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    Access Denied 
 
    By Amelia James 
 
      
 
    A Warning Labels Story 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lightning flickered in the window behind Chantal, casting a glare over the naked couple on her computer monitor. The jerky amateur video wouldn’t have turned on a light switch, and a giggle snort escaped her as the fat white guy’s wrinkled rear bounced between the nubile thighs of a woman much too young to be his wife. 
 
    “Good thing his bank balance is bigger than his toe.” Chantal glanced at an adjacent monitor and pulled up his most recent statement. “They’re both about to get a lot smaller.” 
 
    She addressed an email to her latest mark and typed her dreaded subject line:  
 
      
 
    Your secret is NOT safe. 
 
      
 
    Five simple words that struck fear into the hearts of wealthy fools all over the city. “Internet security is the biggest myth since the Loch Ness Monster.” 
 
    She kept her demand simple: half a million dollars deposited into a secure Swiss bank account by midnight eastern time tomorrow or the hairy mole on his pale, craggy butt would go viral. She signed it Nova, although she really didn’t need to anymore. Her distinctive blackmail style preceded her. A string of spoofed IP addresses would send the police department on a wild goose chase should the mark be stupid enough to turn her in. A few of them had, turning her questionable enterprise into a local sensation. Cybercrime investigators descended with a vengeance, but her security measures proved to be smarter and stronger than theirs. 
 
    An email alert popped up over the girl’s phony O face. “Yes!” Chantal clapped and shimmied her hips, celebrating with her customary victory dance. “A new deposit.” Her head hammered as she dropped back in her supple leather chair and stretched to glare at the clock. “And just minutes before the deadline. Playing fast and loose with your forced labor will bite you in the rear, Mrs. Mayor.” 
 
    “Ouch.” Pain squatted on top of her head like a fat concrete toad. Her shoulders slumped and she set her elbows on her desk, propping her pounding skull up as the short-lived glee drained her. 
 
    Another lightning flash highlighted the city skyline. The bright light seared her eyes as she stood and poured a glass of red wine, hoping the heavy alcohol would numb her enough to sleep. Why would it help this time? She picked up the TV remote and plopped down on the suede couch, holding her glass steady so the expensive libation wouldn’t splash. The extravagant sofa had seemed like a good idea at the time, but the luxurious fabric had proved to be a jerk to maintain. 
 
    She turned the volume down and kicked the recliner back as the wine buzz seeped through her limbs. The news anchor’s high-pitched chatter irritated her throbbing brain, but a sudden change in her tone and energy snapped Chantal to attention. 
 
    “Mayor Diane Blackstone has created a special task force to pursue the hacker, Supernova…” 
 
    Chantal groaned and slapped floppy fingers over her face. “It’s Nova, you idiots! A cataclysmic nuclear explosion on a white dwarf star. A supernova is the explosion from a supermassive dying star. I’m nowhere near dead, you idiots.” 
 
    She pressed rewind on the DVR to catch what she’d missed during her rant. 
 
    “…pursue the hacker, Supernova, who authorities believe is responsible for the denial of service attack on city hall’s servers last month.” 
 
    Chantal raised her glass. “I had nothing to do with that, but thank you.” Her ambitions were much simpler—hack the rich morons, find their secrets, get paid to keep their secrets. What had started out as a revenge plot had blossomed into a fabulous lifestyle for the girl who’d gotten lost in the chaos of a financially challenged, blended family. The nobody no one noticed would become somebody everyone feared. 
 
    “Law enforcement officials from all over the city are sharing information and resources…” 
 
    “Blah, blah, blah.” She pressed the mute button and slammed the footrest closed. “Let’s just find out who these cooperative agencies are, shall we?” When no one answered, she grumbled and parked her tingling butt behind her computer. “I need to get a cat that’ll talk back to me.” 
 
    She’d hacked into the police department’s systems once before and they’d chased her out, but not before she’d installed a back door in case she ever wanted to get back in again. “Dang it.” Of course they’d found it and shut it down. She took her time, casually searching for and testing chinks in their armor. Coffee replaced the wine, clearing her head and focusing her efforts. 
 
    “Ah ha!” A recent penetration test hadn’t been fully closed, leaving room for her to slip in and sneak a peek at their case files. She skipped the most-wanted list and stumbled into a serial killer’s file, unable to get out fast enough when photos of mutilated women filled her screen. 
 
    She found a full gigabyte of documents on her cousin, a genius hacker who’d taught her several tricks, but she couldn’t take time to read them. “Here I am.” The Supernova task force file contained little information about her. In fact, no one knew her name, her location, or even that she was an African-American woman. “That doesn’t quite fit their profile.” They assumed Supernova was a man and named her cousin as one of the suspects. “He’d love that.” 
 
    The list of task force personnel sat at the bottom of her screen. She clicked it open and spotted the name of the man in charge. “Detective Tripp Martin. Let’s find out who you are.” She had to break through another level of security to get into the police personnel files, but after that she found his bio with little effort. 
 
    She clicked on his picture first. “Hot dang!” Law enforcement personnel photos all looked the same: headshot only, serious smile, perfect hair. But this guy…incredible. A stray lock of dirty blond hair had escaped from the severe regulation style and swept across his sinful blue eyes. The corner of his professional smile had morphed into a smirk, as if mocking the whole idea of a standard photograph. 
 
    Chantal sighed, dropping her chin in her hand as she leaned her elbow on the desk. “Whip out your handcuffs and lock me up, Detective. I’m guilty.” She broke one of her computer geek rules and touched the screen, stroking the crescent-shaped scar on his chiseled jaw. “Goodness, I want to lick that.” 
 
    Tingly-hot pleasure rippled down her body and pooled between her thighs. How long had it been since she’d saddled the toe pony? She shifted in her seat and slipped a hand along the seam of her jeans, pressing down on the neglected flesh begging for attention. “Much too long.” 
 
    She traced her fingertip over his left eyebrow, permanently arched in wicked defiance. His dancing eyes seemed to hold a naughty secret. Harass the rules. Being a cop paid the bills, but he’d really rather play the bad guy once in a while. Or play with the bad girl. 
 
    Thunder cracked, rattling the windows and snapping Chantal out of her fantasy. “Whoa, all that from a headshot?” She downed her coffee and shook her head. “No more daydreaming.” 
 
    She refilled her mug then settled down to read his résumé. “Tripp Martin, born in Pensacola, Florida, graduated from Gulf Coast High School, and got his Bachelor of Science degree from the University of Northwest Florida. In Pensacola.” Chantal snickered. “You need to get out more.” She skimmed over his law enforcement career highlights, then dug deeper into the file to obtain his current address. 
 
    Tracking down his personal computer network was disappointingly easy, unworthy of a cybercrime task force leader. Breaking into it, however, proved to be a satisfying challenge on an orgasmic level. His firewall resisted her initial keystrokes, but she infiltrated the barrier with patience and skill. He sported a long password, engorged with random alpha-numeric and special characters. “Oh, baby, that’s hot.” A wild thrill shot down her spine when she penetrated his last defense and thrust into Tripp Martin’s personal cyberspace. “I’m going to take my time and enjoy this.” 
 
    Bank statements. Pretty much what she expected for a police detective. Email. Nothing earth-shattering in there. Internet browser history. He’d deleted it. But ghosts lingered and she followed the spectral trail, exploring his off-duty life. Amazon orders. “The man likes to read.” Cabela’s wish list. “Outdoorsy. No surprise.” A website for a something called Iniquity Club. “What’s this?” 
 
    Chantal snickered as a black login screen popped up. “That’s cute.” She spent almost thirty minutes searching for a way in. “This site is locked up tighter than the FBI. They must be protecting some serious trash.” Several keystrokes and clicks later, she breached the site’s defenses and gained access. 
 
    “Wow.” The word escaped with breathy awe. She’d seen hookup sites before, but Iniquity Club claimed to offer adult fantasies for the beautiful people—if they could afford the membership fee. “This is a gold mine of fools and secrets.” 
 
    Heat flashed over her skin as she surveyed the erotic site. Lust zipped between her thighs when she spotted a photo from a Halloween party. A man wearing a Dread Pirate Roberts mask—and a G-string that barely contained him—danced with a nearly naked Cleopatra. Chantal’s gaze lingered over his sculpted body, and she licked her lips while her thighs quivered. The casual observer wouldn’t have recognized him, but the distinctive scar and the sinful spark in his eyes aroused Nova’s illicit instincts. 
 
    “Your secret is not safe, Detective Martin.” 
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    A text message notification chirped from Tripp’s cell phone, and the glowing screen illuminated his bedroom. Thunder rumbled in the distance as he bolted upright and grabbed the device. The security analyst the task force had contracted to do the technical work reported a breach of the police department’s network. Tripp smiled as he pulled his jeans on. Supernova had taken the bait, hitting it hard and swallowing it whole. The elusive hacker hadn’t planted a virus or stolen anything. He’d just looked around the personnel files then vanished. 
 
    “Must’ve found what he wanted.” Intermittent lightning flashes guided Tripp down the hall. He flipped the kitchen lights on and grunted, blinking until his eyes adjusted. “Coffee.” He’d turned the machine off before going to bed, so he brewed a fresh pot then booted up his laptop. The computer behaved as expected. No apparent virus activity. He ran a quick scan but no threats appeared. “Come on, you mongrel. Don’t disappoint me.” 
 
    They’d made the bogus task force personnel list easy to find with Tripp’s real name at the top, hoping Supernova would take the information and run, chasing him down without bothering to investigate the other names. Tripp checked his work email and read the network security report again, but nothing jumped out at him. 
 
    His personal email showed two new messages. One a sale ad from Cabela’s and the other a long list of questions from his mom. How are you? Have you gone out with that girl again? Have you made hotel reservations for your brother’s wedding? What’s your flight schedule? Call me. “I love you too, Mom.” He yawned and stretched. He’d write back to her later when he could give her the answers she wanted. 
 
    Daniel’s wedding. Still several months away. Tripp would go, of course. He was the best man. He shuddered at the term. Daniel worshipped his big brother ever since the day Tripp had saved him from drowning when they got caught in a riptide. He’d go and make the toast, smile for the photographer, chuckle when the mayor and her husband clapped him on the back and called him hero. He’d go and covet his little brother’s new bride. Not her specifically, but the idea of her—a wife—a woman to share his life with. But Tripp’s world spared no room for a traditional relationship. Short-lived, nameless hookups satisfied his sexual needs. Companionship had to be sacrificed for his career. 
 
    He clicked on the internet browser, and his fingers stretched over the keyboard. Don’t do it. Don’t go there. His stomach knotted while he typed, unable to resist the need to know. The black login screen warned him about the adult content on the site, but he ignored it and entered his username and password. His email showed no new messages, both a relief and a disappointment. He really shouldn’t go back again. Tripp downed the rest of his coffee and shook his head. He hadn’t been there since the Halloween party. His fingers tightened around the empty mug as a powerful urge made his hand tremble. His toe stiffened when he recalled the blowjob Cleopatra had given him. He hadn’t asked for her real name, and he never gave anyone his. He’d told his mother he’d had a date to shut her up, but the information had just opened up a new line of questions. 
 
    He browsed the website. “No harm in looking.” Not much nudity on the home page, but the member profiles contained plenty. Beautiful women of all shapes and ages bared their bodies, hoping to attract a playmate. Couples showed off their favorite kinks. Leather, latex, and lace abounded—something for every sexual taste. Tripp preferred anonymity. The less he knew about them and they about him, the better. He never met anyone outside the club, and whenever he attended—against his better judgement—he wore a mask. Club rules forbid cell phones and cameras, but someone always snuck one in. 
 
    None of the new member profiles appealed to him, so he clicked over to the events page. He’d missed the New Year’s Eve party because of work. Better that way. I shouldn’t go back. His cock protested, but his stomach churned. “I should delete my membership.” But as he scrolled over to the menu, a new party announcement caught his eye—a masquerade party. “I could do that.” He could dress as a biker and tear eyeholes in his bandana. Black leather would attract the submissive women, and he could be as bad as they wanted him to be. As bad as he longed to be. He clicked on the RSVP link and filled out the registration. He’d pay cash at the door as always. 
 
    An email alert popped up and he clicked it closed then dragged his mouse back to the event screen. The pointer hovered over the submit button. “I shouldn’t. I gotta stay away from this place.” He closed his eyes and clicked with a trembling finger. No one will ever know. 
 
    Tripp closed the website and deleted his internet history and cookies. His browser did it automatically on exit, but he always felt the need to cleanse his soul after visiting Iniquity Club’s website. 
 
    Another email notification popped up and he opened his personal account. He deleted the top message, but the subject line of the next one sent his heart plummeting to his gut. 
 
      
 
    Your secret is not safe. 
 
      
 
    The words swam in front of his eyes as the room heated and swirled. Supernova used that line on every one of the victims who’d reported him. But the hacker couldn’t have found out about his club membership. Tripp had tested the site before he joined. Its security was sound. “He’s bluffing.” He opened the message. 
 
    One word. One condemning word. 
 
      
 
    MaskedLover. 
 
      
 
    “Incredible.” He clapped a trembling hand on the desk and steadied himself as his heart raced. More words appeared through his haze. A phone number and a command.  
 
      
 
    Text me. 
 
      
 
    Tripp’s law enforcement training kicked in and urged him to report the suspect’s contact, but his self-preservation instincts rebelled. He picked up his phone and called the number, defying the hacker’s orders. “I’m not playing your game.” 
 
    He held his breath while the phone rang. Twice. Three times. Four. No voice mail. What idiot would leave a message? Six. “Dang it!” Tripp clicked the call dead and tossed the phone on his desk. 
 
    Caught. “Dang it to perdition!” He should’ve known better. He should’ve shut that club down when he busted the previous owners for drugs, but instead, he went back. Time and time again, drawn by the need for sexual satisfaction, no matter how fleeting or illicit. 
 
    Could he pay the hacker off? Would Supernova keep his secret? Could Tripp give up his one escape? He’d tried countless times. Whenever he came home after a party, sated and guilt-ridden, he’d swear never to go again. But then his brother would call and ask for his help planning his honeymoon. Or his sister would gush over her wonderful new boyfriend. And he’d go back, casting off his hero cape and drowning his responsibilities in the pleasures of anonymous flesh. He needed a release—simple as that—and nothing else filled the void. 
 
    Tripp picked up his phone and texted the mongrel.  
 
      
 
    What do you want? 
 
      
 
    The reply came back almost instantly.  
 
      
 
    You. 
 
      
 
    Me? What would a blackmailer want with him? Tripp didn’t have as much money as the other marks, so maybe the hacker wanted a favor.  
 
      
 
    I can’t do anything for you. 
 
      
 
    Another order appeared on his screen.  
 
      
 
    Meet me. 
 
      
 
    When? 
 
      
 
    Tomorrow night. 
 
      
 
    Where? 
 
      
 
    Don’t play dumb. Wear a mask, lover. I’ll find you. 
 
      
 
    Lover? The thought that Supernova wanted him for sex zipped through Tripp’s mind faster than he could get rid of it. Most likely he was just messing with him. The hacker held the reins, but Tripp refused to let anyone ride him. 
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    A hundred years ago, Iniquity had been a warehouse for automobile parts. Later it became a garage where the city buses came to die. In recent decades, the cavernous building had been converted into a church. The membership eventually disbanded and the building sat vacant until an entrepreneur with a taste for kink ripped out the rotting pews and painted the remaining concrete block walls black, dividing the space into two gigantic rooms, one for dancing and the other for. 
 
    The flashing lights and driving music irritated Chantal’s sleep-deprived brain. She’d struggled to take a nap after she went shopping. She’d had no idea what to wear to a sex club. Would she be required to strip at the front door? No, and in fact, the woman at the registration desk told her to keep her clothes on in the front part of the club until after eleven p.m. when the doors closed. At first glance, Iniquity looked like any other dance club, but upon closer inspection, Chantal noticed several significant differences. A bring-your-own-bottle bar served patrons their own liquor, skirting the city’s no alcohol sales in the presence of nudity rule. The women’s restroom contained a glass-walled shower visible from the dance floor. 
 
    In the back of the club, behind the red curtain, clothes and inhibitions hit the floor. Chantal stood beside the group bed, three king-sized mattresses pushed together, nursing a drink the host had offered from his private stash. She’d never seen so many naked white people in one place. Arms and legs tangling. Butts and boobs bouncing. An irrepressible urge to giggle seized her, and she clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing out loud. 
 
    “Would you like to join us?” A beautiful blonde woman caressed Chantal’s bare shoulder, tracing her fingertips down to the swell of her breast. “Imagine how pretty your luscious chocolate skin would look among all that pale nakedness.” 
 
    “Uh…” Chantal trembled as an image of the blonde’s perfect pink fingernails pinching her stiff brown nipple fried several thousand brain cells. “Maybe another time.” The word no hadn’t come to mind. “I’m looking for someone.” 
 
    “Good luck.” The woman smiled as a naked brunette with too-perky-to-be-real breasts tugged her toward the mass of twisted nudity. 
 
    Chantal strolled toward the hot tub, giving her bodice a firm shove upward. Should never have gone strapless. Half a dozen women and two grinning guys filled the tub, naked and sprawled all over each other. Men and women flirted with her, but the detective she sought remained elusive. 
 
    Could he be in one of the tents? Four white canvas shelters offered privacy for those who desired it, although the fabric walls could be parted if the occupants wanted to indulge in exhibition. Plenty of voyeurs lurked to provide an audience. 
 
    But none of them wore a mask. A man wearing a black leather jacket, white t-shirt, and jeans that hugged his glorious package like an octopus on a crab stared boldly back at her. “That mongrel.” 
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    Tripp had stowed his mask in his back pocket, a risky move, but he refused to let Supernova have the upper hand. He had no idea what his suspect looked like. Pale probably. Glasses? Somehow, he doubted this guy fit the typical geek stereotype. He might not even be a guy. 
 
    Living room furnishings decorated the open space between the tents. Tripp leaned against the back of a couch in the center, surveying the large room. He should’ve been searching for the hacker, but he couldn’t keep his eyes off the beautiful African-American woman wandering among the naked crowd. She wore a ruby red satin dress that threatened to expose her breasts at any moment. A tangle of tiny black braids spilled over her bare shoulders and cascaded down her back, dangling almost to her curved hips. Dark eyes sparkled in the flashing lights. His cock throbbed as she turned and stared straight at him over the rim of her wine glass. 
 
    He ached to whisk her off to a private tent, yank that dress to her ankles, and bite the fat nipples straining underneath. 
 
    A woman wearing a black lace bustier with a matching thong walked by and smiled at the bulge in his jeans. “Have we met?” 
 
    He eyed her and smiled. Deny everything. “No.” Actually, he’d harassed her in the bondage tent last summer. He’d tied her to the bed and shredded her pink lace panties. Tripp had worn his mask the entire time. 
 
    “We should.” She reached down and fondled his crotch. 
 
    “Not tonight.” But he allowed her to stroke his ego a while longer before stepping back. “I’m meeting someone.” 
 
    “Too bad.” She fluttered her fingers goodbye as she sauntered away on dangerously high heels. 
 
    Her perfect peach rear tempted him, but he stuck to his inflexible rule. Never the same woman twice. He couldn’t risk someone remembering him. 
 
    Ruby Red Dress glared at him as she marched across the room. Naked people parted before her, scrambling to get out of her way. Tripp’s already eager cock swelled, anticipating clothes-ripping angry sex. Why am I working? 
 
    She halted an inch away and jammed a finger in his chest. “You don’t like following orders.” 
 
    What orders am I supposed to be following? “I’d rather give them.” But he could make an exception for her. “I’ve never seen you here before.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes so hard her braids rustled. “Lame. I expected better from you.” 
 
    “You seem to know me.” A fact that made his stomach twist. “But I have no idea who you are.” 
 
    “Chantal Leveque.” She held out her hand for him to shake. 
 
    A whim seized him and he ran with it. “Martin Riggs.” He clasped her fingers in his and pressed them to his lips. 
 
    She seemed swayed by his charm, but after a swoony moment, her eyebrow arched. “Seriously?” Her eyes sparkled and she laughed. “All right, Martin. Why aren’t you naked?” 
 
    Bold. Direct. Exactly the kind of woman he should avoid. “We can fix that as soon as one of those tents opens up.” An image of her in the bondage tent with her ankles tied apart and that dress pushed up to her chin sent hot tingles to his aching boner. 
 
    She set her glass on an end table then dragged her fingernails down his chest, tweaking his nipple through his thin cotton shirt. “Or I could strip you right here in the middle of the room.” 
 
    “There’s an empty spot on the couch.” He patted the space behind him. “I could forget you on my lap.” With that dress on the floor. 
 
    “I’m sure this crowd would appreciate the show.” She pushed into him, pinning him against the couch as she dragged her breasts up his chest and nearly dislodged her top in the process. “But something tells me you don’t like to be exposed.” 
 
    Prickling dread crawled up his spine. This woman knew far too much about him. Or pretended to. But how? A wild hunch tore up his head. Can’t be. 
 
    A tight nipple peeked from under the ruby satin, and a soft moan escaped her as he dragged his fingertip over it. “And you crave attention, validation, a reason for being. You’re the pale dwarf star in a universe swarming with brighter attractions. No one notices you until you create chaos.” He’d taken the profiler’s report on the hacker and put a prettier spin on it. His hand slid up to cradle the back of her neck, forcing her to meet his gaze. “You’re a supernova.” 
 
    Silence enveloped them for a frozen moment. Her fingers curled into his chest and her lips parted as if to protest. Then her eyes hardened, confirming his suspicions. A sneer curled her upper lip and she shattered his quiet illusion with a taunting threat. “Not. Safe.” 
 
    Tripp chose to kiss her, mashing his mouth against hers—to shut her up—but her invading tongue swept away the lie and dragged him further down the dark path he’d charged onto. 
 
    She reached up with both hands and threaded her fingers into his hair. Her dress slipped down, and he held her close, concealing her bare breasts against his shirt. His hands tangled in her braids as he pulled one free to slide down the escaping satin and cup her rear. 
 
    What am I doing to her? He was supposed to arrest the hacker, not grope her. Maybe the sexually free atmosphere messed with his head. Would he have kissed her like this if they’d met at a library? Deep among the stacks, crushed up against a bookshelf with that dress pooled around her ankles. Heck, what is she doing to me? 
 
    Chantal reached down and clapped one hand on his butt, groaning into his mouth while she fiddled around in his back pocket and pulled his mask free. She smiled on his lips. “I found your secret.” 
 
    Dang it. He jerked the black cloth from her fingers and dropped it on the floor. He had plenty of others. 
 
    She nibbled his neck and nipped under his chin while her other hand slipped between them, seeking the bulge below his belt. “Armed and dangerous.” Her fingers circled his erection, and his weapon nearly emptied its chamber. 
 
    White-hot waves crashed over him and he sat back against the couch to keep from being pulled under. He slipped his hand beneath her skirt and traced her supple curves. She moaned and dropped her head back, lifting her breasts and brushing a fat nipple on his lips. He’d squashed the impulse to bite her the first time he saw her, so he seized the opportunity, trapping the sweet bud between his teeth and bearing down. 
 
    “Yes!” She hissed and raked her nails across his rear while grinding her hips against his straining cock. 
 
    He grabbed her clawing hands and held them behind her back, driving her dress further down. “I could forget you right here on the floor.” A crowd had gathered around them, casual onlookers with nothing better to do than watch someone else get off while they sipped their drinks. He tightened his grip, holding her wrists with both hands. 
 
    “I’m not good enough for the couch?” She struggled in his grasp, but when she failed to break free, she rubbed her half-naked body against him. 
 
    Fireworks exploded in his brain, destroying any rational thoughts. “Hell no, a criminal like you needs to be punished.” He shifted, hoping to relieve his pounding erection between her thighs. 
 
    “Goodness, yes! Lock me up and throw away the key. I’m a bad, bad girl. Punish me to the fullest extent of the law.” 
 
    Worst dirty talk ever. Especially for a detective shirking his duty. One coherent idea had survived the demolition. Do your job. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you can.” She leaned in and dragged her tongue up his neck. “I felt that task force in your pants. Probe me with it.” 
 
    “No, I mean…” He reached into his jacket pocket then grabbed her again. “Supernova, you’re under arrest.” 
 
      
 
     [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Cold steel circled Chantal’s wrists as a distinctive click echoed in her ears. A collective moan swept through their audience. “Are you serious?” The man had been a stroke and a poke away from making them a freak show at this sex circus, and now he wanted to arrest her? An icy chill tamped down the fire raging between her thighs. 
 
    Tripp stepped back, blushed, and jerked her dress up to cover her pointed nipples. He ran a hand through his hair then adjusted his crotch. “Yes.” 
 
    “You son-of-a-ow!” 
 
    He yanked her close and growled in her ear. “Act like this is a sex game.” His eyes blazed and he mashed his lips together as if struggling to resist kissing her again. He shook his head, but the stiff bulge in his jeans betrayed him. 
 
    “I read the club rules. No means no.” She snarled back at him. “If I say no in front of these witnesses, you’ll have to release me.” She tempted him further, brushing her lips on his clenched jaw while she ground her chest against his in an effort to push her dress down again. The friction turned her dress into a static magnet and fused it to her breasts, defying her. 
 
    Tripp groaned while she gyrated, clamping his hands on her bare shoulders. “Then say no.” His eyes danced as he absently rubbed her covered nipple. 
 
