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    He may be a killer, but I can’t say no to his touch. 
 
      
 
    Hawk Millard is not a good man. He’s a felon, a biker – and maybe even his brother’s killer.  
 
    But in the wake of Hugh Millard’s murder, Hawk is the only one who can care for Hugh’s infant son. 
 
    As a private investigator, I’m determined to get to the truth, by any means necessary. 
 
    Even if I have to sacrifice my body to Hawk to get there. 
 
      
 
    Hugh Millard’s death still haunts me. 
 
    I was the detective assigned to his case, but the official answers never seemed to hold water. 
 
      
 
    So I quit the police force and struck out on my own. 
 
    I have to know what happened. 
 
    And Hugh’s brother seems like a blasted good place to start asking questions. 
 
      
 
    But he’s not a man who takes kindly to strangers. 
 
    I move in next door, hoping to sneak my way into his life. 
 
    If only I’d known how that would end up. 
 
      
 
    Before I know it, I’m helping Hawk care for his baby nephew by day. 
 
    By night, I’m stifling my moans in dark hallways while Hawk’s hands and mouth roam across my body. 
 
      
 
    It’s wrong, I know. 
 
    But he just does something to me. 
 
    Awakens something I can’t control. 
 
    Uncages something that refuses to go back inside. 
 
      
 
    It’s not all fun and games, though. 
 
    I’m in too deep, mired in a world where I have no business mucking around. 
 
    There are killers out there, and people eager to come after what’s left of the Millard family and fortune. 
 
    They’re the kind of people who see someone like me as little more than a roadblock… an obstacle to be disposed of. 
 
      
 
    The only safety I can find is in Hawk’s arms. 
 
    But as I learn more about Hawk and his past, I realize that that might be the most dangerous place of all. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Hawk Millard stuffed diapers into the diaper bag. He hated the pink, flowered bag, but he hadn’t had a chance to get anything that better suited him. It was all he could do to make sure Damian had diapers, clothes, something to eat, and a safe place to sleep. This baby thing had turned out to be much more complicated than he first expected. 
 
      
 
    He searched through the bag, thinking. An extra outfit, several diapers, his favorite binky, a clean bottle. What else would Damian need today for daycare? Hawk wasn’t sure how long he’d be tonight. He had a long list of cars to repossess and judging by the make and model of the cars, this might not be the easiest day on the job. The more someone paid—or in this case hadn’t paid—for a car, the more attached they tended to be and the more problems usually arose. 
 
      
 
    There was a time when he worked mostly at night, making repos much more peaceful. But having Damian to care for made that impossible. It was hard enough to find daycare that would work with his crazy schedule. The woman who watched Damian now ran a small daycare out of her home with just a few children, and she was flexible enough to be able to keep him overnight should the need arise. But she charged handsomely for it, and he hated to do that to Damian anyway. 
 
      
 
    Hawk zipped up the diaper bag and picked Damian up from his baby seat to get him loaded into the car carrier. 
 
      
 
    Many times in the last few months since he’d taken custody of Damian, Hawk had considered getting a more stable job with better hours. But he’d been a repo man for so long, it was really all he was good at. Most companies frowned upon felonies on a prospective employee’s record, but it just so happened that stealing cars was the one thing that might have made him one of the top repo men around. It paid well, too, but the hours could be difficult. 
 
      
 
    Falling into the repo business had been something of a miracle. He’d never been the type of kid who would be able to get good grades and go to college to do something “real” with his life, as his mother had wanted him to. Instead, Hawk struggled through school, got mixed up with the sort of people his mother had always warned him about. When she died, leaving him and his brother Hugh to fend for themselves while trying to live with their aunt and uncle and collection of cousins, Hawk dropped out of school. He became a full time criminal because that’s where the money was, and when he turned 18 he got a tiny apartment for him and Hugh to live in alone. Hugh finished high school, but joined Hawk on the streets soon after, stealing cars to pay the bills. 
 
      
 
    They’d been at it for years and hadn’t gotten into any major trouble. It only took a single day to change everything. One wrong move had changed every aspect of his life. Hawk had had his eye on a certain Ferrari. They were notoriously hard to steal, but Hawk had been at it so long, he hadn’t met a car he couldn’t break into. Except this particular Ferrari happened to belong to a repo man. Not only was the car alarmed, which Hawk had been able to override, but the garage it was kept in had been alarmed and booby trapped. When he started the car and tried to back out, the garage door shut and before long Hawk was eye-to-eye with a pissed off Butch. 
 
      
 
    After talking to him and admitting to being impressed with his talent, Butch had offered him a way to use his skill in a slightly more legal manner. He’d taught him everything he knew about being a repo man and brought him and Hugh on as employees. This simple change—going from stealing cars to legally removing them from their owners—took their lives off the streets. They made real money that could be proved and legally claimed. And that meant a nicer place to live. A nicer place meant less crime, better women, better everything. 
 
      
 
    Hawk had no desire to enter a new line of work, nor did he think for a second he’d get the same sort of break he had with Butch all those years ago. It’d been pure luck and Hawk had been grateful ever since. Working for Butch had opened up other options and now Hawk’s list of clients ranged from car dealerships to banks to the police. He’d find a way to deal with the hours and make it work for Damian’s sake. He needed a good paying job now more than ever. He would do whatever it took to make sure that his nephew had a good life. A life like he and Hugh should have had from the start. 
 
      
 
    Hawk bent down to Damian and made a silly face at him, then tickled his belly. Damian let out a little squeal. Hawk picked up the baby carrier and locked up the house. He opened the car door and connected Damian’s seat to its base. As he closed the door, he looked up at the house next door. 
 
      
 
    A large truck sat out front with a moving company logo painted in bright green on its side. Men walked in and out of the house and truck with boxes and furniture and other items. The house had been empty for some time now. The elderly woman who’d lived there had died and it had taken a while for her kids to go through the place and clean it out to get it ready for sale. 
 
      
 
    A woman stood just inside the garage. She caught his eye and waved. He held up his hand to wave back. That must be her, then. Good looking woman. He liked her short, dark hair and her small nose. No ring on her finger and no man around. Could she really be single and moving in next to him? He looked down the street, as if expecting another car to show up and for some guy to jump out and take her in his arms. 
 
      
 
    Hawk’s house and this house sat at the end of a long road. There weren’t any houses across the street since it was all woods. The closest house on his other side was several hundred feet away. He’d had this little section of the street all to himself for a long time. Whoever she was he hoped they wouldn’t mind hearing a baby cry. 
 
      
 
    Hawk glanced up at his own house before climbing into his car. Nothing too fancy. One story, three bedrooms, plenty of space. It was a decent house, just outside of the city and in a good neighborhood. The house his new neighbor was moving into was similar. Moderately priced and sized, but nowhere near the cheaper parts of the city. 
 
      
 
    He caught a glimpse of his motorcycle through the garage window. Hopefully this woman and whoever else moved in there wouldn’t mind the sound of a loud Harley, either. He rode with his MC every chance he got. That time had been limited since he got Damian, but he was a member of the Kings of Chaos motorcycle club, and there were plenty of old ladies around to help out and watch the baby so he could ride along with the boys. 
 
      
 
    He looked back in his rearview mirror at Damian, then the house next store. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Alexa Reynolds looked up when the moving man called her name. “Oh, just take that to the bedroom.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded and walked into the house with a tall floor lamp. She looked back toward the truck and saw movement next door. A man carried a baby in a carrier to his car. That had to be Hawk Milliard. And was that Hugh’s baby? Must be. She’d heard that Hawk might be taking custody of his nephew after his brother’s murder. 
 
      
 
    Hawk was the reason she’d bought this house in the first place. A stroke of luck, really. He didn’t live in town where there were many houses nearby to choose from, and on this secluded section of the street the only house available had been this one. When she’d seen that it was about to go on the market, she’d hopped out and stopped the realtor as she was getting in her car. 
 
      
 
    “I need this house,” Alexa told her. She’d flashed her badge and the woman had given her a confused look. “I’m willing to pay asking price if you don’t put it on the market, but sell it to me right now and get me in there as quickly as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Hugh’s death had been police business, but more specifically it had been her business. Back in the days when she was a detective, she’d been assigned to Hugh’s case. She’d searched through the evidence and followed every lead. She’d never had a case like Hugh’s. All the others had either been clear cut with solid evidence, or had so little evidence that the case went cold. Hugh’s had enough evidence, but nothing to point to a suspect. New evidence would turn up just as another suspect was ruled out. It kept going and changing and nothing seemed to make sense. 
 
      
 
    They’d never found the killer and the murder had been deemed a gang incident. Alexa had never been happy with that as the official story, and she’d spoken out against it when she was still on the force. When she was told in no uncertain terms that she was to give up on the case, she’d left. For a case like that, one where she couldn’t stop thinking of everyone involved, couldn’t stop seeing the victim in her sleep, she couldn’t let it go. She had to find the real answer. 
 
      
 
    So, Alexa had become a private investigator. She could still do what she loved this way, still work with the police when it helped her, but she wouldn’t have a chief standing over her, telling her how to investigate. It was up to her how much time she spent on a case and when it was time to quit. 
 
      
 
    She had other clients, of course. The bills had to be paid and since her investigation into Hugh’s death was unofficial, she wouldn’t exactly be collecting a fee for it. And the brother, Hawk, had to have more information. She even suspected he might have something to do with the murder, or he might have even been the one to kill Hugh. With a past like Hawk’s, it would come as no surprise. Grand theft auto, breaking and entering, assault. The list of his charges went on and on. If he hadn’t been directly responsible, Hawk might have gotten his brother killed indirectly, just through the people he dealt with. 
 
      
 
    During the investigation, her assistant had been the one to interview Hawk. She remembered watching the video and thinking even then that he might be holding back information. But she had no way to prove it and hadn’t gotten the chance to interview him herself before the case was closed. Now she would do things differently. She would move in, get to know him slowly, and get him to trust her enough to give out the information she needed. Being close would just make it easier to do that. It gave her a way to make continuous contact with him that wouldn’t seem suspicious. 
 
      
 
    When he looked up at her, she waved. He held up a hand to wave back, unsmiling. His face was neutral. He was likely sizing her up, checking her out, scoping things out. That’s what criminals generally did with new people, especially people living so close by. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t come over, though, which was good. She hadn’t decided yet what the best way to introduce herself was. This had to be done just right. Nice and slow. Ease him into it and make it seem like it was on his terms, not hers. She also needed to decide on a fake name. If he searched for her, in due course he’d find out that she had been the lead detective on Hugh’s case. And that might make him clam up forever. 
 
      
 
    She’d been so excited at finding this house close to Hawk’s and being able to be so close to him that it hadn’t hit her until a week before moving that she’d be living right next door to someone who might have killed his own brother. But it was too late. She’d have to rely on her police training, her guns and pepper spray, and hope she managed to do this right. 
 
      
 
    When she had solved the case once and for all, she could sell the place and move. Once the case had been really solved and not just had an easy solution thrown at it. Hugh’s face had haunted her every day since she first saw it. And his whole case had quickly begun haunting her, too. It affected her sleep and her work. And once the case was closed, the haunting feeling grew even worse because then she also felt guilt. She hadn’t found his killer in time, and now, thanks to her slow work, he was walking free while another gang was blamed. Hugh deserved more than that, and she wasn’t going to stop until things had been set right. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    After dropping Damian off at daycare, Hawk headed to the address of his first repo of the day. This one was a brand-new Toyota Prius. 
 
      
 
    The house was huge. Nearly a mansion on this suburb street. There wasn’t a gate, though, which was good. The rare gated community was always a challenge. Sometimes you could get the cops or the people who ran the place to let you in, but other times you had to sit and wait for the car to move, for the owner to be at work. Or you took the chance and climbed the fence. 
 
      
 
    But the guy who owned this house and this car couldn’t afford the gate. Apparently, he couldn’t afford the car, either. Hawk wondered how behind on house payments he was. The house looked impeccable, the lawn like it had been trimmed by hand, bushes and flowers so immaculate they could been cut out of a magazine. The bank would have no problem reselling the property as a foreclosure. 
 
      
 
    The car was sitting just out front in the driveway. He wondered why it wasn’t in the garage. Maybe another car was in there? As long as the guy didn’t come out and throw a fit, this would be easy. 
 
      
 
    Hawk parked a block down from the house. Some guys used a tow truck to come up and get the car. There was a time or two when he’d thought it would be easier, but he preferred the hands-on approach. It was more of a challenge, but in a lot of ways it was also easier. A tow truck got a lot of attention. They were big and loud, and most of all expensive. But going up to a car and breaking in could be subtle and quiet. They wouldn’t even know the car was gone until it was too late. 
 
      
 
    He had already called the police and given them his list for the day. That way, if someone saw him breaking into the car, or when the owner found it missing and called to report it stolen, the police would know what the deal was. It kept him from getting arrested, and it also let the cops be the ones to tell the owner his car was gone for non-payment. He hated doing that part. 
 
      
 
    Life had been hard for him many times, and paying the bills hadn’t always been easy. He felt a pinch of sympathy for his customers as well, and he hated being the one to rub salt in their wounds. Another reason for avoiding the tow truck. Less attention from the neighbors meant it was less embarrassing for the person watching their car being taken away. 
 
      
 
    Hawk approached the car, looking around to see if anyone was watching him. He saw no indication of anyone in the house or outside, so he proceeded. He felt his tools tucked into his back pocket. For something like this - a car out in the open, no additional locking devices - he could likely get away with using his favorite tool, a slim jim. 
 
      
 
    He looked around one more time before sliding the thin metal stick from his pocket. He laid it flat against the window, slid it down and jiggled it. When it slipped into place, he pulled up and the door unlocked. He put his hand on the door lever and heard a shout. 
 
      
 
    “Get away from my car!” 
 
      
 
    Hawk took a deep breath and turned. He slipped his tool back in his pocket. “I’m here to repossess your car.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so.” The man stormed off of his front porch, right over to Hawk. “Back away.” 
 
      
 
    “Your bank has hired me to come and take the vehicle for non-payment.” 
 
      
 
    The man was tall but incredibly skinny and he stepped closer to Hawk. Hawk made a quick assessment. This guy wasn’t big and didn’t look like he worked out. Probably had no training. Which meant he’d be easy to beat if it came to that. 
 
      
 
    “Then I guess you’re,” he stuck his finger into Hawk’s shoulder “just going to have to go back to them and tell them you couldn’t get it.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk flicked the man’s hand away and grabbed his wrist. He twisted it and the man crumbled under the pressure of the angle. 
 
      
 
    “Do not touch me,” Hawk said. “Now. Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to take your skinny rear back inside. I’m going to drive this car off. Does that sound good to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Screw you!” he half mumbled, trying to break free of Hawk’s grip and stand up straight. 
 
      
 
    “If that doesn’t work for you, I’m going to put my fist through your face. Then, I’ll put my foot through your ribs. Does that sound better?” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t threaten me! I’ll call the cops!” 
 
      
 
    Hawk laughed. “Great. I’ll tell Officer Stanley that you’re resisting the repo and that you physically assaulted me. It would actually help me out big time if you would. In fact, maybe I’ll call them myself. Maybe I even feel like pressing charges today.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t do that!” 
 
      
 
    Hawk finally let the man go, and he stood up, brushing his shirt down and rubbing his wrist. 
 
      
 
    “I can,” Hawk said. “And I will. It’s up to you. This can be easy, or you can end up with an assault charge on top of losing your car today.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk crossed his arms and spread his feet, glaring at the man. 
 
      
 
    “Jerk.” The man stepped back and returned his glare. 
 
      
 
    After a long minute, when the man did nothing more and said nothing more, Hawk took that as a sign that he was going to cooperate. That didn’t mean he was going to let his guard down, though. 
 
      
 
    Hawk kept his eye on the man as he opened the door and got inside. He used another tool to remove the lock housing from the ignition, then stuck in his screwdriver to start the car. The man’s eyes widened slightly. Had he been thinking Hawk wouldn’t be able to do it? He smiled at the man, revved the engine and waved, then took off. The man chased after him a few feet, yelling. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” The man waved his arms. “No! Get out of my car! How will I get to work?” 
 
      
 
    Hawk pulled out of the driveway and sped down the road. He then took the car to the lot he rented where all the repossessed cars went until the bank or whoever owned them decided to sell them or do whatever with them. 
 
      
 
    He spent a moment filling out the paperwork for the completed repo, then used his phone to email the bank that the repo was done. He texted Jared who worked at the lot. Jared was also a repo man, but preferred the tow truck method. The one advantage the tow truck had was not having to figure out how to get back to the place he’d left his vehicle. 
 
      
 
    They had a good team. Both paid for the lot, they looked out for each other or rode along on a risky repo, sometimes they swapped jobs, especially when one was better for a tow truck or better for doing it by hand. They retained their own licenses, so neither was a boss and they weren’t partners. It was the perfect arrangement that gave them each a little help when needed, but still allowed them both to run their own businesses. 
 
      
 
    The next six repossessions went off without any major hitches. People got mad or upset when they saw him, one car was filthy on the inside and required him to drive with the windows down, one was tricky when it came to unlocking and took every tool he had to get it opened. He received several more threats and curses, and had a woman fall to her knees, begging him not to take her car. All in all, it was a typical day. 
 
      
 
    He waved goodbye to Jared and hopped into his own car. It felt strange after a day of hot wiring to use a key. It was rare to get a copy of the key from a bank, so hot wiring was usually what was needed. He turned on the radio and sat back in his very comfortable, very familiar car. It was always nice to be back in his own personal space. 
 
      
 
    Hawk pulled up to babysitter’s house, ready for a night of relaxing with Damian. He rang the bell and waited for Natalie to open the door. When she did, she gave him a huge smile. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if it isn’t my favorite client.” She put her hand on her hip and tilted her head. 
 
      
 
    Hawk smiled back. “Hey Natalie.” 
 
      
 
    “I know he’s not technically yours, but I think Damian got some of your genes,” she said. “He is every bit as adorable as you are.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I’m sure he did. I always thought he looked a little like me. But so did my brother.” 
 
      
 
    “Is your whole family hot like you?” She pulled her lower lip into her mouth. 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “I guess so.” He took a step inside, hoping to end this exchange quickly so he could get home. 
 
      
 
    “Come on in. I’ll get Damian ready.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk followed her and scooped Damian up from where he’d been playing on the floor. Damian cooed and clapped his hands together. He watched Natalie put his things into the diaper bag. Nice body, pretty face. But for some reason, he was never into her like that. She’d made her interest plainly known from the start. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it was something to do with the fact that she was watching his baby all day. They had business together and it was hard to find a good babysitter. The daycare she ran in her home was convenient, reasonably priced, and allowed for the times his schedule got a little nuts. If something happened with her and it didn’t work out, he would have to find someone else to watch Damian. 
 
      
 
    He tried his best to be nice to her, to flirt back where he could without leading her on. She was a single mother, too, and had a hard life. He didn’t want to make her feel bad by turning her down. He also didn’t want to insult or offend the person who was responsible for Damian all day. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he said as she handed him the diaper bag. “You’re the best babysitter around.” He leaned in to whisper, “And the best looking one.” 
 
      
 
    She blushed and grinned. “One of these days, you’ll have to take me for a ride on that bike of yours.” 
 
      
 
    “If you think you can handle all that power.” He winked and slung the bag over his shoulder, then walked to the door. 
 
      
 
    “Have a good night,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “You too.” He waved and headed to the car. 
 
      
 
    On the drive home, Damian fell asleep. That didn’t usually happen. Natalie was good about getting him to take naps on time. 
 
      
 
    When they got home, he took the carrier out of the car. Damian awoke as the cool air hit him and started to cry. Hawk got them both inside and tried to get Damian settled. He rubbed his eyes and didn’t stop crying. 
 
      
 
    He put him in the car carrier and set it on the ground, then rocked it with his foot as he sat on the couch to do his paperwork for the night. Damian whined and kept up his crying, though it was somewhat subdued. Not his usual hungry or wet cry. Not even his usual tired cry. He wasn’t sure what was going on. 
 
      
 
    When the paperwork was complete, he decided to pick Damian up and take him outside. Usually, walking around outside in the back yard settled him down. The fresh air, the trees and scenery, all of it caught his attention and worked like a charm. He put a heavier sweatshirt on him and slid open the back door. 
 
      
 
    Damian was still crying when they stepped outside. He bounced him and walked him around, changing positions so the baby could see facing out, then cradled him against his chest. Nothing seemed to be helping. 
 
      
 
    Hawk heard a sliding door open and turned toward the neighbor’s house. The woman he’d seen earlier stepped out onto her deck. He nodded at her. 
 
      
 
    “Hey there,” he said. “Sorry for the noise. He doesn’t want to settle tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s no problem. Need any help?” 
 
      
 
    “No, we’re okay. He’ll quiet down eventually.” 
 
      
 
    She walked to the end of her deck and down the steps, coming into his yard. “Nice to officially meet you.” 
 
      
 
    “You too.” He held out one hand to shake hers, then put it back on Damian’s back. 
 
      
 
    “I used to babysit for all the kids in by neighborhood when I was a teen. Can I hold him?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” Hawk handed the baby to her. She probably knew a lot more about babies than he did. Maybe she had some trick. “I’m Hawk, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Alexa. And this is?” She cooed Damian and rocked him gently side to side. 
 
      
 
    “Damian.” 
 
      
 
    “Aww, what a little cutie you are, Damian.” She rubbed her nose against his. He didn’t stop crying after several minutes and many attempts on her part. She pressed him against her chest, then made a concerned face. She put her wrist to his cheeks, then his forehead. “I think he’s got a fever.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk also put his wrist on the baby’s cheeks and forehead, feeling for himself. He felt warm, but he wasn’t sure what temperature he should be. He’d never dealt with a sick baby before, but he figured it wasn’t as simple as taking some cold pills and getting extra sleep. He felt the panic stir in his chest. Once again, he had no idea what he was doing. And now Damian was going to suffer for it. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Alexa handed Damian back to Hawk. He looked scared and unsure as he took the baby back and cradled him against his chest. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any baby medicine to give him?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have something, but I think it’s only for adults. I can’t give him that, right?” He looked into the baby’s eyes, then back at her. “Should I call a doctor or something? I don’t really know too much about babies, honestly.” 
 
      
 
    “I can take a look for you. I’m no doctor myself, but I’ve been around kids plenty.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded and she followed him into the house. This was perfect. He was distracted and wouldn’t be paying much attention to what she was doing. She could get a look around inside and maybe get a bit of information. And if nothing else, she was earning his trust and helping him out. 
 
      
 
    He took her to the bathroom down the hall and pointed to the medicine cabinet. She checked through it, looking at every bottle carefully. He had some Tylenol, but it wasn’t the kind made for babies so young. Nothing else in there would work. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see anything that you can give him,” she told him. “I can run out and get something if you like.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you don’t have to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you can’t take him out like that. Either let me go get something for him, or I’ll watch him while you go get some medicine.” 
 
      
 
    He seemed to consider for a moment. “I don’t think I’d even know what to get.” 
 
      
 
    “That settles it, then. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    “Hang on.” He reached back to pull out his wallet and opened it with one hand. Then he pulled out a ten-dollar bill. “Would that be enough?” 
 
      
 
    “Plenty.” She folded the bill into her pocket. “Do you need anything else while I’m at the store?” 
 
      
 
    “Just whatever he’ll need.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    Damian was still crying and rubbing his eyes as she walked out back and returned to her house. She found her purse and got in her car, then drove to the closest store. She found the baby Tylenol and drove straight back to his house. 
 
      
 
    She knocked and heard Damian crying before he even opened the door. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “I think he’s getting worse.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa dropped her purse by the front door and followed Hawk to where Damian was lying on the floor on a blanket. A toy was by his head, but he paid it no attention. 
 
      
 
    She took out the package and opened it, then poured the dose. “Want to sit him up and we can give it to him?” 
 
      
 
    Hawk picked Damian up and held his hands as Alexa slowly poured the medicine into his mouth. Damian made a face and spit some out, but swallowed most of it. He licked his lips a few times and blinked up at Alexa, a look of curiosity on his face – but at least he’d stopped crying. 
 
      
 
    “I think he likes it,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Hawk picked up the bottle and looked at it. “I’m sure the grape flavoring helped. Hopefully that means I’ll be able to give it to him myself later. I don’t think I could have managed this time alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” She thought quickly. This couldn’t sound like she was too eager, but like she was the best new neighbor ever. “I can stay and help you. I have a lot of experience with sick babies.” 
 
      
 
    “You do?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “I was homeschooled. I told you that I babysat a lot of the kids in my neighborhood. Well, since I was home all day, many times when a parent had to work, they would leave the sick kid with me.” 
 
      
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Why would a parent do that?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t grow up in the best neighborhood. For some people, missing a day of work could mean losing their job or not being able to pay the bills. Having me around, who they knew and trusted… made sense I guess. And they usually paid me a little something, so I didn’t mind.” 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate your offer, but I can’t let you do that.” 
 
      
 
    “I only live next door. It’s not like I’m far from home, and it’s no bother at all. I work from home. And, I don’t mean to sound mean or anything, but you don’t seem like the most confident person when it comes to sick babies.” 
 
      
 
    He looked down and closed his eyes. “I’m not,” he said softly. “I hoped it wasn’t that obvious. He’s not my kid. He’s my nephew. I guess I didn’t have the time to get used to a baby or read all the books or take classes or whatever new parents do to prepare. I woke up one day and boom, there he was.” 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t specifically said his brother was dead, and this was no time to try to get him talking. He had to trust her first. Maybe her not asking would help secure that trust. She put her hand on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay. Even new parents are often not well prepared. And all parents feel like they don’t have a clue sometimes. It’s normal. I’m going to spend the night and help you. I’m not taking no for an answer.” 
 
      
 
    He gave her a crooked, humorless smile. “Thanks. If you want to sell your house immediately to get away from the loud baby and clueless bachelor, I understand.” 
 
      
 
    She forced a laugh. “I don’t have a problem with either of those.” 
 
      
 
    “You should also know I have a motorcycle. It’s loud. Might wake you up in the middle of the night sometimes. Just warning you.” He gave her a wink. 
 
      
 
    She leaned in and said conspiratorially, “I kinda have a thing for bikes and for bikers.” 
 
      
 
    He looked her over, then bounced Damian twice. He’d been quiet for several minutes now. “What should we do with this little devil?” 
 
      
 
    She ran her fingers over Damian’s forehead and he closed his eyes in contentment. “I’d say maybe a warm bath, then off to bed.” 
 
      
 
    She followed him back to the bathroom and they bathed the baby together. Damian had periods of being fussy on and off, but seemed to be feeling better overall. His fever had come down some by the time they got him into bed. He did wake up several times in the night, just wanting to be held. Alexa fell asleep in the glider in Damian’s room, cradling Damian to her chest while Hawk slept in his bed. 
 
      
 
    When the baby stirred and woke her up, she smelled eggs and bacon cooking. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Damian,” she said. 
 
      
 
    She stood with him to stretch, then smelled what he’d been cooking in his diaper. She laid him on the changing table and got him cleaned up and into a fresh diaper before finding a clean outfit. When she brought the baby out to the kitchen, Hawk was there and Damian let out a squeal when he saw him. 
 
      
 
    Hawk turned and smiled. “I guess he’s feeling better?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d say so. He doesn’t feel as warm. I’d maybe give him more baby Tylenol just to be sure, though.” 
 
      
 
    He handed her a warm bottle. “Would you mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not.” Alexa sat and fed Damian while Hawk finished up their breakfast. He set a plate of bacon, eggs, and toast in front of her, then sat across from her at the table. 
 
      
 
    “You are a godsend,” he said. “You weren’t kidding about being good with kids.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s in my nature to care for people, I guess.” And to hunt down their murderers until they’re brought to justice, she resisted adding. Caring for Damian felt like doing something for Hugh, for the man she had failed to find proper closure. It couldn’t really make up for him being gone, but it made her feel good doing it. And it brought her closer to Hawk, and hopefully, to more answers. 
 
      
 
    “I do have a really huge favor to ask of you. And if you can’t, that’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t send him to his babysitters today,” he said. “She watches other kids in a daycare in her house and she has this rule about fevers. But I have a lot of cars to repo today. Is there any way you could stay with him?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be happy to. Like I said, I work from home, so I’ll just grab my laptop from next door and work when he naps.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure that won’t mess up your day or keep you from working?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m my own boss. And I give myself permission.” 
 
      
 
    “You might just be the best neighbor on the planet,” he said. “I will absolutely give you proper compensation.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh no.” She waved him off. “You made me breakfast and got me out of the house. That’s more than I could have asked for.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “Okay. I’m paying you something, though. Won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled. She’d never planned on getting this close to Hawk, but it could help her find what she was looking for. Although now she wondered just how much she would find. She couldn’t ignore the little flutter in her chest when he looked at her. But if he was the criminal his record said he was, she had to keep her distance. Focus on Hugh’s murder and the baby, and that was it. Ignore the way his voice sent chills through her or the way watching him with his nephew warmed her heart. If she ignored all that until she knew for sure, then she’d be fine. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Hawk picked up his phone as he headed toward his first job. “Hey Natalie. I won’t be bringing Damian over today. He has a fever.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh no! I’m so sorry to hear that! Poor little thing. Are you home all day with him?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I got my neighbor to watch him so I could do a few jobs.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s nice. Can you stop over later, after work?” 
 
      
 
    “Umm…” 
 
      
 
    “Damian left his little truck here. He might want it if he’s not feeling well.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk let out a sigh. “Okay. Yeah, I can stop by. It won’t be until later, though.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s perfect. Let me know when you’re on your way, and I’ll have it waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do. Thanks, Natalie.” 
 
      
 
    He hung up and got about his business. His very first job, though, was a problem. The car wouldn’t start. It sounded like maybe the battery was dead. He didn’t have an extra. He called Jared to come with his truck to pull it out of there, but he hated doing that. It would mean having to give Jared the majority of the cut, and also that he had failed on some level. And that was the worst feeling. Though they traded jobs now and then, he avoided it if he could so he didn’t have to feel like this. 
 
      
 
    All day, it was one problem after another. An owner came out screaming at him and pulled a knife. That sort of thing never scared Hawk, and when he pulled out his pepper spray, the guy backed off. All the same it rattled him and pissed him off. He kept thinking of Damian, too, and wondering if he was okay. He thought about calling many times, but he didn’t want Alexa to think he didn’t trust her. He’d just never had to deal with the baby being sick like this. He called once at lunchtime, and Damian was sleeping and doing fine. He resisted the urge to call again. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the day, he was wiped. He was tired from not sleeping well the night before, and worn out from the hard day. He just wanted to get home, have a beer, and spend some time with Damian. He was also looking forward to seeing Alexa, but he tried to pretend like that wasn’t the reason he skipped the last job he planned to do. The baby was sick and he wanted to check on him. That was the real reason. Didn’t hurt that Alexa would be there when he got home. 
 
      
 
    He was halfway to home when he remembered he was supposed to stop at Natalie’s. He considered not bothering. What truck was she even talking about? But if it was something Damian liked to play with, then it might make him feel better to have it. He sent her a text that he was on his way, and made a turn to head toward her house. 
 
      
 
    He pulled up and went to the door, ringing it like he always did. 
 
      
 
    “Come in, Hawk!” 
 
      
 
    He opened the door and the house was quiet, which was unusual. There were always kids running around, playing, laughing, screaming. But today the house seemed empty. 
 
      
 
    “I’m in the living room!” 
 
      
 
    He took a few steps in the direction of the living room. When he entered the room, he stopped at the doorway. Natalie was sprawled out on the sofa, completely naked. 
 
      
 
    He turned away quickly. “Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed. “Don’t be sorry. I want you to look at me. I want you to touch me.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and turned back to face her, but looked only in her eyes. “I’m sorry, Natalie. I just can’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, you can.” She beckoned to him with her finger. “Come on over here. You look like you’ve had a rough day. I can make you feel better.” 
 
      
 
    He had and no doubt she would. His mind flitted to Damian and Alexa, and the stiffness forming in his jeans faded. “You’re Damian’s babysitter. Or you were. I can’t sleep with someone who is caring for him like that. It’s not right.” 
 
      
 
    “Hawk. Please.” She sat up. “Don’t make this complicated. I want to sleep with you. No strings attached.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just… not interested. I’m sorry.” He took a step away, then paused. “Is Damian’s toy even here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” She pointed to a truck sitting on the coffee table. 
 
      
 
    He stepped forward and grabbed it. “Does he have anything else here?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Hawk, don’t be rash. Don’t stop bringing him over.” 
 
      
 
    “How can I keep leaving with you after this? I’ll have to find a new babysitter.” 
 
      
 
    “Hawk!” 
 
      
 
    He walked back toward the door, even more agitated than he’d been before. He slammed the door behind him and tore out of the driveway. 
 
      
 
    “Idiot!” He pounded on the steering wheel. 
 
      
 
    Now what was he going to do? It’d been impossible to find a babysitter in the first place who could work with his schedule, and the other sitters he’d looked up had had a waiting list a mile long. He’d either have to restrict all his jobs to times that let him care for Damian, which would cost him jobs, or he’d have to pay out the rear for someone who could watch the baby on off hours. 
 
      
 
    Some repos had to be done in the middle of the night or on a Saturday. There were times he saw a car he’d been watching and had to leave Damian at a moment’s call. Most daycares didn’t appreciate that, and most babysitters charged an arm and a leg for that sort of thing. The thought occurred to him that maybe the reason Natalie was so accommodating was because she’d been trying to get him to sleep with her this whole time. 
 
      
 
    He had to figure something out fast or he’d end up either limiting his work, or bringing Damian on jobs. He really didn’t want to bring the baby along when he worked. Too much risk, too many opportunities for something to go wrong. That really wasn’t an option, the more he thought it through. 
 
      
 
    When he pulled into his driveway, he looked over at Alexa’s dark house. She lived so close. And she worked from home, which meant she was around. She was her own boss, so she didn’t have a schedule to keep up with. If she could help him out, even if for a short time, it might be an ideal situation. And it’d give him a reason to see her more often. 
 
      
 
    He went inside and found them in the living room, Damian in Alexa’s arms, sucking down a bottle. His color looked to be back to normal, and clearly, his appetite had returned. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home,” she said, smiling up at him. 
 
      
 
    “He looks better.” 
 
      
 
    “He is. Fever stuck around a little this morning and he was fussy, but I gave him more Tylenol and rocked him to sleep and when he woke up, he was back to what I assume is his normal self.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you so much for staying with him today and helping me out. Did you get any work done?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded toward her laptop, sitting on the dining room table. “I did. I was able to type while holding him on my lap or when he was sleeping. It worked out really well, actually. And he kept me company so I wasn’t stuck talking to myself all day. Working from home can get lonely.” 
 
      
 
    Damian finished his bottle and Hawk took him from Alexa to burp him. He rubbed his back as he walked back and forth across the room. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve done so much to help me, Alexa, and I don’t want to take advantage of your kindness. But I’m in a bit of a situation.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled together her eyebrows. “Okay. What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “I have to find a new babysitter. The place I had been taking Damian is no longer good for him. But it might take me some time to find a new place. My schedule can be a challenge, and not every place can accommodate that. Is there any chance—and I would pay the same rates I paid his last babysitter, or more if you need more—if you could help me out and watch him until I found someone else.” 
 
      
 
    She stood and came over to him, standing to look him in the eye. “I would be glad to help out for as long as you need. You don’t need to pay me. I like coming over here and being with Damian. It helps me imagine what it might be like to be a mom one day. Kind of like training for when I have that job, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I will pay you. And it would only be until I find someone long term.” 
 
      
 
    “Take as much time as you need. I’m happy to help.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Alexa walked back over to her house almost dancing in joy at her major stroke of luck. No doubt Hawk thought he was the one making out in this deal having her watch Damian, but she was the real winner. She would have direct access to Hawk on a regular basis, and more importantly, to his house. 
 
      
 
    She had done some poking around today while Damian was sleeping. But he had been fussy in the morning, and she had to do some paperwork and other things, so she didn’t get as much time as she wanted to look around. Now she would have several days at least, maybe even weeks, to look around. All day without him there. 
 
      
 
    He even left his computer there. This would make things almost too easy for her. One email or incriminating correspondence, one particular charge on his bank statement, could give her plenty of information. 
 
      
 
    And to make it even better, he was going to pay her? She could still work just fine and be there for Damian. She didn’t need that income. But now it was like Hawk was paying her to investigate Hugh’s murder. 
 
      
 
    She stood in her living room, looking around. The place was a mess of boxes, some closed, some half unpacked, and other random items sitting around, needing a place to be. Tonight, she would put in a frozen pizza, drink a glass or two of wine, and focus on the house. She wanted this place to be put away quickly, especially if she wasn’t going to be there all day to work on it between doing other work. 
 
      
 
    She made it through three boxes of kitchen items when her phone rang. She looked at the caller ID and saw her sister’s name. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Cait,” she said, tapping on the speakerphone so she could continue to work while talking. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Lex, how’s the new place?” 
 
      
 
    “Coming along. I still have tons of boxes to unpack, but I think the kitchen is almost done.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, glad to hear it,” Caitlyn said. “I hope to get out there soon to see it.” 
 
      
 
    “Come anytime. You’re always welcome, you know that.” 
 
      
 
    “Duh. So… dare I ask?” 
 
      
 
    Alexa rolled her eyes and opened the next box. Here it comes. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you met the neighbor?” 
 
      
 
    “I have.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s actually gone much better than I could have hoped,” Alexa said. 
 
      
 
    “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you know he has his nephew. Just so happened that the baby got sick and he didn’t know what to do. I helped him out. Then, today, something happened with his babysitter. So, long story short, I’m his new babysitter and I’ll be in his house alone all day every day.” 
 
      
 
    Caitlyn blew out a long sigh. “Well, that’s great,” she said sarcastically. 
 
      
 
    “Cait. This will allow me to poke around safely. He’ll be gone for hours at a time. I can find out what he knows and see if he was involved in any way.” She opened the drawer and searched for a spot to put her cooking utensils. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, until he comes home unexpectedly and catches you.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t think I’m better at snooping than that?” 
 
      
 
    “I know you are,” Caitlyn said. “You used to snoop around my room all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. And you never caught me.” 
 
      
 
    “But I wouldn’t have shot you if I had.” 
 
      
 
    “You would have yelled and screamed and maybe stuck gum in my hair.” Alexa put a stack of bowls into a cabinet. 
 
      
 
    “That’s hardly comparable to killing you. Or worse.” 
 
      
 
    “He trusts me to take care of his baby all day. He’s not going to kill me.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t assume that. He might be extra pissed that he trusted you and you did something untrustworthy. That could actually make it worse.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa shut her new junk drawer after dropping in a roll of tape. “Then I guess I just won’t get caught is all.” 
 
      
 
    “Or you could just give it up already. You have no lack of real, paying clients.” 
 
      
 
    “Technically, Hawk is paying me.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Caitlyn asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, to watch the baby. But while I’m watching the baby, I’ll be researching, so he’s kind of paying me to investigate.” 
 
      
 
    “Lex, this is stupid. And dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been through this. You know I can’t let this one go.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you can, and you have to. It’s going to get you killed. Is that really worth it?” 
 
      
 
    Alexa blew out a long sigh and leaned back against the edge of the counter. “I know being an administrative assistant might not mean the same to you as me being a cop. But I dedicated my life to that work. When my lieutenant told me to drop the case it just wrecked me. It was like everything I worked so hard for was nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “But you solved lots of other cases.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how else to explain it. This happens with detectives, ask any of them. You stay in it long enough and there will be that one case. The one you got close to solving, but couldn’t for some reason. The one you dream about, think about constantly. The one that haunts you. And you can’t just let it go.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should seek therapy.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa pushed off the counter and bent to pick up a can opener. “No, I just need to solve this case. Then I’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “But this is taking over your life. You quit your job, and might I point out this was a job you said yourself two seconds ago that was so important to you. You bought a house near the guy’s brother, and now you’re babysitting all day just to figure out who killed some guy on the street in the city? There have to be hundreds of these murders every day. Why this one?” 
 
      
 
    “There was something about it. We got so close. The evidence was weird. It’s hard to explain if you’re not in the field, but something just felt weird from the start of this one. We always knew it was a homicide, but there were red herrings, fake evidence, tampered with evidence, false leads, cleared suspects. It wasn’t the open and shut murder it should have been. And this guy had kid. That baby deserves to know why he doesn’t have a daddy anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the kid’s mother?” 
 
      
 
    “She died of a heroin overdose when Damian was only a month old.” 
 
      
 
    “Quality family you got there.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Alexa said. “I mean, yeah Hugh was involved in the drug scene, but everyone around him who was interviewed said he didn’t use. I’m hoping Hawk can shed some light on that.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, I’m begging you. Find a way to let this go. That baby is going to grow up thinking Hawk is his dad. He’ll have a father.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you think that means he doesn’t deserve to know the truth?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it will matter much to him,” Caitlyn said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you can’t make that assumption for him. That’s not fair.” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s this really about? Damian or you?” 
 
      
 
    “Both.” Alexa stopped and shook her head. “No, it doesn’t matter. It’s about bringing a killer to justice and getting him off the streets before he can kill someone else.” 
 
      
 
    “There are plenty of murders that go unsolved every year.” 
 
      
 
    “Not on my watch, and not when I’m the one investigating. It’s one thing when there’s no evidence, no leads. But this case had too much evidence, too many leads. Whoever did it, did a good job of covering up the real tracks and pointing to everyone else. It makes sense that it would be Hawk. And if it was, then I have to make sure Damian has a safe place to go. You don’t want him being raised by a killer, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Caitlyn sighed. “Is there anything I can say that will change your mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know me at all?” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you have your gun on you when you’re over there. And pepper spray and whatever else you have to protect yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m always armed.” 
 
      
 
    “Alexa. One more thing.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that, little sis?” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you do, do not go falling for this guy. That would only complicate things, and if he did it-” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry.” Then Alexa added for emphasis, “I am in no way attracted to Hawk.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. I hope you mean that at least a little bit. I’ve seen the photos. He’s hot.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to talk me into having feelings for him or out?” 
 
      
 
    “Out. Definitely out,” Caitlyn said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re doing a terrible job then.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever. I love you, butthead.” 
 
      
 
    “Love you, too, jerk.” 
 
      
 
    She hung up and took a long sip of wine, emptying her glass. Her sister knew her too well. She was attracted to Hawk. Of course she was. Caitlyn was right about him being hot. But she’d already decided to ignore those feelings. And that was what she was going to do. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    After Alexa went home to work on her unpacking, Hawk paced the floor with Damian, thinking about all that had happened through the day. He started by recalling each of his jobs that day. That got him fired up, but then he thought through the encounter with Natalie. And then he got really pissed. 
 
      
 
    What in the world was wrong with him? She was hot and she’d been cool with him. She’d said no strings attached. She wasn’t looking for a relationship, just a good idiot. So what was the problem? Why didn’t he take her up on it and just jump her? There was no good reason. He told himself it was because of Damian, but that was a cover. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t like him at all. He’d gotten a reputation in his MC for screwing anything that moved. And when something presented itself in such an easy way as Natalie had he normally wouldn’t have thought twice about it. Maybe it was this new fatherhood thing. Maybe it was making him soft, being with this baby all the time. 
 
      
 
    And there was another thing nagging at him. As hard as he tried to push it back down, it was there. It crept into his mind, into his heart. Alexa. He hadn’t stopped thinking about her since the first time he saw her. And then she’d been there to help him care for Damian. She’d stayed all night and all day. She said she’d help him out watching the baby until he found a new babysitter. She was fabulous. Smart and together, gorgeous and caring. She had a thing for bikes and babies. 
 
      
 
    But there was something else. She seemed a little too perfect. A little too convenient. Who gave up their whole day and accepted a job offer on the spot from someone they’d known a day? Something about her being so helpful reminded him of those goofy chick flicks where a mother paid a woman to change her son and all the sudden his dream woman walks into his life. Until he finds out she’s something totally different. 
 
      
 
    He certainly didn’t have a mother to do something like that. None of the guys in his MC, those who knew him best, would pull something like that. It was too cruel in the end, likely too expensive, and they would never even think to do something like that in the first place. Hugh was gone, and there was no one else who cared so much for him that they’d hire a woman to keep him company. 
 
      
 
    But maybe she had a different game. Some kind of gold digging thing? With her own house and car and career that seemed unlikely. Could she be some sort of baby stealer? That made him stop cold. What if he came home one day and she was gone and so was Damian? No. He had far too many connections in those sort of markets to have something like that go down without him being notified and even if it did he’d be able to recover his nephew and kill his neighbor before she got too far. 
 
      
 
    He was being silly. He looked down at Damian and bounced him. This baby was making him nervous and worried and paranoid like he’d never been in his life. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all your fault,” he said in a cutesy baby tone. 
 
      
 
    Damian gurgled back at him. 
 
      
 
    What he really needed was to get his rear to bed and see the guys. He had to get over to the Kings of Chaos headquarters. Get away from this dad life and drink some beers and shoot some pool with the guys for a while. That’d get him thinking clearer. 
 
      
 
    He left in the morning after Alexa arrived, exactly at the time he’d asked her to. She was cheery and bright eyed, and that made him even more suspicious. But she also looked hot in her fitted top and skinny jeans. 
 
      
 
    While he was working, he tried to figure out what her game could be. She didn’t seem to need or want anything from him. He really didn’t know much. Not enough for him to be trusting her with his baby, that was for sure. What had he been thinking leaving Damian with her without even running a background check or anything? 
 
      
 
    He could call and have one run. Then he realized he didn’t even know her last name. What an idiot. Such a basic thing he’d completely overlooked. His face grew hot and he felt like needed to get home as quickly as possible. He had one more job that had to be done that day. The rest could wait. 
 
      
 
    He hurried back and did not call or text her to let her know he was coming. Better that way. Keep her on her toes. He burst in through the front door. 
 
      
 
    The kitchen and living room were empty. “Alexa?” 
 
      
 
    He turned down the hall where the bedrooms were. A shadow moved in his bedroom, then Alexa appeared, holding Damian. He narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
      
 
    “Oh thank, Goodness, it’s just you,” she said. “I heard a loud bang and the door opened. I didn’t think you’d be home yet. I thought someone was breaking in so we ran to hide.” 
 
      
 
    “In my bedroom?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you probably had weapons in there. Guns or knives or something, and that would make it the safest room in the house.” 
 
      
 
     “Gosh.” She put her hand over her heart. “My heart is racing. I was scared to death.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “Come sit down. Let yourself calm down a bit.” 
 
      
 
    She followed him into the living room where he took Damian from her and sat on the couch. 
 
      
 
    “Early day?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “My schedule can be all over. Sometimes it goes like that. If I can’t find the cars I’m looking for, there’s little for me to do.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Makes sense. It’s nice being able to make my own hours. I guess I’m a little spoiled by it.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it you do?” 
 
      
 
    “I work from home.” 
 
      
 
    “But what do you do while you’re working from home?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I just started a private investigator business. It’s kind of fun. I get to play detective all day, figure things out, find things out about people.” 
 
      
 
    He narrowed his eyes again. Was she finding things out about him? He had plenty to hide, and there was plenty that could be found if someone knew where to look. “Oh yeah? And what sort of things do you find out?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s mostly jealous wives thinking their husbands are cheating. I track them online, occasional stake-outs. I don’t do that often, though. Usually, the husband isn’t really cheating. The wife is just insecure or something.” 
 
      
 
    He stared at her. Was she for real? Suddenly, she was talking like she was clueless girl fresh out of college, new to everything. She hadn’t seemed like that at all before. She’d come off as having lived a hard life. “What did you do before?” 
 
      
 
    “Just went to school. Community college. That was all I could afford. I worked my way through college, doing whatever I could. Retail, doctor’s office receptionist, call center worker. And watching tons of crime investigating shows in my free time.” 
 
      
 
    “You find those informative, do you?” Those shows were a bunch of fake garbage and everyone knew it. 
 
      
 
    “No.” She laughed. “Those shows are so fake. They just kept me inspired, thinking of how I’d do that stuff for real someday, solving real crimes. Some day when I can move on from cheating husbands to real stuff like finding missing people, missing kids especially. I think that’s where it’ll really start to pay off. If I can find a kid whose parents are out of their minds with worry and bring him or her home… what’s better than that?” 
 
      
 
    “Not much, I guess. Are you any good at your job?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m still learning and starting out, but my clients have been happy so far. The one time I did find evidence of a cheating husband, the photos and emails I gave her was enough for her to take him to court and get more than her prenup allowed her. That was a huge win. She was devastated by what he did. She didn’t want to have to move her kids out of their home, and with my help, she didn’t have to.” 
 
      
 
    “How many cheating wives have you caught?” 
 
      
 
    “Surprisingly, I haven’t had a single husband come to me yet. Maybe men aren’t as suspicious as women. Or don’t have the same intuition for that sort of thing. Or maybe they just don’t care as much.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d care if my old lady was cheating on me,” he said. “I’d have her rear.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s what makes you special. You care. You’re raising this baby that isn’t even yours, taking on a huge responsibility. That says a lot about you, Hawk.” 
 
      
 
    “Does it, now?” 
 
      
 
    She pulled her mouth into a half smile. “Why do you think I’d offer to help you so much? I barely know you. But I see that you’re selfless, that you’re loyal and loving, or else you would have let Damian go somewhere else. You were concerned when he was sick and did what you had to do for him. It takes a strong character to do all of that.” 
 
      
 
     “You like a strong character?” 
 
      
 
    “Who doesn’t? I don’t know anyone who would say they want someone selfish, unloving, and disloyal. Do you?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess not. You just might be reading too much into it. I’m not that great of a guy.” 
 
      
 
    She lifted a shoulder. “I’ve always been good at reading people. I wouldn’t survive as a PI if I wasn’t. You don’t have to try to play it off and act tough around me.” 
 
      
 
    He sat and bounced Damian on his knee. “You think that’s what I’m doing? Sitting her, playing with a baby, acting tough? What does your boyfriend think of you being here like this with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t have one. I’m single.” 
 
      
 
    “And what about your family? They nearby?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s with the twenty questions tonight?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I realized that you’re staying here with my baby all day and I don’t really know much about you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I have family. My sister lives a few hours away. My parents live near her.” 
 
      
 
    “You moved away from your family?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “They moved away from me. My sister got married and moved for his work, then had a baby. My parents wanted to be closer to their grandchild.” 
 
      
 
    “So, they all abandoned you?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty much.” She sighed. “Sometimes it really sucks. I get lonely. I miss them. I can only go visit so often, you now? It’s nice to have blood close by.” 
 
      
 
    “It is.” Hugh used to live just a few minutes away, in the city. They saw each other all the time. They only had each other since their mom died. He felt the ache in his chest flare up when he thought about Hugh. He squashed it down and went on. “You have any kind of background check or clearances? Figured I should have that if you’re going to be watching Damian.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. That makes sense. I had all that done in school. I can probably find a copy if you want.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be cool.” 
 
      
 
    He stood and went to his office to get his checkbook, then returned to the living room. He handed Damian to her. “I’m going to write you a check for yesterday, today, and the rest of this week.” He filled it out and paused when he got to the name spot. “What’s your last name?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, actually, make it out to Caitlyn James.” 
 
      
 
    He gave her a suspicious look. 
 
      
 
    “That’s my legal name. I go by my middle name.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Could be the truth. But that was unusual. Why wouldn’t she have mentioned it as soon as he started writing the check? He wrote the check and tore it off, then gave it to her. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    He took the checkbook back to his office and stopped to send a quick email to a guy in his MC who had access to certain databases. “Can you look up Caitlyn James for me?” 
 
      
 
    He closed his laptop and walked out of the office, turning right down the hall to head to the bathroom. As he turned, Alexa came out of Damian’s room. They passed each other in close proximity. He could feel the heat coming off her. 
 
      
 
    “He fell asleep. I put him in his crib,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Hawk took a deep breath and stared into her eyes. He wanted to believe everything she was saying. She didn’t look away from him. That was a good sign. 
 
      
 
    But as he kept looking at her, something shifted in the air around them. He felt himself leaning toward her as she leaned toward him. Clearing his throat, he stepped back. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” he said and ducked into the bathroom. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    After their near-kiss, Hawk went to the bathroom and made a decision. He’d come home early, so she should be able to stay a while. He went out to the living room, where she was sitting on the couch. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, can you stay? I need to head over to my MC headquarters for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. I planned on being here for a few more hours anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. See ya.” He grabbed his keys and headed out to the garage without looking back. 
 
      
 
    He hopped on his bike, letting the motor roar to life between his legs before he pressed on the gas and took off. The wind in his hair felt good. This was what he needed. To escape for a while, to get out onto the open road, feel the air, breathe in something besides baby food, dirty diapers, or car smells for a while. 
 
      
 
    He pulled up to the Kings’ headquarters with excitement flooding over him. He always felt like he was coming home when he showed up here. They were the closest thing to family he had besides Damian. 
 
      
 
    “Hawk!” shouts came from across the large, open room as he walked in the door. Several members greeted him with a slap on the shoulder or back. 
 
      
 
    “Where you been, man?” Blade asked. “Stuck in baby land?” 
 
      
 
    “Something like that. Working,” Hawk said. 
 
      
 
    “We’re just about to break,” Dugout said. “Get over here and grab a cue, man.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk gratefully picked up a pool cue and played a few games with the guys. He drank a few beers and trashted, but after a few hours he needed to refocus. 
 
      
 
    “Where the old ladies at?” he asked Dugout. 
 
      
 
    He nodded toward the kitchen and dining room. This was where they usually all hung out. Sometimes kids were in there, running around. When it wasn’t meal time, it was a play zone and women’s club. They did all sorts of girly things in there like painting their nails, doing one another’s makeup. Stuff the men had no interest in or clue about. 
 
      
 
    Hawk pushed through the door and the women looked at him. Several waved or called out a greeting. 
 
      
 
    “Hey ladies, I need your help.” He perched a foot on one of the table’s benches. “I need a new babysitter.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to Natalie?” Jessica, Blade’s wife asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, well, she wanted a little more than just my business, you know what I mean?” 
 
      
 
    She winked back. “Don’t blame her.” 
 
      
 
    “You need someone for nights or days?” Sandra asked. She was Dugouts’s old lady and had helped Hawk out on more than one occasion when he had a question or needed a woman’s opinion. 
 
      
 
    “Both. I need full-time, someone flexible enough to take most of the day, but part of the evening when I need it. Some overnights.” 
 
      
 
    Sandra blew out a whistle. “Good luck finding that. What you need is a wife, not a babysitter.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re all taken,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Honey, you want to be hooked up?” Jessica asked. “I know a real nice girl.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” Sandra asked. “Not that skank Melanie.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodness, no. Her name is Samantha and she’s real cute. Works over at the courthouse. Real convenient for someone like you, when you need something.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, but I really just need someone to watch Damian. Starting immediately,” Hawk said. “No time for romance.” Besides, he needed to figure out this whole Alexa thing anyway. If his feelings for her turned into something he wanted a clear conscience. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Jessica said. “You know that we’re either home or here all day. And when Blade decides it’s time to go, we go.” 
 
      
 
    “Same here,” Sandra said, bouncing her youngest baby on her knee. “If you drop him off here, I’m sure one of us could keep an eye on him.” 
 
      
 
    That worked on occasion in a pinch, but not as a long term solution. He needed someone reliable and steady, not just whoever happened to be around, if anyone was around. And in the middle of the night, the place was usually empty, aside from the occasional King. 
 
      
 
    Hawk looked to the other ladies, who each gave him a regretful look as they told him they didn’t know anyone. 
 
      
 
    “Try that Craigslist online,” Sandra said. “I know people find stuff on there all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, maybe. Thanks, ladies.” Hawk walked back into the main room. 
 
      
 
    He played a round of cards until his phone rang. He pulled it out, thinking at first it might be Alexa needing him but it was Jared. 
 
      
 
    “You working, man?” Jared asked. “I got a job I need your expertise on.” 
 
      
 
    “When?” 
 
      
 
    “Now. I’m at this job that’s packed in tight. I can’t move the other cars, but I thought maybe together we could figure something out.” 
 
      
 
    In other words, Jared wanted him to break into one of the other cars to move it out of the way so he could get whatever car he was trying to pick up. Sometimes people thought they were slick and parked their soon-to-be-repo-ed cars in a tight place to limit tow truck access. Sometimes Hawk was able to drive them out, but a few times he and Jared had come up with alternative methods. Most times he could get into a car, move it, let Jared take out his job, and then put the first car back and relock it without anyone ever knowing he’d touched it. 
 
      
 
    Hawk looked at his phone. It was getting into the evening. Past the time that Alexa probably planned to stay. “Let me make one call. I’ll text you.” 
 
      
 
    He dialed Alexa’s number. “Hey, I just got a call for a job. Can you stay another hour or so?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, that’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” He hung up and texted Jared to send him the address. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Alexa hung up and looked at Damian with a smile. “Daddy’s going to be late,” she murmured. She pulled her eyebrows together. Did Hawk consider himself a father to Damian or was he simply ‘Uncle Hawk? She wondered if Damian was even old enough yet to know the distinction. 
 
      
 
    She had done a little searching through the kitchen while he took his nap, but without knowing how long Hawk was going to be gone, she’d hadn’t gone too deep. Now that she knew for sure she’d have at least an hour, she stuck Damian on her hip and headed to the office. 
 
      
 
    When she walked through the hall, she thought about their weird moment earlier. Had they really almost kissed? It made her heart race all over again just thinking about it. She’d wanted to kiss him. She’d wanted him to kiss her. None of it made any sense to her. Was he feeling the same tension she was? Did he want her, too? Regardless, her emotions were running contrary to common sense, and she patted her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    She was here for a reason. She recalled her conversation with her sister the night before and her stern warning not to get feelings for Hawk. It’d been too late then, and now, after that moment, she didn’t know if she could stay as disconnected as she needed to be. The thought haunted her. 
 
      
 
    Hawk was a proven criminal even if he had had zero part in Hugh’s death. He’d stolen cars and other things, gotten into fights, and been in possession of illegal weapons. When she’d mentioned weapons to him earlier, it’d been something of a test. Hawk was still on probation. He wasn’t allowed near guns and could only handle knives that were used for cooking. If she found something like that in his house he could go back to jail. She hadn’t found anything he shouldn’t have. Yet, she reminder herself. 
 
      
 
    Damian gurgled happily and wiggled on her hip as she looked through papers in the office. She bounced him around a little, but she didn’t want to put him down in case he got into something he shouldn’t. It would be difficult to explain why an important paper had been chewed on without fessing up that she’d been in the office where she had no reason to be. Her close call with him earlier was enough to put him on alert and she didn’t want him being suspicious of her. 
 
      
 
    She thought her cover was pretty decent. He had barged into the house making a lot of noise, and hadn’t called out to her until he was already inside. She had jumped and panicked, so that part wasn’t even a lie. But obviously, she hadn’t been in there hiding from a threat, she been searching for one. And she had her own gun for protection if someone broke in. She might have put Damian somewhere safe, but she would never hide from an intruder like that. That was something people without weapons and training did, not something a former cop did. 
 
      
 
    Damian started to close his eyes longer and longer with each blink. This was perfect timing. She hurried off to lay him in his crib and after making sure he was falling back asleep, she returned to the office. She would still have a solid half hour to go through things before Hawk came home. And from where the office was located in front of the house, she’d hear his bike and see him before he came inside. 
 
      
 
    She went through all of the papers in his desk, looking for signs of faked books or anything that might point to illegal activity in his business. She looked for anything related to Hugh or Damian or the murder. By the time she’d gone through it all, she had to conclude that either his business really was legitimate, or he was hiding something somewhere else. She glanced at his computer. Tomorrow she’d go through the files he had there. 
 
      
 
    Still, he appeared to be holding up his end of the deal when it came to probation and his plea bargain. The one major charge that she tried her best to ignore was the reason he was on probation now after so many years. He’d been charged with manslaughter and served a few years. Not long enough for most manslaughter sentences, and then he’d gotten a plea deal. 
 
      
 
    She needed to get information, and she had a friend in the force pulling records for her, but all she knew was that the death he’d been charged with had been labeled accidental. But the fact that it was his own father made her suspicious. He had plenty of motive to kill him. What new evidence could have come up, or what else could have changed in order to get him out of jail and onto probation for something like that? 
 
      
 
    There was more to the story, for sure. When she got the official records, and with some internet searching, she should be able to get more information. And when the time was right, she could ask Hawk about it and see what he said. It seemed a little too convenient, though, that he’d gotten out like that. Made her think that he knew someone or that he’d been part of something bigger. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    After several days of coming home to Alexa, Hawk was starting to get used to her being around. She was becoming part of the routine, part of his everyday life. He’d been able to rely on her whenever something came up, and she’d been there for him. If he had to work late, she stayed. She even spent the night so he could do a few harder jobs. That was a huge plus. And if he was being honest, he wasn’t trying too hard to find a new babysitter anymore. He wanted her to be the one to watch Damian. He wanted her to be there in his house when he got home after a hard day of work. 
 
      
 
    Damian seemed to also be growing attached to her. Of course, he was just a baby and was happy to be with anyone who fed him and gave him clean diapers. It was important that he was happy with her. He liked seeing Damian reach for her when she came in the door and that he was happy and content when he came home at night. Though Damian seemed fine going to Natalie’s when he used to go there every day, he never seemed so excited to see her as he did Alexa. Why in the world would Damian want to give that up to have some other babysitter caring for him? 
 
      
 
    Damian wasn’t the only one who got excited over seeing Alexa, though. No matter how he tried to push the feelings down, there was a little flutter in Hawk’s heart when she rang the bell or he came home and saw her. The more time he spent with her, the more time he wanted to be in her company. He didn’t need a relationship right now in his life. It would only complicate things, especially if she was watching Damian. What if something happened between them and she decided she couldn’t watch him anymore? Then he’d be right back where he was with no sitter. And right now, the whole babysitter arrangement was perfect. 
 
      
 
    Yet, he couldn’t deny that she made him laugh. So many times, she’d sing a goofy song to Damian and make faces and have him cracking up. She was smart, too. She always noticed little things, like when he moved the dish he kept his keys in or the one time he swiped out the microwave. She was highly observant like that. She knew if he had a bad day when he walked in the door, or if Damian hadn’t slept well the night before. She hadn’t even been around them very long, yet she could read them easily. More times than he could count he’d come home after a hard day and within minutes she’d made him feel better. 
 
      
 
    Not only were his feelings building, but so was the sexual tension. After that first time in the hallway when they’d nearly kissed, there had been a few more encounters like that. One time she handed Damian to him and leaned in as she did. He almost kissed her then. Another time he’d reached over and put his face much too close to hers. Every time, he’d turned as soon as he realized what was happening. But it seemed to take longer and longer each time. 
 
      
 
    He tried not to look at her body too long. If he wasn’t aching to kiss her, he was surely aching to do more. His toe would harden at the sight of her tight jeans or fitted top. He wanted to reach out and grab her. At night, he dreamt about the things he would do to her if he had the chance. He wasn’t sure how much more of this he could take. One of these days he was going to kiss her and not be able to stop. And there would be no going back after that. 
 
      
 
    He’d tried to think it all through. What would happen if they hooked up? Could they just go on like that? Put Damian to bed, then go hook up? She would probably want some sort of relationship, and he’d never been good at that. He needed to let her know, if something did happen, that it couldn’t go too far. He couldn’t be expected to be her boyfriend. To do things like go out on dates or meet her family just wasn’t his style. 
 
      
 
    Once again, he kicked himself for not just screwing Natalie. She’d promised no strings, and now here he was, facing a situation that could have many more strings. He could have made life easy on himself. Bang Natalie whenever he or she felt like it, keep his babysitter who’d been just fine, and not worry about any sort of expectations. Instead, he’d turned her down, fired her as a sitter, and now found himself attracted to a woman who might want far more than he was willing or able to give. 
 
      
 
    When her background check had come back from his buddy in the Kings, everything had been clear. She had no record of any sort but that didn’t mean she wasn’t hiding something. He walked in the door and heard her singing to Damian. Some lullaby he didn’t really know, but it sounded sweet. She looked up when he walked into the living room. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home,” she said and smiled. 
 
      
 
    Damian held up his hands and let out a happy squeal. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” she said, “Uncle Hawk is home.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk took the baby from her and cradled him against his chest. “Hey, little man,” he said, and put his finger on Damian’s nose. The baby wiggled away and hiccupped. 
 
      
 
    Alexa stood and stretched. “Good day?” 
 
      
 
    “Wasn’t too bad. Got all the cars I wanted to get.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good. And I got all the dirty diapers I wanted.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk chuckled. “I bet.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a healthy baby, that’s for sure. Always so content and happy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that has a lot to do with you. You take good care of him.” 
 
      
 
    “So do you.” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking,” he said. “Maybe tonight I could cook you dinner as kind of a thank you for all you’ve done. I can grill a pretty mean steak.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” She tilted her head back and eyed him. “I think I might have to test you on that.” 
 
      
 
    “Anytime.” He smiled and handed Damian back to her. “If you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa played with Damian for a while as he got things started. He’d already had the steaks in the refrigerator thawing for tonight. He had some fresh asparagus, too. 
 
      
 
    He went outside to the grill and started it up. The whole process of cleaning off the metal bars with the wire brush, feeling the grit come away under his pressure, then lighting the coals and watching them dance with flame for a while before turning red and glowing seemed to soothe him. Setting the steaks down and hearing that sizzle and pop as the fat hit the hot coals under. He’d grill steaks every night if the good ones weren’t so expensive. 
 
      
 
    As he started the asparagus in his vegetable griller, he watched Alexa with Damian through the window. He could watch her for hours playing with him and singing to him and rocking him. The baby just laughed and laughed when he was with her. She was something else. How was it she didn’t have kids of her own? Or a boyfriend or husband? These were things he wanted to find out tonight. 
 
      
 
    Most nights, she didn’t stay very long, and they didn’t get to talk much. This had been his plan when he knew he needed to find some things out: have a nice dinner, maybe bring out the wine to get her talking, and find out what her deal was. He still wondered if she was playing him somehow, but his feelings for her made him less suspicious all the time. That alone could be dangerous. Get in close, get the feelings going, then boom, hit you with whatever it is they were after. He’d seen it done to too many guys and something like that had happened to his brother. 
 
      
 
    When the asparagus was nearly done, he put the steaks on, watching carefully for the perfect moment to flip them. He took the food back inside where Alexa was setting the table with one hand while she held Damian on her other hip. 
 
      
 
    “That smells amazing,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Just wait until you taste it.” He winked and dished the food out on the plates. 
 
      
 
    Alexa put Damian in his high chair and took a jar of baby food from the cabinet. “He should be good on formula for the day.” She put on his bib and fed him a spoonful before cutting into her own meat. “Wow, this looks perfect.” 
 
      
 
    He watched as she took her first bite, closing her eyes in enjoyment. “Like it?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes.” 
 
      
 
    “So, I passed the test?” 
 
      
 
    “Most definitely. Though, you might regret it.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s that?” He raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “If I know you can cook like this, I might want you to cook for me all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be happy to.” 
 
      
 
    Damian made a gurgle and slapped his palms on the tray of the high chair. Alexa fed him another few bites of his food before going back to hers. Hawk slid closer to the high chair and took over feeding him so she could eat. 
 
      
 
    “So, tell me,” he said. “You’re beautiful, smart, funny, caring, and clearly good with kids. How exactly do you not have a boyfriend? Or are you dating someone?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not.” She set down her fork and took a sip of her wine. “I don’t know. I guess I just didn’t find the right one? I’ve had some boyfriends in the past. Nothing major. But what about you? I could ask the same thing. Good job, good looking, sacrificing your bachelorhood to take on your nephew. Women go nuts for that sort of thing.” 
 
      
 
    He turned back to her. “I don’t usually do relationships.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re complicated. And people always get hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “Not always,” she said. “What about the couples who end up getting married?” 
 
      
 
    “They still get hurt. It just takes longer and ends up being much more expensive.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you’re completely against marriage?” 
 
      
 
    “Not completely. It’s fine for other people.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed. “Right. Just not for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you blame me? Are your parents still together?” 
 
      
 
    “They are, actually. And pretty happy about it, I’d say. Yours aren’t?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “Well, I guess they might be together wherever they are, I don’t know. They’re both dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that.” 
 
      
 
    He lifted one shoulder. “They weren’t exactly the best parents. My dad was barely around and when he was, it wasn’t good. My mom was a nightmare, too. I don’t see it as much of a loss.” 
 
      
 
    “Having bad parents has to be better than having no parents at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Not when they get in your way and try to mess up your life.” 
 
      
 
    “How would your parents mess up your life?” 
 
      
 
    “You must’ve had some really good parents to question that,” he said. “Picture someone always calling, always drunk, always yelling at you, guilting you into doing things for them. It’s a lot for a teen to deal with. She tried to make me work and give her the money, she tried to take me from my aunt and uncle, who were actually trying to give my brother and me a good life. My mother was everything a horrible mother could possibly be.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow.” She pushed a piece of asparagus around on her plate. “That does sound awful. I’m sorry. Your brother, though, is that Damian’s dad?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. My only sibling. He was killed when he was only a few months old.” 
 
      
 
    “And you took him in.” 
 
      
 
    “My aunt and uncle offered to, but I wanted to. It makes me feel like part of him is still here, still with me.” 
 
      
 
    She looked into his eyes for a long time. “How did he die?” 
 
      
 
    Hawk closed his eyes. He was not about to think that much about Hugh, let alone talk about him. “He was killed.” 
 
      
 
    “You said, but how?” 
 
      
 
    “Cold blooded murder. Shot in the head. It’s not something I really like to talk about. Or think about.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s understandable. Were you close? Before, I mean? Did you have a good relationship?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess. We lived together for a while. Took care of each other. I tried to look out for him. He didn’t always want my help. But we spent a lot of time together.” 
 
      
 
    He really needed to change the subject off parents and family. This was not at all the direction he wanted things to go in, and he was not going to talk about this stuff with her. Or with anyone for that matter. 
 
      
 
    Though he had to admit that talking about Hugh did feel like something of a relief. He’d just told her things that he hadn’t tell anyone. He wouldn’t even talk with his aunt and uncle about this stuff. Yet Alexa just coaxed it right out of him. If her plan was to get him to open up, she was succeeding but he couldn’t keep going like this. He’d end up making himself look like a fool or getting himself into trouble. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “So, I take it you do believe in marriage? You hope to get married one day, have kids, all of that?” Hawk asked. 
 
      
 
    So, he was changing the subject already. She took in a breath. “Sure. I think it’d be nice. If it doesn’t happen, though, it doesn’t. I have my career and a niece I can spoil. I won’t be devastated if I never get married, but it’s something I’d like to do one day.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not the type to just sleep with someone for the fun of it?” 
 
      
 
    She laughed. “I’d say not, but that’s more likely due to the fact that the few lovers I’ve had weren’t exactly fun.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
      
 
    “It was just rather… underwhelming.” 
 
      
 
    He stared at her for a long while. What in the world could he be thinking? She couldn’t help thinking that if she slept with him, it would be far from underwhelming. 
 
      
 
    “That’s really a shame,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I don’t know any differently.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes it even worse. All those fools, not knowing what to do. You deserve better than that.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa felt her cheeks go hot. He said things like that, but then every time it seemed like he would kiss her he had pulled back. He turned away or walked away, and it left her thinking maybe she’d imagined it. Maybe he wasn’t interested in her like that, after all, and she was both thankful for his hesitancy and disappointed by it. Was there some reason he wasn’t making a move? 
 
      
 
    She’d decided days ago to stop trying not to feel anything for him. Hawk had turned out to be nothing like what she’d expected from watching the interview recording or from what she knew of his life. Someone with such a criminal record who stole cars, even legally, for a living and who was a member of an MC gang. But when she saw him with Damian, he was all warmth and caring. 
 
      
 
    She was sure he had a mean streak. Who didn’t? She’d seen some of that in the interview recording. He’d looked tired and sick of answering questions. He was also mourning and had gotten a little short and a little mad. She hadn’t known him enough to know that wasn’t his usual self. But now that she thought about it, and when she re-watched the video, it was clear that he was in distress at the time. 
 
      
 
    Even if her feelings toward him were growing warmer, her feelings about her investigation were not. She was increasingly frustrated with the lack of information she was able to find. His house was clean. She’s searched through everything multiple times now and still found nothing useful. Her investigation was growing as cold as the original case had. If she didn’t find out something new soon, she might have to face the facts. She might have to give up. And that would feel like she’d failed them both. 
 
      
 
    Getting to know Hawk and Damian had made her desire for the truth that much stronger, especially if Hawk was actually innocent. These were Hugh’s family members and they needed to know the truth. To find out who killed their brother and father and see him put to justice. It wasn’t fair to them to go on with some lame excuse for a resolution. Did Hawk even believe the gang story? 
 
      
 
    “I need to ask you something,” she said. This could be risky, but being careful wasn’t getting her anywhere. 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “You said your brother was killed. Who killed him?” 
 
      
 
    He sat back in his chair and took in a long breath. “I don’t know. The cops say it was a gang shooting.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you believe it?” 
 
      
 
    “Hugh was involved in a lot of bad things, but no gangs. Kinda seemed like an excuse to me, to be honest. I’m sure they did what they could, but I don’t think it was enough. I think they gave up.” 
 
      
 
    She wanted to tell him right then that she had done everything she could. And no, it wasn’t enough, but they wouldn’t let her do more. She wanted to plead with him to give her information so she could get a lead. Something, anything. But telling him any of that would reveal too much. And this was not the time for that. 
 
      
 
    “But you don’t have any idea who it might have been?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “If I did, he’d be dead already.” Hawk set his jaw, but looked away. 
 
      
 
    She could see the anger in him. Proof maybe that he hadn’t done it, that he wasn’t involved. She hoped it was proof at least. She wanted it to be. “Did he have enemies?” 
 
      
 
    “What are you, a cop?” He said it sharply, but seemed to realize who he was talking to and softened his face. “I’m sorry, I just don’t like talking about it or thinking about it. I’m sure it was drug related. His girlfriend died of an overdose and he was all wrapped up in that world. But if I had any idea who it might be, I would have taken matters in to my own hands long ago.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to upset you. I guess it’s just the PI in me coming out. I ask questions. Sometimes too many, but it’s my nature to have an investigative mindset.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? Maybe I should hire you to look into it then. Do the job the cops didn’t bother doing,” he joked. 
 
      
 
    She kept her face straight and didn’t react. 
 
      
 
    “Have you always been like this?” he asked. “Inquisitive? What made you want to be a PI of all things?” 
 
      
 
    This could get tricky. If he had any idea she’d been a cop, there was no way he’d continue to trust her. He’d be pissed that she had lied or hadn’t been forthcoming about her past. The truthful answer, obviously, was that she was doing this because she couldn’t stand how her boss on the force had forced her to abandon the case. And she’d gone into detective work because she always wanted to be Nancy Drew and never quite grew out of it. That was probably the best answer she could give. 
 
      
 
    “I read a lot when I was a kid,” she said. “Mystery books. They peaked my interest and that interest grew. When it came time to pick a major for college, it seemed like the most interesting thing to me. So, I went with it, and now here I am.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you read mysteries, went to college and slept with a few idiot guys, and now you do this. That’s your whole life.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. I mean, I’ve had hobbies and friends and done other things. If you want to simplify it, though, go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “Never got into any trouble with the law?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “Not even a detention at school.” 
 
      
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “So, it’s like that.” 
 
      
 
    “It is. Good to the bone.” 
 
      
 
    “And pretty much my polar opposite.” He laughed. “I’m all bad.” 
 
      
 
    “No. You’re really not. You can try that tough guy act, but I see the real you.” 
 
      
 
    “You think so?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded slowly and looked over at Damian, who had fallen asleep in his high chair, fist covered in carrot paste. “I see you with him. A bad guy wouldn’t be like that. Believe me, I’ve seen my share. There are plenty of negligent parents out there. And you’re not one of them. That makes you good, whether you want to be or not.” 
 
      
 
    “But not quite good enough, perhaps.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled together her eyebrows. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “For someone like you. You need someone better, someone cleaner cut.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled her lip into her mouth. “I’ve had that. And like I said, it wasn’t anything worth remembering.” 
 
      
 
    His stare became more intense and it made her heart race. The way he looked at her made her feel like the most desired woman on the planet. She wanted to jump across the table right then and kiss him. 
 
      
 
    “And you think being with someone like me, a bad boy, would be worth remembering?” 
 
      
 
    She gave him a crooked smile. “There’s really only one way to find out.” 
 
      
 
    His eyes flared hot, and he was on his feet. She didn’t even have time to stand as he came around the table and put his hand at the back of her head, smashing his lips to hers. She kissed him back hard, rubbing her tongue along his as it moved in and out of her mouth. 
 
      
 
    He pulled her to her feet, still locked to her. With his free arm, he swept the dishes to the side and lifted her so she sat on the table, facing him. 
 
      
 
    “Alexa, I have been wanting you,” he whispered in her ear. “I can’t stand it anymore.” 
 
      
 
    She let out a soft gasp of a moan and kissed along his neck. His mouth was back on hers, moving fervently as the passion increased. 
 
      
 
    He caressed her breasts and ran his hand along her thigh. She tightened her legs around his middle. She could feel how hard he was and it made her hotter. She’d never wanted anyone like she wanted him right now. 
 
      
 
    He pressed his hand down and rubbed between her legs. Then she remembered the baby sleeping not more than four feet away. She glanced at him, but he was fast asleep still. 
 
      
 
    Hawk reached up and pulled her top over her head. In nothing but a bra, he stopped to look over her. “God you’re hot.” He kissed along her neck and down her chest. Then he reached back and unhooked her bra, tossing it to the floor. 
 
      
 
    He cupped her breasts and sucked her nipples. His fingers trailed along her stomach, sending shivers over her skin. She dug her hands into his hair and reached down to pull his shirt up and over his head. Every one of his muscles bulged and shone in the light of the dining room table. She ran her fingers along his smooth back, feeling all the curves of his torso. 
 
      
 
    She moved her hand down to grab him over his jeans. He moaned and hurried to unbutton her pants. He pulled down the zipper of her pants and tugged them off. They hit the floor and he moved to unzip his own jeans. 
 
      
 
    His erection flew out of his boxers. She grabbed him again, feeling the hot smooth skin of his sex. He moaned and let her touch him for a moment, then grabbed her rear and pulled her forward. She was sitting just on the edge of the table, the perfect height for him. He positioned himself over her, dipped in once to cover himself in her wetness and pushed inside her with one deep move. 
 
      
 
    She cried out loudly, and he covered her mouth with his hand. She licked at his fingers and sucked until he removed his hand. 
 
      
 
    The muscles of his tight rear moved under her hand as he pounded in and out of her. With each thrust in deeper, she felt ready to burst. He put one hand at the back of her neck and one on her back, pulling her closer with each move. He slammed into her, bringing her closer still. 
 
      
 
    “Are you close?” he breathed in her ear. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t admit now that she’d never had an orgasm from sex. “I think so.” 
 
      
 
    “You think so?” He laughed once. 
 
      
 
    He reached his hand down to rub circles over her clit. The sensation of his touch while he pounded inside her pushed her over the edge and she came. Harder and longer than she ever had in her life. She bit her lip and tried to keep quiet, but a few moans escaped her throat. 
 
      
 
    “That’s more like it,” he said. He sped up and after a few more deep thrusts groaned and stopped. 
 
      
 
    They breathed in and out together in tandem. She looked over to see that Damian hadn’t been disturbed at all. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s put this kid to bed,” he said, biting playfully along her neck. “Then I’ll put you to bed.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Alexa picked up the baby, and cradled him against her naked chest. Hawk followed her into the nursery and watched as she lay him in the crib. He shifted slightly and fell right back asleep. 
 
      
 
    She took a step back from the crib, planning to turn and leave the room quietly. But Hawk pulled her to him, both still naked and hot, still damp with sweat. He kissed her again, hard, and took her by the hand to pull her into his bedroom. 
 
      
 
    “So, was that any less underwhelming?” he asked as he closed the door behind them. 
 
      
 
    She recalled the orgasm. Maybe the best one of her life. “Much less.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    He kissed her, holding her as he walked them backward toward the bed. He picked her up and dropped her down on the bed. He was hard again already. She could still feel his juices leaking from her but he was ready to go, and as he kissed along her neck and chest again, she flushed once more. She’d never done it twice in a row like this. 
 
      
 
    He turned her to the side and climbed over her. His hard cock rubbed against her clit as he teased her nipples. It didn’t take long before she found herself reaching down to put him inside her. 
 
      
 
    He moaned in pleasure when she did and paused above her. “You feel so good.” 
 
      
 
    “So do you.” 
 
      
 
    This time, he moved slower and softer. He took his time, circling her nipple with his fingers and tongue, kissing every inch of her that he could reach, all the while keeping a steady in and out rhythm. She didn’t know which was better, the hard pounding he’d given her in the dining room, or this soft and sweet lovemaking. They felt good in different ways. The first more animalistic, like they would tear each apart trying to get him deeper inside her. But this felt more genuine and intimate like he wanted something more than just the touch of her body against his. 
 
      
 
    He kept things going a long while. They switched positions, her on her side with him behind. He draped her leg over his and ran his hands all over her body. His fingers rubbed and flicked her clit. From this position, he wasn’t as deep, but he hit a different spot inside her. He moved again to put her on her stomach. From behind, he was able to fit in her deeper than any other position. 
 
      
 
    He twisted his fingers into her hair and tugged gently while he thrust into her. He sped up and she felt some of the animal in him coming back. He groaned and slammed in hard. She came again and cried out, and seconds later so did he. She could feel his pulse in his toe as he stayed inside her for a few moments, enjoying the afterglow. 
 
      
 
    “I could keep going all night.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how you do it,” she said, breathless. “I can barely move.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” He laughed and kissed her. “I’m going to get a quick shower. You just stay here, don’t move.” 
 
      
 
    The door to the bathroom closed and the water started. Alexa lay there in his bed, her head swimming. Emotions flooded over her. Everything had felt so good. Like nothing she’d ever experienced before. She let out a deep, contented sigh. 
 
      
 
    But now she had a huge problem. Where would they go from here? She was still investigating him and she couldn’t lose sight of that. He’d given her a few little pieces of information. Nothing major, but it did seem less and less like he was involved. She couldn’t be absolutely sure until she found out who had killed Hugh. And until she talked to Hawk about what happened with his dad. There was a real possibility that she’d just slept with a killer. 
 
      
 
    She tried to put the hard facts out of her mind and think about how he’d been. Sweet and caring and interested. Or was it all just a game? His way to get her talking, to break her down and make her vulnerable so she’d sleep with him? 
 
      
 
    She got up and found her clothing in the dining room. She dressed quickly, grabbed her purse from its spot by the front door, and quietly slipped out. She unlocked her own door, feeling like she hadn’t been there in days. Boxes still sat needing her attention. She walked past them and into her own bedroom to think. 
 
      
 
    Before she could decide whether or not to approach Hawk again she needed to know what she wanted. Did she want a relationship with him? Did she want to sleep with him again? Could she keep watching Damian after this? There were simply too many conflicting desires and questions without answers. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Hawk shut off the water, standing for a moment in the steam, letting drops fall from his hair to the tiled floor. She was everything he’d hoped for but it had also confirmed his fears - she was the relationship type. He tried to shake it off for the time being and convinced himself he might as well enjoy whatever they had now, in this moment. 
 
      
 
    He stepped out of the shower and breathed in the scent of his clean towel before rubbing it all over his body. He wrapped it around his waist and prepared to go back into his bedroom. When his eyes adjusted to the dimmer light, he saw an empty bed. She must’ve gotten up to check on Damian or get a drink or something. He dropped his towel and pulled on fresh boxers, then walked down the hall. Damian’s door was mostly closed. He stuck his face in, saw his little chest moving up and down, and continued into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    The light was off and so was the light in the dining room. “Alexa?” he said softly. 
 
      
 
    He paused, listening for movement, but there was nothing. He glanced at the front door. Her purse was gone. She’d left. He walked over to the window that faced her house and sure enough, her bedroom was light on. As he watched, it clicked off. Her house stayed dark. 
 
      
 
    So, she’d decided to leave while he was in the shower and go home. He breathed a sigh of relief. This meant no relationship. Staying the night, waking up together, that was a relationship thing. That was a boyfriend, girlfriend thing. People who only slept together didn’t need to spend the night. That was one of the benefits of not having those strings. 
 
      
 
    He went back to his bedroom and slid into bed but all the same her absence stung. He pushed those thoughts aside. He’d wanted to bang her and he had. He’d wanted nothing more than to sleep with her and have her be Damian’s babysitter, and that’s all she was. And that’s all she was going to be. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter what she did or where she slept. She was just his neighbor. A nosy neighbor always asking him questions, sure, but one that had become indispensable to Damian. 
 
      
 
    His phone vibrated on his bedside. He picked up his phone. The text wasn’t from Alexa, though. It was from Jared. 
 
      
 
    “Hey man. At a gated. Need some help. Got a few?” 
 
      
 
    Hawk blew out a breath and ran his hand through his damp hair. He loved these types of jobs. Sneaking past a gate in the middle of the night to get a car was the sort of challenge he enjoyed and it always gave him a thrill. But he had the baby and now he had a weird thing with the babysitter. 
 
      
 
    He punched the bed beside him. “Idiot!” Less than an hour after they were done, and screwing her was already causing problems. He couldn’t call her now. It would seem desperate. It would seem like so much more than what it was. He need the job, though, bad. 
 
      
 
    He texted Jared back, “Yeah, but I have the baby. If you can sit in the car with him, I can get the car.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine.” He sent the address. 
 
      
 
    Hawk got dressed and carefully went into Damian’s room to prepare some things. He grabbed the diaper bag and gently lifted the baby into the car seat. He stirred, then resettled. 
 
      
 
    Hawk got him into the car and drove to the location. Damian hadn’t woken up. Hopefully he would stay asleep the whole time. He wondered for a moment if Alexa had seen him leaving. When he pulled up, he saw Jared standing against his tow truck. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Hawk said, nodding at him. 
 
      
 
    “Hey. No way of getting the truck in. They won’t cooperate.” 
 
      
 
    “That just makes it that much more fun, then.” He nodded to the car. “Damian is asleep in the back. Just stay with him? I’ll bring the car out and you can tow it the rest of the way and I’ll drive my car home.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a plan. Thanks for coming out.” 
 
      
 
    “I miss these middle of the night jobs sometimes. Wish I could do more of them.” 
 
      
 
    Jared turned and pointed. “That’s her, right there.” 
 
      
 
    Through the gate, Hawk could see the black Dodge Charger. He smiled. “Might have to take that one for a joy ride after lifting it.” 
 
      
 
    “If you get it out for me, you can do whatever you want,” Jared said. 
 
      
 
    Hawk looked over the gate. There were spotlights on it, and likely someone was watching, especially if Jared had tried to get in through the gate. 
 
      
 
    “You have papers?” Hawk asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yup. Guy at the gate said that didn’t mean he had to let me in.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk nodded. Sometimes they were jerks like that. Or maybe the owner of the Charger knew what was coming and had paid him. There was a chance the guy at the gate might have called the owner to put him on alert if it was a situation like that. He didn’t see any lights on in the house though which was a good sign. 
 
      
 
    He checked his pockets for his tools. This car would have an electronic alarm system that would go off. Luckily, he had a device that would jam the signal and stop it from making any noise. Hawk stepped back, then ran at the gate. It was metal bars between brick columns. Easy enough to grab on and get up if you had the upper body strength and momentum. He got to the top, flipped his leg over while glancing around to see if anyone might be watching, then dropped down on the other side. 
 
      
 
    He ran to the car and turned on the device that would stop the alarm. Then he wedged the door open around the window and stuck his slim jim down to unlock it. He looked around one more time before yanking open the door. When he did, he noticed a sticker on the back window of the Charger. It was round, a black circle edged in white, with a knife blade cutting through it. A bolt of lightning was in the background. 
 
      
 
    A sudden flashback hit him. The night Hugh died Hawk had gone over to his place after working late. They did this often. The brothers would just sit and hang, drink a beer or two, and maybe watch some crappy movie on late. 
 
      
 
    That night, Hawk pulled up outside Hugh’s around 3 a.m. after finishing a few jobs. He’d pulled up and seen someone jump into a car parked half a block up the street and take off in a hurry. The speed had caught his eye first, then the car. A Dodge Charger was unusual, especially in the ghetto. Who in their right mind would drive such a fancy expensive car into drug central? As it had driven off, Hawk watched it go and noticed the sticker. It’d stuck in his mind because he’d wondered about it. Was it a gang symbol or something? 
 
      
 
    He’d gone inside after that and found his brother dead on the floor of his living room, gunshot to his head. Damian was upstairs, crying. He’d gone up and gotten the baby, then called the cops. He sat on the front porch in shock, rocking Damian, waiting for police to arrive. Of course, being the one to find him, he was automatically a suspect. He’d gone through all sorts of questioning and mentioned the car. The person interviewing him, some detective’s assistant, had made a note of it, but he never heard anything again. The gang excuse was bull. Hugh was never into any gang and if they didn’t have a specific person to pin it to it made it all seem like just another cover up. Or that the police didn’t want to admit they couldn’t figure it out. 
 
      
 
    Hawk had often thought back to that night and wondered about that car. Now he was staring at it. He snapped back to reality when a light in the house flicked on. 
 
      
 
    He hopped inside the car and used his tool to get the ignition key casing off, then stuck his screw driver in. The car started loudly and Hawk left the lights off as he hurried to pull out of the driveway. No one came out of the house. Almost like they wanted the car gone. That just raised his suspicion even more. Had they turned on the light to make sure the car was gone? 
 
      
 
    When he got through the gate he paused and took out the registration. He took a picture of it with his phone. If he ever talked to Alexa again, maybe she could help him out. Didn’t PIs have a way to run plates and that sort of thing? She must have some sort of access to a criminal database or a police hook up. Something that would give him some more information. 
 
      
 
    This couldn’t be a coincidence. There weren’t two black Chargers in this town that happened to have the same sticker. This was the car that had been outside Hugh’s the night he was killed. And the guy who ran to it might have been the one who killed his brother. 
 
      
 
    Hawk felt sick and determined at the same time. He pulled the car around to where Jared stood outside Hawk’s car, looking in on the baby. Hawk snapped another picture of the house from outside the gate, then of the license plate. The house was dark again. 
 
      
 
    “Everything okay?” Jared asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yup. I just think I saw this car before. No big deal. Thanks for calling me.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for getting it.” Jared fished his keys out of his pocket and started up his truck. 
 
      
 
    Hawk watched him back it up, placing the lift in just the right spot before raising it. The front tires lifted off the ground. The guy was a real pro at that. Must’ve done it a hundred times a month. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll cut you a check when I get paid.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk nodded and watched him drive off. He looked in the car to make sure Damian was still sleeping, then back up at the house. He wanted to climb back over the gate, break in, and strangle whoever was inside for answers. 
 
      
 
    But he couldn’t do things like that. He had Damian to take care of and a probation officer that would be extra hard on him if he was arrested for anything. Doing his job was risky enough, but his PO was onboard with it since it was steady income, so long as he didn’t cross any lines. Breaking and entering, assault, and murder would obviously send him away for life. And what would become of Damian, then? 
 
      
 
    Hawk got into his car, gripping the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white, and drove off. He’d call Alexa tomorrow. Even though she hadn’t planned to come over to watch the baby, he would suck it up and ask for a favor. After all, he hadn’t been the one to harass her then run while she was in the shower. He hadn’t done anything to piss her off. In his mind, she owed him. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Alexa’s phone rang and she picked it up. She glanced out her window. Hawk’s car wasn’t sitting out, but he usually kept it in the garage. It was daylight, so there were no lights on in his house. No way to know if he was home or not. She hadn’t decided yet what she was going to do, but she answered anyway. It could be concerning Damian. 
 
      
 
    “Hiya,” she said, trying to keep her voice casual. 
 
      
 
    “Hey. I was wondering if you could maybe help me out with something.” 
 
      
 
    For a second, she wondered if this was some cheap line. “Okay.” She prepared herself for the answer. 
 
      
 
    “I know you like to investigate things being a PI, and even though you might not have interest in Hugh’s death, I found something that might point to the killer.” 
 
      
 
    Her mouth popped open. Whatever this was about, it would give her the license to investigate further and an excuse on top if anything came up. If she did something suspicious, she could just say she’d gotten interested after his request and couldn’t let the case go. But why now, she wondered. 
 
      
 
    “Alexa? You there?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head to bring herself back. “I’m here. Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that a no, then?” 
 
      
 
    “No, no. Not a no. Yes, I mean. What do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the night he died, I went over there to hang out after work, like I often did. I saw this car when I pulled up and a guy got in and took off just as I was getting out of my car. I told this all to the cops, but they didn’t think it was too important.” 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t true. She had thought it was very important, but only knowing the car’s color, make, and model didn’t give them much to go on. There were lots of black Dodge Chargers out there. What they had needed was a license plate number. 
 
      
 
    “Tonight, I got called to do a job at a gated community. Jared couldn’t get in there with his tow truck.” 
 
      
 
    So, that’s where he had gone so late. She had seen him put the baby in the car and was surprised he’d take Damian anywhere in the middle of the night. Not like the baby had been sick or anything. 
 
      
 
    “I climbed the gate and got in, but when I was getting inside the car, I noticed it had the same sticker that the car I saw at Hugh’s that night did.” 
 
      
 
    Her heart dropped. The same sticker? That was a bit of a stretch. 
 
      
 
    “Hawk…” She didn’t want to crush his hopes. “I don’t know that a sticker will really be too informative. I mean, how many cars might have the same sticker?” 
 
      
 
    “No, no. It’s the same car. It’s a black Dodge Charger, same sticker. I know it is. I got the license plate and the registration. Can you run it and see who it belongs to?” 
 
      
 
    “I can check it out, sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. I’ll text it all to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let you know when I have something.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. I really appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    He hung up. There was a formality to his voice, almost like a tacit agreement not to talk about what had happened last night, and she bit her lip, wondering if she really wanted him to bring it up. 
 
      
 
    She sat down at her computer in her living room and logged into the police database. Hopefully, her login info would still work for a while, but they could shut off her access at any point. She’d asked the chief to keep it open, promising that her being a PI would only help them in the end, and he’d agreed. But one bad day and he might change his mind and cut her off, or decide he didn’t like where she was poking around. 
 
      
 
    For now, it was still working and she was able to get into the DMV database to run the numbers. She looked at the picture from Hawk and typed it in, then sat back to wait. It took several minutes, but a result came up. 
 
      
 
    Black Dodge Charger. The address was nearby, in a community she knew to be in a nicer part of town. Could be the gated one. She opened Google Earth to check and confirmed there was a gate all around the community where the Charger owner lived. She texted Hawk the name of the owner, Rucker Marshall, along with the address. He probably already had that, but wouldn’t hurt to have it again just in case. 
 
      
 
    She went to the police criminal database and entered the name. What came back was a criminal record with several entries. Several counts of drug possession. Drug trafficking. Assault. And a pending charge for drug trafficking. This would be his second offense for trafficking. Apparently, ten prior years in federal prison hadn’t taught him anything.  
 
      
 
    She picked up her phone to text him, but decided to just head over there. Maybe they could go back to how it was before and act like nothing had happened, she was a PI and babysitter helping him out, nothing more. She wanted to see his reaction when she told him about the drug charges and ask him more questions. That couldn’t happen effectively over text. 
 
      
 
    He pulled open the door with Damian in his arms. “Hey. Thanks for getting the name.” 
 
      
 
    “I have some more info if you have a minute.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” He stepped aside to let her in. 
 
      
 
    As she passed Damian, he whined and reached out his arms for her. She reached back and took him. They sat at the dining room table, and she tried not to think about what had happened there the night before. 
 
      
 
    “Turns out Rucker is big on the drug scene,” she said. “Has a pending trafficking charge and served a decade behind bars for one already.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk took in a long, slow breath. “Hugh was into that scene. Started out like it always does. He was copping some weed, and got talking to the dealer. He decided he could make some serious dough, and since he’d just been laid off his factory job, he didn’t have many prospects. He started small and did well, so they gave him more. His girlfriend started dipping into his supply, though. Maybe she caused some trouble, who knows. She died, not long after.” 
 
      
 
    “And how you were involved in that scene?” 
 
      
 
    “Never was. I’d already gotten myself into trouble. I had a decent job. I stayed clear away. Never even really smoked or anything. Just a handful of times. Not like Hugh and Jessica did. He told me that every day, she was high. All day. I doubt it was just weed, too. She was in bad shape from what he told me. Then she OD’ed on heroin. I don’t know how long she was on it. Hopefully not while she was pregnant, but I know she drank and smoked up while she was.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa looked over at Damian. He seemed very healthy now, at least. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to find this guy, Alexa. I want justice for my brother. I want to be able to look Damian in the eyes when he grows up and tell him I did everything I could to make his father’s killer pay for what he did.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk’s voice shook and he pounded his fist in his palm as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t accept the gang thing. It’s too convenient and doesn’t fit. Will you help me find him? Please?” His voice broke and she saw tears lying low in his eyes. His whole face pleaded with her. 
 
      
 
    One thing was certain to her in that moment. Hawk did not kill his brother. She’d spent years learning how to read people, and all the signs were there. He was genuine in his plea. No one could fake it for as long as he had. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help you in any way I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” He looked at her intently for several long moments. She thought he might kiss her again but he quickly looked away. Hawk stood up and paced the room a few times. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any other information that could be helpful?” Alexa asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t think so, really. I didn’t see the guy. I don’t know for sure that he was in the house. Just seemed like it.” 
 
      
 
    “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “The direction he was running from. And knowing Hugh’s drug connections, it fits.” 
 
      
 
    He continued to pace as she thought. They needed evidence, fingerprints. That would help, but was only circumstantial and Rucker might’ve had his own alibis. A weapon, then? If Rucker had the gun that killed Hugh that’d be more than enough. 
 
      
 
    She wanted to call up her boss and give him this new info but this wouldn’t be enough for him to reopen the case. Reopening the case would mean a big media frenzy. If she found something solid that would change everything. 
 
      
 
    “I have to get out of here,” Hawk said. “I can’t just sit here like this. Can you watch Damian for a while? I’m going over to headquarters to blow off steam. And to keep myself from driving over to that house and ripping that guy to pieces.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa, whoa.” She stood and put a hand on his chest to stop his pacing. “Whatever you do, do NOT go over there. First of all, it’s gated. You’d have to break in and you don’t have a repo order to fall back on this time. We don’t know for sure he did it. What if you attacked the wrong guy? And besides, if he did do it, you killing him would only send you to jail, too. That’s not the way to do this.” 
 
      
 
    He blew out several hard breaths, but seemed like he was calming down. “Okay. You’re right. I’m going to play some pool and get my mind on something else.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds good. I’ll stay here. I’ll keep poking around and see if I find anything else.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    He dashed into the bedroom to grab his keys and then headed out the door. 
 
      
 
    She heard his bike roar to life, then he took off. She looked over at Damian, sitting on his blanket on the floor. “Just you and me again, kid.” 
 
      
 
    He clapped his hands together happily. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Alexa read through the files on Rucker to see where they were with his pending charges. Looked like they were waiting for the trial date to come up and were trying to secure some testimony from an informant. He’d already been arrested, but was out on bail. The case seemed fairly strong. She’d been sitting reading for over an hour while Damian played with a toy. But now he was wiggling around, getting bored. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, kid. Let’s do something.” 
 
      
 
    She picked him and swung him around. She glanced outside where it was nice and bright, the sky full of fluffy clouds. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe a walk?” She waited for his answer and when he hiccupped she took that for a yes. 
 
      
 
    She packed him up in the stroller and went out through the garage. She tucked the garage door opener into her pocket so they could get back in. She hadn’t been out much in this neighborhood since moving in. She walked on the sidewalks, making sure to pay attention to which direction she went so she wouldn’t need her phone to find her way back. 
 
      
 
    As they walked, she pointed out trees and birds to Damian. He looked around with intense interest. He fell asleep after a while and she turned back. As she hit the door opener and pushed the stroller into the garage, she heard a door slam inside the house and was on instant alert. 
 
      
 
    Her training kicked in and she pulled out the pepper spray. Hawk’s car was still there and his bike was still gone. 
 
      
 
    She pushed the stroller closer and stopped. Instead she put the pepper spray back in her pocket and took out her phone and quickly dialed 911. Then she pushed the stroller back out of the house and across the street to wait. At least this way she could watch the house and see if anyone left. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your emergency?” 
 
      
 
    She explained what had happened and waited on the phone until the police cruiser pulled up. As she was waiting, she saw a shadow run down the backyard. Someone had left the house and had probably gotten away. 
 
      
 
    She knew the cop who showed up. “Hey Gary,” she said. “I think he ran out the back. But I can’t be certain.” 
 
      
 
    “You just stay here while I check it out.” 
 
      
 
    He went in and she waited again for several minutes. He finally came back out. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t find anyone in there. Nothing looks like it was broken or disturbed. There was a…” He pressed his lips together. 
 
      
 
    “A what?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, a message.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled her eyebrows together. “What sort of message?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll show you. It’s safe to come on in.” 
 
      
 
    She followed Gary inside and to the bathroom. On the mirror, in black marker, crude letters formed the words STAY OUT. 
 
      
 
    She sucked in a breath. “Wow.” 
 
      
 
    “Any idea who might have done this?” 
 
      
 
    “No. It’s not my house, I’m just babysitting. I’ll have to question him when he gets back.” 
 
      
 
    Gary cleared his throat. “We’ll talk to him.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” Sometimes she forgot she was no longer a cop and couldn’t just question whoever she wanted or get any info she needed. 
 
      
 
    “We miss you, you know. You were one good detective.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. But maybe I was a little too good. I wasn’t willing to stop.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it is what it is, I guess. I’ll call the homeowner and let him know what’s going on, then ask him a few questions.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I call him? Please?” 
 
      
 
    She took out her phone and hit his number but suddenly choked up. Someone had been in the house and had gotten away. She had to remind herself that the reason she hadn’t done anything was Damian. She was keeping him safe. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice wavering, “He got away. I didn’t stop him. I didn’t get him.” 
 
      
 
    “Damian’s okay, right?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I didn’t go after the guy myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Alexa, that’s crazy. You can’t go after someone who broke in. You did exactly the right thing.” 
 
      
 
    “I just feel like I could have done something else,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t want you to. Let me be the one to put myself in danger and go after the bad guy. I’ll be the one to protect you and Damian, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    Gary stayed and took fingerprints around the house while Hawk raced home. She sat on the couch with Damian, letting the events of the day soak in. 
 
      
 
    The thought of Damian being in danger panicked her and brought tears to her eyes. She couldn’t let anything happen to him. When Hawk burst in the door, he came right to her. She was on the couch, clutching Damian to her chest, and he scooped them both into a tight hug. Tears spilled down her cheeks. She’d never felt protected like this, and after a near miss, she needed to feel safe and in control in some way. If she couldn’t still be a cop, she had to do everything else she could for those around her. Right now, that meant protecting Damian and finding Hugh’s killer. 
 
      
 
    He sat beside them on the sofa as he talked to Gary, answering his questions. He went to get the marker cleaned up once the photos had all been taken, then he came back to the living room where Damian had fallen asleep in Alexa’s arms. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take him,” Hawk said. 
 
      
 
    He picked up the baby and walked him to his room. Hawk came back to the living room and sat beside Alexa. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for protecting Damian. I don’t know what I would do if something happened to him.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t do more, I—” 
 
      
 
    “Stop that.” He put his hand at the back of her neck and pulled her close to kiss her. “You did everything just right.” 
 
      
 
    He kissed her again and her heart surged. Maybe all wasn’t lost when it came to him. She felt her longing for him return. She liked feeling protected, knowing that he would do anything to keep her safe. Not that she couldn’t defend herself, but it was nice to know he cared that much about her that he’d put himself in danger. She couldn’t say that about anyone else in her life. 
 
      
 
    She kissed him back hungrily. She wanted a repeat of the night before. He’d been the best lover she’d ever had and she wanted more. Even if things wouldn’t keep going between them, she wanted him now. She moved herself into his lap so she could rub against his hardness. 
 
      
 
    “Alexa.” He rang his hands through her hair and whispered into her ear as he kissed along her neck. “You drive me crazy.” 
 
      
 
    She chuckled softly. “And you drive me crazy right back.” 
 
      
 
    He stood, holding her tight in his arms as he carried her. He walked into his bedroom and kicked the door closed behind him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to show you just how crazy you drive me.” He gave her an intense stare, full of desire, and laid her down on the bed. 
 
      
 
    She looked back up at him, her insides warm and full of wanting. Her mind went back to the other times they’d been together and how good it felt, and the longing swelled within her. She pulled her top off over her head and removed her bra. Hawk smiled down at her. 
 
      
 
    “That’s better,” he said. He pulled off his own shirt and tossed it to the floor. 
 
