voice calling my name. “Shit, Brie is coming. We’ll have to finish this conversation later.”

      He smiles like he hasn’t just suggested a private show as he leads Vivian to the table.
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      I swear, everyone has heat stroke tonight. That or they are just plain delusional. I sit opposite James and Gabriella, Roman on one side and Amelia on the other. Henry looks grumpy as he sits opposite Amelia, and Spencer is by the bar, chatting with a young waiter. A very cute, young waiter.

      “Why do you look like someone has pissed on your chips, Henry?” Roman chuckles as he sits back in his seat and places a hand on my thigh. I wouldn’t have batted an eyelid if he’d done this yesterday, but five minutes ago he said he wanted to watch James have sex with me. That changed things, but I still couldn’t bring myself to move away from him.

      “Nothing. I’m starving. Someone should go and get Spencer or we’ll order without him,” he spits, crossing his arms. His beer remains untouched on the table as his frown grows deeper.

      “Aww, leave him be,” Amelia says softly. “It’s nice that he’s met someone instead of hiding in your shadow all the time.”

      “Jesus, Amelia. Make Henry out to be the bad guy, why don’t you,” Brie snaps. She fiddles with the straw in her drink while rolling her eyes. “Maybe Spencer should keep it in his pants and just focus on his friends for a change.”

      “What a hypocrite,” Amelia mumbles as she plays with her nails.

      “What did you say?” Brie demands, slapping a hand on the table and glaring at Amelia.

      That’s it, I can’t bite my tongue. Why is she always the nastiest to Amelia, who wouldn’t say boo to a fucking ghost?

      “She called you a hypocrite, Gabriella,” I drawl, bored of Brie’s nastiness. “Since you are sitting next to your latest man meat and there’s clearly going to be a fucking barbeque.”

      “What the fuck, Viv?” Roman is laughing so hard, he’s shaking me with him. “Man meat?”

      Pointing one of her stupid plastic nails at me, Brie’s face is turning red as she hisses, “You think you’re so fucking special, Vivian. But you’re nothing!”

      I’m tired of her mean girl shit. James raises an eyebrow at me, waiting to see how I’ll react, while Roman is now squeezing my thigh as he laughs. It looks like no one is going to defend me, not that I need them to, so as per usual, I’ll handle shit myself.

      I shrug. “Well, your boyfriend clearly disagrees given the way his eyes haven’t left me since we got here.”

      I wink at James, making it so exaggerated it’s almost theatrical, but it has the desired effect. Gabriella goes to lunge across the table for me, but he lays a hand on her arm and she stills.

      “I think this is getting out of hand. Everyone just needs to calm down.” James’s voice is even as he sits, watching. Calculating. Everything is a strategy to him and he’s working on his next play.

      A laughing noise interrupts the brewing argument and we all look to where Spencer and the waiter are huddled up together. The waiter touches Spencer’s cheek and the next thing I know, Henry has stormed over to them. We all watch, opened mouthed, as he grabs Spencer by the wrist and pulls the bewildered man through the restaurant behind him. Roman cheers and wolf whistles as Amelia applauds, but Henry only sticks his middle finger up in response as they leave. Well . . . I didn’t see that coming.

      “I’m sorry for what I said. Amelia, Viv, you guys know I didn’t mean it, right?” Brie sighs, batting her eyelashes like an injured puppy and under the table I clench my fists. She’s so false, it’s making my teeth hurt with her sugary sweetness. Roman’s hand engulfs my own and I exhale, giving him a small smile.

      “She knows, Brie. Besides, we’re going back to her cabin to get naked, so no one is fussed about your barbeque,” Roman jokes, except . . . he isn’t joking. He weaves his fingers through mine and we leave with Brie saying nothing while Amelia waves us off. It’s James that makes me pause, the dark look in his eyes confusing me as he tilts his head at us. Is he angry? Is he amused? Why is he so impossible to get a read on? And why do I care?

      “What the hell is going on tonight?” I say as we get closer to the Luna Cabin.

      “How can you be so wrapped up in your own head all the time, Viv,” Roman chuckles.

      I put my key in the door and pause. I can feel him right behind me, warmth coming off him in waves, and my breathing hitches ever so slightly.

      “Are you afraid of letting me in?” Roman whispers.

      “I don’t even know what’s happening,” I admit. My voice shaky.

      “Nothing,” he says, hand resting on my hip. “Not yet.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, for starters, James isn’t here. It’s a bit mean to start without him.” It sounds like he’s teasing me, but I don’t think he is. “And secondly, whatever happens between us is going to be because you want it to. Understand?”

      I turn as he moves forward so that I’m pressed up against my door. This can’t happen, because if it does, there will be no going back. And if Roman . . . if Roman is the one hiding my father, then I don’t know what I’ll do.
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      Gabriella is sitting next to me fuming in her seat, the anger rolling off her in waves as Amelia leaves. I’m thinking about making my excuses too, but her hand is clamped on my arm like a vice. It seems I must play the dutiful suitor role for a little while longer.

      “How dare she speak to me like that?” she seethes as she throws back her drink. “She has no idea what I’ve done for her family.”

      My ears prick up. What did Gabriella Astor do for the St. Clare family? Was she involved in Daddy David’s shady business? I make sympathetic noises and order her another drink, with a double measure this time. Maybe this won’t be a waste of time after all.

      “I mean, I finally have something good and she just wants to ruin it all.” She takes a large gulp, making a sour face before taking another swig. “She always wants what I have. It’s not my fault her father always showed me more affection. Y’know?”

      I almost flinch as her hand moves from my arm to my leg. I force myself to stay and nod to the waitress, ordering more drinks. Even she looks like she’s pitying me. Why the fuck did I get trapped here? I should be . . . I should be in Luna Cabin fucking Vivian with Roman. Instead, I’m watching my mark get progressively more pissed and touchy-feely.

      She’s leaning into me now, mouth drawn together in a tight line as she frowns. “Of course, I had to help him. It’s not like he could go to her. She’d never understand. So stuck up. So fucking pious.”

      Bingo. So kind-hearted Brie helped David flee to Tokyo or wherever the fuck he was. Did she know about the Ponzi scheme? Did Viv? Just what did Saint Gabriella do?

      “James, you know I’m right.” She reaches up and strokes my cheek. “You think I’m right too, don’t you? She’s just an ungrateful bitch.”

      Her rant descends into angry mumbling with the occasional word that I can actually understand. After a few moments, I’m nudging her.

      “Mmmm hmmmm. I think it’s time we head upstairs,” I say, helping her to her feet. She needs to go to sleep and wake up less fucking irritating.

      “Yes. You. Me. Bed. Now.” She giggles and sways before striding off in the direction of the elevator.

      I follow behind, once again guiding her into her room safely. She manages to strip all her clothes off this time before passing out. When I go through her things, I know what I’m looking for. No more playing around. I want that fucking blue diamond ring. I find it at the bottom of a silver aluminium case, still unlocked. How can this woman be so careless? I pocket a few smaller pieces from the jewellery box on her dresser too while I’m here. I’m angry. I’m angry and I want to get back at this spiteful princess.

      Her phone vibrates from inside her tiny gold clutch bag and I grin. Revenge requires proof. Brie mumbles in her sleep and rolls over, her naked arse in the air as she snores away. I grab the clutch and practically run out of the room. I need to get to Luna Cabin right now.

      The cool breeze and the night air calm my temper a little. Why am I even angry? Because Brie had something to do with David’s disappearance? Because Vivian is hiding things and I know Gabriella is at the centre of it? Or because I was cock-blocked by my current mark? I don’t know what the hell is happening anymore. This isn’t like me, none of it is. And I haven’t heard anything more from Hawkeye, which makes me antsy. I feel like I’m being played but I just haven’t figured it out yet. I have the blue diamond ring and now I want the girl. I ignore the small voice in the back of my head whispering, But the bad guy never gets the girl.

      I reach the cabin and it’s in complete darkness. Have they gone to bed already? No, they  couldn’t have. Have they gone to his room after all? I stand and think about what I’m going to do next, fingers digging into the satin fabric of the stupid purse I’ve carried all the way here like some symbolic offering.

      “She’s gone to sleep,” a voice calls out in the darkness and I turn, peering into the trees. Swinging in a hammock, Roman Huntington grins. He gets up gracefully, which shouldn’t even be possible, and casually walks towards me. In the moonlight he’s even more attractive, his strong jawline sharper in the shadowy darkness.

      Placing a hand on my shoulder, he smirks. “Don’t worry, we didn’t start without you.”

      I don’t know why that comforts me, but it’s like the tension leaves my shoulders and I relax. It’s not jealousy, but something else, like I’m afraid of missing out or something ridiculous.

      He nods at the gold clutch bag. “What’s that?”

      “Brie’s bag. She left it at the bar,” I lie smoothly.

      “Is her phone in there?” he asks as he looks at it wearily, as though I’m gifting him something dangerous.

      I nod and he exhales slowly like he’s exhausted. Up this close, I can see how long his eyelashes are, but also how his mind seems like it’s constantly ticking over. He’s the same as me, planning, thinking, strategizing. He is the warmth while I am the cold, but we’re both just as dangerous and it’s taken me too long to recognise that.

      Patting my shoulder, he walks away, calling out, “Well, I think Viv may need that.”

      I watch as he disappears into the night with a wave. Roman Huntington is another one with secrets, but he’s so busy being carefree and easy, I never even noticed it. He’s the one who will slide up beside you and cut your throat before you even realise what’s happening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Vivian

      

      

      “Viv, have you seen my phone?” Brie asks as she plonks herself down on the sun lounger next to me. She looks hungover with dark circles under her eyes and her skin has a grey tinge as she looks around half-heartedly.

      “No, where did you last have it?” I ask, trying to act bored. I needed that phone. It was my only way of getting into Brie’s emails and texts. I needed to know which one of my friends was helping my father and why. Maybe I could find it before she did.

      “Fuck knows,” she huffs, giving up and ordering an orange juice. “And if I did, it wouldn’t be lost, would it?”

      “You don’t need to snap, Gabriella.” I roll my eyes behind my sunglasses. I was still wary of her after last night’s antics and I wasn’t about to let her talk to me like shit.

      “I know, I know. It’s just . . .” she sighs, placing her head in her hands as her elbows rest on her knees.

      “What?” I say slowly, inching away, unsure if she’s about to be sick or whether she’s having some sort of breakdown.

      After a few minutes of silence, she straightens back up, a strange expression on her face as she whispers, “I think I’m losing the plot.”

      “What do you mean?” I sit up and look around. Where the hell were the others when I needed them? Brie and I weren’t the tactile types and I wasn’t sure I could handle whatever she was about to confess. I wasn’t sure I could fake sympathy or comfort her if needed. I just wasn’t that good of an actress.

      “I keep losing things,” she admits, sounding defeated. “I don’t remember leaving the bar the other night and last night I only vaguely remember James helping me back to my room. I don’t know whether I’m coming or going and it’s driving me crazy.”

      “Losing things?” I tilt my head. Had he gone through with his plan then? How predictable. Why wasn’t I more surprised, angry even? “Other than your phone?”

      She stretches and puts her feet in front of her so that they’re tucked under my lounger. “Yeah, some jewellery, a dress, my hairdryer. A pair of my bloody shoes.”

      I shrug. “You have always been careless with your stuff . . .”

