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      "He who fights with monsters should be careful lest he thereby become a monster."

      
        Friedrich Nietzsche

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      HUNTER

      

      One year earlier

      

      Losing Sean was harder than anything I'd been through. He was my older brother and the one I always looked up to. One day he was in my life and I took him for granted. The next, he was dead and I realized I'd never see him again.

      At first, the pain felt like it would never end.

      Sean's dead… He's dead…

      I felt as though a dark shroud covered me and was going to smother me with despair.

      But the sun rose the next day like it had the day before. Life went on despite everything. My pain didn't matter to the universe.

      A month passed. Then two. We began to find our way back to some kind of new normal without Sean around, cleaning the gym in his slow deliberate way and making us smile with his wit. My Uncle Donny was still in custody awaiting trial on several racketeering charges.

      We all began to emerge from that darkness. My father began to spend more time with the new fighters who came to train at the gym. Donny's boys—my cousins—talked less and less about their father's case and more about the usual material—which fights they bet on, which women they were fucking, and other mundane topics.

      As for me, I felt almost normal being back in Boston. I spent weekends at the cottage, lying in the sun and drinking myself to sleep at night.

      Donny wasn't there to take the helm, so I ran the business, gradually assuming management of Donny's properties and the work my father couldn't handle. Since I was no longer in the service and had fallen out of my usual routine of rigorous training to keep in top shape for special operations forces, I lost the hard cut of my muscles and top fitness levels from when I was in the service. My hair grew out of the trademark Marine whitewalls I'd worn for the past four years.

      

      One afternoon, when Conor had some time off from his rigorous fight schedule, he was back in Boston showing a new gym member the ropes while Dad and I looked on. I watched as Conor landed a soft punch on the flabby young man's abdomen. Not hard. Just enough to make him pay attention.

      "Keep your guard up," Conor said, pushing the young man's gloved hands up higher. "Like this." Then Conor demonstrated how to guard his face and the flabby young man followed suit.

      My father turned to me. "Why are you slumming around? I thought you were in meetings all day."

      I shrugged. "Meeting's cancelled for the afternoon so I thought I'd come down and visit my favorite old man." I put my arm around his shoulder and squeezed affectionately. Since Sean's death, I found myself spending more time with my dad, showing him more affection that was perhaps my usual. Losing Sean made me realize how quickly everything could go wrong. I didn’t want to waste any more time not showing him or Conor how I felt.

      My father grimaced at that, no doubt thinking about my stepfather down in Florida, who married my mother after they divorced.

      "Your only old man. He's no father," he said, and I knew exactly what he meant. He had an intense dislike of my stepfather and liked to show it as often as possible.

      "He's all right, Dad," I said, thinking of the man my mother had chosen to marry after she and my father divorced a dozen years earlier. "He's a lightweight, unlike you. Mom knows she could never find another you. He's the best substitute."

      "Yeah, right. Tell me about it."

      My father found someone new almost right away—in fact, I suspect his girlfriend and now second wife, Cathy, had been waiting in the wings. None of us boys had known about her, but a few months after the divorce was final, he brought her home for dinner one night and she never left. That was that.

      "Since you're free and easy, how about taking the bank deposit down for Cath?" he suggested and turned to me. "She's got a bitch of a cold and would rather go up to bed. I could take it, but I've got a meeting about the fight on Saturday."

      "Sure," I said, having made the deposit dozens of times over the years, before I stopped working for my dad and joined the Marines.

      "Are you coming to the fight?" he asked, his expression hopeful. "We'd love to see you."

      I shrugged, not sure I would. I'd stopped fighting when my mom and dad divorced and I went to live with her for a few years. Her new husband was a lawyer who had tried to get me to focus on academics instead of sports for a change. Still, Conor would be fighting, and I knew it would please my dad if I was there.

      "Sure," I said and smiled at him when I saw how pleased he was. "I'll come for Conor's fight."

      "Bring a date." He punched my arm playfully. "It's about time you started to get serious about someone."

      "I'm doing fine," I said, waving him off.

      "Seriously, Hunter. Don't get too used to being a bachelor. You should find someone before you get too old and ugly."

      "Hey, old man, watch yourself." I held up my fists in mock anger. "I can still take you."

      We sparred playfully for a moment, and then I gave him a quick hug. "I'm currently single, so I'll be coming alone, although I might bring Juice along."

      ‘Juice’ was Justin Thomas, a friend from high school who used to fight at my dad's gym and who now worked for us as a driver. Juice didn’t break arms or legs—maybe a nose or two in a bar fight, but nothing pro.

      "I'll go talk to Cath and take the deposit."

      "Great," he said and turned back to watch Conor and the new member. "See you and Juice Saturday."

      I went to the back of the gym and popped my head in the office, where my stepmother sat at a desk, tallying up the previous day's receipts. When she saw me, she smiled and took off her reading glasses.

      "Hunter," she said and stood, opening her arms. "I thought you were in meetings with your finance friends all afternoon. Your father will be so pleased. I know he wanted to talk to you about the fight on Saturday…"

      "I already spoke to him," I said and gave her a warm hug.

      "You should bring a girl," she said and narrowed her eyes. "Are you going steady with anyone?"

      "Don't you start on me, too," I said, my hands on my hips. "Besides, we don't ‘go steady’ anymore. We 'see' each other." I leaned in to kiss her cheek.

      "Don’t kiss me," she said and held a hand up over her mouth. "I have a nasty cold."

      "I won't," I said and pulled back. When she sat back down, I took the chair beside her desk. "You know I'm swamped with the business, but I'm coming on Saturday."

      "Oh, good. Conor will be happy to have you there. Moral support and all."

      I nodded. "Dad asked me to do the deposit for you."

      "I'm almost done," she said and grabbed a handful of cash and a deposit slip, as well as several rolls of change. She stuffed them into the battered leather zip bag that was used for the deposit.

      "I better go," I said and picked up the deposit bag. "See you on Saturday."

      "Are you going to mass on Sunday?" she called out and frowned at me over her glasses.

      "Always," I said, but it was a bald-faced lie. I stopped going to mass years earlier.

      "Good boy," she said and blew me a kiss. Then she turned back to the computer and I left, deposit bag in hand.

      I drove the few blocks to the bank and parked across the street, then picked up the bank deposit bag. Although it was rush hour, the bank was on a quiet side street a few blocks off Boylston. Barely any cars drove by as I stood on the street corner, waiting for the light to change. Then a white van drove up and screeched to a halt outside the bank. A man jumped out, assault weapon in hand. When he entered the bank, he pulled a balaclava over his head. Another man got out and stood sentry at the door, his face uncovered. He was dressed in a generic security guard uniform in blue and grey, and held a hand on the weapon on his utility belt, at the ready in case anyone confronted him. He'd try to look as inconspicuous as possible, but would discourage any potential bank customer from entry. I knew the drill. A driver remained in the vehicle, the van's engine idling, at the ready for the getaway.

      I thought I'd put my old MMA training and the skills I’d developed in special operations behind me, but at that moment, I realized they'd come in handy despite the fact I was no longer a Marine. Knowing what was about to go down, I tossed the deposit back into the car on the floor, then took out my phone and dialed 911.

      "What's your emergency?"

      "You got a 10-60 in progress," I said, using the code for a bank robbery. "First National off Boylston. One armed man just entered the building. One armed sentry dressed in a generic security guard outfit is outside. A driver in a white van is parked in front of the bank in the getaway vehicle."

      "Are you a cop?" the operator asked, sounding surprised that I seemed so calm.

      "No, former Marine," I replied. I was used to this kind of situation from two tours of duty in Afghanistan and Iraq.

      "Please do not intervene," the operator said, her voice firm. "Civilians should remain away from the scene and let police take over. Units are being dispatched."

      "Ten-four," I said and hung up before she could take my name and details. I ignored her order to stand down, determined to use my skills for something good. I was licensed to carry a concealed weapon, and had both tactical training and special operations training. I was going to see what I could do to stop this thing, or at least disable their ability to escape the scene. I crossed the street against the light, dodging the few cars that drove down the street. I casually walked up beside the van and when the wide-eyed driver saw me, he opened his mouth and his body stiffened, but I hit him once and then twice before he could call out, knocking him out cold. Then, I reached in over top of him and turned off the vehicle, taking the keys and the weapon on the seat beside him with me.

      I ducked down, peering over the hood to see if the sentry saw what happened. He was busy glancing the other direction, so it was my time to act. I checked inside to see if there were any others, and saw that the van was empty. Then, I walked to the bank's entrance, a smile on my face so the sentry thought I was just a customer. When he finally saw me coming, he stood at attention like he was a real guard.

      "Bank's closed," he said, jerking his thumb to the door, thinking I was a civilian coming in to do my business.

      I kept moving until I was right in front of him.

      He frowned and straightened to stand even taller, trying to look more authoritative. "I said the bank's closed, asshole."

      When I didn't stop, he pulled out his weapon and pointed it at me, trying to intimidate me into standing down, but I didn't comply.

      He grimaced. I was definitely not part of the plan. "Stop or I'll have to arrest you."

      First I kicked his hand away, which sent his weapon flying. Next, I took him out with a quick punch to the jaw that he didn't expect or see coming. A lifetime of boxing and mixed martial arts helped.

      Startled by the sheer speed of my attack, he was unable to defend himself.  When he straightened back up, I hit him directly in the throat and he fell to his knees, his hands around his throat. I honestly hoped I hadn’t killed him.

      While he choked and gasped for air, I retrieved his weapon from where it had fallen from the ground and removed his two-way from his belt so he couldn't alert his partner inside to my presence. Then, I went inside.

      I entered the bank without anyone noticing, slipping inside while keeping low, and went to my knees, surveying the scene to get my bearings. As I watched, the thug got the attention of the bank customers by shouting and waving his weapon in the air.

      "Get down, get the fuck down!"

      In response, several customers and tellers screamed and ducked, falling to the floor like dominoes knocked over by some malevolent force. Seizing my opportunity, I slipped further inside the bank and hid behind a column, keeping the gunman in my sights.

      I crept along the line of tables where people filled out their deposit slips, watching for an opportunity to intervene. Maybe it was foolish of me to do so, but these thugs were amateurs. I'd seen worse on the streets of Afghanistan—men who knew what they were doing and why, and would let nothing get in their way.

      The robber corralled the customers into one corner of the bank and forced one of the tellers to take his burlap bag and empty the tills, dumping wads of money into the bag. He kept waving his weapon towards the cowering bank customers, and from where I crouched, I could tell he was an amateur. He needed at least one more man to really take control of the bank. As it was, he was trying to do two jobs at once, and was doing neither very well.

      While he had his back to me, I crouched behind a desk, watching, waiting to make my move. He grabbed the bag of money and walked backwards, his weapon still pointed at the customers and employees huddling against one wall. When he turned to run, I easily jumped him, knocking him to the floor. We struggled, but I had the upper hand due to the element of surprise. I wrestled his weapon free and threw it skidding across the floor. Taller and heavier than him, I easily grabbed him, pinning his arms behind his back, pointing my gun to his head, the tip pressing against his temple.

      "Quit fighting or I'll fucking take off the side of your head, " I hissed into his ear. He stiffened in response, perhaps thinking he could still fight his way out of it. “I've already alerted the police,” I said, my voice low but loud enough for them all to hear. "By my count, they'll be driving up in about two minutes, if not sooner."

      “Where's Johnson?" the thug said, his voice sounding surprised.

      "Your sentry's incapacitated," I replied. My gun was pressed to his head and when he moved, I pressed it a bit harder. "Your driver as well. Now, I'm going to restrain you until the police arrive. You'll be cooling your heels in lockup in no time. Put your hands in front of you."

      When he hesitated, I pressed the gun more firmly into the side of his head. "I killed worse scum than you in Iraq," I said menacingly. "I have no qualms killing you in self-defense."

      He remained on his stomach, and dutifully stretched his arms out in front of him. Then, I tucked my sidearm back into my holster and removed my belt. I pulled his hands behind his back and fastened them using the belt.

      "Who the fuck are you?" he asked as I finished looping the belt around his wrists. "I didn't hear of any undercover cops working this bank."

      "I'm not an undercover cop. I'm just some lucky former special ops motherfucker you idiots didn't expect. Let's just say this was my lucky day and your very unlucky one."

      I glanced around. "Which one of you is the bank manager?" I asked, checking the people who were cowering on the floor.

      A tall slim man wearing a slate grey suit and blue tie stood up from where he crouched.

      "I'm the manager," he said hesitantly. "George McCall."

      "I need something to tie his feet," I said and pointed to his belt. "Care to make a donation?"

      He nodded in understanding. "I think we have duct tape," he said and turned to one of the tellers. She nodded and ran to the back of the bank, returning with a roll in her hand.

      "I remembered we had a roll in the supply room." She handed it to me and I smiled at her.

      "Thanks," I said and gave the roll to McCall. "Can you?"

      He nodded and proceeded to wrap his ankles together. Once we had him restrained, I went outside. The sentry had recovered and was gone. I kicked myself mentally. I should have dragged him inside but at least I had a good look at him. The guy in the van was gone as well, so I went back into the bank, wishing I had been able to restrain them all.

      I checked with the other customers to make sure they were all okay.

      "The police will be here any second," I said, trying to calm them. When I got back to the bank manager, he extended his hand for a shake.

      "What's your name? Are you an off-duty cop?" McCall asked.

      "Nope," I said as I took his hand. "Just a citizen with some training."

      "We're lucky to have you here," he said, not willing to let go of my hand. "The police will thank you."

      I didn't offer my name, and he didn't press, turning to his staff to check them out, go over the procedure for a robbery.

      I called 911 once more to let them know the robbery had been stopped.

      "The men who did this are in custody?" the operator asked.

      "Two got away on foot, and the other is currently in my custody."

      We all sat down on the floor, our hands behind our heads, and waited. Less than a minute later, members of a SWAT team entered the building, their weapons drawn, and took control of the premises. Once they realized everything was under control, the members of the team relaxed visibly. I was sitting with the bank manager and his head teller, waiting for them to question us, but they seemed prepared to merely hold us there until the detectives from Boston PD entered.

      Within five minutes, several men in dark suits approached us and while I watched, police began escorting customers into corners to speak with them about what happened.

      One black-suited man came to us, his dark hair short, his glasses thick-rimmed. He looked me over suspiciously and then turned to McCall.

      "I'm Sergeant Mahoney of the Boston Major Crimes Unit. I'll be the officer in charge. Who are you?" he asked, turning to McCall, who stood beside me.

      "I'm the bank manager, George McCall," he replied and extended his hand. "Glad to see you and your crew."

      "Which one of you called this in?"

      McCall turned to me, his hand on my shoulder. "This young man," he said and squeezed. "He saved the day."

      Mahoney eyed me suspiciously. "So you're the hero," he said, eyeing me up and down, trying to place me. "You took this one down?"

      I nodded. "I did. There were two others with him, but I didn’t get a chance to restrained them.”

      “We caught one of them on foot, but the other got away. What's your name? You cop or military?" he said, extending his hand.

      "Hunter Saint." We shook hands, his grip firm, his glance discerning. "Former Marine. Special Operations Forces."

      When he heard my name, he didn't show any recognition and I wondered whether he was merely a good actor, or really didn’t recognize my last name. Saint was not a common name in Boston, and given the recent arrest of my uncle and death of my brother, I was surprised he didn’t say more.

      He nodded thoughtfully, his eyes narrowed. "So, you thought you'd be a hero and stop a bank robbery in progress?" He shook his head. "You got balls, but not much brains."

      The head bank teller turned away to hide her smile.

      "Pardon me," Mahoney said, noticing her response. "Let me rephrase that: You got more guts than brains. You could have been killed or worse, got these citizens killed."

      I shrugged. "I didn’t. They weren't."

      He turned to McCall. "We have to question you and your customers, take their statements. You'll have to close the bank so we can do our investigation."

      "I know the procedure," the manager said, his voice weary. He turned to me before he left. "I appreciate what you've done and your service, whatever they say. And whoever you are," he said. I didn’t miss the emphasis on his last words.

      We shook hands and I smiled. "Thanks."

      Another detective escorted the two of them to the manager's office. I was left standing with Mahoney.

      "As for you, Mr. Saint," he said and turned to me, "you're coming with us to the precinct."

      "You can't take my statement and let me go like the rest of the bank customers?"

      "You were more than just a customer," he replied. "With your training and experience, you have tactical intel you could share with us on this crew. It might help us figure out who they work for. We think they're responsible for a string of armed robberies in Boston over the past month."

      I sighed, resigned to the fact I'd have to spend time at the precinct.

      "No good deed goes unpunished," I said sarcastically.

      "Tell me about it," the detective replied, his tone matching mine. "I'll be the one working late at night to wrap up the paperwork on this."

      "That's why they pay you the big bucks," I quipped.

      He laughed and that was the first crack in his façade.

      Then he spoke into a cell turning away so I couldn't hear what he said. He listened to the response and then turned back.

      "Let's go."

      "Okay," I said. "I need to make a call first." I pointed to my cell and he nodded.

      "Make it fast."

      I stood off to the side of the room and called the gym. Cath answered, her voice nasally from her cold. "Hey, Hunter. What's up?"

      "I'm going to be late getting back to the gym," I said, watching as the cops queued up the bank customers in front of a desk so they could interview them.

      "Is there something wrong?"

      "The bank was robbed while I was here," I said. "They want to take statements. I'm fine but I'll be late getting back. Oh, and the bank's closed so I'll have to use the night deposit."