    Mongrel knows I can’t. She should never have lured him to the club. She never met any of her marks in person, keeping communication between them strictly anonymous and untraceable. But she’d abandoned her security protocols to climb all over the very detective assigned to track her down. And why? Because he looked hot? Because she wanted to get laid? She’d even given him her real name! He didn’t need to harass her. She’d done it to herself. Dang it! “I surrender.” 
 
    A smirk cracked his law enforcer mask. “You expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “Forget you!” She jerked against the cuffs. 
 
    “Not here, darlin’.” Tripp cradled her elbow and escorted her toward the red curtain. Before they passed through it, he stopped and draped his jacket over her shoulders, hiding her handcuffed wrists and rumpled bodice. 
 
    They slipped out of the club and into the dark wee hours. A single car drove by with its headlights off, grey and stealthy. Tripp slid his arm around her waist, holding her close while they crossed the street. 
 
    Chantal searched for his vehicle, probably a black SUV, bulletproof and inescapable. Had he brought backup? If he’d come alone, she might be able to seduce him and get away. Or she could try to knock him unconscious somehow, but that idea didn’t have the same appeal as him senseless. 
 
    Bright lights stunned her momentarily, and after she blinked her sight back, she realized they’d entered a hotel lobby. Tripp pulled his wallet from his jacket pocket and paid for a room. Cash. He doesn’t want this on his expense report. 
 
    He grabbed the keycard and led her to the elevator, avoiding her glare until he unlocked the hotel room door and shoved her inside. “Sit down.” 
 
    Her seating options consisted of a functional desk, a plush chair, and a king-sized bed. Chantal chose the bed. She plunked her butt down on the firm mattress and smiled when he cringed. “Is this standard procedure?” 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck and paced the short distance between the desk and the TV armoire. “Not exactly.” 
 
    Her bindings chafed her wrists and her bent shoulders ached. “Will you take the cuffs off?” 
 
    The detective snorted. “Hell no.” 
 
    “Then at least get your jacket off me. It’s getting hot under here.” 
 
    Tripp rolled his eyes and unzipped the heavy leather, bending down as he pushed it off her shoulders. 
 
    She tilted her nose up against his cheek and inhaled deeply. Shaving cream and soap. Practical and forgettable. She’d remember that. 
 
    He stood and tossed his jacket on the chair, then staggered back a step as she returned to his line of sight. 
 
    Her gaze drifted to the rigid bulge in his jeans. He’s still buzzing. “Are you going to search me?” 
 
    “What do you think I was doing at the club?” 
 
    She didn’t buy that, and judging by the torment in his eyes, neither did he. But he shook it off, and launched into an official interrogation. 
 
    “Chantal Leveque, is that your real name?” 
 
    She resolved to play it cool, giving evasive answers, not volunteering information. “You just never know.” 
 
    He failed to react. “Are you the hacker known as Supernova?” 
 
    “No! My name is Nova. You people have gotten it wrong from the start.” Real cool, dork. 
 
    “What’s the difference?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, knowing he was baiting her, but the man needed an education. “A supernova is death, a star’s last exhale. A nova is a cataclysmic explosion that makes something dull and insignificant into the brightest star in the heavens.” 
 
    He leaned down on the bed, bracing his hands on either side of her. “Is that what you want? Fame? Attention?” 
 
    “Don’t forget money.” She sneered in his face. Mongrel thought he had her all figured out. Hell yes she wanted the spotlight, but she’d worked hard to get it. And she deserved it. “That’s what I’ve achieved. I earned my name.” 
 
    He stood and crossed his arms over his chest, looming over her in dark judgement. “By blackmailing people and attacking servers.” 
 
    “I keep secrets!” Jagged pain ripped through Chantal’s skull. 
 
    “For a price!” 
 
    The cuffs bit into her wrists, binding her as she attempted to rub her throbbing temples. “These people can afford it.” 
 
    “What happens if they don’t pay?” 
 
    The white dwarf star exploded, obliterating the pain in a brilliant flash of vengeance. “Then they deserve to be humiliated. They’re all spoiled little rich brats just like the girl who stole my tampons from my gym bag.” Don’t volunteer information! But the event horizon swept over her, leaving her powerless to stop the shock waves. “I bled in front of the entire swim team. My father.” Her braids spilled over her face as memories rolled down. “They had to call off the meet to disinfect the pool.” She twisted her neck and tried to wipe a tear off her cheek with her shoulder, but the rattling handcuffs stopped her. 
 
    Tripp knelt in front of her and laid his hand on her knee. 
 
    His warm touch soothed her. I don’t want comfort. She jerked free and scooted aside, refueling the rage her confession had unleashed. “But I harassed her over. I hacked her medical records and threatened to tell the world she had herpes. She paid me to keep quiet.” Chantal pressed her lips together, struggling to hold back a giggle. It escaped with a snort, and a harsh cackle erupted. “But I told her secret anyway.” She laughed until her ribs hurt and then she let out a deep, shuddering sigh. “I had to give back the money, and I went to juvenile court. But I learned from my mistake. Cash seals these lips. After that, I became an entrepreneur.” My head’s pounding again. 
 
    He rose and pulled out his phone, scowling as he tapped at the screen. “You threatened to tell the mayor’s husband she was screwing their gardener unless she paid you half a million dollars.” 
 
    “She told you that?” 
 
    “She trusted me with the information when she created the task force. That woman has done a lot of good for the city. Did she deserve to be extorted?” 
 
    “You’re defending a cheater?” 
 
    “Do you know what happens to the people you blackmail?” He kept his voice low, a serious tone that implied dire consequences. 
 
    She shrugged off the impending doom. “As long as they pay me, I don’t care.” 
 
    “She bought your silence with the money she’d promised to give to a children’s hospital. They were counting on that donation to fund cancer treatment for low-income patients.” 
 
    But she’d screwed the mayor over…not those kids. Oh goodness. “But I…you can’t blame me for that. She made her own choices.” Her stomach churned. 
 
    “Choices she wouldn’t have faced if you hadn’t fabricated lies about her.” 
 
    No, no, no! She swallowed the rising bile and shook her head. Why couldn’t the jerk have given the kids some other money? Didn’t she have enough to go around? Or she could’ve grown a pair and said no to her instead of hurting children who needed help. She didn’t even know rich people did things like that. “My stepbrother, the only one I actually liked, died from cancer when he was seven years old. Our parents couldn’t afford to send him to a children’s hospital.” She bit down on her lip to stop its quivering, but the tears spilled over and she sobbed. 
 
    The bed sagged as Tripp sat down and reached behind her to clasp her shaking hands. “I’m sorry. I almost lost my brother when we were kids.” Metal clanked as he pulled a set of keys from his pocket and unlocked her handcuffs. “I can’t imagine living without him.” 
 
    Chantal’s arms fell free and she rubbed her sore wrists. She wiped at her wet face with her hands, but the tears kept coming. Tripp slid his arm around her shoulders, and she muffled her sobs in his shirt. He held her close, shaking while he stroked her hair and rocked her. Her tears dried, and she listened to his heart beat slow and steady. 
 
    Goodness, he feels so good! Warm and solid. His touch demanded nothing, but instead offered the comfort she craved. Her eyelids drifted shut and strange thoughts slipped through her mind, things she’d never imagine consciously. Could she have this every night? Him? Random images floated around her. Walking on a beach with him, holding hands, matching silver bracelets linked together… 
 
    She bolted upright, shoving off his chest and glaring at him while she rubbed her aching wrists. “What are you trying to pull?” 
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    “Incredible.” Tripp shot off the bed, stumbling over his feet in his haste to release her. “I’m not…” Dang it. Don’t bond with a suspect! He’d heard sad stories before, heartbreaking tales that failed to pierce his guarded heart. Most of them had been lies, but even the truth left him unmoved. So why had he cradled her in his arms? Wept with her? “Your story hit too close to home.” He backed across the room, as far away from her as possible. 
 
    “Did it now?” Her eyes narrowed and she stared right into him as if probing for more secrets. “What else are you hiding from me? Why do you isolate yourself? My parents sent me to a shrink, so I know why I do it. No one ever noticed me, so I lash out from behind a computer in a desperate bid for attention. The quest for fame drives me.” She stood and stalked toward him, that dress barely clinging to her nipples. “But you—Detective—you indulge in anonymous sex with strangers.” 
 
    A dull thud echoed in his ears as the back of his head hit the wall. 
 
    Chantal advanced. Heat radiated from her body as she pinned him and circled his nipples through his shirt. “Does it get you off?” She licked her lips and ground her belly against his throbbing cock. 
 
    He’d convinced himself that having to use a condom left him unable to come. The women he messed always did. More than once. He made sure of that. But he’d never had an orgasm at the club, not until he went home and got in the shower. He always finished alone. “It’s a release. My life doesn’t accommodate a traditional relationship. The club isn’t illegal as long as the sex is consensual.” 
 
    Chantal laughed. “Now that’s a story.” 
 
    Of course, she’d seen through the line he’d rehearsed in case he got caught. “Forget you.” His spine melted as she ran her hand down his chest to fondle his erection. 
 
    “Mmm…” Her finger ran the length of his zipper. “Is that standard procedure?” 
 
    “No.” She had to stop reminding him that he should’ve taken her to lock up. Female suspects tempted him all the time, and he’d resisted every one of them. So why could he see himself throwing her across that bed and wrapping her thighs around his ears? He struggled to recall where his line of questioning had left off, a task made increasingly difficult with each stroke of her hand. He pried her fingers from his zipper. “Why do you attack good people?” 
 
    “Good people?” She blinked at him like he’d told her Al Gore invented the internet. “You think Diane Blackstone is a good person?” 
 
    Tripp gained ahold on his thoughts and stood straight. “I’ve known her all my life. She was my dad’s partner on the force, one of the finest officers the city has ever seen.” 
 
    Chantal snorted. “Your fine officer lied to you.” 
 
    “Is that right?” He’d heard plenty of wild accusations about Diane during the election, but no one had been able to prove anything. 
 
    Chantal withdrew and parked her rear on the edge of the bed, crossing her legs at the knee and leaning back on her hands. “Let me tell you the real story.” 
 
    He leaned back against the wall again and folded his arms over his chest. “Please do.” He’d indulge her for now. 
 
    “What’s in it for me?” An eyebrow arched and an impish smile played across her face. 
 
    Of course, she wanted legal favors, and the most enticing promise came to mind first. “I can get you off.” Enticing for both of them. 
 
    “I’m counting on it, but can you keep me out of jail?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Not. He could report that she’d been cooperative, but only a good attorney could guarantee her freedom. 
 
    “I’ll believe that when I see it, but all right.” She leaned forward and met his gaze. “That gardener she’s supposedly, which I found no evidence of, isn’t an employee and neither is anyone else on her staff.” 
 
    He’d heard that too. “Do you have proof?” He stood upright but kept his distance. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Tripp shook his head, knotting his hand in his hair while he paced. Diane would never be involved with human trafficking. In fact, she’d campaigned hard against it, promising to rid the city of the silent scourge. “Why could you find evidence when the police and the FBI couldn’t?” 
 
    A sly smile and a confident gleam in her eye left no room for argument. “Because I did it illegally.” 
 
    His stomach churned. “Incredible.” But a seed of doubt sprouted in his mind. She’d found his dark secret. Could she have discovered something horrible about his friend? 
 
    “Oh no, I broke all kinds of laws when I hacked into security cameras, wire transfers, missing persons reports, immigration records, the FBI’s trafficking intel…” 
 
    “Okay, I get that.” He frowned and brushed off the creeping worries crawling up the back of his neck. “You’re a genius hacker.” 
 
    “You’re dang right.” She grinned and recrossed her legs, sending her skirt scooting up her thighs. 
 
    That move won’t faze me. His cock stiffened and strained against his zipper, proving him wrong. Much. “Can you connect all the information you stole to Diane?” 
 
    “I can.” She sat up straight with her shoulders back and her breasts thrust forward. “And I did.” Her eyes sparkled with glee as if waiting for him to crumble. 
 
    Tripp pressed his lips together, swallowing the lump in his throat. She’s lying. She has to be. “Show it to me.” 
 
    Chantal shrugged. “The club confiscated my phone, and you dragged me out of there before I could get it back.” 
 
    “That’s convenient.” He rolled his eyes and resumed pacing. 
 
    “It’s true!” She leaped to her feet and followed him. “All of it, whether you believe it or not. I threatened to expose her and turn the evidence over to the FBI. She created the task force the next day.” 
 
    He spun and drove her back. “She told me you were blackmailing her for cheating.” The confession had blindsided him. Diane and John had always seemed so happy together. Tripp had caught them kissing under the mistletoe when the two families had gathered for Christmas just a couple of months ago. “Someone’s lying.” 
 
    “She knew you wouldn’t question her. That’s why she made you the task force leader.” She stumbled against the bed. 
 
    Tripp caught her arms and yanked her close to his face. “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell, it started right before she retired as police chief.” 
 
    Questions had surrounded her sudden departure. Whispers about a scandal. Rumors of corruption. Never any proof. “No!” He pushed away from her and stomped toward the door. “I won’t believe it until I see your evidence.” Where am I going? 
 
    Chantal braced her arm on the bed and picked herself up off the floor. “Take me back to the club.” 
 
    “Hell no.” She’s playing me. “That’s exactly what you want.” Wild ideas bombarded him as his stomach rioted. Impossible theories he embraced without argument. “You’ll try to escape. You’ll expose my secret.” He hauled her close and shouted in her face. “You’ll bring us all down! What have you got against the police?” 
 
    “Not a blasted thing!” She wrenched her arms free. “I expose corruption wherever I find it.” 
 
    She’d go after anyone with money. “So, you’re an equal opportunity thief.” 
 
    Chantal snarled at him. “And you’re a fool. There’s no such thing as privacy. Sooner or later everyone gets caught with their pants down.” 
 
    Tripp huffed. She’d say anything to protect herself. “Including you.” 
 
    “I’m not wearing any pants.” She grinned and tugged at the hem of her skirt. “I have no secrets.” 
 
    “Except your identity.” 
 
    “That’s for my protection.” 
 
    And yet she’d confessed her past to him, gloated about her exploits. “Why expose yourself now? To me?” 
 
    She bit her lip and turned her back to him, twirling a wayward braid around her finger. “When I broke into the police personnel files and found your picture…woo baby.” She fanned her face with her hand. “Instant girl boner. I’ve never been chased by a guy before, certainly not one as hot as you.” 
 
    Heat crept up his neck and flamed over his cheeks. Goodness, am I blushing? 
 
    “And then I found your secret kink.” She circled toward him and flung her hair over her shoulder like she’d cast off her inhibitions. “I lured you to the club because I wanted—I needed—to harass the Masked Lover.” She stopped a breath away and brushed her lips on his jaw. “I never intended to blackmail you.” 
 
    His heart hammered in his chest. “So you just wanted to get laid?” 
 
    “A hacker has needs.” Her mouth trailed down to the pulse pounding at the base of his throat. “Traditional relationships don’t fit into my life.” 
 
    He’d told her the same dang thing. “I shouldn’t have sex with a suspect.” But his neglected needs argued the opposite. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have sex with a cop.” She reached down and unbuckled his belt. “But that hasn’t stopped us from turning my dress into a party favor.” 
 
    He caressed her bare shoulder with the back of his fingers while her hand slipped into his open zipper. A groan escaped him as her palm stroked his naked cock to life. 
 
    Her lips swept his—a wisp of skin on skin—teasing him. “How long has it been?” 
 
    Too long. He forced himself to focus on the date, hoping the factual information would snap some sense into him. “End of October. Halloween.” 
 
    She sighed on his neck. “Last July. The Fourth, to be exact. The fireworks were disappointing.” 
 
    He sank his hand into her braids and pulled her head back. “You need to get out more. Step away from your computer crimes.” 
 
    “You need to get out of the uniform. Step away from your illusions.” Her eyes sparkled as she matched his sass. 
 
    “Detectives don’t wear uniforms.” And he’d left his badge at home. He never took it to the club. 
 
    “Then why aren’t you naked?” She bunched his jeans below his butt, and his liberated cock rose to the occasion. 
 
    Tripp’s mouth went dry and he licked his lips while she covered his exposed balls with her hand. “Where’s my mask?” 
 
    “You don’t need it.” Her grip shifted up to circle his shaft. “I already know who you are.” A smug smile lit her face as her thumb teased his tip. “Lover.” 
 
    “Shut up.” He crushed his mouth against hers, grinding his teeth on her lips to keep her quiet. 
 
    She gasped and her hold on his toe tightened, stoking the flames in both his body and his mind.  
 
    He couldn’t harass her. He should’ve arrested her. But dear God, he wanted to harass her! Slam his cock between her spread legs and deal with the consequences later. 
 
    Shut up! 
 
    She pushed him down on the edge of the bed and jerked his jeans to his ankles as she dropped to the floor between his splayed knees. His cock jumped up and welcomed her wet mouth, sliding past her warm lips and sinking deep. Her tongue circled him, flicking and licking. Goodness, this shouldn’t feel so good. 
 
    Her hands slid down to fumble with his pants. He lifted his feet to help her slide them off, but she cinched his belt tight and ran for the door. 
 
    “I knew it!” His jeans tangled around his feet as he lunged for her, catching her ankles as he fell to the floor. 
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    “Caught with your pants down!” Chantal laughed as she rolled on her back and kicked at him, but he’d already locked an arm around her legs and pulled himself up on his knees. She’d had little chance of escaping, but she had to at least try. Couldn’t have him disappointed with her. 
 
    Tripp growled and crawled on top of her, pinning her to the floor. “Now you’re messed, Nova.” He pressed his face between her clenched thighs, nipping at her hot flesh. 
 
    “Oh goodness.” She dropped flat on her back and squirmed under him, effectively shifting her skirt out of the way while his tongue probed her panties, searching for an entrance. Hot breath on damp lace ignited her senses. 
 
    He hooked a finger under the barrier and dragged it aside, panting on her wet folds. “Do you want this?” His tongue flicked, teasing and testing. 
 
    Her body contracted and she arched into his mouth. “Idiot yes!” 
 
    He shoved her dress up above her hips and dove in, sweeping his tongue the full length of her slit. 
 
    She fought to spread her legs apart, to grant him full access, but he planted his knees on the floor, trapping her thighs between them. Her swollen clit peaked above her tight lips, and he played with it, teasing the begging bud with his finger while forcing his firm tongue between her folds. 
 
    Cascading sparks lit her spine while he mounted a full assault on her pussy, rolling and pulling on her clit. Licking and thrusting into her flesh. 
 
    He sat up and drew his arm across his wet chin, chest heaving and eyes blazing. She panted, waiting while he seemed to fight an internal battle. His posture relaxed and his shoulders sagged. 
 
    She managed to bend one knee and expose the flesh he’d been abusing. “Take it.” 
 
    Without warning he bent down and sucked her clit into his hot mouth. 
 
    “Oh! Oh!! Goodness, please!” Her circuits overloaded, popping and snapping like a motherboard in a power surge. 
 
    He groaned on her throbbing nub then tugged on it with his lips, flicking with his tongue while her body contorted under him. He jammed two fingers inside her all the way up to the third knuckle, twisting and pounding. 
 
    “Idiot!” She wrenched her legs free and spread them wide. “Idiot me!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” The finger-slowed. 
 
    “Yes!” She ground down on his fist. “Do you need a evite?” 
 
    He pulled his hand free and fell on her. They wrestled, rolling and twisting while he fumbled with her panties. He finally tore them off then slammed inside her. 
 
    Chantal’s eyes rolled back in her head and she dug her fingernails into his rear. “Oh goodness, I knew you’d be good. When I saw that Halloween picture, I just had to get your toe between my legs.” 
 
    He laughed on her shoulder and jerked her dress below her naked breasts. “I wanted to forget you at the club.” 
 
    “Ooo…in the bondage tent?” She shivered while he dragged his stubbled chin across her nipples. 
 
    “Hell no, I wanted make a naked spectacle out of you in the shower. Mmm…hot and steamy you from behind with your breasts squashed against the glass. Yeah, that would’ve been a show.” He groaned and buried his face in her neck, mindlessly pounding and moaning. “Too good. Too goddam good.” He slapped his hands on the floor and pushed off her, withdrawing completely. “Idiot!” 
 
    Chantal sat up, reaching for him as he stood. “No. What? Don’t stop now!” 
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    Tripp had nearly come when he imagined her in the shower. He’d never gotten off so fast, especially when guilt entered the picture. But he couldn’t stop if he wanted to. He grabbed his pants and yanked them up. 
 
    “Tripp, what are you doing?” Chantal stood and marched toward him, her dress bunched around her waist, completely exposing her. 
 
    That sight nearly got him off on the spot. “I almost lost it.” 
 
    “I’m about to.” One hand curled into a fist while the other slipped between her legs. 
 
    God help me. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a condom. “This might slow me down.” 
 
    Her eyes widened and then she laughed. She dragged the bedspread off the bed and flung the sheets back. 
 
    He dropped his pants and kicked them across the room. “Take your dress off.” 
 
    The rumpled red satin hit the floor, then she pushed him back against the bed. “I’ll take care of this.” She ripped the wrapper open while he pulled his t-shirt over his head, leaving his hard cock jutting into her hand. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and sucked his breath in while she rolled the latex down the length of his toe. “Nicely done.” 
 
    She shoved her hand against his chest and pushed him flat on the bed. “Now you’re messed.” 
 
    Dang right. He held her hips as she mounted him, slow, clinging. He hadn’t brought any lube. The club provided plenty. But she didn’t need it. Her wet heat seared through the barrier and melted his brain. “Incredible, this isn’t going to work.” 
 
    “Shut up.” She bent over and licked his nipple. 
 
    Rippling waves of pleasure radiated from the wet nub. “Heck, you’re gonna kill me.” No one had ever played with his nipples before. “Do it again.” 
 
    She grinned and licked the other one in slow circles, then teased it with fast flicks. 
 
    His fingers curled into her rear while she rode him, grinding on his lap and rubbing her slick flesh on his hard root. Tingles raced up and down his spine, invading every limb and driving him to pound her in return. She kept her mouth latched to a throbbing nipple while she reached over and pinched the neglected bud with her fingernails. 
 
    Pain shot through him, shredding the shroud of guilt that cloaked him every time he met a woman at the club. “Harder!” He deserved to be punished, but more than that, he wanted to feel something other than smothering dread. “I had no idea my nipples were connected to my cock.” 
 
    She laughed and pinched with both hands. “Do you want me to hurt you?” 
 
    “Oh goodness, yes!” He writhed beneath her, her with erratic thrusts. 
 
    She leaned over and chomped on a tight bud. 
 
    He hissed and thrashed but she clamped down harder, sucking and pinching while his entire body throbbed. Her hair spilled across his chest and he wrapped both fists in her braids, holding on while she punished him. The pain pierced deep, ripping his heart open and leaving the truth exposed. Fear had kept him from experiencing pleasure. Condoms hadn’t hindered him. “I need this.” 
 
    “What?” She looked up and blinked at him as if waking from a dream. 
 
    Tripp shook his head and flipped her on her back. “I need to come.” She’d probably blackmail him if he told her. He closed his eyes and drove into her hot, tight flesh. 
 
    Chantal reached up and dragged her thumb across his bruised nipple. 
 
    “Ow!” He grabbed her hand and pried it free. “That’s enough punishment for tonight.” He’d never see her again if he took her to jail. How would he get more of this? Sure, he could get his rear beat at the club, but he doubted anyone else could make it feel so good. 
 
    She leaned up on her elbows and pressed her lips against his aching bud. Soft and soothing. Warm and sweet. “How’s that?” 
 
    He bit his lip and shuddered. The erotic pain that had ripped him raw slipped away, but the raging desire remained. His arms trembled and he collapsed on top of her. “Good,” he groaned in her ear. 
 
    “Just good?” Her hot breath sent shivers down his spine. 
 
    He gathered her in his arms, grinding slow and heavy between her spread legs. “Too good for me.” 
 
    Her fingernails scored his shoulders. “Be bad with me.” She slammed onto his cock, driving against him while she wrapped her legs around his hips. 
 
    He hitched her up and slapped her rear. She cried out, cursing while they wrestled on the crisp sheets, slipping, sliding, and until they both gasped and moaned. He came inside the condom, deep inside her, exploding with a violent force that left him shuddering and begging for more. 
 
    After he came to his senses, Tripp rolled aside and slid the latex off while Chantal sprawled out across the bed with a goofy smile on her lips. He stood with his semi-hard toe straining toward her, craving contact. Should I cuddle with a suspect? He’d already harassed her when he should’ve locked her up, but snuggling afterward seemed like a worse violation. 
 
    She patted the mattress beside her. “Still waiting for an invitation?” 
 
    “Something like that.” He shrugged and sat down, stroking her left breast without giving it much thought. 
 
    Her hand drifted over and rubbed his thigh. “Why did you ask for my consent?” 
 
    “Did I?” His buzzing brain struggled to recall any rational actions. 
 
    “Twice.” 
 
    How much should I tell her? “One of the reasons I like going to Iniquity is because they have strict rules. No means no, which you clearly know about.” 
 
    Chantal snickered and slid closer to him. 
 
    “And all sex encounters are safe, sane, and consensual.” He reached over and cupped her right breast, squeezing them together and sweeping his thumb across the stiff tips. She moaned and parted her legs, most likely an involuntary reaction since he’d already satisfied her more than once. “I need to know how far I can go.” He withdrew his hand and stalled hers as it crept toward his greedy toe. 
 