      Having money and being a spoilt little daddy’s girl meant that everything was replaceable to Brie, even people. Running a hand through her unbrushed hair, she leans back, sunning her face. “I know. I’ve just never been this bad. I lost the blue diamond ring Daddy gave me. He’s going to be so angry.”

      I look at her again carefully. She must be going through something because she actually does look like crap. Well, crap for Brie. Her hair is messy, she’s wearing a baggy t-shirt and some shorts, but they don’t match. One of her pristine nails is chipped, she doesn’t have a scrap of makeup on, and I don’t think she’s showered yet given the faint whiff of rum lingering around her.

      “How? Have you even worn it here yet?” I know she hasn’t. That ring is ridiculously expensive and she never misses the opportunity to show it off, waving her hand around like the fucking Queen.

      “I don’t know . . . I’ve been drinking quite a bit since we arrived. I’ve been all over the place. James takes up what space I have free in my head right now.” A smile tugs at the corner of her mouth when she says his name. She can’t be that clueless, can she? He was practically dribbling over every piece of jewellery she’s worn since she stepped foot on this island and now, mysteriously, some of it has gone missing.

      “Oh,” I sympathise. Both he and Roman were taking over my thoughts and if I didn’t get the information I needed soon, I may end up doing something I’ll regret later.

      Leaning in, I get a waft of rum as she confides, “I woke up naked. I think we did it last night.”

      “You think?” I raise a brow. No girl should be that drunk that she doesn’t remember.

      “I was really drunk . . .” I can feel my mouth tightening. Was James like that? Would he hurt her? No. I can’t imagine him forcing her, even if he was the type who could easily kiss her while pocketing her jewels.

      “Brie . . .” I feel like I should say something, offer a shoulder to cry on or something, but this isn’t my forte.

      Which she evidently agrees with as she crossed her arms. “Stop judging me just because I’ve found someone while you’re still sitting alone on your high horse.”

      I guess my concern just comes across as condescending, which is fine. I don’t care. I lay back down and open my magazine, a magazine I’m on the cover of, and breezily say, “Fine. Whatever. I haven’t seen your phone.”

      Standing, she shoots me an annoyed look as she wanders off, still half-heartedly looking under tables and chairs as she leaves.

      I decide to take a dip in the pool, joined by Amelia, who appears not long after Brie leaves. As we swim, I tell her about Gabriella’s mini mental break, wondering if she’d noticed James the way I had. We lazily make our way up the length of the pool and back again. There’s an infinity edge to the pool that makes the view spectacular and a bar with stools in the water on the other end.

      “Well . . . I may have had a hand in that.” She giggles as she bobs about.

      “What do you mean?”

      “C’mon, she’s been so bitchy the whole trip,” she says mischievously as she sinks until her mouth is almost below the water. “I just got a little payback.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I may have paid the housekeepers to ‘tidy’ her room. Just a little, every time they go in.” With her confession, she sinks completely and swims away before emerging near the pool bar.

      “They could lose their jobs, Amelia!” I call out, swimming after her.

      “They bring her stuff to me. It’s all safe in my suitcase under the bed. Everything will be returned, I promise.” Of course, it would. Amelia was so soft; she couldn’t even pull a prank without planning to return everything nicely afterwards.

      I order a cocktail and ask a question I already know the answer to. “Even the blue diamond ring?”

      Amelia frowns. “The ring is missing?”

      “Yeah,” I shrug. I knew it wasn’t Amelia, but at least now my suspicions were confirmed.

      “I didn’t take that. I just took worthless things, her hairdryer, a pair of shoes, her hairbrush. I haven’t touched her jewellery or her phone.”

      The ring and the other jewellery I understood, but did he take her phone too? Why did he need it? And would he be willing to share? It looked like my days of avoiding James Wickham were over. Now I needed him. At least, that’s the excuse I tell myself as I head back to  Luna Cabin.
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      I have miraculously managed to avoid both Brie and Vivian this morning. I need time to figure out just what the hell I’m doing here. The plan was to come, seduce Gabriella Astor, and run off into the sunset with my pockets stuffed full of her diamonds and rubies. Instead, I’m wandering around this gorgeous island, contemplating a threesome with a model who has daddy issues and friends who are just as likely her enemies. I can’t seem to get Vivian St. Clare out of my head, and I think that Hawkeye90 has something to do with it. I suspect he has his sticky fingers all over this. I don’t know why, but it feels like the radio silence is just to push me into doing something reckless.

      After I returned to my room last night, I went through Brie’s phone and all my suspicions about her were right. She did help David St. Clare leave the country and flee to Thailand, not Tokyo. She managed to obtain a fake ID for him, gave him some money, and helped him cover his tracks, but I can’t see anything that referred to the Ponzi scheme. I genuinely don’t think she was involved. She couldn’t keep her mouth shut about it if she was. However, . . . that means someone else here was involved. They knew what David was doing and did nothing as he slipped away, either confident that it couldn’t be traced back to them or oblivious to the fact he’d done a bunk instead of handling his business in Japan. The unfolding drama was becoming more like a soap opera daily, and I was torn between staying and watching it all blow up or just slipping away unnoticed.

      I walk along one of the small harbours, ice cream cone in my hand as I stroll and think about my next course of action. Should I leave the phone in her cabin? Give it to her the next time I see her? What if she tells Gabriella that I have it? If she does, then my cover is blown and I may as well go home empty handed. Well, not quite. The blue diamond and rubies are tucked away in my room safely behind the ornate grate for the air con. I know it’s an obvious spot, but it’s not like anyone has a reason to search my room, so they’re safe there for now. I head back to the beach, walking along the treeline where the grass fades into the sand.

      “Wickham,” a voice calls out and I turn to see Viv jogging towards me wearing a short red sundress and a white wide-brimmed hat.

      “Miss St. Clare,” I say in greeting, wondering why she’s looking for me today . . . unless . . . I look behind her but see no sign of Roman. There goes that fantasy.

      She stands in front of me and holds her hand out expectantly. “I want it.”

      I frown. Have I missed something? What does she want? “Excuse me?”

      “Brie’s phone, I know you have it.” Her green eyes burn into me as she keeps her hand steady.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I shrug carelessly. Did Roman tell her? No. He wouldn’t have. He’s playing his own game here and exposing me doesn’t work in his favour just yet. It’s an ace card he’s holding tightly to his chest.

      She crosses her arms, pushing her tits up and I can’t help but steal a glance. “Don’t lie to me.”

      I tilt my head at her and smile smugly. “Can you tell when I’m lying, Viv?”

      She rolls her eyes. “No, I just know that every word out of your mouth is a lie.”

      “Then how do you know I have it? Theft is a pretty strong accusation.” I mock a hurt face.

      She sighs slowly and looks exasperated as she explains, “I don’t want the jewellery, James, just the phone. You can keep the trinkets.”

      “And what’s it worth?” I tease, only slightly unnerved by the fact that she just called me out.

      Her eyes narrow suspiciously. “What do you want?”

      I step towards her as she steps back. “You.”

      “Why?” Another step back, a tremble in her voice.

      Her back is pressed up against a tree now as I stand over her. I decide to be honest with my answer. “Because you’re not like all the other women here.”

      Viv looks into my eyes as she asks, “And you think having sex with me will help you understand why?”

      I lean in so that our lips are almost touching. “Maybe. Maybe I just want to hear my name on your lips as you come. It could be that simple.”

      Trying to look away, she scoffs, “Pfft. Does that line ever work?”

      “The blush on your cheeks tells me it does.” I chuckle as I run a finger down her cheek ever so gently. She is almost irresistible, her green eyes avoiding looking at me as her breathing becomes shallow. Her blonde hair tumbles down her shoulders as her mouth pouts ever so slightly.

      “And there’s nothing else I could give you? Money? More jewels?”

      It’s my turn to scoff. “Please, we both know that you’re broke, trying to keep up the image that you aren’t.”

      She stills and I take the opportunity to place my hand on her waist. “I want you. Naked. In my bed.”

      She lifts her chin up at me, a stubborn look on her face. “I don’t think Roman will like your terms.”

      Is she hoping to scare me off? I don’t care which way my bread is buttered as long as it feels good. I’d have to be blind not to think Roman was attractive, and besides, we both wanted her. We didn’t have to fuck each other unless we wanted to.

      “Bring him too. Three is always a party.” I wink.

      Her mouth drops open for a split second before she recovers herself. “And you’ll give me the phone?”

      “After.”

      Her hands snake around my neck. To the outside world, we look like lovers having an intimate chat, not two people negotiating for something we each want.

      “No, now.” I can feel the warmth of her breath against my cheek as she tiptoes up and whispers into my ear, “I don’t trust you and you’ve never given me any reason to.”

      “No reason? You’re the only one I’ve been honest with here.” I pull away slightly so that she can see the truth on my face. She is the person I’ve been myself with since I arrived. Even if the name James isn’t mine, the things I’ve said to her have been all me.

      She places a hand gently on my cheek. “And you still lie to me. What does that say about you?”

      We stare at each other for a moment before I finally agree to her terms. “Fine. But if you don’t deliver on your end, you’ll regret it.”

      She flutters her eyelashes before mumbling, “I know.”

      I slide the phone out of my pocket and place it into hers, keeping my hand there for a second, feeling the heat of her skin through the fabric. This woman was going to ruin me. I was desperate to touch her in any way possible and we hadn’t even kissed yet. But I was going to rectify that.
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      James is looking at me like he wants to kiss me, so I take the first move and tiptoe, pressing my lips gently against his. This seems to be all the permission he needs as his arms come around my waist and he pulls me into him. My breasts are pressed against his chest and I can feel the hardness of his muscular body through the thin fabric. As his tongue invades my mouth, it’s like the very feel of him takes over my senses and my brain turns to mush. Why was he getting under my skin? What was it about him?

      I finally pull away after a wolf whistle from some onlookers, and James grins at me, looking as smug as ever.

      He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, lips tickling the skin on my neck as he whispers, “Tonight, seven p.m. My room.”

      I don’t say anything. I just nod and slip out from underneath him. I need some breathing room, some space to think, because being around him meant nothing made sense anymore. James was calm and chilled to the core, but even ice burns, and that’s what it felt like being near him.

      As I head back to my cabin, I feel an arm drape across my shoulder and the smell of coconut and beach tells me that it’s Roman.

      “Where’ve you been hiding?” he asks as we walk in sync with each other. Being with Roman is easy, natural. It doesn’t feel like I’m balancing on a precipice when I’m with him.

      I shrug and answer honestly, “With James.”

      “And where was my invite,” he asks, leaning into me. There’s something about his tone that makes me wonder if he’s a little jealous. Roman doesn’t do jealous. He has always been too carefree to be that invested in anyone.

      I stop and turn to face him. “This is your invite. Tonight at seven, his room.”

      He narrows his eyes at me for a moment before flashing me the hint of a smile. “Well . . .”

      “What?”

      He shrugs, and my eyes are drawn to the exposed V his shirt offers. I resist the urge to touch his skin even though I want to. I want to know if he tastes as good as he smells. Roman reminds me of burying my feet in the warm sand and listening to the waves crash upon the shore, and I want to know if he feels like that too. Like happiness.

      “I wasn’t expecting you to be so casual about the whole thing.” He crosses his arms and mimics my stance. I’m being defensive and I don’t know why. Maybe because I know he’s different  than James. I can’t just have sex with Roman and expect to walk away in one piece.