      "As long as you’re fine," she said. "I'll tell your father."

      "I'm fine. No worse for the wear."

      I ended the call and turned back to Mahoney, who was speaking with another detective.

      He came over to me, smiling wryly. "So, my partner pointed out that you're the nephew of Donny Saint. I didn’t get it when you said your name."

      "That's right," I said. "You're not from Boston, I take it."

      "Recent transfer from Queens, New York." He nodded. "My condolences about your brother."

      I frowned, surprised that a police detective would offer condolences on the death of Sean. I’d expected to be treated with derision once they found out who I was.

      "Thanks," I said, trying to be gracious, unsure if he really meant it.

      "I just want to say that Boston PD wasn't involved in your uncle's case or what happened. That was all the feds."

      "I understand," I said.

      Mahoney spoke briefly with another detective and then turned back to me.

      "This is Detective Brand," he said and Brand extended his hand for a shake. He had a pasty complexion, thinning hair, and a belly that suggested he liked donuts more than an exercise bike.

      We shook and then Mahoney gestured for me to follow them. We left the bank and walked to a black sedan waiting at the curb.

      When we got to the sedan, Mahoney held open the door to the back seat.

      "If you don’t mind," he said and motioned inside.

      We drove off through the streets of downtown Boston and I had a few moments to think about the attack and what I'd say.

      Before we arrived at the precinct, Mahoney's cell rang and he answered while we were stopped at a red light.

      "Yeah, he's here with me."

      A pause.

      "Are you sure?"

      Another pause.

      "Okay, we're on our way."

      He ended his call and glanced at me in the rear view mirror.

      "It's your lucky day," Mahoney said, his voice slightly amused. "Seems your name lit up the system and the big boss called. Chief of Police wants to see you in his office."

      I shrugged. "I'm at your disposal." I didn't relishing being interrogated by the chief of Boston PD about my actions in the bank but resigned myself to the fact that my day wouldn't be my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      HUNTER

      

      I said no more during the drive to the precinct and Mahoney and Brand seemed uninclined to make small talk.

      Within fifteen minutes, we arrived and I was ushered into a small interrogation room with no windows but with a big and very obvious two-way mirror across from where I sat. I smiled and waved, then sat back and waited.

      Mahoney said I was there to meet the Chief of Police himself, so why I was put in an interrogation room was a question I hoped would be answered sooner rather than later. I'd seen the Chief on television before during press conferences, so I knew what to expect. Short and pug-faced, Barlow was a bulldog of a man with a presence so strong that conversations hushed when he walked into the room.

      Time passed, and I began to be impatient. I checked my watch, which indicated I'd been waiting for twenty minutes.

      "Hello?" I said into the mirror. "I have a life to live."

      There was no response. Finally, after another fifteen minutes, the door opened and Mahoney stuck his head inside.

      "Sorry to make you wait. We had to do some checking first before we could do the interview. You can come with me."

      I stood and followed Mahoney down the hall to a big corner office on the first floor. I entered the office, which was all glass and chrome.

      Chief Barlow sat behind a big mahogany desk. A man in an FBI blue and yellow jacket leaned against the wall, his hands in his pockets.

      "This is Chief Barlow," Mahoney said, pointing to the Chief.

      I leaned over the desk when Barlow stood and extended his hand. We shook.

      "Glad to meet you," I said, although I didn’t mean it. Usually, I'd be on the side of police because of my time in the military and my hatred of organized crime. Now, however, I was still recovering from watching one shoot my brother and wasn’t all that predisposed to being friendly or compliant. It was probably foolish of me, but Sean's death was still too close to have overcome it. Not yet.

      "The pleasure's all mine," he said and turned to the other man, who now stood up straight. "This is Special Agent Gladwell. He's with the FBI's Transnational Organized Crime program."

      I recognized him from an appearance on television talking about links to organized crime in the Balkans or Russia and efforts to stop their crime spree in Massachusetts. Tall and lean with an eagle-eyed look to him, he was in top fighting shape.

      To my surprise, he extended his hand for a shake. I shook it, but didn't smile when he said hello.

      "Please," Chief Barlow said and motioned to a chair in front of his desk. "Have a seat."

      I sat in the chair directly across from his desk. Behind me, the two detectives left the room so that there were only the three of us remaining.

      Chief Barlow turned to his credenza and poured some amber liquid I assumed was whiskey into a tumbler. I accepted the glass Barlow offered.

      "That's Old Number 8, George Dickel Tennessee sipping whiskey," he said and nodded to his glass. "Drink it down. You'll need it after your morning."

      I took a sip and sighed as the whiskey burned down my throat.

      "Sorry to keep you waiting," he said finally. "We wanted to check out the security video feed we recovered from the bank and from a store across the street first to verify your actions relating to the robbery. You can understand."

      I shrugged, knowing exactly what he meant. Because of my family's background, they wanted to see whether I was part of the heist or had truly tried to stop it.

      "Tell me what happened," he said. "Tell me everything. From the start. When you're done, Special Agent Gladwell here wants to talk to you about the FBI's case against the Romanov family, who we think was involved in the robbery. I want to hear what you have to say first. You should know that we already have the video feed from the cameras and were able to ID you from our database."

      I leaned back in my chair and nodded. I recounted the events of the morning, from the time I entered the bank to the end, explaining that I’d decided to use my skills as a former special operator to disrupt the robbery.

      They listened without comment.

      "You called in the hit and stopped it," Barlow said, smiling at me over his glass when he took a sip. "But we don't want it to get out who you are."

      "I understand. Neither do I."

      "Why did you do it?"

      "Because I could," I said. "It's very simple. I have skills. I used them. That’s really all there is to it."

      Gladwell nodded. "The suspects we have in custody are low-level grunts in the Romanov empire. You should know that if the Romanov family discovers it was you at the bank, you've probably gotten your family in whole lot of trouble with them. Consider this a warning. There may be repercussions. You should have just left things the way they were."

      "Warning received and acknowledged."

      “What you did was heroic but stupid. If they figure out it was you, they'll now be on you and your family."

      "Too late at this point," I said and downed the rest of the whiskey. "I did what I was trained to do—respond. They could have killed people."

      Barlow smiled but said nothing.

      "When they come to your father's gym and mess him up in revenge for the botched robbery, you'll be singing a different tune."

      I shrugged but, of course, I knew there might be blowback. "I've got ample security in place."

      "Look," Gladwell said, standing up straight. "The reason I'm here is because we want to use you. You're a soldier by training. You have special operations experience. We want you to work for us. We've been watching you for a while, and we want you to keep us informed of what you hear and what, if anything, happens in your family business that is at all connected to the Romanovs."

      "You want me to help you take down the Romanov family?"

      "Yes," Gladwell said. "You're the perfect man in the perfect position. You could insinuate yourself with the Romanovs and then once you get enough evidence, you can help bring them down. I imagine you'd be happy to do that, considering that your brother's dead because of them."

      "He's dead because of one of your men," I replied, my body tensing.

      "He's dead because he overreacted.”

      I glowered at him but said nothing more.

      “Look, the new DA's been dying to take down your uncle for a decade or more. He finally got some good intel and that's what led to your uncle being served with a RICO warrant. One of the Romanov boys provided a bit of evidence to help take Donny down."

      I frowned. "What?"

      "Yes," Gladwell said. "The DA has a confidential informant in the Romanov family who helped us take your uncle down. I figure if you help us take the Romanovs down, it's payback."

      I sighed, and considered Gladwell's offer seriously. I had nothing against the FBI—usually. They were that thin line between order and chaos in a free society.

      I had something against one FBI agent in particular—the one who killed my brother. Still, I wanted to protect my father and brothers from any negative consequences of my actions, so I really had no choice.

      "What do you want me to do?"

      "Romanov’s an arrogant son of a bitch. He thinks he’s smarter than everyone."

      "That he does."

      "He thinks he can do whatever he likes in this city and I suspect he'll welcome you into the fold if you approach him personally. You have background in security. You could provide security for their operations in return for them laying off your family's business."

      I considered.

      "Your uncle Donny had a love-hate relationship with the Romanovs. They knew it but they used him anyway. You could go to them and offer your services, say you want to go after the DA for arresting Donny and for Sean's death. If you could get them to start planning a hit against the DA, we could use that to take Sergei down."

      "I was going to try to keep as far as I could from the Romanovs," I replied—but, of course, I was already planning how to get revenge. "What are you thinking I should do?"

      "Make the offer of services. Use it to get in closer. They'll understand your wanting revenge against the DA. In the meantime, we'll coordinate with the local police to put some protection in place for your father and brother just in case anyone outed you, but then we want you to get in close to your uncle's old contacts in the family."

      I considered. "I’m willing to do whatever it takes to break ties between my family and organized crime. And if the Romanovs were involved in my uncle's arrest, then all the better."

      "We want you to go undercover."

      "I have no clandestine training."

      "We have an excellent training program," he said firmly. "Besides, you won't really need the full training. Maybe a couple of weeks, tops."

      "It's hard to be away for a couple of weeks," I replied. "What's involved?"

      "Basic clandestine techniques so you know how to handle yourself. What we really want you to do is befriend your uncle's contacts in the Romanov family. Find out what's going on," he said. "Look, you're a soldier. One of the best. Special operations forces. We'll send you in and you'll give him to us."

      I sighed and took a sip. “Everyone knows that I don't approve of my family ties to the mafia. I'll have to convince them that I had a change of heart."

      Gladwell shook his head.

      "You can pull a Michael Corleone and pretend you want to protect your father and need his help. You can say you want revenge against the DA."

      "I’m a businessman," I said, fighting it a bit longer, although I had already decided to take their offer. "I'm not an undercover FBI agent."

      "Oh, you won't be an actual agent," he said and chuckled. "You'll get training and be part of an off-the-books program that isn't directly tied to the FBI or any government agency. We don’t want to get our hands dirty, but we need people who can roll around in the dirt with the animals."

      "Thanks," I said, frowning at the way they described my uncle.

      Gladwell eyed me. ”I understand your younger brother’s currently linked to several questionable people in Las Vegas. We may or may not have evidence that he's been involved in some illegal activities."

      I glanced up at him. “Are you threatening me?”

      “I'm only making suggestions.”

      I sighed. I wanted my family to be safe and certainly didn’t want them to be in danger because of my actions at the bank.

      "I need to think about it."

      "I’ll wait for your answer. You have exactly five minutes. You either sign this offer for operations training or you and your family are on your own and your baby brother may be taking a trip to the local lock-up."

      "What about rules of engagement? If I have to get down with the dogs, I might have to get dirty. What can I do to protect myself? Prove myself to them?"

      "Wide open," Gladwell said. "But you have to have pretty good reason if you use lethal force. Of course, if you get caught, we may have to pick you up, put you in jail for a few days or weeks, just to make it look legit. I'm sure as a Marine you've been through hell and back. If anyone can take it, you can."

      I nodded.

      Of course, I said yes. It wasn't just that I wanted to protect Conor and my father. It was that I wanted revenge.

      I wanted to make Spencer pay for his role in bringing my uncle in on trumped-up charges. Sure, he was dirty, but in the greater scheme of things, my uncle was a flea on a gorilla's ass compared to the Romanovs.

      I signed his paper and stood, recognizing that the meeting was over by the way Barlow opened a new file and said nothing else.

      I left and went back to the gym, wondering if I'd made the right decision. I felt it was my only choice. I was a soldier. Despite my MBA, it was in the military that I felt at home. Taking down the Romanov family with the approval of the FBI and with police support?

      How could I say no?

      

      I went to Langley for a couple of weeks of intensive training, emerging relatively unscathed. After the two-week training period was up, I had a few more bruises from the physical training and a lot more respect for the rigorous training clandestine operatives underwent.

      I returned to Boston, tired but ready to move forward with the next phase of my performance as a Romanov insider.

      "I'm glad you're back," my father said the first night I returned and we were sitting around the table in our kitchen. I'd made a quick meal of steak and potatoes with a side of green salad, and was happy to sit down with him. He looked tired, his breathing a bit faster than I'd like. I took his hand.

      "How are you? You look exhausted. I'm sorry I went away when I did. I should have stayed."

      "No, no," he said and waved me off. "We all went through hell these past months. Everyone deals with their grief in different ways. I'm just glad you’re back."

      I smiled at him and then attacked my steak, but I wondered when I’d get my first mission, hoping my little arrangement with the FBI didn’t turn out to be a bad decision.

      

      A week passed and then another. My life seemed to get back in order, with days spent in the office, talking to suppliers and match organizers for the fights, plus dealing with franchisees, making sure they were keeping up with reporting requirements.

      On the personal side, I hadn’t had any action since I returned to Boston, having said goodbye to a woman I’d had an on-again off-again arrangement with in Quantico. She was going through a divorce and didn't have a lot of time for a relationship, so we met a couple of times a week and fucked, then said goodbye. Nothing more.

      Every night, when I finally crawled into bed after closing the gym and club, I lay awake and wondered when things would get going with the Romanovs. My mind kept returning unbidden to the graveside service and catching sight of Celia Franklin.

      How a woman could still hold my interest years after one night of sex I'd never know, but she did. There was something about Celia that I couldn't get out of my mind. I always thought she was the kind of woman I could make an exception for regarding serious relationships, but I'd been so damn wrong. How she could go from so sweet and passionate and fun and intelligent to being a cold-hearted bitch who’d used me and then thrown me away when Greg finally asked her out blew me away. I'd been hurt before by a woman, and I expected I would again, if I let my guard down.

      So I had many frustrated bouts of masturbation to get me through the week, and always, my mind's eye returned to lovely Celia lying beneath me, her thighs spread wide for me to see her, her eyes half-closed in pleasure, her mouth open, licking her lips… I imagined ramming into her tight pussy, into her willing mouth—and more.

      It was unsatisfactory but it was all I had until I found a new fuck buddy.

      

      Finally, I was summoned to meet with Gladwell and learn more about my mission. I made the trip to the precinct and knocked on the door to his office.

      "Come," he said. I opened the door and entered, standing in front of his desk to wait for his orders.

      "Sit," he said finally, pointing to the chair. I sat and waited some more.

      "I hear you did a pretty decent job in your training," he said without looking up at me.

      "I survived," I said.

      "Good," he said and finally took off his reading glasses and glanced up at me. "We're going to let you loose. We expect you to try to reconnect with your uncle's old contacts in the Romanov family, get deeper into his organization."

      "I'll do it," I said, having already heard from my father that several thugs with Russian accents had been by asking about me, wondering if I was going to be their contact now that Donny was in federal custody. "I've been quite vocal about my objection to my uncle's ties to racketeering and money laundering for drug money so I'll have to use Spencer as the excuse to get in and roll around in the dirt with them."

      Gladwell smirked. "Victor Romanov is pretty arrogant and might be only too glad to have you at his side. We'll see what he does. Don't worry," he said and put his glasses back on. "He'll think you've finally come around. At the least, he'll understand your desire to get revenge for your family. Even he could understand that."

      I nodded. "I hope so."

      Gladwell shook his head. "He's smart," he said, "and has been good to your uncle, but he's hell on his enemies. Don't become an enemy."

      "Isn't that precisely what I'll be doing?" I asked.

      "Don't let him find out," Gladwell said simply. "We won't out you. We want to keep you involved for as long as we can so there'll be no leaks on our side. Keep your own mouth shut about your mission and you'll be okay as well. Don't tell your father or anyone in your family what you're doing. Don’t tell your girlfriend."

      "Don't worry. I understand the need for secrecy."

      

      As my handler in the FBI and I planned, I met with Victor Romanov, one of Donny's business associates in the Romanov family, and made the offer to provide security for their businesses in exchange for them leaving our family alone. I set up a security detail for them so they could guard their properties on the waterfront against rival families muscling into their territory or attacking any of their family members.

      I hired a few retired Marines I knew, who were quite happy to take on light duties on a part-time basis. Standing around and watching streets for suspicious vehicles and taking names at the door to the business was child's play for them.

      Despite it all going well, I had a bad feeling in my gut. What was I getting myself into? All my life I had done everything I could to keep out of the "family business." Now, I'd be immersing myself in it. I had to shut my mind off. I couldn’t stop thinking about being bait for a mafia boss.

      What I knew about bait, from fishing with my grandfather when I was a young boy, was this: In the process of catching a fish, bait got eaten.
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      Present Day

      

      James took me to my dorm room and together, we boxed up my few possessions so I could move in to the safe house. Amy poked her head into the room while James and I were busy.

      "What's up?" she asked, frowning when she saw James. "Who are you?"

      James was wearing his sober blue suit and looked official. He stood up from the box he was taping shut.

      "I'm James," he said and smiled. "A friend."

      Amy turned to me, her eyes wide. I stood up from my own box and exhaled, wondering how I'd explain things. I brushed the hair from my face and shrugged.

      "James is a friend," I said, hoping she'd believe me. "He's helping me move some stuff."

      "Where?" she said, not letting up. "You never said anything about moving. What happened?"

      I glanced at James, who returned to his box. "I'm moving in with Hunter," I said lightly. Then I returned to packing my own box, hoping to avoid too much of a long explanation.

      "What?"

      Of course, I was foolish to think I could get away without a complete debrief.

      "Hunter?" she said when I continued packing, her mouth open wide. "The Hunter? As in Hunter Saint?"

      "The very one," I replied, wishing she'd just get the hint and leave.

      "And you were going to tell me when?"

      I stood up again, exasperated. "Look, I'm sorry, but some stuff happened and I haven't had time to talk to you."