      
 
    He leaned down to kiss her again and trailed his fingers over her skin. Her nipples hardened, and chills broke out over her stomach in waves as he moved over her. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I can take it this slow,” he said, growling lightly in her ear. 
 
      
 
    He reached down and nearly tore her pants getting them off in a hurry. He wiggled out of his own pants and slid down between her legs. Only once had a man eaten her out before and, while it’d been a nice enough experience, it was nothing like what Hawk did next. His tongue moved around and in her, flicking as he sucked and pulled. He slipped a finger in and out as he licked around her clit. 
 
      
 
    She felt the orgasm build and gripped his hair in her hands as she came. She cried out loudly, not thinking of Damian asleep in the next room until after her head had stopped spinning. 
 
      
 
    He came back to her, a wide grin on his face. “I guess you liked it.” 
 
      
 
    “Mmm,” she murmured, barely able to form a sentence. 
 
      
 
    He kissed along her neck and down her chest to suck on her nipples while she took a moment to recover. 
 
      
 
    He moved his hand to rub her in slow circles. He pressed the tip of his toe against her, rubbing it around and spreading her wetness. Then he pushed in. She moaned and held a pillow over her face so that she wouldn’t wake the baby. He pounded her fast, bringing one of her legs up and sliding it over his shoulder. He leaned down to bend her knee more and he was able to push even deeper. She kept her face buried as she continued to cry out in pleasure. 
 
      
 
    “You feel so good,” he said. 
 
      
 
    He moved in a few slow circles, letting her calm just enough for the momentum to grow. She felt another orgasm building. She rocked up her hips to meet him. He slammed in harder and faster again, and she was coming in a few thrusts. 
 
      
 
    He cried out a moment later, then held in deep. She could feel his heartbeat in his cock as it rested inside her. She breathed hard, her mind reeling from the sensation. When he finally pulled out, he did so slowly. She felt entirely empty when he slipped all the way out. She wished he’d stayed in longer so she could feel that deep connection to him, that intimate coupling. 
 
      
 
    He curled around her and brought her to him, her back to his hot chest. The heat poured off him. His strong arms around her made her feel safe. She stopped worrying about the man who’d been in the house, or the warning written on the mirror. Hawk would protect her, and for the first time in her life, she thought that if something did happen, she would let him rather than trying to be the hero or feeling the need to protect herself. It was nice to have someone to be there, who she knew wouldn’t let her down. 
 
      
 
    She drifted off to sleep with the thought in her mind that she was falling for him, and that maybe she was okay with that. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    In the morning, after a long hour of cuddling, Alexa pulled away from him. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked, reaching for her. 
 
      
 
    “I have a ton of laundry to do. And dishes. My place is a mess. Maybe I’ll see you later?” 
 
      
 
    It was his day off. Though repos could be done almost any time, it was easier to take off when places like banks would be closed. They never sent new orders over the weekend anyway. He could do the ones that had piled up, and the cops would still be around if need be, but it was nothing that couldn’t wait until Monday, and he needed a day off. 
 
      
 
    He would see Alexa later, and in the meantime, he let himself wonder about the ominous threat on the mirror. He let himself wonder if it meant Alexa - it wouldn’t surprise him if she had some admirer that she’d never mentioned, or possibly that she didn’t even know about. But more likely it had something to do with the Charger or that Rucker guy. He’d been digging around in Hugh’s case. 
 
      
 
    His fingers twitched. If only he could get his hands on a gun. He’d shoot the guy himself and be done with it. Let the cops call Rucker’s murder a gang incident, too. Why not? If Rucker had gotten away with it, why shouldn’t he? 
 
      
 
    Except he had already done time for killing someone, and that would make him look even worse. He wondered what Alexa would do if she found out. If she knew she’d slept with someone, came to the house of someone, and lived so close to someone who had served years for killing his own father. Didn’t matter if he’d done it or not. The jury said he did, and that was all that had counted when it came to law. And Alexa belonged to that world. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. Between Alex and Damian and Hugh life had become a maze. Before he knew it, he’d end up some kind of family man with a wife and a bunch of kids, a minivan and a to-do list on the weekends. He pictured that for a moment, then shook his head again. 
 
      
 
    Hawk pulled himself out of bed. Damian should be waking up soon. He got up and put on some clothes, then poked his head in the nursery. The baby was still sleeping soundly. Downstairs he headed to the computer, prepared to do some paperwork, when there was a knock on the door. Maybe Alexa had come back over. He got up and went to the door, not bothering to look out the window to see who it might be. 
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t Alexa. She had dark hair, long and dirty looking. She looked one step away from being on the streets. Her clothes were dirty and she needed makeup, and there was a tiredness about her. 
 
      
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked. He crossed his arms and took on a defensive stance. 
 
      
 
    She sniffed and wiped her nose. “I’m Jessica. I believe you have my son.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk’s stomach instantly tightened, and he was on his highest alert. “What son?” 
 
      
 
    “Damian? You have my baby.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t.” He started to close the door, but she stuck out her hand. 
 
      
 
    “I’m his mother. He’s my baby, and I want to see him.” 
 
      
 
    “His mother is dead. Get out of here before I call the cops,” he snarled. 
 
      
 
    “No, please. I know what Hugh told you, but it’s not true. He said I was dead to him because of what I did. Please let me come in and explain.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk inspected the woman for a moment. He’d only met Damian’s mother once. It was not a bright room, and he hadn’t gotten the best look at her. When he’d gone over to Hugh’s, it was always late, and she was always upstairs passed out or asleep. She and Hugh had only been together a short time before she got pregnant. 
 
      
 
    Hugh and Jessica had lived together, sure. But she did little to take care of the baby or to help around the house. Their place was usually a dump, unless Hugh had cleaned up. She did the drugs he was trying to sell, and she got drugs from other sources. Hugh had guessed she was out sleeping around or selling herself, though she wouldn’t admit it. And because of that, he rarely slept with her. But all the same, Hawk tried to find recognition in this pitiful woman standing on his steps. 
 
      
 
    It could be possible. But it wouldn’t matter. He had legal custody of Damian. All the same he opened the door so she could enter. He gestured to the dining room table and told her to sit. 
 
      
 
    She stood by the table, hesitating, looking from him to the door and around the house. “I want to see my baby. Where is he?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Hawk pulled out a chair and pointed. “First, you sit and explain. I was told his mother is dead. You’re going to have to convince me she’s not.” 
 
      
 
    The woman took a deep breath and sat, but almost missed the chair. Hawk raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “I just… I guess I’m so upset that I haven’t seen my baby in so long.” 
 
      
 
    “And why haven’t you?” He crossed his again, not liking the way the woman seemed to be fidgeting non-stop. She kept looking around, too. 
 
      
 
    “I was away. I needed some help. But I’m here now and I’m ready to be his mother. I’m a good mother. Hugh didn’t see that. He said I was dead to him, and he kicked me out. He wouldn’t let me see my baby. But now he’s gone, and Damian needs his mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Away where? Why would Hugh tell everyone you were dead if you weren’t?” 
 
      
 
    “He was mad at me. He didn’t want me doing drugs, and that’s where I was. I went to get help. I got help, and now I’m better. I’m clean and I’ve got a place. The only thing missing is my son.” 
 
      
 
    “He was mad, so he told everyone you were dead?” Hawk narrowed his eyes. He wasn’t buying it. 
 
      
 
    Her face softened. “Hawk. You know your brother’s temper. I wouldn’t do what he wanted for so long and he got sick of it. We had a huge fight and he said awful things to me. About how I wasn’t a good mother and I would never be if I was high all the time. Well, he was right. But I’m better now. I want to see my baby. Please, can I see him?” 
 
      
 
    She stood and held onto the table as she inched around it. Hawk stood, too, and got in her path. She was probably high now. Too flighty, too unstable, too fidgety to be straight. If she was his mother, she hadn’t cleaned up her act at all. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe you. Something isn’t right, here. What you’re saying about Hugh isn’t true at all. He didn’t have a temper. In fact, I thought he should have kicked out Damian’s mother long before he did. She was good for nothing.” 
 
      
 
    She thought for a moment, then said, “Did you go to the funeral?” 
 
      
 
    Hawk thought about lying. He hadn’t gone to the funeral. Neither had Hugh or Damian. She didn’t have much of one. Her mother showed up and her sister from what he’d heard. She’d screwed over everyone by the end of her short life. No one wanted to say goodbye. Hugh preferred to remember her how she was when he first met her. Healthy and vibrant. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Hawk said. 
 
      
 
    She smirked. “No, you didn’t. You don’t have to lie to me. It’s sweet, though.” She smiled and blinked her lashes at him. “I’m glad you’ve been taking such good care of my baby. You want to protect him. You make a great father.” She reached out and put her hand on his chest. “With you as a father and me as a mother, Damian could have a great life.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned forward and pressed her mouth to his. It took him a moment to realize what was going on and he pushed her back forcefully. 
 
      
 
    “What the heck?” It was a woman’s voice, angry and stunned. 
 
      
 
    Hawk’s head snapped to the left, to where Alexa stood in the hall, watching them. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gone for a few hours, and you hook up with someone else?” Alexa said, almost shrieking. Her lower lip shook. 
 
      
 
    Hawk’s heart lurched. “What? No!” He pushed the woman back and took off after Alexa, who was storming toward the door. 
 
      
 
    He almost ran outside after her, then thought better of it. There was no way he could leave this strange woman alone with the baby. He stomped back over to “Jessica” and grabbed her by the arm. 
 
      
 
    “Ouch!” she said as he pulled her toward the door. “You’re hurting me! Let go!” 
 
      
 
    “Get out of my house. Who do you think you are, coming here with some tall tale, trying to take my baby? Don’t ever come back here again.” 
 
      
 
    He opened the door and forcibly shoved her outside. She pounded on the closed door, begging. 
 
      
 
    “Please! Let me see my baby! He’s mine! I’m his mother!” 
 
      
 
    Hawk put his mouth close to the door. “I am calling the police right now. I suggest you leave immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “Hawk! No! I just want to see my baby. Please? Just for a minute? Then I’ll leave.” 
 
      
 
    He said loudly, “Hello, police?” 
 
      
 
    She banged her hand on the door one last time. “Just you wait, jerk. I’ll get my baby. And you’ll pay for this.” 
 
      
 
    The sudden angry turn in her voice made him peek out the window to see what she was doing. He wouldn’t put it past her to break a window. He watched her walk down the driveway and get in a beat up old Cavalier. The thing looked as messed up as she was. After she drove off and he was sure she wasn’t coming back he went into the nursery and picked up Damian. 
 
      
 
    He rushed over to Alexa’s and banged on the door. “Alexa! Please, let me explain.” 
 
      
 
    It occurred to him that he and Jessica had changed places, and now he was trying to convince someone of the truth. 
 
      
 
    “Please! It’s not what you think, I swear.” 
 
      
 
    Damian woke up with the noise and Hawk’s yelling. He started crying and Hawk tried to comfort him by rocking him. 
 
      
 
    She yanked open the door, hard. “Why did you bring him over here like this?” 
 
      
 
    She took the baby from him and let him in, then shut the door. She cooed at Damian, and he settled after a minute. 
 
      
 
    “You better explain,” she said. “And without yelling.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “She was a mad woman,” Hawk said as he finished explaining Jessica’s story, “she wanted to see the baby.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa’s eyes grew wide. A fear rose in her gut as she listened to the rest. 
 
      
 
    “I asked her questions, but she seemed so shady,” he said. “I wasn’t about to let her see Damian. She didn’t like me saying no, so she tried to use the one thing that probably usually works for her.” He looked disgusted. 
 
      
 
    “But his mother is dead, you said.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what Hugh told me.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know for sure?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head slowly. “I guess I don’t. The thing is, I didn’t see her much. Once or twice and she looked a lot different in the beginning, Hugh said. It might have been her, I don’t know. Hugh isn’t usually the type to say someone is dead if they aren’t, or do that whole ‘dead to me’ garbage. I don’t buy that part at all. But I don’t know. Having a baby makes you do strange things. It changes you.” 
 
      
 
    He grew quiet for a moment, thinking. 
 
      
 
    “I get that. But can’t you look it up or something?” She tried to recall what information she had on Hugh’s ex. The name Jessica registered, but she couldn’t remember anything else. She hadn’t been around by the time Hugh died, so she wasn’t part of the investigation. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not even sure what her last name is. They didn’t have a good relationship.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. There might be something in the system. Some way they were connected, and some way we could get info on her. What are you going to do?” 
 
      
 
     “I’m not doing anything without a court order. He’s legally mine. The courts would have known if his mother was alive, wouldn’t they? They’d have his birth certificate or something, right?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have a copy?” 
 
      
 
    He pulled his lip into his mouth. “I don’t. I guess I need to get one.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re his legal guardian, then yes, you need to have that. And yes, they would have tried to locate the biological parents first.” 
 
      
 
    “So, she has to be lying. It’s just not like Hugh to make up a story about her being dead. To lie and say he wasn’t going to the funeral and all that. He would have told me the truth. Even if he was lying about her death, he would have told me the truth.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa nodded. “Then let’s assume that woman wasn’t his mother. Who could she be, and what was she after?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess the baby. She’s connected to Hugh’s murder somehow and trying to get back at me. Maybe she’s with the guy who broke in and wrote on the mirror.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m worried about all this. I don’t like it at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Me either, the only things I know for certain are that I need to keep Damian away from her,” he winked, “and that I like you.” 
 
      
 
    He leaned forward and kissed her passionately. It was enough to make her heart race, and she had to remind herself she was holding the baby so she didn’t reach up and run her fingers through his hair. 
 
      
 
    “I like you, too,” she breathed when the kiss ended. 
 
      
 
    Her feelings for Hawk were growing. No denying that, especially after the sudden jealousy she felt seeing Damian’s so-called mother enter his house and kiss him. She was certain of Hawk’s loyalty, and of his innocence. At least as far as Hugh was concerned. That’s not the only charge on his record – there’s still the matter of his father, she thought. 
 
      
 
    Both of them were living a lie. 
 
      
 
    When the true of came out about who she was, would Hawk be able to handle it? How could she tell him that Hugh had been her informant? Or that she knew Rucker was a big time drug lord, that he’d been a top suspect, and that Hugh had been helping her find dirt on him? If he knew that, he might blame her for his death, and the idea he might never forgive her tore a her. 
 
      
 
    The way Hawk was looking at her, like he meant every word when he told her how important she was to him, made her quiver inside. She couldn’t hold onto this guilt of lying to him anymore. She hugged Damian close and took a deep breath, trying to figure out how to start. 
 
      
 
    His phone rang and he pulled his eyebrows together. “I’m sorry, I have to take this.” 
 
      
 
    He walked across the room and into the kitchen. Alexa talked to Damian and stood him up on her legs. She looked at his little face and a pang of pain shot through her. What if she lost him and Hawk forever? The longer she waited, the worse it would be. She had to tell him now, and that was it. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t it wait? I have kind of a situation here.” Hawk’s voice lilted in from the other room, charged with anger. “Don’t make that threat to me. After all I’ve done for this MC?” 
 
      
 
    He was getting loud now. He sounded upset. 
 
      
 
    “Hawk,” she mouthed silently. 
 
      
 
    “No, fine. Well, he’s a baby, what do you want me to do? I don’t have an old lady to help me out!” A pause. “Yeah, fine. I’ll be there.” He came back into the room. “I’m sorry to have to do this and right now, but the Kings need me to do something. I tried to put it off, but it can’t wait. Are you able to watch him a little while?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. I think we’ll go back over to your place, though. I didn’t get to clean up much.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. And I don’t know how long it will be anyway. Could go late.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, no problem.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” He leaned down to kiss her and Damian, then walked out the door. His bike started a few minutes later and he drove off. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” she said to Damian, “I guess I’m off the hook for now.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Hawk left the house pissed off. Blade had called and asked him to come do something for the MC which normally wasn’t a big deal. The club knew exactly which members had which skills and they used them to their full advantage. It was part of being in the club, part of your dues. You help the others and they help you. It was that simple. 
 
      
 
    But he’d asked for a reprieve, a chance to straighten things out, and instead of accommodating him they’d threatened him instead. If Blade had said he’d kick his rear or punch him or even cut him, he would have laughed it off. Even if he’d threatened to kill him, he would have been fine with that. But he’d threatened to take his patch and that was no light threat. 
 
      
 
    Taking someone’s patch meant they were gone from the MC for life. It was like being excommunicated except worse since it entailed a bunch of angry bikers who had no problem doing stuff like slashing your tires or trashing your bike if they came across it just because you’d wronged the MC. Threatening to take a patch was the very highest form of insult there was. The fact that Blade had issued it to him had him writhing in rage. 
 
      
 
    Hawk knew he hadn’t been at the headquarters as much as he should be but what he said on the phone was accurate. He was raising a baby alone and that was no easy business. Yeah, the old ladies at the club would watch him, but that wasn’t the best solution, either. They were busy enough, and if they had to leave, he’d be stuck. 
 
      
 
    He pulled up to the address Blade had given him. It was some old bar with a line of bikes out front. Blade stood against his car, which was odd enough – seeing him without his bike was like imagining him as a different sex. Hawk shivered and stopped himself right there. 
 
      
 
    He gave Blade a head nod and walked over to him. “What was so deathly important that you threatened my patch over it?” 
 
      
 
    Blade looked at him, then looked away. “First, swear your absolute silence.” 
 
      
 
    “What the heck, man? Do you know me at all?” 
 
      
 
    “Swear it!” 
 
      
 
    Hawk rolled his eyes. “Fine. I swear. What they hell is going on?” 
 
      
 
    “I locked my keys in my car.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk blinked at him. “And?” 
 
      
 
    “And I need you to open my door so I can get them out.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “And… it’s not my car. It’s Allie’s car.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk blew out a long sigh. “I thought that was over, man.” 
 
      
 
    “It was. Then it wasn’t.” 
 
      
 
    It was a good thing he kept a few tools with him at all times. Either for garbage like this or if he happened upon a car he was searching for while he was out doing something else. 
 
      
 
    “This is some trash, you know that, right?” Hawk glared at him and went to retrieve a tool. “Threaten to take my patch because you need me to come right this instant because you locked your keys in your girlfriend’s car and can’t let your old lady find out? Messed up.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t have taken your patch.” 
 
      
 
    “You sounded pretty serious over the phone about it.” 
 
      
 
    “I had to get you here somehow.” 
 
      
 
    “That was a low threat.” Hawk stuck the slim jim down the window and popped the lock. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
      
 
    He crossed his arms. “How’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Come inside. I’ll buy you a beer. The baby has a sitter, right?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. He had told Alexa it might be a while, and this had been super quick. He had plenty of time to sit and have a drink. They went in and sat at a table where Allie was waiting. She smiled at Blade and gave Hawk a sheepish look. 
 
      
 
    “Heya,” Hawk said to her. 
 
      
 
    “Hi.” Generally, she didn’t talk much, and right now she had her hand on Blade’s thigh and kept looking at him. 
 
      
 
    Blade set a beer down in front of Hawk. “Let’s just say I owe you a favor, okay? You helped me out big time today.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk took a sip of his beer. “Favor.” This was a big deal. Blade didn’t do favors or give them out. He would have to use this carefully, like a child with his one wish. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    He stayed for a while and caught up with some of the boys and drinking a little but after an hour and a half he figured he better get back. Wasn’t fair to Alexa to leave her there with Damian all the time. And now that he’d alerted Blade and the MC about this Jessica chick, he felt much better about the situation. He might not be able to own a gun right now, but at least he had lots of friends who did. He just hoped he wouldn’t need to call in his favor too soon. 
 
      
 
    He texted to let her know he was coming, then hoped in his car. At the stop sign before he turned onto his street, he glanced at his phone. Usually she texted back quickly, but maybe she was in the middle of putting Damian down for a nap or giving him a bath. 
 
      
 
    He pulled in the driveway, but shut the garage door when he looked at the house. Something wasn’t right. The door was open. Not much, just a crack, but given what had happened with Jessica and the break in the other day, he wasn’t taking any chances. He parked in the driveway and grabbed a screwdriver. His PO couldn’t keep him from all weapons. 
 
      
 
    Hawk rushed to the door, but paused before entering to listen. Nothing came from inside the house but the usual hum and buzz of things. He pushed open the door and looked around. He stepped inside, still listening. He wanted to call for her so badly, but if someone was in the house, he didn’t want to alert them that he was there. 
 
      
 
    As he came to each room, he put his back to the wall and peered around the corner. After getting a full view of the empty room, he moved on. He came to the living room and when he poked his head around the side of the wall to look in his heart dropped. 
 
      
 
    Alexa lay on the couch, a big red splotch on her forehead. He rushed to her. 
 
      
 
    “Alexa? Alexa!” He gently shook her shoulders. She was out. 
 
      
 
    He took her pulse and it felt strong. Someone must’ve come in and knocked her out. The next thought made him go cold. Where was Damian? 
 
      
 
    He tore through the house, careless now in his searching. Every room, every closet and nook and cranny. After two sweeps, he had to admit the truth. Damian was gone. He went back to Alexa to check on her. She hadn’t moved. He considered calling an ambulance, but that would send the cops here, and he didn’t want to deal with all that just yet. He took a washcloth and wet it with cold water, then laid it on her forehead. After a moment, she stirred. 
 
      
 
    He called her name and put his hand to her cheek. “Can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded slowly and muttered something he couldn’t make out. He sat her up and gave her a glass of water. She sipped it, then tried again to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Damian,” she said in a croak. “Where is he?” 
 
      
 
    Hawk shook his head. “I don’t know. He’s not here. What happened? Do you know who took him?” 
 
      
 
    She took another sip of water. “Jessica. She came back.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk sucked in a breath. “Was she alone?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but she barged in and hit me on the head. I didn’t expect it. I should’ve been ready for her, I should have—” 
 
      
 
    “Stop.” He pressed his lips to hers. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I wouldn’t expect you to fight off an attacker like that.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I should have, you don’t understand. It’s my job.” 
 
      
 
    “I know you did your best to protect Damian. It’s not your job to fight someone like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Hawk, no, I—” 
 
      
 
    “All we need to do now is find her and figure out why she took him.” 
 
      
 
    “At one point, I started to come to. She admitted to me that she’s not his mother.” 
 
      
 
    “I knew it. I didn’t think she was.” His hands balled into fists. He didn’t care if she was a woman, he would knock her cold when he got his hands on her. “If she’s not his mother, then what could her motive possibly be? Sell him on the black market?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so. She kept asking about the diaper bag. Did you see it?” 
 
      
 
    Hawk pulled his eyebrows together. “I didn’t, but I wasn’t really looking.” 
 
      
 
    He got up and helped Alexa to her feet. She held his arm, but was walking fine on her own after a few steps. They searched through the nursery and the rest of the house but there was no sign of the diaper bag. 
 
      
 
    “It sounded like it was really important for some reason. But then she hit me again before I could find out more. And that must’ve been when she took him and left. And the diaper bag, too, apparently.” 
 
      
 
    “If the bag was so important, why wouldn’t she just have taken it and not him? I don’t get it,” Hawk said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, but we have to get the police on this before she can get any farther. It’s already been far too long. She wanted the bag for a reason, and she took Damian for reason. Whatever those reasons are, we need him found and brought back, and the cops are the best ones equipped to handle that.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk shook his head. “No way. I am not calling them. I’ll do this my way. I’ll start with that car and that Rucker Marshall guy. If he’s not involved, fine, but I need to know.” 
 
      
 
    “This is out of your league. You can’t go chasing after criminals like that. Let the cops do their job.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh right. Like they did their job when it came to finding Hugh’s killer? I don’t think so.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re your best chance at finding him.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second. I don’t need them, and I don’t want them involved.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Alexa knew she couldn’t wait any longer. He had a thing against the police and it was understandable, but she needed help from her connections on the force. Even if they were going to do this alone, she needed their help. She’d already planned to tell him the truth, and it couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
      
 
    “Hawk…” She closed her eyes for a moment, then took a breath. “I think you should sit down. There’s something I have to tell you.” 
 
      
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. “Do you know something about this?” 
 
      
 
    “Not any more than you do. But I know people who can help. Please sit.” 
 
      
 
    He kept his eyes on her, but pulled out a chair at the dining room table and sat in a defensive stance. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m telling you this now because finding Damian is the most important thing. I want you to remember that. I had planned to tell you before, but then Jessica showed up and all this mess-” 
 
      
 
    “Alexa. Let’s hear it already.” 
 
      
 
    She took in a deep breath and blew it out. “I used to be a cop. In fact, I was the detective who worked on Hugh’s case.” 
 
      
 
    She paused for a moment. His jaw tightened and his eye twitched slightly. She decided to continue. 
 
      
 
    “I tried my best to find his killer. Please, believe that. I didn’t give up. Closing the case was not my call. In fact, it was the reason I left the force. My chief made me close it. He didn’t think a lowly drug informant was worth-” 
 
      
 
    “Informant?” 
 
      
 
    “Hugh was my informant. He gave me information about Rucker Marshall. I’d been watching him for months, waiting to have enough evidence to bring him to trial. My chief made me call it a gang crime and close the case. I fought against it. And in the end, I couldn’t let it go. I couldn’t stop thinking about Hugh, and I couldn’t rest until I found justice for him. I quit the force and started my PI business so I would have a cover and connections and the time I needed to do my real research. I moved here to be close to you. Because you’re Hugh’s brother, and I hoped you’d give me the information I needed to find his killer. I never planned to get so close to you. I certainly never planned to fall for you, but I have.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk glared back at her, and said nothing. 
 
      
 
    “I’m still looking. I’m sure it was Rucker Marshall who killed Hugh, but I need solid evidence to put him away. Your testimony of seeing him there only provides circumstantial evidence and it’s not enough. Especially in a case like this where there were so many false leads and so many twists and turns. I’m sorry I lied to you. I thought if you knew who I really was from the beginning, you wouldn’t tell me anything and you’d just be pissed. And you have every right to be pissed. I would be, too. But right now, I want to focus on getting Damian back. That’s all I want. I’m not asking for your forgiveness, but I am asking you to let me make some calls. I still have tons of connections on the force, and I can get the right people in place and get the information we need to find him.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk still said nothing. She waited, giving him time to process and respond. After several long minutes with neither of them speaking, she finally had to do something. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have nothing to say to all this?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Do whatever you have to do to find him.” He stood up, slid the chair hard into place. “You should probably go to the hospital. Your head looks really bad.” 
 
      
 
    He turned to face her, his arms crossed and his face blank. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine. I have a little headache, but it’s nothing some Ibuprofen can’t fix. Time is critical right now. I need to get started right away if we’re going to have any chance.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a notebook?” 
 
      
 
    She pulled out her phone while he went into his office. She took a moment to gather her thoughts. She couldn’t read him, he’d gone back to that static and placid expression of coolness. She could hardly blame him. In his position, she’d probably have done worse. 
 
      
 
    Refocusing on the task at hand she started with her old informants. They weren’t required to tell her anything now that she was off the force, but she hoped they would do her a favor since she’d been good to them. 
 
      
 
    “Have you heard anything on the street about a kidnapping or a ransom, anything like that?” she asked them both. 
 
      
 
    Neither had heard anything. She asked about Rucker, too. Nothing. She called to her former partner, who was still on the force. 
 
      
 
    “I know this is a favor, but we were partners for years. This could lead to solving two cases. And I’d let you get all the credit,” she promised. 
 
      
 
    Joe laughed. “Yeah, sure. I don’t need credit. It’d be nice to have my partner back, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that will happen. But it would be nice to solve this one last case with you. I need everything you got on Marshall since I left. And I need you to keep your ears open about a baby. He was stolen today. He might end up with a ‘for sale’ sticker somewhere. We’re not sure why he was taken.” 
 
      
 
    Joe sucked in a breath. “You do get into your cases, that’s for sure. Did you report this stolen baby?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I just told you, didn’t I?” 
 
      
 
    “Alexa, come on.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have time for all that. I need answers now.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
      
 
    She hung up and looked at Hawk, who had an expectant expression. 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess,” he said, “they don’t know anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, not yet. He’s getting me info on Marshall, and he’s going to check around about any news on a baby.” 
 
      
 
    “So, they know nothing, and Damian is out there somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll call back soon. This is our best chance.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk got up and started pacing. “I have to get out there and start looking for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Where?” 
 
      
 
    “Anywhere. Everywhere. I don’t know, but I can’t just sit here.” He looked down at his phone. “What the heck?” 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Blocked number.” 
 
      
 
    She scrambled to her feet. “Answer it!” 
 
      
 
    “I never answer blocked calls.” 
 
      
 
    “You do today, when your child is missing. Answer it.” 
 
      
 
    He pressed the button and held the phone to his ear. “Hawk.” Then he hit the speakerphone button so she could hear, too. 
 
      
 
    “Just the man I wanted to talk to.” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s this?” 
 
      
 
    “This is your new best friend, Rucker Marshall.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa watched Hawk’s face fall into a mask of rage. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” he growled through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    “It’s more about what you want. I’m guessing you’d like this ankle biter of yours back?” 
 
      
 
    “You have Damian?” 
 
      
 
    “This smelly, crying, wiggling thing? He’s here. He’s chilling with my old lady. I think she’s off showing him around town, pretending he’s hers.” He laughed. “Women. Like she don’t have three of her own. What does she want with another mouth to feed? Well, you can have him back just as soon as you give me what I want.” 
 
      
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not play these games. You know what I want.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give you anything. Just don’t hurt the baby.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s what Hugh gave you just before he died.” 
 
      
 
    “The only thing Hugh gave me before he died was a phone call. What is it you want?” 
 
      
 
    Rucker laughed. “So, it’s going to be like that. I get that you don’t want to give it up. It’s worth a lot. I sure wouldn’t. And not for some little brat. That’s alright. If you don’t want to give it to me, I’m sure we can figure out something interesting to do with this kid.” 
 
      
 
    “Rucker!” 
 
      
 
    “Call me back when you have it and I won’t.” 
 
      
 
    There was a beep as the call was ended. 
 
      
 
    “Idiot!” Hawk slammed his fist into the table. It made a loud bang and the table rocked. 
 
      
 
    “You have no idea what it could be?” Alexa asked. 
 
      
 
    “If I did, he would have it already,” Hawk said through gritted teeth. “Do you honestly think I’d put money or drugs before Damian?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not. But he made it sound like you’d know. He thought Hugh gave it to you for a reason. Just sit and think for a minute. Maybe it’s not something as obvious as money or drugs.” 
 
      
 
    “Hugh didn’t have anything else of value.” 
 
      
 
    “Sit and think and see what comes to mind. I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa ran next door and pulled out Hugh’s file and everything she currently had on the case. She rushed back over to Hawk’s and spread it all out on his table. She combed through the pages, looking for something that might have been recovered by the police. Something unusual, something valuable. Anything that could give them information. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Hawk stared across the table at Alexa. How in the world was this possible? How could she be a cop? And not only that, but the detective on Hugh’s case? It took his mind several minutes to even believe that she had really said what he thought she said. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t fall for a cop. It went against everything he stood for. She stood for everything he hated. And after they’d failed so miserably to find Hugh’s killer? He had even less reason to trust the police than he had before. As if being wrongfully accused of murdering his father and serving time for it wasn’t enough. When Hugh died, he hoped the cops would do their job and get the killer. But they hadn’t. They were worthless as far as he was concerned. 
 
      
 
    There must have been something he missed. What hadn’t he noticed about her? What had he blocked out or chosen not to see? And the worst part was, he needed her. 
 
      
 
    Not just because she was now his best chance. That pissed him off even more. He wanted her, and at the same time, he never wanted to see her face again. On top of losing Damian he struggled to keep his anger at bay, and reminded himself he was lucky he hadn’t broken his hand punching the table. It still ached, and was growing a sickly purple. 
 
      
 
    He started pacing. Times like this, he wished he still smoked. He’d blow through a whole pack right now if he had one but he did have beer. He went to the fridge and cracked one open, then chugged it. Then downed another, but it only mixed with the cocktail of emotions in his stomach and made him want to puke. 
 
      
 
    Alexa hung up and turned to Hawk. “He’s not at his house.” 
 
      
 
    “They searched it? What about the car?” 
 
      
 
    “No one is at the house, but they’re still watching it. They’re watching for the car, too, but no one has located it yet.” 
 
      
 
    So, they’d gone over to Rucker’s and he wasn’t there. Now he had no choice but to rely on these idiot cops and hope they managed to find out something valuable this time. That’s when he knew for sure what he had to do. The idea had been there, but he hadn’t been sure he’d be able to act on it. He looked back at Alexa - how in the world had he missed how she held herself, how she spoke, how she acted? Everything about her screamed ‘police’, and he was reminded again of how he’d been let down. Focus, he thought. Rucker wanted something, something that had belonged to Hugh, but the more he thought about it the less he could come up with anything. 
 
      
 
    Sure, Hugh had been into some shady business from time to time, but nothing that would have a guy like Rucker holding a grudge like this. Was it something Jessica had done? He shook his head – there were too many variables and it paralyzed him. Only one thing was for certain. He needed Alexa right now to get Damian. After that, he couldn’t care less if he never saw her again. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “I got something,” Joe said. 
 
      
 
    Alexa sighed in relief. “Give it to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what he’s after. Some kind of gemstones. Diamonds I think. Looks like Hugh received them from Marshall’s guy and was supposed to deliver them, but never did.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh. Really?” That was unusual for someone with Rucker’s history. Criminals often kept in the same line of work. Gun dealers didn’t get into drugs. Goods smugglers didn’t get into drugs. And drug dealers certainly didn’t bother with smuggling goods. Maybe Rucker Marshall was into far more than she knew. “That doesn’t explain Damian though.” 
 
      
 
    She put her hand over the phone and turned to Hawk. “Joe thinks Rucker is after diamonds.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk gave her a skeptical face, then sat in deep contemplation. 
 
      
 
    “Probably ransom is all. He knows Hawk will give up the diamonds in exchange for the baby. Pretty basic kidnapping.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you got eyes on the kid?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, but we have someone en route to a suspected location. I’ll let you know as soon as we have more there.” 
 
      
 
    “You better.” 
 
      
 
    “Have I ever let you down before?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, don’t let this be the start.” 
 
      
 
    Joe harrumphed. “I do miss your smart mouth. Maybe I’ll withhold information until you agree to come back.” 
 
      
 
    “Chief wouldn’t let me even if I wanted to and you know it.” 
 
      
 
    “That was before you solved three major cases in one shot.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing is solved yet, and I don’t think he’ll see it that way. Doesn’t matter. I’m not coming back.” She glanced at Hawk, at his disgusted face, then looked away again. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let you know when I know more.” 
 
      
 
    She hung up and looked at Hawk for a long moment. His expression of disgust stayed there, frozen on his features. He seemed to be just seething under the surface, ready to let loose his rage at any moment. He hadn’t said much to her at all. And when he did, it was all business. 
 
      
 
    “What’d he say?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Diamonds. Something showed up in a police report that Rucker was looking for diamonds. Hugh supposedly received them and never delivered them. Do you know anything about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would I?” he snapped. 
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. “Hawk, I know you’re pissed and upset right now. Getting mad at me isn’t going to help us find Damian. I’m not accusing you of anything. When I ask if you know anything, it means any suspicions, any hints of information, anything that might help us at all to find something out. It’s not a question meant to point fingers. Being Hugh’s brother, you’re the best source we have about him. You have the most power to help us find Damian.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk clenched his jaw. “I never knew Hugh to be involved in any way with any diamonds. I don’t have any suspicions or clues of anything at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay then. That’s all I needed. Do you have any idea where something like might be hidden? Places Hugh liked to keep things?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “I’ll go search his place.” 
 
      
 
    “You still have access to it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I have the key and all. I still pay the rent.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled together her eyebrows. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    He lifted one shoulder. “I couldn’t let it go.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, good. Then let’s go check it out.” 
 
      
 
    She stood, but then felt immediately awkward. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you have to call your partner or whatever? Send all the cop cars over there to make a big mess of this?” 
 
      
 
    “No. He’s not my partner, and I’m not a cop.” 
 
      
 
    “But you want to be.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t. If I did, I still would be.” 
 
      
 
    “But he wants you to come back,” he accused. 
 
      
 
    “He does. Partners get close. We worked together a lot. But just because he wants me to come back doesn’t mean that’s what I want. Or that it would be an option if I did. It’s not. I’m never going to be a cop again. Being a PI means I can work with them, but it also means I can supersede them and act on my own. I don’t have to tell them anything at all. I’m not obligated to them in any way.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, fine. I don’t need a detailed explanation for every answer. Just because I’m not a cop doesn’t mean I’m an idiot.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think you’re an idiot.” 
 
      
 
    “Then stop talking to me like I am.” 
 
      
 
    She swallowed hard and the dread in her stomach rose. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on.” He gestured toward the garage. “I’ll drive.” 
 
      
 
    He got in and looked over at her in the passenger seat. “You didn’t tell anyone we’re doing this?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “And they don’t even know I have access to his place?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. They didn’t seem to, but all they’d have to do is look at the rent records to see your name paying it.” 
 
      
 
    “I pay cash.” 
 
      
 
    “Whose name is on the lease?” 
 
      
 
    “Still Hugh’s.” 
 
      
 
    “Then they may not know,” she said. “But they might guess. In either case, no one knows we’re going over there right now.” 
 
      
 
    “So, there’s not going to be police tape all over and cops crawling the place?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” She let out a hard sigh. “We’re not the enemy, you know.” 
 
      
 
    He started the car and let out a humorless chuckle. “We’re? So much for not being a cop. Alexa, it’s in your blood. You may not be on the force, but you’ll always be a cop.” 
 
      
 
    She looked out the window, fighting tears. She could give him some explanation about how it was still new to her, that maybe he was right and she still thought like a cop sometimes after doing the job for so many years, but it wouldn’t make a difference. 
 
      
 
    They pulled up to Hugh’s apartment but no one was around. She was glad for that. After all the promises she’d made Hawk, she was afraid the cops would have come to check the place out on their own. It’s what she would have done if she was still on the case. 
 
      
 
    She followed him to the door and inside. The place was a wreck. Clothing, trash, and half-eaten food sat in piles all over the floor. Had this really been a crime scene once? How was anyone supposed to find evidence in this mess? She didn’t remember it being quite this bad, but it had been several months now since she’d been there. 
 
      
 
    “Have you been over here since the initial investigation?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not really. I came back to get the rest of Damian’s things. I went through some of Hugh’s things, but it was too much at the time, so I left it.” 
 
      
 
    “Where do you think he might have hidden something valuable?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk went to the entertainment stand and started going through the drawers, pulling out stacks of papers and other knickknacks. She did the same, starting with a small coffee table that had a drawer in the center. She would need gloves before going through the piles. 
 
      
 
    “If you come across anything else that you think might give us some information, let me see it,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir, officer.” 
 
      
 
    She gritted her teeth at his attitude and tone, and couldn’t escape the hostility in his voice. 
 
      
 
    Anything related to the investigation or anything she said that sounded vaguely cop-like would be met with a snide remark. She tried to resign herself to the job, but being this close to him and being reminded of the tension she had brought to their relationship by lying stung. 
 
      
 
    They searched in the living room without finding anything until she decided the bedroom was a more likely place for Hugh to hide something and moments later Hawk followed. She pulled open a drawer of his bedside table as he went to his brother’s dresser. She found things she expected like magazines, old chapsticks, lose change, a rusty knife. There was a beat up photo or two of Damian. 
 
      
 
    Hawk pulled out clothing and let it fall in heaps on the floor. She checked in the light fixtures. Finally, she tipped the mattress to look under it but there was only a dog-eared Playboy. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take that,” Hawk said, snatching up the magazine and folding it in half to stick in his back pocket. 
 
      
 
    “Finding anything else good?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    He’d moved onto to the other bedside table, which must’ve been Jessica’s judging by the tampons and earrings he held in his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Jessica’s drug paraphernalia.” He picked up a dirty pipe with two fingers. “Gross.” 
 
      
 
    “Any drugs?” 
 
      
 
    “Just this.” He held up a small baggie with a tiny amount of marijuana in it. Nothing worth cataloging. 
 
      
 
    Alexa made sure to go through any spot small enough to hide a diamond. She wished she had more information on this whole thing. Was it loose or in a ring or necklace? Was it just one, or were other gemstones with it? She was searching blind and without Rucker giving the more information that meant she had to check everything. They spent hours going through the place. After she went as in-depth as checking in the toilet bowl, she didn’t think there was any place left to check. 
 
      
 
    “I think this place is clear,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Is that your professional opinion?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s my opinion as someone who spent the last hours searching through every inch of this place. You don’t agree?” 
 
      
 
    “I try not to agree with the police on anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet you agree with them a lot more than you realize. They’re not the enemy.” At least this time she’d said “they” instead of “we.” 
 
      
 
    “You can only say that because you’ve never been on the receiving end of their bull. You were never put in jail for something you didn’t do. You didn’t watch your brother’s killer go free on the street and have the case close with some lame excuse. The cops let me down and screw me over every chance they get. Including you.” 
 
      
 
    “Me? I’ve spent weeks trying to solve Hugh’s case. Now I’m doing everything I can to find Damian. How have I screwed you over? I’ve been trying to help you this whole time.” 
 
      
 
    He turned away from her. “You lied, you kept things from me, you messed with my head. Seems about typical police business, if you ask me. You manipulated me to get what you want.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s really not like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we done here?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so. Unless there’s any other place you want to check.” 
 
      
 
    “No.” He slammed the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    She followed him outside and found him waiting on the porch. He locked the door and got in his car. She slid in beside him, and he wasted no time driving off. She’d barely had the door closed. 
 
      
 
    “I wish you could forgive me and see that everything I’ve done, even if it wasn’t done in an honest way, has been for you and Hugh and Damian.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need a speech about how wonderful and perfect and noble you are. Maybe if I didn’t have a cop in my house, Rucker wouldn’t have broken in and given me that message to stay away. Maybe they wouldn’t have taken Damian. If I had been here, things would have been different.” 
 
      
 
    “If you want to blame me for Damian being taken, fine. I was the one watching him, and you’re right. I didn’t stop her, even though I tried. It’s my fault. He was taken on my watch. I didn’t provide proper care and protection when you trusted me to do that. I—” 
 
      
 
    “I would have expected a cop to know what was happening. Maybe not a civilian. When I thought you were just a woman with no training, I didn’t hold you accountable at all. But you have training. You’ve supposed to prevent crime and stop criminals. But you just sat there and let her stroll right in and take my baby. So much for police protection. Even having the cops in my house watching my kid didn’t keep him safe. And you want me to trust the police? Nope. Screwed over again.” 
 
      
 
    “Hawk, it’s not like that, and I am not a cop. It’s not like I was on active duty with my gun on my belt. I was sitting here, playing with a baby. I checked the window before I opened the door. I wasn’t going to let her in. But she came in anyway. She picked the lock, she hit me on the head—” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “Your wonderful police training kept you from getting assaulted and from letting a break in occur. Come on, Alexa. If I was allowed to have a gun, I would have shot the jerk. I would have protected Damian. You’re allowed to have a gun. But you didn’t bother to use it.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t generally keep my loaded gun while I’m playing with babies.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, when that baby is at risk of being kidnapped from a crazy woman, maybe you should.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry. Do you think I don’t feel terrible about what happened? Do you think I don’t already blame myself and probably will for the rest of my life?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, your guilt doesn’t bring him back now, does it?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but I’m doing everything I can to get him back.” 
 
      
 
    He made a disgusted face and stopped talking. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Alexa tried to sleep that night, but couldn’t. She was exhausted, but couldn’t stop seeing Damian’s face when she closed her eyes followed by Hawk’s horrible expressions. He acted like he hated her now and wanted nothing to do with her. She’d cried for a little while from the stress and worry and guilt and loss of it all. She’d even taken a sleeping pill, but it wasn’t helping. 
 
      
 
    She sat in her living room in the dark, sipping warm tea and staring over at Hawk’s house. His TV was on and the light in his kitchen. He was probably doing the same thing she was doing - trying to forget what a mess they were in. She wished she could go over there, cuddle up with him, and at least hold each other if they could do nothing else. 
 
      
 
    She missed him. As disappointing as her love life had been in the past, her experiences with him had all been amazing. She could use that sort of release right now. He probably could, too. She wondered what would happen if she put on something sexy and showed up at his door half naked. He’d probably just shut it in her face. She went up to bed and read a book until she finally managed to drift off and get a few hours of sleep. She woke to the sound of her phone ringing. 
 
      
 
    “I think we have something,” Joe said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
    “Now look, I’m telling you this as insider information. Top secret. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “We think we know where he is. Now, here’s the tricky part. We’re having a hard time getting a warrant because we don’t have much to go on. Hawk never filed a missing person report, so we shouldn’t even know it happened. You, on the other hand, don’t need a warrant since you’re not going in to arrest him. Makes it kind of convenient. However, I will issue this warning. I do expect you to keep my crime scene clean. If you disturb something that messes up this investigation, I won’t be sharing any more info with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Believe me, Joe, no one wants to get this guy more than me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m counting on that and your cop skills to know what to do. Be careful. We assume he’s armed and dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Send me the address.” 
 
      
 
    She hung up and went into action. She dressed quickly and got together her gear - guns, a knife, pepper spray, bulletproof vest. She wasn’t going to mess around. She rushed over to Hawk’s and pounded on the door. 
 
      
 
    He yanked it open, looking startled and disheveled. “Goodness, you even knock like police. What?” 
 
      
 
    “I think I know where Damian and Rucker are.” 
 
      
 
    “Where?” His demeanor instantly changed. He went from disturbed and annoyed to ready for action and focused. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “What the heck?!” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t finished.” She narrowed her eyes at him and stood up tall. “I’m not going to tell you until we have everything in place. I know you want to go over there right now-” 
 
      
 
    “Dang straight.” 
 
      
 
    “And that would be very stupid and dangerous. Joe has given me insider information, and we have to do this right, or we’ll mess up the investigation.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give two trashs about your little investigation.” 
 
      
 
    “You will if it means you’d be responsible for making sure Rucker goes free and never pays for Hugh’s death or for kidnapping Damian. Is that what you want?” 
 
      
 
    His eye twitched and his jaw tightened. “What do we have to do?” 
 
      
 
    “The first thing we need is help. I was hoping your MC members might be up for a little fun? We need manpower. Literally.” 
 
      
 
    He took a step back and let her in, then closed the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll do whatever I need. Just tell me what to say.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Here’s the basic plan. We get as many guys as we can. We go over there and they create a distraction so we can get in and get Damian. That will give the police enough evidence to search his place, which will hopefully uncover more evidence for them to pin the murder on him.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. What do you need me to do?” 
 
      
 
    “I need you to follow my lead and do exactly as I say. Ae you going to be able to do that? To follow instructions from a former cop?” 
 
      
 
    Their gazes met for a long, intense moment. Then he said quietly, “Yes. If it means I get Damian back safe.” 
 
      
 
    “You will.” 
 
      
 
    Her hopes for forgiveness once she proved herself returned and a small piece of her dread broke off and faded away. There was at least a small glimmer of hope now. 
 
      
 
    “Alright then. Let’s make some calls,” she said. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for the Kings of Chaos to start arriving. Within ten minutes the sound of bikes roaring down the road could be heard. In less than twenty minutes, a total of eleven guys were on site. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for coming,” Alexa said, addressing the motley crew as they stood around Hawk’s living room. Hawk stood at her side, his arms crossed, nodding along as she spoke so they would know that he was in agreement with what she said. He had told her how uncustomary this was and that he’d take flak for letting her take the lead. But he’d also said that Damian was the most important thing and if he had to admit to them that he’d fallen for a cop, then that’s what he’d do. 
 
      
 
    “We know where Damian is, but the guy who has him is dangerous,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Several of the guys laughed or grunted. 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know,” she continued. “But the thing is, it’s not just us in danger. There’s a baby involved, and he can’t fight back or defend himself. This guy killed Hugh and I wouldn’t put it past him to kill Damian, too.” 
 
      
 
    That seemed to quiet them up. Most of them probably didn’t know they were going after Hugh’s killer or that he’d been found. According to the news and the police, it was still listed as a gang killing and no specific person or gang was ever held responsible for his death. 
 
      
 
    “We need to get Damian back, but we also need time to search the place so we can find evidence to make sure he pays for Hugh’s murder. We’re not going to let him get away with it. So, that’s why we need you. We can’t just go in there and in kill the guy, much as we’d like to.” 
 
      
 
    Not to mention the fact that Hawk couldn’t legally own a gun while on probation, and if he was caught doing something like killing this guy, no matter the reason, he’d go away for life because of his prior convictions. 
 
      
 
    “We need you to cause a distraction.” 
 
      
 
    “What sort of distraction?” Blade, the president of club, stood and walked closer. 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping you’d have some ideas about that,” she said. “We need to keep Rucker busy, but we also need to be able to get the baby safely. That’s the primary goal, obviously. Whatever time we can get inside the house after that, we get. The more the better, of course, but I don’t know what it’s like in there, or how much time we’ll need.” 
 
      
 
    Blade nodded. “So maybe we all pull up and rev our motors. That might be enough to bring him to the door and the other people in the house to see what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. And if it isn’t?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we can go up to the door with guns drawn. If that doesn’t work, we’ll just break in.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa thought through every angle of this. “That might make him do something rash.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll surround the house first,” Blade said. “We’ll scope the place out, see who’s where and go from there. We just need to get into the room where the baby is to get him.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    “Once we have him out, then we can all go in there, guns drawn, and keep him busy while you do what you need to do.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll work as long as we have Damian out first,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “We will. We won’t go in there until we do, unless we have to.” 
 
      
 
    “He might have a bunch of guys, too,” she warned. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he does. But he doesn’t have an MC.” Blade winked at her. 
 
      
 
    This seemed like a tight-knit group, and that made her happy. They’d look out for each other and make sure no one got hurt. Most of all, they all seemed genuinely concerned about Damian and Hawk, and that meant they’d be more likely to do as she asked - even if she was a woman and former cop - and they would keep everyone safe. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you guys for doing this.” She looked over at Hawk. “I know I don’t have to tell you what this means to us.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk’s eye twitched again and he refused to look at her. 
 
      
 
    “I know this isn’t how we’re used to running a mission,” Hawk said, “but she does know what she’d doing. She has insider information and it’ll help us out. She knows this guy, Rucker Marshall, and she has police connections.” 
 
      
 
    She got a few wary looks at that but she guessed it was better they knew now than to be surprised later if it came up. 
 
      
 
    “I used to be a cop,” she confessed. “But there’s a reason I’m not anymore. I don’t like the way the force is run all the time, so I went out on my own. I’m a PI now, but I still have friends on the force. They’re helping us because in the end, we’re helping them nail this guy. I’ll see to it that no one gets a charge from this mission.” 
 
      
 
    Hopefully that would make them warm to her. If they didn’t think she was on the cop’s side, they might not hold it against her. 
 
      
 
    “Are we ready?” Hawk asked, looking around at everyone, and finally at Alexa. “Let’s get on with it. We can’t afford to waste any more time on pretty speeches.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s roll,” she said. 
 
      
 
    She followed Hawk out to his car. He’d have to forgo his bike today, for the sake of having a safe place to put Damian once he was retrieved. They got in, waited a moment for the rest of the Kings to get their bikes started, and drove off toward Rucker’s with the motorcycle gang following behind. 
 
      
 
    Alexa called Joe when they were on the road. “We’re headed to the location now. Are you nearby?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in the vicinity. Have a backup car waiting. When will you get there?” 
 
      
 
    “In about fifteen minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be ready to roll out as soon as you got something.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’ll let you know the second we do.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk turned to her a moment later. “You fully trust this guy?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, he was the one who gave us the info we needed, and he didn’t have to do that. He’s working with us, and we’re helping him. I’d say, yes. I fully trust him. He was my partner for years. He always had my back.” 
 
      
 
    “And there’s no chance you could get in trouble for any of this? Going above the police or some garbage?” 
 
      
 
    “Not when the police can’t get a warrant and don’t have enough to nail the guy. Joe is grateful to have me, who doesn’t have to be as careful of the laws. It would be like a civilian arrest.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t really get it, but okay,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you fully trust me?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know anymore. You’ve given me plenty of reason to doubt you.” 
 
      
 
    “I know I have. I hope you can forgive me.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t think about that now. I just need to get Damian back. Then get Rucker for killing my brother.” 
 
      
 
    “Hawk,” Alexa reached over and took his hand. “Just don’t do anything that might get you in trouble. I know you’re pissed at this guy, and you have every reason, but with your record, and being on probation…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m well aware of the dangers.” He pulled his hand away. “I’m not concerned about me. I only care about Damian.” 
 
      
 
    She put her hand back in her lap. “If you really are, then you should be concerned about yourself. You’re all that kid has left. You don’t want him to end up in the foster system.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    They pulled up near the location and parked a few blocks away. The Kings surrounded them, all waiting on their bikes. Alexa pointed to the house. The house where Rucker was hiding out was in a residential suburban area. The houses next door had plenty of trees and bushes and places to hide. Hawk and Alexa inched closer, hiding behind some bushes next door. 
 
      
 
    From here, they could see the backdoor of the house. The Kings were out front, gathering in the driveway. Blade held up his hand and when he dropped it, they all started loudly revving their engines. The noise was almost deafening. Had to be enough to get their attention. Sure enough a few minutes later Alexa saw someone come out the front door. She didn’t have a full view, but it looked like a man. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s move in closer,” she said. 
 
      
 
    She ran across the open yard with Hawk right on her tail. They put their backs to the exterior wall and moved slowly toward the back of the house. They came to a window that looked into a living room. She peeked in from beside the house. The angle wasn’t right to see in the room fully, but putting herself in position to see that well would also mean she could be seen if someone looked out the window. 
 
      
 
    She ducked under and went to the other side, but motioned for Hawk to stay there. She saw more of the room from over here. 
 
      
 
    “Do you see anyone?” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    She reached out and tugged on the window ledge. It was locked, as she suspected. She motioned for Hawk to come past the window and they made their way to the back. They surrounded the back door like they had the living room window. 
 
      
 
    The door was wood and the top half was all window. She couldn’t see anyone inside and neither did Hawk. She reached out, hopeful, but the door was locked. She ducked under the window carefully, but Hawk joined her. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing? I have to break in,” she hissed. 
 
      
 
    “I got this.” He pulled out his lock pick tool and worked on the knob. She watched in awe. Of course, she knew he broke into cars for a living, but she hadn’t thought of it as being a skill that would come in handy for this. 
 
      
 
    After a minute of working, she heard the lock click open. Hawk turned the knob and pulled open the door slowly. 
 
      
 
    Alexa pulled out her gun first, then stepped inside, holding it ready. She put her back to the wall just beside the door. Hawk entered and did the same thing beside her, minus the gun. He’d wanted one and she’d considered giving him one of hers, but he would be too tempted to shoot Rucker and he needed to be able to grab Damian. Plus, if anything happened with the cops showing up while they were still there, she didn’t want to take the chance that he might get in trouble for possession. 
 
      
 
    He had a screwdriver, and he’d promised her that his hands and feet were weapons, too. No doubt, judging by what she’d seen of his muscles when they’d had sex. For a brief moment, her mind wandered. She thought back to when he was undressed, sweaty and leaning over her, how he felt inside her. She grew warm and shook her head to focus. This was not the time to be thinking of things like that. 
 
      
 
    They moved through the house, listening. The bikes still revved outside and she could hear shouting, though she couldn’t make out what was being said. They moved to the edge of the living room so they could get a glance at the entryway. There was Rucker Marshall, yelling at the top of his lungs at the bikers in his driveway. A woman stood beside him. 
 
      
 
    And in her arms was Damian, crying. There was no way to get any closer without the couple seeing them, and Alexa wasn’t taking any chances that Rucker was unarmed. She stepped down an adjacent hallway which led to several bedrooms. In the first room was a messy bed and some clothing on the floor. She couldn’t tell who it belonged to. 
 
      
 
    “Check the next room,” she whispered to Hawk. “I’ll search in here. Don’t forget the gloves.” 
 
      
 
    She put on her own gloves and started going through drawers. Most of them contained more clothing. One had some loose change, a lighter, and a few condoms. After a thorough search, she had nothing. She went to find Hawk. He had finished in the next room, which was just an office of some sort. Not a very organized one, but there was a desk and a computer. A few stacks of papers. The last room was also a bedroom. She entered and Hawk turned to face her. He held up the diaper bag. 
 
      
 
    “Did you search it?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet.” He took items out one by one and laid them on the bed as she searched the rest of the room. She found a gun and a knife in the bedside table, but it wasn’t the gun she was looking for. It wasn’t the one that had been used to kill Hugh. 
 
      
 
    She moved to the closet and pushed aside clothing and shoes. In the corner of the closet, under some more clothing, was another gun. And this one matched the caliber of the bullet that the coroner had taken from Hugh’s body and apartment. 
 
      
 
    “Score!” she whispered. She pointed to the gun and Hawk nodded at her. 
 
      
 
    “Come look at this,” he said. 
 
      
 
    She set the gun down and covered it with a shirt. The cops would need to check it for prints and to match the bullet to make sure it was the murder weapon. She went to the side of the bed where Hawk was holding open the diaper bag. He pointed to a spot at the seam that was sewn in a crooked hand-stitched line. Someone had opened the seam and then sewn it closed. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s your knife?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    She handed it to him and he used it to open the seam. He gave the knife back, then stuck his hand inside and pulled out a small velvet bag. Hawk pulled open the bag, loosened its drawstring, and dumped the contents into his hand. It was a pile of glittering diamonds. There had to be hundreds of them. Worth thousands upon thousands. She wondered why Hugh had decided to keep them and not hand them over. He had to have known what the danger would be if he didn’t deliver something like this. 
 
      
 
    Hawk poured the gems back into the bag and tied it shut. He tucked it carefully into his pants. 
 
      
 
    “That explains why they wanted the diaper bag so badly,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Alexa spun and saw a very pissed of Rucker Marshall coming at them. “What are you doing in here?!” 
 
      
 
    She pointed her gun directly at his face. “I suggest you stop right there.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, or what?” 
 
      
 
    She pulled back the slide to load a bullet into the chamber. “I was a cop until very recently. I will not hesitate to shoot you.” 
 
      
 
    He held up his hands. “I’m unarmed. You can’t shoot me.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, but you missed the part where I said I was a cop. Now I’m just a civilian protecting herself against a man coming at her.” 
 
      
 
    Rucker glared at her and then at Hawk. “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Your worst nightmare,” she said. 
 
      
 
    She wanted to hold him there until she could call Joe and get him to come but Hawk had other plans. He rushed at Rucker and tackled him to the ground before she could intervene and she saw Rucker’s head hit the floor hard as the other man loomed over him and punched him several times. 
 
      
 
    “What the heck?” It was the woman, the same woman who had claimed to be Jessica. She came to the doorway of the bedroom, holding Damian. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Damian saw Alexa he reached for her and started crying again. The woman saw looked up and recognized her with a startled expression. She gave another frantic look at Hawk and Rucker fighting on the floor and ran. 
 
      
 
    Alexa took off after her, hopping over the men on the ground. Hawk could certainly hold his own in a fight. She ran down the hall, following the woman. As she did, Blade and Dugout stepped into the hall to block her. The woman screamed and clutched Damian close to her. 
 
      
 
    “Let me by! You’re scaring my baby!” she cried out. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not your baby,” Dugout said. He pulled out a knife and flipped the blade open with one hand. “Now hand him over and no one gets hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “Rucker!” she shouted. 
 
      
 
    Alexa caught up and pressed her gun to the back of the woman’s head. 
 
      
 
    “Listen to me, Jessica, or whoever you really are,” she said. “You’re going to hand over that baby, or you won’t live to see another day.” 
 
      
 
    “If you shoot me, you’ll hit the baby.” 
 
      
 
    This woman didn’t have a clue. “I have real good aim,” Alexa said. “Want to see?” 
 
      
 
    “No!” She turned and thrust Damian at Alexa. “Here. Just let me go and you can have him.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa put the gun back in its holster and grabbed hold of Damian. The woman tuned and ran, pushing past Dugout and Blade but she didn’t get far. Ace was there, and another of the Kings who Alexa didn’t know. They grabbed her and held her tight. She struggled hard and tried to break free of their grip, but she was no match for the two huge men holding her. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Hawk?” Blade asked. 
 
      
 
    Alexa nodded toward the bedroom. She checked Damian over quickly. He didn’t seem to have any scratches or injuries. They’d take him to the hospital later to have him looked at, but for now he seemed okay. Silent tears ran down his cheeks and he looked at Alexa like he hadn’t seen her in years. 
 
      
 
    She held him tight, swaying him slowly back and forth, while pulling out her phone. She held it with one hand and dialed Joe. 
 
      
 
    “We got him,” she said. “I’m holding Damian, and we have Rucker and the woman. We found the diamonds he was after and a few guns. One matches the weapon we’ve been searching for in connection with Hugh’s murder.” 
 
      
 
    “Good work, Detective Reynolds. We’re on our way.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s PI Reynolds now, and it always will be.” She hung up and slid her phone back into her pocket. 
 
      
 
    There was no way she could go back to the force. Operating like this, without all the rules that cops had to follow, was much better. She could work for the police indirectly, as a citizen, helping them out like this. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    It took several seconds for Hawk to realize it was the police who were pulling Rucker away from him. He’d had him in a choke hold, keeping him under his control so he could continue to punch him. For such a badass drug dealer, the guy was a pansy. He’d gotten his gun away from him easily enough and punched him enough times that Rucker had simply crumpled. 
 
      
 
    Hawk’s jaw hurt and his eye was swelling a little, but he felt good. He’d heard Alexa say she had Damian, he knew what Rucker had been after, and as long as one of the guns was the weapon that killed his brother it meant that mongrel would finally pay. 
 
      
 
    Hawk let go of the other man and heard the cuffs close over Rucker’s wrists. He half expected cuffs to close around his next. He looked at the cops, watching them read Rucker his rights. One turned to him. 
 
      
 
    “You must be Hawk,” he said. “I’m Joe, Alexa’s former partner.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk nodded once and shook the guy’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for all your help today,” Joe said. “We’ve been trying hard to nail this guy, but didn’t have what we needed until you and Alexa stepped in. I hope you can help us out again in the future.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk knew somewhere deep inside that the guy was genuine but he couldn’t stop his lip from pulling into a snarl and his eyes from narrowing. Because of guys like him Hugh had been put in a position to be in extreme danger as an informant. And clearly the police didn’t do much to protect their informants. Still, he was glad they’d finally got the guy, but he had no reason to help them again. 
 
      
 
    “Oh right,” Joe said. “I forgot. You don’t like cops.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you blame me?” 
 
      
 
    “Alexa said you were wrongfully accused.” 
 
      
 
    “Served years for it, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what they all say, you know.” Joe gave him a challenging look. “No one ever did it.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk fought the urge to punch the guy. “I don’t care if you believe me or not. Just because everyone claims innocence doesn’t make the real innocents any less a victim of the system.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough.” Joe stuck out his hand. 
 
      
 
    Hawk glared at him for a moment, then relented and shook his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Can I get a formal statement from you? The more we have, the better we can nail this guy, and since you’re one of his victims, we’ll need your testimony.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever I can do to help. I want this guy away for life. He’s hurt way too many members of my family.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk’s attention went across the room for a moment. He watched several officers drag Rucker out in cuffs and load him into a cruiser. He had a limited view from inside the house, but he watched as they drove out of sight. Though he was happy he’d been caught, there was still a slight disappointment. His plan all along had been to find a way to kill him and make it look like self defense. He figured with Alexa on his side and his MC as witnesses there’d be no chance he’d do time. But the cops had come faster than he expected, and Rucker fought harder than he thought he would. He’d almost strangled him a few times but the jerk had somehow stayed conscious. 
 
      
 
    It was probably better this way. For all his distrust of the system and the police, he probably would have ended up getting himself in trouble. And Alexa was right. Damian needed him. If he went away, the kid would probably end up in foster care and bounce around from place to place for the rest of his life. That would be horrible. But there was still the small pang of regret that came with watching Rucker get up and walk, even if he was walking in cuffs with cops pulling him along. 
 
      
 
    Rucker’s old lady was also taken out. He didn’t have the same sort of beef with her. He didn’t want her dead at least, but he figured that’s because he had always felt sorry for the real Jessica, even though she’d been less than a suitable mother. 
 
      
 
    And then there was Alexa. 
 
      
 
    “Hawk?” 
 
      
 
    He jerked his attention back to Joe, who stood in front of him with a waiting pen and notepad. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Start at the beginning. Tell me everything that lead up to this moment.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk took a deep breath. “I guess it started with Hugh’s murder.” 
 
      
 
    In the end, it felt like he talked for hours outlining everything he saw the night of the murder, then the night he saw the car, including everything Alexa had found out and up to his encounter with ‘Jessica’. When the topic swerved around to the diamonds he smirked. 
 
      
 
    “They belonged to my brother and they were meant for Damian,” Hawk said. “I need to make sure they remain his property.” 
 
      
 
    “So long as we don’t find out that they’re stolen or part of a crime,” Joe said. “We know he received them from somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk thought about how he could separate them. Keep at least one or two for himself and hand over the rest if he needed to. It would be enough to take care of Damian for life, maybe even give him a good college fund, and it’d let him the chance to cut back on his repo job in order to take care of his nephew more. 
 
      
 
    Hawk finished his testimony with the full detail of the fight with Rucker. How he’d come in threatening them and wouldn’t back down when Alexa aimed her gun at him. He finally got to the moment that the cops had shown up. 
 
      
 
    “I think we have everything for now,” Joe said. “I’m sure as things come up in the investigation, we’ll have more questions for you. You will be willing to testify?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Hawk said. He would love nothing more than to stare that jerk in the face in a court room and tell them all what he’d done to his brother and nephew. “I’ll help however I can to make sure that guy is put away.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad to hear it.” Joe smiled at him and shook his hand. “And you know, it’s the funniest thing. Seems like during the fight the diamonds got lost somehow. And we just haven’t been able to find them. I suspect that Rucker hid them somewhere during the altercation.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk pulled his eyebrows together for a moment. Was Joe really doing what he thought he was doing? 
 
      
 
    “Look.” Joe leaned in close and whispered. “Those diamonds will just sit in our evidence locker for months and months. There’s no other case that I know of that they’re part of. We’ll just chalk it up to missing evidence. You can still testify that you saw them, and that’s enough. They’ll do you far more good than they will anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk’s mouth fell open. He could hardly believe the officer was going out on a limb like this, especially given his own history, regardless of whether or not the charges were false. He couldn’t help but think that Alexa had something to do with this. “Thanks,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    Outside the interrogation room in the main bullpen he found Alexa talking to another cop, but she didn’t have Damian. He looked around and saw an EMT holding him down the hall near an idling ambulance. “Is he okay?” 
 
      
 
    Damian heard Hawk’s voice and twisted in her arms, whining until she let him go so Hawk could hold him. 
 
      
 
    “I’d say he is now,” the EMT said, smiling. “We checked him over. He seems just fine. Might need a new diaper, but that’s about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk bounced Damian in his arms, then held him close. He felt the tears in his eyes, but blinked them away. Too many people around, too many of his guys still there. But it was good to feel his nephew’s weight in his arms again. He hadn’t realized the depth of his worry until he’d seen Alexa holding him earlier and knew he was okay. 
 
      
 
    He went back inside and found the diaper bag. He pulled out a fresh diaper and laid Damian down on the bed. The baby watched him and cooed at him as Hawk got to work taking off his pants and wiping him clean. He got a fresh diaper on, got him dressed, and stood there for a long moment, just looking at him. 
 
      
 
    What would he have done if something had happened to him? He’d never have forgiven himself. But here he was, safe and sound. And a lot of it was due to Alexa. A pang of pain hit his chest again. He picked Damian up and cradled him against his chest. It was time to get home. They could both use a nice long nap. After all that had happened, he was exhausted. 
 
      
 
    Hawk slung the bag over his shoulder and walked out to his car. Blade was there on his bike. He held out a fist to him, and Blade bumped it back with his own. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for all your help,” Hawk said. 
 
      
 
    “Any time. Glad to see the little guy is okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too. I’ll be in to headquarters in a few days.” 
 
      
 
    “Take your time.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk got Damian tucked safely into his car seat and drove home, glancing in the mirror constantly to make sure he was still there and still okay. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    When the police were done collecting evidence and taking statements, it was time for them all to go home, including Alexa. The ambulance had left after checking everyone and cleaning a few cuts here and there. They’d all been lucky. Things could have been so much worse. 
 
      
 
    She walked through the house, looking for Hawk. He wasn’t there. She went out to see if he was with his MC members and saw that his car gone. Blade was still there with one other King. 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen Hawk?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “He left a while ago with Damian.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Thanks. And thanks for your help.” 
 
      
 
    Blade nodded. “You’re alright, Miss Reynolds. You stop by headquarters with Hawk anytime you want, okay?” 
 
      
 
    She smiled. She knew enough about MCs from Hawk to know that the invitation for someone like her was a big deal. “I’d love that. Thank you.” Even if it would never happen because Hawk wanted nothing to do with her, she appreciated the offer. 
 
      
 
    She went back inside to find Joe and get a ride. She tried not to be stung by Hawk’s leaving her there. Maybe he’d forgotten that he’d driven her there and she had no way to get home. Maybe he’d just been so focused on getting Damian home that he hadn’t thought about it. Or maybe he was just done with her and that’s how things were going to be from now on. 
 
      
 
    All the same, she bit her lip as she pulled out her phone and quickly texted him. “You guys make it home okay?” 
 
      
 
    It took several minutes before he responded. Just a single confirmation. “Yup.” 
 
      
 
    Her heart twisted a little. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, can I get a ride for old time’s sake?” she asked Joe. 
 
      
 
    “Not unless you agree to come back. I don’t have a new partner.” 
 
      
 
    “Not going to happen. And this whole mess is just proof. I like helping out from the outside. And we wouldn’t have gotten him otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I guess I can give you a ride anyway.” 
 
      
 
    She punched him playfully on the arm. “Gee thanks.” 
 
      
 
    She slid into the front seat of his cruiser, much like she’d done many times before when they were on duty. “So, how’s it all looking?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we got him on the kidnapping for sure. So many witnesses and having the victim directly to speak to. Hawk said he’d testify and everything, so nothing to worry about there. When we searched the place, we got a few guns. Looks promising. Found some drug paraphernalia and, the biggest of all?” He looked over at her and gave her a half smile. 
 
      
 
    “What else was there?” 
 
      
 
    “We brought in the drug dog. Just before we left, he made a hit. And look at this text I just got.” Joe showed her his phone. 
 
      
 
    There was a message from the K9 unit officer. “20 bricks of coke, 30 pounds of weed.” 
 
      
 
    She sucked in a breath. That was plenty to lock him up on charges of distribution for years. “Wow.” 
 
      
 
    “If we can also nail him on the murder, this guy is never getting out.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s hope you do,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Guns are heading to forensics as we speak.” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty sure the one in the bedroom could be a match.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I hope so. That would make my job real easy. And since I don’t have a partner and all, I need easy.” 
 
      
 
    Alexa rolled her eyes. “Are you ever going to let it go?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sure, eventually. Like a few weeks after you come back.” 
 
      
 
    “No going to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “So, this Hawk guy. You, uh…” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t ask.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh oh. That bad?” 
 
      
 
    She pinched the bridge of her nose. She really didn’t know and that was the problem, since she doubted she’d be able to move on without something definitive, something that felt like closure. 
 
      
 
    “We sort of had a thing,” she admitted. “But it looks like it’s over.” 
 
      
 
    “The stress of all this was too much?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not it. More like he hates cops and didn’t know I had been one until recently. I guess now he’s lumping me into the cop category, even if I’m not anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Hates cops? Even after today?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “I haven’t really talked to him much today, but I don’t see why things would suddenly change.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, because we’re locking up his brother’s killer and his nephew’s kidnapper.” 
 
      
 
    “But we messed it up the first time. I don’t know. Maybe he changed his mind. Who knows? I’m sure right now he’s focused on making sure Damian is okay and safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. And I wouldn’t be too torn up about. He’s got one heck of a record. Not really your type anyhow.” 
 
      
 
    She turned in her seat to raise an eyebrow at him. “And you know my type?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Wears a tie, works in an office, doesn’t mind housework or a wife with a strong will.” 
 
      
 
    She grew quiet for a moment. “I used to think that was my type. But those guys left me bored and unsatisfied. Hawk and the danger he comes with gave me a thrill like I’d never felt before.” Quite literally, she thought, and her face went warm. “He made things interesting and he challenged me. He doesn’t just accept the crappy parts of the world. He tries to have a good life despite them and does whatever he can to live around them. It’s a different way of life, but I like it. Maybe that’s why I know I’m done for sure on the force. I like being the rebel, playing by my own rules, not answering to anyone, but still catching the bad guy at the end of the day. It’s a rush like I never felt. And I have Hawk to thank for that.” 
 
      
 
    Joe looked over at her. “Oh wow. You got it bad. I had no idea. Fell for a biker ex-con. Man. Never thought I’d see the day.” 
 
      
 
    Joe pulled into Alexa’s driveway and she couldn’t help but look next door. The living room light was on. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t know if you have seen that day. Like I said, he hates cops, and he might hate me, too. We’ll see.” She unbuckled her seatbelt and paused with her hand on the door handle. “Thanks for the lift. Felt kinda like we’re still at it.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded slowly. “I’ll let you know when I hear something.” 
 
      
 
    “You better.” 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t quiet about closing the car door or her house door. She wanted Hawk to hear her. She wanted him to call or text. Something to let her know what was going on. She sat in her living room for over an hour, eating ice cream, hoping and waiting. When she finally got up to put the empty carton in the trash, she saw that his lights were all out. She picked up her phone and tapped it so the screen came on. No missed calls or texts. 
 
      
 
    She trudged up the stairs to bed, feeling discouraged despite all that had gone right that day. She tried to keep her focus there. Damian was home safe. Hawk was home safe. Rucker Marshall and his “Jessica” were in jail and would stay there a long time. And for a moment she felt selfish for wishing that things hadn’t turned out better, at least between her and Hawk. 
 
      
 
    She’d solved a huge case. A case that she’d been working on for months that had been closed unexpectedly. Now they had pulled a huge drug pusher off the streets. They’d taken down a murderer. It was her biggest case as a PI and if she leveraged this right, she’d have a ton of business. 
 
      
 
    But none of that seemed to matter much right now. She wanted to be curled up in Hawk’s arms instead of alone in her bed. She wanted to know he would be there for her like he had been, that he would take her into his arms and kiss her and make love to her. She longed for him, and the more she thought about it the more it tore her apart. 
 
      
 
    She went to bed but ended up staring at the ceiling for a long time, hoping against hope that tomorrow her phone would ring. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    When Alexa woke to the sound of ringing, her heart leapt into her throat and she scrambled to answer it. When she looked at the screen it was only Joe. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” she said, trying not to let the disappointment be obvious in her tone. 
 
      
 
    “Heard from forensics.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “The gun is a match. Rucker Marshall killed Hugh Millard. Chief is playing it off like it was a miracle that new evidence surfaced leading us to the killer, rather than admit he closed the case too soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course he did. But whatever. We got him and that’s all that counts. When’s the trial?” 
 
      
 
    “Hasn’t been scheduled yet. We’re still choosing a prosecutor and have to give him a chance to get a lawyer.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you need us both?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. That a problem?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not. Thanks for the update.” 
 
      
 
    She hung up the phone and stared at it. She could just text Hawk, but that wouldn’t open the door to much conversation. She could call him, and that would be a step better, but still a little distant. Or she could just go over there and talk to him face to face. As she battled between how to get him onboard with the new information she absently strolled into the kitchen. Maybe food, she thought, thinking of what might constitute a peace offering. 
 
      
 
    Alexa went to her kitchen and whipped up a batch of bean soup. She fluffed her hair and did her makeup and when she thought she looked okay she walked over with the soup. She knocked and waited, her heart thudding loudly in her ears. 
 
      
 
    Hawk looked half asleep when he pulled open the door. “Hey.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” She held up the container. “I made you some food. And I have some news.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    She heard Damian whine from the kitchen. Hawk stepped away to let her in and turned from her to see what he needed. When she stepped into the hall, she saw Damian reaching for her, letting out a steady cry. She stood there, not sure what to do. Hawk put the soup in the kitchen, picked Damian up, and brought him to her. 
 
      
 
    “Want to hold him? I think he missed you.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” She took Damian and cuddled him close. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the news?” 
 
      
 
    “Forensics confirmed that the gun we found at Rucker’s house was the gun used to kill Hugh.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk nodded slowly, like it was taking a long time to sink in. “So he really did it. He killed my brother.” 
 
      
 
    “Apparently over drugs or those diamonds. Or both maybe.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe Hugh got mixed up with that guy. He should have just kept stealing cars.” He glanced at her, then corrected himself. “The legal way.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what you meant.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for letting me know, and thanks for the food. I’ll bring the container back when it’s gone.” 
 
      
 
    “No rush.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk reached over and took Damian back. He started crying, but Hawk bounced him and swayed him. “So, we’ll both testify?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The trial isn’t scheduled yet, but I’d guess it’ll be several weeks or months from now.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    He stood there, watching her like he was just waiting for her to go but she couldn’t leave just like that. 
 
      
 
    “Hawk, I want to say I’m sorry again. I know I lied and kept things from you that I shouldn’t have. I never dreamed I’d fall for you, but I have. I’m not a cop anymore, and part of that, I realized, is because I like the rebellious nature of being a PI. You brought that out in me. I could never go back to doing things by the book like they have to. I like making up my own rules. Just remember that I’m the same Alexa you spent all that time with, who you had feelings for, too. I haven’t changed. Now you just know my past and what brought me here in the first place. But you’re what’s kept me here. You’re the reason I want to be here. I loved taking care of Damian and seeing you every day. I miss him. I really hope you can forgive me. You said how much it hurt to be wrongfully accused. I’m not saying that I didn’t act deceitfully. I wasn’t honest with you and I own up to that. But don’t hold against me something that wasn’t done with the intent to hurt anyone, especially you. Give me the mercy you wished you would have gotten.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Then he reached out to grab the door’s edge and slowly pulled it shut. She got the hint and stepped back off his porch. She walked back across the lawn to her house, her head hanging low, her chest about to implode. She couldn’t stand the rawness of it, of how much it hurt to be rejected by someone she cared for so much. 
 
      
 
    When she got home she wandered around aimlessly. She thought about working on a few projects, but nothing interested her much. Any time she tried to change her mind to something other than Hawk and Damian it ended up coming right back to moments she’d spent with them. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, she sat down with a hot cup of tea and just cried. There was nothing else to do but to give in to it. The thought that kept running through her mind was that she’d screwed up. She’d lost him forever. The man who had seemed like her total opposite at first, but who had brought out of her this other part of herself. A part she hadn’t even known she was missing, but was now so vital to her. She thrived on the feeling of adrenaline pumping through her veins, and she’d gotten used to feeling it when Hawk was around. 
 
      
 
    For days, Alexa couldn’t bring herself to leave the house. She moved from her bed to the couch and back again and couldn’t even initiate an interest in work. The dishes piled high in the sink, her laundry became a heap on her floor, and she stopped showering. And she didn’t care. Nothing seemed worth it. Nothing seemed to matter. Finally, on the fourth day, she got an idea and after showering and preparing a healthy breakfast rededicated herself to getting back on track. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, this is Alexa Reynolds,” she said when the woman answered the phone. “You just sold me a house not too long ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course! Hi Alexa. Are you loving your new home?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I’m calling. I need to sell it.” 
 
      
 
    “Sell it? But you’ve only been there a few months.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, and it’ll be a real loss, but something has come up and there’s no way around it, Alexa said. “I can’t live here anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Did something happen? Is there something wrong with the house?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Nothing at all. The neighbor is great, too. I just… need to be in a different city. It’s hard to explain, but it’s related to my job, and there’s not much I can say about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I understand. Well, I hate to say, but I think you’ll end up losing some money. With the closing costs, and all the transfer fees, and commission—” 
 
      
 
    “I know and I wish there were some other way around it, but I’ll just have to take what I can get.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. I understand. Well, I can stop over later tomorrow to take new photos, and we can set up the listing.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds perfect. Thank you.” Alexa hung up the phone, then went to the basement. She still had many boxes that she hadn’t unpacked yet. The ones she had unpacked were flattened and resting against the basement wall. She picked up the stack and took them upstairs with an air of dejection. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Hawk looked out the window for the hundredth time. So much of him wanted to go over to Alexa’s. He couldn’t deny that he missed her. And Damian seemed to be missing her badly, too. Every time someone came to the door, he looked up and started reaching for the door.  
 
      
 
    He had sold two of the diamonds and that had gotten him a handsome hundred grand on an online auction. He had enough money now that he didn’t have to worry about working and he planned to take that time off to regroup, to be with Damian, and to find a new babysitter. But instead he’d spent most of it milling around the house listlessly with no focus. He played with Damian and took care of him, but his mind seemed to always be elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    A few times he’d walked to the door, put his hand on the knob, and turned it. But before he could pull it open, he always walked away. He couldn’t get the lump out of his stomach. For months, she had been in his house, taking care of his baby, sleeping with him. He had been with her, and he hadn’t even known about her past. If that was true, perhaps it meant that it wasn’t a big part of her anymore. It didn’t come into her day-to-day life. She worked from home doing her PI work, and if she interacted with the police, it was nothing major. 
 
      
 
    When he really thought about it he had to admit that her past, her whole set up of moving to be close to him, to investigate Hugh’s death, all of her deceit, had ended up being for a good cause. Can the ends justify the means, then, he kept wondering. 
 
      
 
    She’d found Damian quickly after the kidnapping, and though he wasn’t sure if her involvement had caused it in the first place she had done all she could to get him back, and had succeeded. With all of his distrust of the police, circumstances had forced him to reexamine his prejudices. 
 
      
 
    He paced across his living room floor off to one side Damian played with some blocks.  
 
      
 
    Other than the obvious complications involved in dating a cop, there were other considerations. Trust was a two-way street and he hadn’t been straightforward with her either. Blame went both ways, and he had to admit that if their positions were reversed things looked quite similar, no matter which perspective you were using. But what about his MC? They didn’t always uphold the law, and having a PI – however rogue – on his arm was a contentious issue. 
 
      
 
    He picked up his phone and texted Blade. “What’s the club’s verdict on Alexa?” 
 
      
 
    He waited for a minute, then got a response. 
 
      
 
    “She’s a cool chick. I told her to come by with you anytime.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk stared at the text in shock. He had invited her to the headquarters? Women weren’t always allowed in there. Even with their men. It took time for them to be accepted.  
 
      
 
    He sent back, “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Any chick who does all that for her man is okay by us. And Dugout is hoping she can get him out of a few speeding tickets.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk chuckled. He looked out the window again and saw a woman walk up to Alexa’s door. The woman looked slightly familiar, but he couldn’t place her. Alexa came to the door a moment later and seemed happy to see the stranger. 
 
      
 
    The longing in his chest stirred. For almost an hour he paced back and forth, looking to and fro, and at last the door opened again and the other woman came out and walked down to her car where she pulled out a large sign. He suddenly recalled the face; it was the woman who had sold Alexa the house. She walked the sign to the end of the driveway and stuck it in the ground. Then she got back in her car and drove off. 
 
      
 
    Hawk stared at the “For Sale” sign like it was a death sentence. She was selling the house. Moving away. She didn’t want to be near him any longer. Maybe this whole time, he’d been thinking about it wrong. She wasn’t sitting over there, heartbroken, waiting for him to come and save the day. He sat down in the living room and stared blankly at Damian for a while. He crawled over and held up a block to Hawk. 
 
      
 
    He took it and looked down at the baby. “I think I screwed up big time.” 
 
      
 
    Damian sat down, as if to listen. 
 
      
 
    “What am I going to do? I want Alexa back, but I think it’s too late.” 
 
      
 
    Damian’s face fell, as if he understood. He looked over in the direction of her house and reached out a hand. Then he said, in a garbled sound, “Lex!” 
 
      
 
    Hawk’s eyes grew wide. “What?” 
 
      
 
    Damian reached again and repeated it. “Lex!” 
 
      
 
    Hawk put his head in his hands. “Are you kidding me, kid? Your first word is her name? Are you going to hate me forever, too?” 
 
      
 
    Damian crawled toward the window that faced her house. He banged his little hands on the wall below the window. 
 
      
 
    Hawk sighed. He had to try one last time.  
 
      
 
    “Okay then,” he said to Damian. “Are you going to help me make something amazing to win Alexa over?” 
 
      
 
    Damian clapped his hands together. Hawk picked him up and went into the kitchen.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Alexa rolled the tape over another box and sat back to take a break. She hated moving. The whole process of putting everything she owned in boxes and taking it from one place to another. To be doing this all over again sucked. And the reason she was doing it made it suck even more. There was a knock on her door and she stood up. She wasn’t expecting anyone. Had the realtor forgotten something? 
 
      
 
    She opened the door but when she saw who was on her step, her mouth fell open. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” she said to Hawk. 
 
      
 
    “Hi.” He looked around, like he didn’t know where to start. “So, you’re moving?” 
 
      
 
    She pressed her lips together and nodded. “I thought it was for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think you could come see Damian before you go? He misses you.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you just come over here because you need a babysitter?” Her heart was racing. 
 
      
 
    “No. I’m not going anywhere. I just thought maybe you’d like to come over for a little while.” 
 
      
 
    She thought long and hard for a moment. Was he using Damian as a cover? “You didn’t leave him home alone, did you?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s sleeping.” Hawk pulled the baby monitor out of his back pocket and held it up. “But I do need to get back over there. Will you come?” 
 
      
 
    Damian was asleep, but he wanted her to come over. Her detective skills pinged and she lowered her eyes, realizing that it was an attempt on his part to reconnect. It was clumsy, and after the way he’d treated her – after the way she’d treated him – it felt like both of them were on unstable ground, balanced on a precipice. Just trying to stand up as everything falls out from under us, she thought absently. 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” She was just in her sweatpants and t-shirt, her hair up from packing all day, and patted it down. 
 
      
 
    She grabbed her purse and locked the door behind her. After everything that had happened, she found herself being even more cautious than usual. She followed him into his yard and up to the porch. When he opened the front door, a delicious smell hit her. Steak and potatoes. She stepped inside and saw the dining room table set for two, a candle burning in the center. 
 
      
 
    He took her hand and turned to face her. “I know I can’t make up for all I’ve done. And we’ve both lied and kept things from each other. I guess we had good reason. But I’ve realized that I like having you around. The things I was afraid of if I ever got close to someone again don’t seem to be happening with you, you know?” 
 
      
 
    She bit her lip. Her chest was warm with hope and ready to bubble over. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking the last days. And I guess you’ve decided to move on, literally, and maybe it’s too late. I realize I may have missed my chance to make things right. But I can’t deny the feelings I have for you, Alexa. I’m not perfect, and I’m guessing you know full well what kind of life I’ve lived before this. I’m trying to clean up my act for Damian, keep things straight. And I’d like a good woman by my side, standing with me, helping me raise this little boy into a good man. I can’t do it alone. I’d love for you to be that woman.” He squeezed her hands in his and looked deep into her eyes. “I think I love you.” Then he started laughing. “I’ve never said that to anyone before.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed, too, and wiped a tear from her eyes. “I know I kept things from you, and I shouldn’t have. And you’re right, I thought I had a good reason to. You came along, totally unexpected, and shook up my world. You showed me how fun life can be. I want a life like that. Not one where everything is by the book and planned and expected. I like being with you. And I know I’ve been falling for you, too. I wanted to sell the house and move because I couldn’t stand to look over here every day and know that I missed my chance at love and a life I’ve only recently started to dream about.” She tilted her head toward Damian’s room and smiled. “I love that baby, and I love you.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Then he pulled back to look in her eyes. “You really want me?” 
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    He kissed her again for a long while. Her whole body grew warm and she wanted him to take her right there. But he stopped and paused to look at her. 
 
      
 
    “We need to have a proper date.” He gestured toward the table. “Please sit.” 
 
      
 
    She took a seat and he served the meal. They ate together, gazing across the table at each other, but it took another long while for them to break the silence, as if they might at any moment wake themselves from a dream. 
 
      
 
    When they’d finished eating he stood to clear the plates and kneeled down to kiss her hand. “Thank you for forgiving me, and still wanting to be here with me.” 
 
      
 
    “And thank you for forgiving me. I feel terrible about all the things I’ve done and-” 
 
      
 
    He put his finger to her lips. “You solved Hugh’s case and sent his killer away. You took a huge drug dealer off the streets. You got Damian back safe and put away the people who took him. You’ve helped me so much. I can let it go that you didn’t tell me everything. I didn’t tell you everything either.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I guess not. But I knew what I was getting into with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” He pulled his mouth into a crooked smile. “And I’m grateful that you decided to give me a chance anyway.” 
 
      
 
    He pressed his lips to hers and this time, there was no pulling away. She wanted him so badly, she wasn’t going to let him stop it. She grabbed his rear and pulled him closer. He was already hard in his jeans and she pressed her hips against him. 
 
      
 
    “If you really want me to be by your side,” she breathed into his ear, “I suggest you take me right now into your bedroom and give me a reason to stay.” 
 
      
 
    He moaned in her ear and picked her up as she wrapped her legs around his waist. He carried her to the bedroom but instead of laying her down on the bed he pressed her back to the wall and kept kissing her. 
 
      
 
    She tugged at his hair and pulled off his shirt. She rubbed her hand along his bare chest and back, feeling every bulge of his muscles as he held her and kissed her gently along her neck. His hands roamed under her shirt and under her bra to play with her nipples. She squeezed tighter around his waist, wanting to feel his hard toe pressing into her. 
 
      
 
    He picked her up again and carried her to the bed. As he laid her down, he pulled off her sweatpants and panties. He unzipped his jeans and pushed them to the floor as he climbed into place over her. He turned her on her side so he could cuddle up behind her and cupped her breasts and circled his hand around her clit. She was wet with longing already and he rubbed his hard cock between her legs, teasing her as her wetness built up. 
 
      
 
    He lifted her leg and put it over his and as he positioned himself at her opening and slipped deep inside her she moaned. At the sensation of him filling her, she cried out and almost came right then. He wrapped his arms around her and held her as he moved in and out of her. They started slow and sweet, learning each other by the other’s heartbeat pounding through heat flushed skin. She felt tears running down her cheeks. She never thought she’d feel this again or be this close to him. She never wanted this to end. 
 
      
 
    He started to pick up speed and thrusted harder. As much as she wanted this to continue, she couldn’t fight the orgasm much longer. He put her leg down and turned her so that he was on top of her with her leg pinned back so he could penetrate her as deep as possible. He thrust harder and faster and as he cried out and came she felt the pleasure break over her. She dug her fingers into his back and came. 
 
      
 
    When they had finished, he held her close again, cradled in his arms like he had before. It was the best feeling in the world. She still breathed heavy and her heart was racing. She drifted off in his arms, feeling more content than she had in days. 
 
      
 
    In the morning, she heard Damian crying. Hawk was still curled around her, sleeping soundly. She peeled his arm back carefully and snuck out of bed. She tip-toed into Damian’s room and opened the door slowly. When he saw her, he squealed and clapped. 
 
      
 
    She picked him up and nuzzled him to her. He looked up at her, grinning, and squealed loudly at her. “Lex!” 
 
      
 
    She gasped. He had been making noises for months, but he’d never spoken anything so clearly. What else was he saying these days? 
 
      
 
    “That’s how I knew he missed you.” She jumped and turned to see Hawk in the doorway, watching them with a deep smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Your name was his first word. He would crawl over toward your house and reach out his little hand.” 
 
      
 
    “His first word?” 
 
      
 
    Hawk nodded. “It’s not just me who wants you. We both do.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I guess I have no choice but to be here forever.” 
 
      
 
    Hawk came to her and took them both into his arms. “I love you both,” he said and kissed them both. “My little family.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading my novel! I hope you enjoyed it. If you liked Hawk’s Baby, you’ll love some of my other books, too! Click here to check out my Amazon author page, or keep reading for a FREE bonus novel! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



[BONUS #1] Outlaw’s Baby: Devil’s Edge MC 
 
    By Naomi West 
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    I want to tie her to the bed and make her beg for my forgiveness. 
 
      
 
    Ivy Simmons might look like an angel, but she’s just another desperate wreck. 
 
    I don’t need more people looking to me for help – caring for my son is enough of a handful. 
 
    Then she gets both herself and my boy kidnapped. 
 
    Now, I have to hunt down the mongrels who took them… and then I’m take her body as payment for my troubles. 
 
      
 
    This motel is a hellhole, but it’s home for now, ever since my MC’s rivals decided to burn down my house. 
 
    My son and I made it out alive, but we’re stuck here until further notice. 
 
    It’s not all bad, though. 
 
    The girl next door is hot, with an air of vulnerability that only makes my arousal stronger. 
 
      
 
    Better yet, she wants my help, and I want hers. 
 
    She needs cash; I need a babysitter for Josh while I plan next steps with my MC. 
 
    It’s a win-win… 
 
    Until she’s dumb enough to let my enemies sniff them out and pounce. 
 
      
 
    Now, I’m hauling rear down the highway, trying to get back my son. 
 
    I can only think of one thing:  
 
    Once he’s back in my arms, Ivy is going to pay. 
 
      
 
    She’s going to pay with her mouth. 
 
    With her hands. 
 
    With those pretty little legs. 
 
      
 
    She’s going to pay, over and over again, until I’m satisfied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    “For the last time, Ms. Simmons,” a steady, slightly impatient voice said from the other side of the phone line. “As much as I would like to help you, there is nothing we can do. Legally, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    At least the man on the other side of the phone had the decency to sound sorry. His voice reminded me of a generic cartoon villain; I could just image him twisting his evil, Snidely Whiplash mustache and thinking about all of the illegal ways I could get my life back. Ways that I couldn’t stomach. “Well, thank you for your time, Mr. Fletcher. I won’t bother you again.” 
 
      
 
    Settling the payphone back in its cradle, I glanced up at the faded billboard on Fifth Avenue and Bogardy Street. “Sigmund F. Fletcher, Attorney at Law. If I can’t help you, no one can!” 
 
      
 
    True enough. He was the last person in the world to call. And that was my last quarter. Looks like the only person that will be looking out for me will be me. Again. As sad as I was about this whole situation with Janice, I couldn’t stomach the thought of hiring some goon to take out her kneecaps. If only I had been smarter. If only I had asked someone’s advice who was smarter than me. If only, if only, if only. 
 
      
 
    So that was that. My business that I had worked for years to build, every penny I’d saved since I was a kid, and my source of income, gone. Just gone, like that. A feeling like a big, gaping hole spread through my chest. There was nothing left to do. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, I pulled my gray hoodie over my hair and stepped out of the phone booth into the rain. The city here was dingy and brown, filled with the mud that flowed down from the nicer parts of town. Funny to imagine that just a few months ago, I was looking for a new apartment up that way. I wanted something overlooking the city. From high enough up, even this dirt stain of a broken, pockmarked road looked kind of pretty. From up there, the city looked like an organized grid of picture-perfect little shops. It hid all of the glaring imperfections and shivering bodies sleeping on the street. 
 
      
 
    At least I’m not homeless yet. I shivered at the thought, staring up into the drizzle to try and glimpse the sky. But it was covered with a thick blanket of cold, gray clouds. 
 
      
 
    “Clouds are God’s way of telling us he’s too tired for more prayers.” I could remember my father saying it, as he looked up into the rain. “He uses the clouds to muffle some of the noise from down here. Sometimes God needs a break, too, you know.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, my breath puffing in the cold air. Big problem with that, old man. God is dead if he ever was around. And even if he was around, he wouldn’t have time for people like me. I was almost instantly soaked, so I didn’t bother rushing back to the hole I called home. It wouldn’t matter how fast I ran, I would be soaked without an umbrella. Even though the payphone was across the street, I was dripping onto the mangy, outdoor carpet by the time I made my way up the three levels of leaky, creaking stairs to my motel room. I counted the uneven steps as I ascended to my floor, hoping to drown out the sound of my own thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Step nineteen, step twenty. Start over. I was going to have to start all over. From nothing, like I did when I was thirteen. Step twenty seven. Twenty eight. I had not a dime to my name, nothing saved but a couple of sets of clothes and some pots and pans. 
 
      
 
    Crying, screaming, or throwing a tantrum wouldn’t save me from my fate, so I sulked instead, feeling the bile of disappointment and overwhelming shame pour over me. How could I have been so stupid? 
 
      
 
    Pushing those thoughts aside, I pushed passed the dripping, spoiled bags of trash in the hallway to get to my room on the end of the row. It was thankfully quiet on the end unit, mostly. No one dared come down to my end of the hallway. It was my neighbor; he was the scariest thing I’d ever seen before. I was really, really hoping that I wouldn’t run into him. I wasn’t sure my nerves could take it after the day I had. 
 
      
 
    As I rounded the corner on the rickety balcony that connected my apartment to the street, I groaned out loud. Josh, the scary neighbor’s little nine-year-old brat, was sitting outside of the rented room, his torn and dirty little shoes banging together. He looked up as I walked towards him, then he got to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, next-door neighbor lady. Can I hang out with you?” he asked, his chocolate eyes too big and pleading in his adorable little face. 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath to calm my desire to lash out at him. Screaming at a little kid might help me to feel like I’d gotten some power back in my worthless life, but I would feel like garbage about it later. So instead, I smiled with exaggerated sadness at him. “Sorry, Kiddo. I can’t. I have to be at work in a few minutes. What’s your name again?” 
 
      
 
    “Josh,” the kid answered, his eyes locked with mine. Although he was wiggling around again, his feet tapping annoyingly on the disgusting carpet, he was looking at me with a hint of squint to his little brown eyes. He was an adorable kid under all of the abuse and dirt. I had a feeling he fell somewhere on the spectrum or had ADHD or something the way he danced around. It made him crazy, whatever it was, but he seemed like a regular, kid. Well, as regular as a neglected kid with a behavioral disease could be, I supposed. 
 
      
 
    And I knew a lot about regular neglected kids with behavioral problems. Going through the foster system did that to you. 
 
      
 
    I smiled down at him, trying to keep my face calm. He didn’t need to know about my inner drama. “Alright then, Josh. Shouldn’t you be in school?” 
 
      
 
    The kid wrinkled his adorable little nose at me. “Idiot school; everyone sucks there.” 
 
      
 
    Sighing, I rubbed my temples with my fingers. “Alright, Josh. I probably shouldn’t be doing this, but I’m going to help you get into your dad’s house, okay? Is he not home?” 
 
      
 
    Josh shook his head, making his slightly uneven bowl cut fly around his face like a wet dog trying to shake off the water. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. I was going to get in so much trouble for this… “Okay, well, I’m going to go get dressed for work, then I’ll be right back out with you.” 
 
      
 
    The kid nodded, then sat back down on the nasty carpet, banging his feet together again as I unlocked the door to my room and stepped in. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much; it fact, it was less than much. It was less than I’d ever had, even when I was being fostered by the worst of my so-called “parents.” It was a pile of rags on top of nasty carpet. Dead bugs infested the corners no matter how hard I worked to keep the place clean. One of the window panes was broken, replaced with a piece of wood. I’d had to take a Sharpie to the wood when I’d first moved in to cover the doodles of genitalia scribbled there by the last tenant, so it was now a rich, solid black. 
 
      
 
    I quickly changed into my uniform, put on some makeup, and put my wet hair up into some semblance of a bun. Then I got out the waterproof “shawl” I’d made out of a plastic garbage bag to keep my hair and makeup in place when it was raining and I had to walk to work. Which was often. 
 
      
 
    Once I was ready, I took a deep breath, then headed out into the hallway again. Josh scrambled to his feet, a big grin on his face. He looked pleasantly surprised. “That didn’t take as long as I thought it would. I thought girls were supposed to take forever.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned at him, my stupid soft spot for kids in vulnerable situations lighting up in my chest. “I hurried the schedule along for you, Josh.” The kid grinned bigger in response, so I held out my hand, trying not to wince as his dirty, sticky fingers took a hold of mine. “Now, let’s ask the office to make you an extra key so you don’t have to sit outside your dad’s place anymore, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for being nice to me, lady,” Josh said finally, his voice small and hopeless sounding. My heart cracked a little down the middle at that little voice. At how broken he sounded. “No one’s ever nice to me because my dad is scary.” 
 
      
 
    Really tugging on the heartstrings, aren’t you, kid? I kind of wondered if he was playing me, but I couldn’t see what angle he was working. Sighing, I dragged the little kid down the three, rickety flights of stairs, around the piles of trash and someone who was passed out in front of one of the hallways. The rain spit over the edge of the balcony that only half-covered the outdoor stairs, staining the dirty carpets black. 
 
      
 
    “Lady?” Josh asked. We’d managed to traverse most of the disreputable joint in silence. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Josh?” I asked quietly, my thoughts still tangled up in the rain. If it got any harder, I’d have to take the bus. And that was fifty cents I wasn’t sure I could part with. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?” Josh asked. 
 
      
 
    I smiled down at him and he smiled tentatively back, displaying a gap-toothed grin in his cute little, freckled face. It was a shame his father wasn’t so adorable. A shiver ran down my back at the thought of Josh’s dad. He was not the sort to mess with. It explained why the office had given me a discount on the room next to his. Apparently, tenants there didn’t last long. It’s no wonder, as shady and dangerous as my neighbor is. But there’s nowhere else for me to go. 
 
      
 
    I snapped back to our current conversation, putting back the smile that had slid off of my face as my thoughts turned bleak. “My name is Ivy Simmons.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a pretty name,” the kid answered after a moment’s consideration. “Prettier than Josh.” 
 
      
 
    “You have a fine name, kiddo.” We reached the office and I knocked twice, hoping Mr. Marcus would be in his office instead of out searching for a hooker or an eight-ball out in the dingy city streets. 
 
      
 
    Lucky for both of us, Mr. Marcus was in. He was a fat, round thing with a little hair where it ought to be and a lot of hair where it shouldn’t be. But, heedless of his girth or his profusion of body hair, Mr. Marcus wore short shorts, flip flops with striped socks, and a heavily sweat-stained wife beater. Even in this cold weather, his slimy, unwashed attire didn’t change. I wondered if he’d ever owned any real clothing in his life. 
 
      
 
    We got a second copy of the key from Mr. Marcus for the three crumpled dollars that Josh had in his pocket. His eyes were wide at his new acquisition; he fingered the key lovingly between his two grubby hands, the grimy copper key only adding to the dirt on his skin. “Thank you for the help, Ivy,” the boy whispered. 
 
      
 
    I pulled a bag of chips I’d swiped off of the counter at my apartment out of my purse and handed it to him. “Here. It’s not much, but you should eat something.” 
 
      
 
    Josh’s chocolate brown eyes got huge at the offer, his smile spreading even wider. Grabbing the chips violently from my hands, he tore up the stairs at a reckless speed, heedless of anything around him. “Lock the door behind you, Josh. And you’re welcome!” I called after him. My eyes followed him up the steps, key in one hand, chips in the other, until he disappeared around the corner. 
 
      
 
    Wondering how much trouble I would be in with his father later, I spun on my heel and headed to work, my head bowed low to keep the rain out of my face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    “That hurts, Creed,” Bax complained, rubbing his eye. It was already turning black around the edges; it’ll be quite the shiner by the morning. I chuckled; he was going to be trying to use his injury to get pity from the girls by the next day. Most likely, that black eye will rough him up some pity pussy from the gang’s ladies. 
 
      
 
    I had my own injuries from our “business meeting,” but I hadn’t been hit nearly as hard or as injured as visibly as Bax. Lucky jerk. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you,” I growled, digging through the pockets of my torn-up jeans for my keys. “But I could use a cold beer and a hot shower. That will put us both right as rain.” We walked up the rickety steps to my rented room, glaring at anyone who came too near. Most of the residents already knew to stay away from me; they all knew who Creed Carver was. Not a single one of these cowards even had the spine to look me in the eye. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t mean I could forget caution; there were no rules where I came from. That meant there could be enemies hiding in any corner of this place. So I kept a close eye out, glaring down anyone who came too close. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t look so down, Creed! We succeeded in what the Boss wanted us to do, so that’s all good news.” Bax slapped me hard on the shoulder, making me wince as he slammed his hand into some scrape or bruise from the tumble earlier. I’d kicked the trash out of some of those lower on the rungs of the motorcycle club’s society for getting uppity. On the Boss’s orders, of course. And considering, everything had gone pretty well. We only had to kill one of them. The man’s blood was still spattered across my new jacket and stained under my fingernails. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not down, Bax. I’m just sore. Let’s get to my apartment so I can relax a little, okay?” 
 
      
 
    We made our way up the stairs and around the corner to their hallway, and I thought about my neighbor, like I usually did on my way around this corner. I found always found myself looking for her, despite my promises to myself that I would stop. I wanted that woman, whatever her name was, wanted her more than any broad I had ever laid eyes on. I wanted to grab a hold of her neck and drag her into my room, pinning her to the wall as I taught her what rough sex was. She could use it; maybe it would get all of that sad, stuck-up out of her blood. 
 