      “What does that mean?”

      He chuckles as he wraps his arms around my waist and holds me. “It means I’ve wanted to fuck you since we were teenagers, and now, now you’re game and with another person to tag team with?”

      I playfully shove him away, both turned on by his words and a little ashamed of myself. “Not when you put it like that.”

      He kisses the tip of my nose. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist.”

      I look away blushing as he cups my arse and I wiggle my hips against him. I can feel how hard he is already, and we haven’t even done anything. I wasn’t a virgin, but nothing had ever felt like this. James was like a cool drink of water, keeping me grounded and making me crave more, while Roman was like a fire inside me that I couldn’t escape.

      Letting out a soft moan, he asks, “Are you sure?”

      He looks both concerned and hot as hell as he waits for my reply. He wants to push my buttons, to drive me crazy, but only if I agree. He knows, just like I do, there’s no going back. Not once we cross this line.

      “Right now, this is the only thing I’m sure of. I’m not a fragile little flower, Roman. Stop treating me like one.”

      He smirks. “Oh, I won’t.”

      Cupping my face, his mouth crashes into mine with a ferocity that should be alarming, but instead I feel myself grabbing his shirt, desperate for more as I cling onto him. When Roman kisses me, it’s like I can feel it in every nerve, every cell in my body. Nothing escapes the Roman effect.

      “That’s only the beginning,” he promises in a murmur against my lips and I believe it.

      The second he pulls away; my body misses his. When had he snuck up on me like this? Roman had always been there, but why had this never happened before?

      “I guess I’ll see you at seven,” he says, flashing me another grin and untangling himself from me.

      Words fail me, so I just watch as he leaves. I realise I’m still rooted to the spot ten minutes later when Brie’s phone buzzes in my pocket, letting me know that the battery was about to die. The vibration seems to bring me to my senses as I finally get back to Luna Cabin and put the damn thing on charge. As I wait for the screen to light up, I sit and bite my lip. Was I ready for whatever I was about to find? Could I handle it? It’s like there’s a rock nestled in my stomach as I try to stay calm. Finally, the device comes back to life and I log in using her date of birth as her password. I never expected anything less from Brie.

      Sitting on the bed, I scroll through the texts, emails, and social media messages from my father. They weren’t even being discreet, although some of them made an attempt at being coded. It was like watching children playing a game of spies or something equally ludicrous. Going through the apps on her phone, it takes me minutes to learn that my father is in Thailand with a new identity. At least, that’s where Brie sent him. God knows if he’s still there or if he’s moved on already. But why? Why did he just leave? Why did he empty all the accounts and flee like a criminal? How could he leave me behind with nothing and yet still find time to text his ‘Precious Bre-bre’, as he calls her in one of his emails. I feel sick. Sick and angry as I toss the phone back down.
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      I can’t believe Viv agreed to the terms of my deal so easily, almost like she wanted to give herself an excuse to say yes. I’m not going to question it. I’m just going to take what I can get. One night with Vivian to get her out of my system is exactly what the doctor ordered, and then I can take my spoils and leave this little slice of paradise. My mission with Gabriella Astor is done. I don’t want anything more to do with her and it was getting boring trying to fake being interested in her while she whined and talked about herself.

      I make my way back to the main hotel, debating whether to go for a swim in the pool or a session in the sauna when Brie strides up to me. It’s like she can tell when people are thinking about her, like she feeds on the attention they give her.

      She tries to link her arm through mine, but I gently shrug her off. “Hey baby, do you want to go for dinner just you and me tonight?”

      I take a deep breath. I’m just going to have to tell her. “I’m sorry, Brie. I have plans.”

      “With who?” She frowns, then crosses her arms, annoyance clear on her face. She’s angry that she’s not the centre of my world and that I won’t drop everything for her. God, rich women are all the same. I hate breaking up with them. It’s so much easier just to slip away into the night, never to be seen again— less drama that way.

      “Vivian.” I flash her a sympathetic smile. “Brie, look, you’re a nice girl, but this just isn’t working.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” she stutters, looking at me like I’m foaming at the mouth.

      “I said, I have plans with Vivian,” I say the words slowly and clearly so there’s no space for miscommunication. You wouldn’t believe the way words go in one ear and come out as something else with some women.

      Her mouth twists into a spiteful grin. “She’s with Roman. I just saw them. They’re probably shagging right now.”

      She’s trying to bait me, make me jealous or angry. It won’t work for the simple reason that I trust Vivian. I don’t know why, but I do. Instead, I do something I know will make Brie even more angry. I wink. “Not without me they aren’t.”

      “You’re a pervert, a sicko. You know that?” she spits, stomping a foot. “I don’t care how rich you are!”

      Smirking, I walk away, calling out loud enough for everyone nearby to hear me, “Yeah, but I’m a pervert who’s about to get laid. Several times hopefully.”

      She lets out a frustrated scream. She hates losing to Vivian, but I’m enjoying myself too much to give a shit.

      I opt for a swim, working off some of the excess energy that seems to be shooting through me as I think about my plans for the evening. A few laps seem to do the trick as I feel more relaxed once I’m showered and dressed. All that’s left is to wait.

      I don’t have to wait long, but the knock on my door is heavy handed and louder than I was expecting. It’s Roman. He leans against my door frame wearing a white shirt, unbuttoned, and a pair of white linen trousers.

      “You going to invite me in then?” he asks with a gleam in his eye. He’s so close to me that I pick up on the soft scent of coconut lingering in the air.

      “She told you then,” I observe as I move to let him pass. Part of me is glad. He’s more likely to make her feel at ease. And besides, there’s something about Roman that tells me this is his area of expertise.

      He pretends to look hurt, but I can see the smile playing on his lips. “Why? Don’t you want me here?”

      Chuckling, I reply, “If I didn’t want you here, you wouldn’t be here.”

      He grins as he helps himself to my whiskey decanter and makes himself comfortable. We make small talk for a little while. He asks me about my app and my company, and while I answer with ease, I feel like he’s still scrutinising me just a little. I ask him about being the son of a Lord, something he seems to be nonchalant about. Had money made him jaded? Or was being a Lord not worth the hype?

      “I bet you a hundred quid she turns up early,” Roman says as he takes a swig of his whiskey, sprawled out on the chaise lounge at the bottom of my bed.

      “You think?” I say as I pour myself a drink and undo one of my buttons. It was still warm even though it was almost nightfall. I glance out the balcony doors to where the sun had dipped below the horizon, eaten by the ocean.

      He laughs softly. “She’ll be nervous.”

      Leaning against my dresser, I watch him carefully. There’s something about him I can’t put my finger on and while I’m not concerned, I am curious. “Then why were you here early?”

      “I was bored.” He shrugs, not meeting my eyes. Is he worried about missing out? Or is he here to scope me out beforehand?

      “How long have you known her?” If he’s going to be making himself comfortable in my room, and we’ll be getting naked later, I should probably get to know him a little better.

      “Since we were twelve.” He stretches lazily, long body dominating all the space. Tonight is going to be fun if his body was as good as his game.

      I raise a brow at him. “And you never . . .?”

      Another shrug. “She wasn’t ready.”

      “And now she is?”

      “Viv isn’t as strong as everyone thinks she is.” His eyes burn into me as he nods. “I want to be the one who puts her back together again.”
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      I text Amelia and ten minutes later she shows up at my cabin with a bottle of champagne in hand and two glasses. I need to talk to someone, and I know Amelia won’t judge. Besides, it’s not like I can trust anyone else right now. Amelia is my best friend and I feel like my world is getting smaller and smaller by the day. Soon, there will be nothing left.

      “What’s the matter, Viv?” Amelia asks as she pours us both a glass of bubbly and hands me one before downing hers. She takes a seat on the armchair in my room and watches me with her usual doe-eyed expression.

      “Look,” I say as I hand her Brie’s phone, open to all the messages between her and my father. How could I have just dismissed Brie’s bragging about my father? I underestimated her. I thought he’d never stoop that low, but I was wrong.

      “These . . . these are from your dad?” Amelia frowns as she scrolls. “I thought he was working in Tokyo.”

      I shrug as I sit back down on the bed. “Yeah, that’s what he told me too.”

      “Well, what a lying little toad.” Amelia’s face twists into an expression I’ve never seen before as she reads. She almost looks sinister, her eyes blazing with anger as her mouth is set in a firm line.

      I straighten a little, surprised at her tone. “Amelia, that’s still my dad.”

      She looks embarrassed as she hands me the phone back. “Sorry, it’s just how could he run away like this? Taking all his money, his clients’ money, and then just vanishing?”

      I freeze. I never told her that he’d taken all our money. In fact, I’d gone to huge lengths to hide it. As far as I was aware, nothing has emerged about his clients’ money being missing, but I do know that they had started an audit at his work— I received an email from his secretary yesterday. Shit. Things were beginning to slot into place. Was my father an embezzler? Was that why he was running?

      “I’m so glad you’re nothing like him, Viv. I trust you more than anyone in the whole world,” Amelia gushes as she squeezes my hand and pours us both another drink.

      So many questions run through my head as I try to keep my thoughts straight. Amelia knew. Amelia fucking knew. She wasn’t angry enough to have lost all her wealth, so that can only mean one thing— she was his accomplice. She’d simply lost her source of extra income. Then when it all went south, he’d used Brie to escape, leaving me behind without a second thought. The authorities weren’t going to have a clue about Amelia. I mean, I didn’t. I searched her. I went through her phone and laptop with a fine-tooth comb. I knew every aspect of her life. Well, I thought I did. Nothing. How? Had she used a burner phone?

      I drink my second glass of champagne like it’s water, chugging it down. I wouldn’t have known to come here and look through their lives and their accounts either if I hadn’t been tipped off. About three weeks ago, an email from someone called Hawkeye90 showed up in my inbox, and I don’t know why, but I had to look into it.

      

      
        
        Where has Daddy gone?

        Which one of your friends helped him?

        Which one is a thief?

        Which one is a liar?

        Secrets and Lies are the theme of your summer, Vivian.

        Who will you trust in the end?

      

      

      

      Just reading it had sent chills down my spine and I knew that my life as Vivian St. Clare, rich heiress and daughter of a business mogul, was coming to an end. I just hadn’t realised it would hurt so much. I could handle losing the money. It was only money. I could always make more. It was the feeling of being alone. Amelia was supposed to be one of the good ones. It was all an act and I had fallen for it. Ever since we were children, I had defended her. I protected her. But she never needed me.

      “Viv, are you okay? You look upset.” Her face is the perfect mask of concern, but her eyes are dead. Those big puppy dog eyes are flat. I should have seen it sooner.

      “Yeah, I will be. I just need some time to think,” I admit, deciding it’s best to stick with truth rather than create a lie I’m not sure I can pull off right now. We have been friends since we were nine and she’ll see straight through me.

      Amelia rubs my back softly in an attempt to comfort me. “It’ll work out. Everything will be okay,” she promises, but I know it’s all just lies. Nothing was going to be okay. Amelia was a thief, Brie had helped my father, and I still didn’t know who the liar was. Was it Henry and his thing with Spencer? Was that the lie? Or was Roman hiding something too?