      "Your best friend? You didn't have time to talk to me about moving out and moving in with Hunter Saint? You've never heard of a thing called texting? Your fingers broken or something?"

      "Amy, I'm sorry, but can I talk to you later about all this?" I made a helpless face, shrugging my shoulders. "I promise I'll explain everything. And I'm not really moving out permanently. It's just temporary, okay?"

      She frowned and glanced between me and James, who I could tell was trying to look inconspicuous.

      "You're okay, though, right?" she asked and came over to me, her hand on my arm. "There's nothing wrong? You're not in any danger?"

      I shook my head. "I'm fine. Things have happened and, well, I can't say anything right now." I tilted my head to the side, gesturing to James. "I wanted to talk to you about it, but I couldn't. I promise I'll tell you later tonight, okay?" I made a face of regret.

      "If you say so," she said, and I could hear the hesitation in her voice. "As long as you're really okay…"

      "I am. I'm fine," I replied.

      "Okay," she said and glanced around. "Do you need any help?"

      I shook my head, wanting her to leave so I didn't have to explain who James was. "No," I said and glanced around. "We're pretty much done."

      "Where are you staying?" she asked. "At the gym? Does Hunter still live there?"

      "No," I said and handed the box to James. "At one of Hunter's other properties."

      "Where?" she asked, her expression hopeful. "I'll come and visit you."

      I shrugged and made a face. "I can't tell you."

      She frowned. "Why not?"

      "Security reasons?" I said and cringed. "I can't tell you anything more than that."

      "What?" she said and glanced between James and me again. "You are in danger, right? Something to do with Hunter's family business?"

      "No, I'm not in any real danger. Hunter has a lot of security, for obvious reasons," I said, wishing she would stop questioning everything, but I knew it was because she was worried about me. "I'm fine," I said. "Really."

      "This is about the bad guys who beat up Graham, right?"

      "Yes," I said, exasperated, deciding to satisfy her. "This is about that. But you can't say anything about it to anyone, especially not Spencer if he comes by."

      "Are they back from Europe? I thought they weren't back for a while."

      "Not yet, but in case he comes by or anyone comes by asking about me. Tell them I moved out and you don't know where I am."

      "All right, Ms. Mysterious. I won't tell anyone. But I don’t like this whole clandestine business. You should be telling me. I'm the best friend, remember?"

      "You are," I said and went to her, hugging her.

      She squeezed me and then pulled back. "Text me later tonight, okay? Promise?"

      I nodded. "Promise."

      Then, with clear reluctance, she left, closing the door to my apartment behind her.

      "I'm sorry about that," I said to James. "She's my best friend and has been for years. She's just worried about me."

      "Completely understandable." James picked up a box and went to the door. "I'll take these out to the vehicle."

      "I'll help," I said and together, we packed the SUV with the few boxes of my things, clothes, computer, books. Lots of books. The apartment was now empty except for my furniture.

      When we were done, I stood at the door and glanced around the apartment. Hunter would pay off my room and board, but I wasn't going to live there for my own safety. Finally, I closed the door, feeling sad that a part of my life was gone—the ‘independent me’ part of my life. The girl who had finally escaped Spencer's tyranny and was living free and on her own. Now, I'd be some gangster's fuck toy, living in his safe house for my own protection and for his ease of use.

      I hated that the idea of being his to use excited me, but it was Hunter.

      The man I'd been fantasizing about half my life.

      

      After we unloaded the boxes back at the safe house, I went to class. James drove me to the building, waited for the class to finish, and then took me to the hospital so I could drop in and check on Graham, but he was gone to physio and wouldn’t be back for an hour. I decided to go see him later and left him a note on a sticky I had in my book bag. Then James drove me back to the warehouse.

      I went inside to find that there were construction guys on site, busy installing drywall and another crew working on a bathroom. Now that I had the time, I could explore the loft a bit more.

      A new kitchen sat at the far end of the space, with an island and a bank of cupboards facing the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the bay. It was high-end, the fixtures and cupboards top of the line. A huge marble-top island contained a sink and professional stove and the fridge was so big you could practically store a dead body in it.

      George was there, working in a small office near the entry. He came over when he saw me.

      "Hello, Miss Celia," he said with a smile. "Your classes finished for the day?"

      I nodded. "This is all new," I said and glanced around.

      "Yes," he said. "Boss wanted to make comfortable. Is going to be very secure when everything finished. Thick walls. Steel doors. Security cameras on perimeter. No one will be able to get near building without us knowing. You will be safe here."

      Then he pointed to a small alcove where James was busy stacking the boxes from my dorm room.

      "I buy you desk so you can work," George said. "I hope you like."

      I went over and ran my hand along the modular desk. It had a hutch with cupboards and drawers and was in a dark cherry wood. It was expensive. Much more so than anything I'd ever owned before.

      "It's a lot better than my desk at the dorm," I said with a laugh, thinking of the rickety old student desk I'd left.

      George smiled at me again. "If you need anything, just ask. I am your keeper while Hunter is away."

      I nodded. "Thanks."

      Then I began unpacking my boxes and getting my computer set up, resigned to my new reality.

      After I finished organizing my books and files, I glanced around. Several workers were finishing a new bathroom, installing a tub and sink. They were working fast, and before the end of the afternoon, the walls to the bathroom had gone up and drywall was in place, the sections taped and mudded. It wasn't the best environment for studying, and I finally gave up and sat on the sofa and watched television for a while.

      Different contractors came in that evening, putting down flooring in the bathroom and cleaning up. George came over to me and pointed at the bathroom.

      "Is yours to use," he said, apparently pleased with it. "I pick best fixtures and colors. I hope you like."

      I looked inside. It was ostentatious, with gilded faucets, marble countertops, and granite tiles on the two-person shower. A fantastic tub. All of it looked out over the bay.

      "Blinds are inside windows," George said and pressed a switch that closed the blinds, blocking out the light. He opened them again. "You can put things in," he said and opened the vanity mirror. "I bring towels and soaps." He went to a bag beside the bathroom and sure enough, there were thick plush towels and bars of soap.

      "It's very nice."

      He smiled, pleased with the bathroom.

      "Are you staying here, too?" I asked, noticing the small military cot beside his bank of security cameras in his office.

      "When Hunter isn't here, twenty-four seven," he said and nodded. "You don't have to worry. You're safe here with us."

      "Who are you to Hunter?" I asked, curious about the man and his relationship to Hunter.

      "We work together in Afghanistan. We trust each other," he said. "He save my life many times. He is good man, Celia."

      "Good men don't get messed up with the mafia," I said, unable to bite my tongue. For all I knew, George might be in the Russian mob.

      "Sometimes good men do bad things for greater good," George said and shrugged. "I know Hunter for several years. He is best, very honorable. Hero."

      I didn't say anything else, because there was no sense arguing with someone who was obviously a good friend and employee.

      I used to think Hunter was a good man, but he seemed to be quite happy to get down and dirty with the Russian mob, being just as bad as they were—beating people up like Stepan, partying with them at his clubs, doing business with them. He was on a first-name basis with Stepan and his ilk. From what I understood, Hunter was still running fights at the gym and there would be illegal betting involved, and who knew what else.

      While I had no love for the thug Hunter had beat up and was glad he was paying for what he’d done to Graham, I believed in law and order, not vigilante justice. By beating Stepan up, Hunter had reduced himself to Stepan's level. That was the only conclusion you could draw from what he did. I remembered a quote from my philosophy class on Nietzsche and quoted it, not expecting George to know it.

      "He who fights with monsters should be careful lest he thereby become a monster."

      George made a face, pursing his lips. "And if you gaze long into abyss, abyss will also gaze into you." Then he smiled.

      "You know Nietzsche," I said, pleasantly surprised.

      "I am old," he said with a laugh. "I spend many hours in desert waiting for fight to start. Books get you through long waits." He shook his head. "Hunter is not monster."

      "So you say." I forced a smile, starting to feel a grudging admiration for George. I wasn't going to argue with him about how much of a monster Hunter had become. He obviously thought very highly of Hunter.

      I glanced around the large space. "I unpacked my things," I said with a sigh. "If I'm going to be here for the duration, I might as well get comfortable."

      "Hunter will protect you," George said, nodding. "Until all blows over."

      "All what blows over?" I asked, genuinely curious.

      "This problem with Romanovs. Once they are gone, you will be safe."

      "Gone where?" I frowned. Was Hunter planning to kill the Romanovs?

      He shrugged. "Prison? Back to Russia?" Then he ran a finger across his neck and raised his eyebrows. I knew what that meant…

      I shuddered. "I hope Hunter won't kill anyone."

      "He is soldier," George said. "He fights for what he loves. Friends, family. Country. He is honorable man."

      "You keep saying that, but if he's involved with the mafia, that's not honorable."

      "Fight fire with fire." George shrugged once more like he was helpless. "We shall see."

      Then he left me alone to wonder what he meant.
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      I spent the next few hours in the small seating area, watching television and intermittently reading my journal articles for the next day's class. George spent his time in his cubbyhole office. The sun went down and the space was cast into mostly darkness, except for a few lights in each of our two places. George sat and watched his video feeds, and I watched him, wondering when Hunter would show up and what he would make me do to earn my keep.

      Scrub his back?

      Cook him supper?

      Finally, after eight, my stomach started to growl and I got up to look in the refrigerator to see if there was something I could eat. While I was checking out the jar of pickles, Hunter entered the apartment with two bags of takeout food in his hands.

      "Dinner is served," he said, holding the bags up high.

      George went over to him and took the bags, checking out the receipts. "You got any Russian food?"

      "That bag," Hunter said and pointed to one of the two. "Although it may be Ukrainian or Romanian or something." Then, he caught my eye. "I hope you like ribs."

      "I'll eat pretty much anything at this point," I said. "The only thing in the refrigerator is some pickles."

      Hunter nodded. "We can get groceries tomorrow if you want. I'm sure George would love to cook you some good food from St. Petersburg. What do you say, George?"

      "I would love," George said and carried the bags to the kitchen, where he proceeded to prepare the meal for us, taking out plates and cutlery, and organizing the containers of food. He seemed to take on an avuncular role with Hunter, like he was Hunter's batboy. Hunter seemed used to it, and even relished it.

      Hunter came over to me and looked me up and down. "How are you?" he asked, his voice soft. He ran his fingers over my bruised cheek. "Do you need anything? Pain killers?"

      "Tylenol's good enough," I said, shaking my head.

      "How about something to drink?"

      "Sure," I said and sighed. "What do you have?"

      "I can get you anything. George prefers vodka but I seem to recall that you like tequila."

      "Tequila's good," I said. "Do you have salt and limes?"

      "That bad?" he asked, smiling softly. "I'm sorry about all this," he said and looked around the apartment. "It's my fault. I knew better, but I have this weakness for you."

      "Weakness?" I said, surprised at his choice of words. "Seems to me like you're the one in the position of strength here, seeing as you paid off my debts and I owe you hours and hours of," I said and hesitated, not really wanting to put it into words. I glanced at George, who was humming to himself at the sink. "Payback," I said quietly.

      "Oh, I'm pretty sure the weakness is all on my side." Then he lifted a strand of my hair, his gaze moving over my face and lower. Then, to my utter surprise, he bent down and kissed me.

      I startled a bit, not expecting it, but he persisted, his lips pressing against mine. He slipped one hand behind my head and held me there as if he thought I'd try to escape. In truth, a thrill went through me at his sudden show of desire and affection and his words about being weak towards me.

      It was the opposite of how I thought he would act and feel.

      If anything, it was always me who wanted him—me who couldn't resist him. Of course, he thought I had used him, discarding him when Greg came along…

      "We should talk," I said, deciding to reveal the truth of what had happened five years earlier when I’d cut things off between us.

      "We can talk later," he said with a sigh. "I’m hungry and tired and want a nice warm bath."

      He raised his eyebrows at that, and I knew what my evening was going to be like. My body responded immediately at the prospect of sex with Hunter. I was so damn weak… But I also wanted to see Graham.

      "I wanted to go see my brother after supper," I said, clearing my throat, which had suddenly choked up.

      He frowned. "That isn't exactly in my plans for tonight."

      "He's injured and all alone except for his co-worker. I stopped by this afternoon, but he was in physio, so…" I shrugged, trying to look like it was out of my control.

      He inhaled and turned away, sitting at the island, taking a plate. Obviously, he didn't want his plans to be interrupted, but I had a life. Graham needed family.

      We ate our meal together, and it took some time before Hunter warmed up again. As I watched, George brought him out, teasing him, reminiscing about their shared past. I could see by the way Hunter and George talked and joked with each other that there was a great deal of respect and mutual affection between them.

      "You two knew each other in Afghanistan?" I asked, wanting to hear some stories and encourage Hunter to be in a better mood.

      "We met when George here joined our Special Operations Forces unit on a rescue," Hunter said, smiling at George affectionately. "A convoy of supplies was attacked and two civilian contractors were abducted and kept in a compound in the tribal areas. We joined up with him and a few other mercs to take them back."

      George nodded slowly, regarding Hunter with a critical eye. "That was first mission together," George said. "I didn't know what to think of pretty boy Marine lieutenant. All shiny and new. First operation. I give him hard time at first. He showed me he was good enough."

      "Just good enough?" Hunter said with a mock tone of affront. He cuffed George playfully, reaching out across the island where we sat eating. "You sang my praises to high heaven that night in the bar back at our FOB."

      "Vodka always makes things look better."

      "I didn’t think you could drink while on deployment in the Persian Gulf," I said, frowning.

      "General Order number 1A prohibits consumption of alcohol while in Iraq, Afghanistan, or Kuwait," Hunter said as if he'd memorized the regulation. "We still drank. Private contractors drank and we spent a lot of time with private contractors. Especially old Russian veterans. You can't separate Russians from their vodka and expect to win a war."

      George laughed and nodded. "Is true." Then, he threw back another ounce of vodka. "To your health."

      We replied and I took a shot. Later, the talk died down and the three of us sat staring at our empty glasses. George stood up and stretched.

      "Well, I clean up and then I think I go downstairs," he said and grabbed his half-empty bottle of Stolichnaya.

      "Don’t worry about cleaning up. James will take Celia to the hospital for a quick visit, and I'll take care of things while she's away, but then I'm staying for the night," Hunter said, his voice low. "You can go downstairs if you want."

      "I will," George said and he laid his hand on Hunter's shoulder. "I be back tomorrow morning bright and early."

      "Don't bother," Hunter said. "I'm sleeping in tomorrow. I'll call you when I need you back here."

      George nodded, glancing over at me. "Have good night," he said. "Remember what I told you." Then he left us sitting at the island.

      Before he was out the door, Hunter turned to me, frowning. "What did George tell you? Only good things, I hope…"

      "Yes," I said, not knowing what else to say.

      Hunter got on his cell and called James, asking him to pull the car around the back so I could go to the hospital. Then, he escorted me to the door, helping me on with my coat.

      "Don't stay too long," he said as he stood behind me, adjusting my collar. He leaned closer, pressing his body against mine, his face in my hair. I heard him inhale deeply. "I'm an impatient man."

      "I won't take too long," I replied, a thrill going through my body at the sound of desire in his voice.

      Then I left and took the service elevator to the loading dock where James waited, the rear passenger door open.

      

      I had a nice visit with Graham, and got an update on how his physio was going, how long he might have to stay in rehab.

      He was now on the rehab ward and was getting help from occupational therapists with looking after himself, doing basic things like going to the toilet himself and brushing his teeth.

      Everything was hard for him, and I felt sick watching how much his independence had been reduced. The doctor said he would be like that for weeks until they could get him walking again when the cast was off his leg and the broken bone had healed.

      "I talked to Mom," he said and then filled me in on his call with her. "They'll be home tomorrow," he said and handed me his cell, which was open to an email from Spencer.

      "I was enjoying his absence," I said ruefully. "I hope Mom had a good time."

      "She sounded good," Graham said. "Refreshed. The trip was on her bucket list, so she's really happy they went."

      I checked my watch. "Well, I have to go," I said and leaned over to kiss Graham's cheek and give his good arm a squeeze. "I'll be back tomorrow for another visit."

      "Bring your lunch or stay and have dinner with me," he said hopefully. "I get pretty damn lonely."

      "I will," I said.

      I left him, walking through the maze of hallways to the front entrance where James waited with the SUV. As we drove through the darkened streets of Boston, I stared numbly out the window at the passing city lights, wondering what Hunter would make me do to service his needs.

      I hated myself for being so aroused at the thought of servicing his needs…

      

      Once back at the safe house, I entered the apartment and removed my coat. Hunter was sprawling on one of the sofas watching news, remote in hand.

      I went over to the kitchen, feeling suddenly awkward, and saw that, as he promised, Hunter had removed our glasses and plates and had put them into the dishwasher. I stood at the island counter and watched the city lights outside the huge window, wondering what Hunter would do and when he would make his move.

      "There you are," Hunter said and came into the kitchen. He stood directly behind me, his body touching mine. There was no doubt what he had in mind when he corralled me against the counter, one arm on either side of me.

      He pulled my hair to one side and kissed my neck, his lips warm against my skin. He moved his mouth higher, pressing it against my jaw and then my cheek when I turned my head to the side. His hands gripped my shoulders, pulling me against him so I could feel his erection pressing against my butt.

      My body responded but my mind was surprisingly resistant. I could have just melted into his arms, because there was no doubt I was aroused. For some reason—maybe having to do with self-esteem—I couldn't allow myself to just go along with him. I couldn’t allow myself to respond even though I could feel my flesh throb in response to his touch.