      
 
    Too bad she’s the most boneless human being I’ve ever laid eyes on. Most of the trash I met around this place had the decency to stay out of my way, most averted their eyes, but no one cowered against the floor the way my neighbor did. Every time I walked by her, she curled up as small as she could, sniveling like a mouse hiding from a lion. 
 
      
 
    Women like that didn’t belong anywhere near me, that was for sure. The gangs had a tendency to chew up and spit out the weak ones; very few ever left the grounds alive. That’s the way my world worked. At least for people like her, it did. 
 
      
 
    I was so caught up in my simultaneous lust and dislike of my neighbor, I barely noticed when Bax signaled me to get down. I winced; how could I have let my thoughts of that woman cloud my surroundings so badly? 
 
      
 
    Now that I was looking, it was pretty clear the signs that had tipped Bax off in the first place. The planter I kept too close to my door had been disturbed; it was one of the many triggers I had around the entrance to my place to help signal me if it had been disturbed. I glanced at the door. There was a small piece of chalk attached to the bottom of the door that would mark the carpet if opened. I glanced down, seeing the little white mark on the carpet. Dead giveaway. 
 
      
 
    There was someone in my room. 
 
      
 
    Idiot. This is the last thing I need. 
 
      
 
    Bax pulled out his nine from inside of his jacket, getting into position on the far side of the door. I just rolled up my sleeve, mentally preparing myself for another battle. A deep breath and the world shifted. 
 
      
 
    Breeze from the north. A skitter of mouse claws on the wood above my head. A car honking in the distance, but I blocked it out, listening to the apartment. No sound coming from inside. The door was unlocked; I could see the bolt’s home in the door frame from here, and it was vacant. Bax was in position, his arms trembling a little with the beginnings of adrenaline rush. But I was cold, frozen from the inside out. I’d been at this so long, I didn’t get the rush of nerves anymore. Just icy, emotionless readiness that steadied my mind and made everything around me sharper. 
 
      
 
    Nodding to Bax, I wrapped my hand around the handle as silently as possible. Then I spun it and flung open the door in one swift movement, pushing the door out of the way as Bax slipped around my shoulder to point his weapon into the room. 
 
      
 
    Josh was sitting on the bed, a chip halfway to his mouth. He stared at the two of us with too-wide eyes, completely frozen on the ugly, brown comforter. Chip crumbs were scattered around him, creating a little circle on the bed. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Bax slid his gun back into his pocket as he stepped into the rented room. “Well, you little mongrel, you trying to get yourself killed?” 
 
      
 
    Josh laughed, the sound exaggerated and forced. “If you were trying to scare me, Bax, it didn’t work.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes stepping into the room and slamming the door behind me. “How the heck did you get in here, you brat?” 
 
      
 
    “Ivy helped me,” he said around a mouthful of chips. His brown eyes were still a little too wide. “You’re going to have to try harder if you want to scare me, Bax.” 
 
      
 
    I growled, bringing Josh’s attention back to me. “Who is Ivy?” 
 
      
 
    Josh rolled his eyes, bouncing on the bed like he couldn’t hold still. “Our neighbor, the pretty one. She took me down to the office and asked them for a key to let me in.” He held out the key in his grubby little hands and I winced when I saw it. As a nine-year-old, Josh probably didn’t understand the implications of living in a place where locks didn’t matter and anyone could get in. His little child’s mind was too young to grasp what real danger we lived in every day, with his dad being who he was. 
 
      
 
    Not a father any kid would want. I said, “And those jerks in the office just let you two in?” 
 
      
 
    Josh shook his head. He was bouncing on the bed now with his socked feet, still shoving chips into his mouth. “The office guy recognized me, and he didn’t want to make you mad. So he let me in.” 
 
      
 
    I was so furious I was shaking. “Where is that useless sack of flesh that’s supposed to be watching you?” 
 
      
 
    Josh rolled his eyes, digging at the bottom of the bag for more chip fragments. “She was easy to get away from; her boyfriend came over and they went into her bedroom. So I just left.” 
 
      
 
    Bax laughed again, slapping his hand against his knee before going to dig around in the fridge. It was empty except for two half-full bottles of ketchup and a case of beer. Pulling out two beers, he tossed one to me. I caught it, busting it open and taking a good, long sip. The icy cold liquid spilled down my throat, settling in my belly. I sighed, my shoulders relaxing the moment the sweet taste of hops slipped past my lips. 
 
      
 
    Is there no one around here that is useful? 
 
      
 
    “I told you Josh wouldn’t stay with the sitter. He always slips away, don’t you, kid?” Bax ruffled his hair before downing an entire beer in two huge gulps and tossing the can aside, grabbing for his second before I’d even taken a second sip of mine. 
 
      
 
    Josh jumped one last time before slamming down onto the bed with his butt, scattering chip pieces all over the room. “Yup!” His little chest was puffed up with pride. “That jerk ain’t never going to keep me; she sucks at her job and deserves to be fired.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking my head, I slammed the beer down on the side table next to the bed. Josh’s eyes darted to me. “You can’t just hang out here alone all day, you little brat,” I said, my voice a deadly whisper. It was the only thing Josh responded to anymore, and he turned to me with too-wide eyes. “If you won’t stay with the sitters, I guess I’ll just have to buy you a dog cage to stay in while I’m away.” 
 
      
 
    Josh wrinkled his nose. “Yeah right.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to slap him; Josh was all sass like his, crackhead momma. A jerk I’d regretting banging every day for the past eight years. Ever since she dropped off this little bundle of joy on my doorstep and disappeared. There was nothing I could do with him, nothing he would take seriously. It was impossible to tame him. The little jerk just did whatever he wanted, and I couldn’t be around enough to make sure he did what he was supposed to. 
 
      
 
    How on earth was he ever going to get out of the gang life his idiot father was stuck in if he didn’t go to school? 
 
      
 
    “Ivy’s a nice lady; she bought me these chips!” Josh said excitedly as he dumped the rest of the crumbs into his mouth and all over the bed. “They were so good; that stupid jerk you left me with didn’t feed me because she hates me.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes, glancing at the crumbs all over my sheets. “I’m sure Ivy’s a real nice lady,” I said frowning. “I bet she doesn’t eat chips in other people’s beds.” 
 
      
 
    But Josh just grinned at me, his little face and hands covered in greasy salt. “Well, where’s the fun in that?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    I have to press my forehead to the cold metal of the railing to wake myself up. I’m not sure how I’m standing after all of that nonsense at work. Cynthia cut out of work again today without calling in, leaving me with an eleven-hour shift and an incredible ache in my back. My spine groaned again as the bus shifted, and I had to fight to keep myself upright. The old lady I’d given up my bus seat for smiled at me with her toothless grin, her ancient, lined hands quaking like she was having a seizure. 
 
      
 
    I bet no one else on this bus would have given up their seat, why did I? But I knew why; it wasn’t because I felt good afterward. It was because helping people was the way I was built. I mostly did this kind of thing out of habit. It was what my father would have done. It didn’t matter than not a single jerk on this whole line would give up their seat to someone who was practically asleep on her feet. 
 
      
 
    Cursing myself, I took a long, deep breath of the rancid air inside of the bus. It woke me a little, enough to take a look around at the people in the seats around me. I was the only one standing. None of the others on the bus would even look in my direction. 
 
      
 
    Most likely they don’t want to have to feel sorry for me so they can keep their seat. If they pretend I don’t exist, their conscience stays clear. Mongrels. I glanced out of the windows, watching as the muddy, dirty streets passed by in a blur of grays and browns. 
 
      
 
    Working at the diner wouldn’t be so bad if the jerks who ate there weren’t so grabby. I frowned. As a pretty waitress, flirting with the customers always got me a little more consideration come tip time, but it was a fine line. If I ended up being too heavy-handed at it or flirted with the wrong guys, I could end up with handsy jerks that spend my whole shift trying to put their hands down my pants. 
 
      
 
    The bus stopped in front of my place after an eternity or two. My feet dragged as I stepped off the stairs into the wet, dripping streets. There wasn’t really any drainage down here, so the streets just kind of filled up with water like kiddy pools that festered with mosquitoes and other vermin. I stepped over what I could and walked around what I couldn’t, unable to even bear the stink of the sitting water. And I only have one pair of shoes, so it’s best to keep them as clean and dry as possible for work tomorrow. I nearly growled at that thought. If Cynthia calls out tomorrow, I’m going to break one of my fingers on purpose and bail. 
 
      
 
    I climbed the million stairs to my nasty motel room, each one harder than the last. My feet felt like lead in my shoes, and I was having a hard time not weaving all over the stairs in my wariness. I probably looked pretty drunk to anyone else who was around. Get to your room quick, before someone thinks you look like a target and takes your tips again. After the first time, I’d learned to hide my tip money a little more creatively, shoving some in my shoes and even sewing a couple of secret pockets in my uniform. 
 
      
 
    I always learned my lesson the first time something went wrong. It was a shame I didn’t learn about how people can betray so easily before I lost my whole life to my ex-best friend Janice. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath as I walked by Josh’s place, I tiptoed past that too-quiet door. I didn’t want Josh’s father to come out and see me; the way he looked at me made me feel ill. So I slid past that door and unlocked mine as quickly as I could. As soon as the door was closed, I shot the bolt home and took a deep, steadying breath. 
 
      
 
    Pulling little wads of money out of my various pockets, I threw the bills down onto the bed, my hands trembling as I counted the meager earnings. “Pathetic,” I whispered out loud, glaring down at the weak looking total before me. It would take years to save any amount of money with this weak haul. And after a double shift today, too… 
 
      
 
    I counted up the money I had saved up after I’d taken out everything I’d needed for food and necessities. There was a little more than three hundred dollars in my aluminum lunch box, not even enough to make rent for a month if I ended up without a job or ill. It was mostly just the leftover money I had from selling all of my possessions when I’d realized I would no longer be able to afford to live in my old place anymore. There wasn’t much left inside of that sad little box, but it was my whole life. I had to swallow hard to get rid of the tears threatening the edges of my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Setting the money back into the lunchbox, I wrapped the whole thing in a plastic bag and resealed it. There were a loose couple of tiles on the bathroom floor that I pulled up, shoving the lunchbox inside to hide it from potential thieves. It was the safest place in the whole building, I’d wager. If a thief found this haul, they’d deserve the paycheck they’d get. 
 
      
 
    I changed out of my work clothing, rubbing out the worst of the stains and spraying it with a little perfume. I couldn’t afford to wash it again until tomorrow, not with the lousy haul I’d ended up with. Not like I have the energy to walk down to the laundromat right now anyway, I suppose. 
 
      
 
    Pulling a brush through my hair, I sat down on the bed and closed my eyes. I wanted to pretend, and when I closed my eyes, I felt like I was back at home. My father’s voice floated up the stairs from his office. “Pumpkin, it’s time for bed. Let me brush your hair out,” he’d say. And I’d grin like an idiot before running down the stairs with my brushes. 
 
      
 
    But who doesn’t like having their hair brushed? 
 
      
 
    When I opened my eyes, however, my father wasn’t there. There’s only a crappy motel room, rife with wide brown spots of mold on the ceilings and an itchy carpet that I was afraid to walk barefoot over. There’s the rickety bathroom, filled with broken tiles and a leaky sink. The only part of my room that I liked was the view, a view I’d had to scrub the windows with white vinegar and newspapers for several minutes to see. 
 
      
 
    Even though it was partially obscured by the wooden replacement for the one broken panel in the window, the view was spectacular. From here, I could overlook the river that ran through the middle of town without having to smell it. There were a couple of robust looking trees and I could see the tops of many of the buildings around. Being on the fourth floor did have some perks; along with not having many drunks pass out in front of my door, I got to see the view of the city that I had always wanted. 
 
      
 
    Even if this isn’t how I wanted to get it. 
 
      
 
    I pulled out a box of baking soda I’d stolen from work and sprinkled it around the edges of the carpets and around the edges of the bathroom walls. It wouldn’t keep the bugs out entirely, but it would help. It was all I could do since I couldn’t afford the bug spray I’d need to really create a barrier for them. After sprinkling the windowsill, I sat down on my bed and stared out of the window into the night skyline, admiring the glittering gold and silver lights that lit up the streets. 
 
      
 
    Throwing my blankets off of the bed, I study the undersides in search of bugs or worse, but find nothing. Perhaps keeping my room as food- and bug-free as possible was working out. I kept all of my food and pans and plates in the fridge; it seemed to be the only place the bugs couldn’t get into. It meant the roaches abandoned my place for homes that were less clean and less covered in baking soda. 
 
      
 
    After turning off all of the lights but the lamp by my bed, I crawled in, pulling the covers up around my head. I stared at the dirty popcorn ceiling, my eyes tracing the little outlines of the bits of plaster. 
 
      
 
    My eyes started to droop a little as the sounds of the city lulled me into a kind of trance, and I slowly started to fall asleep. I hoped I would dream of the old days before I ended up here. Perhaps if I couldn’t live that life for real, maybe I could live it at night. 
 
      
 
    But those thoughts were quickly interrupted by the sounds of very loud gunfire. 
 
      
 
    I bolted upright, my eyes wide and clutching the sheets to my chest. It took me several second to realize that A) no one was shooting at me, and B) the sounds were actually just coming from the TV next door. The sound shuddered through the paper-thin walls making the wooden headboard of my bed quiver with the sound. Frowning, I banged on the wall, but Josh didn’t seem to hear me. 
 
      
 
    I guess I get to sit here and wait until his father gets home and turns the volume down. I sighed, grinding my teeth together as the rowdy sounds of TV violence continued to spill into my room. The boy’s a spoiled brat, thanks to his nasty, no-good father. His incredibly sexy, no-good dad. 
 
      
 
    I could remember every inch of him behind my closed eyes. The soft, blonde hair hanging in dirty locks to his shoulders with the sides closely shaved. The carefully-kept beard tinged with red. Those amazing smoky gray eyes that were as hard as steel and just as icy cold. 
 
      
 
    A trickle of warmth lit up my thighs as I remembered over details of the beautiful biker with the wild child. The colorful lines of his flame tattoos coming up over his collarbones to wrap around his muscled neck. Those wide shoulders filled with enough strength to lift me from the ground and-- 
 
      
 
    You’re not seriously daydreaming about the crazy next door neighbor, are you? I admonished myself, surprised at this little turn of events. I mean, he was handsome, well-built, and dangerous. And every single one of those things looked like something I wanted pressed between my legs. There’s no harm in daydreams, I guess. 
 
      
 
    But those thoughts too were cut short as the TV volume suddenly plummeted, signaling the return of the man next door. The revving of wild engines circled the parking lot, the scream of a motorcycle engines cutting through the sudden silence like a knife. 
 
      
 
    I pressed my pillow down over my ears, closing my eyes as tightly as I could, trying to drown out reality. This is not where I’m supposed to be. I’m not supposed to be in the poorest part of town, surrounded by bugs, lowlifes, and crazed bikers. 
 
      
 
    I’m not supposed to be here, dang it. Tears slipped past my eyes, squeezed shut so hard they hurt. 
 
      
 
    I wanted my life back. A hole cracked open in my chest. I didn’t want that man next door and his kid to hear me crying through the thin walls. So I buried my face in the pillow and sobbed as silently as I could manage until I finally fell into a dreamless sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    “And what is the most important thing to remember while I’m away?” I asked Josh again as he fidgeted and swirled around the room. 
 
      
 
    He stopped for a second, staring at me with his huge brown eyes. Little brat was lucky he was adorable. “Don’t open the door for nobody. No matter what. Not even the pizza man or Jerry Springer.” He resumed his bouncing, climbing over the bed and running around the back of it. 
 
      
 
    “And why is it important not to open the door for anyone no matter what?” I asked, my eyes locked on his little face. I needed to make sure he was taking my warnings seriously. Luckily for me, his brows were furrowed like he was actually thinking his answer through. 
 
      
 
    Josh bounced off of the edge of the bed and back to his feet over and over, his sticky fingers in his mouth. “Because the last guy I let into our house burned it to the ground, and that’s how we ended up here in this nasty motel.” My kid paused in his jumping for a second, his eyes tracing some invisible pattern on the ceiling. “Did you ever get the guys that did it, Dad? Did you ever go after the men who burnt down our house?” 
 
      
 
    I wish I could have, Josh. I would have if the Boss would have let me. But he would not, so my hands are tied. I growled something non-committal in response and handed Josh a sandwich I’d bought for him at 7-11. “Here’s your dinner, brat. Try to stay out of trouble, okay? No loud music or TV. Don’t let anyone know you’re home, no matter how nice they look. I mean it.” 
 
      
 
    Josh nodded as he bounced around, taking the sandwich between his paws and spinning in place. I hated that he did that, hated that the brat couldn’t hold still for even a second to talk to me. But I also knew he couldn’t focus until he was moving and wouldn’t remember a blasted word I’d said if I made him hold still. Grunting, I got to my feet and walked out of the motel room, my eyes scanning the world around me for potential hazards. I locked the door behind myself, reset my traps, and started towards the steps. 
 
      
 
    Rivals are getting really gutsy, attacking us at our homes. It’s no surprise, with the direction the Boss is taking the Devil’s Edge. The feel of the heat from the flames across my skin was burned into my memory. I’d thought Josh died in the blaze that day. If he hadn’t been big enough to pick up a chair from the kitchen and throw it through the window, he probably wouldn’t be here today. And as uncomplicated as that would have made my life, losing Josh wasn’t an option. I’d never forgive myself. 
 
      
 
    It was all because of the Devil’s Edge and the plans the Boss had for us. No matter how we were attacked, no matter who we lost, the Boss had no interest in being second place. He would do whatever he needed to do to be number one. I tried my best to remain the impartial little soldier serving the Boss, but it was difficult when his choices recently had been so volatile. The whisperings behind his back had become more frequent and open, and he seemed completely oblivious to all of it. There was more crazy in his eyes and less thoughtful expressions on his face. I winced to think about it. 
 
      
 
    Something is going on, and I have a feeling none of us are going to like it. I have a feeling it involves the drug cartel that we’ve been courting from the south. A drug cartel on our shared territory would be enough to provoke the attacks we’d been experiencing from the other two gangs; it wasn’t only my house that had burnt to the ground in these last few weeks. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, I swung around the corner from my nasty room, nearly running into the very pretty face of my next door neighbor. She was short, her tiny body seemed to get smaller as she recognized who she’d almost collided with. Her eyes were the color of black coffee. Her gold-touched mocha hair fell in big, winding waves from the crown of her head to nearly the middle of her back. Long lashes slid down over her eyes, her pretty, tanned skin paling a little at the sight of me. Good, she’s scared. As she should be. What did Josh call her? Ivy? 
 
      
 
    Ivy tried to sidestep around me, ducking her head in a sign of respect. But I stepped in front of her path again, keeping her from moving past me. “Do you think this is some sort of playground, Ivy?” I hissed through my teeth. 
 
      
 
    The woman looked up at me, her pupils dilating in fear as she took a step back. She opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. She looked like a fish pulled out of the water to suffocate. Good, that fear is healthy. Perhaps she’ll learn her lesson now instead of me having to rough her up later. 
 
      
 
    I continued like I hadn’t been expecting an answer. “Who gave you permission to speak to my son?” 
 
      
 
    Ivy said nothing in response, instead choosing to stare down at her boots. It was probably for the best; there was nothing that she could say that would make me less angry at her messing around in my business. I took hold of her arms and pushed her back against the corner. Her skin was hot and quivering under my fingers, and I had to take a deep breath to steady myself. That pretty, tanned skin was soft as silk under my fingers, and I was hard pressed not to caress every line of her I could reach. 
 
      
 
    Goodness, she’s hot. Why did she have to be hot? It was harder to stay angry with her when she was looking up at me through those long lashes. But no matter how hot she is, she isn’t worth the extra complication, the extra body to keep safe from the arsonists. No, Ivy isn’t worth anything to me. It’s hard enough to keep Josh relatively safe from the gangs and the rivals. 
 
      
 
    “Who gave you permission to break into my house?” 
 
      
 
    The woman blinked up at me, finally finding her voice even through all of the shaking. “He was lonely and scared and just wanted in. I never meant to--” 
 
      
 
    I shook her, perhaps a little too hard, making her squeak in fear. “Don’t ever talk to me or my son again, Ivy, or else you wished you never moved into this place. Do you understand me?” 
 
      
 
    The woman nodded, her eyes wide like a rabbit’s. She turned as soon as I let her go, fleeing into her apartment and locking the door behind her. Odd, hearing her talk. She doesn’t sound like she belongs here. She didn’t have an accent, but she spoke like she’d been educated well. At least, educated better than any of the schools in this trash part of town could do. 
 
      
 
    I stared after her long after she had vanished, pondering the mystery of her. Her clothes aren’t new, but they are a much better make than most clothing in this place. The way she talks makes her sound like she’s from the other side of the river, not here. She must have been rich at some point to live where she would have picked up that way of speaking. 
 
      
 
    It was pretty obvious to anyone who saw her that she didn’t belong here. It was equally as obvious that her transition was new, and she was trying desperately to fit in. It made me wonder where she was a year ago that she’d ended up in such dire straits. 
 
      
 
    Not that it’s any of my business. Not that I care. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter how hard life was for the poor little rich girl next door; my life had been harder. It was harder. Either way, it wasn’t like I could help her out. I had my own problems. If the Boss didn’t stop with his wild planning soon, the number of those problems would start growing by leaps and bounds. Sighing through my teeth, I turned away from the bewitching woman’s door and started back down the stairs. With every step, I tried to will myself into icy numbness. It was probably the only way I would ever get through this next meeting with the Boss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    Another night shift, another too-long day with crappy tips. And now a run in with the scary guy next door. Today was simply not my day. 
 
      
 
    My heart still fluttered uncertainly in my chest. I locked the door, but I was still waiting for him to crash his way into my room and wrap his hands around my throat, squeezing until I vanished. My breath came in quick gasps as I pressed my back to the worn, wooden door, the hard surface the only thing in the world that wasn’t spinning. I closed my eyes, taking a deep, steadying breath to trying and calm my heart. 
 
      
 
    Under the fear, under the certainty I was going to die soon, there was the desire. My mind, even as frightened as it had been, had managed somehow to remember the fire in his beautiful, steel gray eyes. I could remember every angry line of his chiseled jaw. 
 
      
 
    Exhaustion hit me like a train barreling through the station, and I sagged against the wall. As soon as my breath steadied and I could stand without wobbling, I pushed myself away from the door, slipping my uniform off of my body and to the floor. I didn’t have to work until late tomorrow, which would give me plenty of time to run to the laundromat and wash it in the morning. Or afternoon. Stained with ketchup and reeking of old food and sweat, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stomach another day wearing that filthy thing without a washing. I wish I had the money for a second uniform, I mourned, looking at the dirty puddle of faded yellow and red fabric of my stupid uniform. But it doesn’t matter. Rebuilding my life doesn’t involve any frivolities. 
 
      
 
    Dragging on my pajamas and running a brush through my hair, I threw myself into my bed. I was starving, but too tired to do anything about it. So I wrapped myself up in my sheets and closed my eyes. 
 
      
 
    That’s when the little brat next door decided to blast the TV again. 
 
      
 
    Growling, I sat up, my eyes already feeling glued shut. Closing my fist, I banged on the wall. “Turn that down, Josh!” I yelled, my voice quiet compared to the blaring volume of the TV. 
 
      
 
    A brief round of banging on my wall and shriek giggling was the only reply. Sighing heavily, I could feel the aches and pains of every hour on my feet seem to grow exponentially as I glared at the wall in between us. I’m going to buy earplugs tomorrow. I can’t keep losing sleep because that little brat never learned any manners. Even if I have to take money out of me savings to do it. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing my fluffy robe and wrapping it around my aching body, I got back out of bed and headed for the kitchen. If I’m not going to sleep, I’m definitely going to eat something. That little mongrel; why isn’t he in school? The sun was coming up over the horizon now after my late-night shift, so he should have been heading for the bus by now. Guess I shouldn’t be surprised that scary man doesn’t make his kid go to school. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, I shuffled into the kitchen on bare feet, opening my fridge to look inside. I pulled out some frozen onions, a frozen package of eggs, margarine, and a pan. I’d snuck my double butane stove top in with some of the rest of my old camping things that I hadn’t been able to sell. Now that I knew that the stove in my apartment was broken, I was glad I kept it. It was the only way I had to cook food inside the house. 
 
      
 
    Although it’s cheaper to swipe leftover food off of customer’s plates at work, I think I want to cook for myself for once. Perhaps a healthy, home-cooked meal would make me feel a little better after how this whole week had gone. If nothing else, it would ease the gnawing in my belly. 
 
      
 
    When I was eight years old, my father showed me how to make a perfect omelet. It was also my father who had shown me how to freeze everything under the sun, from eggs (“Freeze them in an ice cube tray outside of their shells and they’ll keep for months, Ivy.”) to orange juice (“Buy it in bulk when it’s on sale and drink a glass before freezing it, so it doesn’t break the bottle when the liquid expands.”) All this knowledge I’d thought was useless for years was now coming in handy; more than once, my dad’s money-saving knowledge had saved my life these past few weeks. Without it, I don’t think I could have survived my world falling apart for the second time. 
 
      
 
    It was the omelet lesson I remembered better than all of the others. I was standing on the kitchen counter of our tiny little townhome, my father’s brilliant red hair mussed from a long, sleepless night of tossing and turning. My hair was similarly messed up; sometimes we couldn’t sleep. I supposed insomnia ran in our family. So instead of lying in bed and tossing anymore, we’d both decided to get out of our beds and had ended up in the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    It was an ugly little kitchen, all 1970s yellows and pea greens. But some of my happiest memories were made there. My father fumbling over the stove as he tried to remember recipes without the aid of a book. He messed them up nine times out of ten, but there was always one thing he could make without thinking about at all. The perfect eggs. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all in the margarine. Most people use butter,” my father said, condescendingly. “But they are all wrong. “Without the margarine, you won’t get this perfect, beautiful fluffy omelet.” 
 
      
 
    Tears pricked the edges of my eyes. I wiped them away and started the eggs cooking, on low heat since they were still frozen. It was a true testament to how tired I was; while I missed my father with an ache that never went away, thoughts of him weren’t usually enough to make me cry unless I was exhausted and already heartbroken. Well, it’s not entirely my fault. I can’t imagine anyone who would be chipper after one of her best friends ruined her life. But I’m trying. And it doesn’t help that the kid next door is trying to drive me mad with all of the noise he’s making. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, I steadied myself as I added the onions and a leaf or two from the sickly looking basil plant growing in my window. It wasn’t much, but with a little salt and pepper, it would be good enough. 
 
      
 
    The eggs were nearly done when there was a quiet knock at the door. I almost didn’t hear it over all the racket going on next door. I thought to ignore it, but then the knocking came a little louder and more insistent. I pulled a box in front of the stove (since it technically wasn’t allowed here) so it couldn’t be seen from the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Who is it?” I asked, pressing my ear to the door. 
 
      
 
    “Josh!” the little kid from next door yelled. “Can I come in, please?” 
 
      
 
    Frowning, I unlocked the door and opened it, frowning down at the little kid. “No, you cannot come in. Your dad told me not to talk to you.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “What do you want, Josh?” 
 
      
 
    His little nose perked up, sampling the air like a puppy. “What smells so good?” 
 
      
 
    “Eggs,” I answered shortly. This is exactly what Josh’s father told me not to do. “You need to go back to your apartment before your father kills me.” 
 
      
 
    “But I’m really hungry.” Josh’s eyes got a little bigger and he seemed to shrink in on himself a little. What a manipulator this brat turned out to be. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “Your father made it pretty clear that I wasn’t allowed to speak to you or even look at you. He told me he’d break my neck.” 
 
      
 
    Josh rolled his eyes. “My dad’s not going to kill you. Please? I’m super-duper hungry.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you not eat today?” I remembered how hungrily he’d grabbed for my bag of chips the day before. Did the scary man not feed him properly? 
 
      
 
    “My dad left me a sandwich, but it’s already gone.” The little boy rocked back on his heels, swinging his body back and forth in a steady rhythm. 
 
      
 
    Definitely ADHD. Must be why he isn’t in school. They’d force him to hold still for hours, which would probably kill him. Poor darling. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll only let you in and feed you if you turn down that TV and keep the volume down while I’m trying to sleep. Deal?” This was going to get me in serious trouble; I could feel it. 
 
      
 
    So Josh ran back to his rooms, turning off the noise and running back to my rooms. The sudden loss of sound was a little like someone pulling something you’re leaning on out from under you, leaving you staggering and a little breathless. I closed my eyes for a second, reveling in the silence. I felt like I could take a deep breath for the first time since Josh turned on the TV. 
 
      
 
    I faithfully pulled out another plate from the fridge, running it under warm water before toweling it off and putting the eggs on it. I started up another batch of eggs for myself while Josh dug into his plate, tapping his little feet on the kitchen floor in time with some imagined music. Perhaps he isn’t such a bad kid after all, I thought, looking the poor creature over. He watched me with solemn chocolate eyes, memorizing the motions I made. Considering he’s mostly raised himself, he’s not as bad as some of the kinds I’ve met in the system with “parents.” 
 
      
 
    Finally, after a long moment of silence, he finally asked, “Can I help?” 
 
      
 
    “But your eggs will get cold.” I smiled down at him. “How about you eat a little more, and I’ll tell you what I’m doing. Then, we’ll do another one together that you can take home and eat whenever you please.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean it?” Josh’s eyes lit up, his eyes glittering like rain in a sun shower. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled at his expression. “Of course! I wouldn’t say so if I didn’t mean it. How do you like them?” 
 
      
 
    Josh’s mouth was full, but he answered anyway. “They really good!” 
 
      
 
    Or at least I think that’s what he said. “Don’t talk with your mouth full, young man.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ivy,” he said, his mouth still loaded up with eggs. 
 
      
 
    It was hard not laugh with him around; Josh was one of those kids who was clever and funny, observant and curious. A shame his father kept him in a cage next door; he most-likely craved attention and things to learn and do. At least, I had at his age. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he was done eating, I broke down the steps to make the perfect eggs into slow, simple steps, walking him through each. It was the way my father had showed me in that ugly 1970s kitchen I’d grown up in. Passing the knowledge onto Josh warmed the empty places where my heart must have resided at one time. 
 
      
 
    “Like this?” Josh asked, his tongue sticking out of his mouth in concentration as he tried to work the spatula under the eggs. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Just like that; wiggle it a little. Good work!” I patted him on the shoulder as he successfully turned over the eggs. 
 
      
 
    He was beaming with his triumph, and the joy in Josh’s face was worth all of the loud TV noise and the poor manners. It would even be worth how angry his dad would be if he ever found out. 
 
      
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    I hate the Boss. I can’t help but think it. Even after all this time, I still hate him. And this reckless, stupid deal he’s just made has made that hatred of him even worse. 
 
      
 
    The Boss, named Kelly Barnes, was one of the toughest jerks I’d ever known. He stood before the group, his hands spread wide, his eyes unfocused like a madman’s. He looked a little like a preacher who could feel whatever god he worshiped in the words he spoke. There was a zealousness in him that sent shivers down everyone’s spines as they watched him, standing in front of the Devil’s Edge like the clubhouse was a stage. 
 
      
 
    The boys all stood around in a circle. A few of them had stars in their eyes as the Boss mentioned being number one, the amount of money we would be pulling in, and some of the other benefits of this new arrangement. 
 
      
 
    But the rest of us looked tired or wary. If something sounds too good to be true, it is. And getting into any kind of agreement with a drug cartel is going to be messy. 
 
      
 
    “The cartel will be sending us three times the product we’ve ever been able to sell in this region. Our enemies, our rivals, will no longer be able to stand up to us,” the Boss said with a crazy smile on his rugged face. Kelly hovered on the edge of being old enough to be my father; he’d spent a great deal of effort trying to be a father figure to me. 
 
      
 
    Even after he’d murdered my father in front of me. 
 
      
 
    This is no place for anger at the past, I chided myself, forcing myself to focus instead on Kelly’s insane pro-cartel speech. He was holding out his arms again, looking as though he was trying to embrace all of the two hundred or so souls under his throne.  
 
      
 
    The Boss continued, “There will be more to go around, more for everyone. We will expand. We will take this territory for our own. No longer will we have to share space with the likes of the Carrion Club overlapping our borders. No one will question our hold!” 
 
      
 
    The men cheered, but it sounded spiritless and empty. The Boss didn’t seem to notice. But the man standing close to Kelly’s right arm, Patrick, noticed. His clean-shaven face ran over the length of the hall, obviously taking note of those who were excited, and those who seemed leery of the Boss’s idea of a good deal. 
 
      
 
    I locked eyes with Patrick; while there was no direct route to argue with Kelly in the Devil’s Edge; there was no voting, no second guessing the Boss, but there were backdoor ways around those rules. And most of those ways involved the second-in-command. Patrick, who stood in that tenuous position, had held it for as long as I could remember. Decades. Since before I was old enough to officially even join the ranks. 
 
      
 
    Patrick held my eyes for a moment before giving me a slow, deliberate nod. He knew; he knew and he was doing his best to change Kelly’s mind. But the Boss was obsessed, and there was little we could do. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, I turned away first, glancing down at the floor before returning my eyes to our fearless leader. Beside him is a woman I’d seen around before. She was smiling in a way that made me uncomfortable. It was the smile of something venomous and brightly colored, drawing you in so it can murder you. 
 
      
 
    She was beautiful, to be sure. Long legs that went on for miles were wrapped in skin-tight, designer, white leather. A decorative white jacket sat on her shoulders, showing coy little hints of the glittering tank top underneath. The woman looked as sweet as candy, but her brilliant green eyes were as hard as stones. Sweeping blonde hair hung in pretty waves down to her hips, caught partly in delicate braid tipped with gold and silver beads. I’ve never seen anything as beautiful as this woman; I’m also sure that one kiss on those blood red lips would kill a man even stronger than me. 
 
      
 
    The Boss gestured to her, his grin spreading. “And this is Christine. She is our representative for the cartel. She will be overseeing the business arrangements. Anything Christine wants, ladies and gents, will be hers, so play nice.” 
 
      
 
    My lips rose in a growl, exposing my teeth like an animal. Anything she wants, huh? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Just what was going to be the result of these business deals with the cartel, exactly? The whole situation rubbed me wrong, and I needed to get out of here before I said something that would ruin me. 
 
      
 
    I have to stay on the Boss’s good side, I reminded myself, over and over again. Can’t have Josh growing up like I did. Growing up without a dad. Knowing nothing but the Devil’s Edge. 
 
      
 
    This is all for Josh. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the Boss was finished with his speech, I hightailed it out of the Devil’s Edge, needing to be away from the building. I nodded at a few of my brothers as I left, trying to look like I was off on business. The last thing I needed was one of them following me home. It was bad enough that the gang knew about Josh in the first place. I couldn’t let them know how much of a weakness he was to me. 
 
      
 
    Revving my bike up, I sped out of the hidden base of operations for the Devil’s Edge Motorcycle Club. Up front, it looked like any other seedy abandoned warehouse in a sea of abandoned warehouses. But keeping the gang associations from becoming public knowledge was bloody work. I’d sewn many mouths shut to keep this place as secure for my brothers as possible. No matter what Kelly did to our people, they were the only family I still had, aside from Josh. Keeping them safe was my number one priority, even before money or murder or anything else. 
 
      
 
    This, however, was no longer a concern for Kelly Barnes. His zealous desire to be number one, to drive his humble rooted MC into nationwide recognition was becoming a dangerous pastime for everyone involved. We were dropping like flies with every new initiative, and this cartel business would only make it worse. 
 
      
 
    But what can I do? Our options are to try and talk him out of it as quietly and nonchalantly as possible or to mutiny. And neither are exactly good options. Even if we reject the deal, we’ll still be in heavy with the cartel. They won’t take kindly to us taking our offer back all of a sudden. 
 
      
 
    After circling the block a few times to ensure I wasn’t being followed, I pointed my bike towards home. All of this nasty cartel idiocy was bringing up all sorts of memories I just wanted to forget. 
 
      
 
    Kelly stood over my father, lying on the ground. He was bloody, broken, his breath wheezing between broken teeth out of a punctured lung. Blood spilled from his mouth, his ears, his nose. The slowly growing puddle of red was too big. There would be no coming back from it. I watched with wide eyes. I was barely tall enough to see over the half-wall of the stairs from where I watched. 
 
      
 
    My father wheezed again, his face so swollen I couldn’t recognize him. He tried to speak, but instead of words, blood spilled out. 
 
      
 
    “There now, Charlie. Still want to leave the Devil’s Edge, you lying sack of trash?” Kelly asked, pulling my father’s head back by his bloodied blonde hair. “I didn’t think so.” With a sickening, wet crunch of bones shattering, Kelly slammed my father’s face against the pavement one final time. 
 
      
 
    Pressure built in my chest as the memory played in my mind again. Time hadn’t softened the edges of this particular memory; it was branded into my mind. The only thing that had changed about the memory was my feelings about it. From shock to indifference to anger, I’d felt everything on the spectrum towards watching my father die. But now, it just made me feel old and tired. 
 
      
 
    I wanted out of the Devil’s Edge more than anything in the world. I wanted to take Josh and run away and keep running until we found a place outside of Kelly’s reach. 
 
      
 
    But I couldn’t do it. 
 
      
 
    I pulled up to the motel, sending a pack of teenagers loitering on the stairs scattering. I chuckled humorlessly; at least I still scared everyone around me. It was best. It would keep people like that too-pretty Ivy lady from jumping into the pit with me. The pit that was bottomless. Once in, there was no getting back out again. 
 
      
 
    Trudging up the stairs, I glanced around at my traps as I reached my door. The door had been opened, and there were clear footprints in the dirt of the knocked over planter of little, Josh-sized feet. 
 
      
 
    And they were pointed at Ivy’s door. 
 
      
 
    I cursed under my breath, stepping forward as silently as possible. I checked over my room quickly, making sure there were no strangers inside my house before heading over to Ivy’s. 
 
      
 
    Fury set fire to my blood as I knocked on the door. The knock seemed to shake the whole building, and my knock was met with silence. After a second, a female voice answered. “Who is it?” 
 
      
 
    Ivy. I nearly growled. “It’s Creed. I know my son is in there, Ivy. You better open this door before I tear it down.” 
 
      
 
    Silence again, then the sound of locks being disengaged. Ivy opened the door, her brown eyes so wide, I could see whites all the way around her irises. She stepped back from the door, her arms wrapped close around her fluffy, teal robe. A shot of fire that had nothing to do with anger filled me for a moment, and I wondered if she was naked under that robe. 
 
      
 
    “Your son wouldn’t have come over if you had fed him properly,” Ivy snapped, her too-wide eyes staring right into his. It was more of a spine than I would have ever credited her with, but that didn’t mean a thing. Ivy was still too soft to be involved with Josh, to be involved with me. Our life was the dark underbelly to this part of town. You were either toughened by it or torn to shreds. 
 
      
 
    And Ivy wouldn’t last a day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    Creed’s very angry gray eyes finally left mine, and I stumbled backward. I was having a hard time catching my breath as he stepped into my room, his rage radiating off of him like heat. He seemed to fill the whole space with his anger, forcing me harder against the wall. Those crazy eyes turned from me to his son’s, not softening a bit as they found him standing in the little kitchenette. 
 
      
 
    “Dad, look what I made!” Josh said, not wincing away from his father’s anger. Angry Dad must have been a way of life for Josh, making me feel incredibly sorry for him. I wished I had his nerve. 
 
      
 
    I was waiting for Creed to continue his rant, to yell and scream about putting his son’s life in danger some more, but to my surprise, the man’s face softened. Creed. His said his name was Creed. I stayed against the wall, watching the two of them carefully as Creed knelt down by his kid. “Eggs. That’s great kiddo. I didn't know you knew how to make eggs.” 
 
      
 
    “Ivy taught me!” Josh answered, sloppily scooping the eggs onto a plate and shoving at his father. “Eat it!” 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, Creed grabbed the plate. “Ivy just seems to be full of surprises, doesn’t she, Josh? Alright, kiddo. I’ll try them. Let’s eat, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I stared at the both of them, trying to decide if it was safe or if Creed was going to trash my motel room. But the two sat down at the tiny kitchenette table, Creed taking the bench and Josh taking the wobbly chair that was barely sturdy enough to hold his weight. It painted a quaint, domestic picture. The two of them sat at my table to eat, poking at the eggs with mismatched forks and pouring ketchup and salt over their food. They chewed like savages, with mouths open and shoulders hunched. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t quite know what to feel. Unhappy that a criminal and his child had taken over my living space. Burning with the knowledge that such a beautiful man was inside my home, eating the food I had cooked. He was stunning, and his son was shining like the sun rising after a week of rain. A mix of emotions filled my chest to near bursting as I slowly walked back into the kitchenette, grabbed my plate, and sat down at the other end of the bench, as far from Creed as I could manage. We ate in relative silence, the only sounds the smacking of their impolite, open-mouthed chewing. 
 
      
 
    Josh grinned at me, little bits of egg and ketchup dribbling down his chin. “I did good, didn’t I?” he asked his dad, those little chocolate eyes glowing. 
 
      
 
    Creed softened enough to actually smile at his kid. “You did good, Josh.” 
 
      
 
    After they left, there was finally quiet. I cleaned up the mess from cooking and eating as quickly as I could, barely able to keep my eyes open. I only had about seven hours left to clean up, sleep, and then shower, dress, and get to work. But to leave food about would bring tiny, unwelcome, six-legged visitors to my house, and I couldn’t bear the thought of them skittering around here while I slept. 
 
      
 
    I did manage to finally fall asleep, even after replaying breakfast with the neighbors over and over again in my head. It was nice, if a little nerve-wracking, to have visitors over for food. It almost made life feel normal again. Almost. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t ready to wake when my alarm went off, blaring like a siren inside my room. I opened sticky eyes to the peachy-orange of the evening sky. Just another hour or two more and I would be set. Groaning, I forced myself to my feet. I did ten pushups, ten sit-ups, and ten jumping jacks, forcing my heart rate up to help wake my exhausted body. I drank the half of a leftover can of coffee from the fridge, but not even the kick of sugar and caffeine was helping. 
 
      
 
    Cursing under my breath, I slid into my still-dirty uniform, added a touch of perfume to help cover up the lingering scent of fried food, and went to work. The bus managed to get me there on time, despite heavy traffic. I slumped into work at 5:59 PM, mostly ready for my shift to start at six. 
 
      
 
    No one said anything to me as I stepped in the back, clocked in, and immediately slipped into work. Luckily for me, working at this dump of a diner every day for the last two months had been enough for me to pick up the intricacies of waiting. I could do most of my job on auto-pilot, which was good considering how very tired I was. I managed not to spill anything or mess up any orders too bad. The day was actually looking alright. 
 
      
 
    After an hour and a whole pot of free, watered-down coffee later, I was starting to feel like myself again. One of my first customers rejected a sandwich for having the wrong cheese, so I wolfed it down before anyone noticed. The food and the caffeine started to pick me up off of the floor, and I was feeling better. 
 
      
 
    The diner I worked in got really busy around the dinner hours; it filled to the brim with the poor looking for a sit-down place that didn’t cost more than a few bucks a person, just for a little bit of fun out after a long week of working two or more jobs. Most of the clients were kind; they knew how hard it was to get by on the nothing we all made. There was a kind of community here, a camaraderie as we all battled against the same beast: the poverty that loomed over every minute of our lives. Most couldn’t afford to leave big tips, but they gave what they could. And they shared in the wealth when they made a little extra than what they expected. I even received one tip of homemade jellies once, under the condition that I returned the jar when I was done. 
 
      
 
    Those were the decent sorts I waited on. Then there were the other kind. 
 
      
 
    My regulars came in, much to my chagrin. I was too tired to handle their flirting. Why did they have to be creepy about it? Why couldn’t they just keep their thoughts about my body and their hands to themselves? All five of them piled into a booth even though the booths were designed for four,  so they could be in my section. 
 
      
 
    I could feel my shoulders tensing as they called out my name in synch, waving their hands frantically and waggling their eyebrows. Everything single one of the mongrels looked me over in a way that made me wish I could go home and shower, but I didn’t let them know how much I hated it. 
 
      
 
    Resigned, I took a deep breath and headed over to their table. “Good evening, guys. Did you get menus?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need menus, sugar,” the greasy leader said, his eyes locked on my breasts. “I can see exactly what I want.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Alright, Carl, keep it down,” I said, smiling to soften the less than nice way I was speaking to him. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter; not a single one of these jerks gave a blasted about what I had said. I walked up to the front, grabbed five menus and handed them out to the boys. Not that they needed it; they must have memorized the menus by now. They came in here to bother me every cursed day of the week. 
 
      
 
    Ignoring their roving eyes and piss-poor pick up lines, I brought them coffees and water, trying to avoid their groping hands. Charlie ordered first, his usual of eggs and bacon and toast. Charlie was the least rude of the five, and I smiled at him. Charlie looked like the kind of guy who drove a Mac truck cross-country for a living with his big, silvery Santa beard. He had watery blue eyes and skin like leather. And he was the best looking of the five. The others always looked dirty, their hair matted with grease and dirt. There were always black lines carved into their hands like they worked on cars for a living. And from the state of them, they wear their work clothes everywhere and never wash them. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to gag at the collective scent of oil and body odor that permeated the air around them. But instead I smiled, hoping against hope they would tip well. These men definitely were a little richer than my normal clients, and they occasionally felt “generous” enough to leave more than ten percent. I just had to keep them in a good mood. 
 
      
 
    Smiled. Flirted. Hid my wince. Made a joke. Winked suggestively. Made another joke. Kept smiling even though I wanted to gag. 
 
      
 
    All was going pretty well; they’d only managed to grab me twice and all five had the glassy-eyed look of contentment on their ugly faces. Until Creed walked in the door and ruined it. 
 
      
 
    The bells went off at the front of the restaurant, and the little fifteen-year-old hostess was missing again. Probably off trying to bum cigarettes off of the kitchen staff. I rolled my eyes, slipping to the front to grab a handful of menus. My heart flipped over in my chest as soon as I saw who was waiting there. 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat, looking down at the floor so I wouldn’t have to see Creed’s steel-colored eyes. “How many?” 
 
      
 
    “Five,” he answered gruffly, the sound of his voice sending shivers from my shoulders down to my toes. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing five menus, I brought them over to the booth in the corner. It was the most comfortable of the booths in my section, and the only chairs that weren’t drenched in sunlight. I studied the five men, my eyes widening as I studied them. They all looked much like Creed usually did; leather-clad and gruff, tattooed and tough as nails. I had to swallow hard twice before I could manage to ask, “What would you gentlemen like to drink?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have a Coke, Ivy,” Creed asked. The other men seemed to defer to him, letting him lead and order first. It was like the pecking order inside of a pack of wolves. There was so much potential, violent energy in the room, I kind of felt a little like a child in a lion’s den. 
 
      
 
    Just as I finished taking the bikers’ drink orders, I could hear my regulars shouting from several tables down. “We’re starving, Ivy. Move that pretty rear to get our food now!” Carl snapped. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to punch him, hard. But I took a deep breath and smiled instead. “Your food isn’t up yet, Carl. I’ll get it to you as soon as they have a chance to cook it.” I sighed, then looked back down at Creed’s table. But much to my surprise, the five men weren’t looking at me; they were looking down the aisle at Carl and his four too-loud friends. “I’ll be just back with your drinks, gentlemen. Just as soon as I bring the baboons their food.” I smiled at the bikers, and they turned back to me, the tension broken at my little joke. 
 
      
 
    Creed was the only one who didn’t chuckle. The only one who kept his eyes locked on the other table of cretins. Not liking the way he was eyeing the other table, I decided to hurry away, aiming for the back counter, where I hoped that Carl and his buddies’ food was ready. It would be nice to have a moment of peace while they had their stupid mouths full of food. 
 
      
 
    Luck was with me, because their food was up. I loaded up my shoulder with a big tray and piled on all five of their plates before shuffling over to their table. I handed out all of their food, sliding each dish across the table with a deft flick of my wrist. I almost made it away from their table without incident. 
 
      
 
    Until Carl decided to drag me into his lap. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, pretty girl. We need some live entertainment while we eat.” I nearly dropped the tray as he swung me around, one hand on my rear and one on my waist as he held me prisoner against his dirty body. I squealed unhappily, nearly twisting my ankle as I tried desperately to stay upright. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I was being yanked away from Carl, and I nearly crashed into the table behind me. I glanced up just in time to watch Creed, who must have flown from his seat the moment Carl touched me, slam his tattooed fist into Carl’s ugly face. Everything seemed to slow down as blood spurted from Carl’s now-broken nose. 
 
      
 
    Then everything erupted into chaos. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    I don’t remember getting up from the table or deciding to hit that jerk in the face, but I remember being violently angry. Watching that dude get handsy with Ivy set off every alarm bell in my head. I remember the red film of rage slip over my eyes, blurring the world around me. 
 
      
 
    I’m pretty sure I just meant to tell the guy to keep his hands to himself; it’s rude to lord a tip over a waitress’s head just so you can be inappropriate. I didn’t like the way they spoke to her. Seeing them lay hands on her turned my vision red. Although the boys didn’t like it either, none of them seemed as ready to fight as I was. 
 
      
 
    I glanced around the diner, standing over the prone body of one of the men. The whole place was trashed from the broken windows to the shattered tables and chairs. Five groaning, bruised men lay scattered around the floor, half lying in or around whatever object my boys had tossed them into. 
 
      
 
    Something inside my right shoulder hurt, and I could feel blood slowly trickling down my cheek from a cut across my forehead. Other than that, I was unhurt. My boys looked alright, too, with the exception of Marty, who was limping exaggeratedly. 
 
      
 
    We crunched over the broken glass and shattered wood, winding our way to the front of the diner. What was left of it, anyway. 
 
      
 
    Ivy stood there, a serene angel in the center of the wreckage, her face displaying no emotion at all as she looked around. Her stained uniform and tousled hair didn’t diminish her beauty, nor did the rigid posture that she always held. Surveying the damage with empty, mocha-colored eyes, Ivy seemed to be frozen to her spot on the floor, unable to move. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes continued to crawl along, taking in every inch of the damage until she got to me. Then her eyes got wider as she noticed the little cuts and bruises I’d gotten from the broken glass and the tussle. 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath as she surveyed me, her eyes dark with fear, hoping to say something to make it better. That look in her beautiful eyes filled me with an emotion I couldn’t name and I hated it. I hated her for being able to dredge up these feelings inside my chest. I hated that she looked so frightened. 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure what I would have said because I was interrupted by a new adversary. 
 
      
 
    “What have you done to my restaurant?” The voice was huge and deep, filling the whole room. The owner climbed out of his back office, his eyes burning with rage as he saw the damage to his precious business. The man was about six feet tall and thin as a rail, dressed in a suit that was too short in the legs and arms. He looked like someone had pulled him through a taffy machine to stretch him out. 
 
      
 
    Before my boys or I could react, the man I presumed to be the owner pointed a too-thin finger at Ivy. “Nevermind, I don’t care. You are fired, and I’m going to sue the trash out of the rest of you. I’m calling the police!” The man continued to scream as he walked back to his office, presumably to find a phone. 
 
      
 
    And that was my cue to leave. 
 
      
 
    We grabbed everything we’d come in with and hightailed it out of there, heading for our bikes like the devil was at our heels. A rush of adrenaline and a surge of heightened awareness filled my blood, making every detail of the scene stand out. And the details that stand out the most to me are the distraught lines of Ivy’s beautiful face. Tears slipped down her cheeks, her fingers caught up in her curls. Staring at the destruction around her, Ivy looked like a small child lost in the woods. 
 
      
 
    She was fired for this, I thought as I mounted my bike and tore out of the parking lot. It is my fault and I have to fix it. 
 
      
 
    My boys and I were gone before the owner had even had a chance to start calling the police, and I knew my first loyalty was to them. But I still felt incredibly guilty for leaving Ivy alone and crying in that busted-up cafe. I sped up, glancing in my mirrors to make sure that all four of my boys were still in line behind me. We cruised down the highway and towards a hiding place where we could lay low. I hid for a couple hours to make sure things were quiet before I finally headed home. 
 
      
 
    Considering the number of people in and out of that place and how dirty it was, they’ll never be able to separate out our fingerprints. So as long as the guy can’t finger us, we’ll be home free. 
 
      
 
    I should have felt like crowing my victory to the winds, but I couldn’t shake the memory of tears slipping down Ivy’s pretty little cheeks. That vision haunted my every step until I pulled up to my motel. 
 
      
 
    By the time I got back to my place, the door to Ivy’s place was closed and locked, and I didn’t hear any noise or see any light spilling from around her poorly-sealed door, but I was still pretty sure she was home. Where else would she have gone? I started to head into my own room but hesitated on the doorstep. I have to do something. 
 
      
 
    Huffing into the cold, autumn air, I walked over to Ivy’s door. There was almost nothing to distinguish her door for anyone else’s; her door was at the very end of this hallway. Convenient if you wanted to share as few walls as possible with neighbors, but it must have been drafty. I stopped, staring at the numbers on her door: 328. The “2” was loose, dangling down half in front of the lowest curve of the three. 
 
      
 
    After a long second of hesitation, I took a deep breath and knocked. It was cold enough out here that I could see my breath, and I hoped she would answer the door quickly. 
 
      
 
    There was no noise on the other side of the door and I growled under my breath. “Ivy,” I growled, my voice unhappy. “Answer the door. I just want to talk.” 
 
      
 
    Again, nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Ivy,” I warned, my voice a little louder. 
 
      
 
    Silence. 
 
      
 
    “I will knock down this door.” She had to be home; there was literally nowhere else for her to be. She went to work, to the laundromat maybe, but she had to be in there. I needed to see her face. I needed it like I needed to breathe. 
 
      
 
    A mumbling of curses came from the other side of the door. The chain slid out of the lock with a few clicks and a scraping of metal on metal. The bolt slid out of its home in the doorframe, and the handle lock was disengaged with a click. After a breathless, silent second, the door cracked up, displaying the hopeless face of a very broken looking woman. Ivy’s chocolate eyes were red-rimmed, her cheeks and face swollen. Her eyes were too wide and trained on my feet. She didn’t even look up when I stepped back a little to give her space. 
 
      
 
    “I have nothing left, Creed,” she whispered, her voice barely carrying across the short distance between us. Her voice quivered as she grasped the door with white-knuckled fingers. “I have nothing left for you to ruin. So please leave me in peace.” 
 
      
 
    “You can find another job,” I answered, my voice cracking a little. She looked devastated and lost, and I that horrible guilty feeling grew in my chest. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “I applied for everything in the immediate walking distance and the bus routes that don’t take a million years. Literally everything. Whether I was qualified for it or not. The restaurant was the only one to respond.” Fresh tears slipped down her face as she cradled the door like it was the only solid thing in the world. She still wouldn’t look me in the face. “I’ve looked and called and applied. I have nothing left. I’m just so tired.” 
 
      
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. “You won’t give up.” 
 
      
 
    Fire filled her eyes as her gaze snapped up to me. “What do you know about it?” 
 
      
 
    “More than you, apparently. You’ll find something else.” I was so firm because I believed it; Ivy didn’t look like the type to quit. “In the meantime, Josh needs someone to keep track of him. He needs someone he’ll listen to, to make sure he goes to school. Someone who gets him.” 
 
      
 
    Ivy wrinkled her pert little nose at me, sending shivers down my spine that had nothing to do with cold. “He has ADHD. He needs specialized classes where they won’t force him to hold still for eight hours a day.” She suddenly looked down at my boots, like she remembered who she was talking to. “I believe,” Ivy finished lamely. 
 
      
 
    “See, you know him already. He trusts you and likes you, for whatever reason. I’ll pay you better than you were making at that dump heap. Did those jerks always treat you so bad?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged noncommittally, her oversized sweater slipping off of one shoulder, displaying a long line of beautiful, freckled flesh. My eyes locked onto the long, lean curve of her shoulder, and I wondered what her skin would taste like if I-- 
 
      
 
    Clearing my throat, I glanced back at her face. “I have the money; the only reason my boy and I are here is to lay low.” 
 
      
 
    Ivy said nothing, her eyes locked with the carpet. 
 
      
 
    “It would be good for us both.” 
 
      
 
    But as my eyes trailed over the long line of her body that I could see through the open door, I began to wonder if it really was good for either of us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    Don’t look him in the eye. Don’t move quickly or he’ll strike. Don’t even breathe loudly. 
 
      
 
    I felt like I was dealing with a wild animal instead of a person. I didn’t want him to think I was challenging his authority in any way. I saw what he and his friends did to the diner; I didn’t want to know what he and his friends could do to my body. 
 
      
 
    Shivering, I kept my eyes locked on the carpet at Creed began to list off all of the reasons he’d trust me over anyone to take care of his kid. Josh was a nice kid, with great intelligence, and a strong sense of will and independence. If I was being completely honest with myself, I liked the kid in spite of his deficiencies. He needed discipline and lots of it. But I wasn’t quite sure I was the right one to give it to him. I’d never been around a kid for long, except him. He was going to be more trouble than he was worth. 
 
      
 
    Except you have no other possible source of income right now. You have no prospects, no leads. Nothing. Your only job was just shattered by this man standing in front of you. 
 
      
 
    And what a frightening man he was. Imposing and filled with the kind of lethal self-confidence that soaked through my panties and left me quivering in a mix of fear and desire. He was beautiful, strong, and he could help me. A bad combination of things when I was already attracted to him. 
 
      
 
    Incredible. I can’t say yes, but I can’t afford to say no. It was the impossible choice. The unsolvable riddle. Did I throw my lot in with a dangerous criminal who I wanted with every fiber of my being and earn the money I needed to eat, or did I turn him down and starve, get kicked out of the only shelter that would take me, and probably end up in homeless housing before the end of the month? 
 
      
 
    There was no other possible solution. I had to take it. “I’ll take it and make it as short term as possible. I’ll find something else. I have to. If he asked me right now, I’d be hard pressed not to let him take me. This is not a good idea,” I thought. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, I glanced up for just a second into that hard face. He was watching me like a panther would watch prey. It made me uncomfortable even as it sent pleasant little shivers down to my toes. Garbage. 
 
      
 
    “Alright then, Creed.” 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of my room, I closed my door behind myself. I walked over to Creed’s room, waiting patiently for him to open the door for me. 
 
      
 
    With curiosity in those pretty, steel eyes, Creed opened the door, then gestured exaggeratedly for me to go in first. There was a strange smile on his lips, and I had to look away before I was drawn in like a moth to the flame. 
 
      
 
    Josh was sitting in front of the TV, his little sneakers banging against the floor in time to some imaginary music. I stepped forward with a confidence I didn’t feel and flicked off the TV. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Josh whined, his eyes snapping to my face. “I was watching that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, but this is important. I need to talk to you, and I need you to listen.” 
 
      
 
    Josh wiped his nose with the back of his sleeve then got to his feet. “Alright, what do you gotta say?” 
 
      
 
    “Your father wants me to be your new babysitter. How do you feel about that?” 
 
      
 
    My heart twisted a little in my chest as those chocolate eyes of his lit up like a light bulb. “That sounds okay,” he whispered, his feet tapping the carpet with impatience. “Will you teach me more about cooking?” 
 
      
 
    “I can try,” I answer, a lancing pain in my chest growing as Josh stared down at his toes. I couldn’t imagine what he was thinking, but whatever it melted my heart. “The only thing I ask in return is that you behave. If you do that, we will get along great. I’ll make you food and teach you what I can.” 
 
      
 
    Josh looked up at me, his little eyes narrowing. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    I turned to Creed. “What’s my pay?” 
 
      
 
    He was staring at me again with that strange emotion in his gray eyes. I didn’t know what it meant, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. He named a price and I immediately shot back with a counter offer. The crooked smile on his face spread a little as he nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll also need money for groceries. I’ll make sure he gets regular meals, homemade.” 
 
      
 
    Creed nodded again, so I squared my shoulders and kept going. “I want Tuesday evenings off and I won’t deal with dirty laundry.” My whole body shook as I met his eyes. Little pulses of fear shuddered through my veins as he studied me. I pushed it too hard; he’s going to freak out any second. Panic rose like bile in my throat, choking my air away. 
 
      
 
    But much to my surprise, he merely nodded again, that crooked grin spreading wide enough to show his teeth. “As you wish,” he answered with a mocking laugh as he turned and walked out of the door, slamming it behind himself. 
 
      
 
    My heart thundered in my chest as I fought to breathe. Why did I do that? Why did I push him? 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have an answer. But something deep in me stirred; perhaps I had just been playing the doormat this whole time. Maybe it was all an act. 
 
      
 
    Maybe I didn’t want to be that Ivy anymore. 
 
      
 
    “Can I turn the TV back on, Ivy?” a little voice said from behind me. I whirled to find Josh still standing there, waiting for me to do something. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but don’t turn the volume up too loud. I’m going to go see what kind of food I have next door to cook. Are you hungry?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded so vigorously, he looked like a child-sized bobble head doll. 
 
      
 
    “What are your thoughts on spaghetti?” 
 
      
 
    Josh scrunched up his nose. “Is that some sort of vegetable?” 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, I walked over to the door. “No, it’s not. It’s a pasta.” 
 
      
 
    His little face went serious and his feet still as he considered my words. “Well, I will try it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good enough for me.” Heading back to my place, I picked up everything I would need, the spaghetti noodles, the cans of crushed tomatoes, and the mostly empty bottle of dried herbs. I frowned at them; when they were gone, I wouldn’t have the money to replace them unless I really got creative with coupons or something. 
 
      
 
    Maybe I’ll find something part-time I can do when I’m not with the kid. It wasn’t too much to hope for, hopefully. If I could work two jobs, pull in money twice as fast-- Well, I can worry about that when I get to it. For now, let’s get this pasta going. 
 
      
 
    I searched both Josh’s little kitchenette and mine, looking for basic ingredients to make the perfect sauce. There was a little fifty-cent can of crushed tomatoes in my kitchen that would make up most of the sauce along with some dried basil, garlic powder, and parsley. In Creed’s kitchen, I found nothing but beer and a salt shaker that was still half full. 
 
      
 
    Good enough for a sauce. I would have given anything for some ground sausage or beef to add to the sauce, maybe an onion, olive oil, and a handful of fresh basil leaves, but I would do the best I could with what I had. 
 
      
 
    I brought everything over to Josh’s, stepping around him carefully as he watched the TV. Then I got to work. As soon as the scents of the sauce started wafting around the little motel room, it drew Josh in, his little nose lifted into the air like a dog. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what this pagsgettin is, but it smells pretty good,” he said, jumping up onto a barstool and looking down at my simmering pot of sauce. 
 
      
 
    “Spaghetti, Josh, and please do not stand on the chair. If you fell over, you would get a face full of boiling water.” I smiled at him to soften the disciplining, hoping he would take better to it if I gave some reasons why he should be more careful. “Then you would ruin our dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Josh screech-laughed, his voice high-pitched and echoing around the tiny space. I felt like my cursed ears were bleeding. “I wouldn’t want to ruin the dinner!” He hopped down from his perch and did a lap around the room, jumping over the bed and running across the carpet from one end to the other. 
 
      
 
    It’s amazing that the downstairs neighbors don’t bang on the ceiling every five minutes with this kid up here. Though with how he reacted when he heard me knocking on the wall, I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve just given up and let him do whatever he wants. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, I kept at it, stirring and answering questions as best as I could. Soon, dinner was served, and the little guy slurped it up like it was his first meal in days. He ate two plates of it before returning to the TV. He even thanked me for the food as he wiped his red-stained mouth with the back of his sleeve. 
 
      
 
    I sat down on the bed next to him and we flipped through the channels for a couple of hours before the kid started yawning. I made him take his shoes off and crawl under the covers before he passed out. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Ivy?” Josh asked, just as I started gathering up my stuff from dinner to go back to my motel room. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Josh?” 
 
      
 
    The kid clutched the covers to his chin, his little face a screwed up. “Will you stay until I fall asleep?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I will, kiddo,” I whispered, trying to swallow the tears that pricked the corners of my eyes. He’d sounded so lost and brittle. “I’ll sit here and watch TV until you’re sleeping. Deal?” 
 
      
 
    The little dark-haired boy nodded, a smile on his face. “Thanks, Ivy.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem, Josh.” 
 
      
 
    So I sat down on the edge of the bed and stayed until he could no longer keep his dark eyes open anymore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    Trouble was brewing. 
 
      
 
    I could feel it more than see it; there was something in the way the dealers were talking circles, the way they wouldn’t quite look me in the eye. They were hiding something, and I didn’t like it. 
 
      
 
    “So, are you going to tell me what I want to hear, Donovin, or are we going to have start over from the beginning?” I asked, pointing to the black eye that was already darkening on his ugly mug. Donovin looked like a bulldog decided to stand up and wear clothes that didn’t fit. He even had the jowls for it. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, man, s-sorry. I- I- I--” Donovin stuttered over his sentence, his mouth moving faster than his drug-addled brain could keep up. He was a shining example why you weren’t supposed to play with your own product; there was a chance you could end up on the other end of the transactions. “There’s just talk. Talk that Devil’s Edge is making- make- ma-ma--” he said, then swallowed hard. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat like a bouncy ball. “Making! Bad deals. Real bad ones. Cartels and heroin with a capital H. Bad- bad- bad new- news.” 
 
      
 
    I stared down at Donovin as he wiped the dribble of blood that had slipped out between his lips. “What are people saying about it, Donovin?” I asked, my patience with his wandering eyes and stuttering growing thin. I needed answers and this guy needed rehab. Badly. 
 
      
 
    “They are thinking of hitting b-b-back real hard. Hard. The word on the street is there’s an unwritten agreement. You know, no big men. No big deals. N-n-no, you know,” Donovin said, scratching the skin off of his arm without noticing. Long, red marks appeared on his arm, filling slowly with blood. 
 
      
 
    “Hitting back,” I repeated, my stomach dropping down into my feet. We’ve always all agreed to keep the cartels out. Keep them out of our territory to keep things safer around here. The gangs in this part of town have always had tentative peace of sorts. If our goal was to have the others getting together to fight against us, then Kelly has succeeded. 
 
      
 
    I pushed Donovin back against the brick wall behind him. “You need to get cleaned up, man. Find yourself a hospital or something and get cleaned up, before it’s too late.” 
 
      
 
    I turned and walked away, every step as though I was walking across broken glass. This deal and Kelly’s pride were going to get us all killed. The cartel would be here before I could do anything to stop it. There would be contracts signed in blood, and I, recently demoted to street sweeper from security, would be able to do nothing to stop its destructive momentum. 
 
      
 
    And it’s Ivy’s fault I got demoted. If I was being completely honest with myself, Ivy had nothing to do with the fight in the diner that got me into so much trouble. Not a single thing. But I didn’t want to be honest with myself; it would bring up too many questions I didn’t have answers to. Questions about why I’d risked my position and being caught by the cops for her. 
 
      
 
    I put my hands in my pockets as I walked away from the alley where I’d left Donovin. The air was getting progressively colder, running from autumn into winter faster than I could deal with. I hated the cold. My fingertips felt frozen as I started down Fifth Avenue, huddling under my black leather jacket. The skies were thick with gray clouds, the rainwater that still sat in the streets slowly turning to ice. I headed back to the corner where I’d parked my bike. Fifth was the place where all of the riffraff gathered; when one wanted to find a hooker or some drugs, they came here. It was where I came for information. 
 
      
 
    And the information I’d found today wasn’t good news. 
 
      
 
    Revving up my bike, I mounted up, glancing around to take note of all of the cars around me without thinking. Then I was off, cruising down the street at exactly the speed limit. I had too much to do today to risk a run-in with the cops; even a simple speeding ticket could be a disaster. This cartel deal needs to stop. Kelly needs to be stopped. 
 
      
 
    It was a mutinous thought, but it was the only course of action that would save the Devil’s Edge. It was either stop the Boss or be crushed between the wall of Kelly’s pride and the grinding stone that was the clans that surrounded us. 
 
      
 
    I hurried back to the Devil’s Edge, taking a long, meandering route. Once I was sure no one was following me, I sped up a little, my bike pointed like a beacon toward the Edge’s hideout. 
 
      
 
    The old warehouse looked smaller on the outside than it actually was inside; it was a sort of optical illusion the Boss’s previous Boss had worked hard to achieve. It needed to look as little like a hideout as possible. It was a short, metal structure with few windows and even fewer doors (that could be seen from the outside, at least). It was a safe structure; there was nothing to set fire to on the outside that would burn, which I liked, and the walls were filled with steel beams. The building was nearly impenetrable to everything but explosions. 
 
      
 
    I slid up to the hidden door along the eastern wall and knocked, walking my bike with me into the darkness of the inside. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up, Creed,” someone in the dark said as a greeting. “The Boss is out, but Patrick is in; he’s taking reports if you’ve got anything.” 
 
      
 
    Some of the tension in my shoulders loosened. If I could bring it up to the second-in-command instead of right to the Boss, I might get a bit of a better reaction than if I went through an intermediary. Patrick would know how to bring this to Kelly. I don’t think the Boss wants to hear anything I have to say right now anyway; he’s still mad about that fight in the diner… 
 
      
 
    Patrick was in his “office.” It was towards the back of the giant warehouse structure, a little partitioned-off section of the hideout that was filled to the brim with welding tools and large pieces of steel. Patrick was a very interesting man; he was old enough to be my father and then some. Patrick had seen some things in his long life. He was one of the few guys who could pull off the clean-shaven look and still as look grizzled and tough as a cheap steak. 
 
      
 
    He stood up from his crouch near a particularly tricky-looking piece of art he was constructing. Patrick’s job around this place was mostly to make replacement parts for the bike on top of his second-in-command duties; however, in his spare time, he would make sculptures of metal and glass melded together to look like animals and people. A statue of a wolf stood in front of him, the paws and head still separate from the body. It was beautiful, more beautiful than anything I had ever seen, and I stared at the pieces in awe for a few silent moments. 
 
      
 
    “You look like someone spit in your cereal, boy,” Patrick said after a minute without even looking behind him. His voice was muffled by his welding helmet, but it still sounded rough like sandpaper and severe as heart disease. 
 
      
 
    “I think someone has,” I answered, sitting down on one of the benches nearby. Patrick pulled off his helmet, his salt-and-pepper hair tumbling in sweat-stained curls down to his shoulders. His tanned face was wrinkled and rough, interrupted with hard-looking white lines of cuts and fights long past. I started to tell him about the news I’d found on the streets around Fifth Avenue, giving him names and specifics. The news wasn’t good. A grim sort of picture built up in my mind as I continued, giving Patrick all of the information I’d dredged out of the cesspool that was Fifth. “Overall, the news isn’t good. There’s a lot of whisperings of a hit here; the other clans aren’t looking kindly at the Boss breaking faith with them. Our oath is our bond, and they have a notion that Kelly’s deals with the devil are breaking that oath.” I shrugged, trying not to sound too opinionated on the subject. “I don’t know about all that, but I do know trouble is coming; the Boss is stirring up a hurricane with his deals, and I’m not sure we’re quite equipped to handle whatever is coming.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick sighed. There was no one in the immediate area to hear us talk, but he lowered his smoker’s voice anyway, his black eyes narrowing. “Do you think this deal with the Cartel is a good idea, Creed?” he asked, his gaze staring into my eyes, unblinking. I fidgeted a little under that gaze. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure I have the authority to have an opinion about it, Patrick,” I answered carefully. I’d already been demoted once today; another reprimand would draw all sorts of unwanted attention my way. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled darkly, crossing his big arms over his chest as he leaned back on the heavy work table in his office. “So eloquently spoken; you spend too much time trying to avoid trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “I have my family name to thank for that,” I snapped back, my eyes blazing. “My father being a troublemaker got him murdered. The apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree, and I’m being watched all the time.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick pursed his lips as he nodded. “You’re probably right. Hello, Poppy.” Patrick’s gaze slid from mine, coming to rest on something behind me. Everything in him softened for a second, his eyes warming. 
 
      
 
    Glancing back, I saw the object that had drawn his attention. Pearl. Pearl had been with the gang since I could remember. She was pretty in a way most women that ran with the pack couldn’t look after so many years. The strain and stresses of being with a gang hadn’t left a mark on her pretty, clear-skinned face. Her tattoos were freshly re-inked, making sure the ink didn’t bleed and fade. Even her white-blonde hair was still as white as snow instead of tinting yellow around the edges. I had no idea how old Pearl was, but she was older than me and much younger than Patrick. But that didn’t stop them from partnering up for life. 
 
      
 
    Pearl stepped past me with a wink and a grin, going to wrap her thin body around Patrick’s like a snake. “With expressions like those, you must be speaking of this cartel nonsense,” Pearl whispered, her expression full of contempt. “It’s a fool’s contract, for sure. This is not going to end well for any of us.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick sighed, wrapping his right arm around her waist. “I don’t know, Poppy; the revenue will significantly increase the legitimate front of the Devil’s Edge. It might just be the last financial push we need to get us making enough money to go straight. If we survive all of the dust-ups with the rest of the clans, as soon as Kelly’s out of the picture.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted. “That old man will never die, Patrick. Not unless we get fed up with his trash and put two into his brain.” 
 
      
 
    “Not a bad thought,” Pearl said, her face a little serene considering she was talking about murder. 
 
      
 
    We were all silent for a second, all of us trapped inside of our own thoughts. But then Patrick seemed to shake himself out of it, returning his grave attention to me. “So what is this I hear about you getting demoted for starting a bar fight for some waitress’s honor?” 
 
      
 
    “Is that the story they are spreading around?” I rolled my eyes. “What a joke.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you did get demoted, Creed. And it was a fight, wasn’t it? What happened?” Pearl’s sky-blue eyes watched him curiously. “Who is the waitress?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s my babysitter for the brat; my next door neighbor,” I answered reluctantly, not wanting to get into this particular conversation. “She worked at the diner we trashed.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick and Pearl exchanged looks, then turned back to me. I got an uneasy feeling my gut as they studied me closer. “This girl, is she pretty?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that got to do with anything?” I answered, irritated. All of those questions I’d been trying to avoid asking myself were coming back again, circling the edges of my thoughts, waiting to be recognized. I really didn't like where this was going. 
 
      
 
    The smile on Pearl’s face made my shoulders tense. “Incredible, Creed, she must be very pretty then.” 
 
      
 
    “She is pretty, but that’s not the point. The dicks were pushing it like the owned the place, screaming while Ivy was trying to take our orders and all. We took exception to their attitudes and we let them know how we felt about it.” My teeth were grinding together as I told them. The retelling was just reminding me of how pissed I’d been at those guys; it had been a pleasure to knock the trash out of that bearded prick with the attitude. “Ivy just happened to be in the middle of it. We trashed the place and ended up getting her fired. It was bad luck, a bad move. I was just so pissed.” 
 
      
 
    Pearl made a face, her eyebrows lifting up into her hairline. “This Ivy, she something special?” I knew she was teasing me, but I still hated it. Hated the implication that I had somehow attached myself to that weak woman. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. I didn’t want to think about this. I didn’t want to think about Ivy at all. 
 
      
 
    My mind, however, had other ideas. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    So this is what insanity feels like. I frowned at Josh, wondering how such a small set of lungs can make so much noise. I should have bought a toddler leash to keep this kid contained. 
 
      
 
    “Look, Josh. You refused to go to school, so now you have to come with me to the grocery store.” I glanced down at him, where the kid had collapsed onto the floor, throwing a Texas-sized tantrum. 
 
      
 
    “I hate grocery shopping,” he retorted, his eyebrows knitted together as he crossed his arms over his chest. He looked like he was trying to imitate his dad, but he was too cute and small to intimidate anyone that way. You don’t want to be your dad anyway, kiddo. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “That’s not my problem. I gave you two choices and you refused to go to school, so now you’re stuck with me. I’m just doing my job. And if you don’t get to your feet, not only will we not make dinner together, but we’ll also never leave here.” I took a deep breath, trying not to show my irritation. “I’ll stand right on this spot until the store closes at midnight if I have to.” 
 
      
 
    Josh made some long, groaning noises in the back of his throat, which I very pointedly ignored. So he made them louder, and I still ignored him, much to his chagrin. I started down the aisle, holding a grocery basket over my arm. It was an old-fashioned, handmade thing. I’d forgotten the story about it, but I knew it was something my mother had cherished deeply as something passed down from her mother. It was one of the few things that survived the purging of all of my stuff when I was forced to move out of my apartment. I’d lost nearly everything with the exception of some clothing, a few photos, and this basket that I carried all of those things away in. 
 
      
 
    I started down the aisle, eyeing some boxes of pasta noodles and cans of beans. Everything should be as preserved as possible; canned and dried when possible. I can’t afford to take us down to the grocery store more than once every two weeks at these bus fare prices. 
 
      
 
    Creed had handed me a twenty for groceries, and I knew that wouldn’t last long. I hunted the clearance aisles for the best deals, picking up a few essentials for me and the kid. After a few moments of me ignoring him, Josh decided to pick himself up off of the floor and follow in sullen silence. He kicked at imaginary dust on the floor, his little, torn sneakers leaving little scuffs of black across the dirty white tiles of the grocery store. I glanced back at him, watching as he stared at the floor, stubborn and sulky. 
 
      
 
    “So, why do you hate grocery stores so much?” I asked, my curiosity getting the better of me. Asking Josh questions wasn’t really a good idea; the poor kid seemed as unwilling to chat about himself as I was to talk about my own past. But I couldn’t help it. I wanted to know everything about Creed, about him, about his life. What was it that made these two so fascinating? 
 
      
 
    Josh cleared his throat, and I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to answer. We walked down the cookies and crackers aisle, and I eyed all of the things I used to eat. My mouth watered a little as I passed by some incredibly delicious looking boxes of cookies, but they were out of my price range. For the cost of that box, I could get flour, sugar, butter, eggs, and everything else I would need to make seven boxes of those cookies. 
 
      
 
    Too bad I didn’t have the money. 
 
      
 
    I had almost forgotten that I’d asked Josh a question by the time he finally answered. “I don’t like them because my mom used to drag me to them when I was little,” he answered, his voice cracking with unhappiness. My heart twisted hard in my chest at the sound of his pain. “I don’t remember it real well; I don’t remember her much either. But I remember her being drunk and drugged and crazy. She would- Well, I guess it doesn’t matter anymore. She’s dead anyway.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder at the little boy, forced to grow up too soon. He looked so young in his torn cargo shorts and shirts. I wanted to comfort him, but I didn’t even know where to start. And Josh didn’t really seem like the hugging type. 
 
      
 
    So I did the only thing I knew how to do. Turning, I knelt down to put my face level with his. Josh’s face twisted like he wasn’t sure what to make of this new development. “I’m sorry, Josh. I won’t bring up the subject of your mom again if you don’t want me to. But if you want to talk about her or anything else, I will always listen. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    Josh’s chocolate eyes narrowed, his little fists jammed into his pockets. His lip wobbled for a second before he visibly swallowed back the tears he’d been holding in for what must have been years. “I’m okay. I don’t remember her face no more. It’s been a long time since she died.” 
 
      
 
    I resumed my grocery shopping, sighing with relief as I found a selection of slightly dented cans for fifty percent off. This would save me a ton. 
 
      
 
    We made it down two more aisles before Josh spoke again. He was still sulking, but he looked more thoughtful than irritated when I turned back to him again. “If you ever, you know, what to talk about something, I’ll listen, too.” 
 
      
 
    The grin on my face widened, tears pricking at the edges of my eyes. “That’s very kind of you, Josh. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “So, do you like living with your dad?” I probed again, unable to stop myself. 
 
      
 
    Josh nodded vigorously. “Dad’s big and strong and loyal and brave. All the stuff I wanna be when I’m big like him.” He lifted both of his arms up, elbows bent, and flexed, looking like he was trying to model for a muscle competition. “He’s not home much, but when he is, he’s always talking about the Devil’s Edge. I want to be just like him.” 
 
      
 
    The hero-worship in Josh’s eyes frightened me; if it was anyone else he worshiped so completely, I wouldn’t be worried. But it was Creed. Creed the criminal who destroyed my workplace and got me fired. Creed who beat a man bloody right in front of me as I watched. No, Creed was not a man who deserved such hero-worship. The bad guy never deserved it. And even though his bad boy nature lit my blood on fire, he didn’t deserve my desire either. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to grow up big and strong, too. Pearl says so.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to smile down at him as I grabbed a couple of cans of fruit off of the shelf and stuffed them into my basket. “Who is Pearl?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a lady at the Devil’s Edge. She’s smart.” Josh pointed to his forehead. “Real smart. My dad says so.” 
 
      
 
    Josh rattled on about some of the other gang members who liked him, his face brightening as he chatted about how much they all liked him. I just nodded and made appreciative noises as he spoke, listening as Josh was obviously not used to being listened to. He seemed to brighten as he spoke, even though all of his words turned my blood to ice. 
 
      
 
    We rounded the corner again into the cereal and magazine aisle. I glanced through the books, wondering if I have enough to spare for something new to read. Now that I was just babysitting, I had a lot more free time than I ever had working at the diner. As much as I hated it admit it, maybe Creed did me a favor when he trashed that place. 
 
      
 
    I glanced over the titles of the books in the bargain bin, hoping for something interesting. Luckily for me, my eyes lit upon a copy of Treasure Island. Its cover was a little bent up and it was marked at two dollars. I was pretty sure I could spare the two bucks, and it gave me an idea. Maybe I could read this to Josh. Perhaps it would make him realize that just because you idolized someone, it doesn’t mean that person isn’t going to betray you. 
 
      
 
    It would be a hard lesson, but maybe Josh would pick up on it. Despite his lack of education, he was a quick study and a smart boy. If I could just get him to go to school… 
 
      
 
    We checked out, Josh ecstatic that we were finally leaving the store. He bounced around inside of the checkout line, keeping close to me even as he danced in place and tapped his shoes noisily on the laminate floors. 
 
      
 
    It took us only a few minutes to check out, catch the bus home, and unpack the few groceries I’d managed to pick up. They all came home with me; there was no point in putting it away in Creed’s cupboards. He didn’t have a working stove either, nor did he own any cooking pots or pans. 
 
      
 
    I started a pot of chili on the stove, throwing in all of the fresh vegetables I had been able to buy today. Use the fresh ones first, then move on to the canned ones once they are gone. The kid fumbled around in my place, checking out every nook and cranny of my room. I don’t know what he was searching for, but I let him play. It kept him quiet, occupied, and mostly out of the way. 
 
      
 
    After supper, I offered to read out loud to him. Josh looked skeptical at first, obviously wondering if it would be more entertaining to just go back to his TV. Despite everything, though, I managed to get him to sit long enough to start the first chapter. Soon, he was staring at me, his mouth gaping. He was so engrossed in the story that Josh even forgot to tap. He just sat there, staring, his little brown eyes wide with wonder. 
 
      
 
    I did my best to help, giving the characters unique voices and trying to read the exciting parts faster than the slower parts. It was as quiet as I had ever seen him, and he seemed to be enjoying the story so far. I wondered how he would take the inevitable betrayal, when we got there. 
 
      
 
    “Did people used to talk like that?” Josh asked when I paused for a sip of water. 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “I’m not sure. I suppose so; I don’t see why he would have put it in the book if they didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I think they sound like some kind of weird movie instead of real people,” Josh answered, his feet banging loudly against the carpeted floor. He was lying on my bed as I sat in the only chair in the room. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly a loud knock came from the door, and both Josh and I jumped. “Josh! Come on.” I gasped as I recognized Creed’s voice, even through the door. I wondered how long he’d been standing there, listening to me read. I hadn’t heard him approach. 
 
      
 
    My heart thundered in my chest as I went to unlock the door, letting Creed in to herd his rambunctious kid home. 
 
      
 
    “Goodbye, Ivy,” Josh said as he headed towards the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodbye!” I waved to him, trying to keep my eyes away from his father. But he was a like a magnet for my gaze, and I couldn’t help but steal a few glances up at that beautiful face. A shiver slid down my spine as our eyes met. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination or not, but I could have sworn those gray eyes were much warmer today than usual. A polite nod then they were gone, leaving me breathless, my blood boiling, just from that little look. 
 
      
 
    I need to find a new job, and quick. Anything to get me away from these two, before I do something really stupid. 
 
      
 
    Like sleeping with a gang member. Warm, wonderful shivers slid down my spine at that thought, and I groaned unhappily into my now empty apartment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    I stood next to the Boss, keeping my eyes on everything around him. We walked through the big archway into the Bones, a dive bar that catered to the less–than-reputable. Lucky for me, my demoted status was temporary; the Boss had me on his personal bodyguard staff tonight. 
 
      
 
    It felt good to be back in my proper place instead of scrubbing the streets for information. It also helped that Kelly, the fanatic mongrel, was in a fantastic mood, his lips lifted in an evil-looking smile that sent shivers down my spine. He was happy about all of this trash. It would either get him killed (and everyone else at the Devil’s Edge) or would make him incredibly powerful and rich. I wasn’t a fan of either idea. 
 
      
 
    We took a table in the corner, keeping a windowless wall at our backs and our eyes towards the bar around us. “Oh yes, this is a good day,” Kelly was saying, that stupid grin splitting his ugly mug. “Everything is going so well; Christine is ready to get product in here by next month.” And the Boss was off, talking to everyone and no one at the same time. He expected everyone to listen with a smile as he talked about signing the death warrant of everyone here. 
 
      
 
    But we were all of us trained as bodyguards, and we would do our jobs. No matter what. 
 
      
 
    A waitress came around, bringing out waters. It was pretty plain from the way that she was dressed and the way she eyed the Boss that she was on the menu just as much as the food was. 
 
      
 
    The Boss winked at her. “Hello, there gorgeous. Can you get us all cheeseburgers and fries and beers all around? On my tab, sweetheart.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything yah say, Kelly,” the woman responded, winking back. She bent over the table, obviously showing off her breasts as they nearly tumbled out of her low-cut uniform. “I’ll be back in a few with the beers. Bottles or pitchers?” 
 
      
 
    “Bottles, you sweet piece of rear,” Kelly yelled back, his laugh echoing through the whole bar. 
 
      
 
    The waitress disappeared. I didn’t like this place; it was too easy for predators to be hiding in the nooks and crannies of the dive. Patrick, who was sitting beside me, silent and grave, seemed to be thinking the same thing. He wasn’t quite a bodyguard, not officially, but he made a good one whenever Kelly was out of the hideout. Patrick took all of our safety very seriously; it shocked me when he’d had so little opposition to Kelly’s cartel plan. But I held my tongue, did my job, even as those niggling little thoughts kept returning. 
 
      
 
    He doesn’t deserve your loyalty. He’s an idiot and is going to drive the Edge into the ground. Kelly doesn’t deserve to be leader. And if Patrick doesn’t stand up to him, he doesn’t deserve his position either. 
 
      
 
    You need to get out. 
 
      
 
    Those thoughts clouded my mind, filling up all of the empty spaces and pushing everything else out of the way. It was almost enough. I almost didn’t notice that the waitress was a different woman. Almost didn’t notice that her uniform was too big and was held on almost entirely by her posture. 
 
      
 
    I was so far gone, I almost didn’t notice that the new waitress was wearing the same name tag as the old one. Or the little spot of blood on the front of her shirt. 
 
      
 
    My eyes trailed up to the deadpan expression on her face as she very carefully handed each one of us a bottle of beer. But the other bodyguards were looking elsewhere. They were looking for a different kind of threat, one that could come in with guns blazing. 
 
      
 
    I stood and grabbed the waitress’s wrist in one, fluid motion. She froze, her eyes scanning my face. Without looking, I swiped the bottle of beer from in front of Kelly off of the table and held it out to her. “Drink it,” I said, my voice as firm as my grip on her wrist. 
 
      
 
    “No, I- I have to get back to work,” she whispered, her eyes filling with panicked fear. She wouldn’t even look at the beer or me. Her eyes were locked with my collarbones peeking out from the edges of my collared shirt. “I should--” 
 
      
 
    “You will drink this. Unless you’ve poisoned it?” 
 
      
 
    By now, Kelly and everyone at the table had gone silent, all of them staying far back from their beers. The whole dive had turned to watch, their eyes cold and deadly. 
 
      
 
    “No! No, I--” The girl tried to pull her wrist free, but I didn’t budge. “I didn’t do anything wrong, please!” 
 
      
 
    “Then drink with us,” I said, holding the beer out to her lips. “Just a sip, to prove to us you didn’t poison it.” 
 
      
 
    The girl was crying by now, her whole body quivering as she fought to keep the beer bottle’s lip as far away from her lips as possible. “Okay, okay! It’s poisoned!” she screamed. “Just let me go!” 
 
      
 
    But there was no letting her go now. Everyone at my table was now standing, death and ice in their eyes. “Patrick, my friend. She’s yours.” 
 
      
 
    I held my hand out to him, and one of the bodyguards snapped her up, dragging her outside as Patrick followed. After a few moments of silence, the bar returned to its normal noise. 
 
      
 
    “We should go,” I told Kelly, keeping my eyes locked on the crowd around us. “I don’t think she was working alone.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly’s eyes were practically glowing. “If you think so. If they are trying to murder me, it only because I’m doing great things. Great things! No one will ever forget my name after this deal goes through.” In spite of that strange speech, he stood up, his Cheshire grin spreading ever wider. Soon, it would consume his whole face. “Great things,” he repeated. 
 
      
 
    Why did you save him? If Kelly dies before the cartel moves in, the deal will fall through. Patrick wouldn’t have the balls to sign any of the papers; it would make him a target like it has done for Kelly. 
 
      
 
    I stared down at the floor, my head full and my skull throbbing from all of the noise bouncing around inside of it. I could have saved us. All I had to do was keep my mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    So why didn’t I? 
 
      
 
    That thought haunted me, followed me around for the rest of the day. I was a fool. And I was thinking it as I mounted the stairs back to my motel room. My feet carried me down the hall, even as my mind was occupied. But when I looked up, I noticed my feet had taken me down too far. I was standing front of Ivy’s door, not my own. 
 
      
 
    Why did I come here? But I already knew the answer. I could feel the frustration and worry burning my up under my skin. And I wanted to take it out on Ivy’s flesh. I wanted to carve my name into her skin with my teeth. I wanted to throw her against the wall and pierce her body. I bet she would be tight and dripping wet. 
 
      
 
    And even worse, I was pretty sure that good-girl Ivy wanted me just as badly. 
 
      
 
    Idiot. I lifted my hand anyway to her door. I couldn’t seem to stop myself. 
 
      
 
    I knocked. After a few moments of silence, the locks on the door clicked and squeaked and groaned. The door parted from the frame ever so slightly, giving me a glimpse at those angelic brown eyes and the messy tumble of mocha-colored curls. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Creed,” she said, her eyes instantly dropping to the floor. Was that fear or desire in her gaze, or was it a mix of both? Her fingers gripped the door so hard her knuckles were white. “Josh was sleepy, so I sent him back to your place to nap. He’s still there. If you--” 
 
      
 
    I pressed my hand against the door of her motel room, pushing her and the door back inch by inch. Even as she braced herself against it to keep it closed, I overpowered her, my hunger overwhelming my sense. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, she backed away from the door, her eyes too wide and her mouth parted. She was panting like she’d just sprinted for the bus, her face darkening several shades as she blushed. I could feel my body harden in response to her fear, her desire, those too-wide eyes questioning me as I entered her room and closed the door behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, Creed, I--” But she stopped talking. I backed her into a corner. Her face was doused in fear, her eyes too wide and tracking every single one of my movements. She looked like a rabbit being stalked by a fox. And there was no escape for her. 
 
      
 
    “Ivy,” I whispered, lifting my hand to brush my fingers over her cheek. “Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are?” 
 
      
 
    She gaped at me, her mouth working but no sound coming out. Before she could catch her breath or find her voice, I was kissing her, my mouth locked over hers like a vacuum. It felt like gravity, an inevitable twisting of events that got us here, and not a single thing in the world could have stopped it. 
 
      
 
    Her lips were pliant under mine, her whole body tense and frozen. I knew I shouldn’t be kissing her, I shouldn’t even be in this room with her, but I couldn’t seem to stop. 
 
      
 
    Reluctant hands lifted up and wrapped around my shoulders, the warmth of her pressing closer. I slid my tongue between her lips and she bit me, her eyes wild. 
 
      
 
    And that broke me. 
 
      
 
    All control went out of the window. My hands explored her back and hips without control, my mouth pressed so hard to hers neither of us could breathe. I was holding onto her so tightly, drowning in the taste of her lips, in the caresses of her fingers, that my mind and body were no longer under my control. 
 
      
 
    I wrapped my arms close around her quivering body, pressing her hard against the line of my burning, aching body. I explored her mouth with tongue, lips, and teeth, pulling her ever closer until neither of us could breathe. 
 
      
 
    Ivy looked like an angel, but she kissed like a demon. 
 
      
 
    As soon as her desire overtook her fear and her surprise, Ivy began to battle back, her body pressing harder against mine. Her teeth and lips clashed against mine like she was starved, her mouth hungry and hard against my own. Her nails bit into my shoulder through the thick skin of my leather jacket. One of her legs wrapped erotically around mine, pulling my body closer and setting my blood on fire. 
 
      
 
    It was like a ticking time bomb between us and nothing could stop the coming explosion. We would clash, wrestle, and burn, our desires explosive and all-consuming. 
 
      
 
    Until a little voice in the back of my head decided to intervene. 
 
      
 
    This is a terrible idea. 
 
      
 
    Ivy felt so fragile under my hands, so light. A flash of her angelic eye flashed across my mind and stumbled back from her. I was across the room in seconds, breathing heavily as I stared at her. She didn’t seem to be breathing at all, her hair disheveled and her lips bruised and swollen. I was too rough for her. 
 
      
 
    We both froze, uncertain. “I--” I started, but it came out more like a croak. So I cleared my throat and tried again. “I’m sorry. I’ll go.” 
 
      
 
    And I turned on my heel and left, shutting the door quietly behind me. As soon as the door was closed, I could hear the bolt turn home, the chains put back on the door. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t blame her at all for that. 
 
      
 
    I slumped back to my room, my feet heavy and my blood still boiling. I had an erection that was making my pants painfully tight across my hips. Ivy was still all bruised and tangled up in my thoughts, which was only making the whole situation worse. I wanted her more than I’d ever wanted anything; my whole body throbbed with the memory of her skin so close to mine. 
 
      
 
    She was getting too close to me, too close to Josh. There was only one thing I could do at this point to make sure Ivy would run away screaming from this life that would kill her: I would have to scare her. And scaring her meant doing the unthinkable: I’d have to bring her down to the Devil’s Edge. 
 
      
 
    Idiot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    Before my father passed away, he would visit a junkyard to find pieces for his car. He never liked to pay mechanics, and learning how to do it all himself made servicing his car cheap, fast, and easy. Mostly he went to the junkyard on his own, worried I might hurt myself among all of the rusted cars and dirt. 
 
      
 
    But one trip, I begged him to let me go. I begged and pleaded and promised to be good. I just wanted to see what it was that I had been forbidden to see for so long. Curiosity killed the cat, as they say. 
 
      
 
    My father finally gave in. Oddly enough, I didn’t hurt myself on any of the strange cars, half empty and twisted. No, I was attacked instead, by a junkyard dog. It was a wild vicious thing with big drooling jowls and sharp teeth. I still have the scar from that bite. I remember the pain and fear. But more than that, I remember the cold-as-steel look of a killer in that dog’s eyes. I could have died, and that dog would have taken a sick kind of joy in my death. 
 
      
 
    That icy look in that animal’s eyes has haunted me to this day. 
 
      
 
    And now, I’m surrounded by humans with that same cold-as-steel look in theirs. 
 
      
 
    Seeing it sends shivers down my spine. How did I let myself get dragged into this? It had seemed like such a great idea a few moments ago. Creed had just knocked on my door again after that wild kiss yesterday and gruffly asked me to come with him to the Edge. Confused and still burning from his touch, I agreed without thinking it through first. 
 
      
 
    Stupid mistake. It might be the last mistake I ever make. I was surrounded by wolves and I was a sheep, quivering with fear. I stayed as close as I could to Creed. Funny how he should seem like the safest thing in this whole place when he had been my biggest fear for so long. 
 
      
 
    I tried not to think about the cold-eyed strangers surrounding me like sharks to a meal. I tried not to think about that kiss yesterday. I didn’t want to think about why Creed brought me here. I didn’t want to think about anything. 
 
      
 
    A small, warm hand slipped into my icy, limp one. Josh looked up at me, a smile on his face as he started to pull me away from Creed. “I want you to meet Pearl,” Josh said, yanking harder on my arm. How can he be so oblivious to all of the evil around him? All of the cold-hearted strangers who cared nothing for any of us? 
 
      
 
    It was strange, but seeing Josh’s face here made it a little easier. He seemed so at home here, so easy with these strange people. I let him drag me away, unsure of which direction we were heading in and what I would find when I got there. 
 
      
 
    “Pearl!” Josh screamed. “Are you in here?” 
 
      
 
    He pulled me closer to what looked like an office. The door was propped open and no sound came through the doorway. But as soon as Josh’s too loud voice rang out, a figure appeared, her pretty white and silver hair piled on her head in a pretty, messy bun. Pearl looked to be about fifty-five. It was the age my father would have been, were he still around. But her hair, probably already platinum to start with, had turned completely gray. It still looked soft and gently curled. It matched her serene, pretty face, mostly unlined. There was a wicked sort of humor in her azure eyes, and I liked her almost immediately. Even before she opened her mouth. 
 
      
 
    She snorted. “You must be Ivy, then, girl,” she said without preamble. 
 
      
 
    “And you must be Pearl, who I’ve heard so much about,” I answered, dipping my head in respect. 
 
      
 
    Pearl was dressed in what looked like gypsy clothing. Baggy embroidered pants came to her knees, displaying coffee-and-cream leather boots. She wore a baggy shirt that tied up the front, held close by a leather vest that looked custom made. I’d never seen anything like her in my life. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the Edge. Don’t let the dogs out there scare you; they’re all bark and no bite.” 
 
      
 
    I continued to stare at her as she stepped forward, holding her arms out to Josh. “And how’s my favorite little brat?” she cooed as Josh allowed himself to be crushed in her rail-thin arms. “Are you driving your pa crazy?” 
 
      
 
    “Duh,” Josh said, his voice alight with humor as he pushed his way out of her embrace. “That’s my job, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    Pearl chuckled. “You are your father’s son, for absolute sure. Now, you go find Uncle Patrick. He has something to show you.” 
 
      
 
    “Sweet!” And he was off, tearing across the hideout floor like nothing dangerous lurked in the corners. Perhaps for him, they weren’t dangers. His dad was, after all, part of the fold. The kid was probably protected, something I was not. I had no affiliation here, no friends or family. I had nothing to protect me. Not even Creed’s word. 
 
      
 
    And he was nowhere to be found. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose proper introductions are due now,” Pearl said, crossing her arms over her chest. She looked me up and down, her eyes critical. “You can’t look as weak-willed as you look, or else Creed wouldn’t have brought you here. What’s your story, huh?” 
 
      
 
    My knee-jerk reaction to the odd line of questioning was to smile. I wasn’t quite sure what to say to her, what she wanted to know. “I don’t have one,” I answered, glancing around. Josh had run off and was chatting with an older man. He looked like he’d seen a little too much bad and nowhere near enough good in his life. Creed had also wandered away and was standing in a small group of men, laughing at some sort of joke they all shared. 
 
      
 
    I am abandoned here with Pearl then. They brought me here and then left me. They couldn’t have left me with anyone better. Pearl was a tough lady; she looked like she might have knocked a few heads together in her day, but she was soft on the inside and seemed to take pity on my lack of knowledge. 
 
      
 
    “No story, huh?” She grinned at me. “It can’t as bad as that, dearie. You don’t look nearly mean enough to have been born into this. You talk too good; there’s nothing crude in you. So? What happened? Gambled all of your money away?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and leaned back against the doorframe that Pearl had walked out of, my eyes on Creed. He seemed too relaxed and easy here. I’d never seen him like this. “I lost it. Someone I trusted pulled the rug out from underneath me. I- We were never wealthy, but we had some money. It was enough. Until it was all stolen away.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t being vague on purpose, but remembering the details felt like knives in my chest. I didn’t want to think about Janice or the life she’d stolen from me. 
 
      
 
    Pearl nodded. “Sad tale. I’ve heard it more times than I would like to count.” 
 
      
 
    We were silent for a long moment, our thoughts too tangled up to remember we’d been having a conversation. Pearl was the first one to shake herself out of it. “Well, but that’s all in the past. Nothin’ neither of us can do now about it.” She held out a hand, and I took it gingerly to shake it. 
 
      
 
    We walked around the outer rim of the club. Pearl’s strides were long and easy, and I had to hustle to keep up with her. The place was huge, filled with men and motorcycles and the scent of hard work. It was a dangerous looking place, and I worried for little Josh. But he seemed to have one eye of nearly every adult on him at all times, keeping him out of trouble. It was like a family almost, though a very dangerous one. 
 
      
 
    I caught a glimpse of Creed as we circled the main crown. Pearl was telling me about some of the legitimate work they did around this place, and I tried to remain focused on her words. But suddenly, something pulled my gaze to the right, away from whatever she was discussing and into the center of the room. My eyes found him without difficulty, drawn there like magnets or gravity. And once I found him, I couldn’t seem to keep my eyes off of him, either. 
 
      
 
    He was talking to some of the other men in the group. There were three others, and they spoke rather intently to one another. So intently, in fact, that I jumped when one of them cocked back and punched Creed right in the jaw. I jumped, a small noise of empathetic pain filling my mouth. But Creed didn’t even seem to notice anyone had hit him. With a wild grin, he hit the other guy back in the face. 
 
      
 
    A warm hand closed over my wrist, forcing me to glance back. It was Pearl, a smile on her pretty face. “Oh, girl, I wouldn’t get in the middle of that for the world. Just let them figure it out for themselves.” Her smile widened as I started back at her; I couldn’t imagine what expression I had on my face, but it was probably just as lost and bewildered as I felt. 
 
      
 
    I felt a blush creep over my cheeks as I turned away from the tussle. It’s not like I could defend Creed anyway. I was as weak as he was strong. And Creed has no need for weak women. I blushed even harder, remembering that thrilling kiss. I could remember every line of his beautiful body pressed hard against mine. I could remember every inch of him, hot and wild and-- 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to push those thoughts from my head, even though I knew they were just waiting in the back of my brain. Those sexual thoughts about Creed were just waiting until the worst moment to come out a pounce on me. It was odd; I hadn’t thought much about men during my lifetime. I’d always been too busy or too focused on building my business or being ruined to think much about the opposite sex. But it seemed my body all of a sudden had different ideas,  about a man like Creed. A man who was too crooked for his own good. A man I could never be strong enough to stand beside. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know why most of the older members have wives or partners, Ivy?” Pearl asked unexpectedly, pushing herself up onto a workbench that was far too tall for sitting. She swung her legs like a child on a barstool, a soft smile on her lips. Her pretty eyes looked off into the distance, seeing things that weren’t there. 
 
      
 
    With no little grunting and too much effort, I climbed onto the table beside her. From here, we both had a good vantage of the whole place. My eyes went to Creed first, no longer fighting but laughing and patting his bleeding friend on the shoulder. Then my eyes found Josh. He was sitting with an older man, strangely at ease in this dangerous place. 
 
      
 
    “Why do they have wives?” I asked at length, unable to come up with a proper answer. “Because they are lonely?” 
 
      
 
    “Lonely can be taken care of with $50 if you know where to go,” Pearl said dismissively. I blushed again. “No, most of the boys have women because they remind them that they are human. That someone is at home waiting for them, and they aren’t just cogs or faceless Stormtroopers in the war.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at her for a moment. I wanted to say something, perhaps funny or clever, to rid the air of some of the tension at Pearl’s words. But I couldn't think of anything to say. My eyes locked onto Creed across the room.  
 
      
 
    Have you forgotten what it means to be human? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    I growled under my breath again. I wasn’t even listening to Buzz, but whatever he was saying was really getting on my nerves. The sound of his voice was just grating on my nerves, and I desperately wanted to hit him in his stupid face. 
 
      
 
    Buzz was tall and gangly; he looked more like a prepubescent teenager that hadn’t grown into his long limbs yet, but he was a full adult. An adult who looked like someone pulled him through a taffy machine and stretched him out. The kid had orange hair and tattoos all over nearly every inch of his skin except for his face. When he grinned, I was forced to see the black hole where his two front teeth were missing. Probably because Buzz never knew when to shut his mouth. Like right now. 
 
      
 
    If I was being honest with myself, which I was not, I would’ve realized this newfound irritation was with Ivy’s success with everyone inside of the gang. She was scared at first, which should have had her running away screaming, never to seen around me or my boy again. But once again, I had underestimated her strength. As soon as old Pearl got a hold of her, Ivy relaxed. She even met a few of the men and seemed happy about it. 
 