    “Why?” She tried to pull free from his grasp, but he held her fingers tight. 
 
    Dang this woman’s more persistent than a lawyer. He scowled, refusing to give up any more secrets. “I thought you already knew who I am.” 
 
    “Apparently there’s more to learn.” A spark lit her eyes as if a challenge had ignited. 
 
    He pressed her knuckles to his lips and cursed himself for clinging to her. “Keep hacking my sins. You’ll find it.” 
 
    She slid under him, slipping her hands over his shoulders as he leaned down to kiss her. His naked cock probed her hot flesh, but as he straddled her, his knee landed on hard, cold reality. The handcuffs. 
 
    His inflexible rule slapped him in the face. Never the same woman twice. Especially not her. He snatched the cuffs and sat back, clicking one around her wrist and the other around his. 
 
    “Is this another sex game?” Her eyes hardened and her tone sharpened. 
 
    “Not this time.” Every truth he held dear screamed in protest as he lay beside her and wrapped their bound arms around her waist. He’d deal with the consequences later, in the bright light of day when he could see clearly, but for now, he surrendered to the dark, taking pleasure in soft boundaries and blurred rules. 
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    A warm breeze brushed across Chantal’s bare back while the sun heated her shoulders. She yawned and stretched, digging her toes into the sand while seagulls circled and squawked overhead. The nap on a Caribbean beach had done little to banish the lingering dreams and sensual memories. She’d been sure Tripp would come after her, but as the days turned into weeks, her trail had grown cold despite the clues she’d left him. 
 
    Her smartphone pinged, indicating Nova’s latest mark had succumbed to guilt and bought her silence. Diane Blackstone’s private bank account had suddenly closed after Chantal’s encounter with Detective Martin. Had Tripp told her everything? Gathered his task force and sketched a detailed profile of the hacker that eluded him? The soft blanket beneath her caressed her cheek as she turned her head away from the sun’s harsh glare and stared down the empty shoreline. Why do I want that mongrel to catch up with me? 
 
    Because the last time she’d been in his custody, she’d known only pleasure. The relentless pain in her head abandoned her, chased away by the pounding satisfaction between her thighs. A wild thrill fluttered low in her abs as a shadow fell across her. 
 
    “Chantal Leveque, aka Supernova, you’re under arrest.” 
 
    The husky growl set her heart racing. It’s him! “Dang it! You still don’t know my name?” She rolled over and glared at Detective Tripp Martin grinning like an idiot and dangling a pair of handcuffs in her face. “What took you so long?” 
 
    His eyes darkened and he sucked in his breath when his gaze landed on her bare breasts. “Good thing I came alone.” 
 
    “You can keep coming alone.” She leaned back on her elbows, showing off what he didn’t deserve to touch. “You’re going to arrest me? Did you even read the email I sent?” 
 
    “I’m arresting you for stealing all of my clothes.” The corners of his mouth twitched as if resisting a smile, but his eyes hardened and he snarled. “I had to beg housekeeping to bring me something from lost and found just so I could leave the room.” 
 
    An image of him naked and pissed off made her bikini bottoms damp. “I left you my panties.” 
 
    “Yeah, those helped.” He snorted. “I woke up, rubbed my eyes, and the handcuff scratched me.” He drew his finger down his neck as if it still pained him. “How did you get out of them?” 
 
    She laughed and flexed her fingers. “I’m very bendy.” 
 
    “I remember.” He sat beside her on the blanket, crossing his legs and resting his arms on his knees. “I found your note.” 
 
    Four words that made her heart tremble.  
 
      
 
    Your secret is safe. 
 
      
 
    She’d scrawled them on a notepad she’d found lying on the desk then ran out the door. “Good.” 
 
    “Just good?” He reached out and traced her bikini bottoms with his finger. 
 
    Chantal caught her breath as his touch sent heated ripples between her thighs. “Why did you bring the cuffs?” 
 
    Tripp sighed and withdrew his hand. He stared out at the vast horizon while the ocean waves rolled in, crashing on the shore without ceasing. “I read your email probably a hundred times. I followed all your clues, made the connections, but I still didn’t want to believe it.” His shoulders drooped as he hung his head. “I did my own investigating, found more connections. Evidence I couldn’t deny.” His lips formed a firm line as if he could no longer argue, and then he focused his intense blue eyes on her. “Diane is just the beginning.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” He could still arrest her. The stolen evidence she’d sent him could put her in prison for years. Her head pounded and her pulse roared in her ears while she waited for him to pronounce her sentence. 
 
    His lips twitched, no longer able to fight that smile, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’ll make you famous, Nova.” 
 
    His enticing promise drove the pain from her head, and she released her captive breath on a laugh. Fame, riches, a private tropical beach. But her star would collapse without this conflicted cop at the center of her galaxy. “I’ll make you dangerous.” She swiped the handcuffs from his belt and locked them around his wrists. 
 
    He offered no resistance, but instead he hooked one finger in her waistband and tugged at her bikini. “Why aren’t you naked?” 
 
    She slipped the half-swimsuit to her ankles and kicked it aside, exposing everything she had to offer and hoping he’d take it without question. 
 
    He hesitated, fumbling with the handcuffs as if they were the real restraint. 
 
    Chantal sat up and crawled onto his lap, bending her legs around his waist. What is he hiding? “Yes.” She moaned the word on his lips, driving it home with her tongue to make sure he had no doubts. 
 
    Cold steel dragged against hot skin as he slid his bound hands up over her head and down around her waist. “Too good for me.” 
 
    She slid her hand between them and unzipped his jeans, wriggling her fingers inside to circle his hot, stiff cock. “Then let’s be bad.” 
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    Asking for Trouble 
 
    By: Kiersten Modglin 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Katherine Ames walked out of the tower that boasted her last name. It was a particularly sunny day in the city, so she had to hold her hand up, shielding her eyes in order to see her limo. She climbed into the back, nodding politely to her driver.  
 
    “I need to go to my apartment please,” she instructed him before rolling up the divider.  
 
    Just then, her phone began to buzz. She looked down at the screen, not recognizing the number.  
 
    “Katherine Ames,” she called into the speaker.  
 
    “Hello? Ms. Ames?”  
 
    “Yes?” she said.  
 
    “Ms. Ames, this is Justin McConnell with Mr. Whittington’s office. I’m calling about your meeting today,” the young-sounding man told her.  
 
    “Okay, is everything all right?” 
 
    “I’m afraid Mr. Whittington is going to have to reschedule. It seems as though something unavoidable has come up. He asked me to send his regards for the short notice.” 
 
    She glanced at her watch. It was already after four and their meeting was set for six o’clock. She rolled her eyes, sighing. “There must be something we can do. It’s so important that we have the meeting today. I’ve already contacted my legal team about getting this merger started today. Surely, Justin, there’s something you can do.” 
 
    The man sighed. “I’m terribly sorry, but there isn’t. Mr. Whittington does want me to have you meet with his associate, Mr. Dylan, in his place.” 
 
    “Mr. Dylan…” She tried to decide if she recognized his name. “Is he a partner?” 
 
    “Not exactly. He’s a very valued member of our merging team. Mr. Whittington thinks very highly of him and his opinions. He seems to think it is imperative that you two meet.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m very busy. I’m just not sure I have the time to meet with anyone other than Mr. Whittington at this particular moment.” 
 
    “I see…” He trailed off.  
 
    “If you could just let me know when Mr. Whittington will be able to reschedule, I will—”  
 
    He cleared his throat, interrupting her. “I’m afraid I’ll have to get back with you. Mr. Whittington is extremely busy right now and I can’t interrupt him. I should warn you, though, there are several other companies interested in this merger. Should you choose to forgo the meeting with Mr. Dylan, there are literally dozens of others who would love to take it. Like I said, Mr. Whittington thinks the world of Mr. Dylan’s opinions. He’ll likely take whatever he has to say about this meeting very seriously.” 
 
    Katherine sighed to herself. “Okay, I’ll take the meeting. Please let Mr. Dylan know that I am looking forward to meeting him.” 
 
    “I’ll let him know.” 
 
    “Should I assume we are meeting at the same time?” 
 
    “Same time, yes,” he confirmed, “but Mr. Dylan has requested that you meet him at Maggiano’s on Fifth.” 
 
    With that, Katherine hung up her phone, laying it down on the seat. The traffic in front of her was lined up for miles. At this rate, there was no way she’d make it the twenty-seven blocks to her apartment.  
 
    “You know what?” she asked as she rolled down the divider between her and the driver. “Let’s stop here. I’ll just run in this shop and buy something to wear. We’ll never make it across town in time.” 
 
    As the car came to a stop in front of one of her favorite clothing stores, she stepped out, grabbing her purse and phone and strutting into the building, her eyes already locked on a red dress in the window. 
 
    It was time to make a great first impression, and if there was one thing Katherine Ames was spectacular at, it was first impressions.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Katherine walked into Maggiano’s Bar at a quarter till six. The place was crowded with wealthy diners. This wasn’t the sort of place Katherine usually chose to take her business meetings, but Mr. Dylan was going to get what he had requested. She glanced around the dimly lit restaurant, looking for her counterpart. 
 
    “Ms. Ames?” a low voice inquired from behind her, so close it made her jump. 
 
    She turned swiftly and gasped. 
 
    A man stood behind her, a dark, fitted suit showing off his muscled body. His coal-black hair stood up messily in every direction unlike his perfectly tamed beard, which clung tightly to his chin and jawline. He smirked at her. 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    “Mr. Dylan, of course!” she said, probably a little too loudly. 
 
    “Thank you for meeting me on such short notice.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” she said, cold chills running up and down her arms. 
 
    He held out his hand, leading her to a lone table in the back. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind—I went ahead and ordered us a bottle of wine.” 
 
    She nodded, not sure what answer she should give. He had her breathless and awestruck, desperately searching for the usual calm and level-headedness she was so proud of. 
 
    She sat down, allowing him to push her chair in before taking a seat himself. 
 
    “So, how are you?” he asked. 
 
    Before she could answer a waiter came by, opening the bottle of wine and pouring each of them a hearty glass. 
 
    “Do you need a moment or can I go ahead and get your orders put in?” 
 
    “I’ll have the apple and pecan arugula salad, dressing on the side. And a water please,” Katherine told him, glancing over the menu quickly. 
 
    “Steak for me,” Mr. Dylan told the waiter. “Twelve ounce with a baked potato on the side.” 
 
    The waiter nodded, writing down their orders and then disappearing around a corner. 
 
    “So, you work for Mr. Whittington? What is it you do for him?” Katherine asked. 
 
    He smiled, taking a sip of his wine. “I don’t work for Mr. Whittington, Ms. Ames. I am a business associate of his. We have collaborated on several different projects throughout the years.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows at him. “Years?” He looked as though he could only be half her age, twenty-two at most. 
 
    He continued to stare at his wine glass. 
 
    “How long have you worked together?” she asked, practically begging him to reveal his age. 
 
    “Lots of questions.” He smirked at her again, swirling his wine. 
 
    “Yes, well, this merger is—” 
 
    “Very important,” he cut her off. “Yes, Mr. Whittington has briefed me on just how important it is.” 
 
    “Well if that’s true, perhaps you could let me know what was so important that he had to cancel our meeting and send you in his place.” The words slipped off her tongue before she could stop them. She froze, feeling the burn of her blush on her cheeks. 
 
    He reached across the table, touching her hand gently for a slight second, then pulling away. 
 
    “Calm down there, princess.” 
 
    She sat back in her chair, instantly offended. “Princess? Who do you think you’re talking to? I’m Katherine Ames. Multimillionaire. I started my own company at twenty-three, and I’m one of the most wealthy and respected women in this country.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of who you are,” he said, looking completely carefree. “What I did not know, however, was how hot you look when you are mad.” 
 
    She grimaced at him, his smugness appalling her. 
 
    Just then the waiter approached, carrying their plates. He set them down quietly, seeming to sense the tension, and walked away. 
 
    Katherine picked up her fork, pouring a bit of dressing on her salad before taking a bite. Mr. Dylan continued to stare at her, her anger radiating as she avoided his gaze. Finally, he picked up his fork too. 
 
    “Look, we seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot. Mr. Whittington sent me here for a reason and I didn’t mean to upset you, which I obviously have. Let me make it up to you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “Let me take you somewhere less…stuffy and miserable.” 
 
    “You suggested this place,” she said, laughing out loud. 
 
    “I thought it was somewhere you might enjoy,” he said, his dark eyes burning into her. 
 
    “Why would you think that? You think that I’m…‘stuffy and miserable?’” 
 
    “I know your type,” he said, refilling his wine glass. 
 
    “My type?” She put down her fork, feeling anger well up inside of her again. 
 
    “Yes, your type. How was it that you described yourself, Ms. Ames? Multimillionaire. One of the most respected and wealthy women in the country.” He spoke with sarcasm and obvious disdain. “People like you hang out in places like this.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about me,” she said firmly, starting to stand up. She threw her napkin down on the plate, her appetite completely gone. “Please tell Mr. Whittington that if this is how his—” 
 
    He leaped up, staring at her firmly. “Prove me wrong then.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” she asked. 
 
    “Come with me and find out.” His gaze remained steady, his face only inches from hers. 
 
    “Why should I?” she asked, not daring to move an inch. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    He took hold of her hand, pausing for a moment as if to see if she’d pull away. When she didn’t, he laid several bills on the table, leading her out of the restaurant. As they exited, he pulled off his suit jacket, rolling up his shirtsleeves and removing his tie in an instant. She stared at him in awe, the muscles in his arms flexing with each move. He stuck his hand in the air, stepping toward the curb. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What does it look like?” he asked, not bothering to look back. “I’m getting us a cab. Those don’t look like walking shoes.” 
 
    She glanced down at her too-high heels that she’d picked to perfectly match her too-tight red dress. 
 
    “A cab? I could call my driver. I haven’t taken a cab in over a decade.” 
 
    He turned back to face her, his face disappointed. “Seriously? I thought you were trying to prove me wrong about you.” 
 
    “I don’t have a problem with cabs. I’m just saying that—” 
 
    “Great then, because here we go.” He smiled at her as a car pulled up to the curb. He stepped back, allowing her to climb in first. She stared at the driver and at the car for what seemed like forever before inching her way toward the road and climbing in. The seats squeaked underneath her as she scooted across to the far window, her dress riding up her legs uncomfortably. 
 
    He climbed in next, laying his jacket and tie on the seat between them. The scent of his earthy cologne filled the cab. 
 
    “Where to?” the driver asked. 
 
    “One Hundred and Fifty-First Street,” he instructed. 
 
    “One Hundred and Fifty-First Street? Are you crazy? Are we trying to get robbed?” 
 
    “Calm down, princess. We’re going to be fine.” 
 
    “My name is Katherine,” she told him firmly. 
 
    “Calm down, Katherine,” he agreed. “Oh, wait! Stop here.” 
 
    The driver did as he was told, pulling to the curb only a few blocks from where they had departed. He jumped out of the car, leaving the door open for her to follow. After a few moments, she did, the warm evening air hitting her skin. She sighed, handing the driver a twenty, and followed him onto the sidewalk where he was quickly darting through the crowd. 
 
    “Wait up!” she yelled after him, curious as to where he was headed. 
 
    He didn’t stop, his gaze focused ahead. Finally, just when she was sure she was going to lose him, as her feet burned in agony, he stopped at a hot dog stand. 
 
    She approached him, breathing heavily. 
 
    “What do you…think you are doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Easy, slugger,” he laughed as he spoke, “where’s the fire?” 
 
    “You left me in the cab! What was I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Well, I figured you’d hold the cab. I was getting us a snack!” he said exasperatedly, as if she should have known. 
 
    “How was I supposed to know that?” 
 
    “I guess I was just under the impression you knew everything,” he said playfully as he handed over a hot dog. 
 
    She stared down at the bun. There were black burn marks on the meat. She immediately felt bile rise in her throat. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “Don’t tell me you don’t like hot dogs, Ms. Ames.” 
 
    His smirk annoyed her to no end; the way he was able to get under her skin was uncanny. 
 
    “I didn’t say I don’t like them. We just ate dinner. I couldn’t possibly eat this right now.” 
 
    He scoffed. 
 
    “What?” she asked, staring from him to the food. 
 
    “Nothing,” he told her. “It’s fine, Katherine. Just, here, give it to me and I’ll throw it away.” He held out his hand. 
 
    She stared at him, something suddenly occurring to her. Her jaw dropped open. 
 
    “What?” he asked, passing his jacket from one arm to the other. 
 
    “I don’t know your name,” she said. 
 
    He turned to stare at her. “What?” 
 
    “I mean, you introduced yourself as Mr. Dylan, yet you’re calling me Katherine. I never learned your first name,” she said. 
 
    He smiled, rubbing his chin. “You do know my first name. It’s Mister.” 
 
    She laughed out loud, covering her mouth quickly, shame radiating across her face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh.” She held up her hand in an apology, placing it on his arm. He immediately stiffened and she removed it, feeling her face grow warmer. “Your name is literally Mister?” 
 
    He nodded, laughter filling his eyes. “Literally. My parents hated me.” 
 
    She stifled another laugh, covering her face and trying to regain her composure. “It’s not so bad,” she insisted. 
 
    He stared at her for a second, stopping in his tracks. Their eyes locked, the dark of his meeting the cool blue of hers. There was a softness in his shadowy eyes she hadn’t noticed before. Suddenly he laughed out loud, pulling his gaze from hers. He held out his hand to her. 
 
    “I’m just kidding. I’m Jake. Jacob, but Jake.” 
 
    She laughed, breathing a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank goodness. I really didn’t think I could keep calling you Mister Dylan all night with a straight face.” 
 
    He smiled at her, his eyes taking her in for what seemed like the first time. Finally, they began walking again. With her guard starting to come down, she took a bite of the hot dog in her hand, smiling bravely at him. 
 
    He covered his mouth in feigned shock. “Oh my goodness, did Katherine Ames just eat a hot dog, ladies and gentlemen? Is it possible?” 
 
    She chewed, the strange meaty taste filling her mouth. It was nothing like she’d ever eaten before—not bad necessarily, but not what she would describe as good. 
 
    Reading the odd look on her face, Jake held out his hand, taking the food from her and tossing it in the nearest garbage can. “Well, at least you tried.” 
 
    She smiled at him, taking his hand when he offered it so that their fingers intertwined. “So, tell me about yourself, Jake Dylan.” 
 
    He shook his head. “There’s nothing to tell, trust me. I live here in New York, moved here from Boston two years ago.” 
 
    “Isn’t New York City the greatest?” 
 
    “I guess so.” He stepped carefully over a puddle, pulling her around it as well. 
 
    “You guess? I grew up here, but I still find it…magical sometimes.” She blushed as she spoke, feeling like a child. 
 
    “Well, no offense to your precious city. I just don’t get out much to enjoy it.” 
 
    “What do you do?” she asked. 
 
    “Whatever my boss tells me to do,” he told her simply. 
 
    “But what sort of company do you work for? What’s the name? I’ve probably done business with them at some point.” 
 
    He stopped again, staring ahead and avoiding her gaze. “No time for questions. We’re here.” He pointed up at a building, a hotel. 
 
    “A hotel?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re going to use their conference room. We never got to discuss the merger at the restaurant. Mr. Whittington will want us to go into further detail.” 
 
    “Okay,” she told him, allowing him to lead her into the building. 
 
    When they entered, they approached the front desk. He spoke to the girl behind the counter. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Dylan,” she said, greeting him immediately. 
 
    “Hello,” he addressed her formally. “We’re here to use the conference room. My employer should have called ahead.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked discouraged. “Yes, there was a call. Unfortunately, we’re renovating our conference room right now. I’m so sorry,” she told him, genuinely looking apologetic. 
 
    “Come on, Jessica, there’s got to be something you can do for me. It’s really important.” He leaned across the desk as he spoke, almost as if he were flirting with her. Katherine watched, her heart pounding, suddenly feeling a bit ill. 
 
    He ran his fingers through his hair, leaning in even closer and lowering his voice. Katherine couldn’t make out what he said next. 
 
    Jessica’s face grew bright red as she began looking at her computer. Her eyes seemed to be trying to avoid his. Finally, she turned, grabbing a keycard and scanning it. 
 
    “Here you go, Mr. Dylan. Room 313.” She held out the keycard to him. 
 
    He took it, kissing her hand. “Thank you.” He turned to Katherine, holding out his arm and placing it around her. “Our suite awaits.” 
 
    “Suite? I thought we were going to a conference room.” 
 
    “Theirs is being renovated. I’ve booked us a suite instead. Don’t worry, it’ll be totally professional,” he told her, though his eyes told a different story. 
 
    “I don’t know, Jake. This seems like a bad idea.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, already having led her to a quiet hallway. He turned to face her, her back up against the wall. “Don’t you trust yourself?” 
 
    She nodded, though her body screamed no. Finally, she ducked under his arm, freeing herself from his captivating stare. “I just…it’s getting late. I should be going home. Perhaps we can meet again.” 
 
    “No,” he said simply. “It’s now or never, Katherine, and the merger is on the line.” 
 
    She looked around the hallway, desperately wondering what to do next. 
 
    “It’s up to you.” He wagged the key in front of her face. “We aren’t going to do anything bad,” he told her, though the last word hung on his lips. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, her eyes lost in his, letting his arm slide around her waist. 
 
    They climbed into the elevator together, her pulse radiating through her entire body. He hit the number three and then leaned against the wall casually. Katherine felt sweat collecting on her forehead, wondering exactly what the night held in store for her. Would their meeting be entirely professional? They had held hands earlier on the street; she knew that. The way he stared at her was far from professional, and the thoughts running through her mind during those stares tended to stray as well. She tried to slow her breathing, pursing her lips to blow out each breath. If he noticed her discomfort, he didn’t mention it. 
 
    Finally, they reached their floor. Her whole body shook as she walked down the hall behind him. When they reached their room, he slid the key in and pushed it open. The suite was large, with two separate rooms. A bed adorned one room, king-sized with a white-and-red bedding set. Her eyes lingered there a moment too long. The second room held a couch, a table, and a large television, plus a small kitchen area. 
 
    Jake held out his hand, pointing toward the couch and the table. “Take your pick. I’ll get us something to drink.” 
 
    She nodded, her entire body feeling numb. She placed her hand on her chest, feeling her heart pound. She found her way to the couch, feeling less formal, and sat on the far end. They needed plenty of space in order for her head to clear. 
 
    Before she could completely slow her pulse, he walked around the couch, handing her a glass of champagne and sitting directly beside her. He placed his feet on the coffee table, looking completely at ease. 
 
    “To a successful evening,” he said, holding his glass high. They touched them together, each taking a sip of their champagne. The bubbles hit her throat, making her feel giddy. 
 
    He smiled at her, leaning in closer. “And to being completely professional.” 
 
    Her heart pounded, his skin only inches from hers. She could feel the heat radiating off of him. She took a breath, raising her glass up again to her mouth, breaking their locked stare. 
 
    She looked down, trying hard not to blush, and gasped. There, at the bottom of her champagne flute, was a tiny sprinkle of white dust, a trail of it spiraling up through her glass. How had she not noticed it before? 
 
    She jumped up, clutching her throat. Her glass hit the ground, champagne splashing out everywhere, glass shattering. 
 
    “What…are you…you drugged me?” she screamed. 
 
    He frowned, standing up too. “Now, calm down. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The white pill in my drink, Jake.” She ran toward the kitchen, turning on the faucet and opening her mouth under it. She rinsed, swishing the water around and then spitting it out. 
 
    “You’re being ridiculous.” He followed her over toward the sink, touching her back. 
 
    She jerked away, rushing toward the door. He beat her there, pushing his hand up against it so that she couldn’t pull it open. She let out a scream, pounding on the door. 
 
    Suddenly, he reached into his pocket and whipped out a gun, holding it to her. “Calm down,” he instructed through gritted teeth. 
 
    She instantly got silent, tears finding her eyes as she stifled sobs. “What? Are you going to rape me now?” 
 
    He lowered the gun, a giant grin filling his face. “What?” 
 
    “I said, are you going to rape me now? Was that some sort of date-rape drug?” 
 
    He let out a laugh, removing his hand from the door. 
 
    She remained frozen. “What is so funny?” 
 
    “Do I look like I have to…to rape anyone?” he asked her, his eyebrows raised. 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    “Trust me, Kate, I can and have had anyone I want. If I wanted to forget you, I wouldn’t need a drug.” 
 
    She gulped, the look in his eyes searing through her. “My name is Katherine, not Kate.” 
 
    He stared at her, leaning closer until his breath was on her cheek. “Katherine.” 
 
    “Then what? What do you want?” 
 
    “You.” He shoved his face into hers, pushing his tongue into her mouth. The tenseness in her body fell away, allowing her to lean into him, throwing her arms around his neck. His kiss overtook her, causing her to completely forget about the gun and the events leading up to it. 
 
    Suddenly, and all too soon, he pulled away, wiping his mouth and breathing heavily. “My point,” he said simply, looking smug. 
 
    She panted, pressed up against the door, clutching her chest. “Okay. You proved your point. So what was the pill then?” 
 
    “It was something to calm you down, chill you out. I just needed you to stay here for the night. I wasn’t planning on touching you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    He shook his head. “The less you know, the better. Trust me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Does Mr. Whittington know about this? I can’t understand why he would want me to meet with you.” 
 