      The second she leaves, I change into a black silk slip and a lace thong. I polish off what’s left of the champagne and run my hands through my hair, fluffing it up a little in the mirror as I take in my appearance. Just for a few hours, I need an escape. I need to be outside of my own head. I can’t stay here. There are too many lies wrapped up in truths and secrets and I can no longer tell which way is up. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. How I am supposed to feel. What I do know is that both Roman and James want me. They are my answer, just for tonight. They’re my distraction from the life I’m living, the one that doesn’t even feel like mine anymore.

      I leave and head to the main complex. No one even bats an eyelid at my attire because A) I’m rich and B) I’m a model, so I look good in anything. I practically punch the elevator button, pushing it over and over as I wait for the doors to open.

      Tonight, I just want to feel good.

      Tonight, I want to forget.
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      A sharp knock on my door tells me Viv is here and I grin at Roman before opening it. Showtime. I don’t know what I was expecting, maybe a nervous Vivian, maybe some silence, a dash of awkwardness and a little trembling. But instead, what I’m met with is a desperate woman in a silk nightie of sorts. Roman gets to his feet and we both wait for Vivian to say something. Why is she agitated?

      Running a hand through her hair, she takes a deep breath before blurting out, “I just want one night with no rules, no restraints, and no questioning. Do you understand?”

      Roman and I look at each other. I guess she didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Yes,” Roman breathes as I nod.

      “Then will someone kiss me already?” she whispers as she takes another step into the room.

      That’s all the go-ahead I need as I place my hand on her waist and drag her closer. As I lower my mouth to hers, I hear the clink of ice and the sound of a cork popping. Her hands weave through my hair as she lets out a soft groan. I slide the straps of her black silk chemise down and let it cascade down her body. She grabs my shirt and begins undoing the buttons. Soft footfalls can be heard but Roman doesn’t approach us. Instead, he leaves the room. I use this as an opportunity to squeeze Viv’s breasts, her nipples begging to be touched as she stands there just wearing a thong. I feel Roman’s presence again before I hear him. He comes behind Vivian, already naked, his hands all over her body as he kisses down her spine. Getting down on one knee, he hooks his fingers into her lace underwear and peels it down her legs, his mouth following the path of the fabric. Fuck, she’s hot.

      “You want first taste?” Roman asks casually as if we were talking about sharing a fucking ice cream.

      “Yeah,” I say between kisses, feeling her tremble beneath my hands. The normally opinionated Viv is quiet as we discuss her fate, as we take the choices and the decisions out of her hands, just like she asked.

      Roman stands, his hands replacing mine, taunting her nipples with his expert fingers. “Fine, then I get to fuck her first.”

      I nod. I’m not in a rush and tonight it’s all about Vivian. It’s my turn to kiss her body, peppering her skin with little nibbles and licks as I get down onto my knees and hook one of her legs over my shoulder, exposing her pussy to me. I grab her arse, pushing her sweet cunt into my face as Roman steadies her from behind.

      “Please,” Vivian whimpers as I gently breathe against the lips of her pussy. She wriggles, trying to get closer, but I’m enjoying this too much to dive straight in. I run my tongue along her slit, slowly, very fucking slowly, and I savour the sound she makes as I do. I do this a few more times before relenting, flicking my tongue over her clit I slip two fingers inside. She’s already soaking wet. Already begging for us. As I lap at her sensitive nub, my fingers slide in and out, building tempo. She writhes and squirms, but Roman helps her stay in place, kissing her with a passion that makes me wish we’d done this sooner. Then we could have spent the last week fucking like rabbits already. I can tell the second her orgasm washes over her, her pussy clenching around my fingers and her hips grinding against my face. As it slowly subsides, she starts to withdraw as if she’s just realising she’s naked and being held up by her Roman while I’ve just eaten her out.

      “You don’t get to chicken out now, Viv,” Roman teases with a kiss to the tip of her nose. Taking her hand in his and motioning for me to follow, Roman leads her into my bathroom suite, where I have a large jacuzzi bathtub, one of the ones you have to step into. It must have been where he slipped off to earlier as the tub is already filled with water, bubbles floating lazily on the surface as the candles around the edge flicker, casting shadows on the tiles.

      “C’mon, this will help relax you,” he practically purrs as he climbs into the tub with her.

      I watch as he eases her into the water with him, her skin slick and wet. I strip my trousers off and toss them aside. Sitting myself on the edge, I leisurely stroke my cock as his hands move down her back, fingers barely skimming against her flesh as she straddles him. She grinds against him, her inhibitions lowering as she loosens up. They kiss, looking almost romantic given the setting until Viv grabs Roman, growing impatient with his tender, lingering touches and we both chuckle as she kisses him like she’s angry.

      “Want me to move this along sweetheart?” he asks when she finally breaks away, breathing heavy. Vivian nods, and as quick as a flash, Roman moves her so that she’s kneeling in front of me as he gets in position behind.

      She smiles slyly at me before her hand replaces my own. We both watch mesmerized as her tightened fist teases my cock. I cup her breasts, giving them a gentle squeeze before tweaking her nipples between my fingers. Her back arches and Roman slides his hands down beneath the water. The way she bites down on her bottom lip tells me that he’s found the sweet spot. She moans his name as he thrusts inside her, but I steal her words with my mouth. Roman’s hand tangles in her hair as he yanks her head back, grinning at her. He pushes her down so that her mouth is hovering right above my dick and she steadies herself by placing her hands on my thighs. She makes a soft mewling noise as she begs Roman to go harder. Tongue darting out, she playfully taunts the swollen head of my penis, and we both watch as it twitches in response.

      “Don’t be a fucking tease, Viv. Suck the man’s cock!” Roman growls as he spanks her, the slapping noise echoing around the room.

      “Would you like that, James?” she asks with a faux innocence that has me grinning. Where is cold and prim Viv now? I pinch her nipples in response, but she has her revenge when I almost groan as she takes me into her mouth. It’s hard to stay in control when Vivian St. Clare has invaded every thought.

      With her head in my lap and her arse in the air, I get a better view of Roman. The look on his face is a huge turn-on. He looks like he’s in Heaven as he slides in and out of her. Catching my eye, he grins and leans forward. Naturally, I find myself leaning in too. As he fucks her, he lets go of her hair and grabs the back of my head, kissing me. Vivian is wedged between us and it’s like some sort of circle as he fucks her, she sucks me off, and I kiss him. We’re all fucked up. All lost in each other. There isn’t another high like it as we’re a tangle of mouths, limbs, and pleasure.

      My orgasm builds as Viv sucks and licks me until I can’t control my own body any longer. I resist closing my eyes, trying to take it all in. As if he knows I’m close, Roman kisses me harder, swallowing my moan as I explode in Viv’s mouth.

      Viv’s fingers begin to dig into my thighs and that’s when I realise she’s also about to come. I separate from Roman and pull her up slightly so that I can play with her nipples. It seems to be the ticket as she whispers my name over and over again, body shuddering under my touch as her orgasm hits her. Roman’s thrusts seem to speed up, almost as though he’s trying to fuck his way back into her good books, so that it’s his name she’ll be calling, but this isn’t a competition. I watch the expression on his face as he fills her up and once again, my dick twitches in response. There’s just something about someone else feeling the same way I do, like my desire is mirrored in their face. We have all night and we’re only just getting started.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Vivian

      

      

      After our little entanglement in the bathroom, we shared an oddly intimate moment where Roman washed my hair while James soaped down my body. I was feeling pampered and loved in a way I hadn’t realised was possible. When the water turned cold, we got out and dried each other off, with kisses and tender touches, with the fluffy white towels. It was surreal but also felt very natural, like there was nowhere else I’d rather be.

      How can something feel so good that you never want it to end? I can barely think straight as I’m led over to the bed, but then again, that’s exactly what I wanted. I wanted to forget everything just for one night before everything changes again. Kissing me, James pulls me on top of him and I straddle his hips. I can feel his erection pressing against my thigh, and as I slide onto his dick, Roman climbs onto the bed behind us. There’s something I’ve always loved about being on top. Maybe it’s the feeling of control or the way I seem to feel every little movement all the way down to my toes. I begin to slowly grind my hips as Roman massages my breasts from behind, paying special care and attention when it comes to my sensitive nipples. Seeing James tilt his head back as I move sends a thrill through me. I love knowing that I’m having the same effect on them both that they have on me.

      Roman stops what he’s doing, and I let out a noise of disapproval as he reaches over to the bedside table and grabs a bottle of lube.

      “Trust me, love, you’re going to thank me for using this,” he says with a soft laugh.

      James begins to move his hips underneath me and I’m lost to the feeling, not caring what Roman is doing until I feel a cold liquid sliding down between my arse cheeks.

      “Roman . . .” I warn.

      “It’ll feel good. I’ll make sure of it,” he promises as he kisses my neck.

      James grabs my hips and moves me faster and faster, sweeping me up in a whirlwind of sensations as Roman presses a finger against my rear. As he slides his finger in, it’s like everything is more. More intense. More pressure. Just . . . more.

      I can’t help the moan that leaves my throat. I hear Roman and James both chuckle and if I was in my right mind, I’d give them an earful. Instead, I just slow down, almost to a stop.

      “Play nicely,” James pleads from beneath me while Roman places a hand gently on my back and pushes me forward slightly, removing his finger.

      I can feel the bed shift as he slots himself between James and me, our limbs once again tangled like some strange sexy Celtic knot. As I feel a bigger pressure against me, James starts moving again, causing my body to be confused, overwhelmed. As Roman enters me, James thrusts, and it’s like I can feel the both of them inside me. I feel pinned. But in the best way. Slowly, we find a rhythm that works for all three of us, and it’s like we’re all just cogs in the same machine as we move together.

      James kisses me while they both thrust in and out of my body. It’s like I’m a jack-in-the-box, being wound tighter and tighter until I’m ready to burst out of my own skin. I can barely keep control over my own limbs as I begin to shake, my orgasm crashing over me, unforgiving and unrelenting as they hold me in place. The noise I make is guttural, raw, and I’m not even ashamed because seconds later their own cries are mimicking my own.

      We all stay as we are, breathing, coming down from the high. Roman moves first, and he helps me, tucking me under the sheets as he takes one side and James the other. Is this what happiness feels like? No. It can’t be. There were too many things left unsaid, too many secrets. This is only a distraction. A perfect moment before the storm.

      My limbs feel heavy, but I’m not ready to sleep just yet. I lay there in the darkness as they drift off. I wanted to forget everything tonight, but as I lay here, I can’t get the last line of the email out of my head. Secrets and Lies are the theme of your summer, Vivian. Who will you trust in the end?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lucas

      

      

      When I wake up, my bed is empty. Roman is sitting on my chaise lounge, calling someone, and there’s no sign of Vivian. I look around the room, but she’s not here.

      “Where’s Viv?” I ask with a yawn. My body aches, but in a good way, and I wouldn’t be adverse to spending the day in bed with the pair of them. I wanted to wake up feeling like this every day.

      “I don’t know. I’ve tried calling her, but . . .” he shakes his phone at me, frustrated. “I thought we had a good thing going. It was too soon. I should have known.”

      Viv’s probably just gone back to her room, the reality of the situation setting in. She’ll come around. She enjoyed herself last night just as much as we did. I get out of the bed and stretch, and as I do, something catches my eye. The metal grate for my air conditioning isn’t straight. It looks like it’s been opened. I grab a screwdriver from my bedside table and open it up.

      “What the fuck? Now is not exactly the right time for maintenance. Our girlfriend is missing,” Roman says sarcastically, standing with his arms crossed.