      
 
    She had the nerve to be happy about it. 
 
      
 
    Fuming, I watched Ivy closely as she took up half of the cooking duty with Pearl, helping to serve up food with winks and smiles. My boys warmed up to her nearly as quickly, their stares turning from a hunter’s glare to something close to respect. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t seem possible. 
 
      
 
    I ignored the warmth that flowed through my body, seeing her blending into the surroundings all of the sudden. I ignored the tightness in my stomach and in my jeans. Or at least I tried to. 
 
      
 
    For the most part, Ivy ensured I was completely and totally unable to think about anything but her. 
 
      
 
    “There’s only one thing left to try,” I thought, my chest tightening. I’ll have to harass her, then ignore her. A broken heart will chase her off, no matter what. 
 
      
 
    I mulled over the decision for the rest of the evening, my eyes locked with Ivy’s amazing body. I liked the idea of making her body mine; who wouldn’t? Ivy was hot, hotter than any woman I’d ever seen. There was something intoxicating about the idea of wrapping my hands in the mocha-colored waves of her beautiful hair. Something wicked about taking the kind of pretty innocence of hers away in one, long, glorious night. 
 
      
 
    Half of me was on fire for her, the other half full of doubts. Would I ever truly be able to shake Ivy from my life? I didn’t have any answers, and that knowledge sat like a brick in the bottom of my stomach. 
 
      
 
    Bax, seeming to follow my thoughts as they manifested in my expression, turned to Josh. “Hey, kiddo; you want to come over my place for the night? I have some new zombie movies for us to watch. You up for a good scare?” 
 
      
 
    Josh’s little face lit up like a Christmas tree, his eyes sparkling. “Yes, yes, yes! That would be awesome!” Josh started asking questions about what movies Bax had in mind, but I could no longer hear him around the roaring in my ears. 
 
      
 
    Tonight, Ivy would be mine. 
 
      
 
    Soon after that, I took Ivy home on my motorcycle. It was nearly impossible to keep my hands to myself. I began to wonder if this plan was such a good idea, but I was already in too deep to stop myself. I could feel my eyes and my mind wandering to her body at every opportunity, and my eyes followed her body as it swayed up the stairs to her room. Fire burned in me at every peek of skin I got, every flash of her beautiful chocolate eyes, every blush, every move. It was like gravity. 
 
      
 
    Before she could protest, I took hold of her wrist and nearly dragged her up the remaining stairs to our floor. She made a small sound in the back of her throat, her eyes a little too wide as I pulled her along. “Open it,” I growled as we made it to her door. 
 
      
 
    Hands quivering, Ivy pulled her key out of her pocket and unlocked the door. She stood there, frozen, her hands shaking. Ivy wouldn’t look at me. So I turned the door handle myself, pushing into her room and dragging her in with me. 
 
      
 
    She seemed lost or bewildered as she pressed the door closed behind herself, her back against the wood of the door. It was as though she was bracing herself, unsure if she could stand up without the solid structure at her back. 
 
      
 
    When Ivy looked up at me, her eyes glittered. There was something wild and beautiful in them, but also something quivering and fearful. I could feel my gut turn at her obvious cowardice. She had to have known this was coming; she had to have felt that this was the next step. But somehow, Ivy’s beautiful eyes were still darkened with confusion, her body language unsure. 
 
      
 
    I stood inside of her apartment, silent and grave, watching her as a lion might watch its prey. She still shook, but she was silent and still, her back still pressed against the door. Looking like she wanted to blend into the background, Ivy watched me with cautious, careful eyes. 
 
      
 
    “The Devil’s Edge didn’t scare you off.” It wasn’t really a question. I’m not really sure what kind of answer I was hoping for, but Ivy said nothing in response. The silence between us filled with tension. It shivered along every nerve inside of my body like guitar strings strung too tight. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you still here?” I asked, louder. 
 
      
 
    Ivy opened her mouth, and a squeak came out. She cleared her throat, swallowed hard, and tried again. “To take care of Josh,” she whispered. “For my paycheck.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t believe her, not for a second. 
 
      
 
    Stepping forward, I flew across the room like I had been pulled by a string. My whole body yearned for hers, desiring to press my body along every inch of hers until she cried out my name. I wanted to know when she tasted like, what lie under her baggy, ill-fitting sweater and torn jeans. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing both of her wrists, I slammed them back into the door above her head, holding her captive. Ivy squirmed a little under my grasp, but there wasn’t any heart in it. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t want to escape. 
 
      
 
    Idiot me, she wants this as much as I do. I looked down into her eyes and felt myself drowning, lost in the beautiful spirals of emotions I found inside. The fear I saw sent thrills through every inch of me, but there was also something else. It burned brighter than a fire deep within her eyes. I held her wrists with one hand as my fingers brushed against the skin of her cheek; she felt hot under my touch. 
 
      
 
    But she didn’t look away. Her eyes kept in contact with mine, alight with what could only be desire. 
 
      
 
    Idiot. 
 
      
 
    I collapsed into her, pressing hard against her body. My mouth crashed into her’s, teeth and tongues fighting for control. A small sound like pain slipped out from between her lips, and it only drove me harder. 
 
      
 
    I pried her knees apart with my knees, driving myself between her legs. We connected, groans, claws, and bites. There was little left in either of us that was human. 
 
      
 
    Furious lust burned in every inch of my veins, and I couldn’t seem to get enough to her. Seams ripped, grunts and moans of pain mingled with those of lust, and we pulled at each other, trying to rip past each other’s skin. 
 
      
 
    I could feel her clawing hard at my shoulders, dragging at my clothing, her lips hard and demanding. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see around the filter of red over my vision. Every kiss drove me harder into her. She screamed into my mouth, the sound all violence and wild lust. I pulled her away from the door by her torn sweater only to throw her onto the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Creed,” she moaned up at me. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
      
 
    The coils on the mattress groaned in anticipation as I climbed on top of her. 
 
      
 
    Her lips were swollen, her eyes hard and dark. Hard, angry, red lines bit into her wrists and around her neck where I had held her down. 
 
      
 
    Idiot, she’s beautiful. I hated myself for even thinking it, but it was true. I’m not here to get caught up in her; just harass her, then dump her. She’ll be gone before the end of the week. If I repeated it over and over, like a mantra, it would make the leaving part easier. Or at least, that’s what I told myself. 
 
      
 
    But as I tore the rest of the clothing from her quivering body, I wasn’t so sure anymore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    Every moment of every day of every year since my father had passed away, I had always followed the rules. Day by day, rule by rule, convinced somehow that being a good girl and doing as Dad always wanted me to do would somehow ensure my success. 
 
      
 
    But following the rules and being good got me here, barely scraping by. I didn’t want to follow the rules anymore. I wanted to live. I wanted to know what it was like to breathe in freedom and taste it, roll it around on my tongue like a candy. 
 
      
 
    Creed was my freedom. He was a rule breaker, the one who never gave a blasted what the law, or anything else, had to say about him. I wanted that kind of nerve. And perhaps, if I inhaled the scent of him hard enough, if I let him inside, then perhaps I could be a little more like him. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts had been dancing around the idea of being with him for so long, it almost didn’t feel real when he threw me against the comforter on my bed. But his body was so real, so hot and pressed against mine like he couldn’t bring himself to move away. His lips bit into mine, bringing forth a combination of burning desire and pleasure and pain that blended together until my head spun, leaving me breathless. 
 
      
 
    “Even if I die tomorrow,” I decided, tearing at his claws with hands that didn’t seem to belong to me anymore. “At least I’ll know once what it was like to do whatever the heck I wanted, curse the consequences.” 
 
      
 
    And there was a very good chance this would come with consequences that I would not be able to handle in the near future, but I would take those, too. In this very hot and heavy second, all of it seemed worth the risks. 
 
      
 
    Creed pressed his body harder against mine, pressing open my legs with his knees. Without shame, I pressed myself against his thigh, grinding hard against the hard line of his body. I wanted to know what every inch of Creed tasted like, wanted to feel every line of him against or inside me. I wanted him more than I wanted to breathe or to eat. More than I wanted my business back. 
 
      
 
    Creed’s mouth pressed against my throat, sucking hard enough I knew he would leave a mark. I writhed underneath him, moaning as he held me captive against the mattress. His hands wandered over me like an explorer in new territory. I wanted him to find the world under my clothing and explore that, too. 
 
      
 
    I clawed at his clothing, demanding, pushing, pulling, growling. I felt like I had lost myself, that I was buried under this new Ivy that had surfaced the moment Creed’s mouth had brushed against my own. Creed ripped away enough to tear at my jeans; they crumpled down around my knees as the button popped off and flew across the room. The air on my skin felt hot and cold at the same time, and I moaned. I wanted him now. I wanted him hard. 
 
      
 
    Shedding the rest of his clothing like it burned him, Creed revealed every inch of his beautiful flesh. His cock was hard and throbbing, and I felt my eyes drawn there. I wanted to suck him, to feel the length of him slide down my willing throat. But Creed had other ideas. 
 
      
 
    Lifting me up off of the mattress, Creed kissed me hard enough to bruise me. My lips throbbed in time with my heartbeats, swollen and sore. I wanted, no, I needed-- 
 
      
 
    Grabbing my arms, Creed lifted me up, throwing me back against the wall. I stumbled backward, all of the blood boiling and rushing like raging rapids around my body, seething every inch of my skin on its way by. A very naked Creed slid his torn shirt over his head, tossing it to the floor as he came for me. My heart thundered like I was running a marathon as I watched those predator’s eyes find me, his tongue flicking out over his lips like he’d found his next meal. 
 
      
 
    My pussy throbbed in time with my rapid heartbeats, wet and ready and waiting. Creed slammed into my body, throwing me hard against the wall. My shoulders ached with it, but it only made me hotter, only made the moisture building between my legs increase. Hot, fast kisses, hard and aching. Lips crashing, hands grasping, pulling, clawing. My nails drew blood along his shoulder as he picked me up, violence coloring his gray eyes. Wrapping my legs around his waist, Creed slammed me into the wall again, hard enough to shake the furniture. 
 
      
 
    And before I could even catch my breath, he was inside me. Filling me, I could feel Creed’s cock stretch me. There was pain, such beautiful pain, that mixed and blurred along the edges of the pleasure. He was unbelievably huge inside of me, pressing hard against all of me. I could feel my body tighten around his cock, and I watched with wicked delight as his eyes closed in pleasure. 
 
      
 
    Creed is inside of me. I was drowning in the feeling as he slowly, achingly slid out of me. Then he thrust so hard into my dripping pussy that I screamed, actually screamed, my nails biting hard into his skin. Blood dribbled down around my fingers as I howled like an animal, my shrieks growing in intensity as he messed me like a blasted jackhammer into the wall our motel rooms shared. 
 
      
 
    His eyes burning, Creed pulled me away from the wall, dropping me on my feet, and pushed me face-first into the mattress. I stumbled, legs turned to liquid, collapsing to the bed. Before I could right myself, he was above me, riding me from behind like a dog. A strong hand wrapped around the back of my neck, pushing my face hard against the sheets. I fought to breathe, half humiliated and oh-so turned on. I slammed my hips back against him as he entered me, so much deeper and sharper from this angle. 
 
      
 
    “Idiot!” I yelled, making Creed chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “Is that what a lady should say?” he asked, slapping my rear hard enough to leave a mark. I mewled in time with his thrusts, feeling his cock pound a fast and hard rhythm into my body. I wanted more. I wanted so very much more. 
 
      
 
    “Harder, harder, harder!” I begged, my voice muffled by the sheets as I clawed them. 
 
      
 
    The hand on the back of my neck let up only for both of his hands to grab my shoulders. He used them as leverage, slamming ever harder and deeper into my pussy. The pleasure of his manhood ramming hard into me over and over again was overtaking me. I could feel my climax coming, the edges of it darkening the edges of my vision as I cried out. 
 
      
 
    Someone knocked on the floor to my apartment from below, a voice angrily calling something through the paper thin floor. But I ignored him. Let him complain. I continued to howl Creed’s name, even as the banging continued. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Creed!” I shouted, my voice rough and unrecognizable. “Yes, yes, yes!” I was so close, I could see stars, and I could feel his rhythm change; he was close, too. I wanted to feel this wave crash over me; I wanted to drown in it. 
 
      
 
    It slammed into me with the force of an ocean wave, starting at the base of my spine and exploding outward like a firework. I cried out, shouting my pleasure into the void. My eyes were clouded with stars, my whole body throbbed with the aftermath of this beautiful, all-consuming, painful pleasure. Every muscle twitched as Creed lifted me off of the mattress. A wicked smirk came over his face as he grabbed the sides of my face, forcing his huge cock in between my lips and into my waiting throat. 
 
      
 
    “My turn now, Ivy,” he whispered, then messed my throat like he had my pussy. 
 
      
 
    I could taste myself on the length of his toe; I tasted salty and strange. The length of him slid past my lips as I swallowed him again and again, my tongue caressing every inch of him I could reach. Digging my nails into his hips, I watched as that beautiful man messed my mouth, hard and demanding. 
 
      
 
    He came deep in my throat and I swallowed him down, watching through slitted eyes as he howled in pleasure. I took my time, licking the length of his cock clean, my eyes locked with his. Sweat dripped down our bodies as Creed collapsed to the bed nearly on top of me. And we lay there, a naked tangle of limbs and hair, until sleep overcame us both. Our bodies throbbed with the aftermath of the best sex I had ever experienced in my entire life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    The moment I woke, I knew I’d messed up. 
 
      
 
    You just had to bang her, then leave. How did you harass this up? I asked myself, glancing across the tousled sheets and blankets at a still-slumbering Ivy. She looked beautiful in the morning light that filtered through her dirty window. It glittered like gold off of the soft curls of her hair and turned her skin into a warm, glowing thing. I stared at her, watching as her chest rose and fell. 
 
      
 
    She slept on her side like some sort of sleeping pill commercial, her hands under her pillow to cradle her face and smiling like she was dreaming about everything beautiful. I’d never seen anyone actually sleep so peacefully in my life, and I’d woken up next to dozens of women. I had to force myself not to reach out and brush the long, auburn curls from her perfect face. 
 
      
 
    Idiot. 
 
      
 
    I could feel my body harden in response to the sloping curves of her beautiful face and of her breasts under the sheets. I wanted her again. I wanted to replay that scene again where she screamed my name as she came over and over again. I wanted to hear her voice, darkened with lust, cry out and beg me for more. 
 
      
 
    Blood boiling, I clenched my fists hard together, fighting the urge to have her again. It is supposed to be easier to leave now that I’ve had her, not harder. But if I was being perfectly honest with myself, I wanted her more than ever. I hadn’t even known that was possible. 
 
      
 
    I stared down at the beautiful woman beside me, lust and rage and something deeper all growing inside of my chest until I could hardly breathe. This was Ivy’s fault; it had to be. She had done something to me last night as I harassed her. Just the memories of our night together were enough hot enough to singe the sheets. The memory of her voice, darkened with lust as she cried out my name… 
 
      
 
    A shiver slid down my spine between my shoulders. I should leave. I should get up right now and slip away, pretend from now on that I don’t know her. But even as I thought about it, about getting up and swinging my legs over the side of the bed, nothing happened. I didn’t get up. I didn’t even move. 
 
      
 
    Instead, one of my hands slipped out from under the sheets to stroke an errant strand of her silky hair from her angelic face. 
 
      
 
    This was all wrong. 
 
      
 
    But I couldn’t seem to help myself. Once I’d touched her, it was as though I was lost. I caressed her face, marveling at the smooth feel of her skin underneath my fingers. Without my consent, my hands moved down her body, caressing, touching, massaging every inch of skin I could find. My blood throbbed in time with my thundering heartbeats, boiling inside of my skin at the sight of that perfect body, naked right in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Eyelashes fluttering like a princess waking from sleep in some fairytale, Ivy’s brown eyes opened hesitantly, as though she was trying to hold onto a dream. A wicked smile spread across her lips as she saw me, her eyes darkening with a kind of lust that made my cock spring to attention like a soldier.. 
 
      
 
    A hand, so soft and delicate, more delicate than anything should be inside of my world, reached for me. 
 
      
 
    Without a thought, I batted her hand away. “Stop it, Ivy,” I sneered, my voice quieter than I had intended it. I threw myself out of her bed before I could see the hurt in her chocolate eyes. 
 
      
 
    “What is wrong?” she asked, a quiver in her voice that made me wince. But I wouldn’t look at her. This was as much for her own good as mine. 
 
      
 
    “You are,” I whispered, pulling my clothing up off of the floor. I gestured around the apartment, daring a quick look at her. Ivy was sitting up in bed, the sheets clutched protectively around her chest like a shield. 
 
      
 
    Tears threatened at the edges of her eyes, and I had to look away. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You are pathetic, Ivy. Sitting around in this dump, miserable and waiting for someone to come and fix your problems for you.” I made a disgusted noise in the back of my throat. But I still couldn’t look at her. “How did you get here?” 
 
      
 
    I could tell her lips were wobbling with emotion as I pulled my boots on. “I- Someone stole my life from me. She took everything I had and left me without a single penny. I had to sell everything just to start paying rent here.” 
 
      
 
    I scoffed even as my chest ached from her story. “See? Pathetic. If you won’t go out and fix it for yourself, no one will ever fix it for you, Ivy.” Pulling on the last of my clothing, I took a deep breath to steady myself, then turned to her. I hoped my eyes were hard, that she didn’t see the pain that shot through me at the vulnerable, lost look on her beautiful face. “I don’t need another mouth to feed, Ivy. I don’t need another child looking for protection. Stay away from me and stay away from my son.” 
 
      
 
    And with that, I left, slamming the door behind myself. 
 
      
 
    I felt hollow. But I forced myself to take a step away from her door, then another. One foot, then the next, over and over again until she was out of range. Until I was far enough away from her that she couldn’t reach me. 
 
      
 
    I got onto my bike and revved the engine, hoping to drown out the sound of her voice, so broken and weary. “She took everything I had.” 
 
      
 
    Better than nearly anyone, I knew what it was like to everything ripped away from you over and over again. I’d lost my mother, my father, then my life the moment Josh was dropped off on my doorstep. I’d lost myself to the Devil’s Edge. No matter how much I wanted out, that would never happen. 
 
      
 
    The world didn’t give two trashs what I wanted. And it was time that Ivy learned that lesson herself. 
 
      
 
    But no matter how fast I drove or how far away I got from her, that hollow feeling in my chest didn’t seem to want to dissipate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    I watched Creed walk out of the door, wincing as he slammed in behind himself. The wall quivered and bits of drywall and paint fell to the carpet as the force of the door slam shook the whole building. “He’s right, you know.” I wiped the tears from my eyes with the corner of my sheets, trying not to let myself fall into full, red-eyed, heaving, ugly crying. “He’s so right. I’ve been waiting here like a damsel in distress hoping someone would ride by on a white horse and whisk me back into a better life.” 
 
      
 
    But as I glanced around the apartment, already dull and dirty and ugly, it seemed to grown even more so. This is my life now. And I either need to accept it or do something to change it. 
 
      
 
    I stood up, feeling every bone in my body cry out all at once. I stiffly walked to the shower, a bittersweet half-smile on my face remembered where I’d gotten all of those bruises and sore spots from. Flashes of last night haunted my every step as I got into the shower. I wanted to cry; I certainly felt like crying, but my eyes were dry. It was hard to be mad at Creed, even if he’d wanted me so much last night and then tossed me in the morning like a rotting vegetable. He is right. 
 
      
 
    So I showered, brushed my teeth, got dressed in one of the two outfits I had left (that weren’t my waitress uniform from my old job), and walked out the door. 
 
      
 
    My feet carried me down across Sakura Street and across the park to the bus stop without me even having to think about it. It was a good thing too, as my mind was occupied with something else entirely. I boarded the bus, feeling empty except for the throbbing pain in my aching chest. 
 
      
 
    It was a ten-minute ride over to Brandy and Broad. It was a very different part of town. There were people outside, wearing designer clothing and snacking on designer street food. They walked designer pets and moved between shiny, nearly new vehicles parked right on the street. No one looked at me, no one acknowledged my presence, but I caught them eyeing my scruffy, washed out sweater and leggings. 
 
      
 
    I no longer fit in here. The quality citizens of the world wanted to pretend people like me, from over by the canal and down by the docks, didn’t exist. Sitting here and tapping their designer shoes against the sidewalk in the free time, they didn’t want to think about the people in the city that were starving to death while they talked over deconstructed sandwiches at their favorite gastropub. I was a reminder that world existed, so it was best to pretend like I wasn’t there. 
 
      
 
    Feeling invisible, I walked down West Laurel Lane, watching as soccer moms and their spoiled, iPhone-bearing kids made a wide birth around me like I had the plague. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, I glanced into the window of a dress shop, eyeing all of the lovely things I could no longer buy. There was a little black and white polka dotted thing, cocktail length with hints of red spattered across the fabric. I ached for it, just to try it on, just to touch it. But even that was out of my reach. 
 
      
 
    Continuing down Laurel, I took a left, then a right, ending up on Cherry. I didn’t want to be here, but my feet dragged me here, as unwilling as a toddler in a tantrum. I just wanted to head back to that hole of a room I’d rented and wallow. But I didn’t belong there. I didn’t belong anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Two more blocks and I was there. The little stone building was slightly off kilter; the building was nearly as old as this city and filled with history. All of its years echoed out of the building like a siren’s call. It was what had drawn me to this building in the first place. The front windows were huge, gaping black holes covered in tinted glass. The scrolling letters on the outside read: Brick and Mortar. 
 
      
 
    It was my store. The future that Janice Maypole had stolen from me only months before. I stood outside, feeling an icy breeze blow in from the south. But the cold couldn’t seem to reach me through the ice that had already covered over me, just under the surface of my skin. I watched as people flowed in and out of the store, coming out with bags and parcels and packages, oblivious to me. 
 
      
 
    “Everything will be fine, Ivy,” Janice had said, a smirk on her lovely red lips. “My credit score is better, so we’ll put this in my name, add you in later. We’ll have a great line of credit in no time.” 
 
      
 
    She’d been able to fool me so completely. Now my living, which was as popular as I’d always hoped, was out of my hands. I could still smell the fresh lacquer of the flooring as we’d moved the shelves and furniture in. I remember lovingly unpacking our first shipment of art, setting everything up on walls still scented with a pungent hint of paint fumes. 
 
      
 
    If only I had kept something of it in my name. If only I’d been smart enough to get her to sign something. If only I had proof this was all mine, something Janice wouldn’t have had access to and burn the moment my back was turned. 
 
      
 
    But there was no proof, and I was left out in the dust. I turned on my heel, forcing myself away from the glass front that should have brought me joy but had only been able to bring me pain. 
 
      
 
    If only I had the guts to do whatever I had to do to get my store back from that thieving jerk. 
 
      
 
    What Janice had done had been illegal, but I was unable to find proof left. She’d been too through in her removal of me from all of the papers. No, I had dug for days looking for receipts to prove all of the money had been mine. But everything I’d signed, all of the documentation I had collected, had all magically disappeared in a moment. 
 
      
 
    No doubt Janice had laughed out loud as she burned every last one of them. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, my dear,” Janice said, her eyes glittering with malice. “I’ll take good care of my store. Now get out and don’t come back. All of this is mine. I dare you to even try to prove otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    Turning my back on that beautiful, affluent part of the city, I turned back to the docks where I belonged. I watched the world fly by from the window of the bus, watching as the roads became smaller, dirtier, and more pockmarked. I watched as the pretty, colorful flowerbeds disappeared, leaving room for trash piles and boxes filled with homeless men and women wrapped in blankets against the cold. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t take the bus home. Instead, I headed down Main towards the Devil’s Edge. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was a mistake, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more I could do. So, still aching and sore from not only my rough night and even rougher morning, I tried desperately to remember where the Devil’s Edge warehouse was. 
 
      
 
    After getting turned-around twice, I finally saw something I recognized. The huge, looming building of metal seemed so ordinary on the outside. Too bad I knew from experience that this was anything but ordinary. 
 
      
 
    I glanced around several times to make sure I wasn’t being followed. My heart thundered in my chest, making my steps fall and my fingers tremble, but I pushed myself forward anyway. I knew without a doubt that unless I made a change, nothing would change. This was my only way out. 
 
      
 
    I walked around the front of the building, shivering in the chilly air. “I wish I still owned a coat,” I mourned. But I forced myself to go on; I needed to talk to Pearl. If there was anyone in the world who could help me solve my Janice problem, it would be her. 
 
      
 
    But I stopped short when I came to the door. 
 
      
 
    The heavy wooden door was broken and burned, caving inwards. The entrance now looked like a huge gaping mouth, nothing but blackness inside. My heart seemed to implode in my chest as I stumbled forward, horror choking the breath from me. Both Josh’s and Creed’s faces floated into my vision for a moment. 
 
      
 
    They could be hurt-- Before I had even completely processed the thought, I was running for the doorway. I had to know that they were okay. I had to know-- 
 
      
 
    The lights were off inside of the door, and I stumbled to a halt inside of this massive darkness after the daylight. I was blinded. My vision came back to me slowly, but my view was just as dark. Most of the wooden structures were blackened as though torched. The floors splashed around my ankles; there must have been a fire sprinkler system in place. 
 
      
 
    I blinked, trying to shake off the last of the blindness from my eyes. But every second just brought into focus something worse than before. Shattered lamps and broken glass scattered across the floor. The motorcycles which had graced the clubhouse floor were either missing or in broken, battered pieces. The few people around sat in a small circle, their eyes glazed over with the memory of what this place had been. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the lights came on, blinding me for a second time. A collective sigh went through all of the people here as they, and I, got their first real look at the damage. 
 
      
 
    Before I could do anything else, someone grabbed my elbow. “Looks worse than it is,” Pearl’s voice said, her hands warm on my arm. I glanced back at her. She was smiling, but some of the light had gone out of her eyes. She patted my elbow and steered me away from the door, leading me past the worst of the wreckage. “We’ve been bruised up worse than this before, and I’m sure we’ll be bruised up again.” 
 
      
 
    Pearl’s curled, white hair was tied up in a messy bun, her gypsy clothes covered in dirt and lined with water. There were dark circles under her pretty eyes, and she seemed to have aged a few years since I saw her last, only the night before. Blood soaked into the leg of her pants and dribbled down the side of her face, but she didn’t seem to notice. 
 
      
 
    My eyes widened at the sight of her blood, and I could feel my heart collapsing in my chest. “Are Creed and Josh--” I choked on the last word, my voice rough even to my ears. 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Pearl’s smile lifted a little. “They are just fine, my friend. The same can’t be said for Creed’s bike. A few of the boys got banged up, but neither Creed or Josh were here when the fighting came down.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” I asked, pointing to her forehead. “You are bleeding?” 
 
      
 
    Pearl grinned wickedly, her eyes ablaze for a split second with fire. “Oh, if you think this is bad, you should see the guy that did this to me.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned but could feel no humor at her joke. “Who would have done something like this?” 
 
      
 
    Making a grunting noise in the back of her throat, Pearl crossed her weathered arms over her chest. “Did you forget that we’re a biker gang all of a sudden, girl? This sort of thing is rivalry. The other clubs in the area, they--” Pearl hesitated, looking around to see if anyone was within earshot. “They don’t like the Boss’s new idea of business partners,” she whispered, her pretty eyes still darting all over the room. “And Kelly had made it no secret he intends on driving every single one of the other gangs out of town with his little business transactions with the cartel.” 
 
      
 
    “Cartel?” I whispered back, just as urgently. 
 
      
 
    Pearl and I glanced across the room at Patrick’s ruined office, my eyes running over the broken, battered space with regret. “Yes. There are many people around that thing Kelly’s gone crazy. I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, as an outsider, but I think you should know. This is what you are getting into, being close to someone like Creed.” 
 
      
 
    “Pearl, dang it, I told you to hold still!” Patrick’s voice howled from somewhere nearby. “You’re bleeding, you stupid jerk.” 
 
      
 
    “Pearl?” I said as all of the blood ran out of my face, leaving me feeling cold and light-headed. “Just how injured are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Injured enough,” Patrick answered, coming up beside us. He had a shiner on his face that made me wince in sympathy, but it didn’t seem to bother him. “Now, come on, Poppy, old gal. Sit down and let me tend to you.” 
 
      
 
    Reluctantly and with a lot of cajoling from both Patrick and me, Pearl finally gave up and sat down in a folding chair her husband had brought with him. I gasped when she lifted up her skirt; there was a poorly wrapped gash on her leg. “This is going to need stitches, Pearl.” I eyed the cut, watching as it bled through the half-hearted bandage. 
 
      
 
    “No big deal, girl,” she answered, her face paling as Patrick unwrapped the bandage. “No one here is better at stitches than my Patrick.” 
 
      
 
    I sat and held her hand as Patrick sewed her up, chatting with her even as I felt like running away. A sick, unhappy feeling rose in my gut every time I looked I looked too carefully at what Patrick was doing. But Pearl, despite my only knowing her for a short time, felt like a friend. I couldn’t just leave her here to suffer without anyone to hold her hand. 
 
      
 
    When it was finished, Patrick let me take care of his eye by rubbing a little Neosporin into the bruising. “It won’t do much for the swelling, but it will help with the little cuts from getting infected and might numb a little of the pain.” I rubbed the gel into his skin as gently as I could, and Patrick didn’t even grunt in discomfort as I did. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I was done with Pearl and Patrick, I turned my attention to the others. 
 
      
 
    There were twelve injured, and while I wasn’t a nurse, I’d gotten banged up enough over the years to learn basic first aid. So I helped where I could and brought food or water when I couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    It took me nearly an hour to begin to wonder why I wanted to help all of these men so badly, men I didn’t even know. But even when I couldn’t come up with a proper answer, I kept going. 
 
      
 
    There were still others left to help. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    Growling, Bax slammed his hand onto the clubhouse table. It was one of the few things that survived. “We have to do something, Creed! He’s not giving us any choice!” The men around us howled in agreement, looking like wild animals caught in cages. If I agreed with them, they would all break free. And the result would be a civil war. 
 
      
 
    I glanced down at him from my standing position, crossing my arms over my chest. “I know all of you are angry, as we should be. But we have to be angry at the idiots that did this, and not the Boss.” Even as the words came out of my mouth, they felt hollow. 
 
      
 
    Loyalty is all that matters. If I turn against Kelly, it could mean my life and Josh’s. So, loyalty it is. I just hoped my loyalty would save me from whatever fallout was coming. 
 
      
 
    “We need to stick together in this; if we make this work, the cartels will set us up for the rest of our lives.” The men grumbled in response, but the killing rage that infected them seemed to be dissipating. They craved the money and the stability even more than they wanted Kelly’s head, and I would just have to use that to my advantage. “Just reacting without a plan won’t work; we need to figure out how to get back at the mongrels that did this.” 
 
      
 
    I managed to redirect their rage, making all of them angry again, but this time at the right people. It turned my gut to have to defend Kelly. All of us knew he was wrong to put our people in danger like we were expendable. But I didn’t have a choice. 
 
      
 
    None of us had a choice. Kelly had seen to that. 
 
      
 
    Just as I got the men to walk away, Ivy walked into the door looking dazed. I winced; she was the last person in the world I wanted to see. But here she was, looking like a scared rabbit, her eyes fluttering all over the room. She didn’t see me, but I certainly saw her, my eyes drawn to that body like a blasted magnet. Ivy was like gravity to me, and I knew there was something deeply wrong with how much I wanted her. 
 
      
 
    But Ivy didn’t come looking for me; she immediately went to Pearl, helping Patrick patch her up. Then, much to my surprise, she continued to help, walking around to every single one of the injured men. She was like some sort of angel, and each of her patients blinked up at her like she was too bright for their eyes. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to go over to her, shake her, scream in her face. How could Ivy be so blind? She didn’t belong here, among us bikers. She didn’t belong with the gang. She was too weak; this life would chew her up and spit her back out, leaving her even more broken and bleeding than she was right now. 
 
      
 
    Glossy curls fell down to her shoulders, her coffee eyes glittering with determination. She had never looked so beautiful. I could feel myself harden at the sight of her. There was a kind of steel in her that I’d never seen before. Her shoulders were squared against the blood and the wreckage. 
 
      
 
    After she was done nursing everyone she could help, Ivy sat down next to Pearl again. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to go over to her, to say something, anything, that would make her leave forever. But I couldn’t think of anything to say that she would take seriously. I couldn’t think of a single dang thing that would scare her off. I’d tried everything that had worked in the past, but every time I turned around, she was there again, haunting me. 
 
      
 
    I’d just made my mind up to go talk to her when Kelly walked in the room. 
 
      
 
    I could feel the undercurrent of hostility at Kelly’s appearance, a stupid smile on his face. Everyone seemed to be growling under their breath as he paraded into his beaten and broken home, his lips stretched in a smile that looked insane. “Good afternoon, everyone!” he announced, holding his hands out like some sort of announcer at a carnival. “I have great news. The cartel has promised us a brand new house, just as long as we make their deliveries for them starting Tuesday. The whole thing is already bought and paid for; all we need to do is hold up our end of the bargain.” He rubbed his hands together, his eyes a little too wide. “The lovely Christine has promised!” 
 
      
 
    A ragged, half-hearted cheer went up through the crowd. My eyes flicked back to where Ivy and Pearl still sat. They both looked like statues in the corner, their eyes hard and their mouths pressed together in eerily similar ways. Pearl whispered something to Ivy and she sneered, not taking her eyes from Kelly’s face. 
 
      
 
    I turned back to the front, determined to keep my eyes and my mind off of Ivy. “Alright, boys; let’s figure out who is going where,” I yelled, bringing in the attention of most of the gang. The boys gathered around, making it easier not to glance back at Ivy. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need seventeen drop-offs in two days; we’ll set out and inform the network of our plans. Does everyone know their assignments?” The group collectively nodded, most of them looking a little less unsure and a little more determined. Ice filled my chest as I watched them all nod along to my instructions like trained animals. We shouldn’t be doing this. “If any of the small timers have a problem with the new products they’ll be pushing on the street, rough them up, but not too much. We have a lot riding on this and can’t lose any of our street guys if we can help it.” 
 
      
 
    The men all nodded, looking resigned and sober. I turned away from them before they could see the helplessness in my eyes. I was caught between this rock and that hard place, I wasn’t sure I was making the right choice. But what else could I do? I walked over to Ivy, my feet practically dragging me over to the corner where she sat. 
 
      
 
    “Ivy,” I said, gruffly, my voice rough and nearly unrecognizable with tension. She looked up, her eyes searching and finding me as if drawn by gravity. I winced at the emotions in her gaze, turning away before I could identify any of them. “Despite what I said this morning, I need you to take Josh home. I want him away from all this now. He needs to rest.” 
 
      
 
    Something had hardened in her face when I turned back to her. The rush of emotions in her eyes stopped, leaving nothing but a stoic kind of distance. As though she had somehow turned from a weakling to something made of steel in the last few seconds. Shaking my head, I walked away, not wanting to think too hard about Ivy’s sudden strength. 
 
      
 
    “Best for who, I wonder?” Ivy answered, quietly, her voice shaking just a little. I turned back, surprised, my eyes finding hers. “This is insanity, Creed. You are risking your son, the lives of your men, and your own life and for what?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Ivy,” I whispered, my voice deadly quiet. She needed to shut her mouth before she drew the attention of someone more loyal to Kelly than I was. Talk like this would get her killed, especially since she was an outsider. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps realizing the danger, she lowered her voice, but she didn’t back down. Her shoulders squared, Ivy leaned into me rather than wincing back like I expected. “You’re so focused on your loyalty to Kelly that you can’t see past your own idiocy. You can’t see the forest for the trees. And if you don’t think about what you’re doing, Josh is going to be the one who pays the price for you.” 
 
      
 
    Ivy glanced away, her hard expression turning to a brilliant smile. “Are you ready to go home, Josh?” she asked, her voice suddenly back to normal. 
 
      
 
    Josh had dark circles under his eyes and he looked a little like he might pass out where he was standing. “Yeah.” He yawned hugely. “We watched seven movies!” 
 
      
 
    Ivy held out her hand, and I watched in dull surprise as Josh reached out to take it without hesitation.  “Seven? Wow, were they scary?” she asked, leading Josh out of the clubhouse, their fingers tightly knit together. 
 
      
 
    “Not as scary as this,” Josh said, his eyes a little too wide as he looked around the warehouse. “This is…” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, kiddo,” Ivy answered, a little too loudly and a little too cheerfully. “Your dad is going to fix it. Just you watch.” 
 
      
 
    But I had no idea how to fix it. Feeling defeated, I turned back to the men. It was time to start the transition, and I would be needed to help keep the street kids in line. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    Josh looked pale, his little hands clutched hard to mine. I wasn’t sure if it was the scene at the clubhouse that had him so shaken or if it was all of those zombie movies that Bax no doubt subjected him to. Perhaps it was a combination of the two. I had to work not to grind my teeth in anger at Bax for bringing Josh around. I was even angrier at Creed. 
 
      
 
    But Josh had to come first, at least for now. “I have a good idea; you want to go to the Burger Busters and get some fries?” I dug through my pockets, finding a ten, a five, and a handful of change. “We can probably get something pretty yummy with the money your dad gave me.” 
 
      
 
    A little spark lit up Josh’s eyes, glittering in the depths of those coffee-colored eyes. “You mean it?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Just as long as you don’t go crazy. Come on; it’ll be fun.” 
 
      
 
    A genuine smile spread across Josh’s adorable, dirty little face. “Awesome! I want two burgers!” 
 
      
 
    “Two burgers it is then.” I chuckled, glancing down at him. “I’m pretty sure you can’t eat two whole burgers by yourself, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I can too!” 
 
      
 
    It was a short, ten-minute bus ride to the closest Burger Busters, leaving us plenty of time to argue over who could eat more from the value menu. By the time we reached the restaurant, Josh looked much more relaxed. He even smiled a few times, most of the tension seeping from his body. Hopefully, Creed does something about all this, before it gets worse. 
 
      
 
    We sat at one of the plastic tables, ignoring the rest of the patrons and the profanity scratched into the cheap laminate of the chairs. Josh took too big bites of his sandwiches, his tiny cheeks puffed up and looking like a chipmunk’s. After a moment, he paused, setting down his burger and wiping the ketchup from his mouth with the back of his hand. “So,” he said finally, his chocolate eyes locked with the table. He fidgeted in his seat, bringing his feet up underneath him before standing, then sitting properly. He repeated that process a few more times, his eyes never once coming to rest on my face. “Do you think Pearl will be okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Pearl is a very tough lady. I’m pretty sure she’d survive almost anything.” I smiled down at him, dipping a chicken nugget into one of the little plastic containers of honey. “Pearl will be just fine, Josh.” 
 
      
 
    Frowning, Josh pulled apart his sandwich, eating each layer individually. “Do you think my dad will be okay?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, wiping my hands on the scruffy jeans I was wearing. “I think your dad is caught in the middle of a lot of other people’s problems. But he’s a tough guy; I believe he’s going to be okay.” Josh didn’t quite look convinced, so I smiled as brightly as I could manage at him. “But no matter what happens, you can stick with me, okay? We’ll figure it out together.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Ivy,” he whispered. After a moment’s hesitation, he dug back into his burgers, that ravenous hunger returning after I laid whatever worries in his young mind to rest. I wish I could be convinced of things so easily. “Can we go home now?” 
 
      
 
    I gaped at him in mock horror. “But you haven’t finished your two whole burgers yet!” 
 
      
 
    He giggled, his little chocolate eyes lighting up like fireworks. “I’ll bring them and eat them, promise. I just want to go home.” 
 
      
 
    My heart crumbled into little pieces as he looked up at me pleading. He danced in place, his sneakers squeaking on the dirty linoleum floor. “Sure thing, kiddo. Anything you want.” 
 
      
 
    So we bundled up our food and headed back to the bus station. Josh filled me in on all of the horrifying details of the horror movies he watched the night before, and I didn’t have to pretend to be disgusted. Horror movies, especially horror movies where people eat other people, had never been my favorite genre of the movies. 
 
      
 
    Josh was mostly himself again, if still a little subdued, on the bus ride home. No matter what Creed says, I can’t leave him alone like this. I’ll just stick with him until he’s not so spooked anymore. I’ll take whatever screaming Creed dishes out; this is more important than whatever is going on with him. 
 
      
 
    The walk back to the motel was long from the last bus stop, but Josh didn’t complain. He seemed to like being outside better than inside. It was no wonder; out here, he could run and fidget and play, all things he had no room for inside that stuffy motel room. Even though the sky was overcast and the world a little monochromatic under the dense carpet of clouds, Josh found what little color there was to be seen in the smog and the industrial dust of the poorer part of town. I envied him a little; there was nothing here I found beautiful. No, all of the beautiful things in life had disappeared when Janice took my shop. 
 
      
 
    We started across the parking lot, hand in hand, when something strange caught my eye. There was one of those nondescript white vans in the parking lot. Which was odd; who would be here this time of day? Most of the residents here didn’t own a car, and those who did didn’t park it in front. That was a surefire way to have your car end up on blocks with the muffler removed. 
 
      
 
    With a quick glance, I noticed two things that bothered me: the van was full of men, and those men seemed to be watching us walk across the pavement. My heart hammered in my chest. Oh, calm down; now you’re acting paranoid. What would anyone want with me? Or even Josh, no matter who his father is? 
 
      
 
    So I forced myself to take a deep breath, ignoring the niggling feeling in my belly that I was making a horrible mistake. 
 
      
 
    “Ivy,” Josh whispered urgently as we started up the stairs. “Those men are following us.” 
 
      
 
    Panicked, I started to run up the stairs, nearly dragging Josh along by the arm. I could see over the railing of the motel’s hallway that he was right. They had all gotten out of the van the moment we walked by. A few carried rope. All of them looked incredibly mean. 
 
      
 
    I ran the rest of the way to Creed’s room, locking the door the moment we were inside. Out of breath and panicking, I pressed my back against the door. Josh fumbled around under the bed as I took a deep breath. The darkness of a full-blown panic pressed in around my edges, quivering in all of my muscles. I tried to think, but couldn’t think of anything to do. 
 
      
 
    Given who lives here, I can’t even call the police. 
 
      
 
    So it was up to us. 
 
      
 
    “Josh, we’re going to climb out of the window onto the fire escape.” I ran over to where he was still digging under the bed, pulling on his shoulder. “We need to go now.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Ivy,” he said, his voice muffled by the mattress. He stood up suddenly, his tiny hands filled with the black, cold metal of some sort of handgun. I gulped as he rather expertly loaded the gun. 
 
      
 
    “No, Josh. You’ll hurt yourself, or me. There are more of those guys than you have bullets. We need to run!” 
 
      
 
    Josh turned back to me, keeping the gun steadily pointed away from me and toward the ceiling. “Don’t worry, Ivy; we’ll take care of all of them.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t like how steady his voice sounded. The kid spoke like he’d killed someone before. His little hands didn’t even tremble around the loaded gun. Panic spilled up over my calm facade. My screaming brain cursed Creed in the most colorful of terms. “We can’t! We can’t! We have to run!” I grabbed for the gun, my hand closing around his hands. I yanked back hard on the firearm, hoping to dislodge it enough to get Josh to drop it. 
 
      
 
    Noise clamored up the stairs outside, and both of us froze. Josh let go of the gun and I dropped it, praying it wouldn’t go off and hit one of us in the feet. My heart trembled in my chest as I stooped, grabbing Josh and the gun from the floor as I spun toward the window. Swinging my arm hard, I smashed the gun into the window, glass shattering out onto the fire escape outside. Someone fumbled with the door handle as I pushed Josh out of the gaping hole where the window once was. 
 
      
 
    Pushing myself up onto the ledge, I cried out as glass stuck into my hands, but I managed to scramble out of the window anyway. Josh was already booking it down the stairs as fast as his little legs could manage, sliding around the rails with the liquid grace I couldn’t hope to manage. I heard the door shatter behind me but was too scared to turn around and look. I tumbled down the first flight of stairs, tripping over my own feet and slamming hard into the railing. Blood spilled down my hands as I glanced behind; no one was on the railing just yet. 
 
      
 
    But there would be someone soon. 
 
      
 
    Careening down the stairs, I caught up with Josh. He was pushing all of his weight against the drop-down safety ladder at the top, slamming his little fists and feet against it with all of his might. He didn’t possess the leverage or the weight to dislodge it. “Josh!” I said urgently. 
 
      
 
    He stepped aside, his face filled with disappointment at his inability to help. His eyes grew wide as he glanced above us, his eyes darkening with real, tangible fear. So I wasted no time in slamming my boots down onto the ladder as hard as I could manage. 
 
      
 
    The ladder slammed down into place with a sound like a shotgun blast. A few heads poked out of open windows, eyes wide, only to duck back inside. They were smart to keep away from us. I hoped against hope that someone would help us, but a quick look up as we climbed down the stairs made it pretty clear that everyone else in this rotting pile of trash was never going to do anything to help any of us. 
 
      
 
    And who stuck their necks out for anyone anymore? 
 
      
 
    But it didn’t matter. We had to get out of here, with or without help. Several men were climbing down the escape after us. Josh stumbled away from the parking lot as his feet hit the pavement. I followed, my breath short and my heart thundering. “Which way should I go?” Josh yelled over his shoulder, his voice already breathless. 
 
      
 
    “Head towards the main road!” I called after him, my lungs on fire as I tried not look behind me. I’d only fall over my own feet trying to see how close they were behind me. So I ran blindly, the gun in my fingers. 
 
      
 
    But I couldn’t shoot it at them; I just couldn’t. Even in my panicked state, the thought of shooting someone else made me nauseous. 
 
      
 
    Creed is right. You are weak and useless. 
 
      
 
    Unable to stand it anymore, I turned to glance behind myself. The men were slowly gaining on us from behind, murder in their eyes. Bile rose in my throat. But before I could turn around, I slammed into a brick wall. 
 
      
 
    Thrown to the ground, all of the air fled my lungs, leaving me breathless and empty. The gun flew from my hands, skidding across the pavement as Josh screamed at the top of his little lungs. In front of me, there was a man. He was built like a mountain; he was the wall I’d run into. I couldn’t catch my breath and none of my muscles appeared to be working. Josh flew to one side, evading the mountain man’s grasp. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t catch my breath to tell him to run, but my mind screamed it so loud that it drowned out all of the other sounds around me. 
 
      
 
    Josh dove for the gun, but the mountain man was too fast. He batted it away, grabbing hold of the back of Josh’s shirt and lifting him off of the ground. The world went a little black around the edges as I continued to gasp for air. 
 
      
 
    But we had been taken, and there was nothing I could do to save us. 
 
      
 
    The men finally caught up, and the seven of them threw us into the back of the van. Pain lanced through my side as I felt the world fade in and out. But where was Josh? Panic, panic, and pain. But no, he was there. I could hear him breathing beside me. I could feel the pounding of his little sneakers against the metal walls. “Let us out!” he demanded. But no one was listening. 
 
      
 
    Whatever happened, at least we were in this together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    I could not breathe. 
 
      
 
    Rage boiled over my mind, tinting the whole world around me red. I vaguely recognized that two men were holding onto my arms, physically restraining me from tearing out of the wrecked clubhouse and into the darkness outside. 
 
      
 
    “Who took them?” I asked, my voice deadly, calm, and quiet. 
 
      
 
    “The manager of your building called; he said he didn’t know.” Bax’s voice was also calm like he was talking to a raging bull. I couldn’t seem to think clearly, and I knew I had to kill something. Someone would die for this. I wanted to feel the life slip out of them as I wrapped my hands around their throats. I wanted them to pay for what they did to my son and Ivy. 
 
      
 
    They would pay. I would see to it. 
 
      
 
    Pearl’s voice floated through the haze of violence around my mind. “Creed, you getting this upset isn’t going to solve anything. We need to find out who took them first and what they wanted them for.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes focused on her face. There were more age lines on that beautiful face than there had been the day before. Before all of this violence had come down on the Devil’s Edge, spattering like blood spray into my own life. 
 
      
 
    This had to be Kelly’s fault. Ivy was right. I made the wrong decision and now Josh is paying the price for it. If they hurt him-- 
 
      
 
    A soft brush of fingers across my arm brought my attention back to the present. Pearl is still there, her brow furrowed with worry. She was holding onto my arm suddenly. “We’ll find them, Creed. We just need to think. Who would do this?” 
 
      
 
    Bax took a deep breath, slowly releasing my arm. There must have been something in my face that made him let go. “It could be any of the other gangs; they might just be trying to get your attention.” 
 
      
 
    “Why my attention? Kelly is in charge and Patrick is his second. I’m nobody.” 
 
      
 
    Bax and Pearl glanced at one another, something deep and thoughtful in their eyes. “There are a lot of people here, and out there, who think you will take over the Edge as soon as Kelly is out of the way,” Pearl answered, her voice as neutral as possible. 
 
      
 
    Swallowing hard, I turned to her. “No, Pearl. You can’t be serious.” 
 
      
 
    Pearl’s gaze dropped to her feet. “Of course. It doesn’t matter if Patrick still holds his position as second. There’s a lot of whispers about how he’s too old to run the Edge. But there is no such talk about you taking Kelly’s throne after he’s out.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked, glancing around. Bax and the other man who had been holding me back, Carl, both nodded in agreement. Me, the leader of the Edge? Why would anyone think that was something I wanted? More than anything in the world, I wanted to be out of this life. If it hadn’t been for Josh, I’d be out already. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged off those thoughts, turning my mind back to more immediate concerns. Ivy and Josh had been taken, but who would have taken them. It was most likely the same group who decided to attack our base. That queasy feeling that appeared every time I thought too much about what Kelly was getting us into returned, tying my stomach in knots. 
 
      
 
    “We need to go to the motel now. I need to know what happened. I need to find them.” I turned back to Bax, who looked like he was ready to dive towards me again, holding me back from doing anything rash. But I was well beyond my initial rage, and the world seemed empty, cold, and clear. I was calculating my revenge, my mind filled with ice. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Creed. If you think that’s best, let’s do it,” Pearl said, but her eyes were on Bax. They were doing that silent communicating thing again. I didn’t care what they were thinking so hard at each other about. I just wanted to find Josh and Ivy. 
 
      
 
    The four of us jumped into Pearl’s ancient van. I was always surprised when it started up; it was older than most of the men in the Devil’s Edge and nearly rusted through in several places. But somehow, the engine always turned over, even in the bitter cold of dead winter or the broiling sun of high summer. Nothing ever seemed to bother this giant bucket of bolts. Pearl was as attached to it as I’d ever seen anyone get attached to a vehicle. 
 
      
 
    It took less than fifteen minutes to get to the motel, but it felt like an eternity. My mind kept wandering to the very worst possible scenario. The world seemed to fade in and out around me, my mind tangled up in the ice and fire of the potential pain that waited for me at home. My lungs felt small and useless, my fingers twisted around each other, my head felt like it was full of air. 
 
      
 
    The motel was quiet; most of the citizens were probably bunkered down in their rooms, hoping to avoid any of the fallout from gang activity on their block. It was pretty standard procedure for those who did not want to be involved; it is what I would have done in their same situation. Who wants to be caught up in other’s business? But it still made my blood boil to know that any of those cowards could have helped somehow. 
 
      
 
    Kelly and Christine were already there when I arrived, and I could feel my blood boiling harder. Who the heck told these two about the kidnapping? Furious, I was forced to join the two of them. The Boss seemed to have something on his mind, and I could not be able to go against whatever decision he made. 
 
      
 
    Grumbling, I waited beside Kelly for him to acknowledge me. 
 
      
 
    “You know the Cartel would happy to help return any of your people, Creed,” Christine started. She looked more subdued than usual, but I ignored her. The last people I needed to help were the ones who got me into this in the first place. “We- we feel that protecting the Devil’s Edge is now something of a personal cause that must come first.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes, not taking my eyes off of Kelly’s face. He was examining the front of the motel, his mouth curved down in an unusual frown. “You live in this pile of trash, Creed?” he asked, cutting into whatever nonsense Christine was about to start spouting again. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it was all I could find on short notice after our house burned down,” I answered, trying to keep whatever emotions were trying to surface at bay. Explaining all of those painful, fear-filled hours in such a terse, emotionless sentence made me feel a little like I was lying, but I kept my thoughts to myself. 
 
      
 
    The fire and why it happened is not up for discussion at the moment. But that too was Kelly’s fault. The men coming after Josh, and now Ivy, this was all Kelly’s fault. The marks against him were steadily growing. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed those thoughts hard, but they stuck in my throat like thumbtacks. I couldn’t seem to breathe properly around them, or around the rage that inevitably boiled up around them. 
 
      
 
    “Well, getting your son back is, of course, a number one priority. Your son is just as much part of this as we are and less able to defend himself.” Kelly scratched his chin, glancing up at the darkening sky. It was nearly dark, and they would have to get a move on if they were going to figure out who had him in time. 
 
      
 
    “What about Ivy?” I asked before I could stop myself. Both Christine and Kelly turned to me as if jerked by strings, their eyes narrowed and their pose defensive. 
 
      
 
    “What about Ivy?” Kelly asked, his voice a careful neutral. “She’s not part of the Edge. She is of no concern of mine. Or yours.” There was a warning in his voice, one I wanted to punch out of him. But instead, I said nothing. “We don’t have time to mend the lives of our collateral damage. It’s not any fault of yours or mine that she got caught up in this.” 
 
      
 
    Pearl cleared her throat. “We should check your room and see if they left some sort of ransom note or something. Which one is yours?” 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, I turned back to Pearl. “Follow me; I’ll show you.” 
 
      
 
    Pearl and Bax were both silent as they followed me up the familiar stairs. I could feel my feet dragging at the thought of what we would find inside of my place. I wanted it all to be a joke. I hoped I’d throw open the door to my motel room and find Josh jumping on the bed, a smile on his grubby little face. Ivy would be hiding in the kitchen, making a meal out of the nothing we’d had money for. 
 
      
 
    But there was nothing inside. A few odds and ends had been knocked over and the window was broken and spattered with blood. But the worst part was the suffocating emptiness of it. There was no Josh to scream at him, no Ivy to give a hesitant smile. How had these things become so important? 
 
      
 
    “Look at this,” Bax said as I scanned the room. He picked up a dirty-looking piece of paper off of the carpet, glancing over it. “You’ll wanna look at this, Creed.” 
 
      
 
    I snatched the paper from his hands, so impatient I ripped the corner. On it was a sloppily written note in pen written on the back of a receipt. 
 
      
 
    This is C. I think we can both agree what’s going on isn’t right. 
 
      
 
    It’s time to talk. 
 
      
 
    Your son is collateral. Come alone without telling anyone and you will both leave here alive. 
 
      
 
    You know where to find me. This is to talk. 
 
      
 
    I crumpled the paper up in rage, tearing it to tiny pieces and scattering them around the room. Carlos is behind this. Carlos Adams, the leader of the Carrion Club. I wanted to shred him to bits, too. Anger surged in my chest and I slammed my hands into the wall. The dent I made only seemed to drive my anger higher rather than relieve any of it. “He wants me to meet him, alone, without telling Kelly.” 
 
      
 
    “We can all guess why,” Pearl said, her voice soft and low. She crossed her rail thin arms over her chest, her blue eyes boring into my soul. “Will you go?” 
 
      
 
    “Idiot hasn’t given me much of choice, now has he?” 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Pearl laid a gentle hand over my shoulder. “Keep in mind that Ivy is an orphan. She has no friends and no family. If you don’t save her, then no one will.” 
 
      
 
    That stopped me short. “She’s an orphan?” Pearl just nodded in response, no emotion on her pretty face. 
 
      
 
    I knew getting tangled up with her was a mistake. How could I be so stupid? But the thought of losing her, especially if it was Kelly’s fault… 
 
      
 
    No, I had to do something to save her. The question was what. If I came as they asked, would Carlos let her go too? 
 
      
 
    I really hoped he would. Because I couldn’t be held responsible for how I reacted if something should happen to her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    I pulled at the ropes wrapped tight around my wrists, but that only seemed to make them hurt more. Nausea rose in my belly as panic set in, a panic that I fought against, tooth and nail. Panicking isn’t going to do me any good here. It will only hurt me. 
 
      
 
    To calm myself, I looked around, trying to keep my brain busy. There were seventeen boxes, filled with who-knows-what, lined up against the far wall of my jail. The room was small, with a tiled floor. I counted one hundred and fifteen tiles; although several were hidden under the stacks of boxes and the twin-sized bed I was tied to, I managed to multiply the amount and guess the rest. There were twelve full-sized, ugly drop ceiling tiles. 
 
      
 
    But I was running out of things to count. 
 
      
 
    I leaned forward. If I stretched hard and pulled at the ropes, I could just catch a glance at Josh. He was allowed to sit in the other room, no ropes around his little wrists. They even gave him a pizza and some horrifying zombie movie to watch. He munched on his pizza rather happily, his little sneakers squeaking against the tiled floor he sat on. 
 
      
 
    The men who watched seemed to have taken a liking to him. I was grateful. At least he would be treated kindly, even if I wouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    “So, hermanito, who is the girl, eh?” one of them asked. Since the door to my little room was open, his voice wasn’t muffled at all. I froze at the question, holding my breath. 
 
      
 
    But Josh seemed to be ready with a lie. He made a noncommittal sound, probably shrugging his little shoulders as his eyes remained glued to the TV. “I think she lives on the same floor as me and my dad; she’s a nice lady. I don’t know her name, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so, little man?” the voice answered, sounding skeptical. 
 
      
 
    Josh made another noncommittal noise like he had already forgotten what they were talking about. His father’s son, to be sure. “Can I have more pizza?” 
 
      
 
    “Anything you want, hermanito,” the second voice answered. His voice was less pleasant than the first, and I really hoped he wasn’t going to come in here with me. 
 
      
 
    The men kept talking, as if to themselves. “So, the girly has nothing to do with Creed?” 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean she’s free game?” 
 
      
 
    The voice I didn’t like seemed to be smiling evilly as he said, “I think it does, amigo. I think it does. How should we split her up?” 
 
      
 
    “One of us has to keep an eye on the boy; who goes first?” 
 
      
 
    Panic welled up in me, a layer of sweat sliding down over my body. I could feel my fast food chicken nuggets rising in my belly, threatening to make a very gross and very violent reappearance. These men talked about rape like I would talk to someone about eating a blasted salad. They want to-- 
 
      
 
    My mind seemed to go blank, the horror of what might be happening in here soon thundering through my veins. My blood seemed to turn to ice water in the face of the horrors in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Who are these people anyway? 
 
      
 
    Sweat beaded on my forehead, and I had to relearn how to breathe around the lump in my throat. I was silent on the outside, but inside I was wailing, screaming, dreading, praying, and hoping for someone to save me. No matter how unlikely that was. 
 
      
 
    The sound of a door crashing open thundered through the room, and I nearly passed out from fright. The shotgun sound echoed through my skull like a migraine, shattering what calm I had left. I pulled hard at the ropes, yanking on them even when they cut deep into my skin. My already bloody hands chaffed and split, red blood oozing between the ropes and dripping down onto the mattress below me. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll do no such thing. If you touch the boy or touch that woman in there, I’ll gut you both myself,” a new voice boomed. There was no emotion in that voice, no threat. Just an icy cold promise. I shivered at the sound of it. There was a wet crackling sound and then silence. After that, a whispered order. 
 
      
 
    One of the men who had been talking so casually about raping me came into the room, his eye already swollen and his lip bleeding. Without looking me in the eye, the Hispanic-looking man reached for my hands. He managed to look sheepish under all of those tattoos and muscles, somehow. It was almost as though he’d shrunk in on himself. 
 
      
 
    I felt sick as he came closer, fear rising in my stomach as he got closer. But I needn’t have worried. With gentle fingers, he untied my hands and wrapped my bleeding wrists and fingers with Neosporin-laced bandages, careful not to pull too hard. I was surprised at his little touch. I wondered what would be waiting for me when I met the man with ice for a voice. When it was plain that the man had no other intentions but to wrap my hands and leave me alone, I took a deep breath. Relax. They aren’t going to hurt you. They said so. But the panic still waited in the back corner of my mind, waiting to overtake me again. 
 
      
 
    Creed, how could you get me into this? I could feel the sting of those last words we’d shared. I remembered lecturing him for supporting Kelly and his cartels. I also remembered those other words. The ones that still stung my soul. 
 
      
 
    “You are pathetic, Ivy. Sitting around in this dump, miserable and waiting for someone to come and fix your problems for you. I don’t need another child looking for protection.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted Creed to think better of me. And that meant I needed to grow a spine. And fast. What would Creed want me to do? I wished I knew. He’d want me to stop crying and man up. I took a deep breath, trying to square my shoulders under the weight of my current situation. I needed to be strong for Creed and for Josh. 
 
      
 
    So I sat up straight, took a deep breath, and waited, trying not to fidget. I didn’t have to wait long. 
 
      
 
    The man that appeared in the doorway was nothing like I expected. I was waiting for another tattooed tough guy with a mohawk and a sneer. But he looked so little like a gang member, I was pretty sure that he couldn’t have been the leader with the icy voice. He looked like a lawyer, dressed down for a game of golf. He wore khakis and a button down, collared shirt with Ralph Lauren logo on it. If this man had any tattoos, they were well-hidden. 
 
      
 
    But then I met his eyes. 
 
      
 
    They were so emotionless that I stopped breathing for a moment. There was a coldness about his face that made me believe he could kill a man in cold blood like some men ate a steak. I shivered under his gaze and had to force myself not to wince away from him when he sat down next to me on the bed. 
 
      
 
    “What is your name?” the cold man asked finally. His words were dripping with a heavy, Hispanic accent of some sort, matching his dark skin, hair, and eyes. He was handsome in a way, but he would have been much more attractive if he didn’t look quite so dark and sinister. 
 
      
 
    I took a deep, quivering breath trying to steady my nerves. “My name is Ivy.” 
 
      
 
    The man smiled, but it had no warmth in it. The sight of it sent shivers down my spine. “Well, Ms. Ivy. It looks like you’ve gotten tangled up in quite the mess. I do hope you’ll forgive the brutish ways of my crew.” 
 
      
 
    “Why am I here?” I asked, forcing myself to look into that unfeeling face. 
 
      
 
    The man tilted his head. “Because you were running away from my men with Josh Carver. We had to take you both. Now, if you’ll come with me, I’m sure you would like something to eat.” 
 
      
 
    As banal as it sounded, I was hungry. “I could really go for some pizza,” I answered, hoping my brave words covered up my shaking. “What is your name?” 
 
      
 
    “My name is Carlos Adams. I am the leader of the Carrion Club. We are part rival, part friend to the Devil’s Edge.” 
 
      
 
    I decided to play along with Josh’s lie. “Devil’s Edge?” 
 
      
 
    Carlos just smiled that icy smile again and held out a hand. I took it, surprised at how warm his skin was, considering how cold the rest of him looked. “We hold the same territory as the Edge has. It has been so for many years without issue. Until the Edge brought in a cartel’s wares to our territory. It is causing--” He paused, considering his words carefully. “It is causing a disturbance of the balance here. Which is why we have taken Josh. We know Creed, the future leader of the Edge, will come for his son. This will allow us to talk.” 
 
      
 
    Leading me into the main room, I blinked at the barrage of bright sunlight streaming through the high windows. This place looked like it might have once been a car repair garage once upon a time. But now, it reminded me of the Devil’s Edge and their clubhouse. There were decidedly fewer motorcycles, but more men. All of them looked wary but determined. 
 
      
 
    Considering what Kelly is doing, I can hardly blame them. 
 
      
 
    “We have lost the ear of the leader of the Edge, Kelly, but we believe his next in line will listen, if given the right incentives.” 
 
      
 
    “Josh’s dad is the next in line for a- a gang?” I whispered. Creed had never made any mention of it. Not that Creed keeping things from me would be surprising. He’d made it pretty clear that I was nothing more than a cheap night of sex. I swallowed, trying not to let the pain of those memories show up on my face. 
 
      
 
    “Come this way, Ivy. I want to show you something.” 
 
      
 
    So I followed, still tangled up in my own thoughts. I wonder if Creed will rescue me. The thought lit my whole body on fire. I wanted that. I wanted him. I wanted to know he wanted me just as much as he had that night we messed in my bed. 
 
      
 
    But I was pretty sure that was something I would never have. 
 
      
 
    Feeling lost, I stayed close to Carlos, hoping I wasn’t following him to my death. Or something worse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    I’m going to tear that man’s throat out. 
 
      
 
    I daydreamed about wringing that Carrion jerk’s neck, watching those ice-cold black eyes slowly fade into nothing. Then I’d leave his body for the birds. Carrion to the last. 
 
      
 
    Fury burned like coals under my skin, seething along each one of my veins. The rage coated my vision like a cloud. I could hear Bax trying to calm me with reason, but I didn’t want to be calmed. I wanted Ivy and Josh back now, and I wanted that Carrion jerk to pay for it with his last breath. 
 
      
 
    Forcing myself to take a deep breath, I turned to Bax. “Why are we trying to storm the hideout? Carlos wants me alone. To talk.” 
 
      
 
    “Because I don’t trust him,” Bax said, quietly. “We need at least three guys to back you up in case you have to shoot your way out. Besides, we’re not sure it’s a good idea for you to be going in there by yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I growled. He was probably right; Bax knew me better than anyone. And he knew that I would most likely do something stupid enough to get myself killed if left alone. But that didn’t mean I wanted to agree with him. My barely-contained anger needed a vent, and Carlos’ head sounded like a great place to start. 
 
      
 
    Pearl drew a vague map of the area in chalk directly on the folding table. The five of us stood in a circle around the table. Pearl had the best memory of any of us, and she remembered what the inside of the base looked like. She and Patrick had been called there on diplomatic sorts of talks on more than one occasion. But it had been years; that already tenuous relationship between the gangs had been worn away by Kelly’s crazed desire for something more. 
 
      
 
    Beside Pearl was Bax, and he had several hand-picked men he trusted at his side. One was a huge man named Cole and the other was Bax’s brother, Kite. The others were gathering supplies elsewhere. The group of us would be the invasion team after we came up with a plan based on Pearl’s map. 
 
      
 
    The planning only seemed to be slowing us down, and I needed to leave. The only thing that kept me here was Kelly’s vague orders to “bring a team with you.” I didn’t tell him about the note or about everyone’s sudden decision that I was somehow the next in line to Kelly’s throne. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to think about that. I just wanted to think about Josh and Ivy. And wringing Carlos’ neck. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so we’ll send Creed in the front alone, and Kite, Cole, and I will find a side entrance to storm. As long as we’re quiet, we should be able to cover your exit, if you end up needing one. Our priority is Josh. Ignore the woman; she’s not a part of the plan.” Bax was staring at me oddly as he said the words. “Kelly’s orders.” 
 
      
 
    When I glanced up at them, both Pearl and Bax were watching me, as if waiting for a reaction. I was furious; Kelly’s orders! I knew the men would obey them too, leaving Ivy to fend for herself. I wasn’t sure Ivy would survive it. 
 
      
 
    “The only way we’ll go in after the both of them is if Creed claims Ivy as his own, making her part of the Edge for the rest of her life,” Pearl finished quietly, annunciating the words slowly like we were learning this for the first time. 
 
      
 
    But I couldn’t claim Ivy as my own. If my concentration was divided, if I tried to save them both and things went wrong, I would most likely lose both Josh and Ivy. I had to choose one, and my son came first. Even if it felt like someone had driven a knife through my ribs and into my chest at the thought of losing Ivy, I had to take care of my son. Ivy would survive on her own. Or she wouldn’t. It wasn’t my business. 
 
      
 
    But it feels like it’s my business. 
 
      
 
    Divided and unsure, I forced myself to pay attention to the plan, but my blood only seemed to boil hotter with every word. Filled with fury, I could barely hear the others discussing the plan around the roaring in my ears and in my mind. 
 
      
 
    The four of us said goodbye to Pearl, filing into one of the Edge’s few cars. It wasn’t as roomy as Pearl’s ancient van, but it was quiet. Far quieter than we would be on their bikes. It took us about twenty minutes to cross over into Carrion territory and find their base of operations. So far, Pearl’s directions had held up; the front doors of the building were just where we expected them to be. Everything was in order. 
 
      
 
    Bax parked the car down the hill about a quarter of a mile from the base. It was as close as we dared get and as far as we dared leave the car. I hoped we wouldn’t need to make a break for it; the hill was empty of any cover that would stop bullets. I guess I will just have to make sure the shooting never starts. It wasn’t my strong suit, being diplomatic. Carlos knew it, too. Which meant he was either desperate to stop Kelly, or hoping I would cause an incident that would start a war between the Carrion Club and the Devil’s Edge. 
 
      
 
    Either way, it would most likely end in Kelly’s death and the loosening of the grip of the cartel in our city. Carlos won either way. 
 
      
 
    It took every ounce of willpower I had not to turn around, grab the keys, and just drive the car through the front of the clubhouse. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, I left the boys as they slid around the side of the building in the dark, looking for the side entrance. I walked up to the double doors, my empty fingers itching for my guns, which were holstered at my sides. “They didn’t say unarmed,” I reminded myself. 
 
      
 
    The front door swung open on silent hinges as I knocked. I took a deep breath, trying to push back the haze of red that threatened to overtake me again, and stepped inside. 
 
      
 
    And Carlos was waiting for me on the other side. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    I did everything I could to hide my shaking. I felt like the last autumn leaf in the icy first winds of winter. Holding my hands hard in my lap, I tried to ignore the swirl of dangerous people around me. 
 
      
 
    Josh was sitting close by, his eyes pointed at nearly anything in the room but me. I wanted to comfort him, to say something that would put him at ease, but we were pretending. Pretending that we didn’t know each other and that Creed wasn’t anything to me. It sounded easier than it was; even little things could have given us away. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they are going to hurt us?” Josh asked finally. He seemed unworried, but he was fidgeting less than usual. It had me worried, but I did my best not to look worried. 
 
      
 
    “That Carlos guy said they weren’t. Are you scared?” 
 
      
 
    Josh turned and looked at me, a fake little smile on his lips. “I’m not scared of anything, lady.” 
 
      
 
    “How old are you?” It was a question I honestly didn’t know the answer to; I’d never thought to ask Josh or Creed his age. I was pretty sure he was about nine, but I’d never actually asked. 
 
      
 
    “Eight and a half,” he proclaimed proudly. I was surprised again. Only eight years old and Creed expected so much of him. I wondered what little Josh would be like when he was his father’s age. Probably just as much of a criminal as he is. And that thought made me profoundly sad. 
 
      
 
    “Are you tired? You can come lay by me if you are.” 
 
      
 
    “I think I’ll be okay. I’m not a baby who goes to bed as soon as it’s dark.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “You certainly are not a baby.” 
 
      
 
     The man watching over us, different than the one Carlos had beat up, looked back and forth between us. He didn’t seem to know what to make of our little conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Either way, there’s plenty of room up on this sofa, if you are interested in taking a nap or something.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t need it,” Josh said confidently. “My dad will find me soon, then he’ll take me home.” 
 
      
 
    There was a little wobble in Josh’s voice as he said it. He wanted so much for his dad to come and save him, and save me too, but I wasn’t sure it was going to happen. I doubted Kelly would let him. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of silence, the door swung open with a groan. The hinges sounded like hadn’t been oiled in years, and I winced at the sound. It grated on my already-frayed nerves like lemon juice over a cut. 
 
      
 
    Carlos entered, and our watchdog got to his feet. “Sir,” he said, bowing his head a little. I was amazed at the discipline and respect this man Carlos got from all of his people. The Edge was nothing like this; they didn’t run with military precision like the Carrion Club did. But both groups were still dangerous. I should have never gotten caught up in either. 
 
      
 
    “Ms. Ivy.” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to show how frightened I was of this man, of his ice cold black eyes. I sat up, looked him right in the face, and squared my shoulders. “Mr. Carlos.” 
 
      
 
    He looked amused for a second, the first emotion I’d seen on that stoic face of his. I smiled tentatively in return. “You have lived at that motel for some time?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, running my fingers through my curls nervously. “No. I just moved in several weeks ago after I lost my apartment.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you lose your apartment?” 
 
      
 
    I wondered what the harm of answering that question might be and thought through my answer completely before giving it. “I was naive,” I answered finally, feeling my shoulders droop a little. “My business partner took advantage of that. Stole my business out from under me, little by little, until she could take it from herself. Then she burned all of the evidence that I was ever part of the store. So I lost my job and my life savings all in one day. Had to sell everything I owned and moved into a cheaper place.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” he answered, his eyes narrowing. 
 
      
 
    “Are you?” I retorted, surprising myself. “You don’t look it.” 
 
      
 
    His chuckle was dry and humorless. “So, you live on the same floor as Creed Carver?” 
 
      
 
    “This little boy’s father? Yes. But I do my best to stay out of his way.” Not entirely a lie. 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever met anyone else from the Devil’s Edge?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe? I met a lot of people.” 
 
      
 
    Carlos cleared his throat, obviously annoyed. “Did you know that the Devil’s Edge is bringing in a cartel’s goods from Mexico to try and one-up the market here? Did you know they are trying to start turf wars with the other gangs in the area to gain the upper hand and wipe us all out?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. I hadn’t thought of it like that. I didn’t have to pretend to look horrified and surprised. “Why would they do that? Couldn’t bystanders be--” I swallowed hard. Perhaps I should tell him the truth, especially if he’s trying to stop the cartel from moving in. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I doubt very much that the cartel moving in will care much for the local lives of civilians,” Carlos answered coolly. He sat down across from Josh in one of the metal folding chairs, crossing his right leg over his left. 
 
      
 
    Nausea rose in my gut. He was right, of course. There was no denying it. 
 
      
 
    “We believe that there is some dissent inside of the Edge, and that Creed might be one of the men who is willing to listen to reason. We want to help him rise to power over Kelly and send the cartel packing before they get a foothold.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you think my dad would help you?” Josh asked, crossing his arms over his chest. “Especially after you broke into my house and kidnapped me.” 
 
      
 
    “We believe your father to be a reasonable, if angry, man,” Carlos leaned back in his chair, his unnerving eyes still locked on me. “He’s not stupid, and I know he must hate the idea of letting the cartels in as much as I do.” 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath, fidgeting on the couch under Carlos’ gaze. “What does this have to do with me? I’d rather just leave.” 
 
      
 
    “I think you know Creed better than you say you do. I think you can convince him to meet with us. If he becomes leader of the Edge, Creed will have Carrion Club’s full support and peace treaties, better than even Kelly has them now. Mostly because we don’t trust this Kelly with his wild ideas and power grabbing.” 
 
      
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest, holding them tightly to try and hide their shaking. “And so what? What makes you think a big tough guy would listen to someone like me anyway? I don’t think anyone cares for my opinion; this Creed guy won’t be any different.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe that. You were in his home, protecting his child.” 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath to refute him before pausing. No, he’s right. I want this to end as much as anyone does. Creed, I believe, doesn’t want this cartel thing to happen either. And if he had a say, I think Josh would also fight against this drug running thing. It’s dangerous, and it will hurt the neighborhood. Carlos, even if he is the leader of a gang, seems to be in the right, at least this once. 
 
      
 
    Uncurling from the couch, I leaned toward him. “No matter what you think, Creed doesn’t listen to me.” Josh blinked up at me, his chocolate eyes confused. I smiled down at him. “I just watch his son sometimes. There’s no point in lying if you already know; Creed pays me to watch Josh. We slept together, once, but he hasn’t claimed me as a part of the Edge. But if you let me go, I will do my best to convince him to come meet with you. This seems too important to not try.” 
 
      
 
    I had a flashback to negotiations classes I’d taken in preparation for becoming a business owner. Tell them your end of the bargain, then wait them out. Most people hate silence. So I tried it out. It felt odd to sit in silence when Carlos was obviously waiting for me to continue. 
 
      
 
    Josh made a noise in the back of his throat. 
 
      
 
    “Ms. Ivy. I don’t think we can let you go. I’ll make a bet with you, however. If Creed comes in here and doesn’t even attempt to rescue you, you’ll win the bet and I’ll send you on your way. I just never want to see you again in my town. If he does try to rescue you, however, I will win the bet, and you will convince him to meet with me. And we can both continue to live here, happily ever after.” He was grinning again, and I didn’t like the look of that smile one bit. 
 
      
 
    I thought through what he said. “Either way, you’ll let me out of here? Alive?” 
 
      
 
    “Either way, I will let you out of here alive,” he repeated. 
 
      
 
    There had to be a trick in there somewhere. Something I was missing that would cause me no end of trouble later. “And you won’t come after me?” 
 
      
 
    Carlos’ face didn’t change a bit. “I will only come after you if I win and you don’t convince Creed to meet with me.” 
 
      
 
    I gulped audibly, my mouth suddenly as dry as cotton. “Do I have a choice here?” 
 
      
 
    Carlos pressed his lips together and shook his head. I ran my eyes over that stoic face, the empty black eyes, up to the buzz cut black hair and back down. He didn’t seem to be trying to trick me, but he seemed like he would have no trouble lying to anyone. It was that emotionless expression, the precision placement of every muscle in his face. 
 
      
 
    But if there was a loophole somewhere, I could not see it. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Mr. Carlos. We have ourselves a deal.” I held out my hand and he shook it, much to Josh’s obvious dismay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    Pushing my way into the Carrion’s building, I stopped in the doorway to let my eyes adjust a bit to the sudden brightness. There were two men waiting for me in the front entrance. 
 
      
 
    “Where is my son?” I asked, my voice icy and calm. 
 
      
 
    The two men said nothing. Instead, they just blinked at me like they hadn’t understood my words. Rage filled up my chest, pressing against my bones until they creaked. “I said where is my son?” 
 
      
 
    “Stop it, you big fat, stupid jerk!” It was Josh’s voice. Before I could stop myself, I was running for him, my legs pumping like mad to reach him. One of the Carrion men had my boy by the arms, dragging him away from me. I don’t think so! I slammed into him at full speed, my eyes wild. The man holding him collapsed to the ground, out cold. 
 
      
 
    There were shouts, then the sound of something crashing to the ground. Apparently, my men decided not to wait for me to cause a scene; they made one themselves instead. Bax probably heard Josh screaming and couldn’t stay out there anymore. Someone else spilled out of an open doorway, and I slammed my hand into his nose with a sickening crunch that echoed through the mostly empty building. 
 
      
 
    Bax was there, shouting orders. “Try not to kill anyone, men; we’re not trying to start a war with the Carrions.” As usual, Bax was thinking more clearly than I was. If what they say is true, and I end up with the Edge, I would want Bax as my second, I think. I shook that thought away; this was no time to get caught up in daydreams of the future. 
 
      
 
    I glanced around for Josh, but he’d disappeared somewhere in the chaos. He was probably hiding under something, trying to stay out of the way. “Where are you, Josh?” I called, my voice ragged and raw. 
 
      
 
    “Here, Dad!” I ran around the corner towards his voice. He was hiding under a table, waiting out the fallout of whatever mess his dad had gotten him into. Although he was a pain in my rear, the kid did well in a bad situation. I had to give him that. Another of the thugs came around the corner, slamming hard into my shoulder. Ignoring the pain, I pushed back, sending him tumbling to the ground. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to murder all of them. If it wasn’t for the tiny voice in the back of my head that screamed about not starting a turf war with the Carrion, especially at this vulnerable transition time with the cartel, I probably would have. 
 
      
 
    But my rage was growing steadily inside of me. Where was Ivy? 
 
      
 
    “I tried to save us; I did,” Josh said from his hiding place under the table. “But Ivy wouldn’t let me use the gun. She took it away from me as the men broke into our place.” 
 
      
 
    I growled. Of course she did. That woman had no sense and no spine. Why did I want so badly to find her? She was a liability; it was best to leave her here. Let Carlos have her. But that thought only made the rage worse. 
 
      
 
    “Where is she, Josh? The sounds of fighting spilled in from behind me; I could hear Bax’s voice over the din. We had to hurry. But I couldn’t leave without Ivy… 
 
      
 
    “She’s in his office, back here. Are we going to help her, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but only if you keep your mouth shut.” I followed his lead, hoping my men weren’t too close behind. 
 
      
 
    And suddenly, there she was. Seeing Ivy was like being hit by a ton of bricks. How had I forgotten how hot she was? How could I have forgotten the gravity, the pull of her body to mine, like magnets? She stood just on the other side of the glass, her whole body as tense as piano wire. 
 
      
 
    She stood there, shivering, her hands and wrists wrapped in bandages. She looked shocked, tired, and worn out. But somehow, Ivy was still the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I stared at her, filling my eyes with the sight of her. The rage cooled ever so slightly in my chest, replaced by yearning like I’d never felt. 
 
      
 
    My Ivy. 
 
      
 
    She was mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    If Carlos was just going to kill me anyway, he would have done it by now. He wouldn’t have bothered to keep me around this long if he just meant to get rid of me. I stood in his office, watching as he paced back and forth. What is he waiting for? Creed to come in here and sweep me off my feet? 
 
      
 
    As welcome of a sight as that would be right now, I doubted it was coming. Creed would come, save his son, then leave without even a glance in my direction. 
 
      
 
    Carlos must actually think I’m worth something. But that thought didn’t stop the rise of panic in my belly. My stomach was still twisted in knots as we waited. 
 
      
 
    I leaned back against the heavy, wooden desk in his office, trying to watch him without being really obvious about it. Not that I should have worried; he seemed to be so caught up in his thoughts that I could stare at him openly without him noticing. 
 
      
 
    He was pacing like a caged animal, his face still a careful neutral. I wondered what sorts of emotions were bubbling up under that stoic exterior. If I was him, I would be scared too; this cartel nonsense is no joke. The whole town would be wrecked from the fighting. And lots of people were going to suffer. 
 
      
 
    I hated this Kelly guy. I wished Creed and the other people at the Edge would just kick him out. If everyone refused to follow him, then he wouldn’t be in charge anymore. I couldn’t believe anyone inside the Edge would go along with this plan, no matter how selfish or stupid. 
 
      
 
    We waited for what seemed like an eternity in Carlos’ office. I studied the inside of the office over and over again, counting tiles and drawers and other odds and ends. It wasn’t a large office, but it was filled with boxes and glass cases filled with all sorts of objects. Carlos seemed to be a collector of all sorts of junk, from baseball cards to sports rings and other assorted sports memorabilia. It covered his office from top to bottom. Every sport seemed to be on display from signed hockey pucks to what looked like a Super Bowl ring, He even had some signed baseball cards from people even I recognized; I wondered how much these things were worth. 
 
      
 
    Noise filtered through the closed door, coming from the hallway outside. It must have been loud to get through his bullet-proof, inches thick glass window and these walls built like a bank vault. I was pretty sure this place could burn to the ground, and Carlos’ memorabilia would survive just fine. 
 
      
 
    Carlos didn’t react to the noises at all, so I ignored them too. 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever had any dealings with Christine Alvarez?” I asked, studying the bandages on my hands. She’d been the voice of the cartel in the Edge. I’d only met her the once, but I didn’t like her. I don’t think Creed or Josh liked her either. 
 
      
 
    Carlos whipped his head around to look at me, something startled in his black eyes. “What name did you say?” His accent was heavier when he was surprised like he had to work to keep it contained. 
 
      
 
    I suddenly regretted opening my mouth. “She was the cartel’s in-between with the Edge. I was just wondering where she came from, and how she ended up targeting Kelly for the move in.” I had a million other questions, too. Like why did they want our town so badly? It’s not like we were particularly rich or well-positioned. I just wondered at the cartel’s motivation. But Carlos’ expression gave me pause. I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask any more questions about her. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to think about anything that scared Carlos Adams. 
 
      
 
    “Well, señora, you have my attention, if that is what you were after.” Carlos stalked around the desk, coming to a halt a little too close to me for comfort. But I couldn’t back down. My life might depend on it. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t. I was just curious. What is Christine to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing at all.” 
 
      
 
    But he was lying. I could feel it, see it in the way the skin crinkled around his eyes. But it’s not like I could call him out on it. I might have found some courage deep in me, but not enough for something like that. 
 
      
 
    The noise outside escalated to new heights, but Carlos still didn’t seem to mind. He stared at the wall of his office, still pacing. I wanted to ask him what was going on, but I couldn’t seem to find my voice. 
 
      
 
    Carlos came closer again, his eyes roaming my face. “What do you think of the deal with the devil that Kelly made?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, folding my arms over my chest to hold myself together. “I told Creed it was a bad idea. I told him he was a fool for letting Kelly order him around when the situation was so dire.” I glanced up into Carlos’ face. For the first time, his face was wide open. It held a hint of curiosity, worry, and something suspiciously like hope. He patted my arm gently, like that was supposed to cheer me up somehow. Needless to say, it didn’t make me feel any better. 
 
      
 
    I really hope he’s not pinning all of his hopes on me talking Creed into anything. I winced away from the thought. I’d tried my hardest not to think of how little Creed thought of me, but Carlos seemed to be really good at rubbing it in my face without meaning to. I just wanted to get out of this and get out of here. 
 
      
 
    Creed wouldn’t come for me anyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    I watched in horror through the window as Carlos reached up and brushed the skin of Ivy’s arm with gentle fingers. My chest seemed to fill up with ice, dousing the rage that had lived there for so long. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t think. 
 
      
 
    I had to get out of there. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing Josh by the shirt, I dragged him down the hallway, heading for the noise that Bax and his crew were making. In my absence, they had knocked over some things, kicked the trash out of everyone they came across, and even set a few fires. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I came into view, they turned toward the exit, Bax holding everyone off with an Uzi he’d picked up from somewhere. I frowned, calling everyone to move out. A few half-hearted Carrion members followed us, but none of them followed outside. 
 
      
 
    It felt almost like everything inside of that building had been staged, and I was one puppet among many. The way the Carrion fought back was halfhearted at best, cowardly at worst. They had let us trash the place. But that couldn’t be right, could it? 
 
      
 
    My mind flashed back to that scene at Carlos’ office. She was standing too close to him, Carlos’ hands on her arms. They were too close. What did it mean? 
 
      
 
    It means she traded you in for a gang leader the moment she had the opportunity. I wanted to be angry. I wanted to feel the fiery rage burn through every other emotion boiling up inside me. But the rage was gone. 
 
      
 
    It was replaced by a black hole. An emptiness like I’d never felt in my life. 
 
      
 
    Bax looked around as we drove away from the Carrion Club’s house, his eyes a little too wide in his face. “Where is Ivy?” 
 
      
 
    “Not here,” I answered, shortly. Some of the men exchanged wary glances. Josh looked pale and worried, but that didn’t matter. Ivy no longer existed as far as I was concerned. And I refused to look back. 
 
      
 
    The ride back to the Devil’s Edge was quiet. We came back into the clubhouse, which was under repair. The loud, thunderous noises of construction filled the night, echoing off of the high metal ceilings and big empty rooms. 
 
      
 
    Christine was right in the middle of it all, directing traffic. Just because her money went to fix it up didn’t give her the right to play director, but I was too tired to start a fight with her. 
 
      
 
    “You look a little worse for wear,” she said when she noticed us. 
 
      
 
    “I was worried about my son,” I snapped, unwilling to put up with Christine’s trash. She was wearing some ridiculous, skin tight dress made of some kind of pink, stretchy fabric. Her breasts hung out of her dress, a detail she wouldn’t let go unnoticed. But she looked like a pale shadow of Ivy. Ivy had class, and she was way prettier than Christine. Besides, I wasn’t a huge fan of blondes. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like you could use a little TLC,” she purred. 
 
      
 
    I made a face, trying not to growl at her. “I sure could, but not from you.” 
 
      
 
    Bax coughed to cover his laugh. 
 
      
 
    I ignored him. “Where is Kelly?” 
 
      
 
    Pearl popped up from around the corner, a big smile on her pretty face. Now here was a sight for sore eyes. “He’s sleeping, I think. Went home to get away from the construction noise. Not that I can blame him. I’d like to get away from it myself.” She glanced around, narrowing her eyes at me. I winced, sensing the coming question before it even left her lips. “Where is Ivy?” 
 
      
 
    “Ivy isn’t here,” I answered. Josh squeezed my hand a little harder, still unwilling to let go after his scare. Not that I could blame him. 
 
      
 
    I glanced down at him, wondering what was making him make that face. “What’s wrong, Josh? You hungry or something?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but…” He paused for a second like he was trying to remember the right words to say. “I want to tell you something alone if that’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Can it wait?” I was exhausted. And I needed to find a quiet corner inside of the Edge to sleep if that was even possible. Well, maybe Bax will let us crash with him. I certainly can’t go back to my place. 
 
      
 
    Josh shook his head. “It’s really important.” 
 
      
 
    Sighing, I rubbed my face with my free hand. “Alright, alright. Come on.” 
 
      
 
    Pearl, Josh, and I found a corner of the Edge that was relatively unscathed, pulling up a few folding chairs so I could sit down. I felt a little better once I was sitting. My eyes felt heavy, and my chest felt like a frozen lake. I didn’t want to think about what I’d left Ivy behind to. I didn’t want to think about her at all. 
 
      
 
    “Ivy and Carlos talked. A lot. While we were there,” Josh started, looking uncertain. He danced in his chair like Mexican jumping bean. “They talked about something called a cartel.” 
 
      
 
    I could feel the ire rising in my belly, but I ignored it. “Go on,” I growled, fighting to keep my voice even. 
 
      
 
    “She said it was bad, and Carlos agreed with her. He wanted to make you talk. He wanted Ivy to talk you into going and talking. Talking about getting rid of the cartel and pushing Kelly out of power.” He scrunched up his face, as if trying to recall all of the details. “Ivy thought you wouldn’t listen, but she said she would do whatever she had to try and make you listen.” 
 
      
 
    Pearl didn’t look surprised in the least, but this news hit me like a ton of bricks to the stomach. “She did what?” I took a deep breath, unable to believe the words coming out of my son’s mouth. “Okay, start from the beginning, Josh. What did they say?” 
 
      
 
    So he told us every detail he could remember. His memory was good, especially when he was allowed to bounce around like he was on a sugar high. I sat back in awe as he relayed the details, unable to believe it. Ivy, the most spineless woman I’ve ever met, is trying to arrange a sit down with two gangs. Unbelievable. 
 
      
 
    She was not only standing up to me, to Carlos, and our respective gangs, but also to Christine and Kelly, which took some serious balls. I couldn’t even begin to imagine where she’d gotten that much spine. “And she said that even if you would listen, you wouldn’t come for her so it didn’t matter.” Josh wrinkled up his nose. “Is that true? Will you not rescue her?” 
 
      
 
    Pearl patted Josh’s hand with her old, weathered ones. She had a sad smile on her face, and she didn’t say a word. That seemed to be answer enough for Josh. He put his head down, but I could still see him crying through the chocolate-colored waves of his hair. 
 
      
 
    “So what’s going to happen to her?” Josh sniffled, trying hard to swallow his tears. 
 
      
 
    That gaping hole in my chest was growing wider. 
 
      
 
    Pearl bit her lip. “Hopefully, Carlos will keep his word and send her on her way.” 
 
      
 
    I made a noise in the back of my throat that sounded a little like despair. Neither Pearl nor Josh even looked up at me. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly a hush fell over the Edge. All of the construction work stopped at once, like someone pulled a switch. I glanced behind me, trying to see what had caused the sudden halt in work. 
 
      
 
    Kelly was standing in the middle of the room, his eyes wide and his hands outstretched like a praying fanatic. In that moment, he looked more like a televangelist than a gang leader, and I shivered at the sight. If Kelly was this happy, it was nothing good. 
 
      
 
    “The next phase of our plan is upon us!” he said, his deep voice booming through the whole Edge. Christine curled around him like a snake, a wicked smile on her painted lips. I wanted to pick that woman up and toss her out on her rear. “The cartel will be sending in the shipment of--” 
 
      
 
    But I was no longer listening. Ivy was right. As much as I hate to admit it, Carlos was right, too. I need to stop this. The Devil’s Edge will continue to suffer under Kelly’s cartel deals until I do something about it. 
 
      
 
    And the first step was getting Ivy back. I was done listening to Kelly, done following his orders like a puppet. It was time to not only stand up for me but for everyone else the Edge, too. 
 
      
 
    As Kelly finished up his fervent speech, extolling the virtues of the cartel and of Christine herself, I glanced around at all of the faces. Most just looked resigned, some tired, and ever fewer openly hostile. And yet, no one was going to do anything about it. It was infuriating; if most of us disagreed with Kelly’s idiocy, why were we all still going along with it? 
 
      
 
    “Bax, I need to borrow that car.” 
 
      
 
    My friend looked at me sideways as I walked over to him. He eyed me like he wasn’t sure what I would want a vehicle for. “If you’re planning on driving it over a cliff, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t. It’s not insured.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to drive it over a cliff. I just need it for an hour or so. I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Bax handed me the keys with obvious reluctance. “You want me to come with you?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “I think this is something I have to do on my own.” 
 
      
 
    “And what exactly are you planning on doing?” Bax asked. He was staring at me so intently. 
 
      
 
    Bax was my closest, perhaps only, friend. Maybe he deserved an explanation. I took a deep breath, glancing around to make sure no one was in easy hearing distance. Even still, I lowered my voice. “I’m going to stop Kelly’s cartel madness and get our lives put back together. But first, there’s something I need to go pick up.” 
 
      
 
    Bax’s eyes widened. “You mean Ivy.” 
 
      
 
    I just nodded. Something about hearing her name made my throat tighten. I didn’t want to think about that, either. “Yes, I’m going to get Ivy.” 
 
      
 
    “But the Boss said--” 
 
      
 
    I leaned closer, taking Bax by the collar of his shirt. “I don’t think I care anymore about what the Boss has said.” 
 
      
 
    While Kelly and Christine were still in the center of the room, most likely basking in imaginary admiration or worship, I approached them. I could feel the eyes of everyone around me following as I walked to the center of the room. 
 
      
 
    It took a few moments for Kelly to notice my presence. A frown appeared on his aging face, the mad light in his eyes dimming ever so slightly. “Yes, Creed?” he said acknowledging my presence and giving me permission to speak. Christine turned her gaze on me, her eyes full of all sorts of promises I didn’t want her to keep. 
 
      
 
    I straightened my shoulders and looked Kelly right in the face. “I am claiming Ivy Simmons as my woman, and therefore a part of the Edge.” 
 
      
 
    A wall of anger slammed down over Kelly’s face, the rest of his mad glee fading in the light of this new development. “You’re doing what?” 
 
      
 
    “Ivy is now my woman and is part of the Edge,” I repeated, watching Christine’s face shift from anger to sadness to something far darker and back again. “She is still being held by the Carrion Club, and I’m going to go get her and bring her home.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly winced at the word “home.” “And what makes you think--” 
 
      
 
    But I had already turned away. I’d spun on my heel the moment the words were out of my mouth, heading for the exit. I didn’t wait to be dismissed, didn’t wait for Kelly to acknowledge my choice. 
 
      
 
    And as I walked away, I could feel the surge of rage pointed at my back. 
 
      
 
    But it was too late to turn back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    So I was right after all. I listened as the noise of the invasion drifted away, leaving the groans of the injured and the orders of those trying to put the clubhouse back together. Carlos and I stood on top of a catwalk, walking as the men started on rebuilding and healing. 
 
      
 
    “You let Creed just waltz in here. Why didn’t you talk to him?” The question sounded incredibly naive, even to me, but I couldn’t seem to help asking. 
 
      
 
    Carlos nodded, his eyes locked on everyone down below. “Yes. I was hoping-- Well, I suppose I hoped for too much. It seems that Creed will not stand up to Kelly. I wonder if that means there is no hope left for us.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, my eyes tracing the outlines of the men and women down below. There was a lot of blood, too much blood. I wondered if anyone had died during the assault. Or if anyone would die soon from their wounds. “I’m sorry that I wasn’t worth anything to you, or the Devil’s Edge. Or the city.” Or to Creed. That thought stung like a bee. I couldn’t seem to breathe around the idea that Creed had left me, for all he knew, to die alone with these people. Or worse. 
 
      
 
    “It is not your fault, Ms. Ivy. I misunderstood my enemy. And that was my fault. Perhaps--” But his voice faded off, and he never finished his thought. 
 
      
 
    “Will you send me away?” 
 
      
 
    “I did promise, did I not?” he answered, his eyes staring through the ceiling into whatever thoughts clouded his mind. “And so you shall.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to stay for a day or two and help out; I’m pretty good with bandages and minor injuries.” I looked down at my hands. Not six months ago, these fingers were manicured, the nails long and shaped. But that seemed like a whole lifetime ago. Between work at the diner and all of the damage they had taken over the last 24 hours, I had the hands of my grandfather. He was a carpenter, and I remembered almost nothing about him, except for how rough his hands were. 
 
      
 
    Carlos’ empty eyes narrowed at me, suspicious. “And why would want to do that?” 
 
      
 
    “I feel as though some of this is my fault. I should have tried harder. Should have done something differently.” 
 
      
 
    Carlos nodded. “Perhaps. You can stay if you like, just so long as you don’t leave the building. You are much stronger than you look.” He stood up a little straighter, turning on the catwalk to walk back towards his office. I watched him for a moment before turning the other direction to head back to down to the ground floor. “You surprised me, Ms. Ivy. And I am not often surprised.” 
 
      
 
    Tending to the sick was just as difficult as it had been at the Edge. I felt like I was back there, looking into every face I tended for a familiar feature. I knew none of these men, but all of their faces seemed familiar. Perhaps it was the universal expressions of pain and hopelessness that all of the injured shared. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps I was just trying to come up with ways to distract myself from my thoughts. 
 
      
 
    But no matter what I did, they echoed inside of my brain like a mantra. Creed didn’t want you. Creed didn’t want you. Creed didn’t… 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t expected him to rescue me, but I didn’t realize how desperately I’d hoped to be wrong. 
 
      
 
    So I bandaged and taped, mopped up blood, and held hands. I held buckets of water and held crying women. I watched men drift into pained sleep and wondered if they would ever wake again. The Carrion didn’t even question who I was. All they knew was that I was helping, and that was all that seemed to matter to them. 
 
      
 
    My old guard, the one Carlos had bloodied for threatening me, was there on the clubhouse floor. He groaned with his injuries. His eye was still swollen, his lip still split, but he’d added a few new injuries to his repertoire. A long gash snaked down his side, another on his left arm. I contemplated skipping over him considering how he treated me but changed my mind. I was no saint, but I wouldn’t skip over a person in need. I’d been in need too many times to count, and no one had ever been around to help. I didn’t want anyone, even a jerk rapist with no morals to speak of, to suffer completely alone. 
 
      
 
    So I tended his wounds. They really needed stitches, but I had none. I made do with what was available to me. “What’s your name, soldier?” I asked, but received no response. In fact, he didn’t respond to any of my questions. But I kept talking anyway. Talking kept the madness away. 
 
      
 
    “You look like you took a nasty fall; does this hurt? Can you feel pain here? No?” I pressed into his stomach gently, wincing in empathetic pain. “I think you broke a rib, my friend. You’ll need bed rest and some tight bandages around your chest and stomach.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you helping me?” he whispered finally, unable to keep his peace any longer. 
 
      
 
    “Because you need help,” I answered, helping him to sit up as I wrapped the bandage as tightly as I could around his rib. He winced but didn’t complain. “You’re doing great.” After I got him wound up, I laid him back down. “Now you stay in bed for a couple of weeks while that heals; doctors orders.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled weakly, even though it hurt. “Thanks, doc. For everything.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a little like a fraud, helping here. But I kept at it anyway. It made me feel like I could do something that was worth doing. And it also kept my thoughts busy. 
 
      
 
    Some of the time. 
 
      
 
    Still, I felt like an idiot. Who could be dumb enough to fall for Creed Carver? He was a promised heartbreak from the very beginning. He’d never even been kind to me. Not once. Everything pointed to him not caring about me at all. I felt used, stupid, and dirty. Very, very stupid. 
 
      
 
    I felt worse because after everything, I still wanted him to come get me. 
 
      
 
    I was happy that Carlos was kicking me out of town. I was pretty sure there was exactly nothing left for me, here. My shop was gone. Without Josh and Pearl, I didn’t have any friends either. So what did it matter what city I found myself? I would be starting over new regardless. It might as well be in a place where I don’t have bad memories waiting for me around every corner. 
 
      
 
    My father had always had a soft spot for our little city; he’d grown up here, met my mother here. His parents lived here and died here. My mother died in childbirth here, and he died in a car accident here. None of them ever left. 
 
      
 
    I’d even been born and raised here. I went to school here and became an orphan here. But that didn’t mean I had to stick around after his death. In fact, he would have been the first person to tell me to head out if I wasn’t happy here. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps away from the memories of Janice and Creed, I could be happy. Eventually. 
 
      
 
    Caught up in my thoughts, I barely noticed the sudden rush of whispers. The chatter got louder and louder, until I could no longer ignore it. Something was happening, and no one knew what to do about it. I glanced around, trying to see what all of the fuss was about. 
 
      
 
    Much to my surprise, it was Creed, standing in the middle of the hall like he owned it. “I am here for Ivy Simmons, and I’m not leaving without her!” I gaped at him, unable to believe my eyes. Perhaps I was hallucinating… 
 
      
 
    My heart swelled up inside my breast until I thought I might burst. My limbs felt like they were made from rubber, and my voice vanished without a trace. Static filled the space between my ears, and I could no longer think. All I could do was stare. Creed. Creed is here. For me. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly Carlos was by my side, his hand locked around my elbow. “It seems I have won our bet after all, Ms. Ivy.” He was smiling, a real, genuine smile. 
 
      
 
    And for once I returned it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    If anyone so much as looks at me funny, I’m going to kill everyone in this room. A combination of rage and something darker filled me up, and I was ready to burst. Lucky for the Carrion, they all just stared at me, waiting for something to happen. No one moved, no one seemed to even breathe. They just watched me with wary, worried eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear me? I demand you return my woman to me!” I shouted, my voice echoing off of the rafters. It was so silent inside of this place that everyone could hear me. So if everyone could hear, why wasn’t Ivy answering? 
 
      
 
    Carlos stepped forward, materializing out of the crowd like a specter, his hand wrapped firmly around Ivy’s elbow. “Here is your woman, Creed. You may take her back to the Edge.” 
 
      
 
    “So easily?” I asked, skeptical. 
 
      
 
    “So easily,” he answered smoothly, pushing Ivy toward me. She looked a little worse for wear, but she seemed to be healthy enough. Her hands and wrists were still wrapped in bandages, but she was otherwise uninjured. My eyes roved her body like starving man would devour a feast. Every time I saw her, it was like a blow. It was like I forgot how beautiful and perfect she was between every viewing. 
 
      
 
    But it would never happen again because I never intended to let her out of my sight again. I didn’t care if she was weak or useless. I wanted her, and I would take her. She was mine. 
 
      
 
    Ivy watched me uncertainly, fidgeting with her bandaged fingers as she stepped forward. “What do you want, Creed?” 
 
      
 
    “I want you to come home with me.” 
 
      
 
    She looked shocked, then uncertain. The Carrion whispered behind her, but all of them were still and quiet. No one attacked, no one even breathed too loudly. 
 
      
 
    “We wanted to talk for a moment before you take Ivy back to the Edge,” Carlos said, carefully, stepping between Ivy and me. I almost lunged for him; I wanted to choke the life from him for touching her so casually. How dare he? Didn’t he just hear me say that Ivy was my woman? 
 
      
 
    My hands flexed, wishing they were around his snotty little throat. “I’m not talking to you. Let her go.” 
 
      
 
    Ivy cleared her throat, her eyes lighting up as she shook Carlos’ hand from her elbow. “Creed, I think you should listen to them. I--” Ivy took a step forward. 
 
      
 
    But I was having none of it. “No; we’re going back to the Edge. Now.” 
 
      
 
    “But Creed--” 
 
      
 
    Stepping forward, I grabbed onto Ivy’s hands, pulling her into my arms. Despite her protests, I lifted her off of the ground, throwing her unceremoniously over my shoulder. She squealed in terror and humiliation, but I ignored her. No, I was done with being argued with for the day. We were going home. We’d sort out all of this cartel talks later. 
 
      
 
    I had something far more important on my mind. 
 
      
 
    The Carrion Club let us walk out, their eyes all locked on me. Not a single shot was fired, nor were there any new injuries, except perhaps to Ivy’s pride. The whole ground remained silent as I picked up my quarry and walked out the front door like I owned the place. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t let her down until we’d reached the car. I threw her off of my shoulder into the passenger’s seat despite her protests that she could do it herself. I wasn’t letting her get away again. No matter how much she protested. 
 
      
 
    Getting into the car, I put it in reverse, the tires spinning wildly in the gravel. I spun out, leaving the Carrion’s headquarters in the dust. 
 