    He sighed. “Sit down, Katherine.” 
 
    “I don’t want to—” 
 
    “Just sit down!” he interrupted her, exasperated. 
 
    She walked to the couch, keeping herself facing him. He placed the gun back in its holster behind his back. “Now, I didn’t want to have to bring that out. I didn’t want to scare you. Trust me, it was for your own good.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t work with Mr. Whittington.” 
 
    “What?” She covered her mouth, though she had slightly sensed this might be coming. 
 
    He sighed, holding up his hand. “The people who I work for are very dangerous. And they do not want this merger between Ames and Whittington Industries to happen. Do you understand?” 
 
    She didn’t dare move, but her entire body shook with dread. 
 
    “This merger could mean a loss of literally thousands of jobs. Those are people, families. You’ll make millions but it comes at a great cost.” 
 
    “There are others interested. If I don’t make the merger, other companies will.” 
 
    “My boss will see to it that that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “Who is your boss?” 
 
    “I could never tell you that, even if I wanted to. I don’t even know his name.” 
 
    “So what exactly do you do for him?” 
 
    “I told you, Katherine…whatever he wants.” 
 
    “So, you just go around kidnapping women for him? What happens after tonight? Do you kill me? Smuggle me over the border so that I’ll never be heard from again? I have a boyfriend, you know. He’ll come looking for me!” 
 
    “Kidnap? No. This is far from a kidnapping. My job was to distract you so that you missed your meeting with Mr. Whittington. My boss needed a chance to get to him first, to propose something other than your merger. I had to keep you busy all night until I got the message that the job is taken care of, which…” He checked his phone. “I still haven’t. I’m not going to hurt you at all. Once I get the all-clear, you’ll be free to go and you’ll never see me again.” He paused. “Oh, and as for having a boyfriend, the way you kissed me earlier…well, that suggests otherwise.” 
 
    “You kissed me!” she retorted. 
 
    “You didn’t try to stop me.” He sat down beside her once again. “Now,” he took hold of her shaking hands, “would you like something to drink?” He held up a hand in defense. “You can pour it yourself. You just look like you need to chill out.” 
 
    “Chill out? That merger was really important. It could make or break my company.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It seems like you’re going to be just fine to me.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about me.” 
 
    “Let’s see.” He rubbed his chin, pretending to think. “I know that you don’t like pecans, even though you ordered an apple and pecan salad, because you picked around the pecans all night. I know that you hate hot dogs, but hate to be proven wrong more. I know that you grew up in New York and that you still look at it as magical, which means it hasn’t made you brazen, like the rest of us. I know that you bought that dress tonight because the tag is still on it.” He laughed, pulling the tag off of the back of her dress, much to her dismay. He glanced at it before continuing, “I know that you make way too much money to be as nice as you are. And I know that you aren’t married, because…no ring. You haven’t talked about kids all night so I’m assuming you don’t have those either. I’m assuming you live alone, excluding your butlers and maids.” 
 
    She laughed. “I don’t have butlers or maids.” 
 
    “A cook?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Hmm…well, I guess I still have more to learn about you then.” 
 
    “I guess you do,” she told him coyly, wondering how she could feel so safe with someone who was putting her in danger. She stared at him, noticing the tattoo that adorned his forearm, the scar just above his left eyebrow, and the dark shadow that lined his chin and lips. This man was stunning, dark, and mysterious, yet there was a bit of warmth in his eyes she hadn’t noticed at first glance. 
 
    She stopped her thoughts immediately. This man had kidnapped her, and he was the reason her company, her legacy, would lose out on a deal she had been working toward for two years now. Anger bubbled inside of her, yet she couldn’t let it show. 
 
    “So, how long do you think we’ll have to stay here?” 
 
    “Is it so bad being in my company, Ms. Ames?” 
 
    She froze, her mouth tight. “How long, Jake?” 
 
    He sighed, glancing at his phone. “As long as it takes, I guess.” 
 
    She nodded, her whole body feeling tense. “Excuse me for a moment—I need to use the restroom.” 
 
    She stood up, walking out of the room and into the restroom at the end of the suite. She flipped on the lights, stepping in front of the mirror and letting out a deep breath. She stared at her reflection. Her dark hair had begun to fall from its place. She took hold of the clips, pulling them out one by one to allow her hair to fall carelessly down her back. Her eyeliner had begun to run, so she grabbed some tissue, wiping it carefully away. She rubbed her cheeks, bringing a bit more pink to their pale palette. Finally, she sighed, running her fingers through her hair once more before walking back out into the room. 
 
    When she reentered the living area of the suite, she realized Jake was nowhere to be found. She tiptoed, slipping her heels off to allow her to move quietly through the room, passing the doorway to the bedroom. Jake was there, sitting on the edge of the bed, staring into his wine glass. He’d unbuttoned his shirt, allowing her to see his muscled body. She held her breath, swallowing hard. Was he waiting for her? 
 
    She permitted herself only a moment to make a decision. He hadn’t seen her standing there yet, so she could make a run for it…or she could make her presence known and see where the night took them. 
 
    She closed her eyes, turning toward the door and cracking it open. She darted out, sensing the freedom. Her whole body ached to be out of that hotel. She ran with all her might, hearing him calling behind her now. 
 
    “Katherine! Katherine! Please, wait!” he demanded. 
 
    She refused, continuing to run until someone ran straight into her. He was tall, bald, with arms that reminded her of tree trunks nearly ripping through his black shirt. He grabbed hold of her arm, squeezing it tightly. 
 
    “Stefan, no,” Jake yelled, approaching them quickly. He held his hands out, reaching for Katherine. 
 
    “What happened, Jacob?” the man asked, his voice harsh. 
 
    “It isn’t what it looks like.” 
 
    “She was trying to leave.” 
 
    “Yes.” Jake’s eyes looked stern, scary even, as he locked them with Stefan’s. 
 
    “Did you get the all-clear?” 
 
    “No,” Jake said. “If you’ll just give her back to me, we’ll head back to the room.” 
 
    “She has seen our faces. She must go to the boss,” Stefan said, tightening his grip on her arm. 
 
    Suddenly, realizing what was happening, she began to hyperventilate. The room grew closer together, the edges of her vision blurring. 
 
    “No, please! No! I won’t tell anyone anything. Please just let me go!” she begged. 
 
    Stefan pulled her closer to him, turning to walk into a room. 
 
    She gasped as her world grew dark and she heard only Jake’s voice screaming her name.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Katherine woke up, she stared up at the ceiling of her apartment. She sat up in bed, wondering for a moment if it had all been a bad dream. She stared down at the dress that she had worn, felt the soreness in her arms from where Stefan had grabbed her, and she knew none of it had been a dream. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” a voice asked from behind her. 
 
    She jumped, pulling away from the voice before turning to face it. Jake sat in a chair facing the bed, shadows dancing across his face. She could see a faint outline of bruising around his cheek, and there were bloodstains on his shirt. 
 
    “Jake?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    “I’m sorry about all of this,” he said. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “You have to leave. You aren’t safe staying here right now.” 
 
    “Stefan?” she asked, approaching him. 
 
    “There are men worse than Stefan out there.” 
 
    “What happened, Jake?” 
 
    “I took care of Stefan,” he said, standing up. “But you still aren’t safe.” 
 
    “Did you…kill him?” 
 
    He turned away from her, facing out the window. “No, I didn’t kill him, Katherine.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure she believed him. 
 
    He went on, “But he won’t be bothering you anymore. There are others, though…our boss will send others after you, after us. You have to leave the country for a while.” 
 
    She approached him, touching his shoulders. “You saved my life.” 
 
    “Only after I put you in danger in the first place, Katherine, don’t forget that.” He turned to face her, his mouth only inches from hers. 
 
    “So, where will we go?” 
 
    “You will go wherever you want. Take a long, extended vacation. You must leave first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Just me?” 
 
    “Just you,” he confirmed, taking her hands off of his chest and walking away from her. 
 
    “But you said you are in danger too.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” he told her. “I always have. Tonight, keep the doors locked. Leave first thing in the morning. Stay gone at least six months, Katherine. Do you understand?” 
 
    She nodded, though she wasn’t sure she understood any of it. 
 
    He picked up his jacket, walking toward the door. 
 
    “Wait,” she told him. 
 
    He turned. 
 
    “I just…I mean…thank you.” She wrapped her arms around him, pulling him into a hug. His woodsy scent filled her nose, and she took a deep breath, wanting to remember it, him, forever. 
 
    She pulled away, though she didn’t drop her arms from his neck, willing him to kiss her. 
 
    “It has been an…interesting night, Ms. Ames,” he told her, his breath hot on her cheek. 
 
    “When will I see you again?” 
 
    “I should hope you never have to.” 
 
    He pulled her arms down from his neck, kissing her cheek gently. “Goodnight, Katherine.” 
 
    With that, he was gone, shutting the door behind him. Katherine locked the door, resting her back against it and breathing hard. The night was a whirlwind around her and she could still feel his skin on hers. Tears in her eyes, she fell into her bed, shoving her face into a pillow and begging for sleep. 
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    It was just past three when a knock sounded on Katherine’s door, pulling her from sleep. She sat up in bed instantly, staring around the dark room. Her heart pounded as she scooted back farther on her bed, pulling the covers up around her. 
 
    She heard someone moving outside her door, jiggling the handle. She was frozen, knowing she should call 911 or look for a weapon, but unable to move a muscle. Suddenly, she heard the door open and then someone walking across her apartment. Heavy footsteps. She sank into her bed, sliding across it in an attempt to hide underneath. 
 
    Before she could make it under the bed, her bedroom door crept open. 
 
    “Jake?” she screamed, seeing the man in her doorway. 
 
    He approached, his eyes locked on hers, his mouth unmoving, and grabbed her face. He pressed his lips into hers finally, their bodies leaning together. She threw her arms around his neck, pulling him into her. He pulled back, staring into her eyes for only a second. 
 
    “You came back?” she asked. 
 
    “I never left. I couldn’t,” he told her. 
 
    He kissed her again, passion fueling their every move. He unzipped her dress, kissing the back of her neck, then pulled it over her head. He turned her back around, unbuttoning his shirt slowly, never pulling their faces apart. She found his belt, unbuckling it, feeling his excitement for her. 
 
    She lay down on the bed, pulling his body gently on top of her. His kisses found her neck, working their way around her jawline and behind her ears. She moaned as his tongue danced along her collarbone. He flipped her over on top of him in one swift motion, making her laugh. His hands grazed her body gently, feeling every part of her. Her skin was on fire, dancing and burning with his every touch. They tossed and turned in the bed, their bodies moving together perfectly. He unhooked her bra, tossing it across the room and his lips found her breasts, trailing down toward her navel and reaching her hipbones. She whimpered with pleasure as he continued downward, kissing every inch of her body, his stubble scraping her skin. 
 
    “Oh,” she exclaimed, her back arching underneath him. Her movements begged him not to stop. Finally, he came back up slowly, kissing and licking every inch of her until he finally came to rest on her lips. 
 
    “My goodness, Ms. Ames,” he whispered gruffly. 
 
    With that, she sighed in ecstasy, watching him slide off the bed and pull his pants off, climbing back up onto the bed. 
 
    His eyes asked the question as he slid her legs apart. 
 
    Yes, she told him silently, nodding her head. Yes, I’m ready. 
 
    He didn’t have to be told twice, sliding into her as she shrieked in pure pleasure. They molded together finally, their bodies finding exactly what they needed in each other. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Katherine woke up the next morning, she was alone in bed. She reached over and switched off her alarm. It had been set for six a.m. 
 
    “Jake?” she asked, staring around the empty room. She climbed out of bed, walking around the quiet apartment. He wasn’t there. Her body was sore and stiff, proof that last night had happened. She walked back to her bedroom, throwing on a robe, and remembered what he had told her. She had to leave the country and she had to leave now. 
 
    She grabbed a suitcase from her closet, loading it with clothes and shoes, trying to decide where she should go. She tried to ignore the bit of sadness in her stomach, the very large part of her that wished he would’ve still been there, the part that wished he’d travel with her. 
 
    She knew that he’d been honest with her, and though it filled her eyes with tears to admit it, he wouldn’t ever see her again. He couldn’t. It wasn’t safe for either of them. She wiped the tears from her eyes, having no time for sadness. 
 
    She frowned, staring around her empty apartment and wondering what to pack. She grabbed another suitcase from her closet. She would definitely need two. 
 
    A vacation would be good for her, she knew. It had been too long since she’d been on one. Her company would be fine while she was gone. Besides, it would be good to get away and not have to think about the failed merger. She was surprised to find that thinking of it didn’t hurt nearly as much as thinking about Jake. 
 
    She sighed, grabbing her laptop and getting on the airline’s website. She would grab breakfast on the way to the airport. After that, she wouldn’t look back. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Katherine stood in line at the airport, trying to think of anything but last night, anything but him. She had ultimately decided on a vacation to Fiji, which never failed to show her a good time. She felt confident that she could enjoy herself and that it would take her mind off of everything going on. If Fiji failed, she would travel somewhere else. 
 
    When she’d started her company years ago, the thing that had excited her the most was that she could work from wherever she chose to be. Her company had given her the freedom and financial power to travel the world, and for the past decade, she’d done everything from her office. She’d given up on travel long ago, but it was time to find that love again. She sighed as she thought about it, the word “love” pounding on her already sore heart. 
 
    She felt tears hit her eyes and wiped them away quickly, realizing how ridiculous she was being. She didn’t love Jake. She’d only just met him. She was just being silly. It was a tiny crush. Her body pulsated thinking of the night before. She sent the memory from her brain. But then, she reminded herself, he did save her life. He was trying to help her. He had to feel something for her, right? 
 
    “Ma’am?” a voice called, pulling her from her daydream. 
 
    She stared ahead, the airline employee frowning at her from behind her desk. The line in front of her had disappeared and she was standing in the middle of the airport looking completely lost. 
 
    “Sorry.” She frowned, approaching the counter. “I need to pick up my ticket.” 
 
    “Right, and your name?” 
 
    “Katherine Ames,” she said, feeling scatterbrained as she sat down her bags and began to pull out her paperwork. 
 
    “Okay then, let me see. Where are you traveling today, Ms. Ames?” 
 
    “Fiji,” Katherine told her, digging through her purse. 
 
    “Ah, there you are. I’ll just need to see your passport then.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s in here somewhere,” Katherine said, feeling quite frantic as she dug through the bag. She had packed it; she knew she had. Where in the world could it be? 
 
    “Sorry,” she said exasperatedly, taking items out of her purse and laying them on the counter. 
 
    “Ma’am, maybe you’d like to sit down and look?” 
 
    “No, no, it’s in here!” Katherine shouted, sounding angrier than she had intended. “I’m sorry, it’s just…wait, here it is!” She held it up, handing it over to the woman. 
 
    The attendant looked it over carefully before handing it back. “Thank you,” she said stiffly. She grabbed a ticket from the printer behind her and handed that over as well. “Enjoy your flight.” 
 
    Katherine nodded. “Thank you, sweetheart.” She tried to smile, knowing she’d already come across as a crazy person. She stuck the ticket and passport in her jacket pocket, carrying her purse and three suitcases awkwardly through the airport. She had forty minutes until her flight, but she was at the wrong end of the airport and she still had to check her bags. 
 
    Suddenly a voice came from behind her, a voice that made her heart leap into her chest. Her bags dropped to the floor with a loud bang. 
 
    “Katherine?” 
 
    She turned, forgetting all about her luggage as it rolled across the airport floor. She stared at him, her mouth open, tears filling her eyes again. 
 
    He stood in front of her, one bag in his hand, and a slightly uncertain smirk in his eye. Their gaze locked together, even through the crowded airport. She was in shock, her whole body on edge. The hairs on her arms stood up and she couldn’t move. 
 
    He took a step toward her. “Katherine, I—” he began. 
 
    She cut him off, running toward him. “Oh, thank goodness.” She laughed as she jumped into his arms. He caught her, kissing her lips. It was as if he’d never left. They stood in the airport, surrounded by thousands of strangers, kissing like it was the last time they would ever see each other. Katherine knew that wouldn’t be the case. 
 
    “You came?” she asked when they pulled away. 
 
    “So did you, if I remember correctly,” he said sarcastically. 
 
    She stared at him, a frown on her face, silently begging him to tell her that this was real. 
 
    “I came.” He nodded finally. “I’m coming.” He smiled, still a slight hint of the perversion in his voice, but his eyes told a different story. 
 
    She kissed his lips again, feeling them part under hers, and she knew that he felt it too. He was coming with her. And they were both asking for trouble.  
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    Blacklisted 
 
    By: Cora Kenborn 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charity 
 
      
 
    Whoever said money couldn’t buy happiness obviously hadn’t slipped a toe into a pair of Christian Louboutin Harleyda thigh-high boots. At twenty-seven hundred dollars a pair, the crystal-tipped, spiked suede hugged my calves like a second skin bathed in barbed wire, making me the happiest jerk in the club. 
 
    Not that I paid for them myself. I’d built a career on the generosity of others…only they had no idea of their charity until it was too late. Maybe that’s why I’d chosen the name I had when I found myself knee-deep in the shadier side of business. It was a little sadistic, but on some sort of Freudian-level, I guess it gave me a good laugh to tell myself all those poor idiots gave to charity. Or it could quite possibly be that I had so many aliases it was the only one left I could remember. 
 
    Some called me a con artist. Others called me a thief. I preferred Personal Liquidation Specialist. 
 
    Okay, yeah, maybe thief was more accurate. 
 
    It didn’t matter much to me what people thought of me. Those same people who judged me dragged their rears out of bed every day at the crack of dawn and slaved for some jerk who paid them a fraction of their worth, only to despise their lives and be miserable. What kind of life was that? People could say what they wanted, but I woke up in the late afternoon most days, dressed in the finest designer clothes, and spent a few hours once or twice a week in a club drinking on someone else’s dime. 
 
    Call me immoral, but who’s the idiot here? 
 
    I smiled a little to myself as I glanced around Suede’s crowded bar. Bright blue and magenta lights flickered across the packed Vegas-style Miami nightclub, highlighting the faces of the rich, famous, and completely oblivious. Other than the usual wink from an admiring male eye, or scowl from his female companion, no one gave me a second glance. As long as I played the role well enough, I fit in. I was accepted without question. They thought I belonged. 
 
    Jerks. 
 
    Located in the famed Fallon Hotel in Miami, Florida, Suede had to be the most lavish hotspot in the city. The door was notoriously hard to infiltrate and the prices weren’t for the faint of heart. People stood elbow-to-elbow with A-list celebrities, carrying on conversations with P. Diddy and Paris Hilton as if they were waiting in line at the supermarket check-out line. Table service could easily cost a weekend partygoer an entire paycheck, which was why I walked my happy rear straight to the bar. I came here to earn a paycheck, not blow one. 
 
    With the thrill of a new chase coursing through my veins, I straightened my spine and licked the inside of my bottom lip the moment I set eyes on my newest target. He sat hunched over, his hair rumpled from its earlier nine-to-five sensible style, and the collar on his boring white shirt opened a few buttons. He motioned to the bartender, tugging on his opened lapel repeatedly as he slugged back gin and tonic like it was water in the Sahara. 
 
    This would be too easy. It saddened me a little. I liked a challenge. Hopefully, they all wouldn’t be this pathetic, or I’d be bored into an early night. Still, I lived for this trash and a rush was a rush in any form it presented itself. I’d take what I could get for the high alone. 
 
    My light blonde hair hung at my chin in loose curls that I’d styled just for tonight. Wearing my hair like this drove men crazy. I had no idea why, but my score always seemed bigger when I amped up the Marilyn Monroe sex-kitten look. Maybe it made me seem vulnerable and harmless. Maybe that was why men like this guy almost made me feel guilty. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “Is this seat taken?” I ran my red nails over the back of the bar stool and watched him do a double take. The moment he glanced up and met my eyes, I knew I had him. He stared at me with his mouth slightly open like I had angel wings and a halo. 
 
    Sucker. 
 
    He pushed the chair out with his toe and motioned to the seat. “Not anymore. It’s all yours.” Running a hand down the front of his wrinkled shirt, he offered me the opposite one. “I’m Paul, by the way.” 
 
    With the club growing more crowded, I plastered an indifferent coolness across my face and quickly accepted the invitation before he changed his mind. Reining in the excitement bubbling under my skin, I slipped in beside him, placed my clutch on the bar, and cranked the charm up to an eleven by flashing him one of my practiced killer smiles. 
 
    “So what’s got you looking like Wall Street just crashed your party?” I needed to establish a rapport, although I honestly didn’t give a hoot what Paul’s day was like. In my line of work, small talk was a necessary evil, and I had the skills to make this guy think I was a walking dream. If I could figure out how to do my job without catering to overinflated egos, my life would be ten times easier and a heck of a lot happier. 
 
    I prowled my mark, perched on a live wire with a hedonistic covering of electricity and sin. “I’ve got all night. Why don’t you buy me a drink and tell me about it?” 
 
    A light sparked in his flat eyes, and one side of his mouth twitched in a hidden smile. “What’s your poison?” 
 
    “Chopin vodka martini…extra dirty, four olives.” 
 
    “You’re very specific.” 
 
    “I know what I want.” I winked. 
 
    It wasn’t a lie. I absolutely knew what I wanted. His wallet and his watch…preferably without too much exertion on my part, thank you. 
 
    A grin tugged at the corner of Paul’s lips as he flagged down the bartender and recited my order verbatim, holding up four fingers when asking for the olives. Bored already, I scanned the rows of couches in an elevated seating area directly above me, when I saw him. 
 
    Incredible. 
 
    What was he doing here? Surrounded by a private party held by a well-known television actress, he’d all but pulled some random woman in his lap. As the hard bass of the music engulfed me, I narrowed my eyes at his thrown back chin while he laughed at something some blonde bimbo in boots said to him. 
 
    Yeah, I know. Hi, pot. I’m kettle. You’re black. 
 
    But rationality had no place in my world at that moment. His presence in Suede threw a major kink in my plans and pissed me off in a way I hadn’t been in a while. As I took in his fitted black slacks and gray button-up shirt that hugged him in all the right places, I fisted both of my hands, digging my nails into my palms. 
 
    Spencer. 
 
    Strands of gelled and meticulously styled onyx hair crowned equally meticulously chiseled cheeks, stubbled chin, and espresso-colored eyes. The man wore a face mask twenty-four-seven, artfully keeping his opponent off-guard and unstable. I halfway respected and hated him for it. I could keep the charade up for only so long before my mark bored me to the point of breaking character. It was why I usually worked fast and got the heck out. 
 
    Speed yielded a bigger payout for me. However, Spencer played a well-orchestrated cat-and-mouse game like none other. He could work a target for hours, patiently waiting for the perfect moment to strike. I’d rather hit multiple marks, doubling my cash load and spending as little time as possible lying to everyone involved about how much I cared about their lives. 
 
    I let out a low growl as Spencer ran a crooked finger down the blonde’s cheek while she giggled and played with her sad excuse for hair extensions. I almost felt bad for her. She actually thought he wanted whatever Botox-silicone offering she flashed him, but I knew the truth the minute he swiped her cheek again. 
 
    From what I could tell, the diamonds shining in her ears most likely weighed in at about two carats. Another drink and one more swipe, and they’d be in Spencer’s pocket. 
 
    If I wasn’t in the middle of my own score, I’d walk my rear over and trash all over his parade. I was only thirty years old, but I’d been doing this long enough to build a name for myself in our blacklisted circle. There were no business partners in this line of work, and there wasn’t room at the top for both of us. High-roller clubs were my domain and he knew it. He came here to be a jerk and one-up me. 
 
    With the beat still vibrating in my ears, I tuned Paul out and watched Spencer run the pad of his thumb over his bottom lip, eliciting a shudder from the cheap blonde. The look on his face was smug, certain he had her where he wanted her as she leaned into his touch while he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. 
 
    To the oblivious onlooker, Spencer and this chick looked like an impending hook-up. However, I followed his hand as it trailed from the outside of her ear, down her arm, and across the seat cushion to his lap. The flashing lights from the dance floor caught the sparkles in the center cut of the diamonds before they disappeared into his pocket. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    I had no clue if I spoke the word out loud, but I felt my lips mouth every consonant and vowel in waves of loathing. I’d barely made it through the second syllable when his head cocked up, and rich, espresso-brown eyes met mine with a hint of recognition and smugness. Something resembling a challenge flickered across his face as he arched one brow, grinned, and whispered something into the woman’s ear, causing her to giggle. 
 
    Everything seemed to move in slow motion as red hazed my vision. Heat bubbled through my veins, forcing my eyes closed for a moment as I counted to ten. A few deep inhales later, and feeling more in control, I opened my eyes and prepared for a battle. Instead, I stared at the back of Spencer’s head, his seduction of the blonde curled by his side amped up and back in play. 
 
    Thrown off guard by my own reaction, I forced my eyes off Spencer and back toward the man sitting beside me with a bewildered look on his face. I’d be darned if I’d let anyone ruin my night or cost me a big payout. 
 
    “So, where’s your wife tonight, Paul?” Always good to run a preemptive interference on a potential wallet-block. 
 
    “No wife. Not even a girlfriend,” he replied sporting a full smile. In an eerily similar move to what I witnessed from the couches a few moments ago, Paul ran his hand down the length of my arm. “So, do you have a specific name that goes along with that specific drink order?” 
 