      “Firstly, she’s not ‘our’ anything.” Roman snorts as I say that. “And secondly, I know where she’s gone.”

      The blue diamond, the rubies, and all the other trinkets I stole are gone. She has Brie’s phone and now she has enough collateral to get her wherever she needs to be without using her own cards, which we can track. Vivian St. Clare has disappeared.

      Roman watches me carefully, the worry slipping from his face. “Where?”

      “After daddy,” I murmur. Just what was she planning on doing? Dragging David St. Clare back by his collar?

      Sighing, Roman replies, “I guess we’re starting in Thailand then.”

      I turn and stare at him. He may have looked concerned earlier, but the cool and collected Roman was back.

      “You knew?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Of course, I did.”

      “And you didn’t tell her?”

      “You think she’d let me near her if I did?” He smirks. “I don’t interfere. I simply lay out the breadcrumbs. It’s up to you if you follow the trail.”

      Breadcrumbs? Roman knew more than he let on and I think I was finally figuring out why.

      “It’s you, isn’t it?” The pieces were beginning to fit together and make sense. But I still had questions. Why had Vivian come here? What had she been looking for?

      “I don’t know what you’re on about.”

      I snort, “Of course, you don’t. Innocent Lord Huntington, playing with his peers like they’re nothing more than puppets.”

      Roman stands, looking impatient, and goes to open the door. “Fine, Lucas. Stay here.”

      Lucas.

      Lucas.

      Not James.

      It was him all along.

      I sigh. “And what happens when we get to Thailand?”

      “We make her ours,” he says it so simply as if there was never any other outcome.

      “And if she says no?”

      “Then we’ll just have to convince her.”

      “What a tangled fucking web you’ve woven,” I comment. He’d brought us here. Brought all the secrets and lies to the surface. Brought the three of us together and now we were about to go traipsing over the globe for a goddess with a quick tongue and a sadness shrouded in secrets.

      “But isn’t the prize worth the game?” The corner of his mouth quirks up into a smile.

      I can’t disagree, because there is no one like Vivian St. Clare. “Yes. She is.”

      

      
        
        To be continued . . .
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        Logan

      

      

      It’s been twenty years since I’ve set foot in my hometown. Nags Head, North Carolina, is more tourist centered than I remember as I step off the bus with my duffle bag over my shoulder. It’s not like I haven’t stayed in touch with my family all these years, but my parents didn’t need to be bogged down with my military life. The moment I joined the Rangers, I knew I’d never be able to tell them anything about what I did. Instead of coming home all the time, I worked my ass off and stayed with my men.

      Now, I’m home.

      Walking through the bus station, I spot my parents sitting on a bench. As I walk over, my mother’s eyes meet mine and fill with tears.

      “Logan,” she says with a sigh as she stands, and I bend down enough to hug her. “You look so good.”

      Shaking hands with my father, I smile. “Good to see you guys.”

      “You could have seen us any time you wanted,” my father says gruffly. “No one told you to stay away.”

      “Don’t start, Pop. Can we at least have five minutes before you start in on me?”

      He grunts and starts walking toward the exit. Mom keeps pace next to me and loops her arm through mine. “You know we don’t have room at the condo, but the girl that is renting the house made up one of the rooms there for you.”

      I roll my eyes with a sigh. “Mom, I can find my own apartment.”

      “Logan, the house needs repairs and stuff that your father is too old to do. It’s the house you grew up in, and Beth is a nice girl. Moved here about a year ago, works really hard. You’ll like her.”

      Great, just what I need coming home. Sharing space with some chick that’s probably going to be a pain in my ass. “Alright, Mom. But I’m still going to look for an apartment. I like my space.”

      “Well, once the house is fixed up, you can do whatever you want. Deal?”

      Shaking my head with a chuckle, I nudge her with my hip. “Deal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Beth

      

      

      “Sasha, if you don’t come take this trash out, I am going to lose my mind,” I yell down the hall as I grab the three dirty cups she has left in my living room just this morning.

      Usually, I’d be working at the diner on a Saturday morning, but my landlords’ son is coming to live here for a while. Apparently, he’s been in the military for a long time but now he’s home. They said he’s going to help repair the house, so I’m not going to complain. This old beachfront is in desperate need of some TLC and I do what I can, but I work two jobs to take care of Sasha and I. There’s not much time left for anything else.

      Sasha comes into the kitchen in her sweats and a tank top, her raven black hair piled on her head in a messy bun. For a ten-year-old, she has more sass than most thirty-year-olds. When I told her about the landlords’ son, she rolled her eyes. She’s not big on anyone in the military. I can’t blame her, though. I had Sasha when I was fourteen. When she was four, my boyfriend enlisted in the Marines. When Sasha was six, he went out on his first deployment. He came home in a casket and all Sasha has of him is a picture, a medal of honor, and a folded flag.

      For the last four years, it’s just been us, and she’s never had a steady life. I hadn’t seen my parents since I was fourteen when they kicked me out, and we haven’t seen her father’s family since he was killed. Last year, we moved from Raleigh to here, and this is where I’d like to stay. Sasha likes having the beach right at her front door, and I enjoy the peaceful solitude we have here.

      The doorbell rings and Sasha huffs as she grabs the trash bag and stalks out the back door.

      Hurrying through the living room, I open the door, and my eyes go right to the man standing behind my landlords. I’m pretty sure my jaw drops a little, but I do my best to recover. Stepping to the side, they come in with cheerful hellos.

      “Beth,” Edna says as I shut the door, “this is my son Logan. Logan, this is our tenant Beth who I was telling you about.”

      He holds his hand out and hesitantly, I shake it. Logan is muscle from top to bottom. Both his arms are covered in tattoos, his hair is light brown and cropped short. He’s got a five o’clock shadow, defined features, stands damn near a foot over my five-foot five frame, and has the most piercing green eyes I have ever seen.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I say quietly.

      He smiles, and I swear, my panties are instantly soaked. “Thanks for taking me in.”

      “It’s no problem.” The back-door slams and Sasha tries to slink past everyone. “Don’t even try it, little girl. Have some manners.”

      She mumbles under her breath and comes to stand next to me. “Hi, Mrs. Edna.”

      “Hey, honey. This is Logan, he’s gonna stay with you and your mom for a while.”

      Sasha looks up at him and gives him the sassiest smile I think I’ve ever seen. “Great.” The sarcasm dripping off her is so thick you could sink in it. “Can I go for a walk?”

      “Yeah,” I say with a sigh. “Be back by dark.” Once Sasha is out of earshot, I turn to Logan. “Sorry about her. She’ll get used to you.”

      He shrugs. “No worries. Mom didn’t mention you had a kid.”

      “Yeah,” I say, tucking my hair behind my ear. “She’s ten and spends most of her time outside, so you’ll only see her at night and when the weather is bad. Other than that, she hates being in the house.”

      “Logan, we’re going to head out. Why don’t you guys all come to the house tomorrow for dinner?” Edna says, stepping up to hug her son.

      “Sure, Mom. Sounds good.”

      His voice is deep and captivating, and I kinda have to force myself not to stare at him. After I say goodbye to my landlords, I show Logan to his room and then hightail it to the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. I thought having a man living here wouldn’t be a big deal, but his parents didn’t mention that he was walking sex. For someone like me who hasn’t been with anyone in five years . . . This isn’t a good combination at all.

      As the coffee is brewing, I pull out everything I need to make dinner. Sasha helps make the dinner list every week, and tonight is meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and candied carrots— her favorite.

      “Mind if I steal a cup of that?”

      The deep voice startles me, and I jump, dropping the food in my hands on the counter. Turning around, I try to smile at him. “You don’t have to ask permission for anything here, Logan. It’s your house now too.”

      He chuckles to himself and steps over, taking two mugs off the rack and filling them. “How do you take yours?”

      I stare at him a moment and then turn to the food, my cheeks heating. “Sugar and creamer. It’s in the fridge.” Opening the cabinet, I pull down a large glass bowl and proceed to empty the pack of ground beef into it. I wash my hands, and as I’m drying them, a large hand appears in front of me, holding a coffee mug. Taking it, I sip at the hot, creamy liquid and close my eyes with a grin. “Thank you.”

      “Want some help with dinner?”

      Taking a deep breath, I set my mug down and smile. “That would be okay. There’s a drawer of vegetables in the fridge. Can you dice all of them for the meatloaf while I peel potatoes?”

      Logan nods and turns to the fridge again. For the next two hours, we work side by side in the kitchen. Once the mashed potatoes and candied carrots are done, and there’s only fifteen minutes on the timer for the meatloaf, Logan makes each of us another cup of coffee, and we go sit on the front porch.

      Sasha and I fixed the railing on the large front porch last year. It took us three weeks, but we did a good job.  There are rocking chairs and a swing with plants that we picked out a the local nursery. Logan and I both go right for the swing and chuckle as we sit down.

      “So, what're your and Sasha’s normal days look like?” Logan says before sipping his coffee.

      I do the same and rock the swing gently. “Well, Monday through Friday, Sasha has school from seven-thirty until two forty-five. I work at the diner in town from eight until eight. Sasha gets home on the bus around four and makes herself dinner. Saturdays I work from home in the morning and then Sasha usually has soccer in the afternoon and evening. Sundays are usually our days to relax.”

      “What’s your second job?”

      “I stuff envelopes for a promotion company in town. It’s a dollar per envelope and every Saturday I do between five hundred and a thousand. It helps with us being able to live comfortably.”

      Logan’s face takes on an edge of confusion. “Where’s Sasha’s father?”

      I take a sip of my coffee and clear my throat. “He was killed in action when she was little.”

      “I’m sorry. Do my parents know?”

      Nodding my head, I sigh. “Yes. They’re aware. They keep an eye on Sasha sometimes if I end up stuck at work, so I’ve been honest with them.”

      It’s quiet for a minute until Logan abruptly turns his whole body toward me. “Wait, doesn’t Sasha get Survivor Benefits? If her father was military, he should have had life insurance that you got to care for yourselves.”

      “Yep,” I say quietly, staring down at my hands and mug, “the life insurance is in a trust fund for her, and monthly payments are in a bank account for monthly bills and such. This way, she can live the life she wants to. Buy a house and all that stuff. Start off her life as an adult on the right foot.”

      “Wow.” Logan stares at me, a slow smile spreading across his lips. “That might be the most selfless thing I have ever heard.” I drain my mug with a chuckle as the timer from the kitchen screeches through the front screen door. “I’ll get it.”

      Logan gets up and takes my mug before heading into the house. Turning, I stare at the setting sun, something in my gut telling me that our life is about to change but not really being able to pinpoint how.
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      I honestly can’t remember the last time I sat and had a family dinner that consisted of anyone aside from my unit. Not that I haven’t had female companionship, I just stopped having committed relationships after my second deployment. I was dating my high school sweetheart then, and when I came home on leave, I found her fucking the local pharmacist. Since then, it’s been one-night stands and weekend flings. But I can’t say it wasn’t nice to sit with Beth and Sasha last night at the table and listen to Sasha tell her mother all about the little nest of frogs she found on her walk last night.

      This morning, I got up before the sun. I’ve been getting up at four in the morning for the last fifteen years, so it’s not something I can just shut off, not that I’m technically retired. I wanted to do something nice for Beth and Sasha, so after I got back from my run, I went into town when the market opened and bought all the fixings for a huge breakfast. It’s almost eight and the kitchen smells like coffee and bacon.