      
 
    We drove in silence for awhile, Ivy staring out of the window. I didn’t quite know what to say to her yet. Ivy, I made a mistake. Ivy, I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. Ivy, I-- 
 
      
 
    None of it sounded right. None of it sounded like enough. But I had to try. 
 
      
 
    So I took a deep breath and opened my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” Ivy said finally, her voice barely a whisper. If we hadn’t been sitting so close to one another, I doubt I would have heard her. She kept her eyes locked on the window, but my eyes kept roaming back to her body. I couldn’t believe how beautiful she was. I wanted to harass her right here in this car. I’d give almost anything just to get her to look at me. 
 
      
 
    “The Devil’s Edge. My apartment is no longer a safe place to be.” 
 
      
 
    After a long second or two of silence, which felt like hours or days, Ivy answered, “What if I don’t want to go back to the Edge?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, do you have anywhere else to sleep tonight?” I snapped, hoping she would say no. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, those curls bouncing around her thin, sloping shoulders. “No. I suppose I don’t. I guess I shouldn’t go back to my place either, now that everyone seems to associate me with you.” 
 
      
 
    That hurt enough that I winced. Dang, woman. Ivy seems to have gotten vicious overnight. 
 
      
 
    So I hold my tongue, driving her back to the clubhouse. It’s still a wreck, but there are rooms to be had inside. It was the only place Josh and I could stay. It was the only place any of us could safely stay. So I walked Ivy up the back stairs to the room I’d decided to take for the evening, pushing her inside. 
 
      
 
    She blinked as she looked around. “Where are we?” 
 
      
 
    “The apartments in the back of the Edge. This one is mine, for now.” 
 
      
 
    “And Josh?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s helping Pearl out downstairs and hanging out with Bax.” 
 
      
 
    Ivy nodded, running her eyes over the sparsely furnished room. There was a bed, a little kitchenette, then a second bedroom and a bathroom off of the tiny sitting room. You could see the whole place from the front door; it was all open with little furniture to block the line of sight. “With a place like this available, it’s a wonder you lived in the nasty motel at all,” Ivy mused, walking over to the window. It was so dark outside that there was nothing to see, but that didn’t stop her from gazing into the dimly lit parking lot. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to keep Josh away from the Edge as much as possible. That hasn’t worked out very well, but I tried.” 
 
      
 
    Ivy whipped back towards me, her eyes burning with an emotion I couldn’t name. “Why did you leave me there?” 
 
      
 
    “Why were you so friendly with Carlos Adams?” I yelled back, my temper flaring. 
 
      
 
    Ivy advanced on me, lava in her gaze. “What business is it of yours anyway, Creed? You left me there to be tortured or killed. I can be friendly with whomever I want.” She crossed her arms over her chest, her eyes narrowed and dark. 
 
      
 
    “Did you have sex with him? I asked, unable to keep the rage from my voice as I asked. “Did you idiot him?” 
 
      
 
    Throwing her hands up in the air, Ivy turned away from me again, her shoulders tense. She stared out of the window again, refusing to even look at me. “I still don’t see how that is your business. I told you, what I do is no longer your concern. You. Left. Me. To. Die,” she finished, biting off the end of every word. “Carlos was going to let me go, let me find some other town to live in that didn’t remind me of my failures every time I turned around, but then you showed up.” Narrowing her eyes, Ivy turned around again to stare at me. “Why did you come back for me?” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard around a lump in my throat. “Because you are my woman.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I claimed you as mine. You are now a part of the Edge, whether you want to be or not. I was forbidden to come save you unless I made you part of the pack first, which I was reluctant to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the sound of my own thundering heartbeat. 
 
      
 
    I stepped forward, running my fingers over her arms. She shivered under my touch, and I could feel my body harden in response. “Because I want you to be here. With me. With us. Josh wants you here. And now that we’ve claimed you, you will have a place. A family. People who can help you get your old life back from the woman who stole it.” 
 
      
 
    Ivy stared up at me, her chocolate eyes black in low lighting. There was a glittering of something unnamable deep in those eyes, and I was entranced. I wanted her so badly I ached with it. “You wanted me to be part of your--” Ivy stepped away from me, taking a deep breath. She sat down on the only chair in the room, her eyes glazed over. “Why would you want me? A woman you called stupid and weak? I am stupid and weak, you were right. And I don’t know if I can be whatever it is you want me to be.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “You already have demonstrated your strength, Ivy. You tried to establish peace talks between two of the scariest men in the whole city. I wouldn’t call that cowardly.” 
 
      
 
    She looked up at me through the spiral of her curly hair, her eyes deep and thoughtful. “Me,” she whispered, her voice so low she might have been talking to herself. “You wanted me.” Incredulity dawned in her voice, filling up her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It’s why I claimed you and came back for you, despite Kelly’s orders.” 
 
      
 
    Ivy’s face darkened again. “That man is dangerous, Creed. He could--” 
 
      
 
    But I touched my finger to her lips to quiet her. “He won’t. He knows I’m the only thing between his crown and a full on mutiny. He wouldn’t dare.” 
 
      
 
    “But he’s crazy,” Ivy said, her eyebrows furrowing. “He’d do it if he thought it would move his plan forward. 
 
      
 
    “He’s crazy, not stupid, Ivy.” 
 
      
 
    Her tongue snaked out from between her lips to wet them, her eyes darting around the room again. She took in the dark rooms with their thick, brown carpets and the dark exposed wood of the walls. Her eyes ran over the two pieces of furniture in this room, then over the little bed for Josh in the far room. Walking over to the kitchenette, she studied every room of my tiny little temporary home. “So, am I supposed to stay here with you two?” 
 
      
 
    “For now,” I said gruffly, hoping she wouldn’t say no. I was pretty sure my balls would be blue forever if she refused. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just wondering how I’ll ever get any sleep,” Ivy whispered, stepping into the circle of my arms to press her lips to mine. 
 
      
 
    And suddenly, I was ravenous. I couldn’t keep my hands to myself any longer. It was like the taste of her mouth tore all of my inhibitions and hesitation away. It was like a cage being lifted off of an animal that lived inside of me. An animal I hadn’t known existed until Ivy walked into my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    He came back for me. I couldn’t believe it. Everything around me felt like a dream that I couldn’t wake from; it was all so surreal. I expected to wake up at any moment, still locked up in Carlos’ hideout. Why had he changed his mind? 
 
      
 
    But I couldn’t seem to wrap my mind around it, no matter how much I tried. Creed had actually claimed me as his own woman, in front of the whole Devil’s Edge, went against Kelly’s orders, just to come back for me. My mouth went dry at the thought. Why had he sacrificed so much for someone so brittle and useless? 
 
      
 
    I could see by the look in his eyes that he intended me to pay him back, and my body agreed wholeheartedly. I wanted Creed so bad that I was aching, my panties dripping with the idea of having him again. 
 
      
 
    His arms wrapped around me close, pulling my body into his. I wrapped one leg around him, trying to pull him past my clothing and my skin and into my body. I wanted him hard. I wanted him now. 
 
      
 
    I was in love with him. 
 
      
 
    My nails biting into his flesh, I cried out as he buried his face against my neck, biting and suckling until my skin felt like it was burning with pain and desire. He lifted me off of the ground, slamming me back into the wall. Too hard. I could feel my blood boiling at the mix of pleasure and pain coursing through my body. The feeling of Creed’s body pressed hard against mine had haunted every second of my life since the first time he had me. 
 
      
 
    Throbbing with desire, I arched hard against him as he ground against me, his lips tracing lines of fire across my shoulders, my neck, and my chin. I wanted this to go on forever, this hard, aching, burning, teasing. 
 
      
 
    Creed pulled me away from the wall, carrying me into the bedroom and slamming me down onto the bed. He kicked the door closed, his eyes devouring me like he was a starving man given a feast. I wanted everything that gaze promised and more. So very much more. 
 
      
 
    Creed walked over to the bed, darkness and daring in his eyes as he grabbed a hold of my sweater with both fists, pulling me off of the bed. “Take it all off,” he demanded, fire in his beautiful gray eyes. 
 
      
 
    I shivered under that gaze. He watched me like a hawk watching his prey as I slid out of my clothing. I suddenly felt unbelievably shy; perhaps I was just afraid that I would somehow disappoint that fiery gaze. But his hungry eyes didn’t waver, but grew ever hungrier, until he looked like a wild animal rather than a human. 
 
      
 
    I shook, half in fear, half in delight that I could do this to him. 
 
      
 
    “My woman,” he whispered under his breath. A shiver slithered down my spine at the raw lust in his voice. I wanted everything he was. 
 
      
 
    He stood, his hands reaching for my body. They were warm and rough against my skin as his fingers brushed over my sides, tracing the outlines of my ribs. I gasped as they wandered delicately over my breasts, around my collarbones, and so gently down my arms. Everywhere he touched quivered with anticipation, goosebumps rising along the paths his fingers followed. Those delightfully gentle fingers slid back up my arms. 
 
      
 
    As fast as lighting, his right hand wrapped hard enough around my neck to bruise me. I cried out with what little air I had left, tears biting the edges of my eyes as he tossed me to the bed. I fell to my stomach, gasping hard and relearning to breathe as he mounted me from behind. I wasn’t ready for him when he thrust inside of me. 
 
      
 
    I screamed, pleasure and pain swirling inside of me until I couldn’t tell one from the other. Creed grabbed my hands, pulling my arms behind my back and he rode me, hard and fast, pushing my face harder and harder into the musty-smelling blanket. 
 
      
 
    But it was everything I wanted. A small, high-pitched voice was crying out for more, begging for it. It took me whole moments to realize that begging voice was mine. 
 
      
 
    I would always lose this battle against him; his strength was absolute and took over me before I could even begin to contemplate fighting. But I desperately wanted to lose. I wanted him to hurt me, to use me hard, and take whatever he wanted. It felt too good to stop. His cock was so massive, I could feel the head of him slamming into the top of me, but it hurt so good. My shoulders creaked and groaned as he pulled harder on my arms, forcing my rear higher in the air and he plumbed my depths. 
 
      
 
    I could feel the friction of our bodies colliding wearing me down. The wave of my climax was rising ever higher, threatening to overwhelm me, to crush me under a massive tsunami of pleasure. I wanted it. I slammed my hips back against his, moving in time with his vicious thrusts. 
 
      
 
    When I came, I screamed again, and my voice cracked and broke. The whole world crumbled away to blackness and nothing; only the rough sounds of my breathing and the feel of Creed inside of me could push past the haze of pleasure that infused my entire being. 
 
      
 
    His hands felt like sandpaper on my hips as he grabbed me, pushing me down onto the bed with his undeniable strength. I wanted more; I begged for it, even as a shook from the force of my first orgasm. Panting and dripping wet, I sobbed, “Creed, please!” I didn’t even know what I was begging for, but I wanted it. 
 
      
 
    Creed’s wild eyes were dark and wild as he stared down at me. He was naked, his cock still hard and dripping with everything he’d done to me. I wanted more. I wanted to feel him like a rock inside of me, riding me hard into orgasm over and over again. 
 
      
 
    But much to my surprise, he grinned at me wickedly for a moment before diving at my dripping wet pussy with his mouth. 
 
      
 
    I nearly died when his tongue found my center, throbbing and aching and trembling with aftershocks. He traced patterns over the core of me, his tongue sliding up over and around my clit like he was licking an ice cream cone. Hard, rough fingers slid inside of me as I grasped onto his head, pulling his mouth harder into me. My hips undulated with the caresses of his tongue, each lick plucking taut strings low in my belly. I mewled into time with his fingers, my head thrown back against the comforter. 
 
      
 
    The air felt cold against my nipples, so hard they could cut glass. My hair slid down over my shoulders as I writhed, feeling like a thousand fingertips sliding over my super-sensitized skin. The comforter felt scratchy and rough under my body. Every inch of me could feel and sensation was heightened in every centimeter of my skin. 
 
      
 
    Slowly, Creed slid his fingers out of my pussy. Using the slick, salty juices to lubricate me, he slid them into my back door as he continued to eat me out, his mouth working at a frantic pace. His fingers stretched that other hole, the one that had never been entered before, and the pain and pleasure of it all swirled in my head until I was dizzy with it. 
 
      
 
    Grinning like a madman, Creed stood, filled his palm with something sitting beside the bed that looked like hand lotion. He slicked it over his rock hard cock, staring down at me as he caressed his manhood. 
 
      
 
    A pang of fear filled my belly. I wasn’t sure that his enormous, throbbing member would fit inside of my back door. But I really, really wanted to try. Licking my lips as a shiver of nervousness fluttered through my being, I watched as the most beautiful man laid between my legs. 
 
      
 
    He entered me slower this time, easing into this new experience with a kind of gentle deftness I didn’t expect. It hurt, oh it hurt so gloriously that I gasped and cried out and clawed at him. But it also felt deliciously naughty and dangerously good. I wanted to feel the entire length and breadth of him inside of me again. 
 
      
 
    I screamed his name again, begging and pleading into the close air. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see around the swirling pleasure that shook every nerve. He pressed all the way inside of me, and I could feel myself expanding and full. He was unimaginably huge inside of me. It felt so good I could barely breathe. I clawed the sheets. “Creed, please, harder. I need you!” 
 
      
 
    But he was not to be moved. He slid inside of me, wet and slippery, at his own pace. He fit all of the way in, even though I felt like I was splitting in half. And then he pulled his slow, agonizing way out. 
 
      
 
    I stared into his eyes, hooded with the pleasure of feeling me from this new angle. I like that I could do that to him, that I could make him feel that good. It filled me with a wicked pleasure like I had never known. 
 
      
 
    He moved deeper. The angle changed, and the depths he plundered me sharpened. Pain blurred my vision for a second, tears spilling from my eyes as he continued his long, slow movements. It was torture, it was pleasure, the two melting into one another. I was boiling, I was ice, I was pain, and I was lust. I couldn’t imagine life without Creed inside of me anymore; everything else seemed so disconnected to my current reality. Creed’s wicked, dark eyes and the length of his manhood slipping in and out of me were all that mattered. 
 
      
 
    Short fingernails caressed my skin, scratching the surface. He dove into me again, exciting raw and carnal noises from my throat I didn’t know I could make. There was a wicked grin on his perfect, beautiful mouth as he looked down at me. “I’m going to come inside your rear, Ivy,” he whispered, the sandpaper sound of his voice caressing all the places his hands didn’t touch. “And you are going to come, too. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    Biting my lip, I nodded. My whole body already ached with the desire to please him. His thumb came between us, the rough skin of him brushed hard over my clit, sending rivers of beautiful quivering through every nerve of my being. He caressed me as he messed me, his speed building until I thought I might break in half, shattered into pieces at the next thrust. Fiery, burning pain seared through every thought. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Creed slowed, that wild, half-beast look his eyes growing even more wild. With heavy hands, he latched onto my shoulders. There was something close to madness in his face as he leaned forward and plunged into my rear so hard. I cried and cried out, tears slipping down my cheeks even as I rocked against him, demanding and full. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, Ivy. You will come when I tell you,” Creed ordered, his voice steady through the madness on his beautiful face. “You are so perfect.” 
 
      
 
    But could no longer hear him. I was lost in sensation, riding him as hard as he rode me. 
 
      
 
    When we shattered, we shattered together, pieces of light exploding in our vision as the whole world crashed to the floor as Creed’s feet. He cried out something unknowable and strange, a language known only to a perfect orgasm a long time in coming. The same sound ripped from my own throat as we floated down from our high together, tangled in a mess on the bed. 
 
      
 
    And for that second, the world was perfect. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    “You look better. Find someone to take your frustrations out on?” Bax teased, turning to face me as he took a long sip of his beer. 
 
      
 
    Frowning, grabbing my own beer from his six-pack and didn’t answer. But I sat down next to him. I didn’t want to talk about Ivy. I didn’t even want to think about her, but I wanted to see Bax. He had been my best friend for years; perhaps it was odd to think of big, tough biker in a gang to have a best friend, but Bax was that. He’s gotten me out of more than one scruff. I’d trust him at my back through anything. I’d never had a brother, but if I had, I’d want him to be just like Bax. Perhaps I wouldn’t have ended up in this pile of trash if I’d had someone like him on the outside growing up. 
 
      
 
    Then I thought of the day my father died and wasn’t so sure. 
 
      
 
    Sensing I didn’t want to talk about Ivy, Bax changed the subject. “How was our friend Carlos?” 
 
      
 
    “Batshit insane, as usual.” That guy with his cold, dead eyes even gave me the shivers when I was being honest with myself. Which I was doing an awful lot of today. Something about Ivy and-- 
 
      
 
    No, don’t think about Ivy. I don’t need her trash. I don’t how long I can afford to keep her around. Why did I try so hard to save her life? Why had it been so important? I thought back to the amazing sex we’d just had; she literally let me do anything I wanted to her, and she liked it just as rough as I did. Just thinking about her blushing, her legs spread to me, her eyes hooded with mischievous pleasure-filled-- 
 
      
 
    Nope, don’t think of Ivy. But it wasn’t just the crazy, hard sex. The kind of sex that tore sheets and put holes in walls. No, it was something more than that. The kind of soft spot that made men do stupid things. What am I going to do? 
 
      
 
    I had to push those thoughts away, though. Ivy would be Ivy’s problem and no one else’s soon. For her own sake and the sake of my sanity, I had to get rid of her. Fast. 
 
      
 
    I glanced over at Bax, then around the room to see if anyone was close by. “Carlos wants to meet. Says either I come to terms with them or the Carrion Club is going to team up with some of the other boys and invade, coming after Kelly.” 
 
      
 
    “He said that?” Bax whispered back, his hands clutched too tight around his bottle. I knew what he was feeling; an all-out battle between the Edge and Carrion would be a bloodbath. It would put everything we’d built and loved in jeopardy, including our people, my child, and the club itself. Carrion might not survive it either. “Incredible.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, sipping on the beer. It was disgusting; some cheap American thing, but it was cold. And beggars couldn’t be choosers, so I swallowed it down without complaint. 
 
      
 
    “What should we do?” 
 
      
 
    “The way I see it,” I said, staring into the dark, brown glass of my beer bottle, “we have three choices. We can tell Kelly.” 
 
      
 
    “That will bring the cartel in force into our turf to defend it, most likely. They’ll send an army.” We were both silent for a long moment. We both knew what that meant too; once the army was here, none of them would ever leave. They would most likely take over the Edge without anyone lifting a finger against them. 
 
      
 
    “We can not tell Kelly,” I said, bile rising in my stomach. Those words felt like betrayal in my mouth. It would lead to all of our deaths, most likely. 
 
      
 
    Every choice seemed to end in the death of the Devil’s Edge. Except one. 
 
      
 
    “Or, we work with Carlos and get Kelly overturned, running the cartel out of town and putting a new leader in his place.” I was gripping my beer so hard I expected it to shatter under my fingers. 
 
      
 
    Bax stared at me, his mouth gaping and his eyes incredulous. “Creed, those are some dangerous words.” 
 
      
 
    “Just words, Bax.” 
 
      
 
    “Still dangerous! I’ve been a fan of opposing this whole cartel thing from the beginning, but what you’re talking about, getting rid of Kelly...” He shook his head. “You’ll end up like your pa.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, my head suddenly feeling heavy. “I know, Bax. I just don’t know what the best thing to do is anymore. Every choice feels like a bad one, and it’s Kelly that got us here. Kelly and that Christine woman.” She was still probably wrapped around his leg like a serpent, dripping poison into his ear as Bax and I spoke. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to ring her neck, that conniving jerk. Where had she gotten hold of Kelly in the first place? 
 
      
 
    Bax was silent for a long time. He finished his beer, then drank another. He seemed to be considering my words carefully, weighing out all of the possible futures. And from his expressions, all of them looked really bleak. 
 
      
 
    “How is the club recovering?” I asked, unable to stand the silence anymore. I wanted to stop the rush of images inside of my mind. I pictured Josh, hiding behind some bikes in the corner of the clubhouse, his tiny chocolate eyes going dark and empty as he watched Kelly rip my throat out. Just as I had watched my father die. What would become of him? But worse, what if I did nothing, and the cartel came for us all? Was that a kinder end? I didn’t think it was. 
 
      
 
    “The rebuilding is going well enough. It won’t go anywhere if we’re trying to hold off an army, though.” Bax pressed his head against the wall, staring up at the ceiling. He seemed to be deep in thought, still, his mind not really on the current conversation. 
 
      
 
    Not that I can blame him; I did just drop some bad news in his lap. News none of us want to hear. 
 
      
 
    Rubbing his face with his hands, Bax turned and looked at me, his eyes searching my face in a way that made me uncomfortable. “Maybe you’re right, Creed,” he said unwillingly, his face a tangle of emotions. “Those things you’re saying, don’t let anyone else hear them. Not even Pearl. Not your son. Keep them to yourself; you probably shouldn’t have even told me.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “You might be right.” We drank in silence again for a long time. But before I could think of something else to say, some kind of reassurance that I was going to think it all the way through before making a decision, Bax stood up from his seat and walked away. I didn’t watch him leave; I didn’t have to. I knew his shoulders would have been slightly slumped in defeat. 
 
      
 
    No matter what we did next, we would lose. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed down the beer, though it was suddenly deeply bitter in my mouth. Without Bax to keep the memories at bay, I found myself drowning in them. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    “I need to do what’s best for my son,” my father said, holding out his hands imploring. “And the Edge isn’t a safe place for him.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly frowned, looking like he was ready to bite a piece off of my father. “Finding out you have a child has made you soft, Charles.” 
 
      
 
    I know my father asked me to leave the Edge, to walk away from the possible violence and get to the bus stop. I was ordered to leave without him if Kelly refused to release him. But I knew where my loyalties were. I belonged at the Edge, just like my father belonged at the Edge. 
 
      
 
    I watched him impassively as he begged for my release from a life I’d never been intended for. My father looked small and weak in my young eyes. But he continued to beg for me. Not himself, just me. He wanted my freedom and must have known he was putting himself at risk for it. But none of that crossed my mind at the time. I just remember thinking about how old and tired and weak he looked. 
 
      
 
    “So you would go against the Devil’s Edge and me just to save your precious son from what? A future he wants?” 
 
      
 
    My father swallowed hard and looked down at the ground. “A future he thinks he wants.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it really so bad here, Charles?” 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t a safe reply to that, so my father kept his mouth shut. He’d made his case. I stood behind the stairs, my eyes watching to see what Kelly would do. I’d worked hard to land my position in the Edge; I was furious to think that my dad was going to throw away all of it. 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, Kelly didn’t yell or scream. He very calmly went over to the wall, grabbed something off one of the shelves. His whole body was relaxed as he turned, swinging the golf club with an efficiency and emotionlessness that only came from true psychotic tendencies. When the club connected with my father’s skull, I gasped, but the sound wasn’t loud enough to cover the wet crunching noise as my father’s skull crumpled under Kelly’s swing. 
 
      
 
    Kelly stood over my father, lying on the ground. He was bloody, broken, his breath wheezing between broken teeth out of a punctured lung. Blood spilled from his mouth, his ears, his nose. The slowly growing puddle of red was too big. There would be no coming back from it. I watched with wide eyes. I was barely tall enough to see over the half-wall of the stairs from where I watched. 
 
      
 
    My father wheezed again, his face so swollen I couldn’t recognize him. He tried to speak, but instead of words, blood spilled out. 
 
      
 
    “There now, Charlie. Still want to leave the Devil’s Edge, you lying sack of trash?” Kelly asked, pulling my father’s head back by his bloodied blonde hair. “I didn’t think so.” With a sickening, wet crunch of bones shattering, Kelly slammed my father’s face against the pavement one final time. 
 
      
 
    At the time, I was shaken, but I knew that my father had gotten the punishment he deserved. By as I’d grown older, I knew that to be wrong. Kelly had sucker punched my father; it was the only way he could have won against my dad in a physical fight. I knew now what Kelly was; I wish I could have seen it when I was still young enough to flee. Before Josh was born, before I became so tangled up in the whole life. 
 
      
 
    Kelly was a psycho and a coward. If I did end up going to Carlos, it would be only what he deserved. Sighing, I glanced around the broken building slowly being put back together. But in my mind’s eye, the whole place was filled with already dead bodies, Christine and Carlos standing over our dead bodies, getting ready to battle one another. 
 
      
 
    And the Devil’s Edge was turned to dust. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    I think Creed making me part of the Edge has only made things worse. I glanced around the building. Instead of being ignored or tolerated, I was watched much more closely by the men and women of the Edge. Their attention was from a distance, however. Not a single one spoke or looked at me once I got too close. It was like I was diseased or unlucky. 
 
      
 
    Feeling a little like a pariah, I sought out Pearl. Perhaps she would be able to tell me what I could do. 
 
      
 
    Thrills trickled over every inch of my body when I thought about how I had been claimed as Creed’s woman, but the feeling of being a part of the Edge still eluded me. I wished Creed hadn’t run off so quickly; I just wanted his to explain my place. As amazing as the sex was and forgetting the feelings I had for Creed, I didn’t belong here. 
 
      
 
    And Creed is furious. Now he has two people to be used against him instead of just one. I knew how much of a burden I’d become, but I couldn’t see how to fix it. 
 
      
 
    Wandering around the Edge, I watched as a few of the members worked to put bikes, walls, and rooms back together, cleaning up broken pieces and salvaging all of the pieces that were worth reusing or fixing. I wanted to help, but I knew I would be next to useless. I’d never been good with my hands. 
 
      
 
    After about ten minutes of wandering aimlessly, I found Pearl. She was standing beside Patrick, slightly favoring her injured leg. They stood side-by-side, their backs straight and their hands busy. Patrick was putting a workbench of some kind back together, and Pearl was holding a slat up for her other half. 
 
      
 
    Envious, I watched the two of them. They worked together like two hands attached to the same brain. It always seemed like the other knew exactly what the other needed without asking. It was so different from the stumbling, floundering feeling I got when I was Creed, I felt the air leave my lungs in a rush and refuse to return for a long moment. Knowing I could never be that to Creed, never be the cog that helped the wheel of the Edge turn, left me feeling breathless and hollow. 
 
      
 
    So I have to change it. 
 
      
 
    Determined, I pushed my shoulders back and walked over to them. 
 
      
 
    “How can I help?” I asked, my voice more of a whisper than the firm, loud, confident voice I’d wanted. 
 
      
 
    Neither of them turned to look at me for even a second. Pearl’s mouth turned down in a frown, but that was the only indication I got from either of them. 
 
      
 
    After a long second of silence, Pearl spoke. “Creed’s woman, huh? How do you expect to help with those injured hands, exactly?” She was dressed as usual, in bright, gypsy clothing, but there was something darker about her today. Pearl’s eyes had dark circles wrapped around them, making her skin look pale and thin. Her hands shook like she’d lost all of her steadiness. I was in awe at her ability to stand with her injury; Pearl was so much stronger than I was. I couldn't even be useful with some scratches and cuts on my fingers. 
 
      
 
    I glanced down at the white wrappings around my wrists and my fingers. I’d wrapped them myself, awkwardly, but the bandages held. They seemed to do the job. “I don’t know. Measuring, cooking, cleaning? Heck, I’d even walk down 5th naked if it would somehow help.” 
 
      
 
    Pearl finally looked at me, her eyes as hard as glass. “Well, Creed’s woman, I don’t think any of that will help. Perhaps you should take up some embroidery or something.” She stared at my eye for a moment, unblinking. “Elsewhere.” 
 
      
 
    The cruelty in her voice shocked me; I just gaped at her, unsure of how to respond. What had changed that made Pearl so against me? “I--” 
 
      
 
    Pearl held up a hand. “Don’t bother. If you want to be useful to Creed and the Edge, I figure you should find something useful to be.” 
 
      
 
    “To be?” 
 
      
 
    Wiping her forehead with the back of her hand, Pearl grimaced. “As you are now, you’re awfully useless.” She straightened out her back and Patrick paused in their work, his eyes locked on my face. “Without some spine or something useful to contribute, neither Creed nor Kelly will let you stick around long. You aren’t good for Creed as you are now, so you would be better off disappearing. Like you should have done in first place.” Pearl’s voice was lined with shattered glass and cut deeply into my body and soul. Her voice was so cold that it stung. 
 
      
 
    But she was right, of course. But what could be done? How could I prove to her or prove to Creed that I was worth saving? To truly be part of the Edge, I would need to be stronger, louder, and riskier. I would need to go hunting and bring home dinner for the pack. 
 
      
 
    I met Pearl’s eyes, feeling my own features harden into stone. “You’re right,” I said, balling my hands into fists. “You are absolutely right.” 
 
      
 
    And that’s when both Pearl and Patrick smiled, lights warming the ice that had formed in their eyes. They nodded in tandem before returning to their work. I felt a little better, but also a little worse. Glad that Pearl was just trying to teach me a lesson the hard way and that I hadn’t lost her friendship, my heart lightened a little. But at the same time, I felt the weight of her words on my shoulders. What can I do to make myself look strong and useful to Creed? 
 
      
 
     I had no ideas, and nowhere to start. 
 
      
 
    Wandering around the Edge, I pondered my past, my future, and all of the possible ways I could impress these people. I started forming a plan in my head; I didn’t know if it was a good plan, but it was more than just doing nothing. 
 
      
 
    Josh found me after a while. “I’m glad you’re okay,” he said, bouncing on his feet. His sneakers looked a little worse for wear, and he had a few bruises on his face and arms, but he seemed unfazed by his kidnapping. 
 
      
 
    “You’re so much braver than I could ever be,” I told him. “I’m glad you’re okay, too.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled, kicking debris everywhere with his feet. There was a little bit of a shadow over his eyes, but Josh seemed to be in good spirits. “I wasn’t sure my dad would go back to get you, but he did. I-- I’m glad.” 
 
      
 
    Smiling, I brushed my hand over his cheek. “I didn’t want to be left behind, so I was pretty happy, too.” 
 
      
 
    “So you are part of the Devil’s Edge now.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “I guess so. Your dad hasn’t explained all the rules to me yet.” 
 
      
 
    “We should help out then, I guess. Shouldn’t we?” Josh sounded so uncertain, but he still looked around the Edge, looking for things for us to do. “Let’s go see what Sam is up to. He’ll let me help.” 
 
      
 
    So we wandered over to Sam together. Sam was one of the older members, and he was in the middle of holing up one of the back entrances. “What are you doing, Sam?” 
 
      
 
    The older man looked up at Josh, then at me, his face creased with a frown. He was grizzled and bearded, his skin like leather. But he was shirtless, and his body hadn’t lost any definition in its age. He looked as tough as nails, and I had to swallow hard to hide my fear down where it belonged. “I’m closing up half of the entrances to make this place more defensible. You, hand me that hammer.” 
 
      
 
    Josh picked up the hammer and handed it over. “Here you go!” 
 
      
 
    “Good, now hold this. You, girl!” he called to me unexpectedly. But I ran forward to help anyway. “Hold up the other end of this 2x4. It needs to be level.” 
 
      
 
    Without even a glance down at my injured hands, I did as I was asked, holding the bar up so he could nail it to the wall. “That should hold. Come on, you two. Let’s start the next one.” 
 
      
 
    And I did. There wasn’t much I could do, but I worked as hard as I could. I helped hold, nail, and glue. I mixed cement and stews, swept up shrapnel, and worked until my hands bled through the bandages. I even served the communal meal all of the workers shared. It may have been my imagination, but a few of the faces looked a little softer towards me than they had in the past. 
 
      
 
    Or it’s all in my head. But when I glanced at Pearl, she was smiling. She nodded at me. Although she still looked tired and grim, there was a little bit of a lightness to her limp as she came for her share of the soup. 
 
      
 
    “You ain’t too bad at this, girly,” Bax winked at me as he shuffled through the line. “Best be careful; if you cook too well, they’ll end up recruiting you for it later.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, handing the ladle over to one of the other women so I could tighten my bandages. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, those look bad. Once you’re done, come see me, and I’ll put them on proper. I have a first aid kit over by my bike.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, thankful for some friendly conversation and a smile. “Thank you, Bax. I am awkward tying with my left hand, so I could use the help.” 
 
      
 
    I finished up my duties as quickly as I could, Josh still glued to my side, as the hour chimed nearly 11PM. I was dragging, my feet heavy on the concrete floors. But I kept my head up; it wouldn’t do to show any weakness at all. They already had a low opinion of me. It would be best not to make it worse. 
 
      
 
    As I made my way over to Bax, the giant, muscle-bound man pulled out a first aid kit, as promised. I could feel a lot of eyes on us as if they wondered if I was being too friendly with Bax. Sighing, I tried to turn my attention away from them, to keep my eyes on what was important, but it felt like I could feel their eyes on my skin. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about them, Ivy,” Bax said. His huge hands were surprisingly gentle as he cleaned my cuts with something that stung my fingers and my eyes. It smelled so strong that I was pretty sure there wasn’t a germ in the world that wanted any part of it. As soon as the sting started to fade a little, however, my cuts went numb. 
 
      
 
    I sighed in relief. “What was that?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s like homemade Neosporin. Pearl makes it. Smells like the rear end of something, doesn’t it?” Bax chuckled. “But cursed if it doesn’t work.” 
 
      
 
    I flexed my fingers, unable to keep the relief from my voice and my face. “Thanks, Bax.” I’d put up with the pain all day and still managed to work with everyone else, but that didn’t mean finally getting some relief from it all didn’t make me feel a million times better. Josh sat down next to me, and the three of us chatted about zombie movies and inane subjects. The less we talked about the Edge, Creed, or anything else about this place, the brighter Josh’s face became. 
 
      
 
    But then Christine walked in the front door, wrapped like a serpent around Kelly’s arm, and a shadow passed over all of us. It was hard not to feel a little bit smaller with the two of them in the room. The temperature seemed to drop as I saw the look of rage on Christine’s and the amusement on Kelly’s. 
 
      
 
    They glanced around the club, Kelly not even noting all of the hard work his people had put into the clubhouse all cursed day. Instead, his eyes searched the crowd for someone to mess with. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, their eyes landed right on Creed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    “I see your taste in women hasn’t improved since Josh’s mother,” Kelly said, his face filled with wicked humor. I was too tired to put up with Kelly’s trash today, and he seemed to know it somehow. It was like he could feel everything Creed was feeling. I knew that manic look in his eyes better than anything. 
 
      
 
    He was looking for a disobedient underling to punish. 
 
      
 
    I refused to be that underling. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, I nodded. “She’s hot, though,” I answered noncommittally. I refused to let him get under my skin. 
 
      
 
    “I bet. I wouldn’t mind taking her for a ride. I bet she’s a hussy behind closed doors, isn’t she?” Kelly licked his lip exaggeratedly, his eyes locked on the back of Ivy’s neck. 
 
      
 
    I raised my eyebrows, a small smile playing across my lips, but I didn’t say anything. Inside I was seething. “Speaking of hussies, where did Christine wander off to?” I asked, my eyes roaming the room. She had entered the Edge on Kelly’s arm like she owned the place; it was odd she hadn’t clung to him like the tumor she was. 
 
      
 
    Kelly chuckled darkly, completely ignoring my question. “Does that Ivy let you tie her up? I think she’d look nice doubled over, ropes around her wrists and ankles.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure she would if I wanted that.” I did my best not to look as disgusted as I felt; I’d seen some of the victims of Kelly’s little fetish after he was done with them. I would give almost anything to save Ivy from a similar fate. Sadist. 
 
      
 
    His eyes gleaming with madness, Kelly grinned at me like an idiot. “I see; you like it when she has her hands free. I bet she knows exactly what to do with those hands.” He turned back again to look at Ivy, his eyes running too freely over her body.  “I like hussies that let you choke them. I bet she would look beautiful as I strangled her.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed my gut reaction to his twisted fantasies as he kept spelling them out. I wanted to punch him, to kick in that smirk. It took everything I had just to keep my face neutral. Just as Kelly’s sick, twisted little mind got too much for my control, Christine made an entrance, interrupting his train of thought. I could have kissed her as she walked over toward Kelly, moving his mind from Ivy to cartel business. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, Christine also had a few things to say about Ivy, none of them I wanted to hear. 
 
      
 
    Slithering forward on her impractical heels, Christine’s eyes darkened as they fell on me. She watched me through her thick, black lashes, her eyes nearly black with some kind of emotion. “Well, well, gentlemen. It’s good to see the clubhouse being put back together.” Her manicured fingers wrapped around Kelly’s left arm, even as she tried to stare me down. But I wasn’t in the mood. I kept my eyes locked on hers until she gave up and turned away. 
 
      
 
    “Where is your tag-a-long, Creed? Or did she give up and go back to Mommy and Daddy?” Christine asked, her mouth turned up in something that looked more like a threat than a smile. She was still wearing that blood-red lipstick, her green eyes surrounded by glittering eye shadow. Her blonde hair fell around her shoulders loose in long, golden waves. 
 
      
 
    “Ivy spent the whole day helping us clean up the clubhouse,” I answered calmly, doing my best to keep my face bored. “She did more than some of the others,” I finished, pointedly, wanting to piss off Christine enough that she would leave. Instead, she seemed to see my reply as some kind of challenge. 
 
      
 
    “Amazing that someone so weak and brittle could manage to do anything constructive,” she snapped, her emerald-green eyes narrowing at me. 
 
      
 
    I could feel my shoulders tighten at the pathetic jealousy in her tone, but I forced myself to breathe. “Yes, she injured both hands, but still managed to help with the construction. I think I misjudged her.” 
 
      
 
    Remember, if they kill you, both Ivy and Josh will no longer be protected under the Edge’s rules. They’ll either kill them both or worse. If I repeated it to myself enough, perhaps I would be able to remain calm through the rest of this horrible conversation. 
 
      
 
    Christine bristled at my words, fire in her eyes. “That jerk still has no spine, and you know it.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly was amused, watching me closely for the telltale signs of me losing my temper. But the thoughts of Ivy and Josh’s faces cooled my temper as fast as ice water. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to help her find her spine,” Kelly whispered, his eyes too wide, his smile too big. He looked like some kind of crazed cartoon villain. I shivered a little, but managed to keep a lid over my disgust. 
 
      
 
    “Come now,” Christine answered, batting her lashes up at Kelly. “You could do much better than that little piece of trash. She can’t even stand up for herself!” 
 
      
 
    I made the mistake of glancing over at Ivy; her shoulders were tense and her head hung down. She’s heard Christine’s words, and I could feel my rage at that choking me as it filled my throat. 
 
      
 
    “It’s true,” I whispered quietly, my eyes locked on Christine. “I could never really want some girl who doesn’t know how to get what she wants. Someone who is afraid to grab life and just take it.” 
 
      
 
    A shiver went through Christine’s body as I eyed her. Thankfully, it subdued her jealously long enough to get her to shut up. Her mouth seemed locked closed around her words, like she was too surprised to say anything properly. Wide-eyed, she just stared at me, then glanced at Ivy, then back. 
 
      
 
    Before either she or Kelly could come up with something else to say, I nodded to them both. “Bax has a bottle of beer with my name on it.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly dismissed me with a wave of his head, his mad amusement still stretching his features. I shivered, unable to suppress it. I made my way over to when Bax was sitting with Josh. My eyes automatically looked for Ivy, but she was no longer there. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Dad,” Josh whispered as I walked over. His eyes looked glazed over, like he was exhausted and doing his best to hide it. The poor kid’s eyes seemed to stick closed every time he blinked. 
 
      
 
    Bax chuckled at Josh, looking him over with eyes full of affection. It was odd to think that Josh had more than just me to defend him. Maybe, even if something happened to me, Josh would make it out okay. I really hope so; that last conversation with Kelly and Christine had made up my mind. 
 
      
 
    I was going to meet with Carlos. 
 
      
 
    It was insane, and I was almost guaranteed to be caught and killed. But I was running out of good options. I wanted Christine away from Ivy, away from my son, and away from the Devil’s Edge forever. And if that meant coming together with Carlos to make a plan to take out Kelly, then so be it. I would make a deal with any devil to keep my people safe. 
 
      
 
    They are my people. As little as I want to run this place, I’ve been thinking like a leader a lot more often these last few months. Perhaps it was because Kelly had spent so little time acting like one. Or maybe it was something else. 
 
      
 
    If only Kelly had left me another choice. But there was more crazy in his eyes every single day. And now, looking down at my son, I could see the worry in his tiny face. I saw it echoed in most of the eyes of every in the Edge; they would fall or rise by Kelly’s actions. 
 
      
 
    And his actions weren’t ever going to any one of us any good. 
 
      
 
    I could feel the weight of my decision heavy on my shoulders, dragging me down along a river of self-doubt. I questioned myself again and again, and yet always came to the same conclusion. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Josh; time to get some rest, kiddo,” I told him. He nodded sleepily, his head lolling a little on his neck. “Before you pass out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    It was hard not to overhear the conversation between Kelly, Christine, and Creed. I know that Christine was talking just loud enough for me to hear her every word on purpose, bringing her private conversation with him to everyone in the whole building’s ears, whether they wanted to hear it or not. 
 
      
 
    As much as I didn’t want her opinions of me to sting, they did. But everything she said didn’t hurt as much as Creed’s reply to it all. 
 
      
 
    “I could never really want some girl who doesn’t know how to get what she wants. Someone who is afraid to grab life and just take it.” 
 
      
 
    Those words echoed inside of my brain as I walked away from the Edge, embarrassed and hurt. I could feel the thunder of my blood in my veins. It felt like every single person inside of the building was watching me leave, could see the shame written in every line of my body. To them, I was a failure. But even worse, I was a failure to myself. 
 
      
 
    And I was a failure to the man I loved. 
 
      
 
    It’s stupid to love Creed; there is no way he will ever return it. I will be one of those horror stories that ends in tragedy. The air outside was colder, colder than it should have been. I felt like I had just walked into dead winter without a coat. 
 
      
 
    Shivering, I started walking. I wasn’t sure where I was going, but I was very sure I couldn’t stay at the Edge. Sleeping in the same room as Creed, knowing what he thought of me, sounded like slow torture. 
 
      
 
    The parking lot of the warehouses around the Edge were empty, no one around. The whole world seemed abandoned. I kept walking, my mind reeling. No matter what you do, it will never be enough for Creed. He’ll find fault in everything you do for the Edge, everything you bring to his table. Unless you do something stupid and big. Something he’ll have no choice but to recognize. 
 
      
 
    That idea I’d been forming my head earlier poked back into the front of my brain. But that idea was crazy; too crazy. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    But then I could hear Christine’s insults. I could hear Pearl’s words echoing around in my skull too. And worst of all, I could hear Creed again. 
 
      
 
    “I could never really want some girl who doesn’t know how to get what she wants. Someone who is afraid to grab life and just take it.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling stupid and not at all brave, I walked to the bus station. Even this late at night, the buses would be running. The city never slept and neither didn’t the transportation systems. I got on, handing several coins to the sleepy-looking bus operator before taking a seat. There was no one on this bus but me and a very young couple. I ignored them as they made out in the back seat, their technicolored hair mingling together into a rainbow as they sucked each other’s faces. 
 
      
 
    The city streamed by, all of its brilliant colors muted by the weird copper color of the streetlights. Like this, the city looked cleaner, emptier. It was like nothing could touch the bronzed statue that was the streets. Not until the sun came up and washed it away. 
 
      
 
    I ignored everything until we pulled up to the intersection I wanted. I pressed the button indicating I wanted to get off, and the bus screeched to halt at the corner. The streets were alive with noise as I stepped off of the bus. But I still had a long way to walk. 
 
      
 
    I was exhausted, but I forced myself to take the long way around. I needed to remember every little thing that had been ripped from me. Perhaps it would cement this crazy idea in my head if I could see it. 
 
      
 
    So I walked down the long, brick-paved street in the center of the city, where my new apartment would have been if it wasn’t for Janice. I glanced around the beautiful, quiet, walk-only street, staring up at the swirling, wrought iron balcony railings, trying to remember which one was going to be mine. Which of those amazing views would have been mine? But I could no longer remember; was it the second to the left or second to the right? I kept walking, trying not to hover too long in one place. Someone might mistake me for a homeless person and call the police on me. 
 
      
 
    Ironic, at the moment, I am homeless. I could feel a weight in my stomach as that thought really hit home. I couldn’t go back to the motel. I’d been forced to give it up when I could no longer pay the bills. Creed hadn’t been giving me a paycheck. 
 
      
 
    I had seventeen dollars left to my name. Outside of that, I really truly had nothing. In all honesty, I didn’t even own a change of clothing; I had been wearing the outfit for the past few days, only switching it out for one of Pearl’s castoffs when I had to wash it. 
 
      
 
    The worst has truly happened then. I could not be further away from the life my father had wanted for me. I couldn’t be further from the life I’d wanted for me. 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure when it happened, but somewhere along the walk from the paved stones over to the paved streets, the sadness and depression that had been a part of my life for the last few months melted away. In its wake came a smoldering rage that started in my belly and started to slowly spread outward like a forest fire. 
 
      
 
    My broken, leaky boots made a soft quacking sound on the slightly damp pavement as I walked up Cardinal and 7th. There it was. Tiny and insignificant in this little town, but it had been mine. My tiny little studio apartment I’d had before I’d lost everything. It was the first time in my life I’d lived alone. The first time I had space to myself that I could do whatever I wanted with. 
 
      
 
    My eyes teared up as the smolder in my stomach burst into flames. But my tour wasn’t done. I needed to see the rest. I needed to remember. 
 
      
 
    So I kept going, feeling the rage grow with every single step. I could feel it burning along my veins and seething across my bones. Every step that brought me closer to that little shop. I knew it would be closed. I knew Janice would go back to her apartment, sleeping soundly off of the comfort of my dollar. 
 
      
 
    By the time I reached the shop, it felt like my whole body was aflame. I was ready for war, and I knew just what to do about it. 
 
      
 
    Although there was a still a part of me that wanted to argue, that wanted to stop and think it over before I committed, there was also a big part of me that just was dying to be reckless. I never knew it existed until now, seething just under the surface, waiting for its opportunity to make me do something insane. 
 
      
 
    The storefront was closed down, but a light was on somewhere in the store. Perhaps it was Janice, keeping up the books, studying the trends of my money as it flowed into her pocket. The streets were hushed like they waited to see what I would do next. Hands in my pockets against the chilly evening, I watched the light inside. The rage inside still burned so brightly, more brightly than anything I remember feeling for the last few months. The fog of my indecision lifted, like dawn over the clouds. 
 
      
 
    Oh yes, I thought my mouth curling up into a smile I didn’t recognize. “I’m going to do the stupid thing. Then, all of this will be mine again.” 
 
      
 
    The thrill of it poured over me like a drug. I liked the feeling of doing something wrong. I couldn’t wait to see what Janice’s face looked like when I finally came for her. I hoped to watch her world crash around her ears just like my world had crashed around mine. 
 
      
 
    Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a business card. Carlos had slipped it to me during Creed’s first infiltration of the Carrion Club. It had nothing on it but a phone number. I pulled it and fifty cents out of my pocket, trying not to think about the dwindling money I had left in my clothes. 
 
      
 
    It took me a few blocks of walking to find a working payphone; there were precious few of them left in a world that was crowded with cell phones. But there was one at the 7-11 close to my old motel room. I put the quarters in, my fingers trembling with a combination of excitement and nerves. 
 
      
 
    I recognized the voice that answered the phone. “Hello, Ms. Ivy.” Carlos sounded just as icy as ever, his voice empty and grave. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, trying to wet my suddenly incredibly dry mouth. “Carlos. I want to make another deal with you.” Silence reigned for a few heartbeats, but it felt like an eternity. I twirled the nasty black cord around my fingers, gripping the receiver in white-knuckled fingers. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he answered. “I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
    “I will guarantee a meeting between you and Creed Carver.” 
 
      
 
    I could practically hear him blink in surprise. “If?” he prompted a kind of relief in his voice. 
 
      
 
    I grinned. “I just need a quick favor. Do you have a few men you can spare?” 
 
      
 
    “I might. Tell me about your plan.” 
 
      
 
    So I told him. Before the end of the conversation, Carlos was chuckling. “I believe you have yourself a deal. Good luck, Ms. Ivy. I look forward to meeting with your Creed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    Ivy was no longer inside the Edge’s clubhouse. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, not a single person saw her leave. Not a single person seemed to know where she could have gone. She vanished as though she had never been, and I quivered with a combination of fear and rage. Didn’t I go through all of that trouble to get her back just a few hours ago? Where could she have gone this late at night?” 
 
      
 
    Josh fidgeted, playing with a bread tie he’d picked up off of the floor somewhere. “She looked really tired, so I thought she went to go lay down. She got really tired after Christine was talking trash to her. I don’t like that lady; she looks like some kind of circus performer.” 
 
      
 
    Bax laughed. “And what do you know about the circus?” 
 
      
 
    “The TV talks about it,” Josh said, sticking his chin out in defiance. 
 
      
 
    The smile faded from Bax’s face as quickly as it had appeared. “I saw her get up, too, but she just looked unhappy, Creed. I thought she’d gone for a smoke or a walk or something. She didn’t want to be bothered, so I didn’t bother her. I didn’t think she’d bail.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe she’s gone out for food or something?” Josh asked, trying to be helpful. 
 
      
 
    I just nodded; I didn’t want Josh to worry about Ivy, so I just agreed with him. As soon as he was back to playing, his mind at ease, I sought out anyone else who might have seen her leave. One of the Edge women saw her leave but hadn’t thought she’d gone out for a cigarette. Another saw her walk around the building, but didn’t really watch her walk away. 
 
      
 
    Not a single person could think of anywhere she would have gone. 
 
      
 
    I finally found Pearl; she was resting against her husband. The two of them looked worse for wear after this week. I couldn’t blame them. They were getting to the point in their careers where they would be looking to retire if they were out in the world. My eyes ran over the two them, worried at the new lines on their faces. Pearl looked too pale and Patrick looked strained, his face red and beaded with sweat. 
 
      
 
    If I end up pushing Kelly off of his throne, I will give them the option to retire with honors. The two of them had served loyally for decades. Although the current Devil’s Edge charter didn’t allow for retirement (since most of us didn’t even live long enough to consider it), I would see to it that they had the option. We are a family first and foremost. Or at least we were once. When did we lose sight of that? 
 
      
 
    I put most of the blame on Kelly’s shoulders. It was his ascent to the top ranking that had made my father want to leave; I was old enough at the time to remember the man who held his position before him. I didn’t remember much about him, but I remember thinking him fair and level-headed. He wasn’t kind; anyone kind in our line of work would never make it to the top. 
 
      
 
    “Pearl, Patrick; have you seen Ivy?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    They turned to me with tired eyes, their expressions slack. “I thought she was with Josh?” Pearl said as she blinked over in that direction. “Did she wander off?” 
 
      
 
    Patrick grinned at me, patting me gently on the arm. “You just changed her life completely around, boy. Give her a chance to adjust. She is probably just hiding somewhere and working out her feelings.” 
 
      
 
    I stared down at him, feeling a weight lift off of my shoulders. “Maybe you’re right. You don’t think she left the Edge, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Pearl took a deep breath like she wanted to speak, but then just let the air out, her eyes uncertain. 
 
      
 
    “Is there something you know, Pearl?” I asked, my voice icy. 
 
      
 
    She frowned, her gray brows furrowing. “Well, I sort of laid into her before about being weak. She seemed to be forming up some sort of plan; if she heard you and Christine insulting her for not grabbing what she wants, Ivy might have left to try and prove you both wrong.” Pressing her lips into a thin line, Pearl looked around the room. “I don’t think she would have gone into hiding inside of the Edge. I think she’s probably out and about, making plans if I had to guess.” 
 
      
 
    I could feel a rise of cold in my chest like my organs had somehow turned to ice in a second. “What was she planning?” 
 
      
 
    “If I had to guess? Something about that business that was taken from her. Taking it back would be an asset not only to her character but a financial asset for the Edge, too.” Pulling her grey curls back into a ponytail to keep it out of her face. “Odd, though. If I were her, I would have recruited some of the boys to help.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard around a sudden lump in my throat. “Unless she was aiming to kill two birds with one stone. Ivy is the one who has been pushing for me to meet with Carlos and end the cartel deals.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick paled. “She’s been what?” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet.” I glanced around; it didn’t look like anyone was listening in on our conversation, but I still kept my voice low. “She might be calling Carlos in, trying to lure me into a meeting with him.” 
 
      
 
    Pearl’s fingers knitted together. “Would she do that?” 
 
      
 
    “If she thought it would fix things here? Yes, absolutely yes.” I didn’t know how I was so certain, but the truth of it seemed to echo in my bones. “So where is this business of hers?” 
 
      
 
    Pearl shook her head. “I never learned where it was. I know it’s over by the canal, on the west bank, but I don’t know exactly where.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick seemed to find his tongue again, and his face was filled with red rage that seemed to inflate every vein in his forehead. “So you are going behind Kelly’s back and meeting with the Carrion Club?” He seethed with anger, his eyes burning with it. “And you never thought to come to me?” 
 
      
 
    “No one else in this place would dare stand up to him. I’m going to fix what Kelly has done. If that means going behind his back, throwing out the cartel, and putting two in Kelly’s skull, I’ll do it. If I don’t comply, Carlos has promised a full-on blood war. Either way, I’m dead, Patrick.” My hands curled into fists. I didn’t like not having a choice. I liked it even less when I had two choices and they were both trash. “Ivy has been pushing me to fight back against Kelly for days.” 
 
      
 
    All of the anger seemed to deflate out of Kelly’s second in command. I never would have described Patrick as old until I saw his face when I finished my speech. “You’re right. I should have stopped him, Creed. But he’s mad for power. Literally, he’s gone insane. I can’t reason with him anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not fit to lead,” Pearl whispered. Her voice was a monotone. She wouldn’t look at me or her husband. 
 
      
 
    “I’m starting to agree with you, Pearl. Are you going to stop me, Patrick?” 
 
      
 
    The second looked like a deflated balloon, his face suddenly pale and incredibly sad. He was silent for a long time, his eyes losing all of their luster in seconds. It was like a vampire was slowly drinking the life from him. “No,” he answered finally, his voice low and dark. “No, I can’t stop you anymore. I’m too old to be stopping anyone anymore. I will leave this up to you.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “You won’t regret this.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope not, boy. I hope not.” 
 
      
 
    “Regardless of what I choose to do, though, Ivy belongs to the Edge.” I frowned, looking up at the ceiling. “It’s time she learns where her boundaries are.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t rope her in too much, Creed,” Pearl said, her voice still empty and tired. “I think she will surprise you, if you give her the opportunity.” 
 
      
 
    With that weird bit of advice stuck in my mind, I left. My bike was totaled in the attack on our clubhouse, so I took someone else’s. No one said a word to me as I picked a bike off of the rack and demanded the keys. No one argued, no one tried to stop me. No one reported me to Kelly. 
 
      
 
    I think they are all secretly hoping I’ll get rid of Kelly. Starting the bike up, I sped out of the clubhouse before Kelly could demand anyone stop me. I was out on the road in a moment, the wind whipping through my hair as I rode. It wasn’t as good as my bike; I really mourned her loss. She was perfect: perfectly calibrated, perfectly put together. Perfect in every way. 
 
      
 
    But this bike still would get me where I needed to go. And it still filled me with the joy of riding. I like the way the wind felt through my hair and across my skin. Even in this cold, the ride was thrilling. I could think more clearly on the bike, the rush of colors streaming by me as I raced through the night time streets. 
 
      
 
    I’ll start with Carlos’ hideout. Perhaps they’ll be leaving to meet her and I can follow them. I headed over to the hideout trying not to think too hard about what I was about to do. 
 
      
 
    About how I was about to turn traitor and throw away everything I’d ever believed it. 
 
      
 
    As I sped closer to the hideout, the grayish color of predawn started to rise over the world, casting the city in colorless grays and blues. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    My whole body was quivering by the time the sun came up completely. It was cursed cold out here, and I was exhausted. I stayed out here all night, my nerves too jangled up to even think about finding a place to sleep. I planned out every detail of what I would need to get Janice out of my business and to get me back in. 
 
      
 
    I’d managed to find an all night print shop that let me type up the contract. I read it through a thousand times before printing off a copy, fairly sure it was as airtight as possible. I was looking forward to the look on that jerk’s face when I walked in and took her whole life away. Finally, she would know what it was like to have everything taken from her. 
 
      
 
    “What do you need us to do?” Carlos asked. He brought his most intimidating men; even though I knew they weren’t here for me, I was still intimidated by their deadpan stares and wicked smiles. 
 
      
 
    “I need you get ready to text Creed; let him know where we are. Here is the phone number for his cell.” I handed the piece of paper over. “I got it off of his son, so it should be accurate. When he comes, you will have your meeting. Did you bring me what I need?” 
 
      
 
    Carlos nodded, reaching into the back of his shirt and pulling out a very small handgun. It wasn’t the same one my dad had brought to the gun range with me as a kid, but it was close. So very close. 
 
      
 
    “You’re tall enough now to reach the guns in the house, little lady,” my dad had said as he taught me the right way to hold the gun, to reload it, aim it, and clean it. “Once you have all of this memorized and once you’ve demonstrated your respect for the gun, you can shoot it.” 
 
      
 
    He’d kept his word, too. I was only ten, so I thought he’d back out. I remember the first time I shot it, the heavy feel of the recoil and the scent of smoke filling the air. The heft of this gun was close enough to the one my father gave me that day (and many days after) that for a second, I thought I could smell the smoke and gunpowder. I thought I could hear my father’s voice, congratulating me on a good shot. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the heavy, awkward gun that we’d had the day Josh and I had been kidnapped, this one felt right in my hands. I still was pretty sure I couldn’t shoot a living thing, but I looked threatening as heck with this piece in my hands. “Thank you, Carlos.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” He smiled coldly as he bowed a little to me. “Now, what is the plan?” 
 
      
 
    I ran them through the details as Carlos punched the message to Creed into his phone. All of the Carrion men were silent and attentive, each one nodding along with instructions. I was a little unnerved; it felt a little like I was getting ready to lead an army into battle. I felt untested and not ready. But it was now or never. It was prove myself to Creed or nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Any questions?” Not a single one of the men moved or spoke. I gulped, trying to hide my trembling from the Carrion Club. “Perfect. Now we wait.” 
 
      
 
    The eight of us waited in silence as time inched forward. The sun rose completely, hidden behind a thick layer of close, wintery clouds. I shivered as the first snowflakes fell to the ground, but was thankful. Not a soul was out this early on a Saturday with the snow coming on. But I knew Janice would be there. She just had to be. 
 
      
 
    As punctual as ever, Janice sidled up to the store. She was humming a Christmas song under her breath, pulling out her keys, and started to unlock the door. Lucky for me, she didn’t notice the odd assortment of unsavory looking men in the park, watching her storefront like hawks. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” I told the men. They all stood up with me, almost in sync. Are these guys robots or what? “Come on, before she sets down her stuff and relocks the door.” 
 
      
 
    They rushed the door like a bunch of trained, military SWAT team members from the movies. It was a little chilling to see their efficiency. Creed couldn’t regret having peace with Carlos if he saw this; the Carrion Club would have slaughtered the entirety of the Devil’s Edge with this kind of precision. I shivered to think how close we had come to destruction under Kelly’s rule. With Carlos’ help, Creed and I would destroy him. I smiled at the thought, following close on the heels of the Carrion men into the shop. 
 
      
 
    Careful of the merchandise, the six bikers stepped into the store, their eyes running over the inside of the store with trained eyes. The front room was cleared, so we progressed to the back office in near silence, walking back to the back office where Janice would be setting her things down on her desk. My desk. It was mine. 
 
      
 
    Janice was dressed in a tailored suit and rather expensive looking pumps. That anger that had simmered inside of me all night long sprang back to life. She’d been living the good life while I rotted out there. 
 
      
 
    No more. 
 
      
 
    No one would ever walk all over Ivy Simmons ever again. 
 
      
 
    When Janice turned around, her whole body went slack with shock. She dropped the papers she’d been holding. “I-Ivy?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled at her. “How has business been, partner?” 
 
      
 
    I grinned even wider as Janice winced. She’d always been pretty, but relative ease had really done her some good. Her skin was soft and expertly painted. She had a fancy haircut, her blonde waves tumbling to one side in a very artistic way. Those big blue eyes had contacts instead of the heavy, tortoiseshell glasses she’d worn when we’d worked together. That should have been me. 
 
      
 
    Before I even began to speak, Janice dove for the security button behind the desk, pushing the button with a manicured finger. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. Panicked, Janice pressed the button again and again, her eyes growing ever wider. 
 
      
 
    “Funny thing about alarms; they work great 90% of the time. But if you have some kind of power failure, the system doesn’t always properly work.” I set down a bundle of cut and split wires wrapped around a battery on her desk, grinning as she gaped at it. “I think you’ll find your security system has unfortunately been properly uninstalled.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want, Ivy?” Janice said, her eyes roving over the oddly quiet, tattooed men I’d collected for the next step in my plan. Carlos sat in the back, spinning a very wicked looking blade around one finger. Janice watched the knife spin, swallowing hard over and over. “You don’t belong here; I fired you a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Fired! Me? This was my business,” I retorted, crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what any of the paperwork says.” 
 
      
 
    I tapped my chin with a fingernail, pursing my lips. “Are you sure? Are you sure there’s not a single piece of paperwork you have lying around with my name still on it?” 
 
      
 
    Janice’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
      
 
    “You keep very meticulous records, I know,” I said, waving my hand at the six men. All of them stepped forward at once, each grabbing one of the filing cabinets and sorting through the papers on the inside of each of the drawers. I was rewarded with the already pale skin of Janice’s pretty face paling even more, giving her a ghost-like complexion. “I have a feeling there were a couple of pieces of paper you might have had to hold onto that still bore my name.” 
 
      
 
    The men had found a few pieces of paper, and they pulled them out, piling them on the desk. I picked up the first one, examining it with a critical eye. “Hmm, white out. Very creative. I wonder what might be under that?” 
 
      
 
    Janice looked a little green around the gills as she sat down hard in her office chair, her eyes locked on mine. “What do you want?” she croaked, her whole body quivering. 
 
      
 
    Sitting down on the corner of her desk, I put my face as close to hers as I could bear, a small smile on my lips. I let the flames of my hatred for her burn, the flames reflecting on my face. “I want my life back, you selfish jerk.” She shook her head and kept shaking it, her eyes too wide and her nails digging into the wood of my desk. I brushed her fingers away. “Janice, my dear, you’re going to ruin the varnish on my desk.” 
 
      
 
    “This is my desk!” she shouted, her voice filled with incredulity. 
 
      
 
    I laughed, watching as the potential papers with my name buried in them piled higher and higher on the desk. It wasn’t a large stack, but it was big enough to make Janice look truly ill. “Only because you stole it.” 
 
      
 
    “You never break the rules, Ivy; what- What?” I found great joy in watching her sputter with disbelief. “What happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    “You did,” I answered, tapping the end of her nose with my nail. “Do you know what it’s like to scrape together a living from nothing? What it’s like to live a pile of trash? To get a job at a nasty diner so you can finish off your customer’s plates of food because you can’t afford to pay for your own?” 
 
      
 
    Janice swallowed hard again, her eyes so wide that I could see white all the way around her irises. “N-n-n-no,” she managed to strange out. 
 
      
 
    I leaned a little closer, making Janice’s breath hitch. “You will soon,” I whispered. “Funny thing. We could have both been successful. There was enough room for us both here. But you had to go and get greedy and phoo all up for us both.” 
 
      
 
    Carlos chuckled darkly from behind me. A thrill went through my whole body. This felt so good, so incredibly right. This was mine, and I was going to take it. I didn’t feel like myself anymore. I felt like someone completely new. And I liked it. 
 
      
 
    “As I see it, my old friend, you have two choices.” I stood and walked around the desk. “We can settle this like adults; I think that’s the best solution to our problems.” I handed her the unsigned contract I’d made up that morning, signing over everything back to me. Janice made a strangled sound in the back of her throat. “Or, we can do this the hard way.” 
 
      
 
    “W-w-w-hat’s the hard way?” 
 
      
 
    “I take all of these papers here with my name on them, and we burn this place to the ground.” I fanned myself with the papers, a wicked grin on my mouth. “With you inside. Either way I win. I either get my store or the insurance. And there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll call the police!” Janice said, her voice breaking like a teenaged boy’s. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled, grinning back at Carlos. “Oh, I wouldn’t suggest it.” 
 
      
 
    Janice looked back at Carlos, too; whatever she saw there scared her so bad, I was pretty sure she was going to pee herself. “Fine! You- you win.” 
 
      
 
    “I do, don’t I?” I answered, handing her a pen. “Sign it.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not Ivy Simmons,” Janice said as she put the pen to the paper. She scribbled her name down, her hands shaking. 
 
      
 
    “I am; I’m not the doormat you tried to make me into anymore. I met some people who helped me find my spine. Cool story, isn’t it?” I smiled as I swiped the paper out of her hands. “Now, I would suggest taking this $20 and catching a cab out of town. If we ever see you back within city limits, I’ll have some friends come to visit.” 
 
      
 
    Janice stood up from my desk, collected the twenty and her purse and walked out, her whole body quivering with fear. I hugged the contract to my body, grinning wildly as I looked around. Mine. It was mine again. 
 
      
 
    But that wild joy didn’t last long. 
 
      
 
    Within seconds of Janice disappearing, I heard the distinct sound of a motorcycle pull up to the storefront, the sound rattling the foundations. My temporary elation shattered into a million pieces. Creed was bound to be furious; there wasn’t anything I could do about that. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, I walked out of my store, Carlos and his men close on my heels. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    Jerk. I’m going to kill her. How dare she? 
 
      
 
    I received the text from Carlos while sitting outside of his hideout, waiting for someone to emerge. So now, here I was, riding as fast as my bike would take me over to the supplied address. She had made a deal with Carlos, that jerk. She needed to learn her place. 
 
      
 
    Fuming, I slid into the parking lot, leaping off the bike. I was ready for war. I would kill Carlos, kill anyone he had with him, and I would make Ivy pay for her disobedience. That idiot was going to ruin everything. 
 
      
 
    It was silent outside of the shop, and I waited, my breath puffs of white smoke in the icy cold air. After a few moments of quiet, a door opened behind me. I whirled to find seven men and Ivy filing out of the little store. Among the men was that jerk Carlos. 
 
      
 
    “Carlos!” I called, my voice harsh with the cold and my seething anger. “I’m going to kill you!” 
 
      
 
    Fuming, I watched as the leader of the Carrion Club turned, his eyes coming to rest on my Ivy. She frowned, then looked at me, her eyes pleading. “Creed, I think we need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    “Talk?” I said, stepping towards them. “You want to talk now?” Rage burned along every inch of my veins until I thought I might combust from it. I took another step forward. 
 
      
 
    A bullet buried itself in the gravel by my toes. I paused, looking down at the little hole in the road, disbelief overriding the rage in my system. “You shot at me!” 
 
      
 
    “I shot near you,” Ivy said. Her fingers were still wrapped around the gun. I had no idea where she had gotten it or where she’d learned to shoot. Despite the fact that I didn’t want to, I found myself admiring the curly-haired idiot her spunk. “But the next one might be at you if you don’t listen!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Ivy. You have my attention,” I held up both my hands. “Make it quick.” 
 
      
 
    Sighing in relief, Ivy turned to Carlos. “Carlos, you know Creed. Creed, this is Carlos. You two have a lot in common. Including your desire to get rid of the cartel before it takes over the whole town. Things will get bad if you let them move in. You both know it.” 
 
      
 
    I could feel pressure building in my chest. “So what?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know who Christine Alvarez is?” Carlos asked, folding his muscled arms over his chest. “Or did you think she is exactly who she said she is?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    He cleared his throat, nodding to one of his men. The guy, holding out his hands to let me know he wasn’t armed, stepped forward with some photos in his hands. I narrowed my eyes at them, unsure if I wanted to take them or not. 
 
      
 
    But curiosity won out. I didn’t know where Christine came from. And I wanted to know. “I thought she was just some messenger for the cartel.” 
 
      
 
    “She is now,” Carlos said as his man retreated. I glanced down at the photos in my hands, trying to make sense of the pictures I was seeing. Family portraits, Christine at the center, her smile and blonde hair completely unmistakable. But the people who surrounded her… 
 
      
 
    “This is a portrait of the Rodgers family?” I whispered, my eyes locked on the photos. They had to be Photoshopped, right? 
 
      
 
    But they weren’t. All of them were printed on that weird copyright paper that professional photographers used. They were high resolution originals. It had to be real. 
 
      
 
    The Rodgers family was a rival gang from a nearby city, one that had a smaller population and less potential clients for the drugs we had here, even shared between the Edge and Carrion. He’d tried for our territory before Kelly’s rise to power. Carlos’ father had come together with our leader at the time to chase the Rodgers out of the city. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. They are trying to get the cartel to weaken the area so they can take control. Christine Alvarez is about as cartel as I am. And her real last name is Rodgers. She doesn’t have any official ties to the cartel at all; she’s acting as a middle man.” 
 
      
 
    “You have to be kidding me.” But he wasn’t. He really wasn’t. There was a seriousness to their faces, a worry that permeated everything Carlos said. “So it’s true. And Kelly is giving her the go to invade.” 
 
      
 
    Carlos nodded, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “We want Kelly out. We have made invasion plans of our own for the Devil’s Edge, but we don’t want to have to implement them. The loss of even some of your people would weaken our position here, giving the Rodgers a footing in the territory, with or without the cartel.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, staring down at the photos. “This is--” But I couldn’t seem to talk around the lump that was building in my throat. What we almost let happen, what Kelly was trying to do… 
 
      
 
    “We are willing to declare a truce if and only if you kill Kelly.” Carlos’ eyes burned into mine, and I began to feel lightheaded. 
 
      
 
    “How am I supposed to get away with that?” I asked, punching the wall next to me. This whole situation was trash. I was ready to murder Kelly. But it was against the rules to just walk up to him and shoot him. I had to challenge him or make him admit his guilt. But he would never accept a challenge at the moment, not with the cartel contracts on the table. 
 
      
 
    I’ll have to corner him. Make him admit more than he means to. A tiny bit of an idea was forming in my mind. Carlos watched me carefully, his eyes studying whatever emotions came over my face as I pondered my predicament. 
 
      
 
    It would be tricky, but it might just work. 
 
      
 
    “If I succeed, I would like to reinstate the old terms we had between our gangs, Carlos. If I’m head of the Edge, I want this nonsense to end between us.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, a wicked smile on his face. “Of course. I agree completely. Get rid of Kelly and the cartel, and we will reinstate the old treaties again. Fail and we invade. Do we have a deal?” 
 
      
 
    “What if the cartel comes anyway?” I asked, not really wanting to think about it. 
 
      
 
    “We will fight them together and defend our soil.” He looked so sure of himself like that was a possible thing. Like it was obvious. I only hoped we had the manpower to drive them away. 
 
      
 
    I felt like there was some kind of a catch I was missing, but I didn’t have time to think it through. I held out my right hand, the other hand held out away from my left side. I wanted it obvious that I wasn’t going for any weapons. Carlos tucked the wicked-looking blade he’d been holding back into its sheath and shook my hand without hesitation. “Thank you, Creed. I think you just save both of our people.” 
 
      
 
    “I sure as trash hope so. If not, I’ve made a huge mistake.” I curled my hands into fists, thoughts of all of the violence I wanted to inflict on Christine filling up my mind. She would pay for her deceit. Kelly would pay, too, for falling for her disguise without trying to find out who she really was. Twice the fool. 
 
      
 
    “As soon as the Edge is in my control, I’ll let you know. And you can call off your attack dogs,” I said. I watched as the seven of them all nodded, turned, and walked away. They all looked slightly relieved, or maybe that was my imagination. If they were smart, they will be relieved. 
 
      
 
    Feeling oddly lighter, I watched as the Carrion Club walked away, their shoulders a little straighter than when we started. They rounded the corner, leaving me alone with Ivy. 
 
      
 
    She turned around and locked the door of the store with a set of keys I’d never seen before. She stared at me, her chocolate eyes as hard as glass. Where had that weak, mousy woman I’d met only a couple of weeks ago disappear to? I almost didn’t recognize her. 
 
      
 
    “I got my life back, and you will get your gang,” she said warily, her eyes tracing the outline of my face. She’d put the gun away and stood in the doorway of this little shop, no, her little shop, and looked like a totally different Ivy. “My store is mine again. I have everything I was always afraid to go out and get for myself.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at her, trying to get a read on the thoughts spilling across her features. “And?” 
 
      
 
    “Am I still your woman?” 
 
      
 
    I narrowed my eyes, staring at her beautiful face through slitted eyes. “You will always be my woman. Whether you like it or not.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    “Give me one reason I shouldn’t backhand you right now in the middle of this parking lot.” 
 
      
 
    I’d expected anger, but I wasn’t quite prepared to answer to violence. I swallowed around the sudden lump in throat, having to work to meet Creed’s eyes. “I did exactly what you told me to do,” I snapped at him, anger mixing with my fear. I felt kind of ill; it was probably the cocktail of my complete lack of sleep along with the dangerous blend of strong emotions, but I suddenly felt ill. 
 
      
 
    I took a step forward, but there seemed to be no ground below me anymore. Then I was floating. I heard a voice. It was rough and masculine and really familiar, but I was having a hard time processing information. I was pretty sure the voice cursed, then said something like: “You have to sleep, or else there’s nothing left when the adrenaline is gone.” I wasn’t sure what all that meant, but I really, really didn’t care. All I cared about was the way the floating felt, and the creeping darkness that closed over me like a water. 
 
      
 
    When I woke up, I felt awful. But I was laying down somewhere comfortable, and I was warm. Those two things were all that were important for a while. Slowly I began to drift out of my dreams and back into reality. “Where am I?” I croaked, hoping someone was around to answer. 
 
      
 
    “Dad brought you here,” a familiar voice said. There was a tapping against the floor. Most likely Josh’s little, sneakered feet against the floor. “It’s another nasty motel; I hate this place. The bathroom smells weird. But we’re not staying here long.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes, trying to focus on what Josh was saying, My brain felt a little too big for my skull and it throbbed in time with my heartbeats. “Man, I don’t feel too good. Do you know what happened to me?” I couldn’t remember much, and the memories that were returning were jumbled and messy. 
 
      
 
    “You apparently went against Dad’s orders and went to go take your store back with Carlos.” My eyes came into focus well enough that I could see Josh’s face all wrinkled up in disgust. “I don’t know why you had to call him.” 
 
      
 
    I sat up, feeling bile rise in my throat. But I managed to keep it down. “Do we have some water?” 
 
      
 
    He pointed next to me. “On that table thingy.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced to my right; there certainly was a bottle of water on the nightstand. It was room temperature, but it tasted like icy mountain stream to my parched throat. After downing half the bottle, I felt much better. “Did I pass out?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I think you did,” Josh shrugged his shoulders, his eyes still glued to the TV. “Dad said some something about you not drinking water and not sleeping and you just passed out.” Josh leaned his elbows on the bed, turning to stare into my face. “That was pretty dumb; why didn’t you sleep?” 
 
      
 
    “I was getting things done. It’s not smart to skip sleep, but sometimes you don’t have a choice.” I frowned. “Sometimes adults can be a stupid as little kids.” 
 
      
 
    Josh chuckled. “Are you hungry? Dad left us some pizza and cookies.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know where your dad went? Did he take Carlos’ advice?” I asked, suddenly feeling a puddle of dread fill my stomach. My memories returned to me in a sudden downpour, and I kind of wished I was still passed out. “How long has he been gone? Do you know where he went?” 
 
      
 
    Josh rolled his eyes. “Come on, Ivy. One question at a time, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and sat up a little more, glancing around the room. It was a pretty generic motel room; there was a single bed, a TV which was currently blasting cartoons at a completely unreasonable volume, and a small nightstand. There didn’t even appear to be a closet or a kitchenette. So Creed doesn’t expect us to stay here for long then. It must mean he’s doing something about Kelly. But what will he do? 
 
      
 
    I wanted to know. I needed to know. It was me who brought about Creed’s decision. I felt like I needed to help somehow. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, it took me almost ten minutes just to sit up straight. I guess the stress of the last few months had finally caught up with me. I felt like a punching bag that had lost all of its filling. Propping up some of the pillows behind me, I stared into the TV, trying to catch my breath. “How long was I asleep?” I asked finally. 
 
      
 
    “A few hours. It hasn’t been too long.” 
 
      
 
    “Did your dad go back to see Kelly?” 
 
      
 
    Josh nodded, his face screwing up like he was forcing himself not to cry. “He said that they had some unfinished business. I asked if we could all just leave, the three of us, but he said he wanted to stay and fix it.” 
 
      
 
    “Fix it,” I repeated, my lips forming around the words. He was going to fix it. Creed would fix the Edge. Did he mean to kill Kelly then? My stomach turned a little at the thought, but not as much as it turned at the thought of Kelly and Christine succeeding. 
 
      
 
    Josh got up from the bed and grabbed a pizza box off of the floor. There was a box of cookies on top of it and another bottle of water. “Here. You should eat something. My dad said neither of us can leave this room until he gets back. Unless he’s not back in a day. Then we’re supposed to run.” 
 
      
 
    “Where would we run to?” I asked, my voice filled with uncertainty. We don’t have any money, and we don’t know which way to go.” 
 
      
 
    After a quick shrug, Josh pulled a small wad of cash out of his pocket. “We can go to the moon and back with this much money.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t quite agree. It would be horrible if I went through all of that trouble getting back my business only to have to abandon it to the incoming cartel. They would most likely kill anything associated with the Edge, which meant Josh and I would have to escape before they started looking for us. I wondered where Creed meant us to go with what looked like $300. Couldn’t be far. 
 
      
 
    I ate a slice of pizza and drank the second bottle of water before I finally felt human again. My head still ached, but overall I didn’t feel too bad. I might even be able to stand. 
 
      
 
    Throwing back the covers, I shifted my legs to the side, getting to my feet. I wobbled a little but remained standing without much effort. Already feeling better. Good news! I’d always been rather resilient when it came to getting over illnesses and things. I stretched carefully, waiting for a sign of light-headedness. But nothing came. I didn’t feel up to running a marathon, but I was pretty sure I could walk a bit without getting tired. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the bathroom?” I asked glancing around. 
 
      
 
    Josh pointed behind himself, towards the back of the hotel room. There was a little tiny door, closed to the room. “Thanks.” Focusing on taking one steady step at a time, I surprised at how normal I felt. Weren’t you supposed to feel like trash after you fainted? Maybe not. I’d never fainted before. 
 
      
 
    I used the restroom, took a quick shower in the very smelly bathroom, then got out, coming back into the room. Josh was still sitting in front of the TV, his eyes locked on whatever silly show he was watching now. I grabbed the remote and turned it down a few notches so the sound didn’t pound inside of my skull anymore. 
 
      
 
    Now that I knew I could walk, I had to get back to Creed’s side. It was where I belonged. “Josh, we need to go see your dad. We need to make sure that he--” 
 
      
 
    “My dad said we need to stay here,” Josh answered. “He said if you tried to leave, I should shoot you.” Pulling the gun out from under the bed, Josh set it down on the side table beside him. “I’m going to follow orders.” 
 
      
 
    It was a test for me. A way out. Creed wanted me to stay with Josh, but if I chose I could walk out the door. Josh wouldn’t shoot me, and we all knew it. But that decision was the easiest one I’ve ever made. I would always pick to stay. No matter what. “But what if your dad--” 
 
      
 
    “He said we couldn’t leave, okay?” Josh was furious and he beat his little fists on the bed. “You think I don’t want to so see if my dad is dead or not? I do.” 
 
      
 
    Tears touched the corners of his eyes as he yelled. The silence after his outburst seemed to echo loudly between my aching ears. “I’m sorry, Josh. Let’s eat some more pizza and watch a movie, okay?” 
 
      
 
    He wiped his chocolate eyes with the back of his sleeve, sniffling loudly. “Okay,” he whispered, his voice cracking a little from emotion. “But I get to pick it.” 
 
      
 
    “No horror movies,” I said immediately. “I hate horror movies.” 
 
      
 
    Josh pouted. “Come on, those are the best kind of movies.” 
 
      
 
    I made a face, trying to distract him from his father. “No way! The best kind of movie is animated kid’s movies.” 
 
      
 
    Josh rolled his eyes. “What are you, like twelve?” 
 
      
 
    I snatched the TV remote. “Come on, let’s watch something funny.” 
 
      
 
    “I wanna watch a zombie movie!” 
 
      
 
    We managed to bicker for the next hour or so, distracting ourselves with movies and arguments about what the best kind of movie was. Then we argued over what to order for dinner. Then we argued over sleeping arrangements. 
 
      
 
    But no matter how hard we tried to distract ourselves, Creed was still firmly rooted in the back of our minds. Worry seeped into every second, stretching it out into eternity. And yet, we continued to wait, listening to the ticking of the wall clock with nervous anticipation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    This is no longer about treason or mutiny. No, it’s about way more than that. Regardless, I still felt like a target when I walked into the Edge’s clubhouse. I felt like everyone can see what I’ve done, what I’ve seen today. I feel their eyes on me as I stride past the bikes and head towards the back where Kelly was bound to be. 
 
      
 
    A long, lithe body slid out from the shadows like a snake to block my path. Christine had a wicked little smile on her painted mouth. She was wearing some kind of long, red dress. She looked more red carpet ready than dress for a night at the Devil’s Edge. “Heading somewhere awfully quick, Creed,” she purred, holding her arms out to either side. “Why don’t you slow down a little, take a look around? You might find something you like that way.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it, Christine Rodgers,” I snapped, my teeth grinding together as I stared her down. This jerk thrived in our home, was welcomed here, and spent her time stringing along my brothers, eating our food, and drinking our alcohol. All the while her mouth was full of poisoned lies. I wanted to kill her. I wanted to snap her tiny neck and mail her body parts back to her family. But I couldn't do that. 
 
      
 
    Her face turned from playful to sinister in a matter of a half-second, like someone had flipped a switch. “Oh, look at who thinks he’s so smart. Do you really think Kelly is going to believe you? Especially after I tell him who you went meeting with this morning.” She smirked. “Checkmate, jerk.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard as Christine stared me down. “Is it checkmate, Christine? You might want to recheck the board.” I rolled up my sleeves, showing off the flame tattoos climbing up both arms. “I still have a trick or two up my sleeves.” 
 
      
 
    Before she could say another word, I reared back and punched her right in the face. Christine fell like a rock, unconscious before she even hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    A gasp went through all of the Devil’s Edge members as her limp body fell to the floor like a ragdoll. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to see who your leader has been fraternizing with?” I asked the witnesses. “This is Christine Rodgers.” 
 
      
 
    Silence met my claim; it was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. But no one moved and no one spoke, so I pulled off one of Christine’s massive bangles on her left wrist. A decorative “R” decorated the skin there, written in bright red ink. 
 
      
 
    She really was a Rodgers. I stared at the tattoo, just as dumbfounded as everyone around me. I glanced around at the other members of the Edge, watching as the glaze in their eyes faded away, replaced by anger. 
 
      
 
    And when I left Christine’s limp form behind me to confront Kelly, they followed. 
 
      
 
    Kelly was waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    He stood as I entered the back room. “Kelly,” I said, my voice carrying over the suddenly silent room. Everyone was watching me. All of the eyes were curious, accusatory. But I would prove them all wrong. 
 
      
 
    Kelly’s eyes, however, were too far gone to save with facts. No, he was filled with madness and anger and no sense. 
 
      
 
    “Your Christine wasn’t sent by the cartel. She was a Rodgers. Did you even vet her?” I yelled, loud enough for every single member of the Devil’s Edge inside of the building hear me. A riot of whispers broke out for a moment before the silence returned. “Did you know, Kelly?” 
 
      
 
    “You have been breaking the rules, my friend,” Kelly said instead of answering my question. “You should learn to color in the lines.” Slowly, as if it was a slow motion move, Kelly turned, grabbed what looked like a golf club, and took a swing at my head. 
 
      
 
    But I was ready. Rolling out of the way of his wild swing, I picked up another of the clubs from the back wall, coming to my feet in one fluid motion. I’d forgotten how fast Kelly could be, and I had to throw myself to the left to avoid his second swing. 
 
      
 
    “You sadistic jerk; how dare you gamble with everyone’s life here like some sort of psychopath? What the heck were you thinking?” I swung wide, catching Kelly on his left arm. He didn’t even seem to feel it, bringing his club around to try and strike from below. I side-stepped, careful to keep my footing. If I stumbled, he would be on me, crushing my skull in one powerful move. 
 
      
 
    “The Edge is mine!” Kelly retorted, his voice an octave too high. “I can risk it however I like.” 
 
      
 
    Another round of whispers filled the air as the crowd glanced at one another. 
 
      
 
    “Our brothers’ lives aren’t chess pieces, jerk!” I swung harder, slamming the club down with enough force to break bone. It cracked the concrete below us as Kelly dodged to the left like some sort of athlete. I needed to slow him down. 
 
      
 
    Kelly just laughed, the sound of it echoing off of the walls. “Your brothers are willing to die for the glory of the Edge. We’re going to be on top, and then nothing will be able to stop any of us!” he cried, swinging at me like a lunatic. 
 
      
 
    I backed away, trying to keep out of range of his club. The crowd backed up with me, not wanting to be caught in the crossfire. “We could have all been wealthy until you messed with it!” 
 
      
 
    “No, the cartel never was going to let us keep the territory. They were thinning our ranks and that of the Carrion Club to let the Rodgers in.” 
 
      
 
    The faces in the audience hardened as I continued to speak, spilling the secrets of Kelly’s obsession with the whole of the club. “He used all of us for some sick, dangerous way to the top, not caring how many of us died in the process,” I swung hard, pressing forward to slam the end of the club into his shoulder. Kelly’s collarbone shattered with a wet crunch as he screeched in pain. 
 
      
 
    His club fell to the ground, and I kicked it from his reach. Silently, I turned and looked at all of the faces of my Edge brothers. Every single one looked pale, strained. They also looked determined and furious, their anger directed towards our so-called leader crying on his knees. 
 
      
 
    Bax stepped forward, holding his hands out in front of him like an offering. Resting in his giant palms was a gun, already loaded and cocked. All I had to do was aim and pull the trigger. “What do you say, Devil’s Edge?” 
 
      
 
    Silence met my words. Not a single one of my brothers stepped forward. Not one looked at Kelly with any sort of pity or sadness. No, most of the faces were turned to me. They didn’t even bother to look at Kelly. He didn’t deserve to be acknowledged. 
 
      
 
    So I pressed the gun to Kelly’s forehead. Before I could have any second thoughts, I pulled the trigger twice. Kelly’s eyes still held the madness as he toppled over, his blood and brains splattering the Edge’s floor. Silence met the sound of the ringing shots. No one said a single thing. 
 
      
 
    When I walked out, not a single person tried to stop me. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Ivy 
 
      
 
    “This place sucks,” I mumbled, and not for the first time. It was gross. It was a wreck. I was tired of cleaning, tired of hanging around this pile of trash and waiting. I hated waiting. I had a store to run now, but instead, I was sitting inside of this nasty dang half-rotted barn trying not to cry at all of the dust in my clothing. 
 
      
 
    I think the only one of us who found our temporary quarters to be fun was Josh. He finally had grass to run in, for the first time in his life. So I let him run everywhere. He was out there, running around now. It was the only thought that could make me smile. 
 
      
 
    I kicked a pile of dirty laundry and cursed at it, screaming at the top of my lungs. I was done with domestic trash. I decided I would never do laundry again. 
 
      
 
    Someone chuckled darkly at me, and spun on my heel, ready to attack. “You think this is funny? It’s not like you’ve ever tried to do laundry in this pile of trash.” 
 
      
 
    Creed held up his hands. “Fair. But I don’t think that’s proper language for a lady.” 
 
      
 
    “Forget you, Creed.” But even as I said the words, I could feel a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. He was my rock, my solace in this horrible place. “How much longer do we have to be here?” I knew I was whining, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. 
 
      
 
    “One more night, then we can head back. The Devil’s Edge should be done voting with what to do with us. Then we can go back.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes, giving the laundry one last kick for good measure. “Why do we have to live in this pit when there are so many nicer places in town for us to stay at?” I make a face as I looked around the converted barn. I’d just cleaned up, and already everything was covered in a fine coat of dust. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t be in town. I’m not allowed to participate or influence any of the discussions about what to do next, so I have to remain here. Same goes with my cursed headstrong child and my cursed headstrong woman. They didn’t trust any of his to be within thirty miles of the vote.” He looked amused at my sour expression. “It will be over soon, then we can go home to your store and a new apartment.” 
 
      
 
    “We better. I’m not with this nonsense; I--” But I never got to finish my sentence. Creed swept me up into his arms instead, covering my mouth with his and silencing me. He was so strong, I couldn’t have wrestled him off even if I wanted to. Good thing I really, really didn’t want to. 
 
      
 
    “I think you’ve done enough cleaning for the day,” Creed whispered against my neck, sending shivers down every inch of my body. “I have a few more chores for you, however.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” I cried out as he slipped a hand under my skirt, his fingers finding the already wet, slick center of me like a magnet. I wanted him inside me. I wanted to remember what was like to feel him, rough and hard, slamming into me. 
 
      
 
    I wanted it rough, and I wanted it now. 
 
      
 
    But Creed seemed to be determined to take his time, caressing every inch of my body through my clothing with one hand as he slid a finger inside of me with the other. His touch was gentle and so completely different from his normal touch that I gasped. The gentle brush of his fingers felt like whispers across my skin, and I wanted more. 
 
      
 
    I threw back my head, crying out as he set a long, slow teasing pace with his fingers. It felt like silk caressing every inch he could reach. 
 
      
 
    Sliding my hands under his shirt, I caressed the hard lines of his muscles. I felt the outline of every scar, my gentle fingertips running over every single inch of him. I could feel the thunder of his heart in his veins as my fingers brushed over his neck, slipping the fabric of his shirt over his head. He abandoned me for just a split second to pull the shirt over his head, and I cried out at even that momentary loss of his touch. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing rushed in the brush of his fingers as he found the hem of my shirt, lifting it up over my head. 
 
      
 
    We both of us were bruised and battered from our battles; I could still trace the yellowing bruises Kelly had given Creed during that final fight together. The cuts on my hands had mostly healed, but there were scars, pink and puffy from the healing process. We traced the outlines of the injuries we’d both sustained, our touches gentle. 
 
      
 
    Creed bent over, pressing his lips to the largest of my cuts across my wrist. His mouth awoke a fire in my belly that simmered deep inside. I moaned in time with his lips as they moved around my body, caressing and spreading the heat throughout my entire being. 
 
      
 
    I was in love with Creed Carver. No matter what happened next, I would never leave. If the Edge voted him out tomorrow, I would follow, no matter where it lead. 
 
      
 
    He pushed my skirt down my legs, his mouth still kissing its way around each of my ribs and down to my hip bones. I glanced down at him, my fingers burying themselves in his dirty blonde hair. 
 
      
 
    Grinning, Creed slipped his hand between my legs again, and I opened them willingly to his touch. His thumb slid inside of me, wet and ready, as his mouth found the very center of me. His tongue lashed out, caressing the pearl of my clit. My legs nearly collapsed as I convulsed with just that gentle touch, the echoes of every brush of my tongue over me like a shockwave that shuttered through every inch of my skin. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Creed,” I moaned, throwing my head back. The long, auburn curls of my hair brushed against the naked skin of my back, and I could feel it, the heightened awareness of every sensation filling my senses. I could smell the dust, feel the grit of dirt under the bare skin of my feet. 
 
      
 
    But more than that, I could feel the aching lines that Creed’s fingers and mouth traced along my pussy. 
 
      
 
    Creed made love to me like I was something precious, something he desired, and perhaps even something he loved. 
 
      
 
    Wrapping his arms around me, Creed stood, picking me up off the ground as he went. He set me down on the kitchen counter, throwing my legs over his shoulders to give his mouth better access. 
 
      
 
    The rhythm of his caresses remained slow and teasing, driving me insane with every perfect, pleasure-filled brush of him. I cried out, mewling his name with every caress of that perfect, wet tongue. He somehow knew all of the ways I wanted to be licked, to be touched. My hands brushed over my breasts, the nipples as hard as glass. 
 
      
 
    The pleasure built until I was crying out, tears slipping down my cheeks. The blood rush thundering through my veins made me dizzy with pleasure, a beautiful buzz filling up my whole world and diffusing through my limbs. 
 
      
 
    That wave, the crash of my orgasm was so slow and perfect. It built to greater and greater heights until I knew it would destroy me as it crashed down like a tsunami wrecks a beach. I could feel in the base of my spine, unbearable and perfect, the pain of so much pleasure echoing through every single nerve in time with the slow, meticulous caresses of Creed’s perfect tongue. 
 
      
 
    I screamed when I came, the whole world shattering into a million pieces, the glittering bits of reality falling around me like snowflakes in a blizzard. Every muscle in my body shook with the sheer force of it, and I was sure as the moment hit that I would die. 
 
      
 
    Sweat dripped in slow, lazy dribbles down my skin, caressing my body like fingers. I shuttered as they tickled their way down my stomach, my breasts, and dripped onto Creed. 
 
      
 
    I was floating. 
 
      
 
    It took me a few moments to realize I was being carried. Creed had picked me up off of the counter and brought me back to where our bed was. He set me down on the mattress, then stepped back, staring down and me as I shivered with the aftershocks of the most amazing orgasm I’d ever experienced. 
 
      
 
    Creed was not done with me. He would never be done with me. 
 
      
 
    His gray eyes locked with mine, Creed took a hold of my right wrist. He kissed my hand before he pulled it up over my head, tying it to the wooden headboard with a scrap of cloth. I watched him do the same to my other wrist, then gasped as he tied something around my eyes, blocking the sight of him. I heard a rustle of clothing, then there was a long moment of silence where nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    It seemed to drag on for a million years, the anticipation of what he would do next filling my every pore. I vibrated with it, my pussy dripping wet with hunger for him. 
 
      
 
    When he grabbed my thigh hard enough to bruise, I gasped, feeling the pleasure of his five fingers imprinting into my flesh. He pulled my leg to one side, and a sharp, stinging feel of his hand slapped hard against my butt cheek. I cried out at the sharp, stinging pain that lanced through my leg. But much to my delight, Creed was hardly done. 
 
      
 
    The gentle, soft feel of his fingers caressed my leg, sending electricity through every nerve and fiber of my body. The bed creaked as he climbed atop me, and I quivered, my senses straining to feel what he would do next. His mouth grazed my collarbones, his breath like a hot wind across my skin. 
 
      
 
    When he bit me, he slid a finger inside my rear, slick with his spit. I screamed, reveling in the feel of his teeth burrowing into my skin. It stung, the pain shuttered through every inch of me. I almost came again as he nibbled his way south, his teeth grazing my nipple, sending stabbing, beautiful pain through my whole breast. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, both hands grabbed hard onto my knees, and without warning, his cock forced its way inside of my pussy, still tight and throbbing with my last orgasm. Pain and pleasure mingled as I pulled hard at my bonds, keening like an animal as I thrashed against the bed. 
 
      
 
    He reached up and untied the fabric from my eyes. HIs huge, throbbing manhood stilled inside of me, making me moan with desire. I wanted him to move, to feel the perfect, wet friction of his cock in and out me. 
 
      
 
    Creed grabbed hold of my shoulder, twisting me at an odd angle. The bonds on my wrists pulled, and I cried out as the pain of it ripped through my arms. “Watch,” he ordered, pointing to the far wall where an old, dusty mirror hung. Spiderwebs of cracks carved through the mirror’s surface, but I could still clearly see my body twisted and tied up. Creed sat above me, his cock buried deep in my pussy. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to watch,” he whispered, and I watched his sensual mouth form the words in the mirror. My eyes traced the outline of him, from the fire tattoos that covered his arms, around the beautiful muscles, down to his powerful legs. I watched as one of his hands wrapped around my ankle, pulling on of my legs up over his shoulder. It was like watching a porn as his throbbing member slid out of my body, dripping wet, and then buried itself again. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to throw back my head, but I forced myself to watch. I watched him as he messed me, his long, slow thrusts making me howl with every thrust. I wanted this to last forever. 
 
      
 
    When I came for the second time, I screamed. My hands clawed at my bindings. I couldn't breathe, I couldn’t see. All I could do was feel as the pleasure wracked through my whole body. But he still persisted, his cock slamming so hard into my body that I thought I would split in half. 
 
      
 
    At the very last second, he pulled out, spilling his white hot seed all over my chest and stomach. We collapsed together, both of us breathing heavy and dripping with fluids. I still shivered with the aftershocks of the second, glorious orgasm, my whole body quivering with remembered touches and pain. 
 
      
 
    Creed gently untied my bonds, a soft smile on his beautiful mouth. “You are perfect, Ivy,” he whispered. “I could forget you forever.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be happy to let you,” I whispered, my voice coming out like a croak from my aching lungs. “Idiot.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled before picking himself up off of the bed. “Well, my Ivy. I think it’s time for a shower.” Lifting me up off of the mattress, Creed carried me into the bathroom like a groom carrying a bride over a threshold, and I reveled in the feel of being protected. I was his woman, and there wasn’t a blasted thing in the world that would change it. 
 
      
 
    Regardless of where we ended up, we would be together, and that was enough for me. 
 
      
 
    After setting me down gently on the ground, Creed turned on the water, pulled out some of the clean towels from the dirt- and pest-proof container on the bathroom floor. We jumped into the shower together, both of us grinning like idiots. The shower was a little too small for two people, but we made it work. 
 
      
 
    Creed grabbed a bar of soap and lathered his hands. Then he began massaging my back with them, washing me with sensual touch. I could feel my throbbing womanhood coming back to life as he touched me. Even with all of the abuse, it still begged for more with every single touch. I was addicted to him, and I couldn’t seem to help myself. Creed was my drug, my Kryptonite, and I never wanted it to stop. 
 
      
 
    “Well, well,” Creed whispered into my neck, his breath caressing my wet flesh like fingers. I moaned at even that gentle touch, my body quivering with it. “Ready for round two already?” 
 
      
 
    “Always,” I whispered back, my muscles quivering as his soapy hands slid around my ribs to caress my breasts. The soap was slick as he massaged every inch of me he could reach. I could feel him hardening again against my back, his cock rising like a salute. “I don't seem to be the only one,” I chuckled, gasping as he kissed my hairline. 
 
      
 
    And I cried out over and over again as he messed me in the shower against the wall as the water caressed our bodies. I was happy knowing that this was to be my life from that moment on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Creed 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, I took the last step into the clubhouse. The room went silent as I entered, every turning to face me. Their expressions gave away nothing, which didn’t reassure me any. What did they decide? 
 
      
 
    Best case scenario, the vote went to dismantling the club or picking a new leader. Worst case? They decided I had murdered Kelly in cold blood for no reason other than personal gain, and the Edge would hang me from the rafters, followed closely by Josh and Ivy. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed the sudden, dry feeling in my mouth, trying to read an expression, any expression. But not even familiar faces had something I could read. 
 
      
 
    Everything seemed to slow down, time inching by. Patrick stood to take his place in the center of the room, and his steps seemed to take years. His footfalls almost echoed inside of the Edge; that was how quiet it was. The moment felt strange and surreal. Tension played along my shoulders, seizing up my muscles. 
 
      
 
    What would happen next? 
 
      
 
    What would they choose? 
 
      
 
    Patrick, as the second and the highest remaining ranking brother inside the Edge, stood up to speak. “We have taken a vote,” he said, his voice carrying over the crowd. “The Devil’s Edge has decided to elect a new leader.” 
 
      
 
    I released a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. So they didn’t vote to off me and everyone under my protection. All of the tension oozed from my shoulders. Perhaps we were safe. Depending on who ended up on as the Boss from now on, we might all… 
 
      
 
    “We have unanimously decided that Creed Carver will be the next head of the Devil’s Edge.” 
 
      
 
    I stared up at Patrick, sure I had heard him wrong. Me? Why? 
 
      
 
    I was suddenly swamped, my brothers pouring from all sides to congratulate me on my ascent. I shook everyone’s hands and accepted hugs from the women without really feeling any of it. My whole body felt kind of numb, everything felt surreal. More like I was watching this on a TV show than in the real world. 
 
      
 
    The doors opened again. I turned my chest feeling warm and full, my body kind of tingling with a strange sensation I’d never felt before. I saw my son, my Josh come into the room. He looked very solemn as he shook my hand. “Good work, Dad,” he said, fighting to keep a straight face a losing. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “Thanks, kid.” 
 
      
 
    Ivy was next. My eyes drank her in as she stepped forward, a smile on her beautiful face. My eyes ran over those familiar curls into the coffee eyes and that wicked smile that promised all sorts of dirty things. I wanted everything that smile promised and more. I looked forward to taking it tonight in a celebratory idiot. 
 
      
 
    The men eyed Ivy with curiosity. She didn’t look like much, that was for sure. She was small, meek-looking, and quiet. But she was one of the strongest, most creative women I’d ever met. It was a good thing too; we’d have a lot to face in the upcoming months. There was Carlos to meet with, treaties to sign, and borders to watch. I didn’t believe for a second that this was the last time the Rodgers or the cartel would try for our territory. But this time, I could do more to protect my people. And I knew that Ivy would be right there, too. I could feel a smile spread across my mouth as I pulled Ivy in a little closer, content at the feel of her warmth against my body. 
 
      
 
    My fierce little mouse. 
 
      
 
    And she was all mine. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading my novel! I hope you enjoyed it. If you liked Outlaw’s Baby, you’ll love some of my other books, too! Click here to check out my Amazon author page, or keep reading for another FREE bonus novel! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



[BONUS #2] DARK SEDUCTION: Millennium Mayhem MC 
 
    By Naomi West 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Felice thinks she’s using me, but she doesn’t know the first thing about what that means. 
 
    I’ll show her how it feels to be used. 
 
    To be touched and teased and bent over my knee, moaning for release. 
 
    It’s twisted. It’s wrong.  
 
    But I’m going to have her anyways. 
 
      
 
    FELICE 
 
      
 
    What they don’t tell you about a fall from grace is that it hurts like mad when you land. 
 
    I had everything – the perfect fiancé, the perfect best friend, the perfect life. 
 
    Then it all collapsed. 
 
      
 
    That rat mongrel cheated on me and left my heart in flames. 
 
    So I took his car and clothes to the middle of the desert and set the whole mess on fire. 
 
    Eye for an eye, right? 
 
      
 
    And just then, right on cue, another opportunity for revenge rolled up on the back of a growling motorcycle. 
 
      
 
    Pierce Normandy is everything my ex-fiancé is not. 
 
    He’s rugged. 
 
    Cruel. 
 
    And sexy. 
 
      
 
    I’ll use him to make my ex jealous. 
 
    It’s just a fling – nobody plans on falling in love. 
 
    What could go wrong? 
 
      
 
    PIERCE 
 
      
 
    I was a king. 
 
    President of a motorcycle club that no one in their right mind would dare f**k with. 
 
    I had women, riches, and the loyalty of every single one of my brothers. 
 
    Except for one. 
 
      
 
    My second in command stabbed me in the back and framed me for a murder I didn’t commit. 
 
    I had no choice but to leave it all behind. 
 
      
 
    I come across an angry little rich girl in the desert. 
 
    She looks like she’s got problems, but I’m not one to pry. 
 
    I offer her a ride back to her house, and in exchange, she gives me a place to stay for the night. 
 
      
 
    But Little Miss Priss thinks I’ll be the next tool in her revenge plot. 
 
    Think again, honey. 
 
    I’ve been used once. 
 
    I’m not going to let it happen again. 
 
      
 
    This time, we’re playing by my rules. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Pierce leaped across the threshold of the warehouse’s only open door, listening with horror at the sound of Gunner’s voice coming from behind him. Gunner was still laughing as Pierce pumped his muscled legs, trying to put as much distance between himself and his former friend as possible. 
 
      
 
    He’s trying to set me up, Pierce realized, his muscles quivering as he pushed himself harder and faster across the grass. This whole thing was a setup. 
 
      
 
    As his bike came into view, Pierce threw himself forward, his legs wobbling with weariness. Only the knowledge that the police would be right around the corner drove him harder. He refused to serve time for someone else’s crimes and that meant getting the heck out of Dodge. Right now. 
 
      
 
    Once at his bike, Pierce threw himself over the seat like a cowboy leaping into the saddle and was off, his tail lights a blur in the autumn night air. Cop sirens spun wildly in the distance, setting his heart pounding. Pierce turned off his headlights and pulled off the road to drive through an open field, his tires complaining as he slipped and slid over the hard-packed dirt. He prayed to whatever god would listen that he didn’t hit a hole or a stump on his way over the unstable land. 
 
      
 
    His heart thundering unsteadily in his chest, Pierce listened at the sirens grew steadily closer. Blood thundered through his veins, his body filled with adrenaline. Any mistake now could be fatal. Any instability in the ground he rode over could throw him from the bike, a thought that filled his whole body with terror. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he stared forward, looking fruitlessly through the darkness for any signs of obstacles. 
 
      
 
    This was such a stupid idea. 
 