    Game on, Spence. 
 
    “Charity,” I purred with a slow blink. “Charity St. James.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Spencer 
 
      
 
    With a pocketful of ice, my fingers headed toward the black AmEx card sticking out of her purse when fire shot through my veins, leaving an eighty-proof burn in its wake. 
 
    Charity St. James. 
 
    “Adam, you are such a bad boy!” 
 
    Huh? Who the heck is Adam? 
 
    The blonde who I’d chosen to donate all her assets to me tonight ran her hand up my arm and pulled it away from her handbag with a smirk. As she bit her bottom lip and slid closer to me, I realized she thought I meant to cop a cheap feel up her skirt. Apparently, I also told her my name was Adam. I guess I needed to pay closer attention to the trash I said when working. 
 
    She tugged on my shirt collar and whispered into my ear, “Let’s go back to my place.” 
 
    “The night is young, Mandy.” 
 
    “Mindy,” she corrected with a less-than-thrilled expression. 
 
    Idiot! “Of course. I know your name is Mindy.” Smiling, I took her chin in my hand while gazing in her blue eyes. “I just wanted to see if you were paying attention. I was feeling a little neglected.” I held my breath as her eyes softened and her shoulders dropped their tension. 
 
    Thank goodness. 
 
    Charity. I was so caught up in watching what she was doing, I forgot about my own target. I couldn’t blow this one. That credit card would pay for a few nights in a Fallon deluxe suite. I couldn’t let her screw this up for me. 
 
    Charity St. James liked to think she had the corner on the market of the theft ring upper echelon, but clubs were open season for our kind. No one could “claim” a territory like we were the mafia. We took what we could, when we could. A victory was a victory, and if one of us got the jump on another one…well so be it. 
 
    While Charity limited herself to high rollers, I spread myself evenly across income levels. I wasn’t a picky man…if a chick had trash I wanted, I’d follow her just about anywhere to charm it off her. The game meant almost as much as the prize to a man like me. The rush of possibly getting busted while lifting jewelry or cash off women was a high I’d chase over and over until I took my last breath. It never got old. 
 
    She liked to think she hated me, but we both knew if we pulled back the surface layer of hate, passion boiled raw and hot underneath. She covered it up with a smart mouth and well-executed hand gestures, but the push and pull of our line of work kept us on our toes and in each other’s line of fire. 
 
    I’d been only twenty-two and on my own for over eight years the first time I saw her. Having been shuffled around from foster home to foster home most of my life, I’d been used to spending my time on the streets of South Beach. With the out of the ordinary as the norm for this side of town, nothing usually surprised me or caught my eye. 
 
    Until she showed up at a club in a skin-tight red dress and expensive as idiot shoes that I knew didn’t come from any department store. I’d watched her for a good hour before deciding the hot blonde with honey brown eyes would be my hit for the night. 
 
    Pay dirt. 
 
    For a guy who prided himself on being able to read people for a living, I’d totally missed the mark on her. My heart rate sped up and I adjusted my pants just thinking about the moment she’d excused herself to the bathroom, and I’d realized too late that my pocket had been lighter. 
 
    She’d lifted my wallet and took off. It’d be another three months before I ran into her again. I should’ve stolen everything she had after that. We didn’t have much among thieves, but we did have a code…no taking from another con. It was an unwritten rule. But instead of being angry for what she’d pulled, it’d turned me on. Nobody had ever gotten the jump on me before, much less a woman. 
 
    “Adam, are you ignoring me?” 
 
    Pulled back into the here and now, I threw back an entire shot of whiskey and ran my tongue along the front of my teeth, absorbing the burn. “No, baby. Just wondering how I got so lucky. The night is young. I don’t want to rush what’s meant to be savored.” 
 
    Goodness, that was lame. I wanted to punch myself for such a line. She’d never buy that one. 
 
    A full grin broke out across her face. “That’s so sweet!” 
 
    Lucky for me, Mindy was dumber than I gave her credit for. I wanted to tear across the bar and bust Charity’s rear in front of her score for distracting me. However, I held back the tirade of curses resting on the tip of my tongue and taunted her instead with a few pointed looks and smiles meant to irritate the heck out of her. 
 
    I knew there wasn’t a name for her level of pissed when she saw me sprawled out on the upper level of Suede like I owned the place, and it egged me on to rile her up more. Mindy had been my third mark of the night, and technically, the earrings I’d lifted would have sufficed enough to call it a win. But I wanted to see that flush in my adversary’s neck again…maybe push a few more of her buttons than I already had. 
 
    Charity had to be the only woman sexier when she was half a heartbeat away from chopping my toe off than when smiling. Miami crawled with tanned, toned women who made it their mission in life to look nearly perfect in every plastic way possible. Some achieved their goal shot, some fell slightly short of the baseline, and some never even made it into the stadium. Charity looked stunning on a normal Tuesday afternoon in jeans and a sweatshirt, but tonight she was the reason God invented two hands and one toe. 
 
    The black sequined dress she wore covered just enough skin to keep her out of jail but revealed enough to give a man both heart failure and a hard-on. Hugging her tight and dipping low, it showed off her God-given assets and put every other woman in the club to shame. Other than the mouth-watering neckline, the long-sleeved dress seemed tame from the front, but once she turned to the side, rubbish got serious. 
 
    The material cut sharp about six inches below her left hip and hung diagonal to her right foot. Two large ovals opened on either side of her rib cage, exposing a trim waistline and multiple tattoos. I swallowed hard as my eyes caught the simple words written in black ink across her lower right rib. 
 
    “Invivere senza rimpianti.” Live without regrets. 
 
    I’d welcome all regrets and every mark those spiked boots left on my shoulders any day of the week. She could stop a man’s heart and raise his cock at the same time without giving him a second glance. 
 
    Okay, so maybe I had a thing for the woman. Just because I wanted to sleep with her didn’t mean I cared for her business practices. I was horny, not blind. 
 
    The lucky mongrel that ended up with her tonight had one heck of a package to unwrap. 
 
    But it wouldn’t be the douchebag who had his hands on her…that much I knew without question. He wasn’t Charity’s type. Just looking at him, I could tell he was a corporate poser who stole from innocent people to put money in Big Brother’s pocket. I knew what I was, and readily admitted to being a crook. The glaring difference between a guy like that and me was that I stole to line my own pockets. I considered it a personal donation to my inability to stomach an office job. 
 
    Glancing away for only a minute to check the location of the credit card, I turned my chin back toward the bar and growled as I watched the jerk beside her rub his hands all over her. I hated my reaction, and told myself it was simply because any connection between them meant one step closer to her making more bank than me. 
 
    Yeah, right, Spence. Keep telling yourself that. 
 
    Standing abruptly, I turned to Mindy and took her hand. A small smile played on her lips as I leaned over her and kissed her wrist, grazing her skin lightly with my teeth. She shuddered and I winked, knowing I’d played this pony as far as it would run. 
 
    “Baby, I don’t know where our waitress has gone, but you shouldn’t have to wait for anything. I’m going to the bar to get you a drink. What can I get you?” It was total trash. I didn’t give a idiot if she waited until the place shut down. My mission was clear. I needed to get down there and ruin Charity’s night. 
 
    “I’ll have a strawberry daiquiri with whipped cream and a cherry.” Mindy giggled and bit her lip again. It was starting to get annoying. I liked confident women, not fake demure ones who chewed their own faces off.  
 
    Typical. What a pussy drink. 
 
    Leaning in again, I dusted her cheek with my lips as I ran my hand along her outer thigh. “Don’t miss me too much.” 
 
    “Hurry back,” she whispered, her eyes half-lit from two drinks. 
 
    Lightweight. 
 
    I didn’t answer her as I quickly turned away and headed toward the bar, my smile slipping as soon as my back was turned. I had no intention of bringing her a drink or anything else. The only woman on my mind just slid off her barstool and shoved her belly in the corporate douchebag’s face before giving his nonexistent biceps a firm squeeze and swinging her rear toward the bathrooms. 
 
    Once I turned the corner into the small darkened hallway, it took me all of four strides to catch up with her. I thought about swinging her around to face me, but the opportunity to get under her skin was just too tempting to pass up. Sinking my fingers into the soft part of her elbow, I steered her off to the corner, and before she could open her mouth to tell me off, I pushed her chest first against the cinder block wall. I couldn’t stop myself from filling my lungs full of her spicy cinnamon perfume as I moved my hold from her elbow to her wrist and twisted her arm behind her back to hold her in place. 
 
    Molding myself against her, I pressed my mouth against the back of her ear. “Get your eyeful, or do you want seconds?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charity 
 
      
 
    Men were so simple. Give them an emotionless compliment while squeezing any part of their body and they became circus monkeys. Paul had the biceps of a wet spaghetti noodle, but he ate up my gushing like it was his last meal in prison. I’d lifted his wallet out of his pocket and slipped it into my boots before he could wrap his head around what was happening. 
 
    Sometimes I amazed myself with how easy I made it look. More than once, I told myself I should be teaching a class or something. Only I’d come to realize what I had wasn’t a learned skill. 
 
    It was a God-given talent. 
 
    After gifting Monkey Paul a free show down the front of my dress while I shoved his wallet good and deep in my boots, I excused myself to the bathroom so I could take all the valuable trash out of it, wipe down any prints, and get rid of the evidence. He seemed like a solid businessman, worth at least a gold card or two. Another hit or two like him and I could make an early night of it. 
 
    Just as I rounded the corner down a dimly lit hallway, a shadowy figure closed in behind me, quickly pacing my steps. I could’ve screamed, or ran ahead, but that would’ve called attention to myself, and that was the last thing I needed…especially because right then, Paul was probably realizing his grave error in judgement in inviting me to join him. A couple more steps and I’d be in the ladies’ room anyway. 
 
    A distinct scent of sandalwood caught my nose as a hand roughly grabbed my elbow from behind and shoved me sideways and into a more secluded alcove. “Get your eyeful, or do you want seconds?” 
 
    Incredible. 
 
    I made a soft grunting noise as his body weight pushed me further into the cinder block wall. “Don’t flatter yourself.” 
 
    “You were staring pretty hard, baby.” 
 
    “Crash and burn victims always catch my attention, Spence.” 
 
    A mix of whiskey and mint on his breath fanned over my cheek as the opposite one pressed hard against the cold cinder block. “The only thing burning is you, baby,” he taunted with a rasp in his voice. “For me.” 
 
    Pressing my palms against the wall, I inadvertently pushed harder against him, leaving no more to the imagination than sequins and determined will. “If that’s the kind of line you used on your picks tonight, you’ll be sleeping on a park bench next to the hookers on Biscayne Boulevard.” 
 
    “Oh?” he breathed, shifting his body closer against mine. “Is that the corner you’ll be working later?” 
 
    “Spence,” I chided, forcing the corners of my mouth downward while looking up at him. “That’s the best you’ve got? Shame.” 
 
    A low laugh rumbled in Spencer’s chest, and he pulled my wrist tighter, causing my back to arch and the back of my head to fall against his shoulder. I fought a strong reactive instinct to close my eyes and relax into him. Knocking me off my game was exactly what he wanted, so of course, it had to be the last thing I’d allow. 
 
    The darkened hallway stilled except for our labored breathing as he traced his fingertips on his free hand across the Italian words written across my ribcage. “Still no regrets, huh?” 
 
    I stiffened under the rough pad of his thumb. “I don’t do regrets.” 
 
    “You will tonight if you don’t stop messing up my targets.” 
 
    “I don’t need to mess up your targets, Spence. You do a good job of that all by yourself,” I mocked in an unnervingly breathless tone. I squeezed the clutch purse in my hand, weighing my options of going for the pepper spray inside or just hitting him across the face with it. 
 
    He blinked, a slow, wicked grin pulling across his mouth. “Maybe you couldn’t see past your own loss tonight, baby, but I’m killing it.” 
 
    A part of me wanted to twist away from him while the other part wanted to wrap my free arm around the back of his neck and melt into him. Spencer towered over me at well above six feet tall, his muscular thigh shoved between my own to keep me pinned in place. I glanced up at him, grazing my skin against the rough stubble of his squared jaw and inviting lips. It seemed unfair how angelic his face looked when sin seeped out of every pore in his body. His face screamed for a woman to trust him, with a “how dangerous could I be” boyish grin, but I knew what hid beneath that grin. 
 
    An icy ruthlessness that lived for the chase and got off on the win. 
 
    His darkened eyes held a challenge that I decided to meet head-on. Jerking my arm out of his hold, I twisted around to face him, our legs still entwined at the knees. “Killing your own profits? Absolutely. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m the one cleaning house out there.” His eyes leveled on my face, and I fought for control over my own reaction. “What are you even doing here? This is my scene,” I bit out through clenched teeth. 
 
    He studied me for a few seconds without speaking, holding his gaze to let me know he didn’t buy any line of trash I towed. “Cleaning house, huh?” His grin widened as he pointed his thumb over his shoulder toward the bar. “First hit of the night, right?” 
 
    Begrudgingly, I nodded. 
 
    He held up the last three fingers on his left hand. “Mindy was my third, baby. Diamonds, cards, wads of cash…you name it, I’ve got it.” 
 
    “Incredible.” The challenge left my mouth before I had a chance to chew the word up and swallow it back down. 
 
    Spencer chuckled, his posture casual but relentlessly dominating. “You want to put your money where your mouth is?” 
 
    “Not especially,” I mused, matching his smirk. “I know where my money’s been. Not many places to stash goods in this outfit, Spence. A lady has to get creative.” Just to mess with him, I licked my lips and ran my eyes down the length of my dress, dragging his stare along with mine. When I stopped my perusal at the apex of my thighs, he cursed under his breath and cleared his throat. If I wasn’t a master at controlling my emotions, I’d fist pump the air. 
 
    “Scared?” 
 
    What? 
 
    “Of you? Heck, no,” I assured him with a defiant edge to my tone. “I’ll bet you a hundred dollars my lifts are double yours in the half hour I’ve been here than however long you’ve annoyed every female in the entire club.” 
 
    One-hundred dollars? Have I lost my mind? 
 
    Of course I’d lost it. I lost it eight years ago when a dark, handsome guy in a bar tried to pick me up. Had I known then what I knew now, I would have either walked away or chosen a different target that night. I’d honed my instincts since then and could pick out ignorance in the flash of a watch or the wave of a card. Spencer had seemed like any other guy that night. 
 
    No, that’s a lie. 
 
    Spencer was unlike any guy, ever. I just didn’t know how to recognize him for what he was at the time. Although I’d run away from my drunk-rear mother when I was fifteen and lived on the streets of South Beach on my own for three years, targeting and stealing for sport hadn’t become second nature to me at that point. It took robbing Spencer blind and him tracking me down for me to learn from the best and become the best. 
 
    I’d dethroned him. He just couldn’t accept it. 
 
    Tucking one hand in his pocket, he closed his fingers around something while placing the other one on the wall beside my head. “Ladies first. You show me yours and I’ll show you mine.” 
 
    A hot warmth flooded my chest. “Everyone’s seen yours, Spence. It’s not impressive.” 
 
    A wolfish grin stole any smugness I might’ve enjoyed from that dig. “We’ll see about that. Go…” 
 
    Digging into the top of my right boot, I pulled out Paul’s entire wallet and dropped it open. “Four hundred in cash and a MasterCard.” I’d never owned a MasterCard, or any card in my life, but for a one-hit-score, I felt rather victorious over my stash. Maybe my stupid pride was the reason I didn’t look closely enough into Spencer’s eyes to see the way they lit with excitement when he took a small breath and nodded. 
 
    “Well, now, that’s impressive.” 
 
    “Told you,” I agreed, holding out my palm for his one-hundred-dollar payment. 
 
    In a surprise move, he grabbed the back of my hand and slammed my palm against the wall beside my head. Leaning in close, he inhaled slowly and ran his nose down the length of my collarbone. “But not as impressive as this.” Without raising an eye to me, he pulled a rectangular, black object out of his pocket and held it up to my face. 
 
    Idiot. AmEx Black. 
 
    Invitation only. Five-thousand-dollar initiation fee. Twenty-five-hundred-dollar annual fee. Unlimited charging. I’d heard a rumor once that one card-holder bought a Bentley on his AmEx Black for the low, low price of four-hundred-thousand-dollars. 
 
    Cha-Ching. 
 
    “Where’d you get that?” I reached for the card held in front of my face, and he quickly jerked it over his shoulder, pursing his lips and clicking his tongue. 
 
    “Going to have to be quicker than that, baby. This is a one-man operation.” 
 
    I knew the path to getting my hands on that card led south, straight down to the impressive bulge in his pants. “Surely you didn’t lift that off the idiot blonde you bounced around on your lap like a beach ball.” Spencer had a reputation for playing less than intelligent women, but he had to have more taste than that. 
 
    “Jealous?” He cocked an eyebrow with a devilish grin as if to say, wishing things were different? 
 
    “Intrigued.” I schooled my expression so as not to respond with, more than you know. 
 
    “Liar,” he reminded me, pressing tighter against me. “You owe me a Benjamin, Charity.” 
 
    Grumbling, I jerked my wrist from his hold and reached into my boot, pulling out a crisp one-hundred-dollar bill. “Fine, here.” 
 
    I guess it’s true…easy come easy go. 
 
    I hated losing, and the only thing I hated more than losing was losing to Spencer. Staring at his trash-eating grin did nothing to improve my mood, either. The night hadn’t been one of my most productive, and a little part of me wondered if raising the stakes wouldn’t push lady luck in my favor. 
 
    It was worth a shot. 
 
    Raising my face, I shot him a dazzling smile. “You’re almost jovial tonight, Spence. You kick a puppy on your way to rob me?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes and smirked. “That’s a little hypocritical, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Maybe, but you’ve interrupted my night and wasted,” I glanced at an invisible watch on my arm, “at least twenty minutes of prime floor time. I think you owe me an opportunity to win my money back.” 
 
    “How so,” he asked, obviously intrigued. 
 
    I thought about it. Paul was a dead end, as was Suede. Spencer’s blonde bimbo had most likely moved on in his absence so any shot he had at swiping more from her was gone. We needed to come to an agreement on a separate venue…a planned force of attack against the clueless idiots about to part with their money…alone. 
 
    “No more sabotaging each other for tonight. We play our own marks and let the other do the same. What happens, happens, and at the end of the night, whoever has the biggest payout wins.” 
 
    “Wins, what?” His tone was low and seductive. 
 
    I eyed him cautiously. “Half.” 
 
    He tilted his head slightly and stared at my mouth. I both loved and hated when he did that. Having Spencer in such close proximity drove an ice pick into my hard exterior, forcing the insecurity to seep out through the cracks. It was clear to me my terms weren’t going to satisfy him. 
 
    “No dice,” he declared, moving closer. “Try again.” 
 
    I sighed and ran a hand through my sprayed blonde curls. “I don’t have time for games. Name your stakes.” 
 
    “You,” he said, matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You heard me. If my payout beats yours at the end of the night, I want you naked and in my bed. No arguing, no smart-mouth, and no resisting.” When my chin dropped in shock, he grinned and added, “And you have to like it.” 
 
    “No.” Hell no. Who did he think he was talking to? 
 
    One corner of his mouth lifted as he rocked back on his heels. “Scared?” 
 
    That did it. One word. One simple word was all it took to push me over the edge. Besides, until Spencer grew a pair of breasts and shaved his legs, a woman could still work magic a man could only dream of. 
 
    “You’re on,” I bit out between clenched teeth. “We meet in room five-twenty-six at the Fallon Hotel at two a.m. But be prepared to go down, Spencer. I never lose.” 
 
    Without warning, he took my face in between his palms and stole a heated and demanding kiss. His mouth was warm and tasted of whiskey as his tongue slipped past my lips and tangled with my own. Surprised, I resisted at first, then completely drunk off his command of my body, returned it with vigor. 
 
    Spencer kissed like he was a dying man and I was the last sip of water on earth. 
 
    Breaking the kiss, he left me dizzy and shaking. “Room four-thirty-two. And the only thing going down tonight, Charity…will be you.” 
 
    With a wink, he released me and disappeared out of the side door, leaving me to wonder what the heck I’d just gotten myself into. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Spencer 
 
      
 
    Concentrating on a new target while still tasting Charity on my lips was like trying to tread water with ankle weights tied to your feet. As agreed, we’d left Suede after our close call and headed to another club. I hadn’t bothered to remember the name of the one I’d walked into—my mind raced too hard with the feel of her curves under my hands and her mouth on mine. 
 
    Heck, I didn’t even remember targeting the middle-aged redhead with the barely-there dress sitting at the bar alone. Before I knew what happened, my hand was on her back and I’d fed her four shots of something I couldn’t afford. All I comprehended was that the payout had better be worth the massive failure Charity made of my night. 
 
    It didn’t help matters that she sat less than twenty feet away from me, pushing her belly in some jerk’s face. The more he smiled, the more I wanted to punch the trash out of him. Catching her eyes, I shot her a warning look, but she just grinned and ran her fingers along the graying hair at his temples. 
 
    Idiot! 
 
    Shaking my head to clear it of cinnamon perfume and sexy black sequined dresses, I redirected my attention, noticing the new club seemed less upscale and more like frat party than Suede. Normally, I avoided such places…money didn’t congregate here as much as broke rear twenty-somethings looking to drink on someone else’s dime…but my head wasn’t in the game as much as other parts that craved relief. 
 
    Charity. 
 
    I watched her closely as she blew the man a kiss and headed toward the bathroom. I’d been around her long enough to feel sorry for the poor jerk. He smiled as he followed her swinging rear down the hallway, but I knew that’d be the last he’d see of her. 
 
    One wallet richer, she was already scoping her next mark, and he’d be nursing a wicked case of blue balls all night. 
 
    “So what’s your story, Matthew?” 
 
    Matthew? 
 
    Furrowing my brow, I glanced at the redhead staring at me with vodka swimming in her green eyes. Goodness, I needed a notepad to start keeping this trash straight. “What story, baby?” 
 
    I called her baby because I swear I couldn’t recall her name if she held a gun to my head. 
 
    “Your story. You said you were a lawyer.” 
 
    I did? Incredible. Luckily the woman was one drink away from falling off the bar stool. She held her vodka with her thumb and forefinger, swinging it around to emphasize every third word. Her dark-colored lipstick smeared to one side, and she stared more at my forehead than she did my eyes. 
 
    I think her name was Nina. 
 
    “Another drink?” I asked, motioning to the bartender without waiting for a response. She nodded, her head wobbling unsteadily on her neck. 
 
    Hmmm, maybe it was Nita. 
 
    This was so easy I should’ve been ashamed of myself. Taking advantage of a target so drunk didn’t pose any sort of a challenge and left me unsatisfied with no buzz or high at the end of a successful lift. I hated those and usually avoided them. 
 
    But with a bet on my hands, and Charity dressed like sin, beggars couldn’t be choosers. I had a point to make and a debt to collect. Charity St. James would be in my bed and hate herself for loving every minute of it. So, for tonight I’d bend my own rules, take what Nina or Nita or whatever her name was had to offer, and collect the reward I’d been waiting forever to enjoy. 
 
    I ran my fingers across Nina/Nita’s neck, feeling for the clasp on her emerald necklace. Of course, she took it as an invitation to grab my thigh. Even if I’d made it a practice to sleep with my marks, the woman did nothing for me. Still, I wasn’t about to lose what looked to be a necklace worth about a couple grand, so I smiled and shifted to keep her nails away from going for more. 
 
    “What I want to drink isn’t on the menu here,” she slurred, her hand slipping off my thigh as the vodka hit her all at once. She lost her balance, forcing her to grab onto the bar with both hands. “My place isn’t far.” 
 
    Nina/Nita stared at me like the last steak at an all-you-can-eat buffet. I knew I looked good. I knew my pants fit just right, and my shirt was unbuttoned just enough to entice, yet not seem too forward. Unattainable yet irresistible. Cocky? Maybe, but I’d been around the block long enough to know what women wanted and how to manipulate them. Call me heartless, but I liked to eat on a regular basis and have a roof over my head every night. It wasn’t her fault she drank enough for three women and would wake up tomorrow with one heck of a hangover and wiped clean of all her trash. That’s what the buddy system was designed for…and Nina/Nita was the gazelle that strayed from the pack. 
 
    Poor gazelle. Lucky me. 
 
    “Why don’t you just let me call you a cab? You’ve had too much to drink already.” 
 
    “Nope,” she argued, popping the “p” at the end of the word and smearing the other side of her lipstick with the back of her hand. “Just getting started. And right now, I want to mess.” 
 
    And right now, I want a million dollars and to be balls deep in Charity’s pussy. We don’t always get what we want, sweetheart. 
 
    Ten minutes later, I’d stuffed Nina/Nita’s drunk rear in a cab and sent her to sleep off what would undoubtedly be a massive hangover. With her hands off me, and Charity off to parts unknown, I could concentrate on other targets. I was determined to ensure the end of the night ended the way I wanted it to. Still smelling her perfume on my clothes did nothing for my concentration level as mark after mark, I fought to keep my focus on the job and off ripping the sequins off Charity’s dress. 
 
    With my pockets filled and my confidence high, I decided to call it a night close to one-fifteen. In a good mood for once, I paid my tab and left a hefty tip when the entrance of the club filled with a uniformed police officer and the man I remembered Charity hanging around at Suede. They talked seriously with the doorman as the guy Charity called Paul waved his hands frantically, somehow his face both pale and flaming red at the same time. 
 