      Sipping my third cup, I flip the three pancakes on the griddle.

      “What’s all this?”

      I turn around to find Beth standing in the doorway and my eyes trail down her body. I’m shirtless with a pair of sweats on and taking in her tight tank top that shows her stomach and the skin-tight leggings, I will myself not to get hard. Her hair is in a messy bun on the top of her head and unlike yesterday, she doesn’t have even a hint of makeup on. And she’s fucking gorgeous.

      “I, uh, thought I’d make us all breakfast,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat before turning back to remove the pancakes.

      A soft hand touches my back, and a chill runs down my spine. Beth leans into me slightly as she reaches around me and grabs a piece of bacon off the plate next to the stove and shoves it in her mouth. “Oh, that is good.”

      As she moves to my other side toward the coffee pot, she trails her nails lightly across my back and I shiver again. Damn, this is not what I expected when I agreed to this shit. I’m kinda surprised when Beth hops up and sits on the counter and watches me while she drinks her coffee. I try my best to focus on the food and not her, but every few minutes, I glance over at her. By the time I’m pulling the last of the pancakes off the griddle, an excited squeal sounds behind me.

      “Is that pancakes?” Sasha comes in and goes to grab one of the piles, but I snicker and snag the kid around the waist and hold her away from the plate. “C’mon! I’m going to die without pancakes!”

      “Set the table, and then you can have the pancakes,” I say setting her back on her feet.

      Sasha rolls her eyes and huffs but goes over and pulls three plates out of the cabinet and leaves to take them to the table. Beth hops down off the counter and sidles up next to me, grabbing two plates of food and heading to the dining room. I peek over my shoulder to watch her plump ass exit the room. Sasha comes back in and grabs silverware and makes three glasses of orange juice. Once all the food is out, I make Beth and I each a cup of coffee and take them out.

      “So, who are you trying to warm up to? Me or my mom,” Sasha asks as she pours a lake of syrup on her five-pancake stack.

      Buttering my own, I take the syrup from her. “Are you warmed up to me?”

      Sasha glances up at me as she cuts her food. Stabbing her fork through the pancakes, she shrugs. “Maybe a little.”

      “Well, then my plan is working.” I give her a wink and shove food in my mouth. The kid chuckles and does the same. For an hour or so, we eat and chat. We’ve got dinner at my parents tonight, but that isn’t for several hours. Once I’m done, I set my fork down and look to Beth. “So, what’s the first thing I need to fix around here? Until we have to make an appearance for dinner, I figure I can at least be useful.”

      Sasha gets up from her seat and picks up her plate. “Well, ya don’t suck at cooking, so that’s a point for your usefulness.”

      Beth and I both laugh as the kid takes her plate in the kitchen. “Don’t be so snarky, Sasha. Logan didn’t have to cook.”

      “Nah,” I say as the kid joins us and stands behind her chair, “I like her sass.”

      “This isn’t sass, Logan,” Sasha says with a smartass smile. “This is just my epic, award-winning personality. Can I go to the skate park for a bit? Jules and Malcolm said they’d be there around ten.”

      Beth nods as she picks up her coffee. “Be back by three. You’ll need to shower before we head out for dinner. Take the spare phone, just in case.”

      “Okay, Mom. See ya, Logan.” Sasha turns and bounces through the living room, disappearing around the corner.

      As Beth drains her mug, I get up and go grab the pot, sugar, and creamer from the kitchen and bring it to the table. With a shy smile, she holds her mug out, and I refill it and then mine. “So, about that list?”

      “Alright, just calm down, Mr. Fix It,” Beth says with a smile and giggle. “How about we clear the breakfast dishes and then we can work on the list?”

      “Or, since I cooked, you can handle the dishes and give me the first task on your list.” Putting on my most megawatt smile, I wink.

      Beth tilts her head to the side but grins again. “Fine. I’ll do the dishes, and you can look at the shower in Sasha’s bathroom. It drains slow as hell and the water pressure blows. The local plumber wanted seven-hundred dollars just to come assess it, so that didn’t happen because that’s ridiculous.”

      My brows pull together. “Who’s the local plumber?”

      Beth rolls her eyes. “Some jackass named Chad Spencer.”

      Now, it’s my turn to roll my eyes. “He was a dick in high school. Nice to hear he hasn’t gotten better. Alright, I’ve got the shower, you’ve got the dishes. What do you want to do for lunch?”

      Beth stands and starts piling dirty dishes atop her plate. “I’ll order pizza around eleven-thirty. That way, it’s here around noon.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I say as I stand and head toward the living room. Glancing over my shoulder, my dick twitches as Beth leans over the table, her shirt pulling enough to show the top of her cleavage. Fuck. Heading into Sasha’s bathroom, I adjust my semi-hard cock. This woman is going to drive me crazy.
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      After I washed, dried, and put away all the dishes from breakfast, I cleaned the kitchen and dining room. Usually, I’d spend my Sundays on the couch, vegging out while binging something on either Netflix, Hulu, or Disney+. If Logan’s going to be working, I feel like I need to be too, though. Emptying the mop bucket into the sink, the doorbell rings and I set everything down to go answer it.

      Grabbing the pizzas, I set them on the dining room table and head to Sasha’s room to find Logan. I find him in Sasha’s shower, the front wall wholly torn apart. Sweat glistens off his muscles, tattoos covering both arms, his chest, stomach, sides, and back. Jesus Christ, he’s sexy as hell.

      “Now that you’ve dismantled the bathroom, want to come have some lunch?”

      Logan sits back from the wall and looks at me, wiping the sweat from his forehead. “Considering I can’t fix this without going to Home Depot, yes, lunch would be good. Sasha is gonna have to use a different shower. The water pressure is shit because these pipes are old as fuck. It isn’t draining because there’s so much build-up it isn’t funny. I’m going to have to replace all the plumbing.”

      My eyes widen. “Don’t. It’s one thing for you to fix things. It’s another for you to have to completely remodel the damn house. We can do without the shower here. She can use the one in the hallway.”

      Logan stands up and grabs a towel off the rack, wiping his face and chest. “Relax, gorgeous. I don’t mind. This old ass house could use a remodel anyway.” Stepping out of the tub, be puts his hand on my hip and squeezes, then trails his fingers across my stomach as he moves past me and out of the bathroom. Well, fuck me sideways. Shaking the very inappropriate images from my head, I head out to the dining room.

      “How’d you know I liked meat lovers pizza?”

      I snicker. “Have you looked at you? It was just a guess.”

      “Are you making a dig at my tattoos or my muscles?” Logan puts two slices of the black olive pizza on my plate and sets it down in front of me as I slide into my usual seat.

      “I’m not making a dig on either. They’re both . . . Nice,” I say, my voice dropping.

      “Nice, huh? Nice like, oh, that’s nice like a bouquet of flowers? Or nice like you’ve imagined what all this would feel like between your legs nice?”

      I literally choke on my food and Logan snickers, taking another bite of his pizza. “Are all military as dirty-mouthed as you? Christ.”

      “Weren’t you dating a military man?” His eyebrows raise.

      “Married, and we were very young.” I take a sip of my water.

      “What is the timeline? You don’t look old enough to have a ten-year-old,” Logan says as he picks up a napkin and wipes his mouth.

      “He and I met and started dating in middle school. We had Sasha when I was fourteen. He joined the military our senior year and died when he was twenty.”

      Logan stares at me for a moment, his eyes softening. “I’m sorry for your loss, Beth. Believe me, I know it isn’t easy.”

      Reaching over, I lay my hand atop his. “Thanks. It’s been a tough four years, but Sasha and I have done okay.”

      The front door bangs open, and three bodies dart into the house, one being held up between the other two. Logan and I both jump out of our seats.

      “Ms. Beth, Sasha got hurt,” Malcolm, her best friend, says in a panic.

      Logan scoops Sasha up in his arms and takes her over to the couch. I kneel by her head, which has a massive gash on it, but she’s awake with tears coming out of the corners of her eyes. “Sorry, Mom.”

      “Keep her awake. I’m grabbing my med kit,” Logan says quickly.

      “What happened, honey?”

      “I was trying to do a trick on the half-pipe and didn’t land it. Smacked my head right on the drop lip,” Sasha says as Logan comes back and kneels next to me.

      “Close your eyes, sweetheart,” Logan says gently, “let me get ya cleaned up, and then you can rest.”

      I hold Sasha’s hand while Logan cleans her cut and then puts butterfly stitches on it. It’s a good thing he is here; otherwise, this would have been an all-day trip to the Emergency Room because I tend to panic when Sasha gets hurt. Once he’s done, he helps her sit up.

      “Can Jules and Malcolm hang in my room with me?”

      I sigh and stand. “Yes. Stay out of your bathroom, though, use the one in the hallway. Logan is apparently going to remodel yours.”

      Sasha’s eyes light up. “Can you put colored lights in my tub? Preferably blue and green. Those are my fave colors.”

      “I’ll see what I can do, kiddo,” Logan laughs. “Now, go rest, try not to fall asleep. I’d be surprised if you didn’t have a concussion.”

      I’m a little shocked when Sasha leans forward and hugs Logan around the neck, thanking him. When she lets go and stands, she stares up at his face for a second. “Yeah . . . Definitely a concussion.”

      She and her friends link arms and walk away, giggling while Logan just shakes his head.

      “That kid is going to grow on me quick,” Logan says as we head back to the dining room table.

      “Yeah, she’s a firecracker that is for sure. Been that way since she was very young,” I laugh. “When she was three, she swore she could use sheer willpower to turn my ex-mother-in-law’s German Shepard into a dragon. Sprained her arm by climbing on the dog’s back and having the dog jump off the top bunk bed.”

      “Jesus,” Logan says with a loud laugh, “that must have been a sight.”

      “So, you are learning a ton about us. What did you do in the Army?”

      Logan glances down at his hands and shrugs. “Infantry. Nothing special.”

      Something about his answer makes the warning bells in my brain go off. I swore when Sasha’s father died, I’d never get involved with a military man again. “You’re out for good, though, right? No chance you could get called back in?”

      Logan looks up, and his crystal blue eyes stop my breath. “Yeah, I’m in full retirement, why?”

      Taking a deep breath, I stand and grab my plate, deciding to use his own crudeness against him. As I walk behind him, I lean down next to his ear. “I refuse to mess with active military, but if you’re done with your service, maybe I can have you between my legs to properly thank you for serving your country.”

      Before he can react, I stand straight and hightail it into the kitchen. I yelp as an arm encircles my waist and pulls me flush against a rock-hard body. Calloused fingertips brush my hair to the side and over my shoulder, and my eyes close. Softly, a moan escapes my lips as a soft kiss and flick of a tongue touch my neck.

      “You don’t get to say some shit like that and just walk away, Beth,” Logan whispers, his tongue darting out and pulling my earlobe between his teeth.

      A shudder runs through my entire body and I press my back against him harder. “Logan.”

      “Mmmm, moan my name like that again, gorgeous, and I’m going to fuck you on the kitchen counter,” he whispers as he kisses down the side of my neck.