      
 
    But it would be worth the risk for a chance not to spend the rest of his life rotting in jail. He couldn’t. Not when his people needed him. Not for something he hadn’t done. 
 
      
 
    Although he was leader of the Millennium Mayhem Motorcycle Club, he knew he would have to leave his people without a leader for the time being. At least until I figure out a way out of this. 
 
      
 
    Soon the sirens faded off into the distance, and Pierce breathed a little easier. Getting out of the dirt, he found a new road to travel. He slipped out of the grass and back on a highway, heading west. Not knowing where he was going, Pierce set a cruising speed right at the speed limit, unwilling to risk any brush with the law. 
 
      
 
    Because Pierce knew they would soon be looking for him. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice stared down the burning pyre of her ex’s things, her eyes streaming tears. 
 
      
 
    Cheating jerk deserves to be set on fire along with his stuff. Along with the woman who I thought was my best friend. 
 
      
 
    Now, Felice was entirely without friends. She felt a bit like she was lost out at sea in a storm. A lump formed in her throat as she glanced down at her cell phone, lit up with several messages both from Clay and Jennifer. She didn’t want to look at either right now, though she had an idea what they had both had to say. 
 
      
 
    Clay is already angry that I took his prized Rolls and wants to know where it is; Jennifer is apologizing to me for the 400th time, stupid ex-best-friend jerk. “I didn’t mean it, I never should have touched him, blah blah blah.” 
 
      
 
    “Forget you both!” she screamed, throwing Clay’s keys into the firestorm before her. She thought that setting the whole thing ablaze would make her feel better, but instead Felice just felt worse, emptier. Mindlessly tossing her beautiful, long locks of blonde waves to one side, she turned away from the blaze, feeling the heat of it press up against her back. 
 
      
 
    I should have saved this for the cameras. But instead her anger had driven her out into the middle of nowhere, her heels sinking into the loosely packed sands to try and burn away her own pain. The TV producers would have loved the ratings from this kind of scandal. 
 
      
 
    But Felice didn’t want this on TV. Maybe we can recreate the scene later if my reality show can afford another Rolls. 
 
      
 
    More than anything, she wished she’d never walked in on her boyfriend and her best friend; she couldn’t get the image of them in Clay’s bed out of her mind. She wished she hadn’t screamed so loudly. She wished she hadn’t confided in her brother, Matt. His words still burned like fire under skin. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be crawling back to Clay in no time, little sis,” he said, his stupid face smiling with wicked thoughts. “Clay has you around his little finger, like a ring.” 
 
      
 
    Punching him in his broad chest, Felice shook her head. “No, I will not. That prick is nothing to me.” 
 
      
 
    Matt didn’t even move an inch when she hit him. “Half a mill says you’ll be licking his boots before this is all over.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking with anger Felice jammed a finger into his chest so hard, Matt actually winced. “Half a mill that jerk will come crawling back to me first.” 
 
      
 
    Burying her face in her hands, Felice felt her heart shattering, breaking into a thousand pieces. She couldn’t swallow around the tears, couldn’t breathe. Everything seemed to have gone up in flames along with the Rolls, including her ability to think clearly. 
 
      
 
    I can’t believe I made that bet with Matt. But of all my regrets, she thought, warily looking up from her manicured hands, the worst is that I have no way home. I would normally call Jennifer, but… That thought squeezed her heart, pain lancing through her whole body. 
 
      
 
    Tears slipped through her mascara, painting lines of despair down her perfect skin. She stood there and cried for a long time, her feet throbbing and her heart hurting. The only sound out there in the desert was her wracking sobs in the cold, night air. 
 
      
 
    Until another noise joined it. The low rumble sounded like nothing familiar, and Felice looked up from her tears to see what had interrupted her grief. A light came quickly around the bend, the thrumming sound resolving into the purr of the engine. Hurrying to the road, still sobbing, Felice leaned over the asphalt with her thumb out, hoping to attract the attention of whoever was out this late on this road in the middle of nowhere. 
 
      
 
    Much to her delight, the motorcycle pulled off the road. Felice backed up, hoping to keep the worst of the desert dust off of her white Dior pencil skirt. 
 
      
 
    Walking toward the vehicle, Felice called to the rider as soon as he turned off the engine. “Hey, can I get a ride? I’ll give you a hundred bucks.” The rider turned to her, and Felice almost fainted at her good fortune. 
 
      
 
    The rider got off of the bike, his tall, muscular body moving like a hunter’s. His brunette buzzcut matched the beautiful hot chocolate color of his eyes. Everything about him, from the sun-kissed tan of his skin to the black lines of his tattoos peeking out from the edges of his t-shirt set Felice’s body aflame. His deep-set eyes watched her, his expressive mouth looked very happy to see her. Felice’s eyes traveled up and down his body for a second, and she had to close her mouth to keep from drooling. 
 
      
 
    Lucky for her, Motorcycle Man was hot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Pierce ran his eyes over the pretty little blonde thing he’d found in the desert, a smile cutting across his chiseled face. He could see the story here, as plain as if she’d written it out for him. The flaming car, the mascara streaks down her perfect cheeks, and the vixen out in the middle of the desert with no one around to come pick her up. 
 
      
 
    This looks like a scene from a movie; it can’t be real. The cheating lover who drove this beautiful woman must have been blind; never in his life had Pierce ever seen anyone so perfect. What idiot would cheat on a beautiful thing like this? 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear me?” the woman said, her perfectly sculpted brows furrowing in confusion. “I’ll give you a hundred bucks if you take me home. I’ll even buy you dinner,” she finished, desperately. Wincing, she even added “Please,” after a long moment of silence between them. 
 
      
 
    Pierce had a feeling she didn’t often use the word “please.” Perhaps her being a brat is why she was cheated on. He sighed, rubbing his face with his hands. Days into his journey, Pierce was short on cash and dangerously low on gasoline. He wasn’t sure how far San Diego was from here, but he was pretty sure he couldn’t get there on the fumes currently in his gas tank. 
 
      
 
    At the talk of dinner, his stomach grumbled loudly. I also won’t make it there on the nothing left in my stomach. 
 
      
 
    Without the aide of his credit cards, Pierce had no money left. And the police would find him in seconds if he attempted to use any of his cards now. They would be looking for him after what Gunner had done, after what he’d framed him for. 
 
      
 
    “Guess I don’t have much of a choice.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, but I need gasoline; how far is your house?” he growled, his fingers running through his short, black hair. 
 
      
 
    Those pretty brows knitted together. “Ten minutes maybe?” she said, sounding unsure. “There’s a gas station on the way home, though. We can stop and fill up your ride.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright then, come on.” Pierce had a feeling he would come to regret helping this spoiled valley brat, that somehow she would get him caught. But he had no choice. He needed the money so desperately, he knew he had to play along. Hopefully, he would be able to leave before this woman figured anything out about his past. 
 
      
 
    Hopefully, the gas in my bike is enough to get us to the station. He got astride his bike, turning the engine on. It came rumbling to life, the vibrations soothing some of the aches in his saddle-sore legs. Three days since I left. Three days of straight riding on back roads. I need some real sleep. 
 
      
 
    Rubbing at his eyes, Pierce looked back at the woman. She looked down at the bike with too-wide eyes, then back up at him. She seemed to come to some agreement with herself, gathered up her courage, then hesitantly got on the back of the bike. Her hands wrapped tentatively around his stomach, holding on very lightly like he might break. 
 
      
 
    Smiling wickedly, Pierce pulled away from the desert sand, rocketing forward. With a cry, the pretty girl locked her hands around his waist, her hands clutching him in fear. He laughed, but the sound was lost in the rumble of his thundering engine. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    “Amazing,” Felice whispered as they stepped off of the bike. Never in her life had she ever felt such exhilaration. There was something beautiful about the open road on a bike. The purr of the engine between her legs, the feel of the wind through her hair. It was like driving one of the convertibles, but even more freeing and wild. “Perhaps I’ll have to buy myself a bike and find someone to teach me to ride it.” 
 
      
 
    But that would never be able to recreate this first time; something about wrapping her arms around sexy biker man’s body made this trip a thousand times better. She could still remember the thrill of running her fingers over his muscled stomach, of having the heat of his body seeping into hers through their clothing. Just thinking about it was enough to light a fire in her belly. 
 
      
 
    She ran her manicured fingernails through her white-blonde hair, trying to get out the worst of the tangles and put her hair back into some sort of order. 
 
      
 
    He looked up at Felice’s house with wonder, his eyes widening. “Do you work here or something?” 
 
      
 
    “Ew, no,” she said, snorting indelicately. “This is my house. Well, it’s my main house, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Turning back to her, the biker looked her over, his eyes filled with a newfound respect. “I see.” He shut his mouth around any other comments he seemed to want to make, swallowing them down. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like the rest of the money you promised so I can get back on the road.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing; we’ll have to go inside so I can grab the rest of my cash. Why don’t you join me for a drink?” 
 
      
 
    He frowned but followed without a word. Felice was intrigued. Is this whole tough man thing an act, or is he really like some kind of hardcore biker gang guy? A thrill of mixed fear and excitement shivered over her skin at the thought. She wanted to ask him about his past, but he didn’t seem the type to divulge secrets to anyone, much less a stranger he just met on the road a half an hour ago. 
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath, opening her mouth to ask a question when her phone rang, interrupting her. Felice answered it without thinking. Wincing, Felice prayed it wasn’t Clay. She couldn’t stand the thought of hearing her ex’s voice right now. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my goodness, Felice. Don’t hang up.” It was Jennifer. The second worst person in the world. 
 
      
 
    “You calling to push the knife in a little harder?” Felice asked, her voice like ice. “Or are you calling for something work related?” 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t tell me,” Jennifer said, tears in her voice. “I didn’t know it was Clay; you know we’d never met before. He didn’t even tell me he had a girlfriend.” Her best friend’s voice sounded lost, desperate. “He even gave me a fake name, brought me to his house. He didn’t even know you and I knew each other.” 
 
      
 
    For a long time, Felice sat in silence, tears slipping down her cheeks. She kept swallowing, but the tears seemed to block her throat. Clay is even more of a jerk than I ever suspected. I hope he rots in hell. How many other girls has he tricked with a false name? 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, she finally said, “Okay, Jenny. I believe you. But I also don’t want to talk to you right now. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” she answered, sounding tentatively happier. “Will I see you at work tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Felice answered, tears in her eyes as she hung up the phone without saying goodbye. She turned to her visitor, who had listened to the whole conversation without a speck of emotion on his beautiful face. “How about that drink?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    The bombshell was crying again, but whatever conversation she’d had on the phone seemed to make her feel a little better. Her heart still seemed to be breaking, and that made Pierce wanted to break whoever did this to her in half. He wasn’t sure what it was about this woman that made him so protective of her, but he winced away from analyzing that too hard. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it’s because she is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.” Pierce frowned at that thought. “It doesn’t matter how hot she is, though. I need to get out of here. I need that cash so I can get the heck out of this country.” 
 
      
 
    San Diego was his only way out. My buddy Benny will help me out. I can’t trust anyone else. There was no way that Gunner could have gotten to Benny; Pierce was pretty sure his backstabbing second-in-command didn’t even know Benny existed. 
 
      
 
    “I’m pretty sure Benny still runs people without papers back and forth over the Mexican border. All I got to do is find a little something to pay him with.” 
 
      
 
    The money from his new benefactor would certainly help, and a few choice items swiped from her house would fill in the rest. All Pierce had to do was steal them and get out of here. 
 
      
 
    “What is your name?” the woman asked as she poured a couple of shots of whiskey over clear ice balls. Sliding one across the counter to him, she lifted her own glass to her lips, taking a deep inhale. 
 
      
 
    There was a slowness to her drinking that suggested the spirit was expensive and meant to be sipped, so Pierce copied her movements. He nearly groaned at the pleasure of the first sip; he’d never tasted anything like it in his life. “Pierce,” he answered without thinking. “It would have been better to think up a fake name, you fool. Think up a fake last name, at least, you idiot. 
 
      
 
    “Pierce - Smith.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Mr. Smith. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” the beautiful lady gently knocked her glass against his and took another slow sip. Despite the mascara still running down her face and legs covered up to her knees in desert dust, she looked at home here in the pretty, rich place. She casually knocked dirt onto the floor, suggesting she’d never cleaned her own floor in her life. “I’ve never met anyone this rich before; I’ve always wondered what it would be like to live like this.” But someone like Pierce didn’t belong in this lady’s world, even for a single evening. 
 
      
 
    “And your name?” Pierce asked, frowning. “Don’t I get to know yours?” 
 
      
 
    The dark lines of her eyebrows flew up into her hairline. “You don’t know me?” 
 
      
 
    “Should I?” he growled, tired of this game already. 
 
      
 
    After a long moment of silence, the woman’s face changed. All of the incredulity faded from her features and a kind of calm spread relaxed all of the muscles in her face. “My name is Felice,” she whispered, without any kind of explanation. After a long moment, her features took on a new expression. “I want you to sleep here.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce nearly spit his whiskey out onto the counter. “You what?” 
 
      
 
    Eyes as hard as diamonds, Felice looked down at her hands on the counter. “In the guest room. You can sleep here. You don’t look like you’ve slept in a while. And you were- I mean, you helped me out.” Silent for a long time, Felice seemed to shrink as he watched, like the pressure of the situation she found herself in was crumbling her bones. “If you want to stay, I am offering you a room.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he said, noncommittally. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to go bathe, okay? Just don’t go anywhere until I get back. Think it over.” 
 
      
 
    And she disappeared, vanishing into the depths of this massive house like she’d never existed. A quiet descended on the place so thick, Pierce was convinced he was now alone. Curiosity drove him up out of his seat and across the floor. 
 
      
 
    The living room was a combination of old-fashioned, oversized furniture and expensive electronics, all laying around haphazardly. “To a woman with this much money, I bet she won’t even miss whatever I take.” 
 
      
 
    But something else drove him up the plush white carpet of the stairs to the second floor. At the top of the stairs was a bathroom, but the lights were off and the room empty. She must have another up here, then. He prowled around each of the rooms, shocked at the sheer amount of beautiful, expensive things that filled this place. He itched to take something, claim it for his own, before leaving this massive house. But more than that, he wanted a peek of the only thing in this house that he couldn’t touch. 
 
      
 
    He wanted a peek at her. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice sunk into her bubble bath, feeling all of the tenseness from her very long day start to dissolve into the warm embrace of the water. The bubbles popped and swirled around her, filling the room with the calming scent of lavender. There is not a day so bad that it can’t be improved with a bubble bath. Felice frowned down at the bubbles. “Even if that improvement involves drowning yourself.” 
 
      
 
    But Clay wasn’t worth drowning herself over. Clay wasn’t worth even a second of remorse. “I don’t need him. Even if the reality show was looking forward to him being part of next season, I can create drama without him. 
 
      
 
    She let those thoughts seep away into the water, closing her eyes to the soft light of the bathroom. The important part is getting that half a million dollars from Matt. Steeling herself against the unwelcome flood of emotion that thought brought on, she refused to cry. Clay didn’t deserve any more tears. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll feel better as soon as that piece of garbage comes crawling back to me like a dog.” That wicked little thought made her smile even if her heart was starting to crumble like feta cheese. “No, I have to stay strong. Remember the money. I just need a few ideas for how to make him jealous.” 
 
      
 
    She sighed, her heart feeling like it didn’t quite fit in her chest. “Like inviting strangers to stay at my house. Very sexy strangers at that. Perhaps he could be used to create the drama I need.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed at herself, pushing those thoughts away. There was something off about her today; she always played by the rules. And asking Pierce to lie for her to make her ex jealous wasn’t much like playing by the rules. What was it about Pierce that made her stray from her good girl, rule-loving self? 
 
      
 
    Probably that amazing rear of his. She blushed at her own thoughts, trying to push thoughts of Pierce’s body parts from her mind. She tried to force her tense body to relax into the bath. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it’s not such a bad idea. I have everything I need to make Clay jealous right here in my house. Images of Pierce’s beautiful deep-set eyes flashed into her mind, along with his other assets. Excitement poured through her veins as she began to build a plan in her mind. Being a good girl got me here, unhappy and alone. Maybe it’s time to bend a few rules. Had her pride and $500,000 not been on the line, Felice wouldn’t have even considered using Pierce for her own gains. But they are, and I have to do this. For myself. 
 
      
 
    Now all she needed was to get Pierce to agree. And she was pretty sure she knew exactly what his weakness was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “So have you decided to stay?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce glanced up at her, unable to keep his eyes from running over every inch of her on their way up. There is something so alluring about the blonde vixen. He needed to be careful, or else she was going to catch him in her net. 
 
      
 
    “I bet many men better than me have been caught in the thrall of those perfect emerald eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “Crashing a night here would be welcome, but I don’t want to be a bother.” 
 
      
 
    Felice waved her hand in dismissal. “Of course you aren’t. This house is big enough for the both of us.” She hesitated for a moment, her eyes falling from his for a moment before returning. “You don’t seem like the type to spill your guts to everyone you meet, and I’m okay with that. But it’s as plain as day that you are in some kind of trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce could feel his stomach knot as the first-class beauty blinked her too-long lashes as him. “It must be obvious to anyone who sees me that the last few days haven’t been good ones.” He winced, thinking back on Gunner, that grin on his face as he tore Pierce’s life to shreds. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve had a rough few days, for sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” she said, a sweet smile on her perfect, peach-colored lips. Felice was much prettier when she wasn’t crying, when she didn’t have streaks of makeup sliding over her sculpted cheeks. In fact, she wasn’t really wearing any makeup right now, and the gentle, wet wave of her hair made her stunning. “I think I have a way we can help each other.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce raised his eyebrows and kept silent, waiting for her to finish. 
 
      
 
    Leaning forward, Felice let the line of her robe open slightly, showing off her ample cleavage. Pierce’s eyes were drawn down to her newly exposed skin, his body reacting like a fifteen-year-old watching his first porn. She’s good. It’s amazing anyone can ever tell this woman no. 
 
      
 
    “You look like you could use some money, and I need some help making my ex jealous. There’s a lot riding on this.” She took a deep breath, the soft skin of her fingers caressing her own flesh, much to the delight of Pierce’s flesh. “I will give you ten grand for a few sexy selfies. With me. To send to my ex.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce stared at her as she stood from her place at the kitchen table, sliding her robe off of her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    Incredible. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice grinned wickedly, her eyes hooded with pleasure. It was nice to know she was still hot, that her body in sexy lingerie could still make a man drool. Pierce watched her every move as she ran her fingers through her hair, spinning in a slow circle for his benefit. 
 
      
 
    Gotcha, she thought, watching with glee as he swallowed hard, then swallowed again. “Come on, I’ll show you to the guest bedroom. Just a few photos, as hot as we can make them, and you’ll have enough money to get out of whatever situation you’ve found yourself in. Agreed? I’ll even cut your face out of the photos, if you like.” 
 
      
 
    He opened his mouth to speak and nothing came out. After clearing his throat, Pierce tried again. “Make it twelve and I’ll do anything you want.” 
 
      
 
    Felice laughed, tossing her robe aside. “Fine, twelve grand. Shake on it.” She held out a hand, and she watched with delight as he hesitated before taking it. His palm was warm and calloused under her own, feeling like sandpaper under her too-soft skin. A man that works for a living, then. The thought of Pierce as a manual laborer really turned her on, flooding her panties like someone had left the water running. “Is it getting warmer in here?” 
 
      
 
    A twinge of nervousness at what she’s about to do hit her gut hard as they walked up the stairs together, her leading Pierce by the hand like a child. “You can stay in here. Let’s mess up the sheets a bit before we climb in.” A blush burned over her nose, but Felice ignored it. 
 
      
 
    This was too important. 
 
      
 
    “Clay is going to see these and freak out. Then I’m going to win back my boyfriend just to break up with his craven rear. Then I’m going to collect my money. Then everything will go back to normal.” 
 
      
 
    Felice lays down on the bed, patting the mattress right next to her. “Okay, you sit here and kiss my neck.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce stared at her for a moment, a hundred different emotions pulling at his sensual mouth in an instant. But he did it. Felice pulled out her phone, making sure to get the hot, tattooed man kissing her neck and her scanty lingerie in the photo. But having Pierce kiss her neck made it incredibly difficult to focus. 
 
      
 
    She was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to actually want him, but the moment he set his lips against her neck, every ounce of her blood turned to lava underneath her skin. Felice’s body no longer seemed to care what was right or wrong; it was just filled with a kind of longing she’d never felt in her whole life. 
 
      
 
    Shivering with delight at the feel of Pierce so close, his breath hot on her neck, Felice had to take a deep breath to steady herself. She clicked several photos, making sure she looked as irresistible as possible in every one. 
 
      
 
    “This just isn’t sexy enough,” she mourned, looking at the photos. “We’re going to have to make it look more like we’re doing something hotter.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce didn’t say a word. Instead, he just followed her instructions like a puppet. “Now climb on top of me,” she said, feeling her blush burn a little hotter across her cheeks. “We need it to look real.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce pulled off his shirt and climbed between her legs, his face impassive. Felice had been hoping for something more from him; she’d wanted to feel his desire against her skin like the sun’s heat. But instead, he seemed to have gotten complete control over himself, positioning himself like he was having sex with her without a single hint of lust. 
 
      
 
    Felice took about a million photos. She angled the photos so it looked like they were actually doing the deed. Every brush of his skin against hers made things worse, the need in her spilling out to her extremities and flooding her sexy lingerie panties. 
 
      
 
    And yet, Pierce remained unaffected. 
 
      
 
    Once she left his room, she immediately locked herself in her bedroom, the feeling of his body against hers leaving burn marks across every inch of her skin. It took a long time for her breathing to return to normal. 
 
      
 
    She lay down on her bed, facing the white ceiling with a kind of elated, heartbroken lust. 
 
      
 
    Picking up her phone, Felice glanced through the photos. There Pierce was, his body curled so hard around hers that  — 
 
      
 
    Gasping, Felice slid her hands down to her panties, unsurprised that she’d soaked through the lacy fabric. She caressed the parts of her that ached so desperately to be touched, her fingers rubbing and teasing as she flipped through the pictures again. 
 
      
 
    Goodness, that was hot. She bit her lip as she slid her own fingers inside of herself, feeling her body crave any touch. But it wasn’t nearly enough. 
 
      
 
    Reaching into the drawer by her bed without looking, Felice kept her eyes locked on the phone’s screen, each picture hotter than the last. Seeing herself being messed by Pierce, even if it hadn’t been real, was enough to light her whole body aflame. 
 
      
 
    She found her vibrator and slid it up into her throbbing pussy without preamble, unable to bear feeling so empty anymore. 
 
      
 
    Moaning a little, Felice kept her eyes locked with her favorite photo as she slid the vibrator inside of herself again. It thrummed and caressed all the places she wanted Pierce’s cock to caress. 
 
      
 
    If only that photo had been real. 
 
      
 
    That thought was enough to make her orgasm almost on its own and she jerked with the force of her climax. 
 
      
 
    Dripping wet, Felice climbed out of bed to clean up. Although she still throbbed with the pleasure of her orgasm’s aftershocks, her body wasn’t quite satisfied. It still wanted desperately for Felice to climb in bed with Pierce to see what real sex with him would be like. 
 
      
 
    But she told that part of herself to take a hike and climbed back into her bed. It seemed emptier and colder than she ever remembered it feeling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    After a very long, very restful sleep filled with all manner of deliciously naughty dreams, Pierce rose to a too-bright sun shining into his window. Tensing, Pierce looked around in horror, his mind slower to wake than the rest of him. It took about a minute to remember why he was sleeping in a strange bedroom. 
 
      
 
    It took a few disoriented seconds to remember that the blonde beauty who had been featured in most of his sex dreams was a real person, and she’d been in this bed with him the night before. He could remember each detail so vividly, his body reacted like a teenager’s just at the thought of her body rutting up against his, almost as though they had actually been. 
 
      
 
    I have to get out of this house, he realized, trying not to think too hard about how twisted up he’d gotten over Felice’s little experiment last night. 
 
      
 
    He wondered if she’d sent those photos off to her ex yet. He wondered if the man was jealous or angry. Pierce was pretty sure he didn’t want to stick around and find out. 
 
      
 
    Getting ready as quickly as possible, Pierce mourned that he had to rush through the shower. It had been a few days since he’d gotten a proper bath, and not knowing when he would have another real shower next made him want to linger in the heated water. 
 
      
 
    Dressing quickly, Pierce nearly ran down the stairs, flying into the kitchen to come face to face with his hostess. She stared at him, a dead look in her pretty, emerald eyes. There was something so empty and sad in her that Pierce almost reached out to comfort her. 
 
      
 
    With a great deal of effort, he kept his hands to himself. 
 
      
 
    Felice glanced down at his mouth, then back up at his eyes, something indescribable in her face. He couldn’t image what she had seen in him that made her make that face, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. 
 
      
 
    “I was just about to write you a note; I’m heading to the bank now that they are open. I’m going to get your cash.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce leaned on the counter, sniffing deeply. The bitter and sweet scent of coffee floated around him, much to the delight of his nose. “I thought spoiled rich kids were supposed to stay in bed until noon.” 
 
      
 
    Felice frowned, walking over to the coffeemaker and pouring him a mug without asking if he wanted it. “Not when they own their own business. I’d meant to sleep in but ended up just waking up at my normal time anyway. Do you take anything in it?” 
 
      
 
    “A little creamer,” he answered. “So what does your business do?” 
 
      
 
    “You really don’t know, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce shrugged, still feeling lost like he was missing some huge piece of the puzzle that was incredibly obvious. 
 
      
 
    Felice’s pretty brows knitted together in confusion. “I own Steel Dom Couture; we’re a high-end fashion shoppe in the Valley. I  — ” She paused for a long time, looking a little embarrassed. “My mother and my siblings and I, we have a reality show, à la the Kardashians. It’s about us rich kids being silly and not knowing how the world works and our various projects. We have such good ratings that I thought … Well, it doesn’t matter. You don’t know us, but you don’t seem like the type to watch reality TV anyway.” 
 
      
 
    For a second, Pierce just stared at her. “You’re serious?” 
 
      
 
    Felice just shrugged in response before grabbing her car keys off of the counter. “If anyone drops by, don’t answer the door. Just sit here and, like, watch TV or something. The remotes are all by the TV somewhere. I think Paula left them in the basket where they belong.” 
 
      
 
    “Paula?” 
 
      
 
    “Can you do anything but ask questions?” Felice laughed. “Paula is my maid that comes every other day. She was in yesterday and shouldn’t be here today. But if she stops by, just ignore her. I’ll be back in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    And Felice was out the door before he could say another word. Sighing, Pierce went to sit on the solid white couch. It was more comfortable than it looked; he sunk into the embrace of the couch like it was a beanbag chair. Grunting in unexpected pleasure, he picked up a few of the remotes from the basket and pondered over their uses. 
 
      
 
    Seven remotes in total filled the basket, each of them nearly identical from the others. But after a few minutes of experimenting, he realized two things: apparently rich people used remotes for everything, including ceiling fans and blinds, and that Felice’s TV setup was stupidly complex. 
 
      
 
    The TV finally came on with a bit of prodding; he found the TV remote, which was separate from the surround sound remote and the cable remote, and settled back to flip channels. 
 
      
 
    After flipping past a cooking show and some shopping channels, Pierce finally found a news station. They were reporting on a vehicle found in the desert, smoldering, and had yet to identify the owner. He laughed out loud at that, remembering watching Felice’s beautiful body walking away from the flaming wreckage like a heroine from an action movie. He could feel his cock harden at that memory; there was certainly something about her that made Felice impossible to ignore. 
 
      
 
    He flipped away from the news, finding Felice’s face on the TV. Entranced, Pierce studied the sexy figure of his hostess on the TV. On the screen, she wore more makeup and acted dumber, but she was still Felice. All of that carefully controlled attitude was there as she helped to set up mannequins in the front windows of her store, much to the chagrin of someone standing behind her. The moment she was off the screen, he flipped it back to the news, wondering if the national news would be streaming soon. 
 
      
 
    “And in other news, from Boston. And murder suspect on the run. Last seen riding a motorcycle, this man —” Pierce’s face flashed across the television screen, and he winced. “He was seen leaving the scene of a murder. If you see this man, know that he is both armed and dangerous; do not engage, but call 911 immediately.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce felt ill suddenly, and flipped the channel to a sports network. He needed to get out of this house as soon as Felice came back with his money. The moment he had that twelve thousand in his paws, he would be able to head to San Diego with a clear conscious. He’d managed without robbing the stunning lady who had been so kind to lend him a room. Then he would find a non-extradition country to run to and never look back. 
 
      
 
    Then I can finally get away from my past and change my life. Start over. Clean this time. Pierce laid down across the couch, stretching out across the amazingly comfortable cushions. Starting over sounded like a great idea. This time, he could do it differently, better. Maybe make up for all those years of doing things on the wrong side of the law. 
 
      
 
    He meant just to close his eyes for a second, but instead he ended drifting off to sleep, dreaming of tropical beaches and a new name. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    “Well, Ms. Domiano, we thank you very much for banking with us, as always.” The banker got up from his seat with a smile on his face, pushing his round, Harry Potter glasses back up on his nose with an unconscious motion. His ill-fitting suit was clearly off the rack, but the man didn’t seem to mind all that extra fabric around his middle and the too-short pant legs. 
 
      
 
    Felice made a face, which she quickly turned into a winning smile. “You are a doll. I’ll take the $12,000 in whatever denominations you have, but I need a few ones and twenties in the mix if you don’t mind.” Felice batted her lashes, and not a single question was raised. The banker just did it. 
 
      
 
    “The upside of everyone thinking you’re bad with money: the bankers don’t ask what you’re going to do with it. They just assume you’re going to do something stupid.” She almost laughed. She supposed she was doing something stupid with it. This much for a few dirty photos. 
 
      
 
    Shrugging, Felice turned her attention back to her photo. After much thought, she decided to go with one of the shots where Pierce was holding her up and she was arching her back. If she hadn’t been there herself, she would have sworn this was a photo of two people actually having sex. After a few moments of touching up the photo on her phone and cropping the faces out, Felice decided it was perfect. 
 
      
 
    “OMG, check out the hot dude I met last night!” she typed out carefully after mulling over the exact wording. It was perfect. And before she could question her decision, she attached the photo she’d cleaned up to the text, then sent it “accidentally” to Clay’s phone number. Feeling smug, Felice daydreamed and waited for a reply. “He’ll probably beg for me back right away, selfish jerk.” 
 
      
 
    So busy was she daydreaming about what she was going to do with all of that money her brother would owe her, she completely missed it when the news station on the bank’s TV above her head ran a story featuring Pierce’s pretty face. 
 
      
 
    Instead, she dreamed of watching Clay crawl back to her, his face all twisted up in horror as he realized that Felice had no intention of taking him back. The thought was tinged with just a touch of guilt at trying to make her ex feel bad, but she managed to convince herself she was in the right. A little. Maybe. 
 
      
 
    He cheated on me; he deserves a little hurt, too. Doesn’t he? 
 
      
 
    The teller returned, handing her an unmarked envelope. With a quick glance inside, Felice shook the banker’s hand. “Thank you for your help,” she said, a smile on her face. 
 
      
 
    The desert was, as deserts usually are, hot and dry, even in the fall. The sun was shining down on the hard-packed earth. The cacti looked full of water and brilliant, with greens and little white blooms on them. Felice didn’t spend much time out in the desert, but she loved it. It wasn’t brilliantly green like the family beach house on the east coast, but it did have its own strange kind of charm. 
 
      
 
    Humming some pop tune, Felice checked her phone as she got into her car, turning the A/C up to arctic as she slid into the driver’s seat. She loved her cars, but this one, her white and gold Porsche 911, was her favorite. It was fast and handled like a German vehicle was supposed to. And she looked absolutely fabulous in it. 
 
      
 
    There were three texts from Clay, and she pushed to open them immediately. She couldn't wait to see his response. 
 
      
 
    The moment she read them, her face fell, and the guilt that had been blooming in her chest turned to full-on depression in seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, this is low even for you, Felice. This is sad.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe how trashy you are. How did I not see it before?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a classless whore; I’m glad we’re no longer together.” 
 
      
 
    Felice stared down at the screen of her phone, shaking with a combination of tears and anger. A feeling of lost, hopeless betrayal joined the mix, which was odd. Hadn’t Clay already betrayed her? She shouldn’t have expected anything less from him, in fact. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m not going to give up.” She pondered over the texts for a second, then sent a quick reply text. “Oh, gross, wrong person.” 
 
      
 
    Then she blocked his number, ensuring that whatever messages he sent after this wouldn’t show up as “read” on his screen. She would unblock him later, but for now, she needed him to know how little he meant to her. How little his opinion meant. If he believed that she was already completely over him, it would help to bring him around to her again. 
 
      
 
    “I may need to find a way to get Pierce to stick around a little longer.” She frowned, her heart feeling uncertain and a little unstable. But she took a deep breath, wiped away her tears and thought up a new plan. It looked like it was going to take more than a naughty photo to make Clay want her again. Luckily, she wasn’t out of ideas yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Pierce snooped around the house, his fingers running over the pieces of expensive furnishings. Although he was pretty sure that Felice would be coming back soon to give him the money she had promised, he still had this uncontrollable urge to check the house for valuables. It was like the pull of other people’s wealth was nearly unstoppable; it filled every inch of his veins with the desire to steal, to stuff any of these expensive things in his pockets and run off with them. 
 
      
 
    “But you won’t need it; Felice will bring you the money back. No problem.” His palms started to sweat a little at the thought of just grabbing something on his way out. Something small, a souvenir. Something she wouldn’t miss. Not until he was long gone. 
 
      
 
    His prowling brought him into her bedroom, searching the room for a jewelry box or safe or something that might have held any pricey jewelry or other heirlooms. 
 
      
 
    Other than a few spare pieces of clothing tossed about, her room was just as clean as the rest of the house. Everything in here was white and silver, all of the surfaces glittering and dustless. Her comforter looked like it was made out of some sort of solid white animal. The sheets were in complete disarray, as if she tossed and turned in her sleep as much as Pierce hadn’t. “Perhaps she really missed that prick that cheated on her, though I can’t imagine she’ll be lonely for much long with a body like that.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce was on his way to the dresser when he noticed something lacy on the floor. He glanced down at it, his body instantly reacting to the sight. This was the lingerie she was wearing last night. While we took those pictures. He could remember every detail of that fifteen minutes she’d been in his room with him, rutting up against him like a porn star. He’d found himself painfully aroused after her photo session finished up. 
 
      
 
    “She is one of the most beautiful creatures I’ve ever seen,” he thought, wistfully, his eyes locked on the silky underthings still gripped between his fingers. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder what it would like to have her, if only just once.” He imagined that, unlike most selfish and pretty women, this one enjoyed sex, enjoyed watching her partners have just as much fun as she did. Felice seemed like the type of person who was willing to experiment, too. “She’d be a lot of fun to tie to those silver bedposts.” 
 
      
 
    Before his thoughts got so dark and dirty that he did something foolish, Pierce heard a sound from downstairs that sounded like doors slamming. 
 
      
 
    Two female voices argued back and forth, one loud and demanding, the other quieter and reserved, but still managing to sound mad. They continued to argue as Pierce slipped out of Felice’s room and to the stairs, hoping the two women didn’t realize where he was coming from. He didn’t have a ready excuse for being in Felice’s bedroom, and he didn’t think he’d be able to lie smoothly enough to get through an interrogation about it. Best to keep relations as good with Felice as possible until he was well out of the States. 
 
      
 
    Jogging down the stairs, Pierce came face to face with two pairs of twin, shining emerald eyes, both alight with anger. Felice was standing across the kitchen from the bottom of the stairs, her arms crossed over her perfect breasts. She was pouting, her bottom lip pushed out from her mouth like a child not getting her way in a candy store. Pierce blinked, eyes sliding between her and the other woman who could have been a carbon copy of Felice from 20 years in the future. 
 
      
 
    Eyes flicking between them, Pierce slid closer to Felice. He crossed his arms in a protective sort of stance as the two women studied him. Felice looked away from him, her face twisting with some sort of emotion he couldn’t describe. She didn’t look happy. The older woman, most likely Felice’s mother, was wearing a wickedly happy expression that Pierce didn’t like the look of at all. 
 
      
 
    “I am Felice’s mother, Dolores Domiano,” the blonde woman said, her voice tinted with a slightly Hispanic-sounding accent. Well, this was near enough to the border that the accent would be pretty normal. But not normally found on the tongues of natural blondes with green eyes. “I have a proposition for you, my boy. One I think you’ll have a tough time turning down.” 
 
      
 
    Digging in her purse, Dolores pulled all the cash she could find out of the nooks and crannies, piling every bill she found onto the kitchen table between them. After a few seconds of staring at the stack of money she’d made, she frowned at it. “About five thousand bucks there. More on the way if you agree, boy.” 
 
      
 
    “Agree to what?” Pierce asked, standing up a little straighter. “These people throw around money like they have no idea what it’s worth.” 
 
      
 
    “You will play bodyguard and boyfriend to my daughter here,” she pointed a manicured nail at Felice, running her tongue over her Botox-swollen lips. “Once you make that idiot boyfriend of hers jealous enough to come crawling back on his hands and knees, you’ll be paid in full to disappear. Leaving my daughter with Clay.” 
 
      
 
    It was pretty obvious that Felice was used to Dolores controlling every aspect of her life. She didn’t even turn to look at him when Pierce tried to catch her eye. 
 
      
 
    After a second, Pierce cleared his throat. “Is this what you want, Felice?” 
 
      
 
    Blinking surprise, Felice looked at him, her face pale as a ghost under her tan. Then she shrugged, her face impassive. 
 
      
 
    Dolores started talking figures, the numbers steadily getting higher if he was successful. “You’ll end up a wealthy man by the end, if you do your job right.” 
 
      
 
    Without looking back at Felice, Pierce stared at the money on the counter, trying to figure out how he could stay with a public figure like Felice and still keep the low profile he’d need to not end up in jail for the rest of his life. 
 
      
 
    “And there’s the other thing,” a part of him whispered from the depths of his soul. “That Clay jerk doesn’t deserve to lick Felice’s boots.” Knowing this whole idea to be a mistake, Pierce stared down the matron of the Domiano household, trying to figure out a way to get out of this. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice, already feeling deflated, had the rest of her hopes dashed when she pulled up to her house to see her mother’s car in the driveway. She pulled the Porsche into the garage, bracing herself for the unavoidable fight that was about to happen. 
 
      
 
    Felice’s mother looked much like Felice plus twenty years. “Or like I will if I marry someone I hate and become bitter and controlling.” 
 
      
 
    Like if Felice married Clay. She winced at that thought. 
 
      
 
    “Oh garbage, I don't want to end up like my mom.” 
 
      
 
    “So let me get this straight,” Dolores Domiano, the matron of house Domiano and one of the most controlling people in the world, said without even a greeting. “You find the wealthiest, best-looking, most camera-ready, and most stable boys in the state to date, and then you dumped him for Jenn? Are you an idiot, girl? Of course he’s going to sleep around; that’s what rich men do.” 
 
      
 
    Felice sighed, taking her coffee and the packet with Pierce’s money out of her car. She didn’t bother interrupting; once Dolores got started, nothing would shut her up until she was done ranting. 
 
      
 
    “His little cheating doesn’t undo his great career or how good he would be on the show. And don’t you dare roll your eyes at me, Kitten. You know you won’t find anyone better than he is for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I already have,” Felice said calmly, turning away from her mother. 
 
      
 
    Dolores paused in her speech, sputtering. Felice found a little joy in her flabbergasted expression. Her mom wasn’t used to be interrupted, and Felice had just contradicted her and interrupted with three little words. Dolores looked unhappy, then livid. “Don’t you walk away from me; I’m not done speaking to you!” 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Felice turned back to her mother. “Could we not fight on the front lawn, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “Who is this other guy?” 
 
      
 
    “Pierce. He’s an aspiring actor.” 
 
      
 
    Dolores laughed right in her face, making Felice want to run away. But she forced her feet to hold still and take it, not letting Dolores know how much her laughter was making Felice crazy. “You need Clay back for the next season of the show. He’s going to be a big part of next season! Beside, this fake boyfriend you have is probably not even a real person, is he? You’re going to need more than a rumor to make your man jealous enough to want you back.” 
 
      
 
    Felice narrowed her eyes. “Matt told you. About our bet.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course he did; you and your brother and your stupid bets. You two should know how much this affecting the family, and our show!” Dolores started up with the dramatics. Felice turned away and started walking toward the house before the waterworks could start up. “I’ll give you the money you’ll lose to your brother if you start acting like a grown up and just take Clay back already.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t lose to Matt!” Felice snapped, knowing how childish she sounded. She didn’t even care, either. What was it about her mom that brought out the worst in her? 
 
      
 
    Dolores rolled her pretty green eyes, flapping her hands around like a bird trying to take off. “Oh, would you think about someone else beside yourself for a second,” she said, slamming the door behind herself. “You know your brother made that same bet with Clay as he did with you?” 
 
      
 
    Felice was livid, her emerald eyes nearly glowing from fury. “He what?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” Dolores said, her voice wickedly happy. She seemed to find more joy than usual this morning in making her daughter as miserable as possible. “So, where is this fake boyfriend?” 
 
      
 
    Felice felt all of her anger leave her like a balloon being deflated. There was no point in staying mad at her mom; it only made Dolores happy and Felice miserable. “Fine, he’s not actually my boyfriend,” she admitted, not happy about it. “Pierce is just some guy I met yesterday. I was going to use him to make Clay jealous.” Felice scooted across the kitchen, unconsciously putting the counter between her and her mother. 
 
      
 
    Dolores’ eyes narrowed. “He’ll need a better back story than aspiring artist.” She tapped a manicured nail against her Botox lips, her eyes crawling across the ceiling as she thought through it. “If he’s beefy enough, we can tell people he’s a bodyguard.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s beefy enough,” Felice said, shivering to remember that muscled body pressed against her own. 
 
      
 
    “Then you two can fall in lust and get together. Some public appearances with super-alpha hunky bodyguard boyfriend will be just the thing to make Clay come crawling back. Then we’ll both be happy, right?” She looked over Felice with icy green eyes, not a lick of emotion in either one, except maybe exasperation at her daughter. 
 
      
 
    “But I don’t want to be with Clay.” She still loved him, as much as she hated to admit that, even to herself. But that didn’t change what he did. That didn’t change how slimy he was about the whole thing, with the fake name and picking up girls like he was single. How many times had he done it before? She chewed on her thumbnail. But Mrs. Dolores had spoken, so Felice would have no choice but to go along. 
 
      
 
    She always went along with whatever her mother wanted. 
 
      
 
    Pierce came down the stairs just then, a panther on the prowl. Much to Felice’s surprise, he came to stand close to her without a word, crossing his arms like he was gearing up to protect her. Interesting. Maybe this bodyguard thing will work. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t hear a word they said to one another. In fact, she forced herself to ignore the whole thing, turning her face away. Feeling like a ball of lead was forming in her belly, Felice set her coffee down on the counter. Suddenly, she didn’t want it. 
 
      
 
    Pierce turned to face her, his pretty, deep-set eyes catching hers. There was some emotion twisting up his mouth that she couldn’t quite read, but he looked unhappy. “Is this what you want, Felice?” he asked, sending shivers down to her toes. 
 
      
 
    “What a question! No one ever cares what I want.” Her heart squeezed a little in her chest. Unable to form an answer, she kept her mouth shut and shrugged instead. She turned away her face again, forcing herself to block out both of their voices as they continued to speak. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Feeling a little silly, Pierce adjusted the collar of his tailored suit with unhappy fingers. He looked in the mirror again for the millionth time, making sure the suit covered up his most recognizable tattoos. Though he wasn’t sure his own mother would be able to recognize him after Felice and her mother got through with him. They dyed his hair from dark brown to black and buzzed it down to almost nothing on the sides. The top they left about an inch long, making his head feel incredibly naked. Then they got him a few minutes in a tanning booth (which was a few too many minutes for him) and got him brand new clothing that was cut so close to his body that he had to wiggle to get into them. 
 
      
 
    In the mirror, he looked amazing with his killer shades and sweet clothing, but he still felt incredibly uncomfortable. Knowing he was going to be on TV made it worse; what if someone recognized something about him on the show? He felt like he was walking around with a target on his head. It made him jumpy. 
 
      
 
    Felice came into his room, her eyes running over him with satisfaction. She put her fingers between her lips and wolf whistled, something only Felice could make sexy. Her appreciative gaze made his stomach twist up with desire, his eyes running over her just as warmly. 
 
      
 
    Half of him felt incredibly lucky to have stumbled into the life of such a beautiful woman, and the other half was berating himself for ever thinking this was a good idea. How did Dolores talk him into this again? 
 
      
 
    “You look amazing; I knew you would clean up well.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Pierce said, trying to keep his discomfort at this whole plan to himself. 
 
      
 
    But somehow she knew. “Don’t be nervous; you don’t have any lines. All you have to do is stand there and look mean.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce made a grumpy face at her, crossing his muscled arms over his chest. 
 
      
 
    Running her emerald gaze over the length of him, she chuckled. “No, just a little meaner.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce sneered a little harder, stood a little taller. And he was rewarded with a big smile on Felice’s beautiful face. 
 
      
 
    “Dang, this woman is trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “See, you’re a natural at this.” Felice reached out a hand to him, then quickly took it back, like she was having to fight not to touch him. 
 
      
 
    That thought sent fire through his blood. 
 
      
 
    “We’re doing an interview, so all we need is for you to be tough and a little overprotective. Make it seem like I’m something precious to you that you are guarding with your life. Don’t say anything. These TMZ guys are like piranha fish; if you say a single word, they’ll find a way to twist it. We’re going to make up some story about a break in or something as an excuse for why I suddenly need a bodyguard.” Felice had a paper rolled up under her arm, and she took it out to bang it on the table a few times. It made a hollow thump thump thump sound as she pondered his appearance. “I know what you need!” she said snapping her fingers and throwing the newspaper to the table of his dressing room. “An earpiece. Let me see what I can find for you.” 
 
      
 
    Felice left, and Pierce heaved a sigh. “This is going to be harder than I thought,” he whispered out loud to himself. Every inch of that woman turned him on, and every inch of him wanted to touch every one of those inches. But he shouldn’t be here. 
 
      
 
    Glancing down, Pierce caught an eyeful of the photo on the front page that Felice had been carrying around. The photo was huge, in color, and on the front of the entertainment section. The picture was of two, attractive, smiling young people, hand in hand, dressed to the nines. The young man was a redhead with pale skin and a handsomely chiseled face. The girl looked like she could have been a model out of any magazine, her lithe figure wrapped in a sparkling gown that drew the eye. But the shining dress couldn’t distract Pierce from the words printed in bold above the photo. 
 
      
 
    CLAY PATTERSON AND FELICE DOMIANO ON THE ROCKS 
 
      
 
    Patterson seen at the Starlight Gala with new lady. Felice nowhere in sight! 
 
      
 
    “Clay Patterson, hmm? This is the boy we are trying so hard to make jealous. He doesn’t look like much.” But Pierce turned away from the photo, trying to keep his opinion out of it. It was none of his business, after all. 
 
      
 
    But he wanted it very much to be his business. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    “It was a horrible break in. I no longer feel safe being alone.” Felice managed to squeeze a few tears out at those words. “We are doing what we can to recover. Since nothing went missing, we haven’t gotten the police involved, but it just had me a little worried.” She glanced gratefully up a Pierce, her face lighting up to see him standing so close to her. She could feel herself tense a little, thrills running along every single one of her nerves at the sight of that body so close to hers. “Thankfully, I don’t have to be alone anymore.” 
 
      
 
    The reporter looked a little surprised when Felice turned back to him. “You two seem to have a little more going on than that.” 
 
      
 
    Felice didn’t have to pretend to blush at that. “Is that so? We are quite good friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Just friends?” the reporter asked, his tone very suggestive. 
 
      
 
    “Good friends,” Felice answered, winking a little at him. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m glad you found something to make you feel safer. I’m surprised that with a break in like that, you want to be out in public so soon.” 
 
      
 
    Felice sat up a little straighter, fire in her emerald eyes. “I may have taken a few extra precautions, but I will never hide away because of a threat or a break in. A Dom never submits.” 
 
      
 
    The reporter asked a few more questions and made a few more suggestive remarks about Pierce, brushing up against, but never quite asking, if Felice and Pierce were in a relationship. Felice answered the questions with dignity, pretending she didn’t notice the growing chemistry between them. 
 
      
 
    The interview went well, at least by Dolores’ standards. Clay would probably see the interview in the morning, if Felice knew TMZ. She still felt guilty at manipulating Clay’s emotions for money, but it was what her mother wanted. Why had she made that stupid bet? “I really wish Mother hadn’t insisted on me getting back with Clay. The only thing that could make this worse would be a sobbing phone call from Clay, begging for me back.” Unsure how to feel, Felice and her sexy bodyguard returned to her place. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “A most perfect interview,” Felice said, and not for the first time. But her emerald eyes were dull and unhappy. “I don’t think it could have gone better if I had scripted it!” She laughed, her giggles sounding hollow to his ears. “Didn’t it go well, Pierce?” 
 
      
 
    He made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat, opening the door to her mansion a little too hard. All this for some cheating prick that doesn’t deserve her. Pierce sighed, trying not to make his distaste too obvious. This was for the money, he told himself for the thousandth time. 
 
      
 
    But that was difficult to remember when she was so close to him. “I’m going to win,” she said, pulling off her boots and tossing them haphazardly to the side. “And,” she said, turning to face Pierce as she closed the door, “I like winning.” 
 
      
 
    Before he could stop her, Felice was too close. So close he could smell the coconut of her conditioner and the spicy, sort of cinnamon scent of her skin. The mix filled his nostrils with the smell of her, and Pierce could immediately feel his body react, hardening up like he was still a teenager with no control. 
 
      
 
    It was too late when Felice noticed, her eyes glittering as she made that final spin, putting her within easy reach for a kiss. Their eyes locked. The false smile faded from her lips, replaced by a kind of confused awe. His whole body on fire, Pierce did the stupidest thing he’d ever done in his life. 
 
      
 
    He kissed Felice Domiano. 
 
      
 
    Her lips tasted like candy-flavored lip gloss, the clean smell of her invading to lay claim to Pierce’s sex-clouded mind. Her lips were soft, pliant from surprise, and full under his own, and Pierce nearly shuddered under the power of that gentle brush of lips. 
 
      
 
    Realizing his mistake immediately, Pierce pulled back, nearly slamming his head into the front door as he tried to put some space in between them. Felice looked up at him through her long, dark eyelashes, her bedroom eyes darkening with something that looked a lot like lust. Her tiny, beautiful wrists came up to rest on his shoulders, her fingers sliding along the back of his neck. 
 
      
 
    There was something intensely innocent about her too-big eyes, about the way her lips formed a pout that set every inch of Pierce’s body aflame. With a shy-looking smile, Felice inched forward. Pierce’s breath hissed violently through his teeth as he inhaled sharply. But that didn’t stop her. 
 
      
 
    Tugging on his shoulders with her delicate hands, Felice bent Pierce to her will. No matter how much stronger he was, he couldn’t have fought Felice off if he’d wanted to. 
 
      
 
    And right now, he really, really didn’t want to. 
 
      
 
    Pulling her closer, Pierce picked Felice up into his arms. She wrapped her legs around his waist, holding herself up and pressing her perfect mouth to his. This kiss was much less gentle, the hunger of her lips, tongue, and teeth assaulting his common sense. He knew this was wrong, that a guy like Pierce didn’t belong in a world like Felice’s. But he couldn’t seem to convince his body of it. 
 
      
 
    But then there was a knock on the door behind him, and it shattered whatever had built up between them. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice was livid with whoever was on the other side of that door. Goodness, Pierce was hot. Her whole body was on fire just from a single kiss, and she could drown a person in her panties right now. No one had ever made her feel this way with just a kiss, no one had ever made her so wet without even trying. 
 
      
 
    Never in her whole life had she ever wanted to take someone right on the hardwood floor of her front room. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Felice untangled herself from Pierce, dropping back to her feet. She wiped her mouth off with the back of her hand, her eyes dripping fiery rage. Taking another, deeper breath, she tried to re-center and realign herself in preparation for whatever visitor was on the other side of her front door. 
 
      
 
    Pierce stepped away, but not too far away. 
 
      
 
    Felice braced herself, then opened the door. Her face slackened with surprise, her whole body turning into one giant piece of ice. Never in her life had she ever gone from being turned on to cold granite in a matter of seconds, but seeing Clay Patterson knocking at her door felt like a bucket of ice water being poured over her. 
 
      
 
    She stood there, staring at her ex stupidly, a war of emotions twisting up her insides. He looked much the same as he always did: handsome, put together, and clean cut. Pale and proper. 
 
      
 
    Felice waited for the rise in her pulse and the butterflies in her stomach that normally occurred when he was around, but instead she just felt empty and cold. 
 
      
 
    Clay’s eyes ran up and down Felice’s body like she was a purchase he was considering. Then his eyes moved over to Pierce, whom Felice temporarily forgot was still there. 
 
      
 
    “Can I help you?” she asked Clay, her feelings all jumbled up. She didn’t know what to think of him coming here. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, babe. Did you miss me?” he asked like nothing had happened between them. His mouth pulled up in that familiar, wicked half-smile, the one that Felice used to find so completely charming. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t look charming now. Felice crossed her arms over her chest. “No, I didn’t. And I’m not your babe anymore, so please get out.” The nerve of him! How dare he come into her house like nothing had changed! 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, babe, I just want to talk to you.” Clay held out his hands, a beseeching look on his beautiful face. “That’s all. Just want to talk. Alone.” He was suddenly glaring over at Pierce again who was standing right behind Felice. She couldn’t see Pierce’s face, but she could feel the rage boiling up in him from here. Wincing, Felice took a step back, pressing against Pierce’s body. Suddenly, she felt a little better, and the world looked a little clearer. 
 
      
 
    “Anything you want to say to me, you can say in front of my bodyguard.” Felice lifted her right hand, putting it over Pierce’s which rested on her left shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Clay snorted, rolling his eyes. “Babe, it’s me. You don’t need a bodyguard between us. Just let me talk to you for a moment, alone. Outside. Five minutes, Felice. That’s all I ask.” 
 
      
 
    Felice wanted to open her mouth and tell him to screw off, that he didn’t deserve those five minutes, but the words caught in her throat. The expression on his face was one of pleading, and it was an expression that Felice always gave into. 
 
      
 
    “Not happening.” Pierce’s voice came from over her shoulder, quiet but firm. There was no arguing with a voice like that. 
 
      
 
    Annoyed, Felice turned back to Clay. She didn’t like Pierce assuming he could speak for her. She didn’t like it all. Sighing, she pushed those thoughts away. “Deal with Clay first, then talk to Pierce about his sudden possessiveness.” 
 
      
 
    Clay, however, was a man used to getting his way. “Fine, Felice. I try to come here and stitch fences, and you act like a spoiled little jerk.” 
 
      
 
    Felice made a face. “You mean ‘mend fences,’ Clay,” she said, automatically. She hadn’t meant to correct his idiom, but it was so incredibly wrong that she couldn’t help herself. 
 
      
 
    Throwing his hands in the air, Clay just made a disgusted sound. Felice could feel Pierce’s hand tighten on her shoulder, probably in anger. “Seriously?” 
 
      
 
    Felice cleared her throat, trying to get Clay to settle down a little. His anger along with Pierce’s was making the massive front room of her house feel small. She needed to defuse this situation before it got any worse. “Just tell me why you are here, Clay. Please. Calmly.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” he snapped, turning to face her straight on, his eyes locked with hers. “I was hoping that you and I could talk about this misunderstanding and get back to where we had been. But I see there’s no point. Once you’re done sleeping with the help, you selfish cow, give me a call and maybe I’ll think about taking you back.” 
 
      
 
    Felice felt hot, then cold, then hot again. Her skin crawled, her chest inflating with hot, angry air. Never in her life had she ever wanted to actually tear someone’s hair out, but Clay was really pushing the right buttons tonight. Taking a deep breath, Felice didn’t know what she was going to say, but it was not going to be nice. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, Pierce had the same sort of idea. 
 
      
 
    Before she could say anything or think to stop him, Pierce had thrown himself forward, grabbing both of Clay’s arms into what looked like a wrestling hold. It looked painful, but not in a permanent way. But one small movement of Pierce’s arms could pop Clay’s arm out of his socket or break a bone. 
 
      
 
    Felice gasped, every muscle in her body locking up like someone had put her in a freezer. 
 
      
 
    Pierce’s voice was void of all emotion when he said, “Take that back; that is the last time you show disrespect to Ms. Domiano.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “There’s a right way to do things and a wrong way,” Felice said, her voice soft like she was talking down a rabid animal. “And this is the wrong way, Pierce.” Her beautiful green eyes were locked with his, her tone pleading. 
 
      
 
    The worst part was that Pierce knew she was right. But more than anything in the world, Pierce wanted to break this little mongrel’s arm and show him what disrespecting women got you where he came from. 
 
      
 
    “If you do it, it will bring police reports and scrutiny, neither of which you can afford.” With a huff, Pierce twisted just a tiny bit harder, making the wimpy idiot cry out in pain before finally releasing him. He wanted to clock the kid in the face so badly, he had to force himself to take a step away from the sobbing jerk to keep from doing it. That pretty face of his needed a little rearranging, but sadly, Pierce was not going to be the one to do it. 
 
      
 
    “All right now, if you don’t mind. Pierce, your job is to protect me from physical threats, not insults.” Her eyes are like fire as she stares him down. “Please apologize.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Clay,” Pierce responded, sounding a little robotic. Although it was completely insincere, Clay seemed to take it at face value. Maybe he was just as bad at social cues as he was with everything else. 
 
      
 
    Clay rubbed his shoulder delicately, a sulky look on his face. 
 
      
 
    But Felice knew how to handle him. She was like a diplomat, able to get anyone to agree with her, given enough time. “Now, Clay; you know there is no reason to insult me or the ‘help’ as you so brutishly referred to Pierce. He’s a man that works for his bread, just like your father was before he made all of that money. There is no shame in working, and I expect you will treat my employees as you would anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    Looking slightly ashamed, Clay looked away from Felice but didn’t say anything. Pierce was shocked at the use of cajoling and stern talking-to that she used to turn both of their rages into faint shame. She defused the situation like a bomb technician, and Pierce knew he’d found a woman with an incredible talent. She didn’t yell or curse, even though the man-child in front of her had cheated on her less than a week before. 
 
      
 
    By the time Clay left, Pierce was filled with a kind of admiration he’d never felt for another human before. Felice was one-of-a-kind. And, incredible, was she hot. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Closing the front door behind her, Felice locked the door and took a deep breath. Well, that was over at least. 
 
      
 
    But now there was Pierce to deal with. 
 
      
 
    She turned to face him, ready for a fight. Self-centered jerk was just staring at her like nothing had happened, a blank, almost bored expression on his sexy face. She kind of wanted to strangle him for causing all this trouble then having the nerve to look like he hadn’t done a single thing wrong. 
 
      
 
    “You know that Clay has the right to press charges if he wants to.” She crossed her arms over her chest as she stared Pierce down. Anger honed his already sharp features, making the muscles in his jaw tense and making those sculpted features even more becoming. Felice wanted to run her hands over that face again, feel his skin under her trembling fingers as she kissed him. Wrapping her arms close… 
 
      
 
    She had to shake herself to get away from the heated memories of Pierce’s body so close to hers. Turning on her heel, she headed into the kitchen, mostly because she needed some coffee, but also to keep her eyes off of Pierce’s beautiful body for just a few moments. 
 
      
 
    “I am a wealthy woman in the public eye, Pierce. I can’t have my bodyguard assaulting people for insulting me. I’m constantly insulted. There are entire Reddit and Facebook groups devoted to how much I suck and how I should go die,” she said, putting fresh beans into the coffee grinder. She slammed the lid on a little harder than she meant to in her anger. “Insults aren’t why you’re here.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce followed her into the kitchen, a silent shadow. 
 
      
 
    “You’re here to make Clay jealous enough to beg for me to come back to him. There is a lot of money on the line here, and I refuse to lose this bet.” When Felice turned back to Pierce, she saw his mouth twisted in surprise. “Did I not tell you about the bet?” 
 
      
 
    The blank look in his pretty, chocolate eyes was answer enough. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I need Clay to come back to me, and I need to remember that you are here for that and that alone. Okay?” The coffee began to brew, filling her white-on-white kitchen with the beautiful scent. There were only two things in the world that made Felice happy: the color white and the scent of freshly-brewed coffee. And that made her kitchen one of her favorite places in the whole world. Paula, the maid who looked after her home, had a way with keeping the whites as white as possible, no matter what Felice spilled or tracked into the house. She was a blessing. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Felice,” Pierce said, looking sincere. “I don’t know what came over me.” Looking a bit like a puppy that was just kicked by an owner, Pierce disappeared up the stairs and into “his” room, closing the door behind him with a click. 
 
      
 
    Felice watched him leave, enjoying the view, reliving the scene at the front door again in her mind. “It was sort of hot the way he jumped to my defense like I was a lady and he was my knight in shining armor.” But that sort of behavior couldn’t continue. Pierce wasn’t her knight, and his possessiveness was a little weird. They barely knew each other! 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Felice poured some of the coffee into her favorite mug and poured in some cream. The milk swirled into her coffee like clouds, lightning the black brew until it was just the perfect shade of mocha brown. Just like Pierce’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    Frowning, Felice pushed that thought away, taking a big sip of her brew. “No, I have to keep my eye on the prize. And the prize is not Pierce. It’s Clay. I can’t let Pierce, no matter how pretty his eyes are or how amazing his rear looks in that suit, get in the way of my mission.” 
 
      
 
    And with that, Felice settled down in front of the TV. For a few moments, she wanted to forget Clay, forget the sexy man just upstairs, and forget the demands of her mother and her show. And some mindless TV was the perfect cure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Mostly to keep up appearances, Felice had a state-of-the-art security system installed at her beautiful, white mansion in the desert. Once again, Pierce found himself absolutely stunned at the flagrant way Felice has of just tossed money around like it was nothing. It still shook him up that someone could have so much that they didn’t check the price of anything they bought. Cars, jewelry, clothing, security systems; no matter the cost, it didn’t seem to even put a dent in her bank account. Not to mention the exorbitant fees she was paying him to pretty much sit around and look “mean and sexy.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess this is how pretty trophy wives feel.” He thought darkly, sitting in front of the monitors. The new security system was absolutely the most high tech thing he’d ever seen, and he mostly fumbled around with the buttons for fun more than having an actual goal in mind. 
 
      
 
    There were three cameras focused on the front of the house; one showed the street immediately in front while the other two pointed at the driveway. After a second of fumbling, Pierce managed to get the street view to pop up on the TV screen attached to the system, watching to see how often cars actually drove by this little patch of desert. He was a little surprised at the sheer amount of traffic coming through this lightly populated part of town, but perhaps he shouldn’t have been. There were quite a number of other mini-mansions on this strip of land, and he doubted most of the owners made do with one or two household helpers like Felice did. 
 
      
 
    More than likely, most of these people have whole sets of staff devoted to them. 
 
      
 
    As he watched, a police vehicle drove by the house, not even slowing as it crossed in front of Felice’s house. Even so, his heart skipped a beat in his chest. “If the cops ever stop in here for me, what will I do?” 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Pierce turned away from the screens, his head spinning. Half of him is sure he’d just be able to leave, roll right out of here and down to San Diego without a glance backward. But the other half of him wasn’t sure. 
 
      
 
    “I’m getting too tangled up in a woman I’ll never have.” Visions of Felice slipped across his mind. Knowing when he left here, she would be wrapped in the jerk Clay’s arms made him want to put his fist through the TV screen. What was it about Felice that made him so crazy? 
 
      
 
    He walked away from the security system, trying not to think too hard about Felice and utterly failing. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Much to her delight, Felice found herself in Pierce’s arms again. Rippling muscles wrapped close, her heart thundering in her chest. Warm bodies, skin-on-skin contact. Beautiful chocolate eyes heated her whole body up from the tips of her toes to her scalp, sending delightful little shivers over every inch of her. A moan, a kiss, the press of tongues. A whisper, “I want to be inside of you, Felice.” The voice filled with lust. And then the sound of Felice begging, pleading for him to merge with her, just this once… 
 
      
 
    When she woke, Felice had to fight her way out of her tangle of blankets and sheets. She could feel her thighs throbbing in time with her heartbeat, her underwear soaked after her racy dreams. 
 
      
 
    And much to her delight, Pierce was pictured front and center in those dreams. “He’s so hot. If I was anyone else, I would have tackled him to the floor by now.” Sighing through her nose, Felice ran her fingers through her tangled hair. “But I’m not anyone. I’m Felice Domiano, and I play by the rules. No matter how much I hate them sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking herself, Felice realized what she had been thinking and cursed herself. “This isn’t helping, Felice,” she told herself in the huge mirror across the room from her bed. “Pierce isn’t the prize here. Clay and your pride are the prizes.” Felice forced herself to get out of bed, discarded her pajamas and hopped into the shower. A very cold shower. She hoped the icy water would wash away her dreams and ready her for a new day. 
 
      
 
    Standing up straight, she looked into her reflection’s eyes. “Alright, Felice. You got this. You’re going to get Clay to crawl to you like your mother wants, and you’re going to be happy.” 
 
      
 
    Repeating the word “happy” over and over to herself like a mantra, Felice skipped down the stairs, bounding into the kitchen to get herself a cup of coffee. 
 
      
 
    She stopped at the foot of the stairs, her eyes going wide and her heart turning to ice inside of her chest. On the counters, there were three, huge vases full of white roses, each one tied in a gold ribbon. The flowers blended seamlessly with the kitchen; even the vases were white with gold leaf. They were perfect. 
 
      
 
    And there was only one person in the world who would have sent them. 
 
      
 
    Felice picked up the card in shaking fingers, unsurprised to see Clay’s name. 
 
      
 
    Babe: 
 
      
 
    I’m sorry for what I said yesterday. I was jealous. Please forgive me. 
 
      
 
    Clay 
 
      
 
    Felice cringed, unable to feel anything but ill at the sight of the present. “Odd, before, something like this would have made me happy.” Tears pricked the edges of her eyes, and she had to swallow hard around the lump that formed in her throat. “So if you don’t want Clay, what do you want?” she asked herself, pretty sure she didn’t want to know the answer. 
 
      
 
    “No, you want Clay back. That’s what’s best for the show and your family.” 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Felice was pretty sure Pierce wouldn’t like the flowers one bit. He’d know who sent them immediately, too. Glancing down at the counter, she noticed another little gift for her; it was a little red box with a ribbon around it, containing a gold and diamond tennis bracelet. It was ugly, but then Clay’s taste in jewelry had always been a little too austere for her. The bracelet was a little simpler than what she would have picked for herself. “But it’s the thought that counts,” she thought, but even that seemed to fall flat. “You think after months together, he would have picked up on the type of jewelry I liked to wear.” 
 
      
 
    But perhaps that was asking too much of anyone who didn’t care much for jewelry; Clay never wore it himself and would hardly know the difference between a tennis bracelet and a bangle. 
 
      
 
    Glancing around at the flowers and the bracelet, Felice frowned, then tossed the card into the garbage and the bracelet into one of the kitchen drawers. “Perhaps I can play it off like I got them for myself. When Pierce learns they are from Clay, he might think his work done and just leave. I have to keep him from thinking I’ve won.” 
 
      
 
    “I really don’t want him to leave.” That thought filled her with a little more worry than she wanted to admit to anyone. Even herself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Pierce had a bad feeling about this “meeting” from the very start. 
 
      
 
    When Felice called him downstairs into her kitchen for a serious sit-down, Pierce could feel the tension in his shoulders building. He hadn’t missed the flowers delivered that morning, nor did he have any delusions on who sent them. He wasn’t stupid; he could see that the flowers, which were very beautiful and matched her obsession with the color white, didn’t make her as happy as she thought she should be. 
 
      
 
    “We need to start working harder to ensure that I get Clay groveling and back to me as soon as possible. This,” she waved her hand dismissively at the roses, “is a good start. He’s missing me, but he isn’t begging. I need him to beg before I take him back. I need him to be depressed and realize what he’s missing, or else nothing will even change. I won’t have him cheat twice, so he needs to remember how much he used to love me.” 
 
      
 
    Tapping her chin with a manicured finger, Felice pursed her perfect lips, drawing Pierce’s attention. The cupid’s bow of her lips was the perfect shape; they always looked like she was aching for a kiss. And that warmed Pierce’s blood in ways he didn’t want to admit out loud. 
 
      
 
    “So, we need to have to seen with me in public more often. That TMZ interview will come out tomorrow, and I want that same kind of energy for our next outing.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce growled in the back of his throat. “I think that’s a little too subtle for your airhead ex, Felice.” He was frowning, remembering how much he’d wanted to strangle the guy the night before. “We need to be seen as a couple, or else he’ll never take me as a serious threat.” Standing, Pierce starts to collect the flowers. “We should also throw these away in a way that can be seen from the street. If he drives by, it will make it absolutely obvious you’re over him and have moved on.” 
 
      
 
    Gasping, Felice ran the tips of her fingers over some of the soft, beautiful roses in front of her. “But they are so pretty.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to win this bet and your idiot ex back or not?” Piece turned his burning brown eyes to her emerald ones, getting caught up her in gaze. It was hard to break away from those beautiful eyes, but he managed, turning to pick up two of the vases and taking them out to the trash. 
 
      
 
    Felice said nothing, though she pouted adorably when he took the rest of the roses out too, positioning the can so the roses could be seen from the street. Pierce took a wicked kind of glee at throwing Clay’s money away, even though this sort of display probably didn’t even register to someone with his kind of money. He really hoped that spoiled little brat would drive by and see those wilting white blooms sticking their heads out of the trash by the street. 
 
      
 
    She stood on the front porch and watched him, frowning as he headed back toward the house. “I hope this works,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “Those were the prettiest white roses I’ve ever seen.” 
 
      
 
    Filled with disbelief, Pierce gestured around the house. “So why don’t you just buy yourself some? You don’t have to wait for some jerk to purchase them for you. You literally have half the world eating out of your palm and you’re the wealthiest person I’ve ever met; you deserve to be able to buy yourself flowers without Clay having to do it for you.” 
 
      
 
    Felice stared at him, her mouth opening and closing a few times, like she couldn’t quite come up with a reply. 
 
      
 
    “I- I guess you’re right.” But she didn’t quite sound convinced. What else could he say to convince her? He went back inside past her, irritated with this whole situation. How could she be so blind? Felice was not the kind of woman who needed her mother or Clay to make her world a perfect place. She had that kind of power all by herself. 
 
      
 
    But Felice was the type of girl who could only play by the rules. And Pierce, no matter how sound his advice might seem, was just a guy who broke them. 
 
      
 
    He had to remind himself again that he wasn’t here to actually become part of Felice’s life. He was just here for the money. 
 
      
 
    Just here for the money. Maybe if he said it to himself enough, he would start to believe it. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Feeling a little awkward, Felice could do nothing but watch as Pierce tossed all of those lovely roses. She mourned their loss, not because of who sent them, but merely because they were so beautiful. They looked like they belonged in her kitchen, and she didn’t really want to part with them. Why couldn’t he have thrown out the ugly tennis bracelet instead? 
 
      
 
    “It’s for a good cause,” she told herself again. But every day that went by without Clay by her side, it seemed like less and less of good cause. She didn’t want him anymore. But she needed him. 
 
      
 
    Confused and unhappy, she stood on the porch, trying to ignore Pierce as he took out the last of the pretty flowers to the trash. 
 
      
 
    After washing his hands in the kitchen sink like a barbarian, Pierce turned back to Felice, his eyes locked on her face. The sudden scrutiny made her a little uncomfortable, even as it lit all sorts of fires down low in her belly. What was he staring at so intently? 
 
      
 
    “So, why are you doing this?” he asked, finally, his voice void of emotion. 
 
      
 
    “To get Clay back,” she said, almost automatically. 
 
      
 
    Pierce narrowed his chocolate eyes at her, making her squirm a little in her seat. But she refused to back down. “Do you even want Clay back?” 
 
      
 
    Felice laughed. “Of course not! But it’s the right thing to do. He’s stable and photogenic. You know, for the show. He’s good for my career. He’s good for TV. We polled a bunch of people, and they loved him.” 
 
      
 
    Looking flabbergasted, Pierce just stared at her for a long moment. Finally, he said, “Are you trying to find a boyfriend or are you looking for an employee? Because it’s starting to sound like you don’t even know what a lover is supposed to be like.” 
 
      
 
    There was a kind of standoff in the kitchen for a moment, Felice being stubborn and Pierce following suit. They stared each other down, brows furrowing and tempers flaring, until Felice looked away, sighing and putting her face down into her hands. “I know what it looks like. And I hate him for what he did to me and my best friend. You know he lied to her to get her in bed with him?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce made a noise like a growl in the back of his throat as he poured himself a cup of coffee from the machine. He poured a little of the creamer in, sipping it without even stirring it, like the barbarian he was. 
 
      
 
    “I no longer enjoy going to work. I no longer have the drive that I used to have for Steel Dom Couture. It was, up until Clay cheated on me, my whole life. And now, it feels  — ” She hesitated for a moment, taking a deep breath. Taking her face out of her hands, she looked up at him, feeling tears fill the edges of her eyes. “It feels empty. 
 
      
 
    “I’m trying to patch things up with Jenn, but it all feels empty.” The word seemed to explain everything she had felt since she walked in on the two of them having sex. Although the void had temporarily been filled with the anger, desire for vengeance, or despair at points, the fact was that Clay had left a hole in her. A hole she’d been desperately trying to fill. But Clay was the only thing that seemed to be the right-shaped puzzle piece to put her life back together. 
 
      
 
    Felice got up from her seat, her feet carrying her back and forth over the white tile of the kitchen floor. Pierce watched her every step, a bird of prey waiting for his chance to swoop in and make the kill. “I have to think about the family and the TV show and my store. And Clay is the best person to fill the void. He is what we need  — ” 
 
      
 
    Felice didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence. Pierce finally lost interest in listening, rushing forward to capture her in his massive arms. She cried out in surprise as she collapsed under his sudden weight. She ended up on the loveseat next to the TV, Pierce positioned above her. The position reminded her very poignantly of the dream she’d woken up from that morning, and her heart stopped in her chest, her body reacting immediately from his bruising touch. 
 
      
 
    “Do you love Clay or not?” Pierce asked, pinning her to the couch. 
 
      
 
    “Let me up,” Felice snapped, her temper flaring just as quickly as her lust. “Now.” 
 
      
 
    A snort of frustration. “Just answer the question.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know! Now let me up!” Felice squirmed, trying to break free of his impossible hold. 
 
      
 
    Before she could say anything else, Pierce had pressed his mouth to hers, leaving no room for words. His mouth was searing hot and lit every inch of her body on fire. Hyper aware of every place their bodies touched, Felice moaned like a porn star into his mouth, her body craving his like an addict. 
 
      
 
    Eyes boiling with passion, Pierce pulled back to stare down at her, holding her wrists in place. His breath was hurried like he’d run a race. Felice felt the same, her heart banging hard against her ribcage. “When will you ever just forget what is best for your show, your family, or your public and worry about what’s best for you, Felice?” 
 
      
 
    And she melted when he said her name. Pierce was the most beautiful thing in the world, and right then, nothing else mattered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Idiot. 
 
      
 
    Pierce was pinning the most beautiful creature in the world to the couch, and his body had some very clear ideas where this should go next. Those beautiful, green, bedroom eyes glittered up at him like a promise. Pierce no longer seemed in control of his own body as he bent forward again, his mouth finding hers as though drawn there by gravity. 
 
      
 
    This kiss was far gentler, questioning. The warm, beautiful body underneath his arched up to meet him, her breasts brushing against his chest. It almost sent him over the edge; he nearly growled as he buried his face against her neck, nibbling, kissing, and teasing the hot skin he found underneath her perfect, blonde hair. 
 
      
 
    She squirmed underneath him, little pornographic noises slipping from her throat over and over again, egging him on. 
 
      
 
    Before he even realized he was drowning, he was in too deep to swim to the surface. Never in his life had he ever wanted anything as much as he wanted Felice. The desire for her body, for all of her, seemed to go deeper than his need for food, water, or air. At least at the moment. “How had she caught me so easily, so fast?” 
 
      
 
    Felice managed to wrestle her wrists free, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and pulling him down on top of her body. Her legs she wrapped closer, pulling him like she could no longer live without him closer. Warm hands slid under the fabric of his t-shirt, caressing every dip and curve of his stomach. Pierce growled again, this time into her mouth, and the noise seemed to drive her harder. 
 
      
 
    They were kissing harder now, hands feverishly exploring each other’s bodies. Pierce ran his fingers reverently over every inch of her neck and shoulders, his touch trickling down her arms to her torso. The cinnamon scent of her filled him with a desire so keen it was painful, slicing deep into his self-control. 
 
      
 
    This was a mistake, and they both knew it, but nothing seemed to be able to stop them. 
 
      
 
    She cried out in pleasure as his fingers brushed over the curve of her breast, the electricity between them bringing sensations like neither had ever felt. His lips slid down her neck to her collarbones, tracing the long line of her shoulder around to the curve of her arm. Feeling her hands explore his body in turn was driving him crazy, and his erection strained almost painfully toward her. 
 
      
 
    Pierce had never wanted anything in the world like he wanted Felice. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Pierce,” Felice begged, her voice ragged with something deeper than lust. “Touch me.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce decided he liked it a lot when she begged. Without hesitation, his hands slid under her shirt of their own volition, his strong hands running along the soft, hot skin of her belly. Caressing every inch of skin, Pierce pulled the little sweater she wore up and over her breasts, then off completely. She lay before him, her mouth swollen from kisses, and her eyes dark with desire. Pierce’s eyes drank her in. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, he dove forward, pressing his mouth against her body, finding the sharp curve of her collarbone again, then dipping lower. He found the lacy, silky edges of her bra, teasing the curves of her with lips and tongue as she moaned underneath him. She ground her hips against his, each movement driving Pierce forward. 
 
      
 
    They managed to pull each other out of most of their clothing, leaving almost nothing between them but a few, thin scraps of fabric. Felice closed her beautiful green eyes, her perfect lips parting as she threw her head back, her body melding to his. She moaned his name, content to writhe against his skin. Pierce tumbled her to the white carpet, groaning as he unclasped her bra, letting those perfect breasts free. They were beautiful, the little dusty pink nipples as hard as glass. 
 
      
 
    Pierce ran the tip of his tongue over the hardened skin. Felice gasped, her fingernails digging into the tattooed flesh of his shoulders, her eyes still closed, her head still thrown back. Writhing on the carpet below him, Felice continued to make sexy little noises in the back of her throat as he continued to kiss her breast, nibbling carefully on the delicate skin just to watch her thrash under him. 
 
      
 
    She wiggled out from under him, slippery as a cat, grinning wickedly. Pierce rolled over, watching as the newly freed Felice ran her eyes over every inch of his body, her gaze tracing the outlines of every one of his tattoos. The lust in her eyes filled him with heat, his cock standing at attention. Her eyes slid down his body to it, pink tongue darting across her perfect lips before she crawled back to him. 
 
      
 
    Pierce nearly came right then as the most beautiful woman in the world pulled his shorts down to expose his cock, and swallowed it whole. Colors burst across his vision as she alternately sucked and swallowed him, her hot, wet tongue swirling over the head of him. He grabbed hard onto the couch behind him as that clever tongue massaged the length of his shaft. 
 
      
 
    “Idiot,” he gasped. The world had narrowed down to the feel of Felice’s mouth on his toe, and he’d never ever felt anything like it in his life. 
 
      
 
    She brought him to the very edge before letting up, grinning at him before she crawled closer to lay a sloppy kiss on his parted lips. Felice’s tongue slipped between his lips, that clever tongue that had nearly undone him. 
 
      
 
    Pierce slid his hands down over her body, finding her hips and massaging them hard with his hands. Felice moaned into his mouth, but he wanted to watch her writhe. He wanted her to cry out his name over and over again in pleasure, and he was going to do whatever he had to see that fantasy come to life. 
 
      
 
    Fingers exploring, Pierce found a spot she liked to be touched pretty quickly. Her pussy was dripping wet already, slick with the juices he was dying to taste. He would find every place she wanted to be kissed, to be touched, and make her cum again and again. 
 
      
 
    He wanted Felice to be completely his if only for one, long night. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Felice screamed Pierce’s name again, heedless of neighbors or anything else. She wanted this moment to never end. As Pierce slid his thumb inside of her, his tongue found the hot, boiling center of her, caressing all of the right places to make her writhe with pleasure. No one had ever touched her so expertly in her whole life. Sex with Clay had never been like this; Felice could feel Pierce’s desire to please her over and over again, and she found herself begging for every touch and caress that would get her there. 
 
      
 
    His mouth worked over her, licking, sucking, and tasting every inch of her dripping pussy, ferreting out her favorite places so he could exploit them. Slipping his thumb inside her again, he massaged and teased as his mouth explored her throbbing womanhood. 
 
      
 
    Biting her lip, Felice grabbed a hold of Pierce’s head. Her nails scratched gently against his scalp to pull him closer to her, to press his hot, wet mouth harder against her clit again and again. Unable to keep still, Felice rolled her hips against his tongue, aching to be closer, harder, faster. “Oh, Pierce, right there. Yes, yes, yes!” She was crying out, her hips undulating against his questing mouth hard and fast. She could feel herself right at the edge of an orgasm she was pretty sure she would never recover from. Her whole body shook with its coming, a tidal wave that started in the base of her spine and spread out like a gas fire from the center of her being out to the edges of her being. 
 
      
 
    She screamed something, his name or some profanity probably, as that wave crested over her, crashing hard into her body. Her climax shook the whole cursed world, and she screamed again, the aftershocks of the pleasure slamming into her repeatedly. Time disappeared in a torrential downpour of physical sensation, curling her toes and filling her emerald eyes with tears. 
 
      
 
    It took a solid minute for her to come down enough to speak again. “Idiot,” she whispered, her whole body covered with a thin sheen of sweat and the thick scent of sex. Every place Pierce had touched burned, like he’d put his fingerprints in lava all over her skin. 
 
      
 
    “Such language from a lady,” Pierce said. He was sitting on carpet on his knees, Felice straddling his lap and leaning back against the sofa. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been a terrible influence,” she gasped in reply as Pierce’s questing cock found her dripping wet entrance. He’d found a condom somewhere in the house, and had somehow slid it on while she wasn’t paying attention. “Good thing too; I’m so far gone, I’m not sure I would have remembered.” 
 
      
 
    But all of her thoughts dissolved again as soon as the head of him entered her too-tight entrance, still vibrating with the massive earthquake that had just rocked it. Pierce’s huge member cut Felice in two, stretching her out in a mix of pleasure and pain that felt like heaven. 
 
      
 
    “All the way in!” she demanded, her voice rough from all of her screaming. “Idiot me now, Pierce!” Clawing at his back, Felice tried to force the whole of him inside of her, but Pierce wouldn’t be rushed. 
 
      
 
    Much to her delight and despair, he took a long time sliding his toe inside of her body as she fought to thrust hard against him. But once he was inside, Felice threw back her head in delight. He was perfect, the length of him caressing all of the places she wanted to feel him without being too big. It was like he was built for her, the width of him filling her up until it was just the perfect amount of pained pleasure. 
 
      
 
    Deliberately taking each of her tiny wrists in his massive, masculine hands, Pierce pinned her to the couch. With eyes that were so feral they were barely human staring her down, he pulled out, then slammed into her body like a freight train. The rhythm he set made her whole body scream in pleasure, and she messed him back, hard. Hips gyrating to the tune of his music, Felice mewled in time with his thrusts, demanding more and more, harder and deeper into her body. 
 
      
 
    Roughly, Pierce picked her up and tossed her onto the couch on her stomach, a heavy hand in the middle of her back, holding her down as he thrust into her dripping pussy from behind. The new angle almost shattered her again, the pleasure from the feel of him inside of her dragging her to the edge of climax. It was building so high and fast that she knew this orgasm would drown her. 
 
      
 
    He was so powerful, so strong, his cock like a jackhammer inside of her, caressing all of the right places as he plowed her again and again. 
 
      
 
    When she came the second time, she saw stars, the whole world disappearing behind a gossamer curtain of pleasure. She felt him fall over the edge a moment later, a shout of her name, then a shivering stillness. It took a long time for them to come down off of their high, Felice’s whole body quivering with remembered, shared pleasure. 
 
      
 
    “Was it good for you?” she whispered, her breath coming in gasps that made her breasts heave against the scratchy fabric of the couch. It was too much; the nerves in every inch of her body were overrun. This little brush was enough to make her cry out, gasping with the rough feel against her skin. 
 
      
 
    “Goodness, yes,” he answered, his voice a mere gasp in his throat. 
 
      
 
    Feeling pretty good about that response, Felice pushed herself to her wobbling feet. Her knees looked like sandpaper; how long had they been pressed against the carpet? 
 
      
 
    Pierce looked up at her, shivering a little as the sweat cooled on his beautiful, muscled body. Goodness, he was perfect. 
 
      
 
    “So, that thing you did with your mouth?” Felice asked, her smile turning wicked. 
 
      
 
    Pierce chuckled. “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “I would like another demonstration, if you have a mind.” Her heart thundered in her chest; she wasn’t quite sure what she’d do if he said no. She couldn’t live another moment without feeling his mouth pressed against her again, even as her body throbbed hard with remembered passion. 
 
      
 
    The grin he gave her was equally wicked, sending delighted shivers along every part of her body. “I think my mouth would like that very much.” He got to his feet, picking Felice up and throwing her over his shoulder. “Let’s find a bed, so I can show you some more things I can do that you’ll like.” 
 
      
 
    They didn’t make it all the way up the stairs the first time, but after a few hours, they finally managed to find Felice’s bedroom. Neither of them got much sleep that night, much to their mutual delight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Waking up was difficult. Pierce wanted to hold onto that wonderful, sexy dream where he’d had Felice on her living room floor for a little longer. Once he opened his eyes, the dream would start to fade around the edges and reality would take back over. 
 
      
 
    For now, he wanted to remember everything about that dream and not think of anything else. 
 
      
 
    But after a long moment of trying to keep the dream in his grasp, he had an odd thought. “The light is wrong.” And it was true; the light from his bedroom in Felice’s home usually came from the other side, assaulting his left side with the too-bright desert sun. 
 
      
 
    Conclusion: Pierce wasn’t in his room. 
 
      
 
    Chocolate eyes, swollen with sleep and red with lack of it, opened reluctantly. A mix of dread and delight filled his belly as he looked around, realizing that he was sleeping in Felice’s room. “I’m also naked.” 
 
      
 
    Idiot. Last night wasn’t a dream. 
 
      
 
    The overwhelming desire to stay with Felice hadn’t abated either, and that wasn’t a good thing. Pulling back the piles of sheets, blankets, and pillows, Pierce got out of the bed and glanced around for his clothing. He didn’t really want to walk through the house naked, but it looked like Felice hadn’t left him much choice. He took a deep breath and walked out into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Lucky for him, no one was there. Felice wasn’t even around, which filled him with all sorts of mixed emotions he refused to sort through. 
 
      
 
    So he showered, returned to “his” room, and dressed before heading down the stairs. He wanted to see Felice again, see what it is that she thought of their exploits the night before. 
 
      
 
    But as he started down the stairs, he heard voices. One was definitely Felice’s and the other was distorted by the speaker phone of Felice’s cell, Pierce couldn’t even properly identify the gender of the person speaking. He shuffled the rest of the way down the stairs, his eyes automatically searching for Felice. 
 
      
 
    As usual, he found her in her kitchen, brewing coffee. Sometimes she didn’t even drink whatever she made; Felice simply really seemed to love the scent of coffee. “I should buy her a coffee-scented candle so she stops wasting perfectly good brew.” 
 
      
 
    Felice’s glittering, emerald eyes met his, and her mouth shifted into a shy smile as Pierce came into the kitchen. Without a sound, he grabbed a mug from the counter and poured himself some coffee, inhaling the sweet fumes before taking a big, burning sip of it. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mother, I told you. We’re going to Gala as a couple. It will work; I’m sure of it.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think you being seen in public, proclaiming that some nobody is your new boyfriend will do anything for your standing in society, Kitten,” said the scratchy, distorted voice from the other side of the phone. 
 
      
 
    Felice held her sleek little phone too hard between her fingers, keeping it flat in front of her perfect mouth. There was a kind of tension in her that Pierce only noticed when her mother was around. It radiated out from every inch of her body, the tension making her look like a bow string ready to snap. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, he’s very handsome, Felice, but he’s not anybody,” her mother was still talking, and it was starting to make Pierce angry. And not just because she was insulting him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure anyone here really cares about your opinion, Mrs. Domiano,” Pierce snapped, his anger lashing out. Felice looked up at him like he’d kicked a puppy, and her mother became silent for a long time. Pierce could literally feel the anger seeping out through the phone. 
 
      
 
    As though he had never spoken, Mrs. Domiano continued her conversation with her daughter. “He should come to the Gala as your very sexy bodyguard. You two can dance and have a good time; Clay will be back with you in no time.” 
 
      
 
    Felice was still silent, her mouth opened in a horrified expression. Pierce could feel his stomach dropping down into his feet. “Yes, Mother,” she whispered, her voice weak and submissive. 
 
      
 
    Frowning, Pierce sat down a little too hard on the kitchen’s barstools grumbling under his breath. He couldn’t be ordered around by people like Mrs. Domiano, but obviously, Felice would. 
 
      
 
    Despite telling himself over and over again not to hope, Pierce found himself aching, knowing that Felice still wanted back with her ex. Everything that happened last night was just lust after all, and Pierce was going to have to learn to accept that fact. And quickly. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    “I don’t suppose you have any better ideas, you muscle-bound jerk.” Her mother didn’t actually seem to be in a foul mood, she seemed to enjoy insulting Pierce. Perhaps she enjoyed riling her “bodyguard” up, or maybe she wanted to see if Felice would get defensive. 
 
      
 
    All sorts of emotions boiled under the surface of her, but Felice kept all of them to herself, fighting to keep her face as neutral as Pierce’s. If he could act so cool after their passionate night together last night, then so could she. 
 
      
 
    Pierce managed to keep the anger out of his voice, but his mouth gave him away, twisting into an unconscious frown. He was livid, not wanting to make even a single compromise with her mother. Felice was nearly speechless. Dolores Domiano never compromised with anyone. She was a Steel Dom in every sense of the word. 
 
      
 
    “We need to go as a couple. Clay is a man that will be distracted easily, and if he latches on to some other pretty girl at the party, you’ll lose him for good. And it would be good riddance in my opinion, too.” Pierce crossed his arms over his chest, keeping close enough to Felice to make sure her mother could hear him over the phone. Felice felt a little awkward standing there, having two people argue over her. Her opinions didn’t seem like they would be welcome, so she kept her mouth shut, feeling utterly alone. 
 
      
 
    “Fine then, go as a couple. But you dang well better back away if Clay shows any interest. I won’t have you this up for my daughter, understand?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce made a noise under his breath. Not quite an answer, but Dolores took it as an affirmation. “If you try and keep Clay away from Felice, I will throw you out of Felice’s house and life so fast, you won’t even know what hit you.” Without a goodbye or anything, Felice’s mother hung up the phone. 
 
      
 
    Pierce didn’t look happy with the outcome of their conversation, but Felice was dumbstruck by it. 
 
      
 
    In Felice’s memory, Dolores never bowed to anyone. Not to her kids or any of her three husbands. She never even given in to her own mother, when she was still alive. Felice was pretty sure the day Dolores was born, she crawled out of her mother’s womb and ordered the doctor and the nurses to bring her a martini, and they did it. 
 
      
 
    Without a word, Pierce left the kitchen, going to sit down on the couch in front of the TV. He seemed unable to meet her eyes for a second, like he knew all of this deciding things for her upset her. But he seemed unable to keep himself from arguing with her mother. 
 
      
 
    “He’s so rebellious. Why can’t he just accept the way things are and move on?” Felice, who had woken up high on happiness wrapped in Pierce’s strong arms was starting to question if that was all just silliness. “Pierce doesn’t belong in my world. And I doubt I would even belong in whatever world he came from.” 
 
      
 
    It was so strange all of a sudden. She’d shared a house with this man and once shared a bed, but Felice didn’t know a thing about him. Where did he come from? What were his hobbies? What sort of work did he do before he ended up in her home? What was he running from? 
 
      
 
    But the answers to those questions weren’t important; Pierce didn’t belong here. And as soon as Clay was back in Felice’s life, he would disappear, never to return. 
 
      
 
    And she had to be okay with that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “What is this for again?” Pierce frowned down at the assorted collection of silverware around his plate. It looked like someone dumped a silverware drawer in front of him and tried to make some sort of nouveau art project with it. One person didn’t need this many plates, spoons, or forks. One of each was plenty. 
 
      
 
    Jennifer laughed at his confusion. “Sit up straight and don’t say ‘heck,’” she said with mock seriousness. “Now, for the fifteenth time, that’s a salad fork. It’s for the salad.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce just stared at her, unable to comprehend why the salad needed its own fork. “Why are we doing this again?” 
 
      
 
    Jennifer flipped her long, black hair from her eyes. It fell in massive, voluminous waves from the crown of her head well past her shoulders. Pierce had never seen such a full head of hair on anyone, and he wondered how she ever got a brush through it. The edges of her hair glowed with streaks of random colors, like she’d tumbled into a rainbow. Her eyes with the same, glowing green as Felice’s, but Jennifer’s were obviously contacts. Her skin was the deep brown of someone who owed their heritage to somewhere in Central America. She even had a touch of the accent. 
 
      
 
    Jennifer was wearing something designer that looked like it is cost more than Pierce’s bike did. She looked perfectly at home in this upscale restaurant. Both she and Felice looked completely relaxed. 
 
      
 
    He felt as out of place in this crystal-and-china-infested cafe as a badger in a ballroom. It didn’t matter that they’d dressed him up again in a suit that was worth more than his entire life back home, he still felt like he stood out like a sore thumb. It was unbearable. 
 
      
 
    But Felice needed him to do this so he could go to the Gala with her. It was incredibly important to her, so he made an effort to find it important, too. But all these rules seemed intricate and difficult for the sake of being intricate and difficult. None of the rules seemed to have a purpose other than to make Pierce as confused and angry as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Whoever came up with this system obviously never had to wash dishes,” Pierce grumbled, waiting for the waiter to bring what the girls had called the “Next Course.” It sounded incredibly ominous to him. 
 
      
 
    Both Jennifer and Felice broke down in a fit of giggles, their eyes pricked with tears and glittering with laughter. Felice looked like an angel when she smiled, a goddess when she laughed, but Pierce wasn’t sure he liked her laughing at his expense. 
 
      
 
    “It’s simple; for each course they bring out, use the utensil that is furthest from your plate and work your way in. If you’re not sure what to use, watch the people on either side of you. They’ll know which fork or spoon to use.” 
 
      
 
    Jennifer nodded. “I think the hardest part is knowing whether to use a spoon or a fork for what food,” she said her eyes trained on her phone’s screen. Never in his life had he ever seen adults so involved in their phones. Well, I guess that’s because most of the people I know can’t afford smartphones. “Like, the soup is easy, but there are some other things that you could eat either with easily. Just watch the people around you; it’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “This is ridiculous.” He pulled at the too-tight neck of his dress shirt. Glancing down at his plate, Pierce studied the tiny serving of something completely unrecognizable as food. 
 
      
 
    “If you think this is crazy, wait ‘til you see the Gala,” Felice said. She looked happy here, all of the tension melting out of her shoulders the longer she sat here. And Pierce didn’t think it had anything to do with the service or the food. 
 
      
 
    Felice needed Jennifer in her life. There was a part of Felice that never completely relaxed until her best friend was around. Jennifer seemed to remind her of everything that was important that wasn’t work, the TV show, or her too-demanding mother. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” he asked cautiously. “What is the Gala like?” Not sure he wanted to know the answer, Pierce braced himself for the answer. 
 
      
 
    “Crystal glasses, outfits worth a million dollars, and some of the richest snobs in the world,” Jennifer said, snorting delicately. 
 
      
 
    “Unimaginable wealth and power, a ballroom-style dance floor made of marble, and crystal chandeliers,” Felice added, seeming to get a rise out of Pierce’s obvious discomfort. 
 
      
 
    Jennifer lifted one, gold-tipped hand off of the table, stretching it above her as far as she could. “The ceilings are like miles away from you, and the windows are so tall, you feel like an ant in front of them.” 
 
      
 
    Felice nodded, the smile fading from her face. “It’s supposed to be for charity, but most people spend ten times their donation money on their clothes and shoes.” Sighing, she stared at the floor. Pierce could feel that stupid, protective feeling rising up in him, wanting to shield her from all of the things that made her unhappy. 
 
      
 
    But in all honesty, he was the one in need of reassurance. 
 
      
 
    Spending the last few days with Jennifer and Felice, going to every fancy restaurant within a fifty-mile radius, made him miss his people back home with a sharpness he didn’t expect. 
 
      
 
    Although he didn’t miss Gunner, his backstabbing friend from the Club, he did miss many of the others. Those who had stood by him for so long. He wondered if any of them had figured out what had happened, or if they had just assumed Gunner’s story was the truth and dismissed him as guilty. 
 
      
 
    “No. I can see some of them, maybe, but I feel like Luther and Kent and Razor would never believe I did such a thing.” Sighing, he wished he could see them again, hear their voices. But there was nothing for it. They would have to get on with their lives without ever knowing what happened to him. 
 
      
 
    “Because as soon as Clay crawls back to Felice, I won’t want to be anywhere near this place.” The thought of her in his arms made Pierce furious, but he pushed that feeling down. It was what Felice wanted, so Pierce would abide by it. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice breathed a heavy sigh of relief the moment she waved goodbye to Jennifer and closed her front door. Silence reigned in her pretty house; Paula must have already come and gone. Smiling, Felice inhaled deeply. There was something wonderful about a clean, quiet house that soothed her soul. 
 
      
 
    But right now, she wanted her house to be anything but quiet. She had a few ideas of how she wanted to spend her evening with Pierce, and she was really hoping he was thinking the same thing. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t stop thinking about that amazing night they had spent together, how he had literally harassed her all the way up the stairs to her bedroom. His sex drive seemed to be as insatiable as hers, and she needed that sort of drive again. She needed him again. 
 
      
 
    Feeling a little shy, she turned around, coming face to face with Pierce. His wild brown eyes were filled with something she couldn’t read, his teeth holding his bottom lip hostage. OMG, he’s so hot. How on earth did Felice get so lucky? Who knew that one day, a literal sex god would just wander into her life right when she needed him most and would make love to her until she passed out? 
 
      
 
    “We have the evening free, Pierce. Is there anything in particular you wanted to do?” Felice could feel that wicked smile coming back to her face as her gaze roamed over Pierce’s perfect body wrapped up in that tailored suit. 
 
      
 
    Pierce’s eyes nearly glowed as he took her in, his lips parting as his gaze drank up what would soon be his. His voice was rough with lust as he said, “I should, uh, hang up the suit first.” 
 
      
 
    Felice laughed. He had such mundane concerns! “It’s just clothing, Pierce.” She closed the distance between them, her eyes hooded with desire. “But I promise to be gentle when I take it off of you. Deal?” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t give him a second to argue; before he could say a thing, she was down on her knees, her lips brushing against his already hardening member through the silk fabric of his pants. He groaned in the back of his throat, his hands coming up to bury themselves in her long blonde hair. 
 
      
 
    Pulling his zipper down, Felice freed his cock, admiring the soft skin and his perfect length for a just a second before exploring it more fully with her tongue. She caressed him, sucking hard, then soft, swallowing the length of him down her very willing throat. His hips began to move, his member hard and throbbing inside of her mouth. 
 
      
 
    Pierce’s fingers caressed Felice’s scalp in time with the flicks of her tongue over the head of him. She opened up her throat to his willing member, feeling the length of him brush past her lips and her tongue and into her. Closing his eyes with delight, Pierce moaned low and loud in the back of his throat as Felice grabbed him with both hands, sliding her fingers down the length of him, his cock wet with her saliva. She slid her fingers behind him, closing her fist gently around the soft, wrinkled skin of his balls. 
 
      
 
    He moved his hips faster, his head thrown back as his clothing grew sticky with sweat. Felice opened her mouth to him, letting his thrusting hips pick the pace. He grabbed hold of her head harder, and Felice let him, caressing his cock with her tongue as it slid by over and over. 
 
      
 
    When he came in her mouth, she was ready, swallowing down all of his seed with delight. It slid down her throat as she licked him clean, her tongue sending violent shivers through his whole body. 
 
      
 
    “I have a present for you,” she purred, squeezing him gently in her hand. 
 
      
 
    “So I noticed,” he gasped, his legs wobbling a little with the power of his orgasm. 
 
      
 
    Felice chuckled and got to her feet, catching one of his big hands in hers. “No, I got you something else. Come upstairs.” 
 
      
 
    So he followed her obediently, his fly still open and his beautiful cock still on display. He followed her into her bedroom, his eyes growing wide as he saw her present to them both. Handcuffs hung from the headboard, just waiting for a pair of hands to clasp in them. “You’ve been following rules all day,” she whispered into his ear, sending shivers through his whole body. “Let’s break some.” 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t wholly prepared when Pierce picked her up off of the floor and threw her onto the bed. Much to her delight, his cock was already hardening again. She was so ready for him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Untangling herself from Pierce’s arms, Felice looked down on the beautiful man who had become so important to her. How, in such a short period of time, had he become such an integral part of her life? He was sprawled out on the bed like a cat, his muscled chest rising and falling with a slow and steady rhythm. 
 
      
 
    “I wish I could sleep that soundly.” But there was little sleep in her future; every time she’d actually managed to close her eyes and drift off, horrifying nightmares of a disaster at the Gala would drag her back out of sleep, dripping wet with sweat and shivering. Although she didn’t have to be up for another hour, Felice decided to give up on sleep and get up. 
 
      
 
    To keep from waking Pierce, she showered in the guest bathroom, got dressed quickly and headed downstairs. She meditated, did a short, relaxing round of easy yoga, straightened her hair, painted her nails… All the things that usually relaxed her. But nothing seemed like it was working today. She had this horrible feeling that someone was going to ruin her day, and there was not a single thing she could do to salvage it. 
 
      
 
    Trying to shake the feeling, she started a pot of coffee. The scent and being surrounded by her perfect white kitchen instantly made her feel better, but only a tiny bit. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I just need a bit of mind-numbing TV.” She surfed through the half a million channels she had, trying to find something relaxing. She settled after a few minutes on the cooking channel and checked her phone. Her Reddit board, /r/FeliceDom, was silent. There was apparently no crazy news out there focused on her. The house was safe, the security system still in working order. Nothing was missing and no crazy messages were waiting for her on the phone. All those things should have put her at ease, but none of it did. 
 
      
 
    Frustrated, Felice flipped a few more channels, hoping to clear her head. But instead, a face she saw on the news stopped her cold. A cold-looking stranger stared at her from the TV, wearing Pierce’s face. It looked like a mugshot, only the man on the TV looked evil. 
 
      
 
    A monotone female voice was listing off the information about the case, her pretty face looking rather bored with the facts she listed. “More than a week into the search for biker gang leader Pierce Normandy has come up with no leads and a lot of questions. The murder-suspect was last seen fleeing from the murder scene of one Pedro ‘Snake Eyes’ Gutierrez, a member of a rival gang that Normandy had been having altercations with in the previous weeks…” 
 
      
 
    But Felice could no longer hear. “But Pierce’s last name is Smith, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter; the evidence was right in front of her. That was her Pierce, the one who had slept in her bed. She felt frozen, all of the blood in her veins having turned to ice the longer she stared at the beautiful, evil face on the television screen. 
 
      
 
    Like being caught up in the tide, Felice felt like she was being dragged out to sea. Drowning in a sudden barrage of emotions, she could do nothing but sit on the couch and stare. Even when the news story was over and had moved on to cover an earthquake somewhere far to the east. Felice had a hard time focusing on anything she was saying, and eventually clicked off the TV to get a second of silence. 
 
      
 
    The house was so quiet that it was oppressive. She couldn’t seem to feel properly, her mind reeling. Suddenly a wave of nausea descended over her, crashing hard against her center. The shattered bits of her heart seemed to click against each other, lighting up the silence with the sound of her chest collapsing in on itself. 
 
      
 
    The man who had been living in her home, the man who had slept in her bed, and the man who had brought her such immeasurable pleasure, was a gang member and murderer. Feeling cold, then hot, she felt unsafe in her own home for the first time in her entire life. Unable to think of anything else to do, Felice picked up her phone and called the first person she could think of. 
 