      I stiffened, turning my head the other way, running the water in the island sink and making a show of washing a pot off before sliding beside Hunter and placing it in the dishwasher.

      Hunter didn't say anything, but he did stand back a few feet and watched me. I kept up the façade of cleaning up and he watched.

      "So that's how it's going to be, is it?" he said, his voice low.

      "Isn't this my job?" I said a bit too tartly. "I clean up, run your bath, wash your back, take care of your needs? You own me, after all."

      When he didn't respond, I turned to see his expression and found him leaning against the counter, his arms crossed. He was wearing a black cashmere sweater with a V-neck, the fabric molding to his body, showing his very well-developed muscles, his wide bulky shoulders and his bulging biceps. His black jeans hung low on his narrow hips, a thick black belt with a big buckle over a nicely bulging package. He was watching me from under a frown, his head bowed, his blue blue eyes intense, his longish hair falling on his cheeks in a very sexy way.

      What was wrong with me? Why was I resisting?

      The man was gorgeous. He was also clearly not happy with my lack of response to him.

      "What?" I said, seeing his disapproving expression. "You're not happy that I'm cleaning your kitchen? You want me down on my knees?"

      He glanced away and I saw a muscle twitch in his too-square jaw, which was covered with just the right amount of scruff.

      Damn him! Why did I still want him so much despite everything?

      "You know what?" he said finally, his voice sounding weary. "Fuck it." He left the kitchen area and started walking to the door. I kicked myself mentally. I didn’t necessarily want him to leave, but I also didn't want this arrangement to keep on the way it was.

      Then he turned suddenly and came back, pressing me against the island before I could respond. He kissed me, one hand behind my head so I couldn't escape. The kiss was passionate, rough, his mouth devouring mine, his tongue finding mine. With the other hand, he squeezed my breast, his thumb unerringly finding my nipple through the fabric of my t-shirt.

      I couldn't deny that my body responded immediately to his kiss and his touch. When I finally kissed him back, giving in instead of fighting, he stopped and pulled away, leaving me almost panting with desire.

      "I don't need this," he said, his hands on his hips. "I don't force women and I don't enjoy hesitation. So, we're done until you come to me. Willingly."

      Then he turned and left me alone, my heart racing, my body aching with desire. I watched in silence as he grabbed his leather jacket from the back of a chair beside the door and left, slamming the door behind him.

      I should have admitted that I wanted him as much as he wanted me—probably more—but my pride prevented me.

      I couldn't get around the fact that he owned me financially. Sure, he’d saved my brother's life, paid of his debts, and protected me when the mob became too interested in me. He’d paid off my tuition and the lost inheritance.

      But I wanted more.

      The truth was that I couldn't be happy being his fuck toy no matter how much I enjoyed it.

      I did enjoy it. He'd proven that multiple times.

      But I wasn't just some Boston wiseguy's fuck toy.

      Until he understood that, we'd have to be enemies. So, instead giving Hunter a bath, washing his back, and then having sex with him, I sat alone on the sofa, my arms crossed. In truth, I wanted things to work out with him, but not like this. Not with me beholden to him, doing things because I had to rather than because I had chosen to. He was right. Sex had to be chosen freely or it was rape. At the least, it was prostitution.

      I was better than that.

      I waited for a few moments, wondering if he'd come back, but he didn't, so I got up and did a bit of tidying to try to distract myself. When I came to look at the seating area for more dishes, I saw the bank of video cameras and decided to check and see if George was returning to be my babysitter. Honestly, at that moment, I preferred his company. He was nice, friendly, and besides, I wanted to pump him for more information about Hunter.

      I sat at the desk where I remembered George sitting and checked out the feed. On one screen, I saw the exterior of the building. A lone car drove down the street, but otherwise the neighborhood was deserted. On another screen, I saw the rear loading dock and back alley between the two buildings. Then, I noticed a small screen to the left and saw…

      I saw my own apartment at the dorm.

      What?

      Hunter had a hidden camera in my apartment? There were two angles—one showing my bedroom, the wide-eye camera catching the bed itself and the closet area and window. The other showed the living room, doorway, and door to the tiny kitchenette.

      Hunter had been spying on me at the dorm?

      My pulse raced. What a bastard…

      I couldn't believe it.

      He'd been freaking spying on me, watching me sleep? Did he see me get dressed and undressed every day? Worse, was George watching me?

      For how long?

      It had to be recent…

      Just then, when my pulse was racing and I was fuming in anger, my face red, the door to the apartment opened and George entered. He saw me sitting at his place and frowned.

      I stood up quickly, feeling guilty that I'd been snooping, and yet fully justified and incensed that I'd discovered they'd been watching me on hidden cameras.

      "I can't believe that you and Hunter have been spying on me," I said, stepping out of the way when he entered the small office space. "I thought Hunter was above being a voyeur."

      George bent down and clicked off the screen and then stood up straight. "We do it for your protection only. Not as voyeur."

      "But I got dressed and undressed in my room."

      George shrugged and sat at his chair. "I don't watch. Only make sure you are okay. Hunter was very worried about your safety. He put in cameras to make sure Stepan and his guys don't come for you. Hurt you."

      I frowned. Of course, he was right that I was in danger from Stepan and his mob goons, but to put in a camera…

      "Why not just have a tail on me or something?" I asked, trying to come up with some excuse. "No bodyguards?"

      "Bodyguards not work at dorm. Tail is already in place but it takes three men to do one tail, Celia."

      "I still don't like it," I said. "I don't like being spied on. It's an invasion of privacy. Couldn't you just have one camera watching my door?"

      "Is better this way. Someone could break into window…"

      "That sounds like an excuse," I replied, my hands on my hips.

      "It was only for few nights," George said, exhaling in frustration. "Now, you are here. Much safer."

      I glanced around the space. "Are there cameras hidden here as well? So Hunter can watch my every move?"

      "No need for cameras," George said, his voice sounding tired. "I watch. I protect."

      "Well, I don’t like it."

      I stomped away to the seating area and plopped down on the small sofa, upset that not only had I been surveilled, I was now a prisoner. And Hunter was going to ignore me until I came to him and asked for him to fuck me.

      Like I was going to ask him to fuck me.

      Not likely…

      I checked my watch. It was almost nine o'clock. I had early class the next day and so I clicked on the widescreen and surfed the channels, looking for something to watch to pass the time until I was tired enough to sleep. I laughed to myself when I saw what was on AMC.

      Goodfellas.

      The story of my life…
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      HUNTER

      

      Later that night, I received a message from George.

      RUSKIE5: Celia found video feed from dorm. She is not happy. Maybe you should come by. Talk to her.

      Damn.

      I knew she'd be mad if she discovered I'd had her dorm bugged and a hidden camera installed, but I also knew she'd never believe me when I told her it was for her own safety.

      I should have gone right over and confronted her, explained things, but I decided to let it ride. She'd get over it.

      Or she wouldn't. I was going to avoid the safe house as much as possible, visiting only when Celia was away. Until she came to me and asked me to fuck her, she could spend her time alone if that was what she wanted.

      I was through with trying to seduce her and fed up with her resistance. I thought she wanted me. I thought, by the way her body responded to me when we had sex, that she enjoyed being with me. She orgasmed. Easily.

      I’d figured I was giving her an excuse to do what she really wanted anyway, but I was wrong.

      She didn't really want it. Not really.

      So, that was it for me. I didn't have to coax women to fuck me. They did so because they wanted it.

      That was my bottom line.

      I figured if I left her alone for a while, she'd come to her senses and just fuck me the way I thought she really wanted. Instead, I felt a sense of gloom, because I'd grown used to being able to drop in and see her whenever I wanted. I enjoyed fucking her just a little too much for my own good.

      I wanted her to want me back just as much.

      As to the debt? Fuck it. I did it out of loyalty to Graham, despite how badly he'd betrayed me. I didn't want anything to happen to him despite what he did to me.

      Finally, I did it because I could.

      I arrived at the safe house a few days later to talk to George before I went out of town.

      "How does she seem?" I asked, keeping my voice as neutral as possible, despite the fact I felt less and less certain about my decision to force the issue between us.

      "She is fine," George said, misinterpreting my intent, of course. I didn’t want her to be fine. I wanted her to feel lonely and upset and missing out on my company.

      "What does she do all day when she's not at class?"

      "She is very studious," George replied, nodding to himself. "Reads books and papers all the time. Writes on computer. No need to worry. She is not lonely. Too busy."

      "Huh," I replied, trying hard not to show my frustration.

      Of course, I could have found release in the company of one of the club regulars. Lila was always willing and able, but I couldn't take her vapid conversation and her focus on the way things looked. How rich I was, how much respect the thugs from the Romanov family showed me...

      The truth was that I wanted Celia.

      Later that day, I met my handler down by the docks south of the city, behind an old warehouse that had seen better days. I parked the SUV and turned off the engine, sitting with my cell, checking my texts to see if he was still on his way.

      About five minutes later, Millar arrived, pulling up beside me, his window beside mine. I rolled down my window and he nodded, his dark glasses hiding his eyes from view.

      I didn’t like that. I wanted to look in someone's eyes when I spoke to them to see if I could detect falsehood.

      "You shouldn't have roughed up Stepan," Millar said. "His family's lawyer is pushing for an arrest. Can you believe it? The nerve of these thugs."

      I shook my head. "That's the biggest joke of all."

      "Well, it puts us in a very tough position. Since you've been named and we have video that puts you there, if we don't arrest you then too much focus could come down on us. You should have kept your nose clean."

      "Look," I said, my fists clenched. "You gave me wide open rules of engagement. If I did nothing, none of them would respect me. If you really want me to get next to Sergei Romanov, I have to fit in. They have to believe I'm in this for real, and not a plant."

      "This is my operation," Millar said, his voice firm. "I'm the one who developed the plan. I'm the one who changes it. Got that?"

      "Hey," I said, holding up my hands in submission. "I'm doing my job. You want me to get close to Sergei. I can't do that unless he thinks I'm legit. A real wiseguy would have beaten up Stepan. That's the way they work."

      "The way the cops work is when they have a suspect, they make an arrest."

      I exhaled. Of course, it would look suspicious if they had direct evidence of me beating Stepan to a pulp and didn't even bring me in.

      "What do you want to do?"

      "We need to arrest you." Millar said. "We can pick you up or you could turn yourself in. We’ll put you in lockup for a few days, in a segregated unit, then you make bail, and when the case comes to trial, you can conveniently get off due to some technicality."

      I gave him a dark look. "It's that easy, is it?"

      "We have ways." Millar shrugged. "Sometimes, we have to cooperate with the bad guys to get the biggest bad guy there is."

      "There's a slippery slope," I said ruefully. "Careful we aren't standing too close to the edge."

      "I'm fine with my own morals," Millar said and glanced away. "I can live with myself and what our unit is doing. Can you?" He turned back to look at me pointedly.

      "I sleep very well, thanks," I replied.

      "What about Spencer Grant's stepdaughter? You fucking her or something?"

      I glanced away, not happy that they were monitoring my every move. "We have a history."

      "Are you using her to get revenge against Grant? You have to tell me these things."

      "Grant is a sonofabitch who’s had it in for me and my family for decades."

      "Yeah, I know. He was all butthurt because your uncle got off years ago when he was Assistant DA. He's still gunning for you."

      "Some people can't let the past go."

      "So, are you using the stepdaughter to get back at Grant? Throw her in his face or something?"

      "No," I said. "It's not like that. We go a long way back." Then, I tried to change the subject from Celia. "So did you find that information I asked you about?"

      He sucked his teeth thoughtfully for a moment. "As a matter of fact, I heard that the Bureau's looking at Spencer Grant as part of an investigation into a sex ring operating in the DC area. Seems he developed a preference for young things when he first worked as Commonwealth's Attorney in Alexandria. There were rumors, but nothing stuck. A task force has a few leads and they're moving forward with the case."

      "What?" I said and turned to him, a surge of adrenaline going through me. "He's a pedophile?"

      "Apparently, he likes them pubescent and just illegal. There's some modelling agency that provides vulnerable young things from Eastern Europe, the old Soviet Union, who don't know what to expect when they get to the US. These creeps lavish these girls with booze and money and have their way with them. Get them gigs with the big agencies."

      I frowned and wondered if he'd ever done anything to Celia. Then I shook my head mentally. Celia had been a virgin. He'd made her sign a chastity contract.

      Maybe that was to protect him more than her…

      "That fucking bastard," I said, anger coiling inside me. "He's been involved with trafficking young Russian girls?"

      "Yeah," he replied. "He's just slimy enough to have slipped out of reach."

      "What a fucking hypocrite. He's condemned my family all this time because of our ties to the Russian mob, and he's using them for his own perversions? He's all kinds of evil," I said, remembering how he'd hurt Celia and Graham when they were kids. "I'd like to take him down, too. Believe me. Seeing him in prison would be the cherry on top of the Sergei Romanov ice cream sundae."

      "One mission at a time," Millar said. "We need you on the Romanovs. That's your world."

      "Grant's stepdaughter is an old friend. He was a bastard to those two kids, beating them both. What a psychopath."

      "He's a real case, if what the task force thinks happened is true. Like I say, they're building a case against him."

      I nodded. "What do you want from me?"

      "I want you to lie low for a week or so until the stuff with Stepan settles down. Can you take a vacation or something? When you get back, we could make a show of picking you up, bring you down to the station, then have you released on bail."

      "I could go to Quantico for a week, but it's really inconvenient." Then I thought I could kill two birds with one stone—get out of town and investigate what I could about Spencer and his time in Alexandria chasing after pretty little Eastern European girls who thought they were coming to the USA to become rich and famous…

      "We either pick you up now or later, but it would be best to let things die down a bit before we take you in, get everything in place. It would be good to have you stay in lockup for a while. Make your bones with the Russians, so to speak."

      "I'd rather not, but I survived Hell Week, so I think I can survive a week in lockup."

      "I'll see what I can arrange."

      Then, we parted, Millar driving off in one direction and me in the other.

      

      As Millar suggested, I left Boston for a week, spending time in Alexandria. If I had to lay low, I wanted to achieve something during my off time, and that something was to track down intel on Spencer Grant and the possibility he was a fucking pedophile pervert who trafficked in Russian immigrant girls. The thought he might have harmed Celia in some way made my blood boil and I could think of nothing else.

      While in Alexandria, I called on contacts I had in Virginia, tracing Spencer's past before he’d met Celia's mother and moved in with them. I tapped a private eye friend, asking him to do some snooping into Spencer's background for me. Bill O'Donnell had worked for DC police in their cyber-crimes unit and was now retired, but had a PI business on the side. An aging man with a big potbelly and a shaved head, he had an easy smile and laugh.

      I liked him the first time I met him years earlier.

      "What can you tell me about these kinds of scum?" I asked when we met at a bar in Alexandria.

      "What can I tell you? Too much, most of it will make you puke your guts out. Often, pedophiles belong to ultra-secret networks that operate on the dark web. They're difficult to infiltrate, but this modelling gig is almost too easy. It makes everything above board, look legit. They appear to be just a group of men  helping to fund a modelling agency looking for new talent. If you want to dig up dirt on a suspect, I'll have to have more to go on than just a name."

      "The current DA in Boston," I said and nodded when I saw his expression of surprise.

      "Seriously?"

      "Yep. There's an ongoing FBI case, but it's stalled. He has a lot of power, as you can imagine."

      "No shit," he replied and stared off in the distance.

      "Dig up as much dirt as you can on Spencer Grant as fast as you can. I can pay you handsomely."

      "That's always an incentive."

      

      Twenty-four hours later, as I sat at a hotel in Alexandria, doing my own research on Spencer's past, Bill called me with some usable intel.

      "I got some stuff for you," he said. "We should meet somewhere private."

      I agreed and we met later that evening at an Irish pub in DC.

      "So, what have you got for me?" I asked, impatient to get to the good stuff. I took a long pull on my glass of Guinness and waited while Bill did the same.

      "Spencer was quite the big religious leader in Alexandria when he was living there, and was known as a pious man among his colleagues," Bill said, licking the foam off his lip. "It took some digging, but there was an incident in his past that I found alarming. He'd gone through a messy divorce and his ex made an allegation that he was abusing their daughter, but then, when the court date was scheduled, she withdrew the charge and nothing more was said. Typical of these kinds of cases."

      "Let me guess: the allegation was true but he threatened to ruin her if she went through with it."

      "Something like that," Bill replied, raising his eyebrows.

      Bill finished filling me in on his findings, taking out a reporter's notepad and flipping through pages.

      "Grant still owns a few properties in Virginia, including a cabin near Chesapeake Beach. The address was linked to some chat logs of staff at the modelling agency."

      "That sounds very suspicious. You got an address?" I asked. Bill nodded and wrote it down on a sheet of paper, ripping it out and handing it to me.

      "You shouldn't go there alone," Bill said. "No vigilante stuff, Hunter."

      "Don't worry about me."

      We finished our beers and I drove back to my hotel room, deciding to take a drive out there the next day, check it out. I wasn't above a little breaking and entering to see what I might dig up that could incriminate Spencer.

      

      The Virginia coast in October was wet and cold. I knew my way around the locale and felt comfortable driving the streets. I retraced a few of my old visits to the area, even went to stand and stare at one of the battleships in the harbor.

      My life had been good before Sean's death, before I took over the business, and I wished now that I could go back to it, back to the days when I was in the Marines, getting ready to teach the incoming officer selection course.  But I couldn't.