    Idiot was he pissed. 
 
    With police on the scene, I needed to get the heck out, but my conscience and a deep-rooted worry for Charity’s safety negated all good sense. Before I could stop myself, I’d walked from the bar to the entrance, cursing myself the whole way. 
 
    I just need to hear what they’re saying… 
 
    “Excuse me, sir?” I froze as a uniformed hand stopped me and held onto my wrist. It wasn’t the first time I’d been stopped by a cop, and it wouldn’t be the last. I’d seen more than my fair share of the inside of a jail cell, but I had enough stolen trash on me tonight to put me away longer than I cared to consider. 
 
    Plus, I had somewhere to be and a debt to collect. 
 
    “Yes?” I managed to ask calmly. 
 
    What if Nina/Nita came back, realizing in her drunk-rear state I’d robbed her blind? Or what if Mindy went to the bathroom in a herd of females and saw her earrings gone? One check of my pockets and I’d be messed beyond belief. 
 
    “I think he was there,” Paul insisted, pointing an insistent finger in my direction. 
 
    I tuned him out and addressed the officer. “I have no idea what he’s talking about.” 
 
    “Sir,” the officer began, holding a hand in front of Paul’s face. “There’s been a string of thefts in a few clubs tonight and this man was one of the victims. He claims a woman took his money and valuables. The trail led us here. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about her, would you?” He described Charity down to the star-shaped birthmark on her neck. 
 
    I shot Paul a look for being that close to her. “Nope,” I assured them. “I don’t remember anyone with that description.” I held my breath, knowing whatever happened in the next thirty seconds would determine the next twenty-to-life for me. 
 
    After being asked for identification, I produced one of the fifteen Florida driver’s licenses I carried for emergencies. I just hoped to perdition he didn’t ask me any information that was on it. Hell if I remember which one I’d grabbed before walking out the door tonight. 
 
    After a few tense moments of glancing from the ID to my face, the officer nodded, much to Paul’s frustration. “Okay, Mr. Kingston, you have yourself a good night, sir, and watch out for your valuables.” 
 
    You’d better believe it. 
 
    I nodded to both men and left the bar, knowing exactly where I was headed. Once I returned to the room I’d rented for the night, I planned to trade in a couple necklaces for some quick cash. 
 
    I’d need something to bail Charity out of jail.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charity 
 
      
 
    Ripping off the dress from hell, I threw it on the floor, followed by a few choice curse words that it absolutely deserved for almost busting me. With more care, I sat down on the bed of the Fallon hotel, running my fingers over the softest sheets I’d ever felt. Thanking Paul for the incredible night’s sleep I knew I’d have, I slid back further on the bed and carefully removed my boots, reaching in and pulling out handfuls of my hard work. As I grabbed handfuls of cash, I laughed to myself and placed them strategically over my naked body while reclining against the pillows. 
 
    Well, it was a better night than I thought. 
 
    A couple more watches from lonely unsuspecting men, and I’d had enough of the Spencer and Lucy show. Seriously. If that red-headed woman couldn’t hold her liquor, she had no business being in a bar. In my opinion, she deserved to lose the necklace and any other trash he chose to take from her. 
 
    After lifting my current target’s wallet, I excused myself, shifting my stance to avoid stepping on the face of a Rolex that had worked its way down the length of my Louboutins and under my heel. Ignoring Spencer and the redhead, I’d limped across the length of the club toward the front door when I saw him. 
 
    At first he seemed alone, his hands shoved nervously in his pockets, shifting his weight back and forth as his sweaty palm raked through his thinning hair over and over. I’d almost felt sorry for the poor mongrel until I saw the man behind him step forward, and then all the alcohol in my stomach curdled and sloshed with a surge of acid that threatened to bubble up my throat. 
 
    Apparently, Paul wasn’t a man to take his losses and live to fight another day. He wanted revenge, and wanted it tonight. Unless I wanted to end up sleeping on a rock-hard mattress in a cell downtown, I had to get the heck out of the club without being seen. Giving one last look at Spencer, I’d given about a three-second consideration to asking him for help before rejecting the idea just as fast. I wouldn’t have put it past the mongrel to have busted me in the first place just to win the bet. I was better off on my own. 
 
    “Jerk,” I muttered, breaking out of my thoughts and stretching out on the bed. 
 
    A click in the door commanded my attention as two clicks later it swung open wide and bounced against the door guard behind it. Espresso-brown eyes slanted then widened as they took me in with interest, shock, and intrigue. The look on Spencer’s face made every close call I had and every sequin I lost completely worth the effort. He stood half inside his hotel room and half out, with his mouth hanging open like he’d been punched in the stomach. 
 
    I guess in a way he had. 
 
    His fingers tightened around the doorknob as his throat worked hard in his neck. “What are you doing in here, Charity?” 
 
    “Waiting for you, lover.” 
 
    His lip quirked up in amusement, accenting a small scar over the left corner. “Does this mean you’re admitting defeat?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think they were out for your blood down there. How’d you get away?” 
 
    Picking up a handful of twenty-dollar bills from my bare chest, I fanned them in front of my face and smiled. “I blew a cop.” 
 
    Crossing his arms, he arched an eyebrow and shifted his hip into the door frame. 
 
    “Fine,” I admitted, rolling my eyes. “I made a few friends in the kitchen on my way out.” He continued to stare at me in disbelief. Extending my arms behind me, I groaned and lifted myself up on my palms. “I can be convincing when I want to be, Spence. I told them some guy wouldn’t leave me alone and I needed a way out of the back. I had to hide my score, all right? I had so much trash shoved into my boots, I looked deformed.” 
 
    Keeping his eyebrow lifted, Spencer shifted his gaze toward my discarded Louboutins on the hotel room floor and then back to my naked body. 
 
    “Would you like to check where?” I taunted, throwing the wad of cash across the room while running my left toe down the length of my right leg. His hooded eyes bounced between my body and the cash, seemingly not sure which one should rank higher. A surge of fire incinerated my good mood, and I narrowed my eyes in irritation. “Really, Spencer? Is it that hard of a decision? Because there were at least five men tonight who would’ve paid me for the opportunity.” A smug smile played across my lips as I nodded toward the cash. “In a way, they kind of did.” 
 
    Slamming the door loud enough to jar the room, Spencer crossed the floor to the bed in two long, predatory strides. Placing his palms flat on the bed, he leaned over me, his breath hot on my chest the entire time he scanned his eyes down the length of my body. Every inch of my skin burned as his tongue darted out, licking his lips while his hot gaze passed over my belly button. Closing my eyes, I waited for the moment his mouth touched me…anticipated it more than I cared to admit, and when it never came, I popped an eye open and shot him a hardened glare. 
 
    “Really?” If looks could kill, Spencer would have been incinerated into a cloud of dust. I acted like I had it all together, and most of the time I did. However, Spencer was the only man on earth who had the power to make me feel unwanted…vulnerable even. 
 
    I hated vulnerability. 
 
    “And is one of these five men going to pay for this room, or are they unknowingly pooling their pathetic resources?” he mocked with an amused tone. “We still have the matter of a bet to settle. You still remember, don’t you, Charity? You’re not looking to renege, are you?” 
 
    “Oh, ye of little faith.” I gave him a low tsk in his ear and pulled away. “You should know me better than that, Spencer.” 
 
    With a slight tilt of his chin, he offered that boyish grin that had kept him out of the unemployment line since he’d been deemed a legal adult. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s your payout, St. James?” 
 
    With twenty-dollar bills falling all around me, I reached for a discarded boot and dumped the rest of the contents onto the bed. One by one, I picked up the items and waved them in his face. “Well, beyond the three hundred in cash, which would’ve been four had you not conned me out of a hundred at Suede, I’ve got two Rolexes, a MasterCard, a Visa, and some gold ring that I’m fairly certain I just lifted off a member of the Miami mafia.” With a smug grin, I nodded to his pockets. “Your turn.” 
 
    He pulled away and looked at me, his eyes glowing, a devilish grin wiping across his face. A feeling I didn’t like swirled in my chest. I heaved a sigh, knowing more lay behind that grin than amusement. Instead of asking him to elaborate again, I crossed my arms over my chest and stared at him, waiting for him to drop the hammer. 
 
    “Well, beyond Mindy’s earrings and the redhead’s emerald necklace,” he said, dropping the jewels on the mattress beside me and pulling something else out of his pocket. “Don’t forget about the little matter of the AmEx Black—” 
 
    “That’s unusable,” I argued. “You trumped that one before the bet was issued, therefore it’s inadmissible.” 
 
    That’s when the jerk pulled something out of his other pocket and held up a card in each hand. “Not when you have two.” 
 
    “Where did you get two?” 
 
    “Not important.” 
 
    “It’s not!” 
 
    “It’s not,” he argued. “The point is, we both know I won, and now you’re going to pay up.” 
 
    “Spence—” I never got the rest of my sentence out. His mouth absorbed the rest of my words, swallowing them along with my sanity. Licking along the seam of my lips, he invaded and demanded an answer. Soft kisses gave way to deep plunges of his tongue as he consumed me like he was a starving man and I was his last meal. 
 
    After driving me dizzy and half-crazed with need, he pulled back, his lips still hovering over mine and his hand cupped around my throat. “Five men, Charity? Not one of them had better have laid a hand on you.” 
 
    “Why? Are you staking your claim?” I asked breathlessly. 
 
    His only answer was to sweep the contents off the bed to the floor and knock me backward until our bodies were flush and connected in a bruising and punishing kiss. My thoughts were simultaneously all over the place and nonexistent at the same time. Spencer was a man possessed, the wild glint in his eyes either fueled by victory or lust…I didn’t care. 
 
    Hooking a hand under each of my arms, he hoisted me up and pinned me against the headboard. “Am I staking my claim? The short answer, Charity? Yes. Right now.” Still holding me up, he slowly allowed me to slide down his body toward the mattress. The friction of our bodies rubbing together sparked a fire that made me cry out. 
 
    Goodness, the fire in his eyes…the crazed look of passion pierced straight through me. The staring nearly killed me. His eyes perused from my face down the length of my body again before his lips parted. Flames sparked hot and white from the top of my head down to my toes as he devoured my neck, then pushed his kisses lower and lower, brushing them across my chest and delving in the valley between my breasts. 
 
    With clear mutual desire, he pulled me closer against him and for some reason, I felt the need to speak. “I’m not some stupid prize, Spencer.” 
 
    He pulled back slightly, and even in the dimly lit room, I saw the gold glimmer of his coffee-colored eyes dancing in the moonlight as he growled in a low tone. “This isn't just about a bet, Charity. This is more than a conquest. This is me wanting you for so long it hurts.” 
 
    With a deep-rooted groan, he returned kisses to my neck and I surrendered, throwing my head back to invite him in. His lips traveled lower as they skimmed and teased already anticipatory nipples. A sharp gasp escaped my mouth as I bit my lip hard to keep from screaming. 
 
    Idiot, I want him. 
 
    “I want you too,” I admitted without restraint. I was too far gone to care about maintaining my carefully constructed persona. Screw my persona. All I could concentrate on was Spencer and his mouth. 
 
    Reaching forward, I grabbed the bottom of his shirt and pulled it up and over his head, throwing it in the corner beside all my trash. After running my hands over his chest, I stopped to linger around his stomach. The man was abnormally perfect. 
 
    “Charity,” he groaned, and I could see in his face that he wasn’t tolerating much more exploring….and honestly, neither was I. The need was too strong. 
 
    Placing strategic kisses around his chest, I slid my hands down the indentations of his waist and hovered at the top of his pants. With confident fingers, I made quick work of every barrier between us as a low groan rumbled from his chest. Unable to resist, I feathered my fingernails down his rear with one hand while stroking him with the other. His hips jerked just the way I knew they would. Spencer might be one of a kind, but in bed, men were all the same. 
 
    The minute I glanced up and looked at him under lustful lashes, I knew that was all the control he’d allow me. 
 
    “Enough,” he commanded, pulling my hand away and pinning it above my head. There was nothing gentle about the look in Spencer’s eyes. It dripped with hunger, and I shivered under his glare. 
 
    “You’re so bossy,” I chided. 
 
    “Baby, you haven’t seen anything yet.” 
 
    I swallowed a deep moan as his thumbs slid across the crease where my rear met my thighs and dipped inward. He watched me watching him and played my body, proving exactly why he was in control. 
 
    “Spence, please…” 
 
    “Please, what?” 
 
    “I can’t take anymore.” I couldn’t. This night…the constant back and forth teasing and the evasive cat-and-mouse game had come to a climactic apex I couldn’t dominate. 
 
    With a slight turn and a dip, he not-so-gently threw me face down onto the bed. I didn't care…there was nothing gentle about being with Spencer. Both of us were hungry and slow had no place in our vocabularies. 
 
    Following me onto the bed, his chest curved into my back, as he twisted my chin to face him. “Say that I win you, Charity.” His face held a sense of smoldering need, almost blinding me. 
 
    Raging desire rushed through my veins and almost boiled over. The wild look blanketing his eyes, and the way his lips curled up with every word he whispered, beat the natural argumentative side of me into submission. Goodness, there was no one else on earth capable of eliciting such want from me. To have something inside me besides deceit and a lifetime of pretending for once, I gladly admitted defeat. 
 
    Clasping his cheek with my free hand, I broke. “You win me.” 
 
    The last word barely left my tongue when he plunged forward and drove into me. Fighting to catch my breath, I cried out, my head spinning with every deliberate thrust. I’d been with plenty of men in my life. I was no choir girl. But the way Spencer possessed me made me feel almost virginal. From the expression on his own twisted features, he felt the same. 
 
    As he set the tempo, I dug my nails deeper into his forearm, marking him as mine. I didn’t care if I drew blood. Heck, I’d carve my name in his skin if I could. The rush of the chase, the thrill of the score, and the pinnacle of the conquest converged together and melted into every drive of his body. 
 
    “Idiot, Charity,” he groaned, dragging his lips across the back of my neck. His breathing quickened as he increased speed. Sensing I was close, he grabbed a fistful of my hair, all but stopping the frenzied pace he’d created.  
 
    Turning my head as best I could with his hand gripping my hair, I stared back at him in question. “Something wrong?” 
 
    He never changed his expression as he maintained our locked gazes. “Who are you?” When I didn’t answer fast enough, lost in the brilliance of the gold and brown swirls of his eyes, he slightly moved his hips again and demanded more forcefully, “Who. Are. You?” 
 
    “Charity St. James,” I moaned as my body climbed to a staggering crest. 
 
    “Who. Are. You?” he repeated for a third time. 
 
    Then it hit me what he wanted. With a slow, seductive smile, I dropped my forehead against the smooth pillow and sighed. “Your wife, Mr. St. James.” 
 
    The minute his name passed my lips, he thrust one last time, embedding himself so deep, it felt as if I’d absorbed his whole body. “Only mine.” 
 
    Tremors took a hold of us, and he came with a throaty expletive into my neck and a shout of my name. Struggling to catch a breath, lightning bolts charged through my body as I dug my fingernails into the sheets. Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw a half-smile form on his lips. 
 
    Dusting light kisses across my back, Spencer gathered me in his arms and rolled to the side, tucking me into his side. After a few moments of silence, he found his voice. “Tonight was fun, but tomorrow’s another day, Mrs. St. James. Try not to lose so easily next time.” 
 
    I let out a very unladylike snort as I untangled our legs and loomed over him. “What makes you think I lost?” 
 
    He blinked once, his eyes betraying his confusion. “You said it, Charity. You said I won not ten minutes ago.” 
 
    I knew a mischievous smile coated my face when I felt him stir to life beside me. For eight years, Spencer’s body had responded to a challenge and an insult ten times faster than emotions and declarations of love. It was half of why we worked as a couple.  
 
    “No, I said you won me. You did. Because I wanted you to. But you didn’t win the bet.” 
 
    His lips tightened in a thin line. “How do you figure? Two AmEx Blacks trump everything tucked in that boot of yours, wife.” 
 
    I tilted my head back and gave a hearty laugh. “Spence, do you think those cops showed up because Paulie-boy was sweating over a few hundred-dollar bills?” I rolled my eyes to the ceiling. “Please…” 
 
    Clasping my chin in a firm hold, he steadied a gaze on me. “What did you do?” 
 
    Never taking my eyes off him, I reached under the pillow for my ace in the hole. For eight years, Spencer and I played this game. It started out as a competition for dominance in our new relationship and quickly grew to nightly foreplay. Sometimes he won the bigger score for the night, sometimes I did, but the end result was always the same…shared rewards between the sheets as the sadistic team we’d always been. 
 
    Only tonight, I’d raised the stakes. 
 
    Holding up the silver ring, I dangled the keys to Paul’s brand new Mercedes-Benz in Spencer’s face and watched the sweat trickle down his temple. “I win.” 
 
    The layer of shock soon melted into pride as laughter rumbled deep within his chest. Sliding his hand up the inside of my arm, he closed his hand around mine, locking the keys between our two palms. “You realize this is grand theft auto, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you could go away for a very long time, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you driven it yet?” 
 
    “Just to move it, but I was waiting for you to joyride.” 
 
    Biting back a smile, he nipped my ear. “New York or California?” 
 
    Tapping my index finger to my bottom lip, I paused in mock thought. Lifting an eyebrow at him, I reached toward the nightstand and pulled a quarter from the wad of cash I’d placed there earlier. “Heads or tails?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he replied with a wicked glint in his eye. “I plan to get both.” 
 
    “You’re insatiable, Mr. St. James.” 
 
    “Not as much as you, Mrs. St. James.” 
 
    Holding the coin on my thumb and forefinger, I grinned and flipped it in the air. Neither of us breathed until it landed on the soft mattress, proudly displaying the next chapter in our lives. 
 
    Spencer’s eyes lit up as he grabbed me around the waist, pulling my legs out from under me until I lay flat on my back. “Think they’re ready for us?” 
 
    Taking in the rumpled sheets littered with diamonds, emeralds, credit cards, and twenty- and hundred-dollar bills, I let an assured grin speak for both of us. “They won’t know what hit ‘em.” 
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    Brass Hearts 
 
    By Savannah Blevins 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cressida’s Return 
 
      
 
    “This is what happens when you have sex with a man-giant.” Cressida Wales stretched, attempting to wrap her arms all the way around her friend Magnolia’s protruding belly. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    Cressida hadn’t seen Magnolia since she announced her pregnancy. Twins. She couldn’t believe her friend was married and actually having two babies. At the same time. Out of one vagina. 
 
    Magnolia playfully swatted at her. “I hate you. I hate you and your new little blonde bob, and your Daisy Dukes with your skinny thighs. How did you manage to get prettier since I saw you?” 
 
    Cressida smirked at Magnolia’s fake pout. “Don’t hate me. Hate that mammoth of a husband of yours. What kind of super sperm does he have? Do all hockey guys make babies this big or just Austin?” 
 
    Magnolia rolled her eyes, but her smile was completely genuine. “I’m so happy you’re home. I’ve really missed you.” 
 
    After interning with Magnolia at the Madison Square Garden network, Cressida received a job opportunity in Vancouver. Now, over a year later, she’d gained some valuable experience and came back to Manhattan to work as Vice President of MSG Productions. The president, of course, was her mother. 
 
    Cressida took Magnolia’s hand across the table and held it. “I’m happy to be home. Stressed with the move, but happy.” 
 
    Magnolia’s long black hair fell over her shoulder. “You still haven’t found a place?” 
 
    Cressida sank across the table top in dramatic fashion. “I occupy half a room at my mother’s apartment.” 
 
    A smile played on Magnolia’s lips. “Half a room?” 
 
    “Well, Gigi and Scooter can’t lose their playroom. I mean how displaced would her overweight, devil-worshiping cats be if they had to move their smelly, human-size castle out of the guest room?” 
 
    “Geez. I completely forgot about your mother’s cats. Is she still weirdly obsessed with them?” 
 
    “I had tea with Gigi this morning. She wore a hat.” 
 
    Magnolia covered her mouth to keep from laughing. Cressida grabbed both of her hands. “Maggie, I need to find an apartment. I would beg you to let me crash at your place, you know, if you weren’t a walking birth control ad.” 
 
    Magnolia rolled her eyes. “Well, Callen and Penny are moving out of the guys’ famous bachelor pad this week. I don’t think it’s been rented yet.” 
 
    Cressida jerked back. “Wait. When did Callen get a girl?” 
 
    Magnolia perked up like a doting mother. “He’s married.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth.” Cressida’s lips turned down at the edges as she crossed her arms over her chest. “I had high plans of breaking that strong and silent streak in him.” 
 
    It was no secret that out of their group of friends, Cressida was the go-get-him type. She didn’t wait around to get what she wanted. She saw. She conquered. She bought herself another tequila. 
 
    “Stay focused—are you interested in the bachelor pad? I mean, it’s kind of lucky. Every bachelor who has stayed there has gotten married within a year.” 
 
    “Ugh. The last thing I need is some sport coat with wingtip Gucci shoes trying to put a ring on my finger.” 
 
    “I know you have a thing against the Wall Street type, but I could introduce you to some single guys on the team.” 
 
    Cressida made a repulsed face. Sure, she always joked about loving hockey guys. During her intern days she showed up early to watch them stretch and she might have had a slight crush on Callen Copley. However, she really wasn’t looking to date. Or get married. Or anything else that pertained to such events. It wasn’t part of her plan. “No thanks. I’m going to be working at the station, and even though dating one of the players ended so well for you,” Cressida said, showcasing Magnolia’s baby bump in mocking fashion, “I’m good on my own right now.” 
 
    Magnolia pursed her lips. “Okay, I won’t push you.” 
 
    “But I am interested in the bachelor pad. I bet the rent is pricey, though. I would probably need a roommate.” The cogs in her head started to turn. She absolutely had to get out of her mother’s house. “That means I would have to put out an ad, and do interviews.” 
 
    Magnolia grinned wickedly. “You could always ask Gigi to move in.” 
 
    Cressida cringed at the mention of the hateful Persian devil that gave her the stink-eye for simply pouring herself a glass of milk every morning. If finding a roommate saved her from Scooter’s tuna fish birthday brunch next week, she would pay someone to live with her. “Tell Callen I’ll take it.” 
 
    Magnolia dug her phone out of her purse to call Callen. In a matter of minutes, Cressida officially had a new place and she was absolutely ready for it. The queen of Manhattan was ready to take the throne. 
 
    But first, she had to find a roommate. Preferably before Her Majesty went bankrupt. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hawke’s Mask 
 
      
 
    The strap on Hawke’s bag burned into his shoulder, but it was a familiar pain. In fact, pain in general was familiar. His goalie bag was no exception. He glanced around the Rangers’ locker room at the practice facility. It was his first time there if you didn’t count the ten-minute tour he received upon his arrival in Manhattan two days ago. He walked around the room, searching for his locker. He found it and sure enough, the staff made the same mistake as all the others. His name plate had his real name on it. He ripped the newly placed tag off and threw it on the floor. 
 
    Mongrels would learn soon enough. 
 
    His bag fell off his shoulder and he unloaded his equipment. His body was still sore from the workout he had done that morning at the gym. His knuckles were swollen from the aggressive hits he took out on the punching bag. Then, of course, there were the memories. The same memories that always came flashing back every time he connected a punch to anything. Like the scars that tattooed his body, those images would never go away. 
 
    He wondered how long he would be in New York. Every team loved his skills on the ice. Hawke had the best save percentage in the league last year, but the management types didn’t seem to approve of his off-ice activities or his attitude. 
 
    Harass them. 
 
    He was a grown man, not a show pony. No one pulled his strings. 
 
    They traded him. It wasn’t the first time. Wouldn’t be the last. He pulled out the last piece of equipment. It was his scuffed-up black practice mask. He’d have to get a new custom game mask with the Rangers’ theme on it if they didn’t change their minds about him. 
 
    He snorted at the thought. 
 
    They would change their minds. He’d been on three teams in the last three years. They said New York had a way of dealing with “behavior” issues in players, like he was some high schooler sneaking a beer on the back of the bus. New York wouldn’t be any different. No one would believe him if he said he was simply trying to survive. 
 
    Hawke sat down in his locker and put on his mask. The cage fit around his head like a glove. It narrowed his vision and focused his thoughts. Every city looked the same behind that mask. That mask made people forget the jerk behind it. All they saw was his quick reflexes, his uncanny ability to track a puck and stop it without an ounce of any genuine effort. Life would be easier if he could keep his mask on all the time. Maybe The Circle wouldn’t find him. Just maybe, he wouldn’t have to kill to keep his secret. 
 
    The door to the locker room creaked open and Hawke jerked his mask off and stood up. It was his new coach. He gave him a slight nod of acknowledgement before turning around to separate his pads. 
 
    “We have a press conference in an hour.” 
 
    Hawke pulled off his shirt and quickly pulled on his practice gear. He didn’t want him to see the scars that littered his body. Eventually, they would see them, and naturally, they would want to ask questions. Hawke didn’t talk about it. Not to the press. Not with his teammates. He didn’t want their pity or their fear. “No. You have a press conference in an hour. I’ll be on the ice.” 
 
    “You know you have to be there.” 
 
    Hawke glanced over his shoulder. “I say I don’t.” 
 
    Coach scratched his head in the same way someone might bite their tongue to keep from spouting out obscenities. Hawke recognized the gesture. People did that a lot around him. Someone else stepped into view. Coach apparently brought backup. 
 