      
 
    “Felice, darling, it’s very early. Is this important?” her mother’s too-calm voice said, obviously unhappy that Felice had woken her. 
 
      
 
    “I  — ” Tears bubbled to the surface of her eyes, cutting off her air for a second. “He lied to me, I  — ” It was impossible; the whole world had fallen away and left her bereft and empty. How had her mother not felt the end of the world happen? 
 
      
 
    “Felice, I need to you take a deep breath and tell me what is wrong, okay?” Her mother sounded more awake now, as though Felice’s panic was caffeine to her bloodstream. “Breathe, Kitten.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath in, Felice noticed the world stopped leaning to one side long enough for her to get the words out. “Pierce. He’s not who I thought he is, Mother.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    After Pierce woke and headed downstairs, he was shocked to find a very silent Felice and Dolores at the kitchen table. Both held identical mugs filled with coffee they didn’t drink and identical expressions of calm that had his head reeling. Something bad had happened. 
 
      
 
    More than anything, Pierce wanted to protect Felice from whatever it was that had put that expression on her face, but he was pretty sure there was nothing he could do. A sick, cold feeling welled up in him as he stared at their too-calm faces. 
 
      
 
    Tears welled in Felice’s eyes as she watched him walk down the stairs, her whole body quivering with something like fear or rage. Her whole body seemed to move away from him as he entered the room. Her emerald eyes lost their sparkle and looked flat and lifeless. And those cupid’s bow lips that always had a wicked little smile for him were turned down and unmoved by his presence. 
 
      
 
    Pierce felt hot, then cold, his head spinning as he froze in place. As much as he wanted to go to her and comfort her, he was pretty sure that he was the source of her pain. So he did nothing at all. 
 
      
 
    “You were on the news this morning, Pierce Normandy,” Dolores said without any preamble. “We saw your pretty face all over the national news.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce hung his head, feeling like he’d just been punched in the gut. Swallowing, he tried to get his bearing back in a world that was reeling. “Okay. My name is Pierce Normandy, and I was once in a gang.” 
 
      
 
    Dolores shook her head, setting her mug down on the table with enough force to spill the coffee over the edge of it. She didn’t seem to notice, but Felice did. She stared at the spill, looking like she might cry over it. “I knew that already, boy. I had someone pull up your record. But it features a few stolen property charges and some reckless driving tickets. It didn’t say a thing about murder.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce opened his mouth, but paused when Felice picked up her head. “You checked Pierce’s background?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Dolores said, dismissively, waving a hand at her daughter. “But the murder rap was too new to show up properly, wasn’t it, Pierce? Who were you running from?” 
 
      
 
    He cleared his throat painfully, staring down the Domiano matron with fiery eyes. “Gunner,” he said, the name bringing up all sorts of angry thoughts he fought to keep under control. “He — I watched him kill Snake Eyes. But he wasn’t planning on taking the fall for it. He set me up. So I ran. It was all he wanted; he hasn’t sent any pursuit here, which just means he wanted my turf. So, he has it, and I was supposed to disappear; I have a buddy in California that promised to get me out of the country if I ever needed it.” 
 
      
 
    There was silence in the room, and Pierce crossed his arms over his chest, standing in a defensive position unconsciously. “I left with the intention of sailing straight through as quickly as possible, but I got held up by a lady who offered me more money that I’d ever had at one time.” Sighing through his nose, he met Dolores’ eyes with his own, both of them unflinching. “But then I spent some time with you daughter and ended up caring for her deeply. I should have left before I hurt you, Felice. I — I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Dolores was watching him with eyes burning with anger, but as he spoke, her demeanor shifted, changing from anger to something more thoughtful. Staring at him for a long time, Dolores seemed to be searching every inch of his soul for something that Pierce was pretty sure she wouldn’t find. After his life of crime, he was pretty sure he didn’t have a soul anymore. Never in his life had he ever regretted those decisions that lead him to become a criminal until right this very second. 
 
      
 
    Seeing Felice’s distraught face, he wanted to take every second of it back. 
 
      
 
    Finally, after an eternity of silence, Dolores finally turned to her daughter, her expression much softer than Pierce had ever seen it. “Felice, darling, I need you to call up that slimy Kenneth Vanderbilt man to give our Pierce ‘Smith’ a believable background story. We need to make him as reputable looking as possible for tonight, and take great pains that all of his tattoos are covered.” 
 
      
 
    Felice looked up at her mother, her mouth agape. Pierce didn’t notice as he was giving Dolores a very similar expression. Suddenly, Pierce realized what had happened; Dolores saw past all of his bad-guy posturing and down to the core of him. 
 
      
 
    She knew he was falling hard for Felice, and not a thing in the world could stop it. 
 
      
 
    Wincing, Pierce realized that she was going to milk that for all it was worth. And in the next second, he realized he didn’t care at all, just so long as it meant he could steal a little more time with Felice. 
 
      
 
    That was all that mattered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Lucky for everyone involved, Kenneth Vanderbilt was free that morning, and was willing to make the thirty-mile hike out to Felice’s home in the desert. Felice didn’t really know how to feel about any of it, the flurry of emotions just under her skin made her feel like she was lost at sea. 
 
      
 
    Feeling empty and listless, she called the only person in the world that could make her feel better and could keep a secret: Jenny. Her best friend would show up to help, no questions asked. 
 
      
 
    Jenny flew in the door without even knocking after only about ten minutes, looking like she’d just poured herself out of bed, into some shoes, and come right over. She had a little leftover makeup from the night before, and her pretty, super-long hair was up in the messiest of messy buns. She still managed to look cute though, with made Felice a little jealous. But she instantly felt better with her BFF by her side. 
 
      
 
    All in an instant, she realized she completely forgiven her best buddy for any error she may have made with Clay. It was all water under the bridge, and Jenny would always be her best friend, no matter what. 
 
      
 
    It took the whole rest of the thirty minutes they had remaining to catch Jenny up on the news of the morning. She took it better than expected and was the shoulder Felice needed more than anything to cry on. Pierce smartly made himself scarce and even Dolores found somewhere else to be. Felice told Jenny everything, her speech only interrupted a few times by Dolores yelling at the TV remotes for not working how hers worked at home. 
 
      
 
    She was ready to face the world by the time Kenneth arrived. It was a good thing, too, because Kenneth came with a world of bad news. 
 
      
 
    “I feel for yah, girly,” Kenneth said, pilfering a cup of coffee and a plate of snacks off of the table. He’d managed to drain two pots of coffee, a whole plate of cookies, and a floral arrangement made out of flower-shaped pieces of fruit, and he still looked around for more to stuff into his ugly maw. “Unfortunately, I can no longer help you.” 
 
      
 
    Felice never liked Kenneth; he was a slime ball and worked with circles of people she wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole, but sometimes, a celebutante needed a slimy man like him to keep the dirt from getting on her own Dior pumps. “What do you mean you can no longer help us?” Dolores asked, slamming her hands down onto the table. 
 
      
 
    “I gotta work on the right side of the law for a bit; have some law men watching me a little too tightly right now. So I’m 100% clean as soap until the vultures find a different corpse to circle,” Kenneth said, picking his yellowed teeth with his fingers. “So, as much as I want to, I can’t get your young man a new social security number or passport or anything. I can’t even refer yah to someone else without making some problems for my friends, yah see? And probably problems for you all, too.” 
 
      
 
    Felice couldn’t seem to keep her head above water long enough to catch all of his words. Everything seemed to blur in and out of focus. Why were they doing this? Pierce had to tell the police everything. They shouldn’t be covering this up. She didn’t even care about the half a million dollars or Clay or anything else anymore. Forget pride. No, this was far more important. 
 
      
 
    But she couldn’t seem to formulate a proper argument, so she kept her mouth shut, letting the others speak instead. She was too tired to argue with anyone, anyway. So while Pierce, Jenny, Dolores, and Kenneth argued over their next step, Felice just walked away from the table and found a quiet corner of the TV room to be alone. 
 
      
 
    How had everything gone so completely wrong so quickly? 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think you understand what you’re saying, Felice,” Pierce said, trying to keep his voice even. He was careful not to interrupt her when she spoke; she got enough of that from her mother without getting it from him, too. But it was incredibly difficult to keep himself in check when she was spouting nonsense. 
 
      
 
    Jenny was watching the two of them with curious eyes, but she didn’t interject. Thankfully, Kenneth and Dolores had already left, finally bringing a modicum of peace back to the white house in the desert. 
 
      
 
    “Then explain it to me,” she whispered, her face a map of anger and strain. “Please.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t go to jail; police won’t take my word. They won’t trust me. I’ve seen it before. It’s why it’s so easy to set one of us up if you want his place. They don’t care which one of us actually did it. They just want someone to serve the time. In jail, I won’t be able to do anything.” Pierce sat back in the chair, crossing his arms over his chest to keep from taking Felice’s hands. “If I don’t find evidence for what Gunner has done, I can’t go to the police.” 
 
      
 
    “But if you go back to Boston, Gunner could kill you.” Felice was clutching a bunch of tissues like a lifeline, her eyes clear of tears. She just seemed to be holding them just in case. Either that or she desperately needed something to hold onto. 
 
      
 
    “But if I go back, maybe I can clear my name and clean things up instead of hiding. I’ve never been good at hiding, and maybe if I do the right thing, then I can get my life back.” 
 
      
 
    Felice’s head snapped up, her emerald eyes searching his own. “What do you mean the right thing? The right thing would be to go to the police and tell them  — ” She was nearly hysterical, ready to start screaming. He was close to that point, too, and he fought to keep his head on. 
 
      
 
    “Felice, please. This is my life we’re talking about here. We can’t just  — ” 
 
      
 
    Standing up, Felice nearly knocked her kitchen chair over. Jenny’s eyes narrowed as she watched the two of them in careful silence. Pierce couldn’t blame her. But he wanted to defuse this situation and move onto a planning stage, but Felice seemed to refuse to take a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    Her beautiful, terrified body was hyperventilating, and he couldn’t do anything. 
 
      
 
    “You’re wrong!” she was screaming. “You need to go to the police. You can’t leave them chasing you; it’ll be even worse if they catch you on the run!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m already on the run,” Pierce snapped, finally losing his temper. Why wouldn’t she listen to him? “No matter what I do now, I’m screwed unless I find some evidence to defend myself with, as soon as possible. And that means finding Gunner and figuring out why he did this to me.” 
 
      
 
    Felice’s tiny fists beat against his chest. It barely even hurt, but it hurt more than she would hit him. “You’re wrong, dang it, listen to yourself!” 
 
      
 
    “Felice! Pierce! Please stop.” Jennifer finally cut in, her voice ragged and unhappy. “This is literally getting us nowhere. How about instead of jumping in feet first, we make a blasted plan?” 
 
      
 
    Felice turned to her friend, her body quivering like a rabbit’s. She took a deep breath, then another with her eyes locked on Jennifer’s. Once again, Pierce was blown away by the depth of their friendship. All Felice needed was Jenn by her side and she could handle anything. Even if that thing was the man she’d been sleeping with wanted by the police for a murder he didn’t commit. 
 
      
 
    It made Pierce want to punch Clay in his stupid face all the more. “Look at what he almost ruined; one of the best relationships I’ve ever seen between two people.” Pierce wished he had someone back home that he could trust so completely. 
 
      
 
    Jenny rubbed her hands over Felice’s arms as though she were warming her up. “See? Deep breaths. Now, Pierce. You can’t go just running back home without a plan. And Felice, you can’t just send him to the police without a plan.” Jennifer looked back and forth between them for a long moment, her nose crinkling as she thought it through. Suddenly, her face lit up and she snapped her fingers at Felice. “That private investigator your mom has on speed dial for her boyfriends, you think he might have contacts on the east coast?” 
 
      
 
    Felice sniffed exaggeratedly, her chest heaving with the depths of her breaths. “Maybe. I could ask. Why?” 
 
      
 
    Jennifer smiled at her friend, obviously happy that she was starting to calm down. Pierce was pretty happy about it, too, to be honest. “Now, here’s my idea…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Jennifer was like the piece of wood that saved Kate Winslet in the movie Titanic. She was Felice’s Superman, her knight in shining armor. Nothing was too big for Jenny to tackle, and nothing in the world could change that. And Felice was more glad for that now than she ever had been in her whole life. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Felice released her frightened, crazy anger. She breathed in Jennifer’s calming words, feeding off of her calm tone. And she managed to finally chill out long enough to really listen to what her friend was proposing. 
 
      
 
    “So here’s the plan,” Jennifer said, starting to write down ideas on a piece of paper. “We contact your mom’s private investigator and figure out if he has any friends on the east coast. We track down some people who can sniff around the murder without raising too much suspicion, and we find a way to clear Pierce’s name. Does anyone else have any ideas that they would like to share?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce pondered the question for a moment, his perfect eyebrows furrowing.  “I don’t care how we do it, but I want Gunner to pay for what he’s done,” he answered, finally, his voice filled with a kind of determination that Felice had never heard in him before. “If this investigator thing doesn’t work out, I will have to head back home and fix this. I never should have left in the first place. I can’t go back in time, but I will do whatever I have to make sure that Gunner pays and I get my people back.” 
 
      
 
    Felice wanted to argue with him. “But, if you hadn’t come out here, we never would have met.” That thought bounced around inside of her skull like a pinball, blocking out the sound of Pierce’s and Jenny’s voices. A pain started in her chest, spreading out until every inch of her body seemed to hurt. 
 
      
 
    So instead of pretending to listen, Felice got up from her chair and walked away. She left the dining room, dragging her feet through the hallway and the living room. She found herself in the kitchen, and began brewing a pot of coffee without even thinking about it. It was cathartic, watching as the earthy, bitter liquid spilled out of the machine, as the scent of freshly ground beans filled the whole house. 
 
      
 
    Felice stared out of the kitchen window, watching as the sun continued to rise in the sky. This day had felt so long already that Felice was sure it must be at least dusk, but it wasn’t even noon. 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” 
 
      
 
    Felice turned around at the sound of Jennifer’s voice. “Yes,” she answered. But her hands shook as she took the carafe out of her machine and tried to pour herself some coffee into her favorite mug. 
 
      
 
    Jenny ended up taking the cup and the carafe away from her before she broke something. She poured the coffee herself, mixing in a little cream and some sugar, just the way Felice liked her coffee before handing it to her. Then Jenn poured herself a mugful, too. “I’m sorry this happened to you, Felice.” 
 
      
 
    “Where is Pierce?” she asked, not really wanting to talk about it anymore. The subject was exhausting, and she wasn’t sure she’d make it through another round of interrogation. 
 
      
 
    “He went outside to make a phone call; he says there is someone he knows back home that will get a message to his people but will not have his wire tapped. It’s the only way he can ask for help from those still loyal inside of his organization without getting caught.” Jennifer was watching her like a hawk, her chocolate eyes searching every inch of her for something. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re the right person to be giving Pierce advice?” Felice snapped, tired of being stared at like she was about to lose it. She didn’t feel like she was crazy, but Jennifer seemed to be waiting for signs that she was. 
 
      
 
    Jennifer rolled her eyes. “You know, I’ve made some dumb decisions, but I’m not an idiot. I’m also a master at getting out of bad situations,” she said, holding up her hands and smiling, “which makes me absolutely invaluable.” 
 
      
 
    But instead of laughing at her sass, Felice just because angrier. “Jenny, I’m serious. What are we supposed to do if none of this useless planning works out?” Felice couldn’t bring herself to say the rest, the words that haunted the edges of her lips and filled her mind. “How am I supposed to live without him if he goes to prison for life, or if he leaves and returns to the east coast?” 
 
      
 
    Jennifer crossed her shapely arms over her chest, pushing one hip out as her smile turned to a sneer. “This planning isn’t useless, Felice,” she answered, her voice deadly quiet. “I might not be perfect, but at least I’m trying to help. At least I’m not so straight-laced I might end up in a straight jacket. You know you are allowed to say no to your mother right? She can’t rule your life anymore; you aren’t fifteen. Have you ever said no to her once in your life?” 
 
      
 
    “What does this have to do with Pierce?” Felice’s eyebrows knitted together in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll let that woman decide who you should or shouldn’t be with; you know, after everything he’s done to the two of us, Clay doesn’t deserve you. Clay doesn’t deserve to win either. He deserves nothing from you,” Jennifer looked out of the kitchen window, her perfect hair starting to fall out of her half-hearted bun. 
 
      
 
    “Now Pierce- my goodness, girl, you are good at pickin’ them — he needs to get his head out of his rear and look around. He’s too quick to be rushing off and making rash decisions. What was he planning on doing? Punching his way to the truth? This isn’t a Jean-Claude Van Damme movie.” 
 
      
 
    Felice just stared at her friend, mixed feelings clogging up her throat and cutting off any response she might have had. Jennifer was so very right, but also so wrong. She opened her mouth, but no words came out, so she clamped her jaw shut instead. After a moment, Felice sat down on one of the kitchen barstools hard and buried her face in her hands. “I don’t want Pierce to leave,” she whispered finally. “But if he feels he needs to return home, I can’t stop him. Nothing I will say will change his loyalties to his people back home.” 
 
      
 
    “I can think of a few things that might change his mind,” Jennifer said, wiggling her shoulders suggestively. “But if Pierce knows what’s good for him, he’ll stay here. Forget who he was and what he was and just start over.” 
 
      
 
    Felice didn’t say anything to that; she wasn’t sure there was anything she could say. 
 
      
 
    So instead, she remained silent. And waited. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “So you’ll get that to Razor?” Pierce said for the final time. He was pretty sure that he could trust Marlin to bring information to his contact inside of the Millennium Mayhem Motorcycle Club, but Pierce was also pretty sure he could have trusted Gunner with his life, too, once upon a time. 
 
      
 
    Which was why Marlin was the third person he called. 
 
      
 
    Pierce hoped that at least one would bring his message to Razor or Kent intact. If any of them were not loyal, Pierce would get an idea who pretty quickly, based on the people he entrusted with which message. Hopefully, they would send him a message on the generic email addresses he’d sent up for each of them to reply to him with. 
 
      
 
    Now only time would tell who he could trust and who was hoping he’d get caught. So far away from his people, he felt worthless, like he’d abandoned them. He wondered what had become of all of his friends and rivals back home, and if any of them believed he’d actually killed Snake Eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose it doesn’t matter what they think now, just so long as they believe my message. If someone disappeared for a week without contact, I’d probably think the worst of him, too.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce reached into the pocket of his jacket and was surprised to find half a pack of cigarettes left. He only really smoked when he was out drinking with the gang, so this must have been left over from their last outing together. He pulled the pack out of his pocket and lit one, inhaling the bitter smoke deeply into his lungs. 
 
      
 
    If nothing else, the act of doing something took the edge off. “If I go back right now, they’ll lock me up and throw out the key. No one cares if they're already convinced you’re a villain. No one wants to know what really happened; they’re just happy you're finally behind bars.” 
 
      
 
    He would heed Jennifer’s advice, trying to build a case against Gunner before making another appearance at home. She’s got a good head on her shoulders. Perhaps they would be able to hire someone to find out something for them, collect some clues, and make Pierce’s return home to Boston a good one. Instead of one in handcuffs dragged between two police officers. 
 
      
 
    He inhaled deeply, puffing the yellow-gray smoke into the perfect blue of the desert sky, a frown on his chiseled face. As much as he said the east coast was home, the more time he spent here with Felice, the more this felt like home. But that couldn’t be right. 
 
      
 
    Felice couldn’t have become so important in such a short period of time. Could she? Pierce didn’t want to delve too deeply into his feelings for her, but his heart seemed to have other plans. He daydreamed, not just about having Felice’s body, but also about making Felice’s home his own. 
 
      
 
    “A dangerous, impossible dream,” he thought, blowing smoke out into a ring in front of him. It doesn’t matter what I want or how I feel; a life with Felice is never going to be real. That kind of life would never work out. I don’t belong in her high society any more than she belongs in jail beside me. But that doesn’t change how much I wish it would work out.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce put out his smoke and went back inside, trying not to think at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice was still standing by the sink when she heard Pierce come back inside. Jennifer, on her way out, said something to him, but it was too quiet for Felice to hear. So she kept her eyes locked with the window, not really seeing anything outside. 
 
      
 
    Creaks on her hardwood floors warned her as Pierce came closer. Felice heard the front door shut as Jenny left, but she still didn’t turn around. 
 
      
 
    Pierce cleared his throat, and Felice’s fingers gripped the counter around the sink even harder. The tile felt cool and wonderful under hands, the kitchen so wonderfully stable. But the rest of the world kind of felt like it was tilting to one side. After a long moment of silence, Felice took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for falling apart. I — I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
      
 
    There were little shuffling noises behind her. “I’m sorry, too, Felice.” He stepped even closer, until he was within touching distance. She could feel the heat of the outside echoing off of him, smell the scent of a cigarette on his skin. Shivering, Felice held still as Pierce stepped close enough to press his lips to the back of her neck. “I — That was unfair to start a fight with you. I run into things without thinking usually and, well, thank you for stopping me.” 
 
      
 
    Felice turned slowly in his arms, coming to face the beautiful man behind her. She knew he was sorry, but she also knew better than anyone that she might not be around to talk him down from whatever crazy thing he decided to do next. Sighing, tears pricking the edges of her emerald eyes, she ran her fingers along the shaved sides of his black hair, then traced the curved line of one of his tattoos down his neck to his collar. 
 
      
 
    “No one is perfect, and I’m not asking you to be, Pierce,” she whispered, falling head-first into the mocha color of his eyes. “All I ask is that you stop and take a deep breath before making decisions. I  — ” Felice stopped before she could say too much; Pierce didn’t want to hear about her feelings. He didn’t want to hear how attached she’d become. She would only become a burden to him. She kept her mouth shut, kissing him instead. 
 
      
 
    He pressed her back against the sink, his hands sliding hard around her ribcage. His rough handling was enough to send a little thrill through her whole body, shivering along her skin like gooseflesh. Lips urgent, Pierce kissed her deeply and thoroughly, something different in the feel of him. There was something dark that the hot core of lust couldn’t seem to touch. But soon, Felice was so lost in the feel of him, those thoughts slipped from her mind for more urgent concerns. 
 
      
 
    Picking her up off of the floor with his strong hands, Pierce set her down on the edge of the sink, sliding his hips in between her knees to press closer to her. His leather jacket slid to the floor at a touch, and Felice pressed her soft lips to the curve of his neck, newly exposed. The skin there was salty and smelled of something spicy mixed with a hint of cigarette smoke. Her hands caressed every inch of his body, trying to memorize every bit of skin. She wanted to know every line of his tattoos and every spot that made him moan when she touched it. Felice wanted to engrave the feel of his body on her memory forever, to keep him close when the world inevitably tore them apart. 
 
      
 
    Pressing closer, Pierce grabbed Felice’s thighs through the thin fabric of her skirt hard enough to leave little bruises like fingerprints. He forced their bodies closer, and she could feel every line of him against every bit of herself. His hands caressed, hard, and she moaned, throwing her head back as the fire mounted inside of her belly again. Her pussy throbbed like second heartbeat, aching for the touch of him. Any touch would do. 
 
      
 
    Felice cried out as Pierce slid his thumbs under the hemline of her skirt, slipping her lacy panties down the long lines of her legs, brushing every inch of skin he passed on his way to her feet. Then, on his knees in front of her, he looked up at her with a kind of wickedness that make her heart flutter. She liked how demented he could look, and more than anything she wanted to know what little wicked thoughts make his face light up like that. She wanted him to act them out on her flesh and give her wicked little thoughts, too. 
 
      
 
    Starting from the floor where he rested, his erection pushing hard against the fabric of his ragged jeans, he kissed the tops of her feet, caressing fingers and lips finding her ankles and slowly inching up. Felice closed her eyes, her mind tracing the maps he kissed into her skin. Flames flickered wherever his mouth brushed, turning into raging brush fires as he climbed his way north, tattooing invisible patterns across her skin. 
 
      
 
    Felice moaned, low and long, in the back of her throat as Pierce reached her thighs, his teeth nibbling ever upward. He was driving her mad with the slow caress of his mouth over her body, and no amount of pleading and begging seemed to speed up his pace. 
 
      
 
    So when he finally reached the prize at the top of her thighs, she screamed into the silence of the kitchen. She was aware of everything in that moment: the cold tile against her bottom, the feel of her long hair caressing the skin of her back, and the ambient scent of fresh coffee in the background. But mostly, she felt the hot, burning lines that Pierce licked into her clit. He buried his face between her thighs like he needed to taste her to continuing living, his mouth slow, tantalizing, and yet hungry all at the same time. Grasping the sides of Pierce’s head, Felice rode against his mouth hard, screaming her pleasure into the empty house around her. Her whole body shook with every thrust of his mouth against her center, and she cried out in time with his caresses. 
 
      
 
    Her climax came over her hard, unexpected, shaking her body to its core. She nearly tumbled off of the counter as she thrashed in Pierce’s perfect arms, her whole body convulsing with the lighting that sang in her blood. 
 
      
 
    “Goodness, I want this forever,” she thought. And the shock of that thought echoed through her whole body. Pierce looked up at her from the floor, his eyes nearly black with desire, his lips slick and salty with her own juices. Her green eyes collided with his, the look feeling so much deeper and intimate than even the oral sex from a moment ago. “Do I really want Pierce forever, in spite of everything?” 
 
      
 
    And her heart warmed at the thought; she wanted to come home to his crooked smile and tattooed skin every day. She wanted to wake up next to the chiseled jaw and that beautiful soul that peaked out from his eyes every day. Nothing could have prepared for her for the flow of love and affection that spilled out of her heart at the sight of his beautiful face. Time seemed to slow as Pierce stood, his eyes caressing the lines of her face. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Beautiful, perfect, warm. 
 
      
 
    There was something especially beautiful glittering in the depths of her emerald eyes. Pierce couldn’t keep his eyes off the woman before him, her skin blushing with her orgasm. She was beautiful, clever, perfect. How had he gotten so lucky to stumble into her life as he ran for his? 
 
      
 
    Stepping forward, Pierce wrapped his beautiful Felice up in his arms, pulling her warm body into his. She gasped a little as he pressed the line of his hard body to the soft, perfect curves of his, closing her into an embrace. He never wanted to let her go. 
 
      
 
    If only I could stay here forever, he thought, aching a little at the thought. That wasn’t possible of course, but maybe he could pretend for a while. Pretend she was his. Pretend he could stay and play house with Felice the TV star. 
 
      
 
    Kissing her hungrily, Pierce pulled her closer, clinging to her like there was nothing else stable in the whole world. And Felice clung to him, too. He wanted to believe that she needed him just as much as he needed her, but he wasn’t sure. She was better than he could ever be, too much of a good, straight-laced woman in an upscale world for him. She’d never wondered where her next meal would come from, or if she would lose her house and be thrown on the street. 
 
      
 
    They came from two different worlds, but for now, Pierce wanted to pretend that didn’t matter. 
 
      
 
    Running his hands over her body, hands rough and groping, he pulled her out of her clothing, tossing them aside and leaving her exposed. Her breasts heaved with breath as she slid her hands under his shirt, pulling it off and tossing it to the side, too. 
 
      
 
    They clashed, all bitten lips and tongues, Felice’s long nails digging into his shoulders. Pierce could feel her straining against him, like she was trying to push past his skin and meld with him. He pulled her closer, the head of his cock finding her opening, slick and ready for him. 
 
      
 
    He slid inside her to the hilt with no warning and Felice cried out, her teeth finding his earlobe as she scratched long, angry lines down his back. Her thighs wrapped around his body as he thrust inside of her ready, dripping body. The feel of her, velvet soft, hot, and slick with desire, wrapped so close around his cock as he plowed into her. She pulled him closer, tighter, wrapping around his body like a snake. Felice’s wicked mouth found his ear, her hot breath whispering pleas. “Harder,” she coaxed. “Idiot me harder, Pierce. I need you!” 
 
      
 
    So he did. He did everything she begged for; every wicked thing that passed through her lips he obeyed. Slick with sweat, his jeans stuck to his body, he kept on, slamming his body into hers again and again. Whenever he came close to orgasm, he pulled out, caressing her clit with the soft head of his cock until she cried out his name over and over again. He felt the muscles inside of her grasp him harder with every orgasm. 
 
      
 
    But he wouldn’t stop; he wanted to make this last as long as he could. He wanted to feel her ride up against him as waves of pleasure poured through her again and again. Pierce needed to know that, for these precious moments, she belonged to him completely and wholly. 
 
      
 
    “Incredible, Pierce,” Felice cried, down on her knees, as he plowed into her from behind. His view was amazing, the round curves of her buttocks the perfect place to grip her harder. The way her pussy clung to his cock and held on, he knew he couldn’t hold out much longer, but it was worth it to see her so completely spent with pleasure. A fine sheen of sweat glittering off of her skin in the warm lighting in the kitchen. Her skin looked golden-brown against the bright white of the tiled kitchen floor. 
 
      
 
    Pierce decided he liked the way she looked in white. 
 
      
 
    Felice clawed the edges of the floor as the muscles in her pussy grabbed hold of him even tighter, and she screamed. Felice’s spine arched, her head coming up from the tile to call out his name like a prayer. 
 
      
 
    Her face half-hidden by a waterfall of white-blonde hair, her eyes shut hard, and her lips parted in a silent scream of pleasure is what sent him over the edge. His climax slammed into the base of his spine, clawing up his back and spreading outward until Pierce, too, cried out. They collapsed together, panting and drenched in sweat, limbs tangled and without strength. The world had disappeared around them, and nothing existed except the two of them, silent except for their heaving breaths and thundering heartbeats. 
 
      
 
    And Pierce had never been so content. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    After another day of preparation, they ran out of time for more lessons. The night of the Gala came up on them quickly, making Felice shake with nerves. She quizzed her quiet bodyguard over and over again, making sure he remembered all of their rushed lessons. 
 
      
 
    The Gala came up on them, and before Felice knew it, then two of them were dressed and at the Foundation Building, ready for a long night of dancing. 
 
      
 
    Felice fluttered her eyelashes at another of the older gentlemen who bowed her way. While everyone was dressed in formal attire for the Gala, it was the older generation that really got into it. They kissed the ladies’ hands and curtsied or bowed to one another, like actors in an old-fashioned play. Felice liked the harmless flirting of the old men, not only because it made her feel beautiful, but also because of the half-serious, jealous looks that Pierce kept shooting their way. 
 
      
 
    With all of his tattoos covered and his sexy, muscled body wrapped in a very expensive and excellently-fitted set of tails, Pierce actually looked like he belonged here. He bowed and winked at the women, shaking hands with wealthy businessmen from all over the city like he belonged there. And Felice got to hang on his beefy arm like a jewel for everyone to admire. Men and women eyed them longingly from every corner of the ballroom, and Felice drank it in, her head reeling like she’d down half a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon. 
 
      
 
    Felice was happier than she’d ever been at one of these events, and she knew it had nothing to do with her new glittering dress, the absence of her mother, or the glass of wine she’d drunk on the way over in the limo; no, it had everything to do with her date. 
 
      
 
    She’d always gone with her brother to these types of events until she’d met Clay, then she’d gone with him. They were always dull partners, never wanting to chat about anything interesting or dance. 
 
      
 
    But Pierce was game for nearly anything, from nearly charming the pants off of every woman in the room to having polite discussions with the men. He was delightful, attentive, and pleasantly possessive throughout the evening, and Felice was aglow with the feeling it gave her. They had dressed up, she was going to pretend that Pierce actually belonged in her world. It made her happy to see him mingle so effortlessly. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, if the world continues to insist getting its news from social media and pseudo-news websites, we’re going to continue to have a problem,” Pierce said, his beautifully carved face intent and smiling. If he was even a touch nervous, he didn’t show an ounce of it. 
 
      
 
    “Here, here!” an older gentlemen, Baron Roderick, agreed. “Whatever happened to people reading the newspaper?” 
 
      
 
    Felice nearly rolled her eyes at Baron. Who on earth read the news from a paper anymore? The idea was positively medieval. But she smiled at him instead, blinking her huge, emerald eyes at him. “I can’t stand the smell of newspapers,” she answered after a moment’s pause. “My iPad doesn’t smell like it just came out of a press.” She giggled a little, playing up her silliness to take the edge off of the comment. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you’re right, my dear,” Baron admitted, his wrinkled face glowing from a smile. “Did I hear right that they are auctioning off a real Jasper Johns painting from the 1950s?” 
 
      
 
    Felice smiled again, wrapping her arms closer around Pierce’s arm. She glanced up at him for just a second, to fill her eyes with the sight of him. He smiled down at her, his eyes glowing with something that turned her stomach into a butterfly exhibit. “It’s very real. I couldn’t believe it myself. It was donated as an item by Mrs. Beth Carey’s will when she passed away this year. Without her generosity, the Gala wouldn’t be quite so amazing this year.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone inside of their little circle bowed their heads for a moment in memory of the incredibly wealthy and generous Beth before conversation resumed. They chatted with that group for a little while longer before going over to refreshment table and selecting a few choice tidbits to nibble on. Felice caught Pierce swallowing an entire glass of wine in a single gulp; under all that charm, he must have been just as nervous as Felice felt for him. 
 
      
 
    “This evening has been so perfect, though.” Everything was going so well, and Felice couldn’t seem to keep her eyes off of Pierce for long. Everything else faded away when he was around, everything but the electricity between them that filled her belly with embers. 
 
      
 
    Caught up in the memories of the pleasure of his body and the more immediate pleasure of his company, Felice almost completely forgot about Clay. 
 
      
 
    But once she noticed him in the background, it was hard not to notice him again and again; his beady little eyes followed her all over the room. He sat alone, his date long since abandoned him for more lively company, drinking himself into a sloppy mess in the corner. Clay vacillated between looking like a kicked puppy and looking furious whenever Felice’s eyes found his corner again. 
 
      
 
    She thought she would feel vindicated seeing that look in his eyes. That she would feel warm and fuzzy at his obvious desire to have her back. But instead, she felt nothing. No regret, no pity, no remorse. Just a feeling of slight relief that he wasn’t currently part of her life. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t right, was it? Had Pierce driven Clay so completely out of her mind, body, and soul with merely his company and a couple of sessions of mindblowing sex? Was that all it took to forget someone you were hung up on? Pondering the mysteries of her own feelings, Felice didn’t notice as Pierce continued to stare her, his eyes filled with a soft and serene feeling that defied words. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “This evening has actually not been a complete disaster.” Or at least based on the looks that Felice had been shooting him all evening it wasn’t. Pierce tried his best to remember to be charming and witty, leaving behind his old, crude life for this new one of glitter and manners. It was strange, talking to people about subjects Felice had just been teaching him mere days or hours before. He had several practiced lines he could throw in for any given conversation. Pierce felt like a telemarketer with a selection of canned responses at ready. It was hilarious that these parties were so predictable that Felice could share with him all of the conversations they would be having before they even had them. 
 
      
 
    Keeping his hands locked on Felice’s shoulders protectively, Pierce regularly surveyed the room, keeping in mind he was playing the bodyguard boyfriend angle. But it was sometimes hard to remember that he was just playing at this role instead of actually filling it. 
 
      
 
    Felice would look up at him with her big, doll-like green eyes lined with thick, black lashes and smiling like nothing else mattered in the world, and Pierce would forget whatever he was in the middle of doing. What was it about this woman that seemed to turn off the whole world around them like a lightswitch? 
 
      
 
    Pierce noticed Felice’s jerk ex, hovering at the edges of their conversations. He looked like a toddler who was envious of someone else’s toy. Pierce could feel his anger rising every time Clay looked at Felice like he owned her. Never in his life had he ever wanted to murder another human being as much as he wanted to kill Clay. But he pushed that urge down, keeping his hands on Felice instead of around Clay’s selfish little neck. 
 
      
 
    No, he wouldn’t ruin this night for Felice for anything. Keeping himself in check was hard, but he could manage. 
 
      
 
    And the light in Felice’s eyes was worth every second of it. 
 
      
 
    The night wore on and Felice’s brother, Matt, approached them. He’d managed to catch them in the middle of one of their rare moments outside of conversations with some of the other patrons. He had a stupid smile across his handsome face that Pierce didn’t like. 
 
      
 
    “I’m the brother, Matt,” he said, his face filled with a kind mischievousness that Pierce didn’t like. He was too old for the types of pranks he was playing; what grown adult bet his sister money over her newly broken heart? Not a kind one, Pierce thought as he inched closer to Felice. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Pierce,” he answered stoically, placing a protective hand over Felice’s shoulder. “You must be the fool with the deep pockets making bets with Felice.” 
 
      
 
    Matt laughed, a very unpleasant sound. “Yeah, man. And she got so worked up that she actually took the bait. And you are losing, little sis. Don’t forget it!” He walked away, smiling at everyone he walked by. There was no an ounce of empathy anywhere inside of that man’s body; he must have been one of the successful, ruthless psychopaths who make their money through the misery of others. 
 
      
 
    The mongrel even walked right over to a very drunken Clay, smiling as he chatted with him, probably about the same thing he had with Felice. 
 
      
 
    Furious, Pierce had to bite down on his anger, keeping it in check even as Felice muttered curses under her breath in Matt’s direction. 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, however, it wasn’t Matt or even Clay that managed to ruin the evening completely. No, that honor was reserved for Pierce himself, despite his best behavior and killer suit. 
 
      
 
    But despite Clay and Matt, the evening was going quite well. Until the cops showed up. 
 
      
 
    When the police entered the ball, people scattered to the walls like marbles rolling away, leaving the center of the Gala completely bare. Pierce stared them down, feeling his muscles tighten involuntarily, as if his body was preparing to flee without him. Felice clung hard to his arm, her fingers digging deep into the flesh of his elbow. But he barely felt it over the waves of horror that flooded him as the police swept the crowd with their eyes. 
 
      
 
    They were looking for him, he was sure. 
 
      
 
    Holding his breath, Pierce watched them as they looked from face to face, dismissing each before moving on to the next. It wouldn’t be long before they came to him. 
 
      
 
    “I almost forgot tonight that Felice’s world wasn’t meant to have men like me in it. I suppose this is my punishment for forgetting that I can never be part of her world with her.” 
 
      
 
    So when the police came forward, their hard eyes locked on him, his name on their lips, he didn’t resist. He didn’t fight them. But most importantly, he didn’t look back. He wasn’t sure he could handle the devastation on Felice’s face and the smirk he knew would be on Clay Patterson’s. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Jennifer was holding hard onto Felice’s hand, but she couldn’t even feel it. Even when her bones creaked under Jennifer’s too-tight grip, she still didn’t feel it. Felice couldn’t really seem to feel anything except the gaping emptiness that threatened to swallow her whole. She knew she’d become attached to Pierce, but this massive black hole in her body seemed to speak of something deeper than she’d ever imagined. 
 
      
 
    Caught up in those thoughts, Felice barely noticed as Kenneth Vanderbilt finally came into his office. There were deep, black smudges under both of his eyes, and his tie was on wrong, like he’d loosened it and tied it back several times. His clothes were wrinkled like he’d been wearing the same suit for days. And given his state of mind, Felice was convinced he had. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve told yah before, I can’t help with your friend and his legal troubles,” Kenneth said for the third time. “I can’t even help myself right now, yah know?” 
 
      
 
    Jennifer made an exasperated noise in the back of her throat. “You told us you were being watched; we’re not asking you to do anything illegal. Just looking for some protection from Pierce getting locked up and lost in the system. You know none of those cops are going to look further into the case because he ran from them.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, Jennifer, sweetheart, I know all this. I still can’t help yah,” Kenneth made a weird gesture of helpless, exaggeratedly swinging his arms around at the office. “I’m gonna lose my office this week, so I have to start packing. It’s hard to pay your bills when half of your business disappears overnight, yah know?” 
 
      
 
    Felice, her eyes swollen from lack of sleep, stared at him, her expression empty and cold. “How much?” she asked, her voice sounding robotic and icy. 
 
      
 
    Kenneth looked at her like he didn’t recognize her. Perhaps, right now, I wouldn’t even recognize myself. But she continued to stare at him, unblinking. 
 
      
 
    “How much for what?” he stammered in reply. 
 
      
 
    “Your lease. How much do you owe the landlord?” Felice whispered, her voice quiet even in the silence of the office space. 
 
      
 
    Looking nervous, Kenneth glanced at Jennifer, who shrugged. “About three grand, but that’s not  — ” 
 
      
 
    Felice reached into her purse which was nestled on her lap, pulling out a small stack of hundred dollar bills and threw it onto his desk. The motion scattered the money like a draft through an open window. Kenneth stared down at his desk, his eyes so wide, she could see the whites all the way around his irises. He looked like a frightened horse that was ready to buck his rider and run in the opposite direction. 
 
      
 
    “Now, will you help Pierce?” 
 
      
 
    Kenneth opened his mouth and then closed it several times, like a fish trying to breathe air. Then he closed his mouth, picked up all of the money Felice had given to him, and walked out of the door with it. He was only gone for a few moments before he returned, a big smile on his face. “Well, I get to stay in my office, my rent’s all figured out for awhile, and I happen to have the next two days off. I had been planning to use that time to move my office to my house, but I’m gonna use it to help your boyfriend out of jail now.” 
 
      
 
    For the first time since this whole thing started, Felice felt her heart swell a little in her chest. The void seemed to shrink a little, and then she took a deep breath and steadied herself. Some like hope kindled in her, setting fires in her veins. “Then let’s make a plan to make sure that Pierce gets out of trouble. Whatever it takes.” 
 
      
 
    Jennifer was worried, but looked a little happier now that they seemed to actually have something of a plan. Kenneth looked like Felice had smacked him over the head with a two-by-four. Secretly, Felice felt bad for him. Had no one ever done anything nice for this poor slob in his whole life? 
 
      
 
    Kenneth looked at her, his eyes still too-wide. He still looked stunned as he said, “So, start from the beginning, Felice. And tell me everything.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the back of the transport van, Pierce stared down at the handcuffs around his wrists. It had been years since he’d been arrested last, and the memory wasn’t a fond one. Jail had been like a cage for him, pressing in closer every day until the walls squeezed him like a juicer. 
 
      
 
    The world felt like it was tilting a little, and he wanted nothing more than to run. Break out of this van and run as fast as he could. But that’s what got you in this deep in the first place. I never should have run in the first place. I never should have left my people. 
 
      
 
    But never running would have meant never meeting Felice. And even if he spent the rest of his life in jail, he would remember that week living at Felice’s white mansion in the desert as the happiest of his entire life. Being with her had taught him so many things; he wished he’d been someone else when they met. Someone completely unlike himself. 
 
      
 
    The van continued to rumble on, the roads bumping up through the world’s worst shocks and jarring Pierce’s spine. He was the only one in the back of the police van; the only criminal being transported to the East Coast from Nevada, he supposed. It would be a very long and lonely ride with nothing but his memories to keep him company. 
 
      
 
    “I hope Felice is okay. I hope Felice takes care of my bike for me. I wonder if Felice is thinking of me right now.” 
 
      
 
    Every thought of Felice was like a shank to his ribs, pain lancing through him. But every thought was about Felice. In the short few days they’d known each other, she’d turned from a mystery he couldn’t touch to his everything. The whole empty world didn’t matter without her in it. 
 
      
 
    “How did someone like her become so important?” It didn’t make sense; it was like some kind of Disney movie where the big bad beast falls in love with the pretty girl. Even though he knew she could never love him back. Pierce wondered if Felice thought about him now at all, or if she just shrugged him off and fell back into the arms of her ex. 
 
      
 
    No, he realized with such certainty that it shook him, she wouldn’t have. In spite of what happened at the Gala, Pierce knew that Felice had feelings for him. She wouldn’t have jumped back into Clay’s arms. 
 
      
 
    Although his hands were bound and the benches in the van were not exactly designed for comfort, Pierce managed to lie down somewhat comfortably. He hoped to at least get a bit of sleep. If he was going to make it out of this, he would need his wits and to be ready for whatever the interrogators threw at him. 
 
      
 
    He slept fitfully, his dreams clogged with memories of Felice’s skin, her laugh, and her house that somehow now felt like home. Or it felt more like home than the Boston he was heading back to. 
 
      
 
    In the long hours back to the east coast, Pierce tried to build a plan in his mind. He stared at the sides of the van for hours, its ugly white walls looking like they hadn’t been cleaned in decades. After a long hour of thought and a heavy sigh, he said, “I need to do what Felice wants me to do,” to the walls. He wasn’t expecting a response, but saying it out loud helped to quiet some of his thoughts. “I need to do what would make Felice proud.” 
 
      
 
    He would talk to the police. He would tell them the truth. He would make Gunner pay, but through legal channels. He would give the police everything he had, hoping something he said would make them doubt just a little bit. Doubt enough to put some legwork into the case again. 
 
      
 
    This time, he would be the good guy. And no matter what happened next, he planned to stay that way. For Felice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    “What are we doing here?” Felice asked, glancing around the inside of the bar. It looked like a shady little place, filled with people that looked like mugshots on a grimy wall. She’d dressed down for this occasion, forcing Jennifer to dress down, too. But even in their bargain bin jeans with tears in them and ill-fitting Walmart t-shirts, they still looked too good for this place. 
 
      
 
    The wood walls were ancient, lanced with a thousand holes from darts and broken glass. The clear coat over the top of the bar looked inches deep, added one layer at time over decades, grime and the soot of cigarette smoke caught between the layers. 
 
      
 
    The few stragglers that were in the bar at this hour glanced up at the three of them with a mix of wariness and anger. Felice tried not to look at any of them too long, ignoring the mottled tattoos that bled out into their skin with time, like she was looking at them through etched glass. A few of the patrons had missing teeth. Something made the inside of the bar smell like trash and body odor. 
 
      
 
    “There better be a darn good reason we’re here.” Jennifer glanced around with a look of barely concealed disgust; it must have matched the expression the Felice herself was wearing. 
 
      
 
    Kenneth just grinned at them. His lackluster appearance fit this place in a way that the girls never could. It was probably the poorly tied tie and mustard stains on his clothing. “You remember how you asked your mom’s private investigator for tips? Well, one of them contacted me; he found that this bar was a frequent haunt of your boyfriend’s people. And I think we might find something here if we look hard enough.” 
 
      
 
    Felice winced. “What kind of looking will we be doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Watch and learn, Princess,” Kenneth said, snapping at the bartender. 
 
      
 
    The old man came over, his rock hard expression matching his rock hard body. He looked to be about sixty and was completely gray, but looked like time had not touched his muscles. The man seemed like he could tie their limbs together with those bulging arms. He looked like he’d seen some things that Felice could only imagine in her deepest nightmares. 
 
      
 
    She had a hard time meeting his clear, ice blue eyes that were as cold as snowfall. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, I would like a beer and two of something girly,” Kenneth said, waving dismissively at the two ladies. He then handed the bartender a enough money to pay for all of their drinks and stock in the bar while they were at it. Felice frowned at the obvious bribery, and the bartender did, too. 
 
      
 
    “What are you digging for?” the man asked, his voice like cigarette smoke and gravel. “I most likely can’t help the likes of you.” His eyes ran over Felice and Jennifer. Not in a sexual way, though; it was more like he was sizing them up, reading their pasts and personalities in every inch of their skin. It was too obvious they didn’t belong here, no matter what Felice was wearing. 
 
      
 
    She took their glasses of wine without so much as a grimace. Felice even managed to sip hers without making a face. 
 
      
 
    “I hear that Pierce Normandy and his boys in the Millennium Mayhem frequented this place.” Kenneth glanced around, his eyes tracing the outlines of the bar’s ceiling. “I also hear Pierce might have been arrested two nights ago.” 
 
      
 
    The bartender’s bushy, salt-and-pepper eyebrows flew up into his hair, his icy eyes becoming unbelievably huge in his tanned face. “Who told you all that?” 
 
      
 
    “A friend,” Kenneth said, ignoring the glare from the bartender. Felice glanced around, but none of the other patrons seemed to be able to hear them speaking, for which she was thankful. “We know he was set up by Gunner, and we want to ensure Pierce isn’t doing time for someone else’s crime.” 
 
      
 
    “Pierce?” The bartender looked surprised, then suspicious. “How do I know you’re telling the truth? You could be anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “We might be anyone, sir,” Felice whispered, wincing as those cold eyes landed on her face. But she forced herself to stare him in the face. “But I need Pierce out of jail.” She didn’t have to fake the wobble in her voice. It had been there since the moment Pierce had been dragged off of the floor and out of her arms. “If there is anything you can do to help us…” Her voice trailed off, but she kept her eyes locked with his. 
 
      
 
    It was the bartender that turned away first. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I might have something to help you.” The bartender called to his backup to watch the bar as he took the three of them into the back. His shoulders looked tense and unhappy. “Here.” He handed Felice a tape. It was unmarked. “This tape has Gunner threatening the guy Pierce supposedly killed, telling the guy he was going to kill him. Pierce is a good guy and he had no beef with Snake Eyes.” The old man crossed his arms over his shoulders. “I thought Pierce had disappeared, gone into hiding. I didn’t think I’d ever have to turn this over to anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you only have the one copy?” Kenneth asked, a smirk in his voice. 
 
      
 
    The bartender nodded. “But you can get Billy to make you a copy, if you need it. He’s down on 5th Avenue; has a video repair place. He’s trustworthy.” 
 
      
 
    Kenneth grinned. “Thank you, sir. Yah have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    Felice clasped the tape to her chest, and it warmed her all the way through. Perhaps there was some hope in this fool’s errand. Now she just needed to find someone at the police station to listen to her. “How hard can that be?” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Pierce glanced down at the photos of him, prominently displayed, next to Felice in a gossip magazine. “You two look cute together,” the detective said, a wicked smile on his mouth. Pierce rolled his eyes, his jaw tightening as he kept his mouth closed around the angry retort. “So what made you run to her?” 
 
      
 
    “She’d broken down on the side of the road, and I gave her a ride back home,” Pierce answered smoothly, his eyes locked with the wall behind the policeman. He felt nervous; cops always made him nervous. But he repeated his mantra over and over in his head, trying to keep cool. “Do what Felice would want you to do ...” 
 
      
 
    The interrogation room looked just like they showed on TV; ugly drop ceilings, a single chair and table in the center. The police had offered him coffee and water, both of which he had declined politely. 
 
      
 
    One of them leaned in towards Pierce. “Why did you kill Snake Eyes, Pierce? Was it a hit?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce sighed. “I didn’t kill him. I barely knew him. Gunner — I mean Jeffrey Tatum — killed him, in hopes of pinning the murder on me and leaving me to rot in jail while he took over the MC.” Pierce glanced around to see nothing but mistrust in their eyes. He added, “I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “We talked to this Gunner; he insisted that you did it,” the detective said, then sat back in his chair, looking relaxed. But his black eyes watched Pierce like a hawk. 
 
      
 
    Pierce sat stock still in his chair, his mouth pulling down at the corners. This was going badly; what could he do to make them believe him? Their hard faces insisted they didn’t believe him, and no matter what he said, they wouldn’t change their minds. Sighing, he started over from the beginning, telling everything that happened that night, hoping they would be able to find a kernel of truth in his story that would break those hardened expressions. He told them how Gunner had called him out to that warehouse. How they had gone shooting together at the shooting range the day before. How Gunner had used gloves to keep his prints off it, and keep Pierce’s intact. How Pierce had run, knowing this would have been the reaction of the police. 
 
      
 
    Not a single face softened during his speech. Ice formed in his stomach as he watched them, every single one of him having already determined his guilt without a jury. 
 
      
 
    “You were wrong, Felice. I wanted you to be right, but you were very wrong …” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a hit man, anyway. If I really wanted someone knocked off, which I don’t, why would I do it myself when I have people I can order around?” he asked, flippantly, trying to dislodge the hopelessness spreading like freezer burn. It burned with cold, filling his veins with ice and pain. His heart burned with it. 
 
      
 
    But nothing he said seemed to get through to any of them. Feeling deflated, he stopped trying. They already had evidence piled against him, and nothing Pierce could say could alter that. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Felice.” 
 
      
 
    With a heavy heart, he closed his mouth and didn’t open it again. 
 
      
 
    A man in a police uniform entered the room, whispered to the two detectives interviewing him, and then left abruptly. The detectives followed him out, leaving Pierce alone in the room for what seemed like an eternity. A young looking woman in a brand new uniform was sent to look after him, and she stood by the door and pretended Pierce didn’t exist. Even when he asked for water, his request fell on deaf ears. “Did something happen?” he asked the woman, trying to squash the tiny flame of hope that was growing in his chest. Maybe they found something to liberate him? But no, there was no way. Right? They weren’t even looking. 
 
      
 
    The young officer ignored him, staying at stoic attention against the wall by the door. She must have been ex-military to be able to stand so still for so long. All those drills seemed to be carved into her muscles, holding her as motionless as a person can be. 
 
      
 
    Pierce quickly tired of watching her to see if she would move, so he started counting tiles on the ceiling, then tiles on the floor. Then the number of times his jailer blinked. 
 
      
 
    After a lifetime, Pierce’s two detectives walked back into the room, looking bewildered. “Well, Mr. Normandy. You have some influential friends, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce blinked at them, unsure of what they meant. 
 
      
 
    “Someone named Kenneth Vanderbilt brought in some evidence that we still have to verify, but it looks like you just might just be getting out of this one.” The detective was frowning as he threw the case files he was carrying down on the table between them. “We’ll review it; if we find what we think we will, you just might have slipped out of the noose.” The officer looked unhappy about it, but he seemed determined to find out the truth at least. “For now, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce felt hot, then cold, his mouth going dry. “What has Felice done?” He knew if Kenneth was involved, it had something to do with her. His heart jump started and came back to life, melting the ice in his chest. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps this will work out after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    The moment the police released Pierce from the building, Felice nearly fainted from relief. Although his clothes were dirty and his boots dragged behind him, leaving lines in the gravel he walked, Pierce was free, and that was all that mattered. 
 
      
 
    Running from the car, Felice slammed into him with nearly enough force to topple him over. As it was, he swayed under her weight, his eyes reddened and puffy. But Felice didn’t care. He was out, he was free. She had freed him. 
 
      
 
    “Felice, why did you  — ” 
 
      
 
    Her eyebrows furrowing, Felice looked up into those eyes that set her heart on fire. “Because I couldn’t leave you in there to rot in jail. You don’t deserve to.” 
 
      
 
    His gaze sliding to her shoulder, Pierce made a face that shook her to the core. “Perhaps I do belong in jail, Felice. Perhaps I belong there  — ” 
 
      
 
    She interrupted him, “Shut up and get in the car. And no more talk like that.” 
 
      
 
    They drove back to Felice’s hotel room in silence, each lost in dark thoughts. After they arrived, Pierce blinked into the sunlight like he’d never seen it before. Here, the air was different, wetter and heavier, than it was in desert. Felice missed home and her little white mansion in the desert like a knife to the heart. This town was cold and ugly, and Felice wanted nothing more than to fly home right this instant. But she wasn’t going anywhere without Pierce. 
 
      
 
    The hotel was some sort of mid-range place with scratchy pillows and the kind of service she’d expect at a McDonalds, but at least no one recognized her here. And that was for the best. The last thing she needed was to have cameras following her around to add to the stress of these insane last couple of days. 
 
      
 
    Pierce continued to follow her like a duckling, a cloud of unbreakable silence hovering around him like a storm cloud. Felice tried to start up a conversation, but whatever words she might have used shriveled up on her tongue and blew away, leaving her empty. So she said nothing instead, letting the silence grow between them until it took up the whole room. In spite of everything Felice had done, Pierce didn’t even relax when she brought him back to the hotel room. 
 
      
 
    She gave him clothes to change into, towels, and soap, and pushed him into the bathroom, closing the door behind him with a shove. She ordered too much food from the lackluster room service and waited for it to arrive as Pierce stood in the shower. After about twenty minutes, the food arrived, and Pierce had been standing so long in the water that Felice was tempted to check on him. But the water turned off eventually, leaving the hotel room in near silence. 
 
      
 
    By the time Pierce stepped out of the shower, Felice had the little hotel feeling homier: a warm meal on the kitchen table, the scent of cheap coffee filling the space, and a tiny fire in the fireplace. But a gas fireplace was better than no fireplace at all, and she wasn’t planning on complaining. 
 
      
 
    Pierce looked dully around the ugly little room, his eyes running first over the 1980s, glow-in-the-dark patterned couch, then the two queen sized beds wrapped in warm, flannel bed coverings. The balcony door was open a little, letting in a cool breeze of freedom into the space, filling it with the scent of freshly mowed grass. Then Pierce’s eyes slid over the feast Felice had gathered for him. Then, his tired eyes settled on her. 
 
      
 
    Those eyes were incredibly haunted, shaking Felice to her foundations. His face twisted until he was almost unrecognizable, his eyes swimming with tangled emotions she couldn’t even begin to unravel. “Felice, you  — ” He swallowed hard then started again. “You saved me; I don’t — I can’t even begin to …” Settling down on the floor in front of her, Pierce bowed his head over her lap, dripping water from his hair onto her pants. 
 
      
 
    She stared down at him, unsure of what to say. Her heart was cracking, looking down at this beautiful, broken creature before her. She’d never seen anyone look so vulnerable before, and it filled her chest with an ache that echoed in her very bones. 
 
      
 
    Without needing him to say a thing, Felice placed her hands over his head, that gentle brush relaxing some of the tension in his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    And Felice could feel her heart stitching itself back together, filling the void that had become her world since the Gala. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    How could he even begin to explain her what it mean that she came for him? Pressing his forehead against the warm fabric of her jeans, Pierce closed his eyes, focusing solely on the feel of her heat radiating out of her and into his skin. There was something incredibly solid about her, even though the whole rest of the world seemed to be off-kilter and a little wobbly around the edges. Being out of jail didn’t quite feel real yet, and Pierce was having a hard time remembering, when his eyes were closed, that he was free. 
 
      
 
    Felice had saved him. The thought still haunted his every breath, stealing it away until there was nothing left in him but a kind of disbelieving hope. It seemed unreal; it all seemed unreal. No one had ever done anything like this for him before. No one ever stood up for him, a poor little boy without a father. No one stood up for tattooed tough guys who broke the law for a living. It wasn’t done. 
 
      
 
    Except Felice had. She had gone out of her way to save him. She had flown 3,000 miles with Kenneth to find out how to set him free 
 
      
 
    Looking up into her face, Pierce saw confusion there and a tentative smile. But there was something else in her. It was a glowing thing that seemed to shine out of her eyes like a beacon, drawing him in. She ran her fingers through his hair, the scrape of her nails against his scalp sending wonderful little shivers through every inch of his body. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Felice,” he said, his throat closing over anything else he might have said. But it didn’t seem like enough. Nothing he could have said was enough. Felice made him feel like he was worth something. Made him feel like anything was possible. And a simple thanks didn’t feel like enough. 
 
      
 
    “You would do the same for me, Pierce. Now come on,” she said gently, prodding him with her gentle hands. “Let’s eat before this gets any colder.” Pierce winced as he stood, his whole body sore and unhappy from the lack of sleep and his rough travel. After pushing himself to his feet, he took the seat opposite Felice and glanced down at the food. It looked amazing, and he dug in, his stomach suddenly twisting with hunger. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t speak much while they ate. Pierce occasionally glanced up from his food. He was afraid she would disappear if he didn’t keep her in his line of sight. That all of this would turn out to be a fever dream and he’d wake up in a jail cell, alone and broken. 
 
      
 
    But each time, she would smile at him, nibble on something from her plate. She was real, as real as the air around him. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Pierce was full, he could barely keep his eyes open. He laid down, his eyelids drooping. Felice settled down beside him, her fingers running through his short hair over and over again. 
 
      
 
    It was easy to relax with her there. Felice let him curl up against her body, where he slowly drifted off to sleep, his arms wrapped possessively around her hips. 
 
      
 
    She said, “Go to sleep, Pierce. You need a little rest. Everything will be better after you rest.” 
 
      
 
    Although he didn’t quite believe her, Pierce let himself drift off into sleep anyway, pushing his problems out of his mind for another time. Although he wasn’t out of hot water yet, Pierce knew that worrying about it today would get him nowhere. Felice’s body warmed him, her solid presence making it easy to forget his worries. She was, after all, all that mattered. 
 
      
 
    When he finally collapsed into the black arms of sleep, his dreams were filled with visions of Felice’s emerald eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice turned to her Pierce again, her eyes wandering over his face. There was considerably less strain in him now that he was sleeping properly, in a proper bed. The sun hadn’t even set yet by the time he’d curled against her and passed out, leaving her unwilling to move and not tired enough to sleep herself. She pulled her book off of the hotel’s side table and started to read, taking breaks by watching TV. She could have gotten up, could have found something to do, but the thought of being apart for Pierce for even that short amount of time made her stay put. 
 
      
 
    Bored as she was, Felice remained, watching Pierce’s face as he dreamed. He seemed to be grateful to her, but it was nearly impossible to get a read on how he was feeling while he slept. What would he do now with his newfound freedom? After they cleared him of all of his charges, if they cleared him of his charges, where would he go? Would he want to be with Felice, or would he want his life here back? What if he had to serve time for running from the police or something else? 
 
      
 
    Questions with no answers filled up her mind, making her wish Pierce would wake. Perhaps he could answer them for her. If she had the nerve to ask. 
 
      
 
    The next time she looked down at him, Felice noticed that Pierce’s eyes were open. He hadn’t moved or changed position or his breathing pattern, but he was definitely awake. She blinked down at him, her eyes searching his face for some hint of his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “How long was I out?” he slurred, rubbing the sleep from his eyes like a child. Felice’s heart swelled in her breast at the sound of his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Not long; just an hour or two. You can go back to sleep if you would like.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce didn’t seem to hear her. “I’m surprised you’re still here. Don’t you have a store back in Nevada to run?” 
 
      
 
    “My mother is running the shop for us while Jennifer and I are here. She can handle it for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Jennifer came with you?” 
 
      
 
    Felice nodded. “Moral support. She’s heading home tomorrow to get back to the store. Kenneth is flying back tonight to get back to his business after helping out. So it will be just the two of us for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “You want to stay here?” 
 
      
 
    Felice laughed as Pierce pulled her a little closer, his arms still wrapped around her hips. “Of course not; you’re hometown is awful. It’s rained twice since I got here. I don’t know how you deal with it. I want my desert back,” she said, then sighed, her face becoming serious. “But you are here, so I will remain as long as you want me to.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce sat up next to Felice, his hand coming to rest on her face. “I don’t want you to stay here if you hate it.” 
 
      
 
    Felice’s heart skipped a beat at the contact, and she kept her eyes locked with his. Every inch of that beautiful face was beloved, and she was having a hard time keeping her heart inside of her ribcage. It kept banging against her skin so hard, she had to put a hand over to it keep it contained. “Thank you, but no thanks. I’m sticking around.” 
 
      
 
    “Stubborn,” Pierce said, a smile on his beautiful mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing like a pot calling a kettle black, Pierce.” She crossed her arms over her chest, trying to look severe, but her smile kept poking out around her serious expression. 
 
      
 
    Leaping forward like a hunter launching itself at prey, Pierce kissed her, hard and hungry. Lighting spilled through her veins, her whole body filling with electrical static that shook every inch of her. What was it about Pierce that filled her with longing so acute that it stung? 
 
      
 
    Running his hands over her body like it was new, Pierce slid his tongue between her teeth, electricity spilling from his mouth to her body. They curled closer to one another, their bodies tangling up like vines. It was there as she kissed him, as she ran her fingers over his skin again that Felice realized what she must have known all along. 
 
      
 
    She was in love with him. 
 
      
 
    Tears pricked the edges of her green eyes, threatening to spill over as Pierce rolled on top of her, pinning her wrists to the bed as he kissed her. There was so much passion in that kiss that Felice couldn’t breathe. She clung to him, her hands burying in the soft fabric of his t-shirt. Any second, he could be dragged away from her, leaving her alone again. That thought tore through her like a knife, leaving her bleeding and in pain. 
 
      
 
    But Pierce slid between her thighs, and the insistent grinding of his hips against her through their clothing was enough to shut those thoughts off. For now, at least. 
 
      
 
    Crying out against his mouth, Felice gasped as her bad boy kissed down her chin, his lips teasing their way down her neck to her favorite spot right behind her earlobe. Gasping, Felice dug her nails into his shirt, pulling on the fabric so hard she was surprised when it didn’t rip. 
 
      
 
    Arching her body, Felice pressed the line of her body to his. She couldn’t bring herself to say it, but she tried to convey it in every inch of her skin pressed against him. 
 
      
 
    I love you. I love you. I love you, Pierce Normandy. 
 
      
 
    Moving with him, Felice moaned, feeling every inch of his hard, throbbing manhood through the fabric of both of their jeans against her pussy. Her thighs wrapped harder around him, trying to pull him through the fabrics and into her. She wanted to be joined with him, to feel the only man she’d ever loved inside of her again; then she could be complete. 
 
      
 
    But Pierce was determined to take his time, driving her completely mad. Even though it had only been a few days, it felt like weeks since they were together last, like years since the Gala. Like lifetimes since he’d been dragged out of the dance hall and out of her life. 
 
      
 
    Pierce slid a hand under her shirt, pulling it over her head and tossing it to the floor. She’d worn one of his favorite bras, knowing how he looked whenever he saw it. Felice was not disappointed; his eyes ran over the mostly see-through, cut-out bra like he was starving and it was a feast. A shiver went through Felice’s body, embers setting fire to her already soaking panties. 
 
      
 
    With a wicked smile on his mouth, Pierce bent over her, kissing her willing flesh. Gasping, Felice closed her eyes, trying to memorize the feel of his mouth tracing the lines of the cutouts. She pressed her hips harder against his with a quick thrust, making them both moan in anticipation for what was coming next. 
 
      
 
    The hook for the bra was in the front, and Pierce was drawn to it like a magnet. Her breasts sprung free of their prison, and she watched as Pierce’s eyes grew dark with desire. It pulled on something low in her belly. 
 
      
 
    “I have never met anyone as beautiful as you,” Pierce whispered, his eyes filled with her. Her heart trembled inside of her ribcage as his ran his eyes over every inch of her, studying the territory he was about to plunder. There seemed to be something else he wanted to say, something just under his skin, but he couldn’t bring himself to say it. 
 
      
 
    Instead, he let his lips and fingers do the talking. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Pierce slid two fingers inside of the hot, throbbing pussy of the only person in the world he’d ever loved, taking immense pleasure in watching her howl his name. Felice’s fingernails dug into his shoulders, pulling hard on him. Her eyes were pressed closed, tears leaking out of the edges of her eyes and she mewled his name like a mantra. 
 
      
 
    There was something different about her since she’d come to rescue him from jail. Something deeply sad and quiet that made her go for long moments without speaking. She wasn’t acting like herself, and Pierce had an idea of why. He decided to turn to her body for the truth; she might not want to tell him directly, but her skin wouldn’t lie. 
 
      
 
    Felice was in love with him. 
 
      
 
    The knowledge set fire to his blood, and it boiled over. Pierce couldn’t keep his hands off of this beautiful woman, her emerald eyes filled with love and desire. She was everything he had ever wanted, everything he needed. And, for the moment at least, she was entirely his. 
 
      
 
    Pierce slipped down her body, his mouth coming to join his fingers at her pussy. He knew every spot she loved to be kissed, licked, and suckled. His fingers plowed into her willing body, so wet and slick with desire. The salt and cinnamon flavor of her was like a drug on his tongue. Her fingers dug into the sheets on either side of her head as he dove in, running his tongue along every inch of her, his fingers sliding in and out of her with a slow, teasing pace. Pierce rolled his tongue around the delicate pearl of her clit, feeling his body harden almost unbearably as she writhed under his caresses. 
 
      
 
    But he kept at it; he wanted to claim her body, even if he couldn’t claim her future. His fingers slipped inside of her, spreading and filling her up. Pierce’s mouth teased and caressed her, watching with pleasure as she trembled with every touch. 
 
      
 
    Throwing her head back, Felice cried out, her voice rough with desire, her body tightening hard around Pierce’s fingers. But even her climax didn’t stop him; he kept eating her out, his tongue running along every fold and curve of her dripping pussy. Felice arched her body against his mouth. There was something so hot about watching her writhe with such passion. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for his desire for her to overwhelm everything else; his whole body yearned for hers. She still had her eyes closed hard, her mouth open and panting. When Felice opened her eyes to just slits to watch him crawl up her body, Pierce’s heart shuddered in his chest; it was something about the black circle of her lashes, dipped in glittering tears that almost did him in. He nearly came in his jeans without even touching her. Felice was a witch who had cast a spell over him, and no matter what happened next, he would never be the same. 
 
      
 
    Pulling off his clothing with haste, he tossed all of them aside, his throbbing cock springing free of his pants like an animal on the hunt. He climbed atop Felice, his eyes filling with the sight of her moaning underneath him. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what you want, Felice,” he whispered, pressing his lips to her neck. 
 
      
 
    “Pierce,” she whispered back, her voice darkened with desire. “I want you inside me.” Her emerald eyes were nearly black as she watched him, her whole body wrapping closer around his like vines around a tree trunk. She pulled him closer and closer, wrapping her arms and legs around him. 
 
      
 
    Her breasts heaved with her breath, her eyes locked on his, and her skin was burning as it brushed against his. Pierce fell into her, unable to keep even an inch between them. Sliding inside of her, he could feel her silky body close around his cock, caressing every inch of him as he entered her body, shaking them both to the core. Felice cried out, her fingers clawing deep into Pierce’s shoulders. 
 
      
 
    And he finally knew what it felt like to be complete. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice woke with her body curled around Pierce and her phone blinking and shaking like an earthquake. She groaned, her eyes sticky and red from lack of sleep. What time was it anyway? 
 
      
 
    Reaching for her phone, Felice groaned again. Notifications filled up the bar above the lock screen which prominently displayed the time: 4:00AM. What the heck? It’s 2 in the morning back home; who on earth would be up that late? 
 
      
 
    Clicking on the first of the messages, Felice groaned for a third time, the words hitting like a freight train. It was Jennifer’s number, and the message read: “Your ex Clay is the biggest douche in the whole cursed world.” 
 
      
 
    Incredible. Felice laid back down, cuddling closer to Pierce and turning her screen away so that the light didn’t shine in his face. She muted the ringtone in case more messages came in, then started sorting through the mass of texts and missed calls, trying to piece together what happened. 
 
      
 
    With a collection of profanity-ladened messages from Jenny and a few, slightly calmer messages from her mother, Felice was able to piece together that Clay Patterson, the slimy jerk he was, started contacting all of his media friends, spreading around Felice’s association with a criminal. Apparently, someone had filmed Pierce being dragged out of the Gala and Clay had paid him for the footage so he could sell it to the highest media bidder. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Felice climbed out of bed. Pierce rolled over onto the spot where she had been lying almost immediately, groping for her warmth on her side of the bed. Smiling softly down at him, she kissed his forehead gently. Then she stepped out onto the balcony that overlooked the city. While ugly during the day, the darkness gave the city a kind of beauty that it couldn’t hope to pull off in sunlight. The glittering lights were all done up in whites and bronze, cutting through the darkness like knives. Felice was high enough up off of the ground that the ugly parts were all hidden, from the scent of garbage to the spray painted streets. From up here, everything looked orderly and clean. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Felice shivered a little in the cold, morning air. Without shoes on, only in her longline bra and some boy shorts, she was instantly frozen. But the cold helped her wake up, and she braced herself for the conversation ahead. 
 
      
 
    Dolores picked up after just two rings; she must have been waiting by her phone. “About time.” 
 
      
 
    “I was sleeping. Like a normal person would be at four in the morning,” Felice said by way of a greeting. She waited in silence for her mother to start. 
 
      
 
    “Clay Patterson  — ” Dolores started, her voice filled with anger. 
 
      
 
    “Is a jerk,” Felice said, her tone a match for her mother’s. 
 
      
 
    “He’s ruining your reputation, and just as the season finale for the last season is about to play out. Just when filming is supposed to start on the next season.” 
 
      
 
    Felice rolled her eyes. “Of course all she would care about would be ratings.” But she said nothing, waiting for her mom to finish. 
 
      
 
    “Clay has been telling anyone that will listen about Pierce’s past, and is going to be selling the video footage to the highest bidder.” Her mother sounded calm, but the undercurrent of rage was threatening to undermine that calm. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care what he does. But if you’re worried about your precious show more than what I want, then you can make one of our people bid on the video then destroy it. Without it, there’s no story. Just rumor; once Pierce is acquitted, this will all dry up and blow away anyway. No one will care.” Felice wasn’t sure that was true, but she wanted it to be true. She needed it to be true. 
 
      
 
    For a long moment, Dolores was silent, making Felice nervous. “Don’t you think it’s better just to let this man go? There are plenty of other fish in the sea, my dear.” 
 
      
 
    Rage set her blood to boil, every muscle in her body so tense it was quivering. Felice took a deep breath, then quietly answered, “No, there are not. I’m going to stick this out with Pierce no matter what; I don’t give a hoot about your show, your reputation, our ratings, or anything else but Pierce. He’s all that matters. I love you, but if being a part of your stupid reality show is going to separate me from the man I love, I’m going to pick Pierce, every time.” 
 
      
 
    Silence. Felice braced herself for whatever lecture her mother was about to scream into her ear. But nothing happened. Dolores was silent for so long, Felice had to pull her phone away from her face to see if she’d hung up on her. Finally, her mother answered. “Well then, you finally stood up for yourself. It took you long enough.” 
 
      
 
    Felice was speechless. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been hoping you’d stop acting like a doormat and start acting like a Steel Dom one of these days,” Dolores said, sounding like she was smiling. “Good for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you?” Felice was still in shock. After being bullied by her mother all of her life, all she would have had to do to make it stop was to stand up to her? “I should have done this way earlier.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome, darling,” she said without pause. “Now, we have to figure out what we are going to do about all of this. I like your idea about forcing someone to buy the media for us, then pitching it. We can force him to sign a nondisclosure contract that  — ” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds great,” Felice interrupted, yawning hugely for her mom’s benefit. “I’m sure you can figure it out. It’s important that I stay here and focus on Pierce’s case, okay? I know you can take care of it better than me, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “If you think that’s best.” 
 
      
 
    “I do. Thanks, Mom. Good night.” Felice hung up before Dolores could rope her into something. She was already shaking a little from denying her mother once; she wasn’t sure she could handle doing it twice in one conversation. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Felice leaned over the balcony, studying the dark city for a moment. A breeze cut across the balcony, reminding her again that she was out in the cold with very little clothing on, and her feet ached with the cold. She went back inside, hoping the bed was still warm enough to keep her from freezing to death. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “He did what?” Pierce asked around his toothbrush. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, miraculously, Felice understood him around his mumbling with his mouth full of toothpaste. “He’s been spreading rumors around about me and you. Something about buying some video of what happened at the Gala. I doubt such a video even exists, but we’re looking into it.” She paused for a second, her heated brush/straightener thing pausing halfway back up to her scalp. “Well, I’m not looking into it. I asked my mother to take care of it.” She resumed combing her hair, running the brush through her waves with deliberate slowness. Pierce had never seen such a thing and was fascinated by the process. 
 
      
 
    After finishing his teeth, Pierce rinsed out his mouth before turning back to Felice. “Your ex is a jerk.” 
 
      
 
    “No kidding,” Felice whispered, looking down at the floor. “Sometimes I wish I would have never met Clay Patterson, but then I wouldn’t have had an excuse to be out in the desert, setting a car on fire. So you never would have given me that ride home.” She smiled, her eyes filled with a dark sort of something that pulled at Pierce’s own heart. When had he become so mushy? 
 
      
 
    Pierce just smiled in reply before turning back to the matter at hand. “So Clay is trying to make himself into your only avenue for salvation. If you stay with me, it will look like you don’t care if your boyfriend is a murderer or not. But, if you go back to him, you will be redeemed in the public’s eye, making himself into a victim. What a creep.” 
 
      
 
    Felice nodded, nibbling on her thumb with a kind of wide-eyed lack of self-awareness that spoke of a long-time anxious habit. Pierce wrapped his hand around her wrist, pulling the hand away from her mouth. Felice's too-wide green eyes looked up at him, barely focused on his face through the shadows of her thoughts. “So, what do we do?” 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Felice pulled her hand away and turned to walk over to her suitcase. She was wearing this silky little matching pair of white-lace underwear that made Pierce’s cock stand at attention. There was an unconscious grace about her that swayed her hips and made Pierce want to pounce on her for a replay of last night. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” she answered, nonchalantly. “Mother will handle it.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce raised his eyebrows, surprise pulling him away from his intense study of her rear. “Oh?” 
 
      
 
    Felice laughed a little, then nodded. “I told her I didn’t want any part of it; I didn’t care what the whole world thinks about us. If she wants to fix my reputation for the sake of her precious show, she can do it her own dang self.” 
 
      
 
    “And what did Dolores have to say to that?” Pierce asked, crossing his arms over his muscled chest, leaning back on the doorframe as he watched her shimmy into a sundress. 
 
      
 
    Her brows furrowed a little as she turned away from her suitcase to look at him. “You know, she was completely cool with it. She told me that it was ‘about time I stood up for’ myself.” Blinking, Felice frowned, then went back to her suitcase. 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, Pierce headed back to the bathroom to finish getting ready for whatever it was that Felice had planned for the day. He stared at himself in the mirror, looking for any hint of whatever it was that Felice saw in him. But he could find no trace of whatever good she saw in him. Perhaps it would be better if she returned to Clay anyway, even just until this died down, just to save her reputation. 
 
      
 
    But Felice didn’t even seem to consider that a possibility. So Pierce kept his mouth shut around the idea, leaving it alone. At some point since he met her, Felice had grown up and started taking responsibility for all the things that were happening to her. Perhaps Pierce had grown a little, too. The pre-Felice Pierce probably would have never surrendered to the police no matter what. 
 
      
 
    “Now-Pierce is doing all sorts of things that then-Pierce would never have dreamed of.” But maybe change wasn’t such a bad thing. 
 
      
 
    Instead of starting a fight with the woman he was in love with over Clay, Pierce decided to change the subject. “So, what are we doing today, Felice?” 
 
      
 
    “A tour,” she answered, a wild grin on her perfect lips. “I’ve never been here before, and I expect to see everything you think is important for an outsider to see. Then, maybe, when we get back to Nevada, I’ll take you on a tour of my turf.” 
 
      
 
    “When we get back to Nevada, not if. I wonder if she even knows what she just said,” Pierce thought, a smile lighting up his face. Felice was still talking, but he was no longer listening. Instead he focused on those words that lit his heart on fire. “When we get back. When, when, when.” 
 
      
 
    Felice picked up her purse and started out the doorway. She opened the door to their hotel room, checking to make sure she had everything. After a moment, she looked up at Pierce, curious. He smiled after her, picking up his wallet and a few other odds and ends from around the hotel room. 
 
      
 
    He followed her out of the door and realized that he really liked the sound of when. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    The case and police work was fraught with paperwork; therefore, it didn’t surprise either of them when finding evidence and building a case against Gunner took weeks rather than just a few days. Felice wasn’t happy about the whole thing, but she had little choice but to accept it. It gave them both an excuse to run around the city all day, spending long, passionate nights in their hotel room every night. Felice wasn’t in a hurry to give that all up, but she was in a hurry to know that Pierce was free. Then they could go anywhere: Paris, London, or back to Nevada, where the filming for the next season would be starting without her soon. 
 
      
 
    Since they had little to do, they explored Boston. First, Pierce took her to all of the museums, famous landmarks, and must-do tourist sites around the city. He avoided his old haunts, keeping miles between him and where his people might be. Until the day the police arrested Gunner, Pierce didn’t want Felice to be anywhere near his old stomping grounds. And Felice was quietly very happy with that idea. 
 
      
 
    They relaxed, went to go see movies, went for walks around the park, and just took their time visiting every nook and cranny of the city that was so tall and bright around them. Felice even grew to like the ugly grey asphalt look of the city, and she began to be able to forget the acidic smell of garbage that permeated the whole place. 
 
      
 
    Much to both of their delights, Gunner was arrested after three weeks. He’d been caught trying to flee the police, but he was found after a short chase hiding in some old lady’s garage underneath her car. Once that was cleared up, Pierce left her for a time, going to ensure that the MC was safe enough to bring Felice around to. 
 
      
 
    He came back looking tired and threadbare. Felice ran her eyes over every inch of him, looking for injuries, but found none. He was just tired; the stress from the last few weeks had been weighing heavily on his shoulders, no matter what Felice tried to relieve it. 
 
      
 
    Glad for good news, Felice decided to celebrate by pulling off all of Pierce’s clothing with her teeth. No matter how many times she harassed this man, no matter how many times his huge, throbbing cock pumped into her, making her quiver with orgasms over and over again, she never tired of the feel of him thrusting inside of her like a jackhammer. 
 
      
 
    Just thinking about him was enough to soak her underwear right through. It was enough to send lighting through her veins and to warm every corner of her heart, too. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think I should wear?” Felice asked, holding up a t-shirt and a sparkling tank top, trying to decide between them. 
 
      
 
    Pierce snorted at her. “No one will care, Felice; just wear something casual and comfortable. It’s a motorcycle shop, so it’s not real clean.” 
 
      
 
    “What are your people like?” she asked for the hundredth time, running mascara through her thick, black lashes. “Do you have any women in your club?” 
 
      
 
    “Just try to keep them out.” Pierce chuckled and pointed to one of the rolled up shirts in her luggage. “Wear this and your jeans and you’ll be fine. As for my people, well, they are as diverse as any group of people, Felice. I’m not sure how to answer that one; some are jerks and some are friendly. They are all from poorer families, mostly, poorer parts of the city. Most of us get into this line of work because we don’t have any other choice. It’s that or the streets, that or abuse, that or selling drugs. So, I don’t really know how to answer your question.” 
 
      
 
    Felice took in all of that information, feeling a little sick to her stomach. “Were you kicked out onto the streets?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded nonchalantly, like it didn’t matter to him anymore. “Yes. My mother died giving birth to me, and my father never forgave me. I have siblings and a father somewhere, but he kicked me out as soon as I was old enough to get a job. The MC took me in, gave me a chance.” Pierce’s eyes became distant and dark for a moment before he turned back to her. “But none of that matters anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Felice’s heart fluttered in her chest at the look he gave her. And she couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “And this is Razor,” Pierce said, pointing to a short, stocky woman with beautiful, long golden hair, shaved close to her head near her ears. 
 
      
 
    The woman was covered even more thoroughly with tattoos than he was, and she grinned like an idiot and shook Felice’s hand. “Hear you got the boss out of jail and Gunner into it.” Razor grinned, displaying a gap in between her teeth where someone had once punched them out. “We owe you for that, girly.” Razor’s voice was that of an eighty-year-old woman who had been smoking for sixty of those years, rough and filled with gravel. Her overly-tanned skin was as rough as leather and just as tough. 
 
      
 
    “Razor was my third; Gunner was my second. So I guess you are second-in-command now, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Dang straight. I’ve been mostly running this place anyway while you were out searching for clues. And ladies, apparently.” Razor laughed. “You’ll have to watch yourself; I might just be stealing all this away from you while you’re waiting for the cops to clear up your name.” 
 
      
 
    “That might not be such a bad thing. Maybe I’ll look into retiring,” he said, keeping his voice low so just Razor and Felice could hear. Much to his delight, Razor laughed like a darn hyena, and Felice turned a beautiful shade of red. 
 
      
 
    Pierce then introduced Felice to all of his men and women in the MC. He greeted all of the happy faces and took note of those who looked less than pleased at his return. Most were shocked at Gunner’s betrayal, but some of the members looked a bit like they were sorry that he failed. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll win them over,” he thought, but his heart really wasn’t in it anymore. He saw his world, not through the lenses he’d looked through his whole life, but how Felice must see them. They looked like a ragtag bunch of losers who had banded together so they could mean something. Perhaps that had been admirable to him once, perhaps he felt like he fit in here for most of his life. But not anymore. 
 
      
 
    They toured the rest of the converted warehouse in which most of the MC’s activities, both legal and not so legal, took place. “If I come back here, this will be the first thing I fix. We need to be a legitimate group for the world to take us seriously. It will be 100% clean if I ever become head again.” But he didn’t feel like he belonged at the helm of this anymore. Perhaps he was too old, or too tainted by Felice’s world to be able to live happily in this one anymore. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Pierce showed her around, trying to push those thoughts away and focus on Felice. 
 
      
 
    Felice glanced up at the ceiling, overwhelmed by the sheer size of the warehouse. “So this is all yours?” 
 
      
 
    “Ours,” he answered, immediately. “It no more belongs to me than Steel Dom belongs to your mother. I’m just a piece of the puzzle, not the whole thing.” 
 
      
 
    “So how many people are part of Millennium Mayhem anyway?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce’s eyebrows furrowed as he glanced up at the ceiling. “Maybe a hundred, if you count everyone. Not everyone lives here, though; some of the other guys have families, other places to live. Mostly the worst off of us come to live here, and we mostly never leave.” 
 
      
 
    The cavernous ceilings were grey and metal, reflecting the sounds of the rain through the whole building. It sounded like a heavy storm of hurricane proportions from inside, but it was a drizzle; the walls echoed noise around. “This is where we house and fix the bikes. We take in a lot of work from other people outside of the MC, too; everyone around here trusts us to fix their bikes when they need it.” Pierce pointed to the racks of bikes, standing up in the far corner. Next to them were racks and racks of tools and spare parts, taking up most of the space. The rest was filled with the bikes that the MC owned and used. 
 
      
 
    Most of the bikes were free for anyone to use, but a few had names written on them. Pierce was happy to see his second ride was still intact. His favorite bike was still back in Nevada at Felice’s house. Good thing he had a spare. 
 
      
 
    “The rest of the space over there are rooms for everyone who lives here and some other communal spaces. And our meeting rooms and some other things. And that’s about it.” 
 
      
 
    Razor, who had been following the tour, grinned widely with her gaping teeth. “And of course, there’s the junkyard outside, but it’s not exciting enough to go splashing around in the rain to go see.” 
 
      
 
    Felice’s eyes were huge circles of emerald. “It’s really impressive. You know, other than that one time you drove me home, I’ve never been on a bike before. Can you teach me how to drive one?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce chuckled. “I’ll drive you around, but you don’t want to get caught trying to drive around here without a motorcycle license.” 
 
      
 
    “The police don’t like us much here, so they check everyone driving a bike anywhere near the MC, hoping to bust new recruits.” Razor made a face. “Drives me crazy.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding sagely, Felice looked Razor up and down. “So, tell me the story behind the name ‘Razor,’” she said, grinning at Pierce’s tattooed second. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, girly, you have no idea what you have just unleashed,” Razor cackled in response. “It all started about ten years ago, on this very spot  —” 
 
      
 
    And Felice was riveted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    “So, we’ve seen just about every tourist trap in town,” Felice said, running her hands through her long, blonde hair. They were lounging around their hotel room, trying to decide what to do for the day. Pierce was glancing through a booklet of some sort, looking for anything they hadn’t yet done. But after three weeks, almost everything that looked even a little fun had been done already. “Instead of looking for more touristy things, why don’t we just do whatever you would do if you have a night off here?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce blinked at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “What would you have done if you just wanted to get out of the MC and you didn’t have any duties holding you back?” she repeated, saying the words slowly. Pierce threw one of the ugly throw pillows from the couch at her, but she deftly ducked. “Or were you not allowed hobbies?” 
 
      
 
    He frowned, looking a little lost. “Most of my hobbies revolved around fixing the bikes and keeping up with everyone at the MC, Felice. We didn’t have a whole lot of spare time.” 
 
      
 
    “So you did have some spare time,” Felice said immediately, making Pierce roll his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I guess we did have some spare time.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you do with it?” she asked, scooting closer and staring up at him. 
 
      
 
    Pierce melted within seconds, his mouth curving up into a smile and betraying his amusement. “Alright, fine. We would go for rides up in the hills. The hills aren’t far from here, and they have some overlooks. Sometimes we’d bring snacks and just sit up at the overlooks and smoke and drink and trash.” 
 
      
 
    Grinning, Felice picked up her purse off of the couch and stood in one fluid, graceful motion. “Sounds good; we’ll stop at 7-11. They serve smokes and drinks, but we might have to look elsewhere for the trash.” She eyed him, a crooked grin on her perfect, beautiful lips. 
 
      
 
    Pierce laughed, a loud, barking sound that echoed around their hotel room. Felice laughed right back at him, and then hurried out of the door. It would take a while to get up into the hills, and Felice’s stomach filled with butterflies at the idea. This was going to be wonderful; she would not only have an excuse to cling to Pierce’s perfect body all the way up the hills, but she would also get to feel the thrill of being on his bike with him again. And that thought was enough to want to spend some time out in the savage, savage wilderness. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Felice nearly screamed with delight as the two of them took off on the bike. Her innocent delight at riding Pierce’s bike was one of the million reasons he loved her. 
 
      
 
    “Love? What I love about Felice?” The thought was still so new and raw that it felt a little like lemon juice poured over paper cuts, but the word popped up in his mind over and over again. He loved Felice? Yes, he did. He loved her like he’d never loved anything before, or would ever love anything again. She was the sun, the moon, the stars, and everything else he found beautiful about this world. 
 
      
 
    It was so true, he couldn’t have convinced himself otherwise no matter what. 
 
      
 
    They picked up some supplies, stuffed them into the saddlebags on Pierce’s spare motorcycle, and sped up the hills. The road quickly turned from city streets to suburbs, then those turned in quieter, one-laned things that were steep and narrow. The going was a little dangerous, and Felice clung to Pierce as though she would fall off at any moment. He nearly laughed at her clinginess. It was easy to forget that not everyone had spent their whole lives astride one of these monsters, learning every motion and sound. After years straddling this particular saddle, Pierce knew exactly how this bike would react to every situation. He knew how it should feel underneath him, how much power to hold back, and how much he should lean to one side or the other to keep the bike in perfect balance. Felice’s weight, as slight as she was, added a little bit of an unknown to the balance, but he adjusted for it like the bike was part of his own flesh. 
 
      
 
    It was a fine day out; the rains had brought a little warmth back into the air. Everything was cool and washed in sunlight, the rain completely soaked into the thirsty ground. The overlooks were going to look amazing, especially with the fiery, autumn leaves just starting to set all of the trees ablaze. He just hoped Felice liked them as much as he did. 
 
      
 
    After about an hour of driving, they pulled into one of Pierce’s favorite overlooks. It was hidden from the road in a way that made it nearly impossible to spot, even when you knew what you were looking for. The spot was a little overgrown and small, but it was also private and beautiful, and it was one of Pierce’s favorite places to go when he and his people would occasionally escape the confines of the MC’s warehouse to see a little sky. 
 
      
 
    As they pulled off of the road and onto the path that lead back into the overlook, Felice gripped Pierce's shoulders a little hard, her nails digging into his arms in a way that reminded him of the night before. It sent a thrill through his veins. 
 
      
 
    Much to Pierce's delight, the overlook was just as stunning as he'd remembered. As his powerful bike roared once last time before falling silent, the stunning overlook came into full view. The leaves this far up had already started turning, the oranges, reds, and greens all blending together like a forest fire. The overlook was nearly at the top of the hill, leaving them with a nearly three-hundred-and-sixty degree view. 
 
      
 
    Felice slid off of the bike, her eyes wide, her hand pressed to the valley between her perfect breasts. She seemed to be having trouble catching her breath, scanning the view with a kind of awe he had been hoping to inspire. 
 
      
 
    Getting off of the beaten path a little, Pierce pulled a few branches out from the woods, filling the park's little fire pit with bits and pieces. He laid out a blanket for Felice, and she sat down on the bit of cloth and watched him work. He took out a cigarette and a lighter, lighting both his smoke and the wood in the fire pit. Felice watched him with curious, green eyes, her arms locked around her knees as he worked. 
 
      
 
    “Have you done this a lot?” Felice asked, watching as the little cones of receipt paper caught flame, slowly setting fire to the wood. Lucky for him, most of the small stuff was already dry after the rains yesterday, probably from the warm sunlight pouring through the trees. Pierce worked quickly, feeding the fire little bits of wood until it was big enough to take one of the bigger, slightly damp logs. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Sometimes the crew and I would come up here when I was younger; we'd make something of a camping trip out of it. We didn't have any money, so we had to come up with our own amusements.” Pierce grinned, his mind filling with memories of his many visits to this very spot. “We learned pretty early on that as long as we stayed quiet and didn't destroy anything, the police would leave us alone. It was always the loud groups that got into trouble. We would spend most of our weekends up here.” 
 
      
 
    Felice set her chin down on her knees, her eyes following him around the campsite as he performed the chores necessary to keep the fire going. The sun was heading toward the horizon already, taking much of the light with it. It made the fire seem all the brighter; it glittered off of the side of his motorcycle like a Christmas display. By the time the sun set completely, Pierce had everything set up. A large blanket took up most of the room by the fire. A bottle of wine waited for them along with a collection of cheap snack foods that were Pierce’s favorites. Holding out his hand to her, Pierce helped Felice to her feet, twirling her around before sitting her down closer to the fire. 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, Felice glanced around at the odd collection of things waiting for them on the blanket. “So, what’s first?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce twisted the cap off the wine, taking a sip right from the bottle. He passed it over and Felice stared at him for a long moment. He was pretty sure she was going to pass, but then she tentatively took the bottle with both hands and held it up to her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” she laughed, taking another sip of the wine. “That is unbelievably sweet. What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Some cheap dessert wine, I think. It gets better the more you drink, I promise.” 
 
      
 
    They dug through the snacks, Felice laughing at the names and started obsessively checking the ingredients. “Does this actually contain any real food, or is it just chemicals pushed through a tube?” 
 
      
 
    “I think it might have a little food in there somewhere. But how about you try it first before you mock it?” Pierce chuckled, sticking a few Cheetos Puffs into his mouth. “Have you never had a Cheeto?” 
 
      
 
    Felice made a face. “I don’t think so. They always looked so orange, like they were made from nuclear waste.” Looking a little ill, she put the puffy, cheesy thing in her mouth, chewing suspiciously. “Hey, these don’t taste as bad as I thought they would!” She took another from the bag, nibbling on it as Pierce chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “These things are one of my favorite snacks. I love these things.” 
 
      
 
    Felice’s face went serious all of a sudden, her eyes black in the dancing firelight. “I — Pierce, thank you for all of this. For showing me your home. It means a lot. I — I’ve been wanting to  — ” She paused for a moment, looking over the darkened landscape. “I’ve been hoping to get to know you better.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce glanced down at the ground, breaking a Cheeto in half. “There’s nothing much to get to know; my life isn’t glamorous or anything. It’s not like yours.” 
 
      
 
    “But if it’s important to you,” she said, her voice wavering, “then I think it’s important, too.” Felice turned away from him, her eyes studying the stars, which were coming on in force on this clear night. “They are important, because I love you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Well, now that she said it out loud, it sounded silly. Just putting it out there like that. Pierce didn’t seem like the type of person to say those things to anyone, no matter what he felt. And Felice had just made it weird. It would be even more weird to apologize or take it back now. “Incredible. I need to learn to keep my mouth shut.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce was still silent, and Felice couldn’t bring herself to look at him. Silence reigned over their little campsite, the only sounds coming from the crackle of the fire pit. 
 
      
 
    After a long moment, Pierce brushed his fingers over her arm, making her jump a little in surprise. “Do you mean it?” he asked, his voice filled with hope and something like awe. 
 
      
 
    Felice let out a long breath she hadn’t known she was holding. “Of course I do, Pierce. I followed you out here, didn’t I? Risked my reputation to keep you out of jail. Did you think I did that for fun?” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “Might be a mistake, saying you’re in love with a criminal, Felice. What will people say?” his fingers caressed circles up and down her arm; she shivered, but not from the chill. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care what anyone says,” she answered, her voice thick with emotion. 
 
      
 
    All of a sudden, Pierce was kissing her, his mouth hungry, his hands holding her face pressed closer to his. “Felice, I — I love you,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    And Felice’s heart soared, swelling until it pressed against the confines of her chest. Everything ached, everything felt heady and light and beautiful. She was filled with the dizzying feeling of having drunk too much wine too fast. Filled with the thrill of driving too fast on an empty highway. She could feel the whole world spinning under her feet, and yet it seemed to all be frozen in place, holding its breath. 
 
      
 
    With a cry, she threw herself forward, claiming his lips again, her tears turning their lips salty as they spilled down her face. 
 
      
 
    “He loves me. I love him.” The sound of him saying he loved her echoed inside of her skull. 
 
      
 
    There was a part, a tiny part of her in the dark recesses of her mind that whispered that Pierce couldn’t love her. That they couldn’t belong together. But she told that tiny shadow in the back of her brain to go take a long hike off of a tall cliff. 
 
      
 
    For now, all that mattered was the crackle of the fire, and his body close to hers. Pierce, with a fire in his eyes hotter and brighter than the one that burned in the fire pit, tore off both of their clothing with a fervor Felice had never witnessed in him before. His buried his face against the curve of her neck while hard, bruising fingers caressed every inch of her skin. Gasping, Felice clung to him, her mouth kissing every inch of skin she could reach. Her lips traveled across his tattooed shoulders and up that beautiful, long neck of his. His scent was thickest here, that spicy raw scent of the man she loved. 
 
      
 
    She inhaled deeply; she never wanted to forget this scent for as long as she lived. 
 
      
 
    Sliding down his body, Felice kissed every inch of him. Her mouth traveled along his arms, her teeth nibbling along the ridges of his arms and his wrists. One at a time, keeping her eyes locked with his, Felice pulled each one of his fingers into her mouth, suckling them gently. Pierce shuddered under her ministrations, his eyes hooded and dark with lust. But he let her take control, perhaps curious to see what she would do. 
 
      
 
    She continued, caressing the curves of his chest and stomach muscles with teeth, lips, and tongue, tracing the long lines of his tattoos with her mouth. He made a small noise in the back of his throat as her kisses moved south down his perfect body. Pierce’s hands came to rest on her shoulders and she got to her knees, bending over him for better access to his hips, his thighs, and eventually, the throbbing cock that stood at attention between his legs. 
 
      
 
    Admiring that wonderful toe for a moment, Felice tentatively ran her fingers over the spongy head of his glorious cock, unable to believe how soft the skin was that wrapped around him like silk. She pressed her lips to the head, kissing it softly. Pierce’s hands began to move as she made out with his toe. He massaged her shoulders with his strong hands, moving up her back as Felice took a hold of his manhood in one of her hands, squeezing gently as she put the tip of him in between her lips. 
 
      
 
    Moaning, Pierce took a hold of her hard enough to bruise. He pulled her to one side, giving him access to her pussy as she swallowed him, her mouth watering as she caressed him with her questing tongue. He fit into her willing throat, her lips sliding all the way to the base of him before pulling back up. Pierce quivered underneath her. 
 
      
 
    His fingers traveled her body as she sucked him, her head bobbing in a slow, sensual rhythm. His thumb found its way inside of her, nearly making her scream as she swallowed him again. The finger slid in and out of her wet opening, caressing her g-spot and sending pleased shivers through her whole, quaking body. 
 
      
 
    The night air was cold against her boiling hot skin as Pierce laid back, pulling one of Felice’s legs effortlessly over to the other side of his head. She spread her legs for him willingly as she blew him. Much to her delight, she felt Pierce’s tongue slide in between her legs, finding all of those spots that made her scream and twitch. 
 
      
 
    “Oh goodness,” she said into the thin, night air. She ground shamelessly against his mouth, mewling into his cock like it was a microphone. “Pierce, I love it when you eat me out,” she whispered, her voice ragged from pleasure. “But I need you inside of me. Right now.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce chuckled against her clit, sending thrills through her whole body. “Right now?” 
 
      
 
    “Goodness, please, yes.” She knew she was begging but couldn’t seem to stop herself. 
 
      
 
    “As the lady wishes.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Idiot, everything Felice did was hot. Pierce climbed out from underneath her, getting to his knees as she stayed on all fours. Felice was nearly panting with desire, her pussy dripping and ready for him to enter. He grabbed his cock in his left hand, guiding himself into her beautiful, tight cavern as she begged him to harass her. 
 
      
 
    It was too much, but not enough. No, Pierce would never have enough of Felice. Even if he had her every day for the rest of their lives, it still wouldn’t be enough. He’d still dream about sinking deep into her body as she cried his name like a prayer into the night’s sky. Sliding into her slick pussy from behind almost made him cum right then; he had to pause for a moment to collect himself, to force himself not to end this too quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Pierce!” Felice begged, her hands clamping hard onto the picnic blanket below them. “That feels so good.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce put his thumb into his mouth, licking the taste of her off of his fingers. She was salty and sweet and, oh goodness, she was everything he had ever wanted. 
 
      
 
    He slid in and out of her body with a rhythm that seemed so natural and right. Everything about her seemed to be a puzzle piece in his life that was missing from the beginning; she was a part of his soul and their flesh melded together perfectly, like this was meant to be. 
 
      
 
    Felice’s body gripped him hard as he thrust into her from behind, the cold autumn air caressing his skin like a thousand fingers. The fire burned down to embers as he watched, leaving the beautiful views visible in the moonlight. The stars twinkled, making the night almost seem alive around them. 
 
      
 
    Moaning, Felice pressed her face into the soft cotton of the picnic blanket, her cries muffled as she thrust back against his hips with her own, forcing Pierce’s cock deeper and harder inside of her. 
 
      
 
    Grinning wickedly, Pierce leaned back, picking Felice up and pulling her into his lap. He slid her down carefully onto himself, moaning a little as her silky, wet insides gripped him again. Felice gasped, glancing over her shoulder as she moved her hips in an experimental circle. The cry that spilled from her mouth lit every nerve of Pierce’s on fire, and he lifted his hips, slamming into her from underneath as she rode him. 
 
      
 
    “Holy rubbish, Felice,” Pierce groaned, the feel of her hips sliding along his was undoing him. Soon he would be too far gone to stop from tipping over the edge. “Felice, Felice,” he whispered, “I love you, Felice.” 
 
      
 
    The woman, so perfect and beautiful, graceful and lovely, inhaled sharply, slamming her hips against his as she shuddered to a halt. Her body closed around his cock like a vice, caressing him, stroking him, until he climaxed, too. 
 
      
 
    Felice made a long, slow moan in the back of her throat as she panted, her head thrown back in quiet, loving ecstasy. Pierce suddenly wished he had a camera and could capture this moment forever. But instead, he lay there, tangled up with her as the cold air swept over their little campsite. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes to catch her breath, Felice turned and collapsed on top of him. “Let’s say we build that fire back up before we freeze to death, okay?” 
 
      
 
    So he did, the two of them cuddling and stoking the fire until well past midnight. 
 
      
 
    And there was nowhere in the world either of them would have rather have been. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    “It’s unfortunately a necessity. I did sign a contract,” Felice said, curling a little closer to Pierce. “If I don’t fly home in the next few days, they will come after us here, and that is the last thing I want. Having a camera crew follow me around, we’d get all sorts of extra attention.” 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Felice secretly wished she could just quit the show. But she’d already put most of the money they paid her for this next season into Steel Dom, getting ready for the next fall season of fashion. “Perhaps after that, I’ll quit the show. Let them film without me. I’m tired of playing the dumb blonde celebutante with way more money than sense.” 
 
      
 
    But she didn’t tell Pierce that. Not yet. “Besides, you’re a free man now, so you can come with me. We can fly out tomorrow and be home before shooting on Thursday.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce frowned at the ceiling. “You really want me to be a part of your reality TV show?” 
 
      
 
    Felice sat up in bed to look down at him, the sheets sliding off of her naked body to reveal her breasts. She watched with amusement as Pierce’s eyes immediately slipped to her nipples, then back to her face. There was a wicked grin on his lips as Pierce sat up just enough to run a teasing tongue around the nipple of her left breast, sending lightning bolts through her veins. 
 
      
 
    Felice leaned forward, giving Pierce better access to her breasts. She closed her eyes, sighing happily as Pierce continued to suckle her, his lips and tongue teasing every sensitive inch of her breast. “Oh course I want you to be part of it,” she moaned, throwing her head back. “You are my reality.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce sat up, his lips moving north to find her neck, but his hands moved lower. She was already wet for him by the time his fingers had gotten far enough down her body to slip inside of her. All of her breath went out of her in a rush. “Yes,” he whispered, his breath hot against her neck, “but I am not really reality show material.” 
 
      
 
    Gasping, Felice clung to Pierce as he slid another finger inside of her body. It felt amazing, even though she was still sore from all of the sex they’d had the night before. Pierce was an endurance man, always trying to make her cum as many times as possible before finishing himself. Never in her life had Felice ever met a man who could satisfy her so completely or took so much pleasure in doing so. 
 
      
 
    “I think,” she gasped out as he threw her back against the bed and buried his face between her legs without warning, “that the producers would — Ah! — love you as much as I do.” 
 
      
 
    His mouth plundered her over and over, bringing her over the edge in record time before diving in again. “I’m not sure I want to be in reality TV, Felice,” Pierce answered, his voice rough with desire. His tongue continued to shake her whole body as he slid his index finger into her pussy and his thumb into her rear, stroking both in sync. 
 