      This was my life now, for better or worse. I had to make the most of it.

      I pulled into a narrow back road that ran beside Spencer's property, trying to remain invisible to anyone who might be in the cabin. I didn't think Spencer would be there. It was off-season so the cabin should have been empty. From where I parked, I could just see the house and the circular driveway in front. It resembled a log cabin, with rustic cedar and a stone fireplace. Totally innocuous, in other words.

      I wondered, as I sat in the rental car and debated whether to break in, if Celia and I would have become a couple had Greg not come along.

      While I mused on Celia and her possible likes and dislikes in men, I was surprised to see a car drive up the lane. I was glad I'd had the forethought to park on a different street out of sight but with the cabin in my line of vision. One of the cabin doors opened and a tall, gangly young girl left and walked to the waiting car, whose engine was still running.

      Who was she?

      Then I saw her face straight on before she got in the back seat, and I got a sick feeling in my gut.

      Her long fair hair was a mess, her makeup was a smeared, there was lipstick on her cheek, black streaks under her eyes.

      She was no more than twelve or thirteen by her height and physical development, but the makeup was sickeningly adult. The car drove off and I was just about to follow it when a man appeared at the cabin door, wrapping a scarf around his neck before striking off on foot. He must have parked somewhere else and walked to the cabin.

      I got out of my car, pulled up my own collar against the wind, and followed him.

      The man entered a narrow walkway that skirted the coast a few hundred feet ahead of me. I sped up and bumped into him, knocking him in an attempt to intimidate him, put him off balance.

      "How do you live with yourself?" I said in a hushed voice, my disgust with him and his type making me feel that violence was the only solution.

      He stopped and turned to face me, his response showing he was alert, but not expecting to be followed.

      "Who the fuck are you?"

      I grabbed his arm when he tried to run. "Who do you think I am?"

      He shook his head, his eyes wide. "I don’t know." He looked me up and down, sizing me up. "Are you one of Franklin's men? I paid up."

      "No," I said, making a mental note to check all Spencer's contacts for a Franklin.

      "Then who are you?"

      I reached into his pocket and grabbed his keys, his wallet, and his cell. He tried to wrestle with me, but I was a few inches taller and a few dozen pounds heavier.

      "Go," I said and shoved him.

      "Give those back," he replied, reaching for the wallet and cell, trying to take them from me.

      I withdrew my sidearm and pointed it at him. "Leave before I shoot your sorry ass," I said and backed away. "Be prepared."

      He frowned. "For what?"

      But by the paleness to his face, I could tell he knew what I meant. He'd better prepare himself for being arrested when I turned the bastard in.

      "Go, now," I said waving my gun at him. "Or I may lose my temper and shoot you, you perverted fuck."

      He turned and hustled down the walkway, disappearing into the trees where the walkway met the forest. I watched for a moment and then turned back, running along the pathway back to the cabin. I tucked the phone and wallet into my jacket pocket and did a recon of the cabin, looking for a point of entry.

      Before I did anything, I slipped on a pair of latex gloves. No need to leave my fingerprints all over everywhere. Then, I used the handy little device George had given me that jammed the radio frequency used in any alarm system, enabling me to open a window and slip inside undetected. Your average neighborhood thug didn't have access to sweet tech like I had.

      The living room looked completely normal, except for a dozen empty bottles of beer, and ashtrays filled with cigarette butts. A distinct scent of weed hung over the room.

      I took my time, examining everything. Then, I opened the door to the basement and walked down the stairs, my heart in my throat as I went. I knew that if there was anything incriminating, it would be located down here, where the air was cool and damp.

      When I got to the bottom of the stairs, I felt sick to my stomach.

      Video cameras set up on tripods.

      They were making child porn. Inside a dark room was a bed against one wall and video equipment, a camera on a tripod, an assortment of other cameras on a table against another wall. Restraints of many kinds—leather straps and chains, belts and whips—were laid out on a table. Whoever owned this cabin was not only into abusing children sexually, he was a sadist who enjoyed their pain and fear.

      I felt the blood freeze in my veins as I examined the sadistic pedophile's paraphernalia, my anger making my muscles tense. This stuff between consenting adults I had no problems with, but against children?

      Had the worm been this bad, this developed in his sick perversion, when he’d lived with Celia? He'd hit her, he'd hit Graham, but had he spared Celia this hell?

      I could only hope so.

      I couldn't imagine Celia as a little eleven- or twelve-year-old girl, tied up and abused.

      It was impossible.

      I checked around, looking for a stash of pornography, magazines, photographs, or films in the room that Spencer and his pedophile associates used as a trophy room, but there was nothing.

      Then I found it.

      Inside the closet, at the back, behind a box of clothes, was a locked cupboard. That was surely where the goods were kept. I easily broke the lock and checked inside, where I found row upon row of cassettes, old reel-to-reel tapes, and newer CDs. Boxes filled with Polaroids of young girls just pubescent, their eyes blank, their faces pale, some with makeup on, red smears on their lips, bodies in obscene poses that made sense only when assumed by adult women.

      I felt my guts roil, my gorge rise, as I sorted through them, looking for Celia among the faces—for the black hair and chocolate-brown eyes. Spencer and his group of perverts were meticulous, documenting each child, the name, age and a little comment on each. One depicted a little girl doing something little girls shouldn't even know about, let alone perform on an adult. The label read, "Penny. 8."

      There was nothing in the box showing Celia—thank God. Perhaps these predated Spencer's time with her. They were older, taken in the 80s, the color fading.

      I started sorting through the cassettes, reading dates and labels. I sat on the edge of the bed and held the tapes in my hand, considering whether to watch then or not. If I did, I'd be witness to horror I knew I could probably not forget, but I wanted to see him and know he deserved to die. I'd know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that killing him was completely just. I knew that already, but I needed to see what the worm did so I could look him in the eye and exact a confession, forcing Spencer to admit to his crimes.

      When I killed Spencer, and I would kill him, I'd make him say the words.

      I slipped a tape into the VCR and watched it. On it, the most devastating scenes I could imagine for a little girl—any little girl. As I watched, I thought about Celia and about our encounters when she was a teen. Was Spencer doing this kind of thing to her back then?

      It made me ill to even consider it.

      I'd seen and done shit that would make most people's skin crawl. I'd been in firefights where I'd blown off the heads of enemy fighters; I'd been in the aftermath of car bombings, seeing body parts strewn around the road, bodies burnt beyond recognition.

      I'd never seen anything like this.

      The men I killed were all enemies—soldiers or insurgents. They were terrorists. They were adults, they were hardened, they knew what was going to happen, they had been prepared for it.

      When I made them bleed, the blood was justified. When I made them cry out in pain, inflicting the pain was legitimate.

      The only response to witnessing a video like this was to kill the man. Death was the only justice possible. All that kept me from losing complete control were thoughts of killing him in as slow and deliberate and painful a way as possible.

      Witnessing the anonymous child's abuse made me feel a need to purge myself through violence. I could kill the man today, when I returned to Boston. That would give me immediate satisfaction.

      However, I wanted to do it right. I wanted to do it legally. On top of that, I wanted to make sure all his perverted associates went down with him.

      In public.

      I put the tapes back into the cupboard and then left the basement, left the cabin through the window, and went to my car.

      Before I reached it, I stopped and bent over, emptying the contents of my stomach on the leaf-strewn forest floor.

      

      I stopped on a side street in downtown Alexandria and called Millar on my burner, using a secure line he'd given me for when I needed to contact him.

      "I'm coming back early," I said, a feeling of exhaustion hitting me now that the adrenaline had burned off.

      "What's up?"

      "I've been snooping around Alexandria, and found something. I think your boys need to check out Grant's old property in Chesapeake Beach. He or his fellow perverts are using it as a fun house. There's material there that could put him and his associates away."

      "You broke into his property?"

      "I saw a young girl leave and then an older man. I stopped him and got his name and cell. You better have someone go there quick before he alerts Grant and they go and clean the place out."

      "What's the address?"

      I gave him the address and I heard him flip through a file.

      "We haven't got a warrant to do a search."

      "You better get one, and quick. I'm ready to go kill the bastard myself," I said, remembering the images I'd seen.

      "Don't do that," Millar said, his voice firm. "It won't do anyone any good to have you in jail for murder for real."

      "Don't worry," I said. "I got control of myself. I'll leave the rest up to you, but I'm warning you. If nothing happens because of this, I can't promise anything."

      "I'll call my contacts in Alexandria and get to the cabin as soon as we can. As for you, lie low until I have things in place. Then we'll take you in."

      "I'm coming back to Boston," I said, impatient to return and see things through.

      "I can't talk you into staying there for another few days? Things aren’t in place yet to bring you in."

      "I'll stay quiet. I don’t like being away when things are going to go down."

      "Okay, but lay low."

      I ended the call. What I really wanted to do was go and find Spencer and choke the man to death, but I'd leave justice to the justice system. Only if it failed would I take matters into my own hands.

      

      I returned to Boston and went right to the warehouse. I slumped in a chair beside George, who sat in front of a computer, reading the newspaper.

      He put down his paper and turned to me, his reading glasses perched at the end of his nose. "How are you? Back so soon? I thought you were staying for a week."

      I rubbed my eyes, not able to put how I was feeling in words.

      "It was bad?" George asked, frowning at me.

      "Yeah, it was bad," I said finally, leaning my head back, closing my eyes. "Worse than I expected. But thanks for this nifty little piece of technology."

      I handed him back the radio jammer and he slipped it into a drawer in his desk.

      "Glad it was of use. Tell me what happened."

      "Celia's stepfather," I said and shook my head. "I found evidence at his old cabin. He's going down."

      "Is good, no?"

      "Yeah, but I don’t know what, if anything, he did to her."

      "Talk to her. See what she says."

      "This isn’t something you just ask a person," I said and rubbed my forehead. "‘Hey, did your stepfather sexually abuse you when you were eleven?’"

      George nodded. "Is delicate personal matter. You have thought through this whole business with her being your little bit of pussy? "

      "I've thought a lot about it," I said. "Now, given what I've seen, I'm rethinking it. If there is any possibility that she was abused…"

      George shrugged. "Is your decision."

      "You think I should let her go?"

      "I think nothing. You are good man, Hunter. You do wrong things for right reasons."

      I gripped the armrests of my chair and exhaled. "I should have let her be. Paid the debt and let her alone. Now, I've got her in trouble. She's in Victor's sights."

      "You have to protect her if nothing else."

      "I will," I said, resting a hand on George's shoulder. "The Pottery Barn rule applies here. Graham got her in trouble. I got her in even more by becoming personally involved with her. I have to look after her.”

      "You will," George said, nodding.

      I would. Even if she didn't want anything to do with me, I would protect her.
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      CELIA

      

      My week without Hunter was strangely lonely, despite the fact that Spencer and my mom returned from their European cruise and we visited the hospital together. My mom wanted me to spend more time with her now that she was back, but I begged off, claiming that I was too busy with law school and wouldn’t be able to see her very much, given that I wanted to spend time each day with Graham.

      "Come and have dinner with us," my mom pleaded one afternoon when we'd all been at the hospital visiting Graham. "It's been so long since we spent time as a family…"

      I shook my head, feeling Spencer's gaze on me. "Can't do it. I have so much material to read before tomorrow. Some other time."

      "You're okay?" Spencer asked me, frowning. "You have everything you need?"

      I forced a smile. "I'm doing really well, thanks," I said, hoping like hell that he didn't check in at my dorm to find that I'd moved out.

      Every day, I went to class and was a good little law student. Now that Hunter wasn't visiting and there were apparently no prospects for him doing so, I was able to keep up with my reading and asked pertinent questions in seminar.

      Every evening, after I visited with Graham, I ate my meals alone while George sat in his little cubbyhole of an office, eating his. He didn't seem to want any company and although I was lonely, I didn't want to invite him, not really knowing what to say.

      Finally, about eight days after I’d first arrived, Hunter returned to the safe house without any notice. Late one morning, after I'd returned from early class, he entered the floor and spoke quietly to George, who glanced over at me and then nodded. They talked for a moment and then George gathered up his backpack and left the apartment. Then, Hunter came right over to me, his eyes intense. The look on his face sent a shiver down my spine.

      "We have to talk." He pulled me over to the seating area.

      "We do." I resisted, standing my ground. "You've been spying on me."

      He turned to face me, his expression guarded, as if he expected me to say something about it and was prepared.

      "Only for your own good," Hunter said. "Only because you're in Victor Romanov's sights due to Graham and the fact that I paid off his debt. You don't know these people, Celia. I do."

      "So you don't deny you were spying on me? A camera in my bedroom? Hunter, that's low even for you."

      "Even for me," he said and shook his head, his hands on his hips. He looked up at me. "I did it to protect you"

      "How does that protect me?"

      "In case someone broke in, or forced you into the apartment. It wasn't me watching. It was George. He just monitored the video feed to make sure you were okay. It's moot now, anyway," Hunter said, his voice impatient. "I thought you understood that you're in danger. I'm trying to protect you. The cameras were a way to protect you."

      I said nothing, because I knew he was right. It still irked me.

      "Listen, I know you're upset, but there are more important things to discuss," he said and took my arm softly, pulling me into the seating area. "Have a seat."

      I sat dutifully and waited while he paced in front of the sofa.

      Finally, he sat on the coffee table in front of me, resting his elbows on his knees, his eyes on me, his expression serious.

      "What is it?" I asked finally, wondering why he seemed so agitated.

      "Did Spencer ever abuse you? Sexually, I mean?"

      I frowned, totally shocked by his question.

      Had Spencer sexually abused me? I took in a deep breath and wondered why Hunter was asking me that question, of all the questions he could ask.

      "Why do you want to know?" I replied, my mind going back to my past with Spencer and all the nastiness.

      "You didn't answer. Did he ever sexually abuse you? I know it's a hard thing to talk about, but I need to know."

      "Why do you need to know? What do you mean, sexual abuse?" I asked, stalling for time. "He abused me by any definition of the word. He beat me, he slapped me. As punishment, he made me stand naked in cold showers and used to scrub my skin with a really rough sponge. Sometimes, he scrubbed so hard that my skin bruised." I thought back to those times when he punished me for some transgression. "He found me and a couple of neighborhood kids getting undressed together, you now, playing doctor. He told me I was a sinner and he had to cleanse me of my sins. But he never actually touched me in a sexual way, if that's what you mean."

      Hunter took in a deep breath. "The fact that he even had you naked in the shower is sexual abuse," Hunter said. "Even if he didn't touch you."

      "He touched me," I said. "He held onto me and when I fought, he grabbed me until I stopped fighting and stood still so he could scrub me down."

      I sighed, the memory of those times making me choke up.

      "I'm sorry I had to ask you that. It's bad enough that he beat you and abused you emotionally."

      I shrugged, lifting one shoulder. "I had never thought of those punishments as sexual in nature. They always seemed to be about humiliating me, and making me hurt. Punishing me for doing anything that might be sexual in nature."

      "They were sexual," Hunter said. "Even if he didn't touch you in any place that’s usually defined as sexual."

      "Why are we talking about this?" I asked, frustrated and embarrassed. "Unless you tell me why, I'm not saying anything else."

      "Let's just say I heard some things. I was told some things. I'm doing a bit of sleuthing to find out more. That's really all I can say without getting in trouble."

      I thought back to Spencer and his punishments. "He hated me right from the start," I said, my voice breaking. "He never hid it."

      "Did you talk to your mom about him? Did she know the things he did?"

      I frowned. "My mom was too drugged out to see. She was always in the bedroom sleeping, or on the couch snoozing. She was happy to have Spencer there to discipline us because she couldn't do anything. When I complained, she just told us to be obedient if we wanted Spencer to treat us nicely."

      "Did he ever do anything else you can think of that might be sexual? Did he ever expose himself to you? Did he ever show you pornography?"

      I frowned. "No," I said. "Nothing like that. He was so uptight about sex, I thought he was a real prude about it. When my friends came over for sleepovers, he was pretty standoffish. I don't think I ever saw him naked. He barely even wore a bathing suit when we were on vacation—not that we went very often anyway, because of my mother."

      He nodded. "She's been pretty sick all this time," he said softly.

      "She sleeps most of the time unless she's watching television or reading. There's nothing the doctors can do for her pain. She has a pain pump and is pretty much an invalid."

      Hunter sighed and leaned back, running his hand through his hair.

      "Why are you asking all this?"

      He shrugged and glanced away. "I wondered if he was abusive sexually as well as physically and emotionally abusive. Creeps like him often are." He stared at his knuckles, which were now healing up from the beating he administered to Stepan. "Guys like Spencer take advantage of their power over children. It's an easy step into taking advantage sexually so I was concerned." He glanced up like he was trying to see if I believed him.

      "You know something," I said, getting this sense from him that he was fishing because he had something on Spencer. "Tell me."

      Hunter shook his head. "I can't, but he's a piece of work."

      "I already know that," I said ruefully. "Graham and I know that all too well, but you must know something if you're asking me questions about him."

      "If I do, I can't say what. I'm really sorry about all of it," Hunter said, his voice soft, his eyes soft as well. "You and Graham… you both suffered so much all those years. It must have been hell."

      I lifted a shoulder. It was hell, but it was normal for us when Spencer took over.

      "I rebelled, and Graham tried to be the good older brother and protect me, but it only got him in more trouble. Spencer doesn't like his authority to be questioned."

      "I guess that's why he wants to be the authority. What a fucking bastard."