    Like that will help. 
 
    A blonde guy stepped forward. Hawke recognized him, but couldn’t remember his name. He stuck his hands in his pockets, showcasing the long sleeve of tattoos on his arm. “C’mon, man. Don’t be a toe.” 
 
    Hawke almost wanted to smile. He’d never been called a mess on the first day. “I don’t do press. I don’t do team building. I don’t do curfews or any of that trash. If you want, I’ll make you a nice little list to save you some time.” 
 
    “I get it,” the blonde guy said. “Press…it sucks rear. Following team rules when you’re a grown man…it gets old. I’ve been there. I broke every rule this team had. They made new rules because of me. But we all eventually have the hard realization that we signed up for this. It’s part of the job.” 
 
    Hawke gritted his teeth and placed his jersey over his pads. He pointed at his coach. “You won the Stanley Cup last year, right? Good for you. But, your goalie retired. If you want to win it again…leave me the heck alone.” Hawke eyed the guy, who now he recalled was Henrik Rylander, the league-leading scorer. “That includes you too, Captain.” 
 
    Hawke placed his mask over his face and grabbed his stick. He wouldn’t be at that press conference. It would be safer for everyone if his face wasn’t plastered all over the news every night. The Circle would eventually find him…they always did. But he wasn’t going to shine a spotlight on himself. It would only make the vengeance they craved sweeter. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cressida’s Special 
 
      
 
    Cressida sat at her desk, her head in her hands. It was her first official day at her new job. Her chair squeaked and didn’t quite fit her right. She would break it in soon enough. Her computer screen glared in front of her as she logged into her bank account. Her heart sank at the sight of the balance after she paid her first month’s rent in her new place. 
 
    $237.48 
 
    “Incredible.” She logged out and logged back in as if it might somehow magically change the horrible decision she’d made. Sure, the apartment was amazing. A little masculine, but she could change that…if she had any money. She desperately had to find a roommate and she had to find one fast. She quickly made some flyers then printed out a stack of applications. She would have to remember to take out an ad in the paper tomorrow. 
 
    Someone knocked on her door as she stuffed her supplies in her bag. “Come in.” 
 
    Her new intern, Melody, peeked into the room. “Ms. Wales, may I speak to you a moment?” 
 
    “Sure. Come in.” 
 
    Cressida sent Melody on her first assignment only an hour ago. The Rangers acquired a new goalie in the off-season, and the team made an introduction today. She sent Melody to do an exclusive with the guy afterwards. 
 
    Melody clutched her clipboard tight to her chest. “We had a problem with the exclusive you requested.” 
 
    Cressida leaned back in her chair. “What happened?” 
 
    “That’s the thing. It didn’t happen. The guy didn’t show up.” 
 
    “What do you mean he didn’t show? They have to show up.” 
 
    Melody nervously glanced around. “He wasn’t there. They didn’t give any kind of excuse.” 
 
    Cressida picked up a pen and tapped it on the table. There was always an excuse and she would find it. “Don’t worry about it, Melody. I’ll take care of it. You go work on the write-up and I’ll get our exclusive.” 
 
    Cressida had friends on the team. She would simply call in a favor. It was her first day, and she wasn’t about to scrap her first big assignment. Her mother might be a crazy cat lady, but she was a bad-rear businesswoman who would want to know what happened to the plan Cressida presented to her that morning. 
 
    She gathered up her stuff and got in her car to go to the practice facility. She called Magnolia’s husband, Austin, on the way. He picked up on the first ring. “Well, if it isn’t my favorite sleuth. How are you today?” 
 
    Cressida smiled against the cell phone in her hand. She’d helped Austin get out of a very scandalous ordeal with a corrupt gossip magazine. “I’m good. You haven’t been taking any risqué pictures lately, have you? I need a good exclusive.” 
 
    Austin laughed. “Sorry. I’m fresh out.” 
 
    “Hmm. Well, what can you tell me about your new boy on the team? I hear he was a no-show at the press conference.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard that too.” 
 
    “Details?” 
 
    “Look, Cress. All I know is Coach asked Henrik to tag along to talk to him today, and Henrik said the guy is a certified jerk. Just let it go.” 
 
    Cressida bit her lip and pressed the gas. “See, that’s the thing though. I planned an exclusive and now I don’t have one. I bet he’s at the practice facility.” 
 
    Austin sighed. “He’ll be a complete jerk.” 
 
    “I’m crying already.” 
 
    Austin laughed. “All right. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    “Of course. And, Austin?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Go find your wife, rub her feet, cook her dinner and I don’t know…throw her a parade. I mean…rubbish…have you seen her lately?” 
 
    Cressida could practically feel Austin’s smile through the phone. “Her due date is next week.” 
 
    “A parade, Austin Blakely. That is what she deserves for birthing your children. A castle, a solid gold crown, and a parade.” 
 
    “I know, Cress. Trust me. I know.” 
 
    “Good. And don’t forget to call me when those babies arrive.” 
 
    “Will do. Good luck.” 
 
    “Won’t need it.” 
 
    Cressida hung up the phone and made her way to the practice facility. It was quiet inside. Pre-season camp didn’t start for another week. Cressida found the rink and sure enough, a goalie stood in net. 
 
    Tall. Looming. Dressed head to toe in black and gray. 
 
    Cressida eased closer to the glass to get a better look. His movements were quick and precise. He slid across the ice from one post to the other, adding in different moves as if following the path of an invisible puck. 
 
    A finger poked into her ribs. “Impressed?” 
 
    Cressida whipped around to find her friend Sam O’Dell behind her. He was a player too, though he only stood barely an inch taller than her. She gave him a quick hug. “Hey! What are you doing here on an off day?” 
 
    Sam shrugged and leaned against the glass. “Same as you. Getting a peek at our new goalie…from a distance.” 
 
    Cressida pursed her lips. “So, it’s true what they are saying about Mr. Grim Reaper down there?” 
 
    “Depends. What have you heard?” 
 
    “Austin says he’s a jerk, and he didn’t show up at the press conference.” 
 
    Sam nodded, confirming it all. “This is his third team in three years.” 
 
    “Geez.” Cressida turned back to the rink. She probably should have done a little background check on him before rushing down here. “Did they give a reason?” 
 
    “Besides his attitude?” Sam leaned in closer to her and lowered his voice. “I heard a rumor he decked a reporter in Montreal last year and then got in a bar brawl in L.A. with five guys. And he won.” 
 
    “Impressive. Why all the violence though?” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “No one ever said.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Cressida’s fingers drummed along the glass, her mind turning. She wasn’t the type of reporter who dug into social lives. In fact, she fought very hard against it. But she also had to do her job. All she wanted was a plain “How do you like New York” interview and she was determined to get it. She scooted over so she could eye her target. Sam leaned forward to see her face. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    Cressida smirked, watching as the Goalie of Christmas Future finished up his drill. He gathered up his gear and skated off to the locker room. “I’m thinking a security guard is about to get paid off to go on dinner break a little early.” 
 
    Sam sighed. “I know you have this conquer-the-world attitude, and in any other circumstance I would tell you to go for it, but you shouldn’t mess with this guy.” 
 
    Cressida patted Sam on the cheek. “Have a nice day, Samuel. Tell your fiancée hello for me.” 
 
    She grabbed her bag and headed to the locker room. Sam yelled after her, “Don’t do it, Cress.” 
 
    She ignored him. Luckily for her, there was no guard on duty. It must not be a regular practice time. Still, she glanced around to make sure before barging in. She eased the door shut behind her, and sat her bag down next to it. The contents spilled over, but she would worry about that later. She hurried around the corner and stopped short when she caught sight of him. 
 
    Those pads didn’t do that boy justice. No wonder they couldn’t get pucks past him in net—he was a stone wall. Beautiful. Defined. But definitely made of stone. Cressida straightened her shoulders. It would have been easier if he wasn’t so visually distracting, but nevertheless, she had a point to prove with the jerk. She stepped further into the room before he could pull anything else off and cleared her throat to get his attention. His gaze turned slowly on her, but he didn’t seem that surprised to find a woman in the locker room. 
 
    He rolled his eyes and turned back around. “I don’t go for puck bunnies.” 
 
    Cressida gritted her teeth. “Nice to meet you too, sunshine. You’re Nikolaev, the Rangers’ new goalie. Forgive me as I didn’t bother to remember your first name.” 
 
    She strutted toward him, watching as he placed his hand on his locker, obviously annoyed by her presence. “My name is Hawke and I meant what I said.” 
 
    “Hawke? No, you see, that can’t be right. That’s your nickname. Every player has one and let’s face it. No parent would be stupid enough to name their kid Hawke. What’s your real name?” 
 
    That got a glare. He was falling for her charms already. She held up her hands apologetically. “You don’t like your name. I get it. Sorry I asked. I’ll simply research it later.” 
 
    “Look—I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    “That’s the thing…Hawke. Neither am I. Because, despite your ridiculously offensive assumption that I’m a woman so desperate for love and attention that I would sneak into a locker room for the grand prize of sex with you, I’m not actually a puck bunny. I’m a reporter and MSG is scheduled to run an exclusive on you today.” 
 
    “You can go tell your boss that sending some pretty thing in a skirt down here isn’t going to change my mind on my no-press rule.” 
 
    Cressida feigned flattery as she fanned herself and batted her eyelashes. “Oh my goodness. You think I’m pretty?” Then she turned her own glare back on him. “Watch your assumptions, Mr. Nikolaev, or you’re not going to have much foot left to put in your mouth.” 
 
    He locked eyes with her and despite the pitchfork her vagina wanted to shove into his cruel heart, her resolve wavered, but only slightly. She wasn’t done with him. “I’m going to make this easy for you. I’ll ask a question, you keep your mouth shut for yes and you can continue rolling your eyes for no.” 
 
    “I don’t do press.” 
 
    “For the rest of them maybe, but for the VP of production…you do.” 
 
    His brown eyes were as dark as his hair. He raked a hand through it, combing the long front back out of his eyes. He didn’t object, so Cressida took that as her opportunity. “Do you like New York?” 
 
    No answer. She tucked her hair behind her ear and grinned at him. “Happy to hear you love it so much. Have you settled in yet?” 
 
    He glared harder at her, so she continued. “Probably not. You’ve only been here a couple days. I bet you’re still in a hotel room and hating life.” 
 
    He sucked his lip between his teeth, probably holding back all the horrible things he wanted to say to her. She kind of wished he would say them. Dirty, filthy things. 
 
    Incredible. Why did he have to be so hot? 
 
    She took a quick breath to keep her thoughts on track. “And your teammates…getting along with them?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and she laughed. “Okay, fine. I won’t print that part.” 
 
    “You’re not going to print any of it. This isn’t an interview.” 
 
    Cressida tilted her head to the side, as if admiring a sleepy puppy. “That’s cute. You think you’re intimidating.” 
 
    His lips parted slightly. In shock, maybe? Either way, Cressida knew it was time to bail out while she was ahead. “Thanks for the exclusive, Mr. Nikolaev. Until next time.” 
 
    Cressida went to her bag and jerked it off the floor by the strap. A couple papers flew out, but she didn’t bother to get them. She did turn around before she left though, one last look at the gorgeous, stunned man behind her. “And just so we’re clear. Next time, I will be sending a pretty, young girl for the exclusive. She isn’t a puck bunny. If I hear that you accuse her of such, I will be back, and I won’t be so nice.” 
 
    She let the door slam behind her and finally let out a gush of air. Her hands shook. She hadn’t even realized she’d been nervous. Or maybe she was just wound up? Either way, she hadn’t expected that kind of response to a guy she’d never met. 
 
    Sam was right. No one should mess with Nikolaev.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hawke’s Visitors 
 
      
 
    Hawke didn’t know what to say. He still couldn’t get his mouth to move or his brain to function. At least outside the sight of her legs in that skirt. 
 
    What just happened? 
 
    He rubbed his hands down his face. He did an interview despite his best efforts to avoid it. She would run it—he could tell by that daredevil look in her eye. She would probably use his real name too, on purpose. He couldn’t let her do that. 
 
    The Circle knew he was in New York. He wasn’t naïve enough to believe he could disappear off their radar. But the more people he allowed in his life, the easier it would be for them to disrupt it. Like the time in Montreal when a so-called reporter turned out to be one of The Circle’s goons, sent there to give him a message. He’d sent his own message in the form of breaking the guy’s face. 
 
    He was out of The Circle. He would never go back. 
 
    Ceptor, The Circle’s leader, wasn’t so discreet the next time. He sent a gang of his best fighters to L.A. to drag Hawke back, but that was the thing. There wasn’t a fighter better than him. That’s why The Circle wanted him back so badly. Hawke had been their meal ticket since he was sixteen. 
 
    His hand cupped the scar on his abdomen. It was the deepest of the three, and three years later, it still hurt the worst. He would die before he’d go back. First, he needed to stop the reporter from running that story on him. He jerked off the rest of his pads and threw on a pair of pants and a t-shirt. When he got to the door, he noticed some papers on the floor. They must have fallen out of the bag she carried. He picked them up and glanced down at them. 
 
    It was an ad for a roommate for her apartment. 
 
    Cressida Wales. 
 
    It had her name, her address, and even her number. The other paper was an application. Hawke decided the information might come in handy, so he folded it up and stuck the papers in his pocket. He rushed out the door, down the hallway, and finally caught sight of her heading out the front entrance. She saw him. A quick glance over her shoulder. The cocky smirk was gone. 
 
    Something else captured her features. Hawke recognized it. 
 
    He didn’t want her to be afraid of him. Most people were and had good reason for it. Not her. She was simply trying to do her job, and despite his annoyance, he wouldn’t take his anger out on her. At least, if she agreed to keep his name out of the news. 
 
    He rushed out the door behind her. “Hey. Wait up!” 
 
    Her blonde hair blew in the wind. It was a stark contrast to her blazing red lipstick. She looked like something outside of reality, standing there. A vision that only existed in a daydream. She paused before turning around. It was long enough for her to hide that hint of fear. “What?” 
 
    He moved close to her, emphasizing his height over her, though he doubted it would do any good. Cressida Wales didn’t just have spunk. She was a fighter too. He recognized that fire in her eyes. “We need to get a few things straight.” 
 
    She shoved her shoulders back. “I’m running the interview, Hawke.” 
 
    She meant it. Heck, he barely knew this woman, but he knew she would run the interview no matter what he said. He admired her conviction and hated it. Normally, he didn’t make concessions. But there was something there. Something about the storm brewing in those big blue eyes that reined in his own thunder. “I simply have a request.” 
 
    That softened her. “Yes?” 
 
    “You were right before. I don’t like my real name. I never use it.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “You want me to use Hawke.” 
 
    He nodded. “And if you keep the use of my last name to a minimum, well, that would simply be a bonus.” 
 
    “Is there a reason?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me?” 
 
    He smiled. “No.” 
 
    Something caught his attention. Movement off to their right. The parking lot was only half-full, people walking in and out of the building, but there was something about the car across the lot that caught his eye. A man in a dark gray suit stood behind the open door, watching them. 
 
    Cressida sighed. “Look—if we are going to have a successful relationship…” 
 
    Hawke glanced back to the beautiful girl in front of him. “Relationship?” 
 
    “Yes. A professional relationship then—what are you looking at?” 
 
    The guy behind the door turned and every muscle in Hawke’s body stiffened. There was no denying who it was. “Ceptor.” 
 
    Cressida moved into him to get a better look, her small body soft and warm against him. “Who?” 
 
    This is bad. 
 
    Hawke grabbed Cressida and opened the door to her car. “You need to go, sweetheart.” 
 
    He practically picked her up and placed her into the driver’s seat. She didn’t fight it, but she didn’t go willingly either. She shoved his hands off her. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He cupped her face, pulling it around to look at him. She was scared again and he hated it. “Trust me, okay? You have to leave. Right now.” 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    He jerked his hands away from her and grabbed the door. “Leave, Cressida Wales. Leave now and I will do any interview you ask of me. Just go.” 
 
    She hesitated, her gaze darting toward the black car. She saw the same thing everyone did when they looked into the coal dark eyes of The Circle’s leader. Danger. “Okay.” 
 
    Hawke slammed the door shut before she could change her mind. He’d lied to himself before. There was still one fighter in the world better than him. The leader of The Circle. Ceptor Nikolaev…his father. 
 
    Cressida’s car flashed through the parking lot and Hawke turned around, flexing his sore knuckles into a fist, preparing for the fight of his life. He might not win it, but he would die trying. 
 
    Except, Ceptor didn’t move from his position. His steel-gray hair brushed over his dark stare, but it wasn’t directed at Hawke. Instead, Ceptor watched Cressida’s car as it pulled into traffic and disappeared out of sight. He smiled. 
 
    Everything inside of Hawke sank. 
 
    No. He wouldn’t. 
 
    Ceptor got back in the car and motioned for the driver to leave. Hawke stood there in the parking lot, both hands clenched into fists. 
 
    Cressida Wales was in danger. 
 
    Ceptor’s tactics were simple—find a weakness and exploit it. 
 
    As he watched his father leave, he made a solemn vow to himself: Find a way to keep her safe. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cressida’s Roommate 
 
      
 
    Cressida rushed home from work the next day, her mind a frantic buzz. She couldn’t forget the expression on Hawke’s face. It wasn’t fear she saw in his eyes yesterday as he told her to leave. It was something else she couldn’t put her finger on. Either way, she still had no clue why he rushed her off, or who those men were in the parking lot watching them. 
 
    It made her nervous. 
 
    She stopped by the practice facility that morning only to find it completely vacant. Training camp didn’t officially start for another week, so it wasn’t surprising. She still didn’t have any answers. She tried to tell herself that she had more important things to worry about right now. She had to find a roommate or she would have to resort to attending Scooter’s birthday party for an excuse not to starve to death until her next payday. 
 
    Cressida eagerly found her mailbox, crossing her fingers that it would be filled with shiny applications. She unlocked the metal box, peeking inside only to find one single envelope. The outside was completely blank, but when she ripped it open, she found an application. 
 
    She squealed. “Oh, thank goodness.” 
 
    She quickly glanced at the information. Their first name was Sascha, no last name listed, or current address, but they did leave a phone number. Cressida continued to read as she made her way up to the apartment. Sascha claimed to be super neat, which was a plus, and a good cook, but was away on business a lot. It was absolutely perfect. 
 
    She quickly jerked out her phone as she balanced her bag and unlocked her apartment door. She dialed the number on the application and it went straight to voicemail. 
 
    “Hi, Sascha. This is Cressida Wales. You filled out a roommate application for my apartment. I looked it over and everything seems great. If you want to stop by this afternoon, we could do a walk-through and discuss details. Just give me a call back at this number if you have any questions. I look forward to meeting you.” 
 
    She sighed as she hung up the phone. If this worked out, it would be a giant weight off her shoulders. She changed out of her work clothes then went to the kitchen to start dinner. Her cupboard was barren. Resigning to a peanut butter sandwich, she settled onto the couch with her laptop.  
 
    She smiled when she realized her neighbor’s Wi-Fi wasn’t locked. Borrowing it until her next payday wouldn’t hurt. She needed to find out more about Hawke Nikolaev. She Googled him and spent the next hour reading every article ever written about him, which wasn’t many. He apparently was really good about avoiding the press. 
 
    Someone knocked on her door. Cressida jumped, halfway closing her computer screen. It was probably her new roommate. She moved her computer over and got up to answer the door. She would have been frightened if she hadn’t recognized the stone mask expression on Hawke Nikolaev’s face. Her hand touched her heart anyway. The missed beat at the sight of him became apparent. Hawke wasn’t a sweaty mess anymore. Everything about him was tailored and precise, accentuating the long, lean lines of his body. 
 
    And those brown eyes. They fixated on her. 
 
    “Did I catch you at a bad time?” 
 
    Cressida cleared her throat. “Well, yes actually. I’m expecting someone.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Who?” 
 
    “I’m doing interviews for a new roommate.” 
 
    His smile was slow. “I thought on the application it said this was only a two-bedroom. This isn’t going to work if I have to bunk with some stranger…unless it means I get to bunk with you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    He stepped inside. “You left me a message too.” 
 
    “What? No, I didn’t. You didn’t fill out an application and even if you did, I would have turned it down.” 
 
    Hawke casually pulled his phone out of his back pocket and pressed a button. The message she’d left the Sascha girl played out loud. 
 
    She panicked. “No. There’s been a mistake.” 
 
    His tongue played at the edge of his lips. Hawke was enjoying himself. “I told you I didn’t like my real name. I only use it for official things…like housing applications.” 
 
    “You tricked me.” Why hadn’t anything about his name been in the news articles she read? Had he seriously intimidated the other reporters that much? 
 
    “I merely filled out the application. You called me.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “You didn’t put your last name on it. It’s invalid.” 
 
    Hawke rolled his eyes and started walking around the apartment. “You need a roommate, Cressida Wales, and from the look of this place, you need one with a steady income.” 
 
    “You can’t live here.” 
 
    He sat down on the couch, bouncing on it, testing its resistance. “You were right before. The hotel life is getting old.” 
 
    Cressida practically stomped her foot. “No, Hawke.” 
 
    He put his elbows on his knees, glancing up at her underneath those giant eyelashes. “Can you afford to say that?” 
 
    “Forget you.” 
 
    He grinned. “At least hear me out.” 
 
    “If you want to explain something to me, why don’t you tell me who those men were in the parking lot? Why did you make me leave?” 
 
    Hawke stood and went to her. He placed his hand at the nape of her neck, his fingers playing with the end of her hair. His voice was soft. “Don’t worry about those men.” 
 
    “Why do I suddenly feel like I should?” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it. I just need you to let me.” 
 
    He pulled back, his expression switching back to his flirty, pain-in-the-rear potential roommate routine. “So, can I assume that the misunderstanding means I get the extra bedroom and we won’t actually be bunking together?” 
 
    He didn’t wait for her answer before going to the kitchen. Cressida stood there, still stunned by his touch. Her fingers touched the skin of her neck. 
 
    This was a horrible idea. Why was she actually considering it? 
 
    Without giving herself an answer, because his rear in those jeans wasn’t an acceptable reason, she followed him. He walked around the bar, running his hand over it as if examining every glossy inch of the marble. Cressida noticed his arm, a row of black tattoos leading down his shoulder past his elbow like tally marks. “What kind of tattoo is that?” 
 
    Hawke glanced up and then followed her gaze to his fancy artwork. “It’s my record.” 
 
    “For shutouts?” 
 
    His expression evened out. “Something like that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Trust me, you don’t want to know.” 
 
    Cressida matched his frown, because she did want to know. She wanted to know everything. Who was that man in the parking lot? What other kind of record would he have tattooed on his body? What in the world would possess him to want to be her roommate? 
 
    “I don’t get you.” 
 
    He eyed her coyly. “I’m complicated—I’ll give you that. But I would be a good roommate. I didn’t lie on the application. I’m tidy, quiet, and I can cook.” 
 
    His arms pressed into the counter, the muscles flexing as he looked up at her underneath lashes that were too gorgeous to belong on any man. 
 
    She wavered. Her sanity. Her willpower. Her rebellious libido. “This is such a horrible idea.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying yes?” 
 
    That smile could crumble empires. Her kingdom was doomed if she let this continue. She had to come up with some kind of reasonable excuse. Rooming with a guy was a bad idea in general…but Hawke Nikolaev. “Look—I can’t have a roommate who is going to be parading women in and out all the time.” 
 
    Hawke waved away her concern with a flick of his wrist. “Won’t be a problem.” 
 
    Cressida eyed him skeptically. If fact, her stare called him an outright liar. A guy who looked like him wouldn’t bring women home on a regular basis? 
 
    Phst. She wanted to bring him home on a regular basis and she didn’t even like him. 
 
    “I’m serious,” he said, standing up away from the counter. “And that rule works both ways. No random guys running around. I don’t want any awkward morning conversations with your fan club.” 
 
    She scoffed. “My fan club?” 
 
    He moved closer, his words quick and velvety. “And…you have to be prepared that if one of them doesn’t treat you right, he will receive a complimentary lesson on it.” 
 
    Cressida rolled her eyes. Hawke smiled, flexing his knuckles that Cressida suddenly noticed were scared and swollen. “Even a jerk can be a gentleman.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “This coming from the guy who called me a puck bunny two days ago.” 
 
    “I was having a bad day.” 
 
    “Is that what you consider an apology?” 
 
    A low rumble reverberated in his chest. “Let me stay here and I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    The way he looked at her, soaking in the sight of her, it made her feel like he had more on his mind that making her breakfast in bed every morning. 
 
    Say no. Just say no. 
 
    She nodded before she could stop herself. “Okay. You’ve got a deal.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cressida’s Weakness 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean he’s moving in with you?” 
 
    Cressida quickly switched her phone off of speaker, because she didn’t want to risk Hawke hearing what she could only assume would be a very loud lecture from Magnolia. 
 
    “He was the only applicant and I need a roommate. You know I can’t afford this place on my own.” 
 
    “Have you heard what people are saying about him?” 
 
    Yes. The Manhattan rumor mill was in full swing about Hawke Nikolaev. All those things Sam told her were apparently true. Hawke punched a reporter in Montreal and was involved in a bar brawl in Los Angeles. 
 
    It didn’t mean he was dangerous to her. 
 