      
 
    She screamed something, her body throbbing in time with his tongue and his fingers. He was playing her like a harp, exciting all sorts of exquisite sounds with his very talented hands and mouth. “What do I have to do,” she moaned, her hands clawing at the sheets as Pierce picked up the pace, “to get you to come home with me?” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled, and the sound of it vibrated through her body through his tongue, sending her over the edge again. As she screamed and cried out, Pierce said, “You could beg; that usually gets me to do whatever you want.” 
 
      
 
    She begged and pleaded, crying out his name as he slipped inside of her body once again. 
 
      
 
    It was several hours before they finished, cleaned up, and packed up the hotel room. Felice had been in this awful city for so long, she’d actually come to like it, and felt a pang of regret leaving the ugly little thing behind. “I mean, I’ve been here for what, almost a month? And that whole time, Pierce has been trying to make me like this perdition hole. Maybe he succeeded a little.” 
 
      
 
    She chuckled to herself, picking up one of her dresses from the floor and bundling it into her bag. Pierce was in the shower, humming softly to himself as he washed up. Felice smiled at the sound. Until something stopped her cold in her tracks. She stopped dead in the middle of packing, her mouth agape as she remembered what she had just been thinking a second ago. 
 
      
 
    “A month. We’ve been here a month.” It was true; she’d run out of birth control pills two weeks ago and had to have her prescription sent over here. But in the intervening week, while she took the placebo pill, she hadn’t had a period. 
 
      
 
    Her hands shook as she glanced through her bag; she was remembering right; the box of tampons in her luggage was completely untouched. 
 
      
 
    “This is worse than late; I missed the whole period all together. Maybe it was stress?” Panic rose in her chest, and Felice had to sit down. Forcing herself to breathe, Felice tried to calm herself. “Yes, it must have been stress. From everything going on with Pierce and him being arrested.” 
 
      
 
    But her hands still quivered. 
 
      
 
    She stood back up again, trying to push the thought from her mind. But there was a very insistent voice in the back of her head that wondered if she was going to have Pierce’s child. 
 
      
 
    Pierce’s child. The thought didn’t fill her with fear, but excitement. If there was a child on the way, she would be ready for it. And she would keep it, no matter what. 
 
      
 
    Running her fingers over her stomach, she smiled a secret smile before going back to packing for their trip. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “I wish I knew something about reality TV.” 
 
      
 
    Somehow, Felice had convinced him to take the flight home with her. Somehow, he’d gotten on this plane without even considering what being on a TV show about their lives would be like. Now, somehow, he was sitting on the couch, listening to the camera crew talk about how they would introduce him into the show. 
 
      
 
    Surprise, surprise, there was little about “reality” TV that was actually real. They spent an unbelievable amount of time choreographing certain scenes to make each and every moment of the Domiano family’s life into some exciting montage. It wasn’t the fact that scenes were incredibly fake that bothered him, it was the bickering between the writers and producers and Dolores that eventually started to get under his skin. Irritated, Pierce went outside for a smoke, only to have the cameras follow him to catch a few candid shots of him “being a badass.” Unsure of how smoking made him a badass, Pierce shrugged and let them do whatever they wanted. If he was going to stay with Felice, this would be his new reality, so he would have to force himself to get used to it. 
 
      
 
    Even more irritated than he was before his smoke, Pierce stepped back into the Domiano household in an uproar. Dolores was screaming at the top of her voice about “cowards” and Felice’s brother Matt was watching the scene with amusement from the sidelines. Felice looked so angry, her face blood red and twisted with fury. 
 
      
 
    Pierce wanted to protect her from whatever had happened to make her so mad, so he took a step forward before he had to stop himself. 
 
      
 
    Because the person who had set Felice off turned out to be Clay Patterson. 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Pierce asked, crossing his massive arms over his chest, standing up as straight as he could to try and intimidate the jerk out of the Domiano house. 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Clay responded, his upper lip curled into a sneer. “What is this trash doing back here with you, Felice?” 
 
      
 
    “None of your business, Clay,” she answered coldly, flipping her long, white-blonde hair over one shoulder, her emerald eyes blazing. 
 
      
 
    The jerk turned his anger on Pierce for one, rage-inducing second. “I thought you were in jail?” 
 
      
 
    “They acquitted me of all charges. The police know I didn’t do it.” 
 
      
 
    Clay deflated a tiny bit at that, his mouth turning down into a frown. “A shame; they should have kept you in prison anyway and thrown away the key.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce took another calming breath, trying not to show Clay how much he was getting under his skin. “I’m pretty sure that’s illegal.” 
 
      
 
    Clay opened and closed his mouth like a fish, unsure of how to respond. Pierce chuckled darkly, but didn’t say anything else, opting instead to stand behind Felice, resuming the bodyguard duties she so obviously needed when Clay was around. He didn’t want Clay dripping any more of his poison into her ears; he was so good at saying just the right thing to make Felice feel like trash. “I hate that power he has over her.” 
 
      
 
    Filming started, and they had Felice and Pierce ride in on a motorcycle, posing several times for the camera before they were happy with the takes. Clay remained on set somehow, grumbling the whole time about nasty acting skills, which Pierce pointedly ignored. 
 
      
 
    “This kid is really trying to start a fight, and I don’t think he knows what he’s begging for. Little trash has probably never been in a real fight; I’d punch him through a wall.” 
 
      
 
    But instead of allowing his baser instincts to take hold, Pierce took a deep breath and buckled down, forcing himself to ignore everything that came out of Clay’s mouth. Unhappy, he and Felice got to work, doing the best they could to block the sound of Clay’s whining. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice’s mouth was dry as she stepped into the so-called “Confession Booth,” where the Domiano family could spill their guts in “private” about whatever was happening on the show. Felice always felt weird about talking to the camera like it was a priest in a confessional, but the producers loved it. 
 
      
 
    Sitting down in front of the signature red curtains, Felice waited for the light to come on, trying to formulate what she was going to say. Her head was empty. So much had happened, but she couldn’t seem to think of anything to say. Mind blank, Felice sat down in front of the lens and stared forward as the makeup artists flocked around her. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Felice,” the producer James said to her, looking happy to see her back. Felice was a pretty popular part of the show, and he’d been rather upset when she wasn’t at the house waiting for filming to start. Hopefully she’d more than made up for it by bringing a bad boy for them to film. “Whenever you are ready.” 
 
      
 
    The light came on, signaling silence to the crew. Everyone was staring at her, their eyes trained on her face. But she couldn’t think of anything to say, so she stared dumbly off into the corner. 
 
      
 
    But then all of a sudden, like a dam breaking, words just started spilling from her mouth. “I spent the last month or so getting my new boyfriend out of jail,” she whispered, her voice like broken glass. “It was horrifying; I knew he didn’t do it, but the police didn’t want to believe. But he is innocent. He’ll not spend a single day in jail, even though he originally ran from them when they tried to pin a murder on him. It was because he was ‘helpful in providing resources to properly close the case.’” Felice was rambling and she knew it, but she seemed unable to stop herself. Her fingers twisted around the hem of her skirt, putting permanent bends in the fabric. 
 
      
 
    “So I spent a month with him in his hometown while we waited for the charges to be cleared. I  — ” She turned away from the camera, her eyes filled with something forlorn. “I wanted us to get back to normal, get back to dating and getting to know one another better. But then  — ” 
 
      
 
    The staff were all staring at her, all of them holding their breath. Tears pricked the edges of her eyes, blurring the whole world. “But then, I found out I was pregnant,” she whispered, closing her eyes as the crew silently gaped at her. “Having a bad boy biker for my boyfriend is all well and good, but a bad boy biker father of a baby?” Her insecurities poured out of her like a faucet turned on full blast. “What kind of life would that be for our child? Can he be a good dad?” 
 
      
 
    Wiping her tears away with shaking fingers, she seemed unable to stop the tremendous flow of words that had been hiding behind her lips. “Maybe, just maybe, I need someone a little more stable. But then again, Pierce might be that man. What do I do? Should I tell him? Should I  — ” Tears finally overwhelmed her words and she sobbed at the camera, burying her face in her hands. “Is this what I should be doing? 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t told anyone; not my mother or my family or even Pierce. I don’t know if I want him to know. I don’t know if I  — ” 
 
      
 
    Felice stopped mid-sentence as the sound of scream came from the other side of the soundproofing of the confession booth, muffled but loud enough for her to hear. Voices cried out, and Felice was on her feet in a second. 
 
      
 
    She ran out into the living room of her mother’s home, fearing the worst. 
 
      
 
    And unfortunately, her fears were realized. 
 
      
 
    Clay and Pierce were hitting each other, their fists up and in fighting position. The world slowed down as Clay took a swing at Pierce’s face, only to be blocked by Pierce’s arm. He looked cold, colder than any human being should be allowed to look. There was nothing left in him that Felice recognized, and her heart froze into a solid block of ice inside of her chest. 
 
      
 
    Crying out, Felice ran to them as they swung at one another. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “You’re a piece of trash, you know that?” Clay said, his whole body quivering with rage. 
 
      
 
    Pierce looked away from him, trying to master his anger. “Please idiot off, Clay.” 
 
      
 
    But the pretty-boy ex of Felice’s wouldn’t shut up; he would never shut up. He followed Pierce around the house, spitting accusations. He called him low-class, revolting, and ugly, hoping for something that would sting, a weakness he could exploit. But Pierce held firm, continuing to do his best to keep away from the brat. 
 
      
 
    “Can you do something about all of the noise in here?” Pierce asked Dolores as he made his fifth lap around the house, Clay close on his heels. He wouldn’t shut up, and the sound of his voice was grating on Pierce’s nerves. 
 
      
 
    Dolores chuckled. “You seem to have picked up a duckling somewhere.” Then her face became serious as she turned to Clay. “If you want to stay in my home, Clay, you will leave Pierce alone. Any more of this, and we’ll have you removed.” 
 
      
 
    Clay backed down, leaving Pierce in peace as he walked into the kitchen. Dolores’ taste was a lot more colorful than Felice’s, and the too-bright yellow walls actually made him miss that monochromatic white house. It had been too long since they were there; he missed it like he imagined he’d miss home, if he’d ever had one. 
 
      
 
    Despite the rules laid out by Dolores, it didn’t take long for Clay to find a way around them. As Pierce, much calmer after a quiet moment in the kitchen, came back to sit with the producers, Clay decided to join in on the discussion, interrupting Pierce with every word. 
 
      
 
    “So, we’re going to have more of you on the motorcycle,” one of the crew said. His eyes were wide and glittered with the idea of filming all of those “action scenes” with Pierce. “We’ll probably take some more stock footage of you on the bike tomorrow morning, if the weather is clear.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you would  — ” Pierce started. 
 
      
 
    But Clay was ready, interrupting his words with a kind of malicious glee. “It would be better if you filmed those scenes at night; it would have more of an impact.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care when  — ” he started, grinding his teeth. 
 
      
 
    Clay interrupted again. “Oh, let the professionals talk; you just don’t know how these things work.” 
 
      
 
    Grinding his teeth together, Pierce shut his mouth, listening with growing anger as Clay tried to alter all of the scenes Pierce would be in. Every time Pierce opened his mouth, Clay would be there, loud and juvenile, to yell over his words. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Pierce to snap. “All right, Clay. You need to shut up.” 
 
      
 
    The little snob laughed; even his laugh was annoying. He sounded like a braying donkey. “And who is going to make me shut up?” he asked, gleeful. 
 
      
 
    Pierce knew he was playing right into his hands, but couldn’t seem to stop himself. Red tinged his view of the room as he stood up. “Stop acting like a child,” Pierce growled, his fingers forming fists as he stood from the couch. “She doesn’t want you anymore. These games, the rumors you spread around to hurt her, make you looked obsessed. All you’re doing is hurting her; don’t you care?” 
 
      
 
    Clay laughed. “All I’m doing is helping her to make the right decision. Besides, she doesn’t need my help ruining her reputation. You two did that for me, all on your own.” 
 
      
 
    Dolores stepped in between the two of them, no emotion on her pretty face. “Clay, Pierce. Both of you shut up before I throw you both out of my house.” 
 
      
 
    But Pierce could no longer hear her, no longer see her. All that was left was the sound of his blood boiling in his veins, the tunnel of red around his vision that cut out all of the world except for Clay. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to kill him.” Without his permission, Pierce’s feet started to move toward him, his body an unstoppable train. He walked around Dolores, her protests falling on deaf ears. 
 
      
 
    Clay’s stupid, childish face looked so smug. Pierce was ready to punch that expression right off of his spoiled little mug; this would be a lesson he wouldn’t soon forget. But as he reached Clay, his hands balled into fists and his face full of rage, Felice’s voice cut through his mind. “You shouldn’t be fighting Clay; you’re only giving him what he wants,” her voice said, so clear that he was tempted to look around and see if she was actually in the room. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Pierce turned away from Clay, his voice still trembling with rage. “Look, man, say what you want, but Felice doesn’t want you here anymore; she’s tired of being with a cheating, lying sack of spoiled trash. So just go, okay? You’re not going her any good by being here.” 
 
      
 
    But it was pretty clear, at least to Pierce, that Clay didn’t care about Felice’s feelings at all. Especially when Clay took a swing at him, his fist barely missing as Pierce jumped back. “Stop it, Clay, or I will kick your rear.” 
 
      
 
    But Clay swung again, and Pierce put up his fists. He wasn’t going to stand here and let this jerk take swings at him. So he swung a fist out, hooking his arm, aiming for the little prick’s temple, hoping to end it quick. 
 
      
 
    Despite his lack of skill, Clay was fast. He ducked away from Pierce’s fist, sliding across the floor and swinging his arms like a cartoon at Pierce’s back. 
 
      
 
    Someone screamed, something broke. The sounds of glass shattering filled the room, but still Pierce kept his eyes locked on his prey. 
 
      
 
    “What is going on here? Stop!” Felice’s voice said from behind Pierce. Instantly, he backed away from Clay, keeping his hands in a defensive position. But Clay wasn’t going to give up. He followed him back, his limbs swinging around in an imitation of karate movies that would have made Pierce laugh if the situation hadn’t been so dire. 
 
      
 
    “I said stop!” Felice was in between them, putting her face violently into theirs. Clay pushed her aside, his eyes only for Pierce. “YOU CAN’T PUSH ME, CLAY; I’M PREGNANT,” Felice suddenly screamed. 
 
      
 
    But still, Clay remained focused only on Pierce. 
 
      
 
    Pierce’s concentration, however, was completely gone. He turned to Felice, his eyes huge in his face. “You’re what?” 
 
      
 
    A fist came from his right side, smashing into his temple with the force of a car crash. The last noise Pierce heard before the world went black was Clay chuckling. 
 
      
 
    The little jerk thought he won. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps he had. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    “Well, if nothing else, you won that horrible bet you made with your brother.” Dolores was sitting on the outdoor couch, looking out across her land, a cigarette between two fingers. Back when Felice was a child, Dolores had been a hand model; it was the way she’d started her strange career. Her hands were still very beautiful, even though age was starting to swell her joints ever so slightly. Before all that, they had been a normal, middle class family, until her mother married some rich old man for his money. 
 
      
 
    The Domiano Empire had been built off of that foundation, exploding into the reality show and fashion empire the world knew today. 
 
      
 
    Felice wished none of it had ever happened. She wanted to be an anonymous girl without a string of reporters looking for her every fault. She wanted the cameras out of her face, to not be followed around by paparazzi like ducklings after their mother. 
 
      
 
    They sat in silence for a long time. Felice didn’t care that she’d won the bet with Matt. She didn’t care about the extra money coming to her; no matter how many zeroes she added to her bank account, none of it mattered. 
 
      
 
    Pierce… 
 
      
 
    But he wasn’t the father that her child needed. He’d proven himself unable to stay out of a fight for five minutes. The cameras had eaten it up, but Felice could feel the stress of it filling her veins. No matter how unhappy it made her, her unborn child mattered more than what her heart told her. 
 
      
 
    It was time to let Pierce Normandy go. 
 
      
 
    There was only one man who could make her feel more secure, who could give her baby the father it deserved. There was only one who could fix her reputation, too, putting her career and her show back on track this season. The market research was clear. 
 
      
 
    That man was Clay Patterson. 
 
      
 
    Sneering, Felice threw her head back against the couch, her hand automatically going to her belly. She knew she wouldn’t feel anything just yet, kicking under the surface of her skin, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself from trying. 
 
      
 
    Dolores was studying her when Felice looked back over at her mother. “What is it?” she asked quietly, not sure she wanted to know the answer. 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Dolores looked like she was aching to tell Felice exactly what to do, mostly out of habit, but was holding back to see what she’d decide on her own. Smoke spilled out of her nose and mouth. 
 
      
 
    Felice glanced down at her shoes. “I’m going to put my life and reputation back together. If the show wants Clay, we’ll give them Clay back. I’m going to build a family for the TV audience until they love me again.” She sounded a little like a robot saying it, her voice empty and lifeless. “I need to put everything back together,” she repeated, more like she was trying to convince herself rather than her mother. 
 
      
 
    Dolores frowned, taking another long pull on her smoke. The acidic smelling scent of the cigarette reminded her acutely of Pierce; it cut deep into her ribs, piercing her heart. But she ignored the pain. She had to look forward to the future. 
 
      
 
    The pain would fade soon, leaving her with nothing but wonderful memories and a quiet life with her child. 
 
      
 
    And soon, Pierce would forget her, too. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “I’ll never get her out of my head.” Pierce took a long swig from the Jack Daniel’s bottle, drowning his sorrows in deep brown liquor. Even after a good part of the bottle, the pain of losing Felice still cut him deeply. He was bleeding out all over the dirty carpet of this nasty motel room, his heart empty of anything but pain. 
 
      
 
    “I should apologize for everything I’ve done.” But he remembered Felice’s wild outburst, her screaming at him. “How dare you start a fist fight like a criminal in my house!” 
 
      
 
    Felice was right; she didn’t need a loser like him tangling up her life. She didn’t want a criminal for a husband or a biker for a father. 
 
      
 
    After he’d woken from Clay’s sucker punch, he’d looked over to the couch, finding Clay comforting Felice as she cried. She’d let him. She’d let Clay Patterson comfort her after their fight. That he had started. 
 
      
 
    It was proof that Pierce didn’t belong in Felice’s glittering, intense world. He belonged back on the east coast, no matter how much it felt like his heart was being torn from his chest. Pressing his face into his hands, Pierce could feel bile rising in his throat. “She wants a man like Clay, who will help to put her name and her life back together. At least for the crowds.” 
 
      
 
    Although he knew that Clay would never make Felice happy, he was too selfish and slimy, at least her sterling reputation would be buffed of all of its tarnish with Clay’s squeaky clean reputation. He may have been a jerk, but he was a law-abiding, charity-running jerk that the public adored. 
 
      
 
    It was pretty obvious that “the public” had never met him. If they had, they wouldn’t think such nice things about him. 
 
      
 
    All that left Pierce alone in a dirty hotel room, waiting for his flight out the next day. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t let it end like this. She deserves an apology.” 
 
      
 
    Screwing the top back on his bottle of liquor, Pierce dialed her number from the hotel’s phone. He felt dizzy with regret. 
 
      
 
    “Felice,” a familiar voice said on the other line, her voice empty. She sounded hollow, and Pierce’s soul cried out at the sound of that beautiful voice gone flat. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t hang up, Felice. I just want to — Come by my hotel, without the cameras. I want to say goodbye.” 
 
      
 
    There was silence for a long time on the other end. After a million years of nothing, her voice finally came back on the phone. “Alright, Pierce. Give me the address. I will meet you in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    After they hung up, Pierce sat down on the bed in the musty old hotel room, staring at the door and waiting. 
 
      
 
    She would come soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice stood in front of the hotel room number that Pierce had given her, feeling like she was tearing herself to pieces for this meeting. Her hand was poised to knock, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. Seeing him one last time: is it worth the pain? 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she realized after a moment. “I want to see him again, this once. I need to memorize the lines of his face, the sound of his voice.” 
 
      
 
    Even though it pulled at her heart to do it, Felice knocked, holding her breath as she waited for him to answer. When Pierce opened the door, she still wasn’t quite ready to see him again. It hurt to see his face, so empty and lifeless. The chiseled jaw of his was tight, his eyes void of emotion. 
 
      
 
    Pierce gestured for her to come in, closing the door behind them. Felice turned to him, but Pierce had pressed his forehead to the hotel’s door like he couldn’t stand to see her face again. 
 
      
 
    Foundations crumbling under her feet, Felice had to force herself to stand up straight, to look him right in the eye when he turned around to face her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Felice. I’m sorry for everything. I — You were owed an apology, in person.” Pierce stepped away from the door and turned around, his eyes like ice. She swallowed hard, but managed to keep her eyes locked with his. “I never should have come home with you; I never wanted to make your life harder. I’m going to leave, go back home to the MC.” 
 
      
 
    She was quiet for a long time. When she spoke again, her voice came out ragged and unhappy. “I don’t — I mean, thank you. For the apology. I never wanted to  — ” she started, then stopped, unable to keep talking. Tears overwhelmed her, cutting off her words. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Felice. I’m going to find something to do with my life that will make you and our child proud, even if you don’t want me as part of both of your lives.” 
 
      
 
    Hearing him speak so nonchalantly about their child carved deep cracks into her heart, wounds that would likely never heal. “I want you part of your child’s life, Pierce, but not until you clean your act up. I can’t have a criminal around my kid that thinks nothing of starting fist fights in my living room. That’s not a role model.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree. I’m going to do whatever it takes.” Pierce stepped toward her, his hands coming to rest on either side of her face. Felice had to close her eyes as he pressed his forehead to hers, blocking the sight of him so close to her. But there wasn’t anything she could do about the scent of him, the spicy cigarette smell that permeated his skin. She inhaled deeply, trying to memorize the way he felt, the way he smelled, so close to her as he was now. 
 
      
 
    Because after this, she would most likely never see him again. 
 
      
 
    “Promise me you’ll give me a chance to prove myself,” he whispered. Before she could answer, his lips eased over hers, his fingers buried deep in her hair. She wanted to push him away, lecture him about how inappropriate this kiss was in their situation, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. 
 
      
 
    This was the last time they would be together, and she decided to let him have her one more time. 
 
      
 
    His mouth traced every inch of her, his arms and hands wrapping close, massaging her skin. Shivering, Felice cried out his name again as they came together, bodies pressing close. Mouths pressed together not in hunger, but in quiet contemplation. There was silence between them; no words passed their lips. There was nothing that could be said to make the situation any better than it was. 
 
      
 
    Felice sat down in his lap, her naked legs wrapped close around his waist. Tears spilled down her cheeks as she held him close, feeling the head of his cock probe her willing opening. She wrapped her arms close around him, pressing her face into his muscled shoulder. 
 
      
 
    They moved together, Pierce wrapped tight around her like bonds. For the last time in her life, Felice felt whole, protected. She felt loved and cherished. Every inch of Pierce’s body seemed to worship hers, his eyes lit up with awe at her body and her soul. 
 
      
 
    Nothing was as bitterly beautiful as this moment. Never again would Felice hold him, but this was the perfect memory to carry with her for the rest of her miserable life. Felice wished he could stay, that they could build the life together she had always dreamed of. But he was a bad boy on a bike, and nothing in the world could change that. And although his rebel image lit her body on fire, bad boys made bad fathers. It was time to let him go, for good. 
 
      
 
    I love you. She tried to whisper it, but the words wouldn’t come. They hid behind her tongue as she moaned instead, feeling the length of him slide in and out of her willing body. She was hungry for him, and wanted to feel every last inch of him. She wanted to feel the hot splash of his cum inside, feel the feather-light caresses of his fingers down her back. 
 
      
 
    He gave her all of that and more. So much more… 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Felice. I’m sorry I’m not who you wanted me to be. That I’ll never be the right man for you.” 
 
      
 
    Felice was straddling his hips with her perfect legs, her face buried in the curve of his shoulder. All he could do was hold her, make love to her, and then let her go. But he wasn’t quite ready to let go yet; first, he needed to make her cry his name. No matter what, he wouldn’t leave her without pleasing her first. One last time. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t tell her how much he cared, he couldn’t explain what was spilling through his mind, but he could show her. He kissed his message into every inch of her skin, his mouth drawing out moans and gasps of pleasure that filled him with lust, love, and something bittersweet. 
 
      
 
    I love you, Felice. I’m so sorry… He traced the words across her breasts with his mouth, caressing and teasing, making her gasp as his tongue brushed over the tips of her nipples. 
 
      
 
    Laying her down across the bed, Pierce looked down on her with a sadness that filled his chest to bursting. She lay before him, spread wide and welcoming, her pussy dripping juices onto the bed’s sheets. Her hooded eyes were glittering with pleasure. Her perfect breasts formed peaks in the cool air, her usually tidy blonde hair tangled on his pillow. 
 
      
 
    A pink blush lit up her whole body, her arousal bringing her blood to the surface of her skin. He ran his eyes over every line of her, painting the portrait of her body on his mind to pull out and admire when she was long gone from him. 
 
      
 
    Then, he leaned forward and pressed a passionate kiss to her clit, exciting a yip of pleasure from her perfect, pink, cupid’s bow lips. Her eyes closed, tears spilling from the corners, dragging her mascara down the sides of her face in two, dark lines. 
 
      
 
    She shivered with emotion as Pierce licked all the places she liked to be licked, sliding over her and inside of her until she shook with it, shouting his name with all of abandon he’d wanted to give her. 
 
      
 
    Eyes glowing with desire, Felice tackled him to the bed, throwing her legs over her hips and piercing herself, sliding his cock into her unbelievably tight womanhood. She still throbbed with the ache of her last orgasm. It was perfect. 
 
      
 
    Then she was off, riding him with fervor. She threw her head back, her hands cupping her own breasts as she cried his name. Pierce took firm hold of her undulating hips and guided her body as she pumped him furiously, her pussy clinging to him as though begging him never to leave. 
 
      
 
    When they came, they came together, the world shattering around them like a stained glass window, the pieces of the world glittering in the brilliant light of their love. They collapsed to the bed, sweat-soaked and panting. Words that couldn’t be spoken tainted their lips, and both remained silent. 
 
      
 
    When the shattered world began to put itself back together again, Felice got up. Tears slid from her beautiful, green eyes as she found all of her clothing, putting each piece back on as Pierce watched from the bed. 
 
      
 
    Without a single word of goodbye, Felice walked out of the door to him hotel room forever, and Pierce could do nothing but watch. He remained silent as the door slid silently closed behind her. 
 
      
 
    All of the color seemed to fade away, leaving the ugly little hotel room even uglier than before. Pierce lit up a cigarette, blowing gray smoke into the gray room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Pierce stared at the wall of his office, trying not to think about anything at all. When the world was quiet like this, when everyone was out or sleeping, it was really hard to keep his mind where it was supposed to be. He was supposed to be thinking about numbers, budgets, and about keeping the MC on the right side of the law. He certainly wasn’t supposed to be thinking about Felice. 
 
      
 
    But he couldn’t keep his mind off of her for more than a few moments. Even after months of being apart with almost no communication, he still thought of her every moment of the day. It’s not like he could separate how successful and clean the Millennium Mayhem Motorcycle Club had become from Felice’s influence; it was entirely her money that had allowed them to come this far this fast. The motorcycle repair shop was up and running, and everyone here had a job and a real income. Pierce had slowly begun to learn what foreign things like tax forms and social security were; they had never had to worry about such things before all this had happened. 
 
      
 
    And most of it was Felice’s influence. 
 
      
 
    But he would try anyway, try to force thoughts of her away for a moment or two to give himself some peace. 
 
      
 
    Overall, Pierce had a pretty good life; for the first time ever, he had considerable money in the bank, a thriving repair business, and his people loyal. Most of them still lived in the old warehouse, even though they could now afford apartments in the area. That sort of loyalty to him filled him with a feeling he couldn’t describe. 
 
      
 
    “If everything is so wonderful, why can’t I get Felice out of my head?” He wondered how much longer the pain would linger, how much longer it would take him to move on. 
 
      
 
    Standing up from his desk, Pierce milled around the room, pondering over his next moves. There was quiet knock at the door, and Pierce let them in with a growl. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    The door opened, revealing Razor. Nothing had really changed about her in the months since Pierce had come back, but there was an air of something new in her. It was like finding herself a business woman on the right side of the law had made her stand up a little straighter. 
 
      
 
    “We’re good to go on the Christmas thingy, boss. The Callie Project has agreed to work with us,” Razor said without preamble, walking into Pierce’s office with that her shoulders back and her eyes determined. “We’ll get the project off of the ground by December 1st.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect; thanks, Razor. I owe you one for taking care of that for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything else I can do for you, boss?” She flipped her long, half-shaved hair out of her face with a practiced motion. There was a frown on her leathery face. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Pierce leaned back in his chair, his eyes locking on Razor’s. “Is there something you wanna say to me?” 
 
      
 
    She made a face and shrugged. “That depends on whether you’re thinking about going to visit Nevada this holiday season or not, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce winced. “I’m not planning any trips anywhere, Razor. And it would be best if you didn’t bring it up again.” Razor shrugged, closing the office door behind herself, leaving Pierce alone with his memories again. The memories of Felice’s perfect white skin. The gentle part between her cupid’s bow lips as she moaned his name. The way her hands  — 
 
      
 
    Better stop thinking like that. It was hard enough to get anything done with Felice haunting his mind all the time; remembering the times he spent warming her bed wouldn’t make anything better. 
 
      
 
    As though his thinking of her brought it on, Pierce’s phone buzzed with the sound of chiming bells. It was Felice’s unique ringtone. Sweating, Pierce reached for the phone with fingers that shook. 
 
      
 
    “First pictures of the baby; it’s a boy. :)” 
 
      
 
    And Pierces heart collapsed, turning into a black hole in his chest. The ultrasounds looked like blobs of an unfinished sculpture to Pierce’s untrained eye, but he knew there was a child in there somewhere. His child. He saved the photos in his phone without replying, returning to the lifeless, colorless world he now lived in. Before, this repair shop was everything he ever wanted. But somehow, spending a few weeks with America’s dream girl had altered him in ways he couldn’t comprehend. 
 
      
 
    But he would go on. And one day he would spend a few minutes not thinking about Felice and his unborn son. Then maybe a few hours. Then maybe a few whole days at a time. The pain of losing her wouldn’t go away, but maybe one day it would be a little more bearable. 
 
      
 
    “Felice doesn’t want me part of our kid’s life. I can’t decide if her sending me these updates is worse than nothing.” He stared down at his phone, thinking about replying to the message, but ultimately deciding against it. He should have blocked her number, but couldn't quite bring himself to do it. He should have burnt the pile of magazines that he’d bought with her photo in it, but he couldn’t seem to keep himself from buying them whenever her perfect face peeked out from the pages. 
 
      
 
    Well, at least the world loves her again. Getting back with Clay has been a huge boost to her career. 
 
      
 
    But it didn’t stop the pressure from clamping down on his heart every time her name came up in conversation. He was pretty sure that nothing would ever stop that pain. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Pierce took his jacket, a pack of cigarettes, and a lighter. Perhaps a visit to the hills would help out his head. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice stared down at her phone, hoping that Pierce would reply to her text. Almost immediately, the photo was shown as “looked at,” but no reply ever came. Sighing, Felice fought back tears as she set her phone down gently on the counter next to her. 
 
      
 
    Standing on the cold, white kitchen tiles in her bare feet, Felice felt a little nauseous. She’d never thought that things like morning sickness and swollen feet would be on her list of problems to deal with, but she didn’t regret the decision to keep Pierce’s child. If nothing else, their son would be a little piece of him that she could keep. 
 
      
 
    There was a knock at the door before Clay entered, his eyes roaming the rooms until they found her. “I’m always in the kitchen, Clay,” she wanted to say. “Always. It is the only room in this house that I love. Not that you would take the time to learn anything about me. No, that would take too much effort.” 
 
      
 
    “Hello, darling,” Clay frowned, putting unnecessary emphasis on the word. It made Felice feel even more nauseous than she was before. Clay walked in and sat down across from her at the counter. He didn’t even bother trying to kiss her cheek anymore. Clay, just like Felice, was tired of pretending. It was hard enough to pretend for the cameras. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want, Clay?” Felice asked after a long deep breath. It was the only thing that kept her from snapping at him. 
 
      
 
    Clay pulled out his phone and immediately started flipping through something, his scrolling ensuring that he didn’t have to look at Felice’s face. She silently fumed. Then he made it even worse by opening his mouth. “Well, the producers want to end this season with a bang, you know? And one of the little guys who gets coffee had an idea.” 
 
      
 
    Felice frowned, pretty sure she was already going to hate this idea. Running her hands over the swelling of her belly, she stayed silent and waited for Clay to finish. 
 
      
 
    “So, they thought it would be a good idea to have a wedding for the season finale. That way your little mongrel baby can grow up with a real father. Or something.” Clay waved dismissively like it didn’t matter one way or another to him. “Something about keeping it real with the conservative fans or something.” 
 
      
 
    Felice just blinked at him, unable to summon a reaction. The world seemed to tilt a little while Clay was talking. Without meaning to, Felice went to her coffeemaker and turned it on, letting the scent and sound of the coffee spilling into the carafe soothe whatever was left of her spirit. “I should have stayed with Pierce. I should have taken the hard route.” She didn’t say anything in response, and Clay somehow took that as a sign that she also thought the idea was a good one. 
 
      
 
    “You should start picking out rings and all that nonsense; they’ll want to film the party and engagement episodes in the next few weeks. If you buy whatever ring you want, I’ll pay you back. Get it soon.” Clay stood up from the bar, his eyes still locked on his phone. “I have a date tonight, so don’t bother texting me with pictures. I’m sure whatever you pick will be fine.” Without a single word of affection or farewell, Clay was gone, his face still so buried in his phone that he couldn’t see how unhappy Felice looked. 
 
      
 
    Pouring herself a big cup of coffee, Felice slowly stirred a bit of milk and sugar in. Then she dumped half of it out in the sink. “Doctor says no more than one, eight-ounce caffeinated coffee a day.” 
 
      
 
    She stood around in her silent kitchen, sipping slowly on her one allowed coffee. The misery of everything that had happened to her so far was starting to push hard against her shoulders, weighing her down even more than the baby inside of her stomach. 
 
      
 
    It took every ounce of willpower and courage she had inside of her to not run to her phone and beg for Pierce to take her back. Hating every second of her new life, Felice couldn’t even take any joy in the fact that the world seemed to have fallen in love with her and Clay as a couple. She didn’t care that her career was back on track, that the ratings were up, or that the store was doing well. 
 
      
 
    She just wanted Pierce by her side. 
 
      
 
    Tears slipped down her face as she cradled her growing belly with her arms. “But I need a father for my child that doesn’t break the law, that doesn’t ride with a gang. I need Clay for the cameras, for now.” 
 
      
 
    Maybe someday, she would learn to love someone new, and be free of both Pierce and Clay. 
 
      
 
    But she doubted it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    “Hey, boss, there’s someone here to see you.” Razor’s face was all twisted up with concern as she poked her head into the office. 
 
      
 
    Pierce’s eyebrows furrowed. “What kind of someone?” 
 
      
 
    Razor shrugged and disappeared behind the door before he could ask any more questions, which was a really bad sign. Razor always just came into his office. “Incredible.” 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully it’s not the police. We cleared up everything with them months ago. I think.” Pierce pulled on his jacket and stepped down into the main hangar where the boys were repairing the bikes that had been left by clients to be fixed. Or, they should have been working. Instead, they were distracted by Pierce’s visitor. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled humorlessly. Dressed like that, it’s no wonder she’s drawing attention. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Jennifer,” Pierce called, pulling Jenny’s attention from her phone. She hadn’t changed much since he’d first met her; the long, black curls still delicately framed her pretty face. The ends were still brightly colored, like she’d tripped into a wet canvas. 
 
      
 
    This time around, her contacts were a too-bright, too-rich sky blue. Pierce silently wondered if Jennifer even remembered what her natural eye color was at this point. “Buenas tardes, Pierce. Nice digs, man.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
      
 
    Jennifer shrugged, smacking her gum loudly against the roof of her mouth as the bangles lining her arms jangled loudly together. “I got my ways. That’s not important though.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce glanced around, amused at the open-mouthed stares of his mechanics. “Get back to work and stop acting like animals,” Pierce yelled, making every single one of his boys jump like they’d been caught sneaking cookies from mama’s cookie jar. Jennifer laughed out loud, then took Pierce’s arm and led him outside. 
 
      
 
    Pierce lit up a cigarette, offering one to Jennifer. She took it delicately between perfectly manicured nails, pulling her own lighter from the depths of her designer bag. Blowing smoke into the cool, December air, Jennifer glanced around herself with surprise. “You have done quite well for yourself, Pierce. Good for you.” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t come here just to pat me on the back, I’m assuming.” 
 
      
 
    Jennifer shook her head, leaning back against the metal of the warehouse, looking up into the winter’s sky. She looked around, then back down at Pierce. Suddenly she asked, “You miss her?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I do,” Pierce snapped, wanting to walk away from this conversation. “Does she — Doesn’t she miss me?” 
 
      
 
    Jennifer rolled her strange, too-blue eyes. “Duh, of course she does. She’s in love with you. That’s not even a fair question.” 
 
      
 
    Crossing his arms, he hoped Jennifer couldn’t hear his heart thundering in his chest. “So that still doesn’t explain why you are here.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m here because, although Felice won’t tell you herself, I think you need to know. Her ‘relationship’ with Clay is just for the cameras. They don’t see each other except for shooting and the occasional publicized public outing.” 
 
      
 
    Despite his best efforts, Pierce could feel hope flaring in his chest. The feeling made him dizzy, the blood rushing loud through his veins. “Maybe I have a chance then. Maybe I can get her to take me back, even after everything. I just have to prove I deserve it.” 
 
      
 
    But he had no idea how. 
 
      
 
    “Felice should do whatever it is that will make her happy. Staying with Clay obviously doesn’t and being with me won’t either. So you need to make her see that.” Pierce put out the cigarette on the ground under his boot, blowing out the last bit of smoke from his lungs. “She should do what’s best for our kid and herself.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s miserable without you, you know.” 
 
      
 
    It was like a blow to the stomach to hear those words; he’d never wanted to make Felice miserable. After a moment to compose himself, he answered, his voice surprisingly steady. “Felice and the baby are better off without me. I think it’s time for you to go home.” After a moment’s hesitation, he opened his mouth again. “But if you wouldn’t mind bringing something back with you, it would be appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice stared at the obviously handmade crib, her eyes flowing over the intricately hand-carved bassinet, her stomach churning. It was beautiful and obviously a long labor of love. It must have taken Pierce every spare hour of every day they had been apart to create this masterpiece. Tears sprung to her eyes, and Felice had to grab the kitchen counter to keep herself upright. 
 
      
 
    “You went to see him.” It wasn’t really a question, but Jennifer nodded anyway. 
 
      
 
    “If nothing else, it proves how much he still loves you.” Felice glared at her best friend as she flipped her thick hair over her shoulder, a cocky grin on her pretty face. “He’s really cleaned himself and his people up; he’s completely legitimate now. He runs a garage in Boston now, fixing up bikes and cars.” 
 
      
 
    Felice just stared at her, ice slowly replacing the blood in her veins. “I’m glad he managed not to do anything illegal in the past two months. Is this a record?” She knew she was being a jerk, but Jennifer had gone behind her back and brought up all sorts of emotions that Felice wasn’t ready to feel yet. 
 
      
 
    This was her fault. 
 
      
 
    “Pierce is still way better for you than Clay, I mean it.” Jennifer jumped up onto the counter, sitting down on the white tiles of Felice’s kitchen island, her feet swinging as she popped her bubblegum in between her teeth. “You should tell that lying, cheating jerk to crawl back under whatever hole he crawled out of and run back to Pierce. He’s a much better man, even with his past.” 
 
      
 
    Felice crossed her arms over her chest, trying not to wince as she pressed too hard against her very sensitive breasts. “I won’t put my child in danger just because it looks like Pierce might have given up his criminal ways. He can go back to them at any time. You don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “And you can’t prove he will go back to them, Felice! How can you have so little faith in the man you claim to love and so much faith in the jerk that cheated on you?” 
 
      
 
    “Love has nothing to do with this!” Felice yelled, her voice cracking with unhappiness. “Clay will raise Pierce’s son like his own and has promised to be there for all of his birthdays and everything. Pierce can’t promise the same if he ends up in jail, Jennifer.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it with you?” Jennifer snapped in return, rage lighting up her beautiful eyes. “You are so willing to see only the best in Clay, who is a garbage fire of a human being, and only the worst in Pierce who is a good guy trying to make things right so you will be back in his life. He wants to be part of his son’s life so badly that he’s completely changed his life around, and you won’t even give him a chance.” Jennifer slid off of the counter and walked towards the front door, shouting over her shoulder. “Pierce is lucky he’s not stuck with you, considering how much you’re determined to hate him!” 
 
      
 
    All of the anger and pain flooded out of Felice the moment Jennifer slammed the door, bringing tears to her emerald eyes. Why did doing the right thing have to be so hard? Being with Pierce would be right, but it’s just so much easier to stay here and not have to try. There was a part of Felice that wanted to drop everything and do whatever necessary to make life with Pierce work, but the rest of her was afraid. What would it do to her career, her show, her store, her life? 
 
      
 
    If he slips, I will end up alone with a child and my man in jail. Can I really live that way? 
 
      
 
    Pressing her face into her hands, Felice stood in the empty, white kitchen and cried. The sounds of her tears echoed around the empty house. There was no one else around, no one left to fill the aching void inside of her chest. She cradled her growing belly, eyes streaming tears as she sank to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what to do.” The tile floor was icy cold against her body, but she didn’t seem to have the strength left to pick herself up. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    She just sat there and cried quietly into the empty, lifeless silence around her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Pierce glanced around at the chaos, trying to decide how to handle the unforeseen boom in traffic. The toy drive was just supposed to be a local event; where did all of these people come from? 
 
      
 
    The Millennium Mayhem First Annual Toy Drive was looking to be an unprecedented success, one that had blown both Pierce and Razor’s hopes completely out of the water. The whole cursed garage was flooded with bright toys and bows and ribbons and strangers with cameras. News vans lined the streets outside, drawing onlookers from the streets, curious to see what all of the fuss was about. 
 
      
 
    “I’m curious to know what all of the fuss is about, too.” Pierce glanced around, watching as the camera crews tracked down all of his people, doing short interviews on the charity work. Pierce heard the phrase “Bikers Gone Good,” so many times from the reports’ mouths that he wanted to gag. Like we’re the first group of guys to clean up our acts and do something worth doing. 
 
      
 
    “So, Mr. Normandy, you’re the leader of this group, is that right?” some lady in a red suit was asking him, her stage makeup giving her a strange, clown look in real life. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, yes. I’m the president of Millennium Mayhem. I organized this toy drive as a symbol of our newfound devotion to the community; all the proceeds and toys will be split up, half going to St. Mary’s Children’s Hospital and half to the Hope for the Holidays foundation.” Pierce blinked at the too-bright camera lights, trying to figure out how to get out of more of these interviews. 
 
      
 
    “But you were a criminal operation before.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce winced as the reporter shoved the microphone back in his face. “I wouldn’t say that,” he laughed, then suggestively slow winked at the camera, making the woman in red laugh. “But this year, we made a bit more money than usual. So we’re giving some of it back to the community. Most of the donated money for this has come from Felice Domiano. The rest has come from the profits from our new garage, the MMMC.” 
 
      
 
    The reporter asked a few more questions, and Pierce steered her away from any questions about Felice. Instead, he talked about the garage and the people who had devoted their lives to it, including Razor and a few of his other past gang members. The press looked a little disappointed as he clearly kept maneuvering around questions about America’s favorite reality TV star. 
 
      
 
    The cameras packed up eventually and left, leaving Pierce with massive piles of toys and a shocked group of Mayhem boys. 
 
      
 
    “What was all that about?” Razor asked, scratching the shaved sides of her hair. “That was way more’n we were expecting. Did you call someone, boss?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce shook his head. “I think this calls for a round of drinks though, doesn’t it, boys?” A cheer filled the room from the men and women who Pierce was lucky enough to have on his side. It didn’t turn out like I thought it would, but it’s not such a bad life. He winced a little whenever he thought about Felice or his son, but at least he still had all of this. After he gave them some money, they brought back several pizzas and a drum of beer from somewhere, breaking open both and passing them around. 
 
      
 
    Pierce’s phone buzzed loudly just as the last of the pizza disappeared. It was a number he didn’t recognize, but it was the same area code as Felice and Jennifer’s numbers. Frowning, he stood up from the celebration and walked away, putting the phone to his ear. “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    A familiar, not wholly unwelcome voice answered from the other side. “Greetings! Merry Christmas and all that jazz. How yah been, Pierce?” 
 
      
 
    “Just fine... Kenneth, right?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. Kenneth Vanderbilt. The one Felice tried to get to make you fake IDs and all that,” he said, chuckling. “Been awhile since you’ve been around though.” 
 
      
 
    “You helped me get out of jail; I never thanked you for that.” Pierce swallowed hard, not sure exactly what to say to this guy. He seemed like one of those slimeballs who straddled the good and bad parts of the world without having any moral issues at all. Pierce hoped he wasn’t coming back for some sort of reconciliation for helping him. 
 
      
 
    “Not a big deal, Pierce; the lady was paying me anyway. I just called to see how you were enjoying your Christmas present from me and Jenny.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce blinked, his mouth turning down into a frown. “You sicced the news vans on us for our charity event?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, some pretty nice work there, wasn’t it? Lucky for the girlies I know people who know people. You’ll be needing all of that good press in a few days. Keep your eyes on the entertainment news on TV, would yah? I think you might find some of the upcoming stories really interesting.” 
 
      
 
    Before Pierce could question him further, Kenneth hung up. Pierce didn’t like the smug sound of that little dirt bag’s voice at all. What was all that about? 
 
      
 
    Putting down his phone, Pierce pushed the thoughts of that odd conversation out of his head, determined to celebrate with his boys, no matter what Jennifer and Kenneth were up to. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    When Felice’s phone rang, she almost threw it out of the window instead of answering. The cameras were in her house again and the producers were arguing over the best way to have Felice and Clay’s engagement play out on screen. Felice’s mother was there, trying to dominate the conversation, and Clay, who was supposed to be in today’s filming, was nowhere to be found. How are we supposed to shoot the engagement shots today if he doesn’t show up? 
 
      
 
    Felice imagined he was passed out somewhere, his face buried in between some nameless woman’s boobs. But she didn’t bother calling him; if he didn’t show up, it would just be one more day she could put off this fake engagement that she didn’t want anything to do with. 
 
      
 
    Glancing down at her phone, Felice saw Kenneth’s name flash across the screen. She picked up the phone, stepping out of the kitchen and into the dining room where it was a little quieter. “Hello, Kenneth,” she said, unable to keep the frown out of her voice. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, darlin. It’s always a pleasure to hear your sweet voice,” Kenneth answered, his voice laced with sarcasm. “I look forward to our conversations, I really do.” 
 
      
 
    Felice took a deep breath. “You’re right; I’m sorry. I am glad to hear from you, I think. What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I need you tah do me a big favor, Felice. Turn on your TV and switch to channel five. You can thank me later!” 
 
      
 
    The undeniable sound of a phone being hung up rang in her ear and Felice gaped at her cell phone. What a jerk, hanging up on me. Grumpy and frowning, Felice stepped into the living room, where the cameras were already up and rolling. Felice’s mother and Matt were chatting on camera when she walked in, plopping down on the couch and turning on the TV. 
 
      
 
    Dolores turned on her almost immediately. “Do you mind, Felice?” 
 
      
 
    “That you’re doing this in my house? Only a little. This is important.” Felice waved at her to be quiet, and a few of the cameramen had to cover their mouths to keep from laughing out loud on the cut. 
 
      
 
    Felice flipped on the TV, ignoring Dolores, Matt, and the half dozen still-running cameras around to flip to channel five, as directed. “This better be good,” Felice thought, clicking the TV box controller. 
 
      
 
    Her jaw nearly dropped to the floor as she saw the news story currently in progress. 
 
      
 
    “Clay Patterson, boyfriend of superstar Felice Domiano, was outed by a long time secretary for his laundry list of alleged illegal dealings,” the news anchor was saying, her voice and eyes empty of emotion. “The man, who is supposed to be a main player in the upcoming season of the Steel Dom TV show, will most likely be spending the season in jail instead.” The news anchor began to list the charges, a glimmer of glee at Clay’s misfortune glowing in the depths of her  eyes. 
 
      
 
    The cameras zoomed in on the TV and the Domianos’ horrified expressions with glee. This wasn’t the engagement episode they had been hoping for, but they would still get something worth putting on TV. 
 
      
 
    Felice ignored the sudden uproar around her, her eyes locked on the screen. 
 
      
 
    In a horrified second, she realized her mistake. “What Clay has done is even worse than Pierce, and I was going to let him raise my child.” Tears sprang to her eyes, blurring the footage before her. “I never should have let him into my life or my house. I never should have left Pierce behind.” 
 
      
 
    The front door opened and slammed shut. Felice barely heard it over the sound of Dolores panicking and the sound of her own heart breaking into pieces. “What have I done?” 
 
      
 
    Breathing heavily, Clay tumbled into the living room, his pale face red from exertion. “Babe, you won’t believe what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
    Felice glanced at him and snorted indelicately. “I might believe it.” She pointed to the screen. “Tax evasion? Embezzling money? Drugs? All of this is true, isn’t it? This is how you made your greasy money?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t hear you complaining when I spent that money on you, Felice,” Clay snapped, his eyes on fire. “But come on, Babe. We’re going to have to make a run for it. Get out of the US government’s reach.” 
 
      
 
    Felice laughed. “Like I’d go anywhere with you now. Slimeball.” 
 
      
 
    Clay slapped her across the face, his eyes burning with hate. “So you can go back to your biker jerk? I don’t think so. You’re coming with me.” He grabbed onto her arm so hard Felice was sure she would have bruises. 
 
      
 
    Balling up her fist, Felice pulled back as hard as she could, punching Clay in the nose with all of her might. Blood spurted from his nostrils, and his head snapped back. Clay yelled out, releasing her arm as Felice scampered back away from him. She knew the cameras were still running, but she ran back to her fireplace and grabbed the fire poker off of the stand, holding it out like a sword in front of her. “Touch me again and I’ll brain you, you stupid douchebag. I don’t want you. No one wants you. You’re just a slimy jerk who can’t see past his own sense of entitlement. So get the heck out of my house. Now.” 
 
      
 
    Clay touched his face, seemingly shocked at the blood spilling from his nose. Tears streamed from his eyes as he turned them on Felice. “You broke my nose!” 
 
      
 
    “And next I’m calling the police to tell them where you are! Get out of my house!” 
 
      
 
    Sirens pulled up the road, screeching and loud, pulling into Felice’s driveway. Clay, looking panicked, stood up, his face full of rage. “This is your fault, you dumb jerk,” he screamed, blood still pouring down his face. “If I go to jail, it will be your fault!” 
 
      
 
    Felice laughed in his face, bitter and angry. “If you go to jail, it’ll be your own cursed fault for all of the illegal stuff you did, Clay. None of it will be my fault.” 
 
      
 
    The police charged into the house, a thunder of boots on through her normally quiet kitchen. One of them men leapt forward, slamming hard into Clay’s knees and instantly bringing him to the floor. Dolores screamed and Matt dove out of the way and to the couch, not wanting to be caught in the line of fire if Clay tried to flee. 
 
      
 
    Felice dropped the poker. It clattered loudly to the floor as the police officers swarmed her home. She stared at the police and at Clay with dead eyes. She was exhausted; she felt like she hadn’t slept in a week. Cradling her stomach with her left hand, Felice watched as the police dragged Clay out of her house, kicking and screaming, his curses finally quieting as they shoved him in the back of car. 
 
      
 
    “This is amazing!” one of the producers gushed, his face lit up like a Christmas tree. “Nothing makes better TV, Felice!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your concern; my life has just been ruined on camera, but at least you’re happy,” Felice snapped, her face a mask of rage. Tears poured down her face as she turned on the producers. “You people are the worst, and I want you out of my house. Now.” 
 
      
 
    There was something icy in her voice that made all of the crew fall silent. They packed up their electronics and cameras and lights and left, leaving Felice alone with her regrets. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    “I almost made the worst decision of my life.” Felice stared out of the window, watching as the city streamed by. It hadn’t been long since she’d left Boston, but it felt a little like a homecoming. Some of the best days of her life had been in this place, discovering a whole other world she hadn’t known existed with Pierce. Memories of those beautiful moments filled her mind, blocking out the sounds and sights around her. 
 
      
 
    Memories of making love to Pierce on the campground, riding his motorcycle through the fall leaves, and meeting his people. These moments that she’d kept close to her heart this whole time. Sighing, Felice glanced out of the window again, noticing those pretty, fire-colored leaves had all tumbled to the ground, leaving the trees naked and empty. They looked like they were reaching for the sun with their empty branches, begging for the spring to come back again. 
 
      
 
    She wondered if Pierce still wanted her. It had been months since he’d even bothered to reply to any of her texts. Even if he still loved her, she did leave him for Clay. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Felice ran her hands over her swelling belly, feeling the warmth of her son deep inside of her body. He was too small to feel just yet. But she knew he would soon be big enough to feel kicking around in there. And Felice wanted Pierce to be around when he did. “Even if — Even if he doesn’t want me, he should at least be part of his son’s life.” 
 
      
 
    Jenny sat next to Felice in the rental, driving like Felice was an antique glass sculpture that would shatter at a touch rather than simply a lady carrying a baby. Her concern was touching, if a little excessive; Felice was just happy that Jennifer was around to show her where the garage was. She needed the moral support now more than anything. 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to be fine; he still loves you, I promise.” Jennifer patted Felice’s leg gently, her wrists jangling with a massive assortment of bangles. The sun was beginning to set over the road and the sky turned a deep, rich orange sherbet and wine color, but Jennifer was still wearing her sunglasses. 
 
      
 
    Felice’s mouth dried up as Jennifer slowed to a halt outside of a big, warehouse looking building. There was a sign on the outside that looked like handmade graffiti that read “the Millennium Mayhem Bike and Car Repairs.” The parking lot was all gravel, which Felice nearly groaned at. Her shoes were not going to like this trek. 
 
      
 
    “Too bad for the shoes I care more about Pierce.” 
 
      
 
    Heart racing, pounding against her ribs, Felice stared at the building. Her eyes were too wide, her fingers shaking as she stared at the metal gray siding of the warehouse. “Pierce is inside of this building, right now.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling a little dizzy, Felice opened the car door and stood up, feeling the icy-cold Boston air steal away all of her heat. It didn’t seem to matter how sensibly she dressed for the weather here, it was never warm enough. 
 
      
 
    Footsteps on the gravel made crunching noises that woke Felice out of her trance. The camera crew spilled out of the van that had followed them all the way up there, quickly double-checking their equipment before giving Felice the sign to go ahead. 
 
      
 
    But she wasn’t ready to go ahead. 
 
      
 
    The thought of rushing into the garage and shouting Pierce’s name for the TV cameras made Felice a little ill, but this was her contract. They needed a pretty ending to the season. Since there weren’t going to be wedding bells between her and Clay, she felt she owed them something to close off the final episode with. She’d given them a pretty, tear-filled love confession they would most likely cut into this one. It felt a little bit violating, always having the cameras there for her most vulnerable moments. But it was too late to regret that now. 
 
      
 
    Right now, she had to focus on Pierce and herself and the child that would be theirs. 
 
      
 
    Holding her hands protectively over her stomach, Felice stared up at the imposing building, and took a long, deep breath. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Piece stopped breathing when he looked outside to see what all of the commotion was about. All of his boys stood around him, pressing closer to the glass, their fingerprints turning to rainbows as the lights from outside shown through them. Every detail of that moment, from the icy cold glass under his fingers to the warm feeling spreading through his chest seemed important. Every little thing about this second was some of the most important of his life. 
 
      
 
    Because somehow, Felice Domiano, wrapped up in a massive pile of winter coats and scarves, was standing in front of his store. Lights glittered off of the silver embroidery on her solid white jacket. Her heels sunk into the gravel as she wobbled across the parking lot from the car, her face wary but determined. 
 
      
 
    She posed herself in front of the well-lit storefront, and it took a moment for Pierce to realize why. The cameras. They surrounded her like sharks smelling blood in the water. The lighting must have been particularly good where she stood. 
 
      
 
    Pierce’s heart turned to ice, the blood draining from his face. “Of course she would bring cameras. This is some kind of publicity thing for her. I guess it’s best to just go out there and find out what she wants so I can go back to my life. I’m so tired of these cameras. I don’t know how her family stands them.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Pierce braced himself. Then he pushed the door open. 
 
      
 
    A flood of light passed over him as he pushed past the threshold, the cold air instantly pulling all of the heat from his body as he stepped out into the cold. Felice was there, her beautiful body posed in the gravel, her liquid green eyes watching him like a hawk would her prey. Pierce could feel a lump form in his throat that he wasn’t quite sure he could speak around. But he needed to try. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here, Felice?” Pierce gestured to the cameras which seemed to all be rolling, pointing at him expectantly. “Did you bring the crew along to make me look like the bad guy again? Because I’m tired of playing the lawless loser for you.” 
 
      
 
    No matter what Jennifer said about Felice being miserable with Clay, it couldn’t have been true. She didn’t look miserable, standing in the center of the circle of light in the parking lot. In fact, she looked perfect, poised. Just as she always had. Her green eyes were as hard as emeralds as she stared at him, her breath puffing in the cold December air. “Felice hadn’t even said a darn thing when I sent the bassinet to her. Not a single cursed word.” 
 
      
 
    Heart as hard as ice, Pierce stared the woman who had come two thousand, seven hundred miles for some kind of publicity stunt. 
 
      
 
    Crossing his arms over his chest, Pierce waited for an answer. 
 
      
 
    Felice seemed to be frozen where she stood, her feet stuck to the ground. Her face was empty of any emotion as she stared at him, her mouth moving but no words coming out. Suddenly, tears spilled down her beautiful face. A sob spilled out of her throat and she took one, wobbly step forward. 
 
      
 
    She ran to him as quickly as a woman in heels could ever run on gravel, her words completely incoherent through her sobs. 
 
      
 
    His heart twisting, Pierce caught Felice as she nearly stumbled into him. She threw her arms around his neck and pulled him close, the scent of her filling up his senses. It was like heaven to have her arms around him again, and in that moment, the cameras, the shop, and his boys all disappeared in the warmth of her embrace. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Pierce,” she whispered, her voice so quiet, he almost couldn’t hear her over the thundering in his blood. Taking a step back, Felice looked up at him, her green eyes so much brighter with tears in them. She seemed to be searching his face for something. “I never should have left you. Clay isn’t who my baby needs to raise him; he needs his father. His real father. I was so stupid to leave you.” 
 
      
 
    Felice glanced to the side, fresh tears spilling over her long, black lashes and down her beautiful face. “I made the biggest mistake of my life when I went back to him. I — I would — I want you to come back to me. No matter what that means.” She swallowed hard, her eyes coming to rest on his face again. “Please.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce, caught up in the beauty of Felice’s face, opened and closed his mouth several times. He seemed unable to answer. The blood rushed hot through his veins, his heart thundering back to life like someone had started up a bike’s engine. Emotion filled up his throat, blocking off anything he might have said. 
 
      
 
    Felice’s eyes searched his face for some hint of the emotions that had him all tangled up, but Pierce wasn’t even sure he knew how he was feeling. Every cell in his body seemed to be reaching out to Felice, wanting to wrap her in his arms. But she’d left him. 
 
      
 
    And then owned up to her mistake. 
 
      
 
    So Pierce did the only thing he could do: wrap his arms tightly around her most precious body, and pray she understood the words he couldn’t seem to say. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Tears spilling down her face, Felice wrapped her arms tighter around Pierce. She never should have left this embrace. Everything about it felt perfect, like two puzzle pieces coming together to form a whole. Ever since Pierce and Felice had been separated, something had felt like it was missing from her life. No matter how hard she tried to ignore it. But now, with him so close, it was nearly impossible to deny her mistake at leaving him in the first place. No, this is where she belonged. This is where their child belonged. 
 
      
 
    Smiling, Felice snuggled a little closer, ignoring the audience to their private moment. She was used to having an audience. Every single camera in the world couldn’t ruin this moment. Nothing could. 
 
      
 
    But Felice was wrong. Something could ruin it. And Clay Patterson was going to try his hardest to do so. 
 
      
 
    The sound of a car driving too fast on gravel tore through the parking lot, followed by the unmistakable sound the skittering of tires. A car door opened and slammed closed, pulling Felice out of Pierce’s arms to investigate who could be pulling into the shop like a madman. 
 
      
 
    She instantly regretted looking. 
 
      
 
    “Felice!” Clay shouted, his voice thick with something crazy. “What the heck do you think you’re doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Leaving your rear behind like she should have done a long time ago,” Jennifer snapped. Felice’s heart dropped down into her toes, her whole body shivering in the freezing cold weather. “Hey, you!” she said, pointing to one of Pierce’s boys. “Go call the police. Please.” The kid looked shocked for a second, then disappeared back into the building. 
 
      
 
    Clay’s pale skin was red with rage, his red hair looking like his scalp was on fire from his rage. A blood vessel popped out on his forehead as he took another step towards Felice and Pierce. “You stupid jerk! How dare you break up with me? After I supported you through this embarrassing pregnancy because biker dude couldn’t step up? You have got to be kidding me.” 
 
      
 
    Felice could feel her own anger rising in her blood and her eyes narrowed more with every word. Spinning on her heel, she stood beside Pierce, who loomed over her like a protector. “You supported me? By what? Sleeping with the whole world? Making a fool of me by getting arrested on national television? How did you get out anyway?” 
 
      
 
    Several of Pierce’s boys had come out of the garage and stood behind them. They were all pretty threatening individually, and together, they should have sent Clay running back to his car with his tail between his legs. But he had lost it by then and seemed to see nothing but Felice. 
 
      
 
    He sneered at her. “I posted bail and walked out of the jail.” 
 
      
 
    Jennifer snorted. “You’re breaking the law by being out of the state aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Clay’s face got impossibly redder as Felice watched. Pierce’s muscles seemed to tense a little more with every crazy sentence out of Clay’s stupid mouth. “Who cares? I thought you liked bad boys, Felice? Come, don’t you find me hot now, just like your pet inmate?” 
 
      
 
    Felice’s eyes darkened with rage. “Shut up, Clay, and go back home before they miss you and throw you in jail forever. Not that wouldn’t make me happy; you have literally ruined the last year of my life.” 
 
      
 
    “I ruined your life?” Clay screamed, his voice cracking as he nearly started foaming at the mouth. “You think I ruined your life? Don’t you think you have biker boy to blame for ruining your life when he knocked you up?” 
 
      
 
    Pressing her hands protectively to the precious life inside of her belly, Felice took a step back, staggering back from the barrage. 
 
      
 
    But Jennifer stepped forward. “You stupid cow, of course not. You’re the one who made her miserable. You’re the one cheated, who lied to me to get me to cheat with you. You’re the one who stole all of that money and made a fool of yourself. You’re the one that ruined your chances with Felice by being a selfish prick. Felice only stuck by you because she thought you would be a good father to her kid, no matter how you treated her. She thought you had integrity. Obviously she was wrong, because you’re just a piece of trash.” 
 
      
 
    Clay gaped at Jennifer, his mouth moving but no words coming out. Felice kind of felt like gaping at her, too. In all of the time they had been friends, Jennifer had never stood up for her so vehemently. 
 
      
 
    New tears slipped down Felice’s face. “Yes, I was wrong. I was wrong to ever pick Clay over a good man like you, Pierce. I’m sorry that it took all of these disasters for me to see clearly. I was just trying to do what was best for my baby. For our baby.” 
 
      
 
    Felice turned to Pierce, watching as the hardened mask over his features melted away, leaving behind a vulnerable, beautiful man. And her heart melted in return. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    For a long time after Felice finished speaking, there was silence in the parking lot. Even Clay was stunned into silence, unable to continue his tirade. He stood there sputtering, his voice lost under the hatred in both Jennifer and Felice’s words. 
 
      
 
    Pierce studied Felice, unable to believe how strong this beautiful woman could be. Standing in front of all of these cameras and all of these people, admitting to the whole world that she had been wrong. She was trying so hard to fix her mistake, and Pierce couldn’t let her suffer any longer. 
 
      
 
    “Felice,” he said, taking her tiny hands in his own. “I stayed away. I stayed away from you, thinking a guy like me would only complicate your life. I didn’t want to ruin your career or ruin the future of our son. I’d rather be miserable if it would give you the chance to be happy. But I can’t sit idly by if you are being so poorly treated.” Kissing the fuzzy fabric of her gloves, Pierce smiled down on Felice. 
 
      
 
    “How did I get so lucky?” he wondered, watching as Felice’s emerald eyes lit up like Christmas lights on a tree. Pierce was the luckiest man in the world, and he’d only get luckier as his son grew. 
 
      
 
    Sirens blazed, making Pierce wince out of habit. Clay’s face was still livid, his eyes bulging out of his skull as he took an angry step forward. It was the wrong move. 
 
      
 
    Kent stepped forward at the same time Razor did, their predatory eyes locked on Clay, the spoiled brat. “I believe those sirens are for you, friend. So you might not want to make it worse by stepping forward again,” Kent said as Razor slammed one of her meaty fists into her other palm. 
 
      
 
    Clay swallowed hard, then turned on his heel to go back to his car. But two more of Pierce’s boys were leaning against his car, big wicked grins on their faces. “Going somewhere?” Jackboot asked, flexing a little as Clay yelped. 
 
      
 
    He was surrounded, and there was nothing in the world he could do about it. But Clay wasn’t the kind who could go down without a fight, so he turned around, facing the only fight he might actually win. 
 
      
 
    He turned to Felice. 
 
      
 
    Pierce automatically stepped closer to her, his hands coming to rest on her shoulders protectively. Felice stood tall, her eyes blazing like she was just daring Clay to do his worst. 
 
      
 
    “You stupid whore. No wonder nobody of any worth wants you. You had to drag your date out of the trash and dress him up in pretty clothes. Good luck having a career after I’m gone; I am your career. Your stupid fans love me.” 
 
      
 
    The police cars pulled into the gravel parking lot. They stepped forward, looking around and trying to figure out exactly what was happening. Pierce pointed to Clay. “This man has been harassing us,” he said, a grimace on his face. The cops glanced around at the cameras with confusion in their faces. 
 
      
 
    “I think you’ll also find that he is breaking the terms of his bail in Nevada,” Jennifer smirked, an evil grin on her pretty face. “They told him not to leave the state and not to stalk his ex girlfriend, both of which he’s been doing. Any chance you could clean up this trash for us officers?” She batted her pretty black lashes at them, making a few of Pierce’s boys chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Clay screamed like a madman as they cuffed him for the second time, dragging him bodily from the parking lot to the cheers of the bikers gathered around to watch. Pierce and Felice watched in silence, trying to drown out the sound of his voice as he tossed more horrible insults at the two of them. They both sighed in relief as the door shut behind him, silencing his yells. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Felice said finally, her voice filled with false cheer. “At least we won’t have to worry about seeing him anytime soon. There’s no way he’ll be back out on bail, and his sentence will be at least several years. I think the minimum sentence for the money he’s taken is ten years, and not even rich daddy will be able to get him out of that.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce chuckled. “That’s great news.” He turned her around, grabbing her chin with his fingers. 
 
      
 
    Felice looked up at him, her too-big green eyes glittering. A smile formed on her perfect lips as she wrapped her arms around Pierce’s neck. “It’s okay. Not as good as knowing you’ll be around.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce wavered a little under those big eyes, an icy touch of uncertainty cutting through his happiness. “But what if I do ruin your career?” 
 
      
 
    “I have enough money to retire for both of us and  — ” She touched her belly gently. “And Lenny. Yes, after my grandfather.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce’s smile grew. “I like it.” 
 
      
 
    Bowing his head, Pierce kissed Felice with all of his might, much to the delight of onlookers. The whole crowd cheered, even the camera crew, making for a most dramatic and wonderful end to the Domiano’s TV season. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    It took several hours for the police to clean up after Clay; Felice and Pierce needed to fill out paperwork and Jennifer and a few of the boys filled out witness statements. The case was pretty cut and dry. It was hard to deny that Clay had been breaking the law by being outside of the area allowed by his bail. Felice was glad it was his turn to be hauled off in cuffs instead of Pierce. It felt a little like justice was being done, though Felice had a hard time not feeling sorry for Clay. As much of a brat as he was, she knew why he was like that. “Dolores might not have been the perfect mom, but at least she didn’t spoil me so rotten that no normal person wouldn’t want me around.” 
 
      
 
    Clay hadn’t gotten the same treatment from his parents; he’d been born with a silver spoon in his mouth and had never known the word “no.” 
 
      
 
    “A shame. But we won’t let you become a brat like that, will we?” Felice thought down at her belly, running her gloved hands over her baby bump. “Even if I tried, I don’t think Pierce would have any of it.” 
 
      
 
    Chuckling, Felice turned to find Pierce walking toward her. “We’re done with all of the police reports and things. The officers said we could go home.” 
 
      
 
    Jennifer had already left to head back to her hotel room and Pierce’s boys had all also headed home, leaving Felice and Pierce alone. “Can we go back to your place?” Felice asked, shivering in the night air. “I want to get out of this cold and find a shower hot enough that I forget that this kind of cold is even possible.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce laughed and led her inside the shop. They ended up calling a cab to take them; Felice couldn’t stand the idea of riding Pierce’s bike through the cold to his place. She was pretty sure it would kill her. As soon as their Uber driver showed up, Pierce took Felice home with the promise of warmth. 
 
      
 
    Felice was content as she stepped into the tiny apartment. Glancing around, she studied the tiny space, running her eyes over the complete lack of decor as Pierce turned up the heat. The heater cut on with a purr, spilling hot air into the apartment, sending pleasant shivers up and down Felice’s spine. It was a one-bedroom apartment, the living room nearly empty of furniture. There was a single chair in here, a bed and side table in the bedroom, and nothing else but a few mismatched lamps. Felice thought the space looked sad, the off-white paint giving the impression of it being tenant-less. Not a single inch of the apartment looked lived in, which made her wonder if Pierce had been living at work. 
 
      
 
    “The bathroom’s in here; I’ll get the hot water started for you,” Pierce said quietly, slipped past her to a small door behind her. 
 
      
 
    She nodded, pulling off her gloves and scarf and laying the over the room’s only chair. The bright white of her coat so close to the walls just made them look dirty and she nearly cried at the sight. 
 
      
 
    Once she’d removed her outer layers, Felice stepped over to the bathroom, her eyes running over Pierce’s body as he tested the water temperature for her. It was unbelievable that he was so close once again and her heart fluttered in response to seeing him. 
 
      
 
    And, lucky for her, they were finally alone. No cameras, no crazy exs. No one was here but them. 
 
      
 
    Slipping out of the rest of her clothing, Felice stepped forward, her eyes taking in the bathroom. It was just as sad as the rest of the apartment, void of anything but the necessities. Even the hand towels were of a deep gray color; Felice began to wonder if Pierce even noticed those finer things missing. 
 
      
 
    Much to her surprise, however, the combination shower and tub was huge, sporting what looked like handicapped railings and a tile bench. 
 
      
 
    His gaze ran over the bathroom where hers had been, his lips twisting in embarrassment. “I know it’s not much compared to what you are used to, but I don’t spend much time here, so it seemed silly to waste any money on fixing it up.” Pierce rubbed the back of his neck, his eyes studying the tiles on the floor. But when his eyes came up to meet hers he smiled wickedly, his gaze caressing every inch of her naked body. “Idiot, I missed you, Felice,” he whispered, his voice soft and incredibly vulnerable. “I didn’t realize how empty my life had become ever since you left until I saw you. Promise you won’t leave me again.” 
 
      
 
    Felice opened her mouth to assure him she had no such plans, but he was kissing her already, his lips hungry and his hands pulling her closer. Finding him so close again was like stepping into a bonfire; the heat started low in her belly and spread out to every corner of her body, setting wildfires as it spread. 
 
      
 
    The brush of fingers across her belly was hesitant and gentle. Pierce stepped back, admiring the bump that hadn’t been there last time they were together. It was small, but steadily growing. Pierce’s chocolate eyes grew large and beautiful as he got to his knees, leaning forward to press his lips to her stomach. A smile spread across her mouth, tears touching the edges of her eyes as she laid her hands over his head. 
 
      
 
    “Beautiful,” Pierce whispered, his arms coming to wrap around her body. There was a note of awe in him that lit her up from the inside, the feeling of lust and devotion and love spreading across every inch of her. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Pierce,” she whispered in return, but those words couldn’t even begin to scratch the surface of how deep her feelings for Pierce went. And for the first time, she didn’t try to hide them from herself. No, she was going to give herself over to Pierce completely. She was going to stay with him, and her heart was so sure she was making the right decision. 
 
      
 
    Running her fingernails through his very short hair, Felice looked down at her man, a wicked smile on her pretty face. “I don’t suppose there’s a chance you would like to join me in the shower, is there?” she said, winking. The fire of her lust was going a long way to burning away the cold from outside, but Pierce’s body and the hot warm would speed up the process considerably. 
 
      
 
    And Pierce’s body was exactly what she wanted right then. 
 
      
 
    Peeling his clothing from his beautiful body, Pierce watched her, his eyes darkened with lust and wicked promises that made Felice shiver all over. Her body trembled with desire as she watched him strip his clothes off slowly, teasing her with little bits of sun-kissed flesh. Nearly drooling, Felice locked her eyes on his perfect body, her eyes tracing the sexy outlines of his beautiful tattoos. “Goodness, he’s beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce tossed his shirt aside, leaving him naked before her. Felice’s eyes slipped down to his mighty cock, her tongue flicking out to wet her lips. She remembered what that perfect toe felt like inside of her body, and she was dripping with anticipation of feeling it again. Several months of unhappy celibacy had starved her, and she was staring down the only feast that had ever completely sated her. 
 
      
 
    Picking her up off the cool tile floor, Pierce carried her into the steaming water. The warm water caressed her body, tingling and hot against her still-cold skin. Wrapping her legs around his waist, Felice kissed him, feeling the water trickle down both of their bodies like the caress of a million fingers. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t wait any longer, Pierce. Just take me, please.” She looked deeply into his eyes, her own pleading and filled with desire. “I just want you inside me; it’s been too long.” 
 
      
 
    Lips hungrily devouring her own, Pierce pressed her back against the shower wall, setting her down on the handicapped railing in the shower stall. The head of his cock caressed her wet opening, exciting a cry from her lips that shook them both. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t make me beg, Pierce  — ” she started. But then he slid inside of her, the soft skin of his toe rubbing every inch of her sensitive walls. Complete. She was complete with him buried inside of her, all the way to the hilt. How had she forgotten what it was like to feel the other half of her soul press inside of her body? 
 
      
 
    How could she have forgotten? 
 
      
 
    Digging her nails into his shoulders, Felice held on, her body crying out for more as Pierce slid in and out of her body with slow, sensual movements. Inside of her, he was impossibly large, filling her body until there was no room left for thought. There was room inside of her for nothing else but the overwhelming waves of pleasure that already threatened her edges. 
 
      
 
    He slowly ramped up his speed, pumping inside of her in slow, easy movements that touched every spot she wanted to be touched, caressed every nerve, and echoed through her whole body like an earthquake. The water streamed down her body like tongues as Pierce’s lips mingled gloriously with her own. Her heart shuddered violently inside of her body at the pent up emotions, at the heat between them. Gasping for breath, Felice could do nothing but hang on and moan, her voice echoing inside of the nearly empty bathroom. 
 
      
 
    Her first orgasm ripped through her without warning, and she clawed at him, throbbing and aching with vicious pleasures. And as she came down off of the shivering high of that thunderous storm of pleasure, her eyes met Pierce’s mocha ones. And they were filled with a look she knew all too well. 
 
      
 
    This was going to be a long night of giving and receiving pleasure, and Felice shivered with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Pierce was in awe. Not only was this woman the love of his life and the most beautiful woman in the world, but she was carrying his child. The thought excited him in a way he couldn’t describe; she was so beautiful and perfect like this. 
 
      
 
    Her head was thrown back, her voice ragged with crying out his name as he knelt before her, his tongue buried in her sopping pussy. She tasted just how he remembered, and her cries got him just as high as they always did. It was like coming home as he slipped two fingers inside of her body, watching with wicked joy as she thrust against him, her voice reduced to a pleasured mewl in the back of her throat. The water from the shower poured down her breasts which were taut with desire. 
 
      
 
    Looking starved, Felice pushed him back standing on wobbling legs as Pierce ended up out of the shower and on the floor. With a quick swipe, she turned off the water. Then, the soaking wet Felice stared down at him, her eyes on fire. “My turn,” she whispered, her voice almost unrecognizable under the thick coating of desire. 
 
      
 
    Straddling him, Felice slid her silky body over his cock with a wicked, perfect little smile. He loved it when she rode him, loved it when he could watch her move on top of him, watch himself pierce her body. 
 
      
 
    Felice looked down at him, her wet, blonde hair curling around her beautiful face. She moaned, grinding against his hips as she fondled her own breasts, riding him hard. Her skin was wet, beads of water dripping down every line of her perfect body. She rode him, biting her lip as her womanhood gripped him hard, the wet, silky inside of her pussy holding him tight. 
 
      
 
    The inside of her felt like a furnace, a burning, fiery thing that seemed to hold him hostage. 
 
      
 
    Grinning, Pierce grabbed Felice’s hips and sat up, rolling her into his arms as he picked her up off of the bathroom floor and into his arms. Carrying her as she giggled with delight, Pierce dumped her unceremoniously onto the bed and mounted her from behind. He wanted to ride her hard, and this was her favorite position. Determined to make her cum as many times as possible, Pierce slid inside of her body again. 
 
      
 
    Setting a punishing rhythm, Pierce slid inside of her body again and again, listening as she cried his name over and over again like a prayer. Filling her body up with his cock, Pierce ground hard against her, wanting more than anything in the world to watch her orgasm, to cum inside of that perfect, beautiful body. He wanted to please the woman he loved, and feel the thunderous ache of her orgasm wrap tightly around his cock. 
 
      
 
    So they moved together, their rhythm and pace like song as Pierce slid in and out of her. The perfect music that made the world around fade away into nothing, a music that shuddered through both of their bodies in a slow, beautiful build up to a massive crescendo. They came together in the end, their bodies sweating and dripping wet and spent and happy. Pierce wrapped his arm possessively around Felice’s perfect body. 
 
      
 
    They lay there, panting, carelessly wrapping the covers over their quickly cooling bodies. After a few moments of stillness, Felice fell asleep in his arms. Pierce was quick to follow her into dreams, his left hand lying protectively over her swollen belly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Pierce! The show’s on!” Felice called, settling down on her all white couch with a huge bucket of popcorn. “You’re going to miss our triumph!” 
 
      
 
    Felice was heavy with their baby; her stomach was so big that she could balance the popcorn bowl on it like a table. Pregnancy hadn’t slowed her down one bit; Steel Dom was still thriving under her care, and she even supervised and did a good part of the work putting Baby Lenny’s room together. 
 
      
 
    Life was good in the little white mansion out in the middle of the desert. The solid white kitchen was filled with the delightful scent of brewing coffee, but Felice no longer needed the scent to cheer her up. No, all she needed was her man by her side. 
 
      
 
    Pierce stepped into the TV room, a frown on his pretty face. “I am so glad you quit the show, Felice. Having all of those cameras around and seeing myself on TV is super weird. I’m not sure I ever want to do that again.” 
 
      
 
    “Eh, the producers are really riding me to do a spin off series with the two of us, did I not tell you?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce groaned. “And you told them no, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Weeeeell  — ” Felice made some more noncommittal noises as Pierce groaned. “It wouldn’t be so bad; it would be better than the family show. Just a few episodes and the payoff is huge.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce made a face, and Felice felt her stomach flip over at the beauty of that clenched jaw. She curled a little closer to him as he sat down next to her on the couch, careful not to spill the popcorn all over herself. “You already have more money than anyone needs.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t if you keep spending it all on charity, Pierce! Someone has to pay for all of those toy drives and cancer charities you keep hosting.” Felice playfully punched him in the shoulder. The theme for the Domiano show came on, drawing Felice’s attention back to the TV. She stuffed a big handful of popcorn in her mouth and watched as she and her family danced across the screen and the show started. 
 
      
 
    Felice sighed as the show progressed, showing Pierce slide in, pushing Clay out of her life and taking his spot forever. It was a joy to relive some of the moments, not so nice to relive the others. But it was always funny to watch how much the editing changed things. It looked more like a fairytale than the nightmare it actually had been. 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, Pierce. You saved me from myself. You forced me to break some rules and build the life I wanted instead of the one everyone decided for me.” Pierce actually laughed out loud as Felice punched Clay right in his face, blood spurting dramatically from his nose. 
 
      
 
    Love filled up her chest, warming her body through and through. Regardless of what happened next, she was pretty sure she’d chosen correctly. 
 
      
 
    The TV show swiped to Clay’s mugshot, his face looking horribly pale in the photo. “And Clay was sentenced to twelve years in prison.” 
 
      
 
    It seemed like a fitting punishment, though his father’s lawyers were working hard to get him out of the time. Perhaps he’d spend a year or two in jail before Daddy swooped in and saved him. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if power and money just makes people crazy.” 
 
      
 
    She would have pondered over that thought for a little longer, but then a sharp pain pierced her body, something hot and pressing and urgent filling up her whole mind. She wasn’t sure how, but somehow Felice knew the baby was coming. “Ahh! Pierce!” It was a cry of mingled joy and pain that had Pierce turning to her urgently, his face filled with worry. “The baby!” 
 
      
 
    Felice turned to look at him, her mouth turning up in a smile, even as sweat beaded on her forehead. “He’s coming?” Pierce asked, his face filled with incredulity. 
 
      
 
    “I think so, I — ahh! Call the midwife!” Felice took a deep breath, picking up the popcorn bowl and setting it to the side. Her water broke, and she knew this was going to happen, with or without help. And soon! “Call her quick!” 
 
      
 
    Pierce picked up the phone, holding out his free hand to her and guiding her around the couch. It was difficult to stand, to walk, but she managed to inch around the couch and to the downstairs bathroom. “The baby is coming!” she could hear Pierce saying, even though the rush of her blood in her ears blocked out most of the sounds around her. “Two weeks early; is that — is it bad?” Whatever the midwife told him over the phone seemed to relax him, the worry lines between his brows smoothing out. “How fast can you get here?” 
 
      
 
    Wobbling a little on her feet, Felice sat down on the edge of the tub just as another wave of pain crashed over her, this contraction slamming hard into her body. It was way worse than anything Little Lenny had done to her so far, including all of the spine kicking, and she felt weaker with every new contraction. 
 
      
 
    “Is this how it’s supposed to feel? Oh goodness, what if something is wrong?” Sweat beaded on her face as she sat there, contemplating the moving, squirming thing inside of her belly. “Baby Lenny, please be alright.” 
 
      
 
    After an eternity and three new contractions, each one worse than the last, the midwife and her team finally showed up. Martha, the head midwife, was all matter-of-fact, bringing in with her a small army and more supplies than Felice could fathom. “Good thing this bathroom’s really big.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, young lady,” the midwife said, snapping some rubber gloves into place on her hands. “Let’s get you out of your clothing, carefully, and into the tub. Pierce? Please fill the tub with warm water.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling a little light headed from the pain, Felice held onto the woman’s hand as hard as she could while her assistants stripped Felice’s clothing from her aching body. “There’s a good girl, Felice,” the nurse’s assistant whispered, smiling at her. “The water will help to relax you and keep you from needing as much pain medication. Are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    “I think this baby is coming whether I’m ready or not,” Felice whispered back, trying to smile at the woman. All she managed was a pained grimace. 
 
      
 
    Pierce was right by her side as she was lowered into the water, his hand locked around her hand. “I’m right here,” he said, a forced smile on his beautiful, perfect face. 
 
      
 
    Felice cried out a little as the pain in her grew. “Stay right here, so I can see you,” she answered, clutching his hand so hard she could feel his bones grinding in his hand. But her brave, beautiful Pierce didn’t even wince. 
 
      
 
    No, he would always be there for her, no matter what. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    For Pierce, the whole experience was grueling and unnerving. It hurt every inch of his body not to be able to do anything whenever Felice cried out in pain. He seemed to feel echoes of her pain throughout his own body. But there was joy in her, too; he knew how excited she was to meet her son. 
 
      
 
    Pierce, although Felice had worked hard to convince him otherwise, was nervous. He had a million questions about being a father, about being ready, and no one had been able to answer any of them. “How will I know I’m ready? What happens if my son doesn’t like me? What if, what if, what if?” 
 
      
 
    But now he had no more time to wonder; this was happening, no matter if he was ready or not. So he did what he could, standing close to Felice, fetching her whatever she asked for, and waited. As the contractions came closer and closer together, Pierce got more and more nervous. Luckily for him, the midwife and her helpers were completely calm. They kept telling him that everything was going well, everything was fine. And he tried hard to believe them. 
 
      
 
    It took several hours that felt like days for the baby to make an appearance, and then several more hours before the baby was delivered. 
 
      
 
    There were no cameras to document the moment, no paparazzi, and no producers. But Pierce knew it didn’t matter; this time would be seared into his memory for the rest of his life. He didn’t need the cameras. 
 
      
 
    With a cry, Pierce’s son entered the world. 
 
      
 
    After a moment, the midwife handed Pierce the tiny bundle that was his child. “Lenny?” Pierce asked, his eyes looking down at the tiny, crying, squirming little thing that was so warm and welcome in his arms. The baby seemed to fit in the cradle of his arms so perfectly. He was strong, his fingers gripping Pierce’s hard as he yawned for the first time. 
 
      
 
    The little boy had a shock of black hair on his head, making him look so much like Pierce himself that he had to smile. Something broke in him as he looked down at that perfect little face, so wrinkled and pink. This little creature was his son. It all seemed too hard to take in; none of it felt real yet. But then the boy in his arms wriggled just a little and Pierce’s heart filled with a kind of light he’d never felt before. 
 
      
 
    Felice groaned a little from her throne of pillows as the midwife checked her out. She blinked at him with exhausted green eyes, her face pale and beaded with sweat. But in spite of all of that, Felice was still the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. 
 
      
 
    “How is he?” she groaned, her body collapsed against the pillows like it was too much to try to move. 
 
      
 
    “Beautiful, just like his mom,” Pierce said, bringing Lenny closer. The little bundle wriggled and shook his arms. 
 
      
 
    “I doubt I’m very beautiful right now,” she chuckled weakly. Felice’s eyes grew wider, greener, and more filled with love as she looked upon her son — their son — for the first time. Some of the life seemed to come back to her weary limbs, and she sat up, holding out her arms for Lenny’s tiny body. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go, mama. Look at the beautiful boy you brought into the world.” 
 
      
 
    Tears slipped down the sides of Felice’s face as Lenny cradled in her arms, so perfect and so beautiful. 
 
      
 
    The midwife, Martha, smiled down on Felice, her steel-grey eyes lighting up at another safe and healthy delivery. “How is mama feeling?” 
 
      
 
    Felice nodded. “I’m just fine. I ache a little, but nothing like I thought it would be.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then, if you don’t mind, we’ll move you upstairs to your bed and get this cleaned up then. You feel up to being moved?” 
 
      
 
    Pierce could feel his heart rate skyrocketing at the thought of moving Felice so soon, but he turned to her. She would know best. And the midwife wouldn’t move her if it wasn’t okay. 
 
      
 
    “How about a few more minutes?” Felice said, her eyes locked on the lovely little boy in her arms. Laughing, the midwife patted them both on the arms and started cleaning up around Felice as best as she could. 
 
      
 
    Pierce pulled out his phone, taking about a thousand pictures of his little boy. He shot a few of them over the Dolores and some to Razor before returning all of his attention back to his son. 
 
      
 
    A text came back almost immediately from Dolores. 
 
      
 
    “Good, I’ll stop by in an hour, if you think Felice will be up to visitors yet?” 
 
      
 
    The another, just a few seconds later. “Good work, sticking by her through this. You’re all right, I suppose.” 
 
      
 
    Pierce chuckled at the texts, trying hard not to roll his eyes at Felice’s mother. He texted her back an affirmative; Felice would be up to seeing her in an hour or so. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. I’ll bring something. I suppose you haven’t eaten.” 
 
      
 
    But that didn’t matter; he could go without food for a while longer, if it meant spending a few more, uninterrupted moments in peace with his Felice and his little Lenny. 
 
      
 
    Because for that moment, the world was a perfect place. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Felice 
 
      
 
    Felice stood in her office, looking down on the great city of Henderson, Nevada. Her office was on the top floor, her wall of windows behind her desk opening up into the skyline. Buildings stood like sentinels in the desert, sprawled across the huge, orange-brown space. The Black Mountain rose up in the background, towering over even the tallest of them, its beautiful, rocky slopes catching the light of the setting sun and holding it close. 
 
      
 
    There was something exceptional about her view that made Felice want to spend every sunset in her office to watch the peaches and pinks spread across the sky like a carelessly dumped paint across a canvas. 
 
      
 
    Jennifer, sitting across the office from Felice, finished off the list she was reading out loud. “And that should be all of it. Did I miss anything?” Nothing about her best friend had changed over the last year; not her long, voluminous black hair nor her fetish for weird-colored contacts. She was dressed a little better today, however, switching out her normal armfuls of bracelets for something a little more low-key. She always loved playing dress-up, even when she and Felice were kids, and now she seemed to love dressing up “like an adult,” as she put it, for work every day. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so. We should be alright by the time the spring fashion lines start being released in a couple of months,” Felice tapped a long nail on her lips, trying to remember if she’d forgotten anything important. “Can you call Rachel in the Manhattan office and have her go over the checklist, too? She’ll most likely have something to add after the week she’s spent covering the shows out in Italy.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thinking, Felice; I’m on it.” Jennifer got up from her seat and swished out of the office. 
 
      
 
    Felice stared out after her, her mind caught up in all of the things she had to do today. The list seemed to grow every day, stemming from the success not only of Steel Dom Couture and her tiny little family, but also of the spin off reality TV series she’d finally talked Pierce into allowing. The world seemed to love their little boy almost as much as they did, and the first season of Fugitive Seduction had been well received by fans of the original series. 
 
      
 
    Yes, things were going perfectly. Busy, yes, but busy didn’t mean bad. Not when Felice was happier now than she’d ever been in her whole life. Standing in front of her favorite window, Felice contemplated the paperwork that was currently covering up a good portion of her desk. Paperwork that would open locations for Steel Dom in Paris and Tokyo, bringing her fashion line into the international scene. 
 
      
 
    A dream come true, by anyone’s standards, but not a deal she could rush into without a lot of thought. Opening international locations would pull her away from her family several times a month, scattering all of her time all over the planet instead of only the country. But Steel Dom was growing by leaps and bounds and needed this deal to keep growing. 
 
      
 
    “Communications technology has also grown; perhaps I wouldn’t have to physically go to these places as often as I think.” She pondered the paperwork a little more closely, trying to decide which of the Steel Dom ladies would not only be willing to relocate overseas, but would be a good fit for heading the brand outside of the US. 
 
      
 
    It was a big decision, and one she couldn’t make lightly. 
 
      
 
    So caught up in her thoughts was she that she didn’t hear the door of her office open. She didn’t notice anyone had entered until the door shut loudly behind them, breaking her out of her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    But as soon as she turned around, she smiled broadly. This interruption was always welcome. 
 
      
 
    Lenny squealed in happiness at seeing his mother and held out dirty little hands that had obviously been into some mischief. Felice laughed, her eyes traveling up from her already one-year-old son to his father. 
 
      
 
    Pierce hadn’t changed much on the outside, but a year on diaper duty with his son had remade him into something softer and gentler than Felice had ever known him to be. And she was glad of it; Pierce was the best stay-at-home dad she could have asked for. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, beautiful,” Pierce said, coming to kiss her on the cheek. “How’s business?” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Pierce 
 
      
 
    Pierce pushed little Lenny forward in his Harley Davidson stroller, grinning down at his little champ. Lenny was like a daily miracle to Pierce, bringing a kind of wonder to the world that he’d never experienced. Lenny found everything fascinating, from bugs to dirt to boxes and crayons. In fact, Lenny’s favorite game involved coloring the insides of boxes he sat in for hours, doodling little pictures and singing made-up songs to himself. 
 
      
 
    Never in his life had Pierce imagined he’d end up at home all day, caring for a baby, but now that he had it, he wouldn’t trade it for the world. Love and warmth filled his chest as he pushed his son through the doors of the headquarters (soon to be international headquarters) of Steel Dom Couture. 
 
      
 
    Lenny squealed with delight at the elevator ride to the floor where Felice’s offices were. He laughed at everything, pointing and asking questions in his half-formed language of giggles, noises, and the three English words he’d managed to get down pat. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, beautiful; how’s business?” Pierce asked as he stepped into the huge offices of Felice Domiano, TV star, successful businesswoman, and the perfect woman he had the luck of waking up to every day. 
 
      
 
    “Business is great! How is Razor doing now that she’s taken over the repair shop?” Felice asked, her face lighting up as soon as she saw her baby. 
 
      
 
    “Just got off the phone with her; she’s really making it her own,” Pierce grinned, feeling a swell of pride in him. “She’s doing just fine. She’ll leave quite a mark on the MC, that’s for sure.” He couldn’t have left it in better hands; Razor would do more for the MC than Pierce ever could have. 
 
      
 
    Felice chuckled. “That sounds about right.” 
 
      
 
    The office was massive, lined with books and Felice’s awards and photos of the three of them. A huge desk sat in the center of the room. The decor was solid white with hints of rich, honey-colored wood, much like their whole home. Felice insisted on keeping everything white, even though they had to hire extra help for Paula the maid to keep all of the whites white with a toddler running around the place. 
 
      
 
    The entire back wall was giant picture glass windows, displaying an amazing view of the city. Sunset across the city, lights popping up like desert flowers after the rains. 
 
      
 
    “Felice certainly knows how to intimidate people with the decor.” Pierce glanced around, feeling very small inside of this massive office, just as Felice wanted to make people who came here feel. 
 
      
 
    Heedless of her spotless, white suit, Felice picked up Lenny out of the stroller, wrapping her arms around him and planting a huge kiss on his forehead. Lenny squealed with delight as Felice stepped forward to give Pierce a kiss, too. 
 
      
 
    Fire burned along his veins, even at that gentle brush of lips. Being a parent hadn’t diminished any of Pierce’s feelings for Felice; in fact, he was pretty sure he wanted her more than he ever had. There was something deeply erotic about a woman who did it all, yet still made time for him. He could tell the kiss affected her, too; she looked up at him through her lashes, a slight blush creeping along her cheekbones that lit up her perfect face. 
 
      
 
    “And whose birthday is it today?” Felice asked Lenny, her face pressing in close to his. Lenny made a high-pitched noise and Felice laughed in return, the sounds filled with incredibly joy. “That’s right. Baby Lenny is one year old today!” 
 
      
 
    Pierce chuckled. “Baby Lenny asked for something very specific for his birthday in the car just now; do you know what it was?” 
 
      
 
    Felice grinned at Pierce, her eyes glittering like emeralds. “Please tell me you didn’t get him a puppy or a kitten; it’ll ruin the carpets.” 
 
      
 
    “Nope, even better than that.” Pierce reached into his pocket, pulling out a small box about the size of his hand. The outside had been doodled all over with Lenny’s distinctive art style, covered almost entirely in marker scribbles. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, is this for me?” Felice said, her brows furrowing. “Oooh, did you decorate this all by yourself?” Felice kissed the top of Lenny’s head, turning the baby to set him back down in his stroller. She smiled, taking the box in her hands with a gentle smile. 
 
      
 
    “Lenny wanted to get you something for his birthday.” 
 
      
 
    Felice chuckled. “I hope it’s a drawing,” she said, her eyes glowing as she opened the box. As soon as she saw what was inside, however, her face lost all trace of emotion. For a moment she seemed to stop breathing, for that second, the whole world stood still. Pierce got down to his knees as tears started to spill down Felice’s face. With a quiet, tearful solemnity, Felice slid the little diamond engagement ring out of the box and admired it for a moment, before very firmly slipping it onto her finger. 
 
      
 
    “I know you’re busy with the business, but Lenny and I were hoping that we could still find some time in your busy schedule for a wedding.” Pierce said from the ground. “Then we’d be a real family.” 
 
      
 
    Felice was crying so hard, she couldn’t speak, her green eyes lit up from the inside with a glow Pierce had never seen before. Throwing herself to the ground in front of Pierce, she threw her arms around him, her lips kissing his face frantically. “Of course I will, Pierce. Of course I will.” 
 
      
 
    And in that moment, Pierce knew what unbridled joy felt like. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    *** 
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    Outlaw’s Baby: Devil’s Edge MC 
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    I want to tie her to the bed and make her beg for my forgiveness. 
 
      
 
    Ivy Simmons might look like an angel, but she’s just another desperate wreck. 
 
    I don’t need more people looking to me for help – caring for my son is enough of a handful. 
 
    Then she gets both herself and my boy kidnapped. 
 
    Now, I have to hunt down the mongrels who took them… and then I’m take her body as payment for my troubles. 
 
      
 
    This motel is a hellhole, but it’s home for now, ever since my MC’s rivals decided to burn down my house. 
 
    My son and I made it out alive, but we’re stuck here until further notice. 
 
    It’s not all bad, though. 
 
    The girl next door is hot, with an air of vulnerability that only makes my arousal stronger. 
 
      
 
    Better yet, she wants my help, and I want hers. 
 
    She needs cash; I need a babysitter for Josh while I plan next steps with my MC. 
 
    It’s a win-win… 
 
    Until she’s dumb enough to let my enemies sniff them out and pounce. 
 
      
 
    Now, I’m hauling rear down the highway, trying to get back my son. 
 
    I can only think of one thing:  
 
    Once he’s back in my arms, Ivy is going to pay. 
 
      
 
    She’s going to pay with her mouth. 
 
    With her hands. 
 
    With those pretty little legs. 
 
      
 
    She’s going to pay, over and over again, until I’m satisfied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Hitman’s Promise: A Bad Boy Mafia Romance 
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    She’ll carry my baby as payment for her defiance. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t travel five thousand g*ddang miles just to get knocked out and tied up by a girl. 
 
    As soon as I manage to get out, I’m going to have my revenge. 
 
    She’ll pay for this. She’ll pay with her ripe mouth, with her flawless skin, with her obedience. 
 
    That’s a promise. 
 
      
 
    I’m not a murderer – not anymore, at least. 
 
    But Rowena Davenport might make me go back to my old ways. 
 
      
 
    I’m here to bring her father back to the Esposito crime family. Apparently, the old man owes them lots of money. 
 
    Just before I can wrap things up, though, she gets the jump on me and chains me up. 
 
      
 
    Mired in this sh*thole of a basement, it seems like she has the upper hand. 
 
    But one look in my eyes and she knows that these handcuffs will not be enough to tame a beast like me. 
 
      
 
    We make a deal. 
 
    I’ll spare her father… in exchange for her. 
 
    Now, the sexy scientist is mine to do with as I please. 
 
      
 
    I drink in the sight of her naked body stretched before me and can’t help but lick my lips. 
 
    This will be fun. 
 
      
 
    But time is not on our side. 
 
    The Espositos have caught wind of my little bargain, and they’re far from pleased. 
 
    Men are coming now – men with pasts even darker than mine. 
 
      
 
    If we’re going to make it out alive, Row will have to answer one question: 
 
    Does she trust me? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



DARK SEDUCTION: Millennium Mayhem MC 
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    Felice thinks she’s using me, but she doesn’t know the first thing about what that means. 
 
    I’ll show her how it feels to be used. 
 
    To be touched and teased and bent over my knee, moaning for release. 
 
    It’s twisted. It’s wrong.  
 
    But I’m going to have her anyways. 
 
      
 
    FELICE 
 
      
 
    What they don’t tell you about a fall from grace is that it hurts like mad when you land. 
 
    I had everything – the perfect fiancé, the perfect best friend, the perfect life. 
 
    Then it all collapsed. 
 
      
 
    That rat mongrel cheated on me and left my heart in flames. 
 
    So I took his car and clothes to the middle of the desert and set the whole mess on fire. 
 
    Eye for an eye, right? 
 
      
 
    And just then, right on cue, another opportunity for revenge rolled up on the back of a growling motorcycle. 
 
      
 
    Pierce Normandy is everything my ex-fiancé is not. 
 
    He’s rugged. 
 
    Cruel. 
 
    And sexy. 
 
      
 
    I’ll use him to make my ex jealous. 
 
    It’s just a fling – nobody plans on falling in love. 
 
    What could go wrong? 
 
      
 
    PIERCE 
 
      
 
    I was a king. 
 
    President of a motorcycle club that no one in their right mind would dare f**k with. 
 
    I had women, riches, and the loyalty of every single one of my brothers. 
 
    Except for one. 
 
      
 
    My second in command stabbed me in the back and framed me for a murder I didn’t commit. 
 
    I had no choice but to leave it all behind. 
 
      
 
    I come across an angry little rich girl in the desert. 
 
    She looks like she’s got problems, but I’m not one to pry. 
 
    I offer her a ride back to her house, and in exchange, she gives me a place to stay for the night. 
 
      
 
    But Little Miss Priss thinks I’ll be the next tool in her revenge plot. 
 
    Think again, honey. 
 
    I’ve been used once. 
 
    I’m not going to let it happen again. 
 
      
 
    This time, we’re playing by my rules. 
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




RIP ME: A Dark Romance 
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    I’M ABOUT TO RIP HER TO PIECES. 
 
      
 
    What is a woman like her to a man like me? 
 
      
 
    Usable. 
 
    Disposable. 
 
    Cheap. 
 
      
 
    I’ve claimed hundreds of girls and I’ll claim hundreds more. 
 
    Most nights, I take home whichever hot little b*tch tickles my fancy. 
 
    A little fun, a little f*ck, and then boom – tossed aside.  
 
    Never to be seen again. 
 
      
 
    But this sure isn’t most nights. 
 
    There’s no room for error, no time to relax.  
 
    There is only the job at hand. 
 
      
 
    When you’re in a line of work like mine, people don’t take kindly to mistakes. 
 
    In fact, screwing up this job is pretty much guaranteed to cost me my life. 
 
      
 
    Which is why I get so pissed when she walks back through the door. 
 
    She shouldn’t be here. 
 
    She shouldn’t have seen the things she saw.  
 
    Heard the things she heard. 
 
      
 
    But it’s too late now. In this life, there is no escaping the consequences of our actions. 
 
    She f*cked me up.  
 
    And now it’s time for me to do the same to her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CUFF ME: A Dark Romance 
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    If she wants to be a bad girl, I’ll show her how to do it right. 
 
      
 
    She’s sneaking out of her father’s house just as I’m breaking in. 
 
    She acts like a wild child, but I see right through that façade.  
 
    I know exactly what she is. 
 
    A princess. A snowflake. A precious little angel, naïve and untouched. 
 
    That won’t last long around me. 
 
      
 
    Besides, I have business to take care of.  
 
    Her mongrel father, the town sheriff, stole something very important from me: a book of my MC’s clients.  
 
    If evidence of our “extracurricular activities” gets out, there will be heck to pay. 
 
    I can’t let that happen. 
 
      
 
    So what better way to make the sheriff keep his mouth shut than to hold onto his daughter as a bargaining chip? 
 
    She made it all too easy when she ran straight into my arms. 
 
      
 
    But if Cassidy wants a taste of the outlaw life, she better be prepared for a mouthful… in more ways than one. 
 
    I don’t do things halfway. 
 
    I won’t be content to kiss her and send her back home to Daddy’s house. 
 
      
 
    Not in the slightest. 
 
      
 
    If she’s going to step into my world, she has to dive in headfirst. 
 
    She’ll spill blood. 
 
    She’ll face fear.  
 
    And she’ll submit to my commands – Every. Last. One. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



DARE ME: A Bad Boy Mafia Romance 
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    Dare me, and I’ll break you. 
 
      
 
    She thought she could defy me and get away with it. 
 
    But I don’t care if she’s a mafia princess or not – she’s under my watch, and that means following my rules. 
 
    I could care less how much she likes it. 
 
      
 
    As long as she’s my responsibility, I’ll teach her what to like. 
 
    I’ll tell her what to do. 
 
    I’ll make her see how pleasure lies on the other side of pain. 
 
      
 
    Welcome to my world, darling. 
 
    It’s dark. 
 
    It’s hot. 
 
    And as long as you’re here, you are utterly mine. 
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