      "That he is." I sighed. "So, why is it that the first thing you ask when you come back after being away for a week is a question about Spencer?"

      "I just know things," Hunter said. "I'll tell you when I can. It's about his past, before he met your mother. When he lived in Alexandria. That’s really all I can say."

      "All right," I said and leaned back, watching him. He seemed preoccupied.

      Then, he stood up and shoved his hands into his jeans pockets. "Well, that's really all I wanted to ask you other than how Graham's doing."

      I took in a breath and exhaled. "Pretty well, all things considered. He's going to be in rehab for a few weeks. Then physiotherapy for a while. He's really thankful that you paid off his debts, and wants you to know he'll try to pay you back when he's back on his feet."

      Hunter nodded. "Tell him not to worry about it. If and when he can pay me back, that's fine. Tell him to get better. That’s all I care about."

      I looked at him closely, trying to see if he really meant it or was just going through the motions. "That's nice of you, Hunter. I know he's really relieved that he didn’t have to go to Spencer. Not that Spencer could have paid off the debt, but you know what I mean."

      Hunter nodded. He glanced around and sighed. "I better go. George will be with you tonight. If you need anything, he can help you."

      "Thanks," I said, but of course, I didn’t really feel all that happy having to be a prisoner of the safe house.

      Hunter turned and left the apartment, closing the door behind him. I felt strange after he left, knowing there was something going on that Hunter couldn’t tell me.

      It was about Spencer's past in Alexandria. That was all I knew.

      

      Later that afternoon, I asked George if he could take me to see my mother. I was concerned about her, and wanted to see her and make sure she was all right. I didn't relish the thought of seeing Spencer, especially after the strange discussion Hunter and I’d had earlier, but I had this vague sense of doom hovering over me.

      James drove me to my mom's house in Cambridge and I went inside, using my key to enter. When I got there, the house was quiet. I usually called before I came over but that afternoon I hadn't, hoping that Spencer would still be at work. When I walked into the cool dark interior, I was surprised at how quiet it was. The drapes were drawn and the lights were all off. I walked through the house, checking the living room first to see if she was on the sofa, but she wasn't so I went to her bedroom.

      Inside, she was lying on her side under the covers, her back to the door.

      "Mom?" I said softly, not wanting to wake her if she was deeply asleep.

      When she didn't answer, I went to the side of her bed and saw that her bottle of pills was open, next to a glass of water. The pills had spilled out onto the night table.

      Alarmed, I sat on the side of the bed and shook her, worried now that she may have taken too much. She didn’t respond.

      "Mom? Wake up," I said. She opened her eyes, blinking and my heart rate slowed a bit. She wasn't too drugged up if she was able to blink.

      "Sweetie," she said and tried to roll over, but she made a face and I had to help her. "I didn't know you were coming over. How nice to see you."

      "You spilled your pills," I said and picked up the few stray ones that were on the floor. "The bottle must have fallen over."

      "Oh, I'm sorry, dear," she said. "I'm so clumsy." She kept her eyes closed and lay on her back, a slight smile on her face. "I'm glad you're here. I missed you and Graham when I was away."

      "We missed you, Mom," I said and leaned over and kissed her. Then, I adjusted the blankets and glanced around. "Did you have lunch?"

      She didn’t open her eyes. "Lunch?" she said, dreamily. "What time is it?"

      "It's four," I said, frowning. "Didn't you have lunch yet?"

      "I don't remember," she replied. "I remember eating breakfast this morning. Is it really four o'clock? I needed some more pain pills and must have fallen asleep. Is Spencer here?"

      "I didn't see his car in the drive, but I didn't check the garage. I'll go see."

      I left my mom on the bed and went down the hall to the stairs, taking them to Spencer's basement room where he had his office. I knocked on the door and pushed it open, only to find Spencer hunched over a laptop, earphones in. When he saw me at the door, I could tell he was shocked and quickly closed the laptop.

      "Celia," he said, pulling the earbuds out. "What are you doing here? Why didn't you call first before you came over?"

      "Have you given my mom anything for lunch?"

      He made a face, his back straightening. "She wasn’t hungry," he replied and I could see the anger start. It started in his body, and then made its way to his face, his mouth turned down, his lips thin. "I know how to look after your mother."

      "Her pills were spilled onto the floor," I said, unable to keep the disgust from my voice. "She hasn't eaten since breakfast. Don't you know she has to eat when she takes those pills? You've been told enough times that she needs to keep her calories up."

      "Don't you talk to me like that," he said and came over to where I stood by the door. "This is my office. You shouldn't just come in without my permission. I have classified material here." He covered up some files on his desk.

      "Are you hiding something?" I said saucily, unable to hold myself back. "Surfing kiddie porn sites?"

      He slapped me, his move so fast I barely saw it coming.

      "You little bitch," he growled and then his hands went around my neck. I grabbed his hands, fighting with him, my anger now so great that I was not going to let him hurt me again. I kicked his shins and tried to elbow him but he was bigger and stronger.

      "Stop," I managed, despite how tightly he held my throat. "You're choking me."

      He said nothing, his face a mask of hatred.

      "Stop!" I screamed, and kept kicking him, my heart racing from adrenaline.

      "Spencer!" my mother said, and it was only her voice that stopped him from choking me to death. "What are you doing?"

      He let go of me immediately and I pulled away, my hands on my throat, coughing to get air.

      My mother leaned against the wall, and I knew it must have taken almost all her strength to come down the stairs. While I tried to recover, Spencer muscled past me and took her into his arms, one arm under hers for support.

      "Why were you two fighting? " she asked and started to slide down the wall. "Why can't the two of you get along?"

      I frowned. Did she not realize that Spencer was choking me?

      "Now look what you've done," Spencer growled at me. "You've upset your mother. Come, dear," he said to her, his voice all soft. "Let me help you back into bed. You must be hungry."

      "Why were you two fighting?" she asked again as he led her back up the stairs.

      "We weren't fighting, dear," Spencer said. "I was showing her some self-defense moves they teach all the new female recruits with the police department."

      "Liar!" I said and went to her side. "Mom, let me take you to Aunt Diane's place, You should stay with her."

      "Why would she want to do that?" Spencer said, frowning at me. "She's my wife. She stays with me."

      "I'll just stay here," my mother said when Spencer got her to her bed, her voice so tired she sounded as if she was going to fall asleep while she was still speaking. She rolled onto her side and that was it.

      "You're a monster," I said to Spencer when he left the bedroom. I followed him into the hallway. "I could charge you with assault.”

      "Go ahead and try," he replied. "I've told the police about you. How you steal from your mother. How you take her money and never visit. Who do you think they're going to believe, you or me?"

      "You bastard," I said, barely able to speak. I stormed out of the house, tears in my eyes, determined to talk to someone about my mother's safety.

      I couldn't go to Graham. He was still learning how to walk again and use his left hand to do things, because his right arm was in a cast. He couldn’t talk well because his jaw was wired.

      Would the cops really not believe me?

      When I got to the car, James was waiting by the door.

      "Are you all right?" he asked when he saw my tears.

      "Let's go," I said.

      He closed the door behind me and got inside, driving off. "Back to the warehouse?"

      I nodded, not able to speak.

      My life had fallen into pure shit.

      

      When we arrived back at the safe house, I practically ran into the building, taking the freight elevator up, hoping that Hunter wasn't there so I didn't have to talk to him. When I got to the top floor, I entered the hallway and then tried the door. It opened and George was standing there, waiting for me.

      "You all right, Celia?" he asked, his expression full of concern. He must have seen my face on the security cameras and knew I'd been crying.

      "Oh, I'm fine, George, really," I said, wiping my eyes and cheeks. "Just my bastard of a stepfather is all. Nothing I haven't dealt with a hundred times before." I forced a smile and tried to walk past him, but he stopped me.

      "Your neck," he said and pointed.

      I felt my neck, which was sore and realized I must have a bruise there from Spencer's hands. "It's nothing," I said, not wanting a fuss to be made. "I'm going to have a bath."

      "You sure?" George said. "Is big bruise. Did your stepfather do to you?"

      I nodded. "We had a fight," I said, and went to the washroom, waving George off. "Like a thousand others. I'm fine."

      I turned back to see George before I closed the door. He was frowning. "Really, George," I said, smiling once more even though I felt like crying. "I'm fine. Don't tell Hunter, whatever you do."

      He shook his head like he thought I was being foolish, but I didn’t need any fuss made. I would call my Aunt Diane and tell her I wanted my mom to have a day nurse or something to watch over her. She was too doped up. I was afraid she'd overdose. But first, I wanted to soak in the bath and recover from my run-in with Spencer.

      The monster.
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      CELIA

      

      I soaked in the bath, enjoying the same scented bath salts I had used for Hunter's bath that night. He must have had them brought over from his apartment. I wondered whether he had done it to bother me or if he had really enjoyed the scent—and the bath itself.

      I didn't know what to think about Hunter.

      He seemed like he cared—some of the time—by showing concern for my welfare, protecting me, providing security for me. At the same time, the fact he was spying on me gave me a bad feeling, like he was tipping over into stalker territory. Yes, he was an expert in security, and I knew he provided security for the Romanov family, but still, it was creepy having him—or George—watching me 24/7, even if it somewhat comforted me to know they could respond immediately if anything threatened me.

      I guess I was just confused about how to feel.

      Most of all, I was confused about this relationship with Hunter. He'd sworn off trying to force me to pleasure him. I was glad, but once again, I was also somewhat disappointed. I still had a great deal of desire for Hunter. That wouldn't change, even if he did horrible things. He would still cause my body to respond with only a touch or a glance. But he wasn't the honorable man I’d known him to be.

      I finished my bath and got out of the tub. After brushing my hair out, I stared at my reflection in the mirror. Red marks were clearly visible on my neck where Spencer had choked me. On my cheek where he slapped me. Would he have killed me if my mother hadn't stumbled down the stairs to find us? Or would I have been able to successfully fight him off? I’d managed to kick him a few good times while he was choking me, but it hadn’t seemed to faze him at all. He really was like a madman with his hands around my neck.

      I had to do something about it, and get my mother out of there. I had to call my Aunt Diane and ask her to help. Graham was unable to do anything. I didn’t want to talk to Hunter about it for fear he might go ballistic.

      I wrapped a towel around myself and went to the bedroom area to get ready for bed before Hunter returned—if he returned. I suspected he wouldn't, given his promise to stop demanding sex from me.

      Of course, while I was searching through my clothes, he marched into the apartment and went right over to where George was sitting in the corner office.

      Great. George was certain to tell Hunter about my injuries, such as they were.

      I grabbed my nightgown and robe and tried to rush back to the bathroom, but Hunter came over and stopped me before I could close the bathroom door.

      "Let me see," he said, taking hold of my arm and preventing me from slipping inside the bathroom. "What did that sonofabitch do to you?"

      I stopped and stood there, my clothes draped over my arm, a towel around my body, and let him examine me. There was no use fighting. Hunter was taller and stronger than me.

      "We got into an argument," I said. "I may have told him he was a fucking bastard."

      Hunter touched my neck, shaking his head slowly while he examined the marks Spencer left there.

      "That fucking bastard," he said, his voice low, menacing. "I'll kill him."

      "Don't do anything stupid, Hunter," I said, fearful that he'd rush out and beat Spencer up. As much as that might personally make me happy, I didn't want Hunter to get into trouble over what happened. "Remember who he is. He's the DA. No one is going to believe it. He told me he'd already talked trash about me to the police. They think I'm a thief who's stealing money from my mother."

      "He told you that?"

      I nodded, tears springing to my eyes now that I had time to process that fact. "Yes. Who do you think they'll believe—Spencer or me?"

      Then I covered my eyes with a hand and cried. I didn't care anymore that Hunter could see me crying like a baby. It hurt that Spencer hated me so much that he would lie about me like that.

      Why did Spencer's opinion of me still matter so much? He'd always been such a bastard to me… In the beginning, when he first started seeing my mother, he was so nice to us—to Graham and me. I had no idea what I did to change that, but once he moved in, after mom got back from the hospital, he changed.

      He started policing us like he was our own father. Our own father had just died and I was not willing to let Spencer order me around.

      Graham tried to get along with Spencer, but I would not let him tell me what to do. I spent a lot of time in time-out or grounded because I refused when he ordered me around.

      It had been years and years of anger and rebellion on my part.

      Hunter took me in his arms, holding me against his body while I cried. His tenderness made me cry even harder, for it was the first real affection anyone had shown me for a long time. In fact, it was the first time in months anyone other than Amy had hugged me.

      "It's okay, it's okay," he murmured, his face in my hair. He squeezed me more tightly and I let loose, crying harder than before. Finally, I began to regain control over myself, wiping my eyes and face with a hand.

      "I'm sorry." I tried to hide my face from him because I knew my eyes would be red and swollen. Even at that moment, I didn’t want Hunter to see me ugly-cry. I didn’t have much pride remaining, given my debt to him, but I had some.

      "Shh, shh," he whispered. "From the looks of those bruises, he could have killed you, Celia. He could have killed you."

      "He didn't," I said, thinking of how his hands had felt around my neck. "Luckily, my mother was awake enough to come downstairs to his lair and save me. But he threatened me. There's nothing I can do but try to get her out of there. I'm worried about her, Hunter. I'm afraid he might hurt her."

      "I don't blame you," he said softly. "We could put her into a safe house somewhere. Get her 24/7 nursing care."

      I glanced up at him finally, surprised that he offered. "You'd do that?"

      He shook his head. "Of course I would," he said, and I could hear the emotion in his voice. "She's your mother and Graham's mother. You two were my only friends for all those years…"

      Then he kissed me, the kiss tender. It surprised me, given his earlier declaration that he wouldn't touch me again and if anything was going to happen between us, it would be me asking, not him taking.

      I didn't kiss him back, but neither did I pull away. Finally, he broke the kiss and wiped tears off my cheeks with a thumb.

      "Will you be okay?" he asked. "I have to go somewhere. Take care of some business. George will be here with you."

      "I'll be fine," I said and forced a smile. Then, I frowned, wondering what business he had to take care of at that time of night. "Where are you going?"

      Hunter turned to me when he got to the door. "I've got some business, that's all. Don't worry about me. George," he said and turned to George. "Can I speak with you downstairs?"

      George nodded and gave me a smile. "I be right back, Celia."

      I nodded and watched as the two of them left the apartment, for another floor. I hadn’t yet had a chance to explore the building and so I had no idea what else was in the building, but I assumed Hunter owned the entire place.

      I went to the bathroom and changed, then crawled into my bed to nurse my wounds. I lay in the late afternoon dimness, the only light coming from the monitors in George's office space and a hanging light over the island in the kitchen.

      I wondered what Hunter was doing and where he was going, but I had been so upset over what happened to me and how Spencer treated me that I quickly fell asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    
    
      HUNTER

      

      "I'm going to kill the bastard."

      George gave me a look of exasperation and shook his head. "I know you want, but would not be best thing. How can you help Celia if you are in jail? Think for moment. What can you do to keep her safe and get him justice?"

      I paced the empty warehouse floor and considered. "I'll talk to my handler in the FBI, and see what they have for evidence. What I saw in Alexandria should count for something. Even if he wasn't directly involved, the fact that he still owns that building should mean he gets charged with owning a business that was used for child prostitution or something. Plus, there's the tapes. That's evidence of, at a minimum, production of child pornography. My handler will know."

      George nodded, apparently satisfied that I wasn’t going to go off half-cocked and kill Spencer in a rage. My blood was much cooler after talking to George. But I would go to Spencer and deliver a beating. I would punch him in the face and make him regret that he hurt Celia earlier that night.

      No one could blame me for that. I had pretty much carte blanche in terms of rules of engagement with the enemy—my handler in the FBI said as much. I could do what I needed to fit in with the Romanovs and they'd only make a show of punishing me if I got caught.

      I accepted that risk. I was willing to sacrifice my life for my fellow Marines if needed over in Iraq and Afghanistan. I figured stopping Spencer and his fellow worms would be worth the risk. I'd do what had to be done for the greater good, even if it meant I spent some time in solitary confinement to make it look like I was a real thug.

      "You go back upstairs," I said to George.

      "Where you going?"

      "I'm going over there to punch his face in," I replied. "He deserves at least that much attention from me, even if I can't kill him outright."

      "That could be dangerous, Hunter," George said and I could hear in his voice that he didn’t like the idea. "Don't lose control."

      "I won't. He's a worm. He'll crumple at the first blow, believe me. I know his type."

      I went to the stairwell to take the stairs to the street. "Watch out for Celia. If anyone shows up at the warehouse for any reason, don't let them in without contacting me first."

      "Who you think would come here? Who knows about?" George asked, frowning.

      "No one," I said. "Just the crew and my handler."

      "Okay," George said and nodded. "I watch Celia. She was very upset. You should come back, not leave her alone for whole night."

      "I'll be back."

      

      I arrived at the house where Celia's mother and Spencer lived, parking a half block away and walking quietly up to the house and around the back to what I expected would be a rear entrance. I was right—there was a sliding screen door leading off to a patio. The yard was fenced, and I expected that if Spencer decided to run, I could catch him before he was able to get out the back gate. I checked out the fence, to see any other escape routes, and then I went back around to the front door and rang the doorbell.

      There was no answer, so I rang it again.

      Finally, I saw the outline of a figure through the frosted glass pane in the door and realized someone was peering out the eyehole.

      "What do you want?" came a male voice. Spencer.

      "I need to talk to you about Celia," I said.

      "What's the problem with her?" he asked, not opening the door.

      "I don't want to talk on the front porch. Let me in. It's private."

      "You really think I'm that stupid?" Spencer replied, laughing. "Go away, little boy."

      "She's been badly hurt," I said, trying to sound really upset. "She wanted me to talk to you."

      "Get lost before I call the police. You're not here about Celia. You should know one of my staff is here. My assistant, Stuart. He's a witness."

      "No, you're right," I said, stalling for time. "I'm not here about Celia. I have something you might want to see," I said, trying to think what I could do to get him to open the door. Then it came to me. "I got it at the cabin in Alexandria. You know, the one near the bay?"

      "What cabin?" he said, but now his voice wavered. "I don't own a cabin in Alexandria."

      "Oh, really?" I said. "That's funny, because I saw the property title and it's clearly in your name. I have a tape here that I found there. In the room in the basement? In a locked cupboard? You might want to see this. Your assistant might want to see it was well. In fact, your entire office might want to see it."

      I reached to my jacket and patted my pocket meaningfully, as if I really had something in it.

      When he didn't respond, I smiled. I heard him talking to someone, his voice hushed and soon, the door opened and a pasty-faced young man came out, slipping on a jacket.

      "Stuart, I presume?" I said, smiling coldly.

      "Yes," he said. "I know you're here and I know who you are, in case anything happens to Mr. Grant."

      "Go home," I said and turned back to the door, which was closed once more, but I suspected that Spencer would be so curious about what I had, so worried about what it could be, that he'd let me in. I was counting on it.

      Once Stuart left, his car backing down the driveway and driving off down the street, I turned back to the door.

      "You can send me away, but I thought you and I could negotiate about this tape. We could find a mutual price. If not, I can always take it to the police."

      Good, that would make him open the door. He'd think I was just a thug wanting to extort money from him instead of a thug wanting to beat his face to a pulp.

      He opened the door and I pushed inside, knocking into him in the process before closing the door behind me. The force sent Spencer sprawling onto his back.

      "What the fuck?" he said, struggling up to his feet. "What did you do that for? I let you in." He frowned, adjusting his clothing. "Show me the tape."

      "You think I'm that stupid?" I said, and then I ploughed him one with a right hook that struck squarely on the chin. It knocked him back three steps and he ran into the back of the sofa, holding his hands up in protection—and maybe supplication—but I didn't let that stop me.

      "This is for Celia," I said and punched him again, striking him in the gut. He grabbed his stomach and bent over. Then, I hit him in the nose. By now, he was cowering, blood pouring out of his nose, which I assumed I had broken. "And this," I said, holding up a fist, "this is for all the little girls you hurt."

      Then I punched him one last time. That punch sent him back over the sofa and he crashed onto the floor. I stood and watched, my heart pounding in my chest. I hoped I hadn’t killed him, but I couldn't be sure. I usually knew my limit in a fight, but I was still furious about Celia. About Sean. About Donny. About everything that he had ever done to Graham and Celia and everyone he hurt all those years…

      I went over to where he lay and turned him over. He was conscious and held up his hands over his face.

      "No, please!" he cried, blubbering like a baby. "Don't kill me."

      I saw Celia's mom standing in the doorway, or should I say leaning there. She looked like a corpse, her skin grey, her hair a mess. She was dressed in a long nightgown and robe, slippers on her feet.

      "What are you doing?" she whispered, seemingly unable to raise her voice up enough to really speak.

      "I was just meting out justice," I said and gave Spencer a kick in the ribs. Not hard enough to injure him seriously, but hard enough to hurt. "He's lucky I didn’t kill him outright. He deserves it."

      Then I went over to her, because she looked like she might fall over. "You should pack up your things and come with me."

      "Who are you?" she asked. "I'm going to call the police."

      "I'm Hunter," I said, surprised she didn't recognize me, but I'd been persona non grata for years. "Celia may have spoken to you about me before. I was Graham's friend. Celia's staying with me at my apartment. I'm protecting her. She wants you to come and get away from Spencer."

      She frowned and backed away. "Spencer told me about you. You're with the mafia."

      "There's a lot you don't know," I said, frustrated that she believed all Spencer's lies. "Celia's staying with me. Call her if you want. I can wait."

      "I'm not coming with you," she said, shaking her head, her eyes wide.

      I shrugged and went to the door, deciding to leave. Before I left, I turned to her. She was over beside Spencer, who had rolled over and was grimacing.

      "I'm calling the police right now," she said and grabbed a portable phone off its stand.

      "Don't call," Spencer said, holding his hand up to her. "I'll deal with this. You go back to bed."

      She put the phone down and waited while Spencer stood up, a hand to his bloody nose.

      That was how I left him, going to his sick and drug-addicted wife for comfort, who was herself barely able to stand up. I didn’t want to leave her there, but there was only so much you could do to help some people. They had to choose their own hell. She hadn't chosen hers—it had been thrust on her when her husband was killed in a car crash and she was disabled by chronic pain. Spencer had been right there, waiting to take over and she was probably happy to have a man look after her.

      I walked down the street to my car, knowing that Spencer wouldn't be calling the police about the assault. He thought I had a tape of him molesting little girls, and would probably pack a bag and leave for Malaysia if he was smart. We’d see how smart he really was or if he was stupid enough to think he could talk or bluster or abuse his way out of the mess he was in.

      I had a feeling I should prepare a room at the warehouse for Celia's mother, and soon. I knew Spencer's type. He was a coward, full of bravado when standing behind his desk or when in control over a child, but when faced with the reality of his crimes, he'd run.

      It would be up to Celia—with my help—to clean up the mess he left behind.

      

      I cooled down considerably on my way back to the warehouse. As I drove, I thought about what I would do, and how I would approach turning Spencer in.

      Given the evidence of child prostitution I found at the cabin in Alexandria, I knew something would stick to Spencer.

      He'd be arrested and charged with making child pornography at a minimum based on the tapes I found and collected—and who knew what else there was in that cabin. I had told my handler about it, and he promised to send a team out to collect evidence but it would take a while to get a warrant for search and seizure of evidence. I wasn't sure if the place would be wiped clean by then, but before I’d left that day, I had taken some evidence with me that I could use for leverage if I needed it.

      The FBI worked at its own pace on cases, so I had to let things go and let them take care of what needed to be done to bring the guilty parties to justice.

      

      By the time I got back to the warehouse, I was almost calm. I parked the vehicle at the rear of the building, checking in with the sentry who was responsible for the alleyway, and then sat in silence for a moment, thinking of what I'd do next. What was my move with Celia? Seeing her with wounds on her neck had almost made me homicidal. I knew she mattered more to me than just an easy fuck. That much was clear now. I tried to keep a distance from her, tried to treat her like a mere fuck toy, but that had obviously failed.

      I wanted her.

      I wanted her to be mine and not just to pay back a debt. Not just obeying my orders.

      I wanted her to want me back just as much as I wanted her.

      I was in deep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    
    
      HUNTER

      

      I took the freight elevator up to the third-floor apartment and let myself in. George was in his office space, watching the video feed of the building and surrounding area. He was already packing up when I arrived at the desk, expecting that I'd be staying the night.

      "I go downstairs and sleep," he said, nodding when he saw me.

      "I hope the bed downstairs is comfortable enough for a sultan," I said. "I feel bad that you were forced out of this space. I initially intended it for you."

      He shrugged and made a face. "I am old soldier. I am used to hard living. This is vacation compared to some places I have slept."

      "Thanks," I said and clapped him on the back. "Is she asleep?"

      George nodded. "She went right to bed, and I have heard no peeps out of her."

      "I'll call you tomorrow when I need you."

      Then he left me with Celia and I watched the video feed as he took the elevator and went to the first-floor apartment that had been hastily furnished for his use when I was at the apartment. It wasn't nearly as nice as the top floor, but as George said, it would do. We were both solders, and had slept in the worst places possible—on dusty back roads in Afghanistan and Iraq, beneath oily and greasy armored vehicles, in holes we’d dug in the ground.

      A soft bed in a warehouse was like heaven in comparison.

      I removed my shoes and walked as quietly as possible to the bed and watched Celia, wondering if she was awake or was really sleeping. Her breathing was slow and deep so I assumed she was truly asleep.

      I left her there and went to the bathroom, stripping off my clothes for a shower. I needed to wash off the day's sweat and dust, and most of all to wash off the sick feeling I had from dealing with Spencer.

      Then I went to the kitchen, with only a towel wrapped around my waist, and had a long drink of orange juice. I needed something stronger but didn't want to drink. I didn’t want to lose control. I'd have to be completely in control of myself if I was to successfully deal with Celia and her issues.

      I grabbed a bottle of water out of the refrigerator and then switched off the extra lights, leaving only a single light on in George's office. Finally, I went to the bed where Celia was sleeping and stood in silence for a few moments, watching her, listening to her breathing to see if she was awake. She seemed to be sleeping so I slipped off my towel and slid under the covers and into the bed beside her. She didn't wake up, so I lay there quietly on my side facing her back, and tried to go to sleep.

      Of course, lying naked in bed with her beside me had only one possible conclusion—a raging hard-on. I wanted to slip closer to her and pull her against me, wake her up for a nice long fuck, but that was my man-brain talking, and not my neo-cortex. She'd had a very bad day, week, and probably life since her father died and Spencer moved in. The last thing she needed was some horndog man pestering her when she really needed understanding and patience.

      So I decided to let things wait until she came to me. I'd be patient. I knew she'd been through hell, with Graham's attack and everything that happened after. So, instead of trying to wake her up and arouse her enough that she'd want to have sex, I decided to try to sleep. I sighed, nestled down into the pillow, and tried to blank my mind of anything to do with Celia's delicious body—a body that I had come to know much more intimately over the past while, and instead thought about my next move with Spencer and with Victor and Sergi Romanov.

      After what felt like an hour, I turned over and lay on my back, my erection having died a natural death after focusing on business rather than pleasure. I was almost asleep when Celia turned over, the sheets rustling. I kept my eyes closed and tried not to respond, but I heard her sharp intake of breath and knew she'd awoken to find me in bed beside her.

      Now what would she do?

      We lay there in silence for a moment, and I thought she might pretend to be asleep, probably hoping not to wake me.

      Then to my surprise, she spoke, her soft voice almost a whisper. "Are you awake?"

      I turned over to face her, but kept the space between us. I could barely see her face in the darkness, but could just make out the curve of her cheek, and a brief glint of light in her eyes.

      "Yes," I said, keeping my voice low. "Sorry I woke you. I tried to be as quiet as I could."

      "I hope you didn’t do anything rash."

      I smiled. "Me? Do something rash? I'm insulted."

      I caught her smile even in the dim room, and a surge of something went through me.

      "I mean, rash like killing my bastard of a stepfather."

      I shook my head. "No, I didn’t kill him, but I did give him a beating."

      "Hunter!" she said, her voice shocked. "You beat him?" She rose up and turned on the light beside the bed. She looked deliciously seductive in the low light from the tiny lamp, her hair mussed, her eyes sleepy.

      "He's fine. Maybe a broken nose, but nothing he didn’t deserve. I should have sent him to the hospital, considering everything he's done." I held out my hand, and saw that the knuckles were scraped pretty badly. "I think I injured myself in the bargain."

      She reached out and took my hand, holding it up in front of her face. "Oh, God, Hunter…"

      Then, she kissed my knuckles.

      She actually kissed my injured hand.

      She turned my hand over and kissed my palm and then looked in my eyes.

      "Thank you," she whispered.

      "For what?" I replied, my throat constricting.

      "For everything," she said. Then, she crawled over to my side of the bed and pushed me onto my back, lying on top of me, her mouth finding mine.

      I didn’t fight.

      Why would I fight the one thing I had wanted for most of the past five years?

      Celia.

      Her body on top of mine made me instantly hard as a rock. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her tightly against me, grinding my hips up so she knew how much I wanted her.

      How much I needed her.

      We kissed, our mouths devouring each other, her fingers gripping my hair like she needed me desperately.

      Then she sat up and pulled her nightgown off to reveal her beautiful curves, full and rounded breasts, her nipples hardening in the cool air. I couldn’t help but reach up and cup them with my hands, admiring their heavy fullness, my thumbs and fingers tweaking her nipples. I sat up and took one into my mouth, sucking firmly, the nub hardening against my tongue. In response, she moaned and arched her back, her eyes closing.

      "Oh, God, I need you," she whispered. When I lay back, she leaned down and kissed me once more. "Fuck me, Hunter."

      I didn't make her say please.

      Instead, I did everything I could to please her. It should have been me begging her, because no matter how much I tried to deny it to myself, I wanted her. I'd always wanted her.

      With every woman I'd been with since that first night with her, back before I joined the Marines, I'd compared them to Celia. None could measure up.

      She needed me. She'd been through so much shit, with Graham being beat up, with the loan shark threats, the loss of her inheritance, and Spencer's abuse, she needed pleasure to blank her mind of all of it.

      I was happy to provide her with it. I may not have been her first, or even twentieth, choice when it came to a lover, but I'd do.

      I rolled her over onto her back and kissed her deeply, my hand roaming over her body, from one lush breast to her softly rounded hip, to the lips of her sex, which I parted with my fingers to find her hard little clit. She moaned into my mouth when I stroked it, opening her thighs to accommodate my hand. I pressed more deeply, pushing my fingers inside to stroke her and felt her body clench around me.

      "So hot," I whispered in her ear. "So wet for me."

      She pressed her hips up, hungry for sensation. I didn’t deny her.

      I kissed a trail down her jaw to her collar bone and lower, claiming one nipple while I thumbed her clit, circling it slowly. I moved lower, licking my way down her belly to her pussy. I glanced up, enjoying the sight of her body arching with each stroke of her g-spot, her body trembling with lust.

      "I'm going to eat you," I said, smiling as she gripped the sheets in her fists, pressing her hips up to meet my hand. "I'm going to make you come with my tongue."

      She licked her lips but said nothing, her eyes closed, her focus entirely on my fingers. Then I licked her clit while I kept my fingers inside of her, stroking inside her with two fingers while I stroked her clit with my tongue.

      "Oh, God," she gasped, and it wasn’t long before I felt her body clenching around my fingers as her orgasm began, her body shuddering. When she reached down and tried to pull my head away, I knew she'd had enough of my tongue and fingers.

      I pulled away, letting her recover a bit.

      Usually, I'd make her suck me for a while, warm me up even more, but this time, I didn’t. I was already harder than rock and dripping. I wouldn’t wait. I couldn’t wait.

      "Are you safe?" I asked, because I didn't have a condom on me.

      "Yes," she said. "I'm on the pill. Are you safe?"

      I nodded. "I've been tested."

      Then, I pushed inside of her silky wetness, the sensation so amazing, my eyes almost rolled back into my head.

      "Oh, God, you're so wet, so tight," I said, unable to help myself. I stroked inside of her, pleasuring myself while I watched her body beneath me, her breasts jiggling in the most delicious way. Her eyes were half-lidded, her face flushed from her orgasm, and I thought at that moment that she was the most beautiful creature I'd ever seen.

      I wanted to make her orgasm again, so as hard and ready as I was, I delayed, pulling out and stroking the head of my cock over her clit once more. She closed her eyes in response and I knew she could come again when she thrust up to meet me each time I did. I fucked her like that for a while, two or three thrusts inside of her, then two or three against her clit, and soon, she was focused once more, her body tensing.

      "Come for me," I growled, my own orgasm nearing.

      She met me thrust for thrust, her eyes open and focused on mine and then she did come, her eyes closing, her body tightening around my cock, her head thrown back.

      "Oh, oh, oh…"

      That did it for me and I rammed into her, pounding into her tightness as she clenched around me, the white-hot pleasure surging through my body as I ejaculated again and again…

      I fell on top of her, breathing hard, my face pressed into her neck as I recovered.

      "Fuck," I said, my cock still pulsing, the pleasure still intense. Then, I relaxed completely, my arms beside her face, watching her recover. I kissed her finally, my desire slaked for now, but I knew even at that moment that I'd want her again and again so I could watch her pleasure, feel her body clenching around my cock, her body shuddering in ecstasy…

      So much for my plans to use her and make her serve my needs.

      

      It took quite a while before Celia fell asleep. For the first hour, she tossed and turned, flipping first on her side facing me and then her back, with a pillow over her face, then to her side facing the room. Finally, she fell asleep facing the bathroom, her back to me. I could tell by the sound of her breathing, slow and even.

      I took the opportunity to get up and go to the can and wash up. Being around her had its pleasures and frustrations, one of which was always being semi-hard at the prospect of fucking her. I decided I'd get George up to watch Celia while I went out for a run along the waterfront to burn off some of my excess energy.

      I took out my cell after I finished washing up. “Come up and stay with her for a while,” I said, trying like hell to keep my voice low so I didn't wake her. “I need to go out and get some fresh air.”

      “Be right up.”

      I sat in George's small office space with my eyes closed, and waited, wondering what would happen now that Spencer knew I had dirt on him and could destroy his life if I chose. Would he come after me, threaten me, or try to get the evidence and destroy it? Would he run?

      When George entered the apartment, I stood and stretched. Usually, sex made me sleepy, but tonight, after seeing what Spencer did to Celia, after punching him out, and after fucking her, I had too much energy.

      George peered at me when he arrived. “Are you OK?”

      “Yeah, I'm fine. I need to go for a run or I’ll never sleep.”

      George stood beside the door while I tied my runners and shook his head. “I don’t like you going out by yourself.”