      “Mom!” The pounding of feet makes Logan and I shoot apart and I run my fingers through my hair trying to get myself together as Sasha bounces into the kitchen. Turning to face her, I paste a smile on my face. Glancing over, Logan has his back to her, facing the stove, pretending to wipe it down with the rag that was on the counter. Sasha’s eyes dart between him and me, then back to me. “I was wondering if you could call Ms. Edna and ask if Jules can come to dinner. Malcolm has to go to his grandmother’s but Jules doesn’t feel like going home.”

      “I’ll text my mom for ya, kiddo, but I’m sure it will be fine,” Logan says, finally turning around. “Just make sure your friend calls her parents so they know where she is.”

      Sasha nods and heads back out of the room, and Logan is back in front of me, sliding his arm around my waist and cupping the side of my face and he pulls my body against his. “Don’t think this is over. Just to be continued, gorgeous.” Before I can protest, his lips are on mine, his tongue teasing its way to mine, and my whole body is on fire.

      God, damn, Logan sure knows how to work that mouth of his.
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      Stepping out of my shower, the abhorrent ringtone that signals my commander is calling hits my ears. Wrapping my towel around my waist, I wade into my room and grab my phone, hitting the green button. “This better be good because I’ve only been retired for like two days.”

      “Ivan Yarkolov escaped from prison and is off the grid,” a deep voice says into the phone, making my blood run cold.

      “Excuse me? What the fuck do you mean he escaped from prison and is off the grid?”

      “In the last week, ten members from our unit have turned up dead. You need to watch your ass, Logan. He’s coming for anyone from the 75th that had a hand in his imprisonment.”

      I hang up the phone and cuss, tossing the phone on the bed. Reaching under my bed, I pull out my lockbox and open it. Staring down at my handgun, I sigh. No one really knew much about my family while I was in the service. I kept it that way because we hunted evil people. The less others knew, the safer my family was. Ivan Yarkolov is a genocidal maniac that got his kicks selling girls to the highest bidder.

      How the fuck he managed to escape from a North Korean prison that no one knows exists is beyond me.

      “Logan, we have to go, or we’re going to be late!” My door swings open and Beth appears in my doorway. “You’re not even dressed.”

      I quickly close my lockbox and smile at the beautiful woman in front of me. She’s in a tight pair of faded blue jeans with a short-sleeve, V-neck top the same shade of emerald green as her eyes. “Give me five minutes and I’ll be ready.”

      Beth’s eyes roam over my body before she nods and turns to leave. Quickly, I toss on jeans and a long sleeve shirt, putting my gun in my emergency duffel bag. Within fifteen minutes, the girls, Beth and I are in my truck and heading to my parents. It’s strange going to Sunday dinner given the fact I haven’t had one of these in almost sixteen years. It’s also weird how quick Beth and Sasha have kinda taken over my life. Two days and I just want to keep being around them.

      “Oh, can we go to that park down the street for a bit?” Sasha says with excitement in her voice.

      Beth turns to look at her as I pull into my parents’ driveway. “How about we go in and say hi first and see when dinner’s gonna be ready before you two go run all over the neighborhood?”

      Turning the engine off, I hop out of the truck and walk to the front to wait for Beth and the girls. Beth loops her arm through mine as we head to the door. Instead of knocking, I open it and walk in, dragging her with me. “Mom? Dad?”

      Beth shushes the girls and squeezes my arm. “Logan, do you smell that?”

      My gut drops as I inhale through my nose. The rancid scent of burnt food practically burns my nose hairs, and the silence in the house is eerie. The only thing that hits my ears is the soft beeping of what I know is my mother’s kitchen timer. I let go of Beth’s arm and move her behind me as I carefully walk down my parents’ hallway toward the kitchen.

      “Mom? Answer me,” I call out, already knowing something is very wrong. “Beth, you and the girls, stay behind me, do you understand?”

      Her hand squeezes my side, fisting my shirt. “Logan, what’s going on?”

      I shake my head as we take a few more steps, the first view of the kitchen becoming visible. A dark crimson puddle slowly creeps across the stark white marble of the kitchen floor. My heart thumps in my chest so hard it hurts. “Beth, you and the girls go back to the truck.”

      “No,” she says, gripping my shirt tighter, “I’m not leaving you in here until we know what’s going on.”

      Stopping, I turn to face her and take her head in my hands, staring down into her eyes. “There’s blood on the floor. Whatever happened, two ten-year-olds don’t need to see it.”

      Beth keeps her eyes on mine as she reaches into my pants pocket, the jingle of keys breaking the eerie quiet of the hallway. Without taking her eyes off mine, she holds the keys out behind her. “Sasha, you and Jules go lock yourselves in the truck and don’t unlock the doors until Logan and I come out.”

      “Mom,” Sasha says with a shaking voice.

      “Go, now, Sasha. Please listen to me,” Beth says.

      The girls' footsteps recede and the front door slams.

      Turning back to the kitchen, Beth grabs my shirt again, and slowly I start walking again. Stepping into the kitchen is like walking into a horror movie. Beth yelps and instinctively, I grab her and pull her head into my chest so she can’t see the carnage around us. My mother is sitting at the island, her hands nailed to the counter, her head severed and sitting on the counter in front of her. My father’s torso is on the floor in front of the fridge. His arms and one of his legs are next to him making the letter H, and his other leg is next to it with a severed hand above it. Together, it spells ‘hi,’ and it takes all my energy and focus not to vomit.

      “Beth, we have to go, baby,” I say, ushering her out of the room and pulling my cell phone out of my pocket. As Beth and I reach the truck and climb in, my commander picks up. “He killed my parents. I’m taking who I am with and going off the grid. Find him, Sarge.”

      “We’re trying to. How long have they been dead?”

      “Less than five hours. Which means he is still in the state at the least.”

      “Get somewhere safe, get your other phone. I’ll contact you soon,” he says before the line goes dead.

      Tossing my phone up on the dash, I gun it out of the neighborhood. “Where does Jules live?”

      “Logan, what is going on?” Beth’s voice is shaking.

      “I can’t explain right now. We need to get Jules home, and then the three of us need to disappear for a little while,” I say, reaching over and putting my hand over hers.

      She gives me directions to Jules's house and as soon as she’s dropped off, I gun it back to the house. Telling Beth and Sasha to pack what they need within the next five minutes, I go to my room and load a second duffel bag with as much as I can of what I might need.

      As soon as we’re back in the truck, I make them both shut their cell phones off and I shut mine off before turning on the encrypted military phone I have. Getting on the highway, I make for the mountains. It’s an eight hour drive, but I’ve got a cabin in the Smoky Mountains. It’s a safe house. Every member of the 75th has one that is entirely off the grid for situations like this.

      “Are we going to be okay?” Sasha says from the back seat, tears in her tone.

      Moving my rearview mirror, I make eye contact with the kid in it. “Listen to me. I’m not going to let anything happen to you or your mom, do you hear me?”

      Sasha nods. “Can I lay down back here?”

      Fixing the mirror, I sigh. “Yeah, kiddo. We’ll stop in a few hours and grab some food before we get back on the road, okay?”

      Beth is staring out the window when I glance at her. Reaching over, I lay my hand on her leg. She looks at me and, without a word, takes off her seatbelt and slides over so I can put my arm around her. Driving in silence, I keep her close to me and try to come up with a plan.

      It took a team of fifteen Rangers to take out Yarkolov the first time. This time, I might very well be on my own.
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      Logan’s cabin is literally out in the middle of nowhere. If he didn’t have a truck with off-road tires, we never would have made it up the very dark roads that got us to it. He carried Sasha in and put her in the second bedroom and then let me tuck her in. I’ve sat here and stared at her for almost an hour, but the aroma of coffee coming from the other room is making my mouth water. I close the door behind me and amble toward Logan while he’s filling two coffee cups.

      Something in me just wants to feel his strength, so as I press up behind him, I lay my head against his back and wrap my arms around his stomach. His body heaves with a sigh, and it’s strange because even though I’ve only known him for a few days, it feels like our souls have known each other for a lifetime. After a moment, he unwraps my arms and turns to face me.

      “I’m so sorry, Beth,” he says quietly, cupping either side of my face.

      “Logan, what the hell is happening? Someone murdered your parents today . . . I . . . Christ, why would someone do that? They’re the sweetest people I’ve—”

      “Shhh, gorgeous, shhh. This isn’t about them; it’s about me,” he says causing my face to pull together in confusion.

      “Can you explain that?”

      Logan turns and grabs both mugs, handing me one, and then takes my other hand and leads me out to the covered porch. It’s chilly out, but not bad, with steady rain starting to fall. We sit next to each other on a handmade bench. “I wasn’t completely honest with you when you asked me about what I did in the service the other day.”

      “You weren’t in the Army?”

      He takes a deep breath and squeezes my hand. “I wasn’t infantry. I’m part of the 75th Rangers.”

      My mouth drops open as I suck in a breath. “Wait . . . You were an Army Ranger, as in like Special Ops, classified and all that.”

      Logan nods and turns toward me. “My parents never knew. It isn’t something I have ever talked about because it was safer not to.”

      A small spark of anger hits my veins. “Safe, right. That explains why my daughter and I are hiding in a remote cabin with you and have no clue what we are even running from.”

      “Ivan Yarkolov,” Logan says, turning to stare out into the woods.

      “Who?”

      “That’s who we are hiding from. A Russian mob boss named Ivan Yarkolov. He’s a class A piece of shit monster that took us years to catch.”

      My eyes roam over Logan’s face as I try to process everything. “How did he find you? If you caught him, how did he kill your parents?”

      “My commander called this afternoon to tell me Yarkolov broke out of the prison he was in and was off the grid. He’s been on the loose for weeks and has apparently killed ten of my team in that time.”

      “He’s going to kill us, isn’t he?”

      Logan grabs me so quickly I yelp as he pulls me up to straddle him, his hands tangling in my hair, his eyes boring into mine. “No. Listen to me, Beth. I will not let him hurt you or Sasha. Do you understand me?”

      The tears flow down my face, but I nod. Logan groans as he pulls my lips down to his and kisses me, slowly, his tongue dancing with mine. My hands cup the side of his face, as I tilt my head and let him pull me closer. His hard-on presses through my jeans and into my core, making my nerve endings explode with desire.

      I can’t stop my whimper when Logan runs his hands under my shirt and across my breasts. “Logan. It’s been a long time.”

      Pulling back as he runs his hands down my sides. “Mmm, how long is a long time, gorgeous?”

      My whole-body arches as Logan lifts his hips and grinds into me. “Four years.”

      “In that case, let’s do this right,” Logan says, wrapping his arms around me and standing, taking me with him. Leaning down, I run my tongue along his neck as he carries me inside to his bedroom and locks the door behind us. Laying me on the bed, Logan pulls his shirt off before crawling over me and kissing me long and hard.

      As his lips trail down my neck, I dig my nails into his back. “Logan, please.”

      Rising to his knees, he slowly unbuttons my jeans and pulls them off. Sitting up, I pull my shirt off and lay back, his eyes roaming over my body as they darken. “You really are gorgeous.”  Logan pulls the cups of my bra down and takes one of my nipples into his mouth, sucking gently, lighting everything inside me on fire. As he kisses across my chest and takes my other nipple in his mouth, his hand trails down my stomach, yanking at my panties.

      His name is a prayer on my lips as he kisses down my body and pushes my legs apart. My eyes roll back in my head as his tongue swirls around my clit, bringing me almost to my climax instantly. “Ah, please don’t stop.”