    The men in the car flashed in her head again. There was more to Hawke’s story than simply writing him off as a violent misfit. She’d seen something else in him…something deeper. “Look, Maggie. I’ve got to get to work. I promise you can lecture me all you want tomorrow at lunch.” 
 
    Magnolia sighed deeply on the other end. “Fine. But you better be glad I can barely walk or I would come over there and knock some sense into you.” 
 
    “Consider it a rain check.” Cressida told her friend goodbye and rushed through her morning routine. Cressida brushed her teeth, taking extra care to make sure her morning breath was gone. Why? She had no clue. She didn’t care what Hawke thought of her breath, her sparkly pajamas, or horrendous case of bedhead. 
 
    Except that she did care. A little bit at least. 
 
    She didn’t want him laughing about her morning appearance to the guys on the team. Not that he spoke to the other guys, but he could instantly drop his badass persona and turn on her. So, instead of going straight to her coffee fix, she brushed her teeth, combed her hair, and threw on her silky black robe. And maybe a little lip gloss. When she assured herself that her breath was minty fresh, she strutted into the living room, prepared to make Hawke believe that she absolutely woke up looking that amazing. 
 
    Cressida pushed her shoulders back, ready to enjoy Hawke’s gawking when she stumbled over her feet. She also swallowed her tongue. Or it might have fallen on the floor. Either way, it definitely wasn’t in her mouth anymore. 
 
    Thin white fabric filled her vision. In fact, it took it hostage. Perfectly toned muscles peeked from beneath a shirt that crept slowly up Hawke’s back. It wasn’t the shirt that had her scrambling for sanity, though. 
 
    Briefs. 
 
    The jerk stretched in the middle of the living room floor in nothing but briefs. Hawke leaned further over, his nose practically touching the floor. His rear in those briefs… 
 
    Incredible. 
 
    “W-w-what are you doing?” 
 
    She sounded like a prepubescent teenager. She cleared her throat, hoping the squeak in her panicked voice would go away. She couldn’t do this guy roommate thing. Not with Sascha Nikolaev. Not with that…she couldn’t look away…in her living room every morning. It was all wrong. 
 
    She was the sexy vixen. She was the one supposed to induce temptation and dirty thoughts as she tortured him with her sultry charm and collection of lacy boy shorts. 
 
    Hawke casually glanced over his shoulder. He didn’t even bother with a smile. “Good morning.” 
 
    Cocky mongrel. 
 
    Cressida threw her hands out, showcasing the display of flesh. “What is this?” 
 
    “The splits.” 
 
    She clenched her teeth together. “In the living room?” 
 
    Hawke finally sat up. “Apparently.” 
 
    Her gaze trained to the tiny patch of skin as it disappeared underneath his shirt. Maybe Magnolia was right. She’d lost all hope of common sense. “This isn’t going to work.” 
 
    She tore her gaze away from him. His attire…the morning stubble…she hadn’t prepared for that at all. Cressida stalked into the kitchen. She needed caffeine and maybe a shot of bourbon. 
 
    “What do you mean this isn’t going to work? I’ve already moved my stuff in.” 
 
    She flipped the top of her coffee maker open and shoved one of the tiny cups inside of it. The shadow of his figure pressed into her back. Even across the room he taunted her. This time his voice was deep. “Cressida.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. He demanded her attention. 
 
    Where is my coffee mug? 
 
    He stepped closer and her hand gripped the counter at the sound of his ruff voice. “I have to stretch every morning. It’s part of my routine.” 
 
    Cressida found her mug in the cabinet only to remember she hadn’t made it to the liquor store yet. The coffee would have to do. She shoved the mug under the machine and pushed start. 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest. “My room is too small. So, unless you want to trade me the master suite, the living room is my best option.” 
 
    Cressida turned around, attempting to keep her expression calm and at least semi-collected. “It makes me uncomfortable.” 
 
    She allowed her gaze to rake down his body. Every exposed, torturous inch of it. She intended to bring attention to his lack of attire, but she held the sight of him for one moment too long. 
 
    He smirked. “Uncomfortable? Are you sure that’s the right adjective?” 
 
    Cressida really, really hated him. 
 
    “Pants, Nikolaev. They had those things in Moscow, right?” 
 
    He pursed his lips and moved a fraction of an inch closer. 
 
    Fudge him. 
 
    “First off, I was born in Siberia. Not Moscow. Secondly, pants don’t allow me the range of motion I require.” 
 
    Her breath turned heavy as her coffee maker spewed and steamed behind her. She wanted to turn around, to escape his gaze. He eyed the knot in her robe. She could practically see the dirty little cogs turning in his mind. 
 
    She should be angry. She should scream at him and kick him out. End this insane notion that she could live with a man, but she couldn’t even turn around for her coffee. She would not let him win. He wouldn’t be permitted to see this…weakness. She straightened her shoulders and set her jaw tight. “Pants, my dear Sascha. If you are to live here…stretch here…then you must wear pants.” 
 
    The use of his real name caused a slight fire to blaze in his eyes, but it quickly transformed into something else. Something devious. Wicked. “And you?” 
 
    He was in front of her. His fingers grazing the knot at her waist as his gaze flowed down to her bare legs. She parted her lips to speak, but it was too late. He grabbed the edge of the tie and with one swift jerk, her house coat fell open. 
 
    She had on shorts. Sparkly shorts, but shorts none the less. Hawke appeared exceptionally disappointed. 
 
    Good. He could join the club. 
 
    Cressida quickly jerked the sides back together and tied the knot while glaring at her roommate as if the action hadn’t set her sparkles on fire. 
 
    Her sparkles were toast. She retrieved her coffee and stalked past Hawke to the safe, brief-free confines of her bedroom. Her vagina was simply confused. She could not be attracted to her roommate. 
 
    Magnolia was right. Rooming with Hawke Nikolaev was a horrible idea. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hawke’s Fight 
 
      
 
    Protecting Cressida Wales wasn’t going to be as simple as he’d predicted. All the guys on the team somehow knew about their living arrangements already and Hawke could have sworn the little one, Sam, threatened him at breakfast. 
 
    Maybe these guys aren’t so bad after all. 
 
    Either way, Hawke would have to break his cardinal rule and confide in Cressida about The Circle. She wasn’t the type to simply stop asking questions and after their encounter that morning, she needed to understand why he had to keep a professional distance from her. 
 
    He’d wanted her from the instant she strutted into the living room in that tiny robe. He might have flirted with her, but he could have told himself no. He was disciplined. He knew where to draw the line. That was before she looked at him…no, mentally undressed him in the middle of the kitchen. 
 
    He continued to underestimate her and it had to stop. He would tell her the truth. He would keep her safe. 
 
    Hawke also had to manage to get her friends off his back. He couldn’t risk Sam or the others convincing her to kick him out. Austin and Henrik kept an especially close eye on him and Callen Copley just glared at him constantly. The team was going out to lunch and he begrudgingly agreed to tag along hoping to score some good graces in their favor. He needed to call Cressida first. He grabbed his cell phone and dialed her number. She picked up on the first ring. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Hawke tried not to smile. Cressida was apparently still in a mood. “Hello to you too, Roomie. I was just calling to see if you wanted to grab dinner this afternoon since we haven’t been grocery shopping.” 
 
    “Dinner?” 
 
    “Yeah. And I’ll even wear pants.” 
 
    “Hawke, really there is no need to apologize for this morning. I’m just not used to waking up to rear in my face.” 
 
    “I’m not apologizing. It isn’t my fault your attraction to me makes you uncomfortable.” He really wished he could see her face. Those shiny lips curled into a snarl. He hurried to cut off whatever curse she was about to spout at him. “I want to take you to dinner because I owe you an explanation for that day in the parking lot.” 
 
    There was a long pause. She was probably trying to rein in her temper. “And you’re going to finally tell me?” 
 
    His smile vanished. This part was serious. “I think it’s important that I do.” 
 
    “Okay then. Pick me up at five. I’ll meet you at the elevator in the parking garage.” 
 
    “See you then.” 
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    Hawke survived lunch with the guys. And he really did mean survive. They grilled him hard about his intentions with moving in with Cressida. Apparently, they were closer than even he realized. 
 
    A family. 
 
    Hawke didn’t even understand the word. He didn’t have a family. Never had one if he really wanted to admit it. His father was more of a mentor and not the doling-out-advice-about-girls kind. Lessons on switchblades and gang lords were their typical Friday night, and that was before he started throwing Hawke in the ring to get his rear beat for the sake of experience. Ceptor didn’t want a son. He wanted a prodigy. 
 
    Hawke hurried to pack his things up and get to the parking garage so he wouldn’t be late. He didn’t want to risk Cressida trying to take the train home by herself. He pulled into a space and got out only to have his heart sink. 
 
    Three men stood by the elevator. He recognized one of them as Bruce, his father’s driver and personal guard. Hawke sprinted across the garage, but it was too late. The doors of the elevator opened, revealing the blonde hair and soft features of his roommate. “Cressida, run!” 
 
    She paused inside the door, but Bruce grabbed her. Hawke ran for her, but the other men blocked his path. Hawke grabbed the man on the left first, throwing a hard punch straight to his face and then a knee straight up to his chin. The second man tried to pull a gun from his holster, but Hawke threw the man in his arms into him, knocking him off balance. 
 
    The gun was lost on the ground. The man tried to scramble to it, but Hawke caught him by the neck of his shirt and flipped him over. He landed punch after punch. His fury was relentless and his anger palpable in the echoed confines of the garage. The man went limp, but Hawke didn’t stop. 
 
    “That’s enough, Hawke. He’s out.” It was Bruce. Cressida was already gone from his arms inside the blacked-out SUV behind him. 
 
    His fist paused at the man’s bloody face. “He deserves worse and so do you.” 
 
    “Come with us willingly, Hawke, or he’ll make you. It won’t end until you face him.” 
 
    Hawke gritted his teeth, but let the man fall limp to the ground. He stood over his victim like he’d done so many times in the ring, but this time he wanted more. Toying with him was one thing, but laying a hand on Cressida Wales wouldn’t go unpunished. That shot of fear on her face would haunt him for the rest of his life. It was time he ended it for good. He wouldn’t allow Ceptor to ruin her life too. Hawke stepped over the man at his feet. “Take me to my father. I’m ready.” 
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    Rain pelted against the blacked-out glass of the SUV as fog rolled out of the city. Cressida’s hand trembled and he hated himself for it. Hawke pulled her into his side, holding her close. A soft hint of lavender engulfed him as his lips touched her hair. “Don’t be scared. You’ll be safe.” 
 
    She turned her face into him, her hand relaxing as her thumb grazed the top of his hand. “I know.” 
 
    A dormant fire blazed inside of him as her fingers gripped his hand. Hawke leaned his head down, pressing his lips to her temple. “I’m sorry about this. I was going to tell you tonight.” 
 
    “Shh.” She reached up and tipped her fingertips to his lips. “It’s okay. Everything will be okay.” 
 
    Her reassuring tone calmed him, but not for long. Instinct over took him and everything inside of him knew he would do anything to protect her. It wasn’t just guilt at the thought of dragging her into the middle of his feud with his father. It was something deeper than that. It was something stronger and more complex. He couldn’t name it, but he saw it in her eyes and knew she felt it too. 
 
    He couldn’t let this go on any longer. Live or die, he had to put an end to his father’s involvement in his life and there was only one way to do that. The Circle’s rules were clear. The King called the shots, which meant if Hawke wanted to end this then he had to challenge the one man who hadn’t been beaten…ever. 
 
    They drove inside a giant gray warehouse somewhere on the outskirts of the city. He didn’t want to know how his father commandeered such a place so quickly. Illegal street fights weren’t Ceptor’s only vice. Familiar faces appeared outside the window as they parked. The metal door to the warehouse clanged as it rolled shut. 
 
    A man Hawke knew as Felix opened the door, motioning them toward a crowd of people at the other end of the warehouse. It was a traditional fight day setup. Ceptor wasn’t going to even give him a chance to talk. The ring was ready. 
 
    A circle outlined by a couple of broken bricks placed a few feet apart was a far cry from the ring of fire he’d fought in his last time. He paused in front of the first brick, Cressida tucked safely behind him, staring his father in the face. 
 
    Ceptor had aged. Three years in a life like this did that to a person. Hawke felt a lot older than twenty-four. His father pulled his jacket off, revealing the long row of black marks down his arm symbolizing his wins. The red one at the bottom was the most important. It symbolized the kill that made Ceptor king. 
 
    At least thirty men gathered around the circle, their voices a thrum of chatter as the energy began to build. Ceptor hadn’t stepped foot in a ring since the day of that kill because no one had the guts to challenge him. “Nice to see you again, son.” 
 
    Hawke let out a cruel laugh. “Son? Is that what you call the person you stuck a knife in because they refused you?” 
 
    “You know the rules.” 
 
    “You don’t own me.” Hawke squeezed Cressida’s hand one last time. He didn’t dare look at her. He didn’t want her to see the callous hatred on his face. 
 
    Challenge accepted, old man. 
 
    He stepped into the ring. It was real now. There wasn’t any turning back. “And if you think you do own me, then you’ve got ten feet of ring here to prove it.” 
 
    Ceptor’s lips curved into a smile as he leaned back to take his stance. “And to think—all it took to get you here was a girl.” 
 
    “This isn’t about her.” 
 
    “But it is, Sascha. What was the one rule I gave you? Tell me.” Hawke clenched his jaw tight, his gaze darting to Cressida. Ceptor’s face moved closer to him. “Don’t fall in love.” 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    Ceptor laughed. “I see it in your eyes, son. Lie to yourself, but that woman has you. The same way Lena had me.” 
 
    The sound of his mother’s name sent a jolt of lightning down his back. Ceptor’s grip tightened. “Don’t make my mistakes.” 
 
    “You’re the one who brought her here. You’re the one putting her in danger.” 
 
    “You can consider this me saving her from you.” 
 
    Hawke gritted his teeth, trying to pry his father’s cold grip off of him. Ceptor landed a hard right punch straight to his face. Blood filled his mouth. Ceptor’s gaze hardened. “The only way out of The Circle is to beat the king. Then you call the shots. You beat me then you can take that girl and go.” 
 
    Hawke swiped at the blood on his lips. “You want me to kill you?” 
 
    “I want you to win.” 
 
    “Dad—” 
 
    Knuckles cracked across Hawke’s jaw and he saw stars. “My pride won’t let me go down easy. This life—it’s too ingrained in me. Beat me, Sascha. Remember everything I taught you. Stand up and fight me.” 
 
    Hawke shoved his father’s face back far enough that the punch could gain enough velocity to make it count. Pain seared through his wrist, but it felt good. Familiar. This life was ingrained in him too. Ceptor stumbled back, touching his lip that was busted open, and he laughed. 
 
    “That’s my boy. Dang, you’ve gotten stronger since the last time.” 
 
    Hawke got himself to his feet, falling into his stance. “I’m not a sixteen-year-old kid anymore.” 
 
    Cheers roared behind them and it was as if a black curtain fell around the ring. His senses heightened. His vision focused. The blood in his mouth was nothing more than fuel for his vengeance. Because of the man in front of him Hawke had lost his mother…his childhood…everything innocent and decent that once dwelled inside of him. It was time to take it all back. He couldn’t save his mother, but by dang he would save Cressida Wales. 
 
    They circled each other, the crowd closing in around them. Adrenaline shot through him and Hawke went for him. Hawke barely registered the jabs to the ribs, but he felt the knee to Ceptor’s chin and the hard right to the side of his face. Ceptor stumbled—a sign of weakness. Hawke speared him in the chest before crashing him to the concrete. Anger and resentment followed behind every punch he took straight to his father’s face until Hawke could barely register his father’s features. 
 
    “Sascha!” 
 
    It was Cressida. Now she was scared—frightened of the trained killer he was born to be. Ceptor choked up blood, his voice rough and coarse. “Finish me. Get your mark.” 
 
    Hawke stared at him, his gaze dropping down to the red slash on his father’s arm. He recalled the night he got it so perfectly. His father had made a choice. Win the fight and become king or forfeit and save his mother. 
 
    Everything suddenly became very clear. “Come on, boy.” 
 
    Hawke shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Finish me!” 
 
    Hawke stood and backed away from his father’s bloody and broken body. The crowd roared, echoing his father’s words. “Finish him. King! King!” 
 
    “No,” Hawke yelled above their cheers and they fell silent. He looked over his shoulder at Cressida, then down at his blood-stained hands. “No. I don’t want to be your king.” 
 
    If he killed his father The Circle would never let him out. He would be king and as his father always said…the rules of The Circle are clear. His father wasn’t offering him an out…he was cementing Hawke as his prodigy. 
 
    Hawke backed away. “I don’t want to be king. The Nikolaev Dynasty dies today…with him. The question is who has the guts to finish him.” 
 
    “Son.” It was stern. His father rolled onto his side, attempting to push himself up, but it was too late. He was down. 
 
    Hawke glared over his shoulder. Ceptor didn’t care about him or Cressida the same way he didn’t care about Lena. He could fool himself into thinking he wanted to do the right thing, but all Ceptor wanted was his legacy to go on. Hawke would never give him that. 
 
    He stepped out of the ring. “Go on,” he yelled toward the men surrounding him. “Here’s your chance. I’ve heard the whispers all my life about those of you who want to lead, well do it. Finish him. Take his place.” 
 
    Ceptor crawled to his knees. “Finish me, Sascha. This is your fight!” 
 
    “No, it’s not. It never has been.” Hawke turned his back on him and went to Cressida. She rushed the final foot to him. “Let’s go.” 
 
    He pulled Cressida into his side and walked toward the exit. He had no idea how they would get home, but they needed to get out of there before the bloodshed started. A new king would rise; it was only a matter of time. 
 
    His father’s voice was desperate behind him. “Get back here. Finish this.” 
 
    Hawke didn’t bother to turn around until they got to the exit. Ceptor’s screams had ceased because a challenger had stepped into the ring, the figure nothing more than a shadowy outline. The Circle would go on about business like it always did. People died every day. It wouldn’t miss Ceptor for very long. 
 
    Rain hit his face as the last light of the day disappeared behind the gray horizon. Wide blue eyes shined up at him. Hawke wanted to stay and watch his father die. He wanted to finally see fear or maybe even a little regret in the eyes of the man that stripped his life down to a prize fee. He would have done just that if not for those blue eyes. Hawke needed to keep Cressida safe. 
 
    And he would. Always. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cressida’s Will 
 
      
 
    Hawke locked the apartment door. “I need to get this blood off me. Shut the curtains and lock the balcony door.” 
 
    Cressida’s heart beat in her ears, but she complied. In fact, she double checked every lock. She found Hawke in his bathroom, slipping a fresh shirt over his head. The sink was stained a watery red, one of his knuckles cut completely open. She gasped and took a step toward him without thinking, but then caught herself. 
 
    Hawke’s smile was slow. “It’s okay. Come here.” 
 
    She went to him as if for the thousandth time. Her arms eagerly wrapped around him and he returned the embrace. “I really am sorry I put you in the middle of all this.” 
 
    It all made sense now. The reporter. The bar brawl. Why he showed up at her door to be her roommate. Cressida buried her face against his chest, recalling the sincerity of Hawke’s vow. 
 
    You’ll be safe. 
 
    His body was made of stone, but everything else…he was a good man. 
 
    He lifted her chin to look at him. “Say something.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Hawke brushed his lips against hers and Cressida’s breath caught in her throat, her fingers grasping his shirt at his waistline. 
 
    His lips curved into a smile. “Promise me you’ll do that every time I kiss you.” 
 
    She smiled against his lips before kissing him again—the hum that came out had a growl mixed in. They both knew this wouldn’t be a one-time thing. It was too good. Too natural. 
 
    He sucked her bottom lip between his, cupping his hands under her chin, tilting it up. She pressed her fingers against his chest, temporarily pausing what she could only assume would be a successful pursuit of her. “Will those men come for us here? Tonight?” 
 
    His breath was soft against her lips, his forehead close to her. “No. They know I have you, so they won’t risk it. They can’t beat me.” 
 
    “So, we’re safe?” 
 
    His eyes drifted shut, tensing. “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    Cressida’s lips parted, prepared to ask him a million things, but Hawke cut off her words and kissed her again. 
 
    Deeper. Longer. 
 
    I could have lost him tonight. 
 
    “Hawke—” 
 
    He placed his finger over her lips. “Shh.” 
 
    Cressida leaned into him and he held her tight against his chest. “Taking a chance on me is a risk…I know that.” His hand dropped down to her waist, holding her in place. “If you want me to leave, I understand, but if you tell me to stay, I fully intend to kiss you again.” 
 
    Cressida reached behind her and pushed the door shut, smiling against his lips. 
 
    Innocent thing. He doesn’t understand yet. But he will… 
 
    She wouldn’t let this moment with him pass. Being with Sascha Nikolaev was no longer a mere craving. Cressida needed him. She’d never been one to think much about tomorrow, but the thought of what could have happened weighed heavy in her thoughts and on her heart. She needed to let this thing between them play out and if all she had was tonight…well, then she would make tonight worth it. 
 
    She kissed him. Her answer was clear in the way she greedily accepted his offer. He backed her against the door, one hand in her hair while the other fought to find skin beneath her shirt. His touch lit her on fire. Every inch of her. The way his hands moved over her body caused her to feel exposed and raw. She’d never desired anything more than him. 
 
    Cressida not-so-gently nudged him, never breaking the kiss as she maneuvered him toward the bed. Hawke quickly caught on, grabbing her up by the hips then settling her into the middle of the bed. The sudden pressure of his body against her encouraged her hips to rise and her body to shift into the perfect position beneath him in order to create the most contact. 
 
    He groaned. It was deep and ragged in his chest. “Cress.” 
 
    Hawke would have to pay for that. The use of her nickname, so soft and tortured on his lips…it wasn’t playing fair. “Yes, Sascha?” 
 
    She didn’t wait for his reply. Cressida pulled the hem of his shirt up, exposing his bare chest at eye level. He eagerly pulled it over his head, his hair ruffling at the top. She grinned at the ridiculously beautiful sight of him. She would need more of him like that. She could already tell. Cressida glanced over, her gaze training to the long row of black marks tattooed on his arm. 
 
    It wasn’t a tally of his shutouts. Her fingers traced down his chest, stopping at a jagged mark below his ribs. It was a scar. Actually, there were three of them. Her smile faded, caught off guard by the sting of sadness. 
 
    He’s gone through so much. 
 
    His lips brushed against her as he watched her fingers touch each scar in turn. “I’m not a bad man, Cressida. Dangerous when I need to be, but I don’t want you to fear me. Ever.” 
 
    She softly kissed him. “I’m not scared of you. I’m disappointed.” He frowned and she quickly kissed him again. “Disappointed I didn’t find you sooner…save you from all this.” She touched the scars then the marks on his arms. 
 
    His eyebrow cocked as he peered down at her, apparently amused. “You save me?” 
 
    “Shut up and kiss me.” She laughed, pulling his lips down to her. “Smart aleck.” 
 
    He smiled, tracing kisses down her neck. “You’re so bossy. I kind of like it.” 
 
    She shoved his chest, rising up to roll him over. He followed her lead without hesitation, his hands resting on her hips. Cressida began to unbutton her blouse, his gaze following each inch of revealed skin, his brows furrowing together. “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “No.” She slipped the shirt off her shoulders, tossing it on the floor. “But that’s never stopped me before.” 
 
    A small smile played on his lips. “Are you always like this?” 
 
    “In charge? Yes, you might as well get used to it.” 
 
    He laughed, leaning up to kiss her. “That’s not what I meant. Fearless. I could see it in your eyes the moment you walked into that locker room.” 
 
    “I know what I want and I get it. Always.” 
 
    His tongue parted her lips and she sank into him, her hips rocking against him. She would have him and not just that night. Every night and for however long it took to fill the barren need for him growing inside of her. With each glance, it deepened. With every touch, it intensified. 
 
    Hawke sighed in her mouth, his firm hand cupping her breast. Cressida reached between her thighs, desperate to find the button on his jeans. She leaned up on her knees so he could pull them off and when he finished, he flipped her back over, his body engulfing her. 
 
    He ravaged her. His kisses were tender and passionate. His thumb played inside the hem of her panties, threatening to remove them, but he didn’t. Instead, he tortured her. He toyed with every fantasy she swore she’d never have about her roommate. His tongue lavished along the borders of her chest, his fingers testing the resistance of the soft fabric between her thighs. 
 
    Cressida leaned back, her body arching beneath him. “You’re one big tease.” 
 
    He tugged the fabric of her panties down. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    His laugh tickled her neck. “I think this rooming together thing was a good idea.” 
 
    His lips found hers and he took her. Every part of her. Even the parts that she swore she’d never give. Cressida was no longer the queen of Manhattan. She’d been conquered. Sascha Nikolaev ruled her mind…her body…and her heart. 
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    The ding of a text woke her up. 
 
      
 
    Austin: It’s baby time! See you at the hospital. 
 
      
 
    Cressida smiled, rolling over in search of Hawke. She was disappointed to find her bed empty, but more than encouraged by the magnificent aroma of pancakes that drifted in the air. She set her phone on the night stand and followed her stomach to the kitchen where she found Hawke standing at the stove, shoveling not only pancakes, but eggs and sausage, onto a plate. 
 
    His smirk was instant. “Nice hair.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at him, but then he held up the food and her frown faded. “I can already tell we’re going to have to make some new house rules.” 
 
    Hawke set the