      “I have to," I said and waved him off. "I’ll be fine. I’ll go out the back.”

      I did, taking the exit next to the alley and then a parking lot on the other side of the street, walking around the building in the pitch black to the boardwalk. The wind had died down, and now, nearing midnight, I inhaled the moist cool air and started running.

      After about fifteen minutes, I had to stop, my heart rate too high. I sat on a bench along the boardwalk, catching my breath, staring straight up at the clear sky overhead. A wind had picked up blew through the bare trees, the rustle of the few remaining leaves the only sound in the night. The city of Boston had over a half million people living within its boundaries, and the Greater Boston area was home to over four million. There was enough ambient light even here along the bay so that the stars were dim.

      I picked out the location of a star Celia had shown me that night more than five years earlier. I still remembered it, and almost everything from that night and the nights after, before she told me thanks but she'd found someone better. Graham had told me that she thought I wasn't in her league despite my family's wealth. That she would prefer someone not embroiled in organized crime, considering the fact she wanted to go into criminal law and be a prosecutor like her father before her. That Spencer had bought her off, ensuring she didn’t have to work if she never saw me again. She chose Grey and she chose money over me.

      I breathed in deeply, trying not to think of that. Even now, even after everything, it still hurt.

      My pulse had slowed considerably and now I just sat there, shivering despite the heat from my run. I thought that if she came to me, wanted me, asked me to fuck her, I'd be satisfied. I thought I’d feel like I had won something—validation.

      I didn’t.

      I covered my eyes. God, I wanted her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    
    
      CELIA

      

      I woke alone, and turned over, reaching out to feel how warm the bed was so I had some idea of how long Hunter had been gone. The bed was cold, so I knew he must have left soon after we had sex.

      I didn't know what to think of things at that moment, my emotions all confused and my gut slightly sick with worry and at the same time, excited that what was happening between us felt like more than just servicing Hunter's needs.

      I didn’t want to be merely an easy way for him to get off. I wanted to be the one he turned to because he wanted and needed me.

      Me…

      His shell was tough, though, and it was hard to read him. I figured that tough shell was from years fighting and taking body blows, and then his time in the military. You had to be exceptionally tough to be a Marine and to go into Special Operations Forces, no matter what branch of the military you were in.

      Those soldiers were the elite of the elite, tough in mind and body.

      Hunter was tough, but was he hard to the core?

      That's what I didn’t know.

      It felt as if he was softening towards me. The fact he got so upset after seeing my bruises suggested that he felt more for me than he let on. I was more than just a fuck toy, like he said I was. It seemed personal to him because he cared about me as more than just a convenient receptacle for his dick.

      I didn't want to hope too much. That way lay disappointment and heartbreak.

      So, instead of hoping too much that Hunter had changed, and now actually felt some semblance of affection for me besides enjoying my body, I turned over and tried to go back to sleep. Of course, that was a hopeless venture. Now, my mind was working overtime wondering how Spencer was and what my mother thought of Hunter showing up and punching Spencer's lights out.

      I wished I could have witnessed Hunter punching Spencer. It would have felt like payback and like justice for all those times Spencer had hit me or Graham. I didn't really want Hunter to become one of those men who beat people up without thought, but he was trained as a fighter and a soldier. I had to accept that part of him. As long as I saw the other part, the tender part that touched my bruises and felt rage that I had been hurt, I could accept it.

      Even though it was only six, I got up instead of lying in bed for another hour with my eyes wide open, and went to the bathroom to have a shower and get ready for the day. When I was done, I dressed and tried to make myself somewhat presentable. Then I went to the kitchen where I found a pot of fresh coffee and a note from George that he was downstairs and there were fresh eggs in the fridge.

      I smiled and took them out, and fixed myself some scrambled eggs, toast, and orange juice to go along with my coffee. Then I sat at the island and ate, reading over a copy of the morning paper, and wondering where Hunter was this early in the morning, and why he hadn’t stayed with me.

      After about an hour, the door opened and George came in. He smiled when he saw me and came over to the island, peering over my shoulder at the paper.

      "How you doing, Celia? Did you have good sleep?"

      "Yes," I said, smiling at him, unable to resist liking him despite the fact he was a Russian and, perhaps, a thug at heart. "I woke up early and couldn’t get back to sleep. Where's Hunter?"

      George shrugged. "He went out for run and then went to gym to do some work. Couldn't sleep. He said he would be back later. You have class today?"

      I nodded, and thought about my schedule. "At ten. But I'd like to stop by the hospital before, if I could, to see how my brother is doing. Would that be okay? Is James available?"

      George nodded. "Of course. I call. You tell me when you're ready and I tell him."

      "Thanks," I said. "Before you go," I said, feeling like I wanted to talk some more to George about Hunter, "tell me more about how you met Hunter. I know it was in the military in Afghanistan, and that you were a mercenary who worked with his unit, but how did you two become friends?"

      George stopped and pursed his lips in thought. "When you fight with a man, side by side, risking life, you become blood brothers," he said and glanced at me.

      "Do you have a family?"

      "Me? No. I am old soldier who can't go home and sit quietly. Have war in blood. I meet Hunter. We do rescue for resupply convoys attacked by enemy. We spent time together when we both have leave. We become good friends. I trust him. He trust me."

      I didn’t really understand the military hierarchy, or what role mercenaries had in the war, so I nodded and let it go.

      "He is good man, Celia," George said.

      "You've said that before. If he's such a good man, why is he back involved with the family business? He's working directly for the Romanov family."

      "He is doing legitimate security work for Romanovs. No mafia stuff."

      I nodded. "It surprised me he was willing to quit the Marines," I replied. "He always talked about getting the family business out of organized crime."

      "He is doing best he can," George said, his tone a bit impatient, like he resented me even questioning Hunter. I brushed it off. If George was at all involved with the Russians, he would be defensive.

      "I hope so," I said. "Thanks for the fresh eggs," I didn’t want him to be mad at me so I decided to drop it.

      "Is no problem," he said and waved me off. "I go do work now. You let me know when is time to go."

      "I will."

      I watched as George got himself a cup of coffee and then went to his little office space with the bank of video screens. After I cleaned up my dishes, I went to my own little office and sorted through my files to find the articles I needed to read before class and then tucked them away into my book bag.

      I went to George. "I'm ready now," I said, checking my watch. It was almost eight. "I'll stay with Graham for an hour and then after my first class, maybe I can swing by the dorm and see if my friend Amy is there. She has class with me after. We could go together."

      "Sure thing," George said and picked up his cell. "I call James. You can go right down to loading dock. He will be waiting."

      "Thanks, George," I said. "See you later."

      He nodded and spoke into the phone. I lugged my book bag and threw on my jacket before taking the service elevator to the main floor. I walked through the empty floor to the loading dock and sure enough, when I opened the rear exit, James and the black SUV were both waiting for me.

      I could get used to having a driver.

      

      When I got to the hospital, Graham was sitting up in his bed, sipping a bottle of Ensure.

      "Is that breakfast?" I asked, horrified, putting my book bag down and giving him a kiss on the cheek.

      He nodded and raised his eyebrows. "It will be until I get this jaw unwired. At least it's chocolate fudge."

      "Chocolate fudge for breakfast?" I replied, making a face. "That would make me puke."

      "You always liked eggs and toast for breakfast," Graham said and smiled. "When Dad used to take us out for brunch after mass, you used to have eggs and sausages and I always had pancakes."

      "Mutt and Jeff," I said with a smile, remembering what our father—our real father—used to call us. I always looked up to my big brother, and always wanted to be with him and do things with him. He let me tag along most of the time when he was still young enough not to worry about his reputation with his friends. It endeared him to me in a way that could never be erased, even if he got me into all this trouble because of his bad business deals.

      "How are you?" he asked. "You have a bruise on your neck. Not Spencer again?"

      I reached up and felt my sore neck, rubbing it gently. "I gave him an earful. He didn’t like it. Don’t worry," I said with a laugh. "Hunter punched his lights out, apparently."

      "Hunter fought Spencer?" Graham said, his eyes wide. He glanced away. "I always thought that of the three of us, Hunter would be the one to get into a fist fight with Spencer. He's the only one with the balls to face up to him. Hunter hated Spencer even before all this happened. Even before Sean died."

      "I know," I said and remembered kissing Hunter's bruised and scraped knuckles the previous night and how that had turned into so much more. What would Graham think if he knew what was happening between us? He would be livid, no doubt about it.

      "I'm staying at Hunter's safe house."

      Graham frowned. "What?"

      "After Hunter beat up Stepan, Stepan's cousin picked me up and took me to his restaurant to make a show of force to Hunter. Hunter came and rescued me, with weapons drawn. He said I was at risk and so I'm staying at this big old warehouse with 24/7 security guards and an old Russian mercenary who is providing personal security for me."

      "What the fuck, Celia?" Graham said through gritted teeth. He put down his bottle of Ensure and frowned. "When did all this happen?"

      "Just this week. I guess Stepan's cousin saw me with Hunter at the club and thought I could be used as leverage. These mobsters seem to be always looking at how they can get one up on each other."

      Graham lay back and sighed, glancing out the window. "I'm sorry I did all this to you. It's my fault," he said and turned back. I could see real pain in his eyes.

      "There's nothing we can do about it now. This will all blow over soon," I said, remembering what Hunter told me. "Hunter paid off your debt, and he's giving me back my inheritance."

      "What?" Graham's eyes widened. "The entire thing?"

      I nodded. "Yes. Every penny."

      Graham lay back and stared at the ceiling. Then, he turned to face me. "What does he expect in return?"

      I shrugged, not certain I wanted to confess just yet. "He's doing it out of loyalty to you and me."

      "Just out of loyalty?" His eyes narrowed.

      "What else? He hates our family, but he still feels some loyalty to us because of his friendship with you."

      That seemed to appease him for the moment so I didn’t say any more. I didn’t want him to think I was prostituting myself in repayment of his debt. That would infuriate him and make him feel even worse. I wanted him to recover, and if he was really upset and if he hated himself for what he did, that might not be good for his health.

      "I don’t like the idea of you staying at his safe house, or whatever it is," Graham said. "If he forces you to do anything against your will…"

      So Graham's mind went immediately to where Hunter’s had…

      "I'm not doing anything against my will," I said, my voice firm. "I'm my own person, Graham. You know that."

      "Only too well," he said and sighed.

      We talked for a while about his physiotherapy, and the second surgery he'd have to have done on his arm because of a problem with the way it was healing. After about an hour, I stood up.

      "Well, I better go. My driver will be waiting and I want to stop by and pick up Amy."

      "You have a driver?"

      "He's on Hunter's staff."

      Graham sighed. "I'm sorry that all this happened."

      "Don't mention it," I said and kissed him on the forehead, stroking his hair back. "What's done is done. I'm fine. I'm going to class now, and then I'll go by and see Mom."

      "Tell her not to worry about coming up to see me," Graham said when I picked up my book bag and started to leave. "I know how hard it is for her to get out."

      "I will," I said and waved at him. "I'll stop by later tonight."

      "Okay," he said and I turned and left him, feeling a little catch in my throat to see him still so incapacitated. It would be a few weeks before he could go home, so I'd have to be the go-between for my mother, who would be unable to spend much time in the hospital, visiting. I had been surprised she’d gone on the cruise, but it had been on her bucket list. Since they had a special room on the ship for disabled people, she and Spencer had gone as her birthday gift and to celebrate fifteen years of being together.

      I’d hated those fifteen years. Fifteen of the worst years of my and Graham's lives. When my father died and my mother turned to Spencer to take over, my own happiness disappeared and Graham and I took comfort in each other's company.

      I wished my father and mother had never gone on that trip down to New York City. If they had delayed for even an hour, things—my life—would have turned out completely different.

      One bad decision and that was it. That was all it took to change a life.

      I knew that now with such clarity that I weighed every decision I had to make as if it might change everything in an instant. One false move and that was it. Game over. I didn't always live up to my goal of thinking twice, looking before I leapt, but I tried.

      

      I went to class, barely able to concentrate on the material. I was looking forward to seeing Amy for our next class so James drove me over to the dorm. I knocked on Amy's door and she opened, peering around the door at me like she was afraid.

      "Celia!" she said, her mouth opening. "You're here. I didn’t think you’d come today."

      "Why not?" I asked as I entered her tiny apartment, a few doors down from my own dorm room.

      "Haven't you been listening to the news?"

      I frowned and sat down on the sofa across from her flatscreen TV. On the screen was a breaking news report showing a wooded area by the bay somewhere along the coast outside Alexandria, Virginia.

      "What's this?" I asked, glancing at her face, which was white.

      "I was just going to call you again," she said and sat down beside me, one of her arms going around my shoulder. "Spencer's dead."

      My eyes flew open and I gasped out loud. "What?"

      "I tried to call you a few minutes ago but you didn’t answer. I texted you as well."

      I removed my phone and stared at it. The battery had died in the night and I didn’t think of charging it.

      "Oh, my God, my battery died." I showed it to her. Then I turned back to the television. Amy increased the volume so we could listen. "Spencer's dead?"

      Of course, my mind went immediately to Hunter. He'd left me in the night and had punched Spencer out the previous day.

      Had he killed Spencer?

      If he didn’t kill Spencer yesterday before he came to me, he could have killed him in the night after he left me…

      "Oh, my God," I said as I watched the video footage, taken from a helicopter which was hovering above a path along the bay by Alexandria, Virginia. I remembered that Spencer used to live there, had worked there after he graduated from law school.

      According to the news report, his body had been found in a copse of trees by the path. He'd been shot. That was all the news reporter said.

      Spencer was shot… He hadn’t been beaten to death—so at least that much was true. Hunter hadn't beaten him to death by accident the previous day.

      What was Spencer doing in Alexandria? Why had he gone there late at night?

      More importantly, where was my mother?

      "Give me your phone," I said and reached for it when she grabbed it from the coffee table. "I have to call my mom."

      I dialed my mom's cell, and the call went to voice mail right away. I glanced at Amy, panic rising in me. "She's not answering."

      I listened to the message and then spoke. "Mom, call me right away and let me know you're okay!"

      I didn’t know what else to do so I called my Auntie Diane, who lived in New Bedford. She answered right away.

      "Hi, Auntie," I said, my heart pounding in my chest. "Have you spoken with my mother?"

      "No," she said and I could hear the panic in her voice. "I've been calling her ever since I heard on the news that Spencer was murdered. I've called the police and they're on their way to the house to check."

      "Oh, my God," I said. "I can't believe it."

      "What was he doing in Alexandria?" she asked, sounding confused. "He hasn't been there for fifteen years."

      "I have no idea."

      Of course, I had some idea. Hunter had told me he found out something about Spencer from when he lived in Alexandria. He'd asked me questions about whether Spencer had ever sexually abused me, so I had assumed Spencer had done something bad there—child pornography?

      I watched in silence as the news report showed a picture of Spencer from stock footage they must have had from cases in which Spencer had been the DA or Assistant DA. They also showed a photo of our family, with Spencer and my mother, Graham and me. It was probably one of the only photos taken of us and it was one I hated because Spencer had his hands on my shoulder. I was frowning.

      I wondered who had given them that photo, then remembered that the local paper had done a spread about Spencer when he became Assistant DA back when he and my mother were first together. I’d hated him back then. I hated him now.

      He was dead. I couldn’t get in touch with my mother.

      I called Hunter's number, and listened as the line rang and rang. Finally, it went to voice mail.

      "Hunter, it's me, Celia. Have you heard the news? Spencer's dead and I can't get a hold of my mother. Call me right away."

      Where was Hunter?

      "I don't know what to do," I said, glancing at Amy.

      "You can't go to class," she replied.

      "Should I call Graham? He should know."

      "Do you want to go to your mom's house?"

      I nodded and stood up. "James will take me. Come with me," I said and grabbed her hand. "I don't want to go through this alone."

      "Let's go."

      

      When we reached the car, James was standing there, waiting. "What's the matter?" he asked when he saw me. "Your face is white as a ghost."

      "Can you take me to my mother's place? My stepfather's dead. I need to see if she's okay and she's not answering the phone."

      "Sure," he said and opened the door. "You should call Hunter."

      "I tried, but there's no answer."

      "Call George," he said and I nodded, getting in the rear passenger side. Amy got in the other side and we drove off.

      I dialed Hunter's number once more but there was still no answer and it went to voice mail again.

      "Hunter, please, call me when you get this."

      Then, I dialed George's number. He answered on the second ring.

      "George," I said, my mind a blur. "Is Hunter there? He's not answering his phone."

      "No, he is not. I haven’t talked for several hours."

      "When you talk to him, tell him to call me right away."

      "What is wrong?"

      I took in a deep breath. "My stepfather's dead," I said and closed my eyes.

      "Oh, I am sorry," George said, his voice sounding shocked. "Was not Hunter."

      "Are you sure?" I said, feeling very bad about the prospect that Hunter may have killed Spencer. "He hated Spencer. He blames Spencer for his brother's death."

      "No," George said, his voice a little more certain. "I know. He didn't kill."

      "Then where is he?"

      "I don't know. He will call soon. Don't worry."

      "Tell him to call me," I said and then hung up.

      I wasn't sad that Spencer was dead—just shocked and fearful that Hunter had killed him. Fearful that I couldn’t get in touch with my mother. Had whoever killed Spencer killed her as well?

      Amy took my hand and together, we watched out the windows in silence as the streets of Boston passed by.

      

      END OF BOOK THREE
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