      The fullness of his fingers sliding inside me is enough to drive me mad. The pressure builds faster as he curls his fingers, moving his fingers in and out of my core as he sucks my clit. He groans against my flesh as I cum. My body feels like it’s on a cloud, and I hardly realize he gets up, only to be back between my legs a second later. Opening my eyes, I gasp as he hooks my legs at his elbows and slides his cock inside me.

      “Fuck, you feel good, gorgeous,” he moans, leaning down to bite gently at my neck as he moves steadily in and out of me.

      “Harder, Logan,” I whisper, digging my nails into his back as the pressure in my sex begins to build again.

      Logan puts his hands under my knees and presses my legs back, opening my core completely to him as he slams into me. “Come on, baby. I’m not going to last long.”

      Reaching down between us, I rub my clit and within moments, I’m cumming again, and Logan is following me, moaning my name. Logan lays down next to me and pulls me over to him, wrapping his arms around me so I can put my head on his chest. It isn’t long before I’m drifting off to sleep as he trails his fingertips up and down my bare back.
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      I wake up with a small space of warmth snuggling into my side and a smile forms on my lips. Opening my eyes and looking down, Beth is on her side, her face against my chest, arm across my stomach, and leg thrown over mine. The feel of her skin against mine is way more comforting than it should be. Running my fingers through her hair and across her shoulders, she stretches a little, pressing her body into mine. When she tilts her head back, her eyes still closed, with a bit of a smirk on her lips, I lean down and kiss her softly, letting my tongue tease her lips open.

      Just as she moans into my mouth, we’re jolted apart by glass breaking out in the living room. I sit up, pulling Beth with me, my ears trained, trying to make out the smallest sound.

      “Lo-Logan!” Sasha’s panicked and terrified voice screeches and echoes.

      Before Beth can freak out, I slide out of bed and grab my sweats off the floor, sliding into them. While Beth grabs her underwear and my t-shirt, I press a panel on the wall next to my bed, which opens to a compartment. Pulling out one of my handguns, I check the clip and take off the safety. As we move to the door, I use one of my hands to push Beth behind me. Stepping out into the living room, I raise my gun and train it on the head of none other than Ivan Yarkolov, his arm around Sasha, holding her to him by the neck, a gun pressed to her temple.

      “Sasha,” Beth yells, trying to move around me.

      With one hand, I grab her around the waist and pull her to me as she struggles to get to her daughter. “Don’t do it, love. Be smart.”

      Beth stops struggling after a few minutes but doesn’t relax and doesn’t take her eyes off her daughter. “Keep your eyes on me, babygirl, okay?”

      “Mom . . .” Sasha whimpers as Yarkolov tightens his grip on her just a little, a sinister smile taking over his face.

      “If it isn’t the man who launched my nightmares,” Yarkolov says, his eyes narrowing on me.

      Pushing Beth behind me again, I hold my gun steady and take a small step forward. “Let the girl go, Ivan. Your issue is with me, not her.”

      The laugh that bubbles up through him sends a chill down my spine. “True. But, what better way to get back at you then take this sweet, innocent, little girl in your keeping and sell her to the highest bidder? That’s why you’re going to put that gun down and let me walk out of here; otherwise, I’m going to put a bullet through her head.”

      Beth groans behind me, pressing into me. I know as a mother; she’d like nothing more than to run across the room and rip Ivan’s head off. Sadly, she wouldn’t make it three steps toward him.

      “Or, I can shoot you in the head and bury your body in the woods,” I say, taking a small step forward. Moving my eyes to focus on Sasha’s, tears spilling down her face. “Sweetheart, I need you to stay calm and just . . . Keep your head down.” As I say the last words, I try to get Sasha to understand. “Just, keep your head down, baby, and everything is going to be okay.”

      Yarkolov starts rambling but I keep my eyes on Sasha. After what feels like forever, her eyes widen and realization floods them. Very slowly, she leans her head down and away from Yarkolov’s as best she can, all the while he is running his mouth about all the shit I put him through while he was in prison, everything he lost because of the Rangers, and how he plans to get revenge on us all. Sadly, he won’t be leaving this cabin.

      “Stay relaxed, Sasha,” I say gently, finally getting Yarkolov’s attention.

      “Yes, little one, remember that when we leave here. When I sell you, and each man has his way with you, stay relaxed. It might hurt less.”

      Anger flames in my veins and I squeeze the trigger. In less than a blink, blood and brain matter splatters all over the wall behind Yarkolov, his arm sliding off Sasha as his body slams into the wood and sinks to the floor. Sasha takes off at a run and Beth pushes around me and grabs her daughter in a tight hug, sinking to the floor. Sasha sobs into her mother’s chest, while Beth just rocks her back and forth.

      Slowly, as not to scare either of them, I set my gun on the side table and kneel next to them, cupping the side of Sasha’s head until she looks at me. “You are so brave, sweetheart. You did such a good job.”

      Pushing away from Beth, Sasha gets to her knees and launches herself at me, wrapping her arms around my neck. “Please don’t leave us.”

      Wrapping my arms around her, I look up into Beth’s eyes, filled with tears and something else I can’t place. “I’m not going anywhere, sweetheart. You and your mom are already stuck with me.”

      After a while of sitting on the floor like that, Beth talks Sasha into a shower, and I get up and stand in front of Yarkolov’s body, staring down at him. Lightly fingers trail up my bare back and a soft kiss touches the back of my arm.

      “What are you going to do? Should you call your boss?” Beth keeps her eyes on me and not the body.

      “Nah. I’m going to bury him in the woods. If Yarkolov’s people can’t find him, it might cause less of a backlash. The last thing I want is the Russian mob coming after us looking for him.”

      “Do you need my help?”

      This surprises me, and I turn, pulling Beth into my arms and kissing her hard, letting the strange possessiveness I feel run through me and into her. “No, love. I’ve got this and then I’ll clean all the blood up. I need to pack the important shit from here and burn this place to the ground anyway. Not much of a safehouse now that it’s been compromised.”

      “What’s the likelihood his people will come looking for us eventually?”

      I sigh, knowing she’s not going to like my answer. “It will happen, probably sooner rather than later, but I will have to prepare for it and just be ready.”

      Beth finally turns her head and looks at Yarkolov and back to me. “Or we could disappear. Sasha and I have no family, neither do you.”

      My eyes widen, and I cup the side of her face. “Beth, we’ve known each other for a few days. You sure about what you’re saying?”

      She sighs and smiles sadly. “Nope. Last night was amazing, but you and I could end up hating each other. However, I’m going to trust my gut which says that whatever this pull is toward you, it’s a good thing. And I don’t want to live in fear. So, I’d rather disappear and keep Sasha safe then sit at home wondering when someone is going to break down the door.”

      The tightening in my chest brings me up short and I kiss Beth again. “Alright, let's get shit together and burn this fucker down, and come up with some all-new identities.”

      Beth nods and pushes up on her toes to kiss me again. My time as a Ranger means I know people who can help us disappear. It won’t be easy, but Beth is right . . . My gut feels the same way about her, and I’ll do anything to keep her and Sasha safe.

      That includes us telling the biggest lie of all— after today, Logan, Beth, and Sasha are dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      First and foremost, as always, my thanks to God. It's through Him that I was blessed with my love for writing, and it's He who makes it possible for me to do what I love each and every day.

      To my beautiful and awe-inspiring children - Black Widow, Hawkeye, and Hulk - I love you to the ends of the Earth and beyond that. You give me so much strength and inspiration every moment that I'm alive.

      My family and friends, thank you for always supporting me and putting up with everything that comes with this crazy life I have as a writer. Without you, I'd never have found my calling.

      Kara Leigh Miller and Rebecca Vazquez - two beautiful and talented women - who are not only my editors but my most trusted friends. You all give it to me straight, you help me make sure I am putting my best work out into the world, and you are there, by my side, every moment, good or bad.

      To my Knox Publishing Family - thank you all for all the love and support you give me through everything.

      My Beta Team - Kat, Lulu, Erin C., Dani, and Donetta - thank you, ladies, for being the first line to help make sure I'm growing as a writer with each story, for being the first people to love my characters the way I do, and for always being the most dedicated and honest people.

      Laura Medeiros for making such amazing graphics to go along with all my series. I absolutely adore working with you and thank you for bringing my haphazard visions and breathing life into them.

      My PA, Gurpreet, for being such an amazing, kickass woman. For five years, you've loved and supported me in every moment of my journey. You're a wonderful friend and your talent and passion inspire me.

      Matthew and Al, the bestest friends and men a girl could ask for, thank you for always being here for me. You both support and love me whether I am at the top of the moment or walking through my own hell. I don't know what I did to deserve having such loyal and amazing people in my life, but I am so thankful for both of you.

      Thank you to my Book Concubines Reader Group for all your amazing love and support. Your enthusiasm for my stories is what helps me keep writing on even my worst days.

      Wednesday Night Write Group - Suzanne, Kat, Erin C., Lulu, Marianne, and Bethany - you ladies are the solid foundations for which writing Tribes are built on. Thank you for kicking my ass into gear on a constant basis, for being my sounding board when I'm losing my mind, and for being amazing friends!

      To the other Bad Bitches of Romance - Lynne Leslie, TC Matson, Nicole Banks, and Teagan Brooks - there are not strong enough words for how fucking amazing you ladies are. I can't wait to see all the fucking epic things we get into together!

      To the rest of my Tribe - B.B. Blaque, Erin Osborne, Darlene Tallman, Kayce Kyle, Liberty Parker, Golden Czermak, Richard Edwards, and the other writers and industry professionals who have never made me doubt their love or their loyalty - you are amazing and you will always have me on your side and in your corner.

      To anyone I may have forgotten by name, I'm sorry, but know that I love and adore each and every one of you!
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      Sometimes, I swear the best and worst part of doing short story anthologies is that most of the time, they sprout the ideas for a new series. As an author, I both love and hate this because let’s be honest, it isn’t like I don’t have a shit ton to do as it is. OF HIS OWN ACCORD has been no different. I have always loved reading military romance and knew that at some point in my career, I wanted to try my hand at it. In 2020, I’ll be starting a military romance series that will be comprised of several standalone novels. This series will be called the “Defender of Angels” series. Book one is already in the semi-plotting process, as much as I am capable of plotting since you all know I am usually a total pantser. What I can tell you is that book one will be titled “Concrete Angel” and will focus on a Navy SEAL. The ever wonderful Matthew Hosea, who is retired Navy himself, will grace the cover. I can’t wait to work on this and I hope you all will love it just as much as you do my other works in romantic suspense.

      Thank you all so much for your undying love and loyalty to me as an author and the words I put out into the world. Readers are without a doubt the most beautiful gift we authors can be given, so thank you so much for loving my characters and my worlds, and I hope you will love this new series just as much.
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        Instagram: www.instagram.com/clynnrose87

        Snapchat: www.snapchat.com/clynnrose87

        Website: www.courtneylynnrose.weebly.com

        BookBub: www.bookbub.com/authors/courtney-lynn-rose

        Goodreads: www.goodreads.com/courtneylynnrose

        Amazon: www.amazon.com/author/courtneylynnrose

      

      

      

      
        
        Signed Paperback Order Form: https://forms.gle/PqK5uqTUm962SnZu9

        ARC Team Sign-Up: https://forms.gle/u9UVGvkrjpwpC8nS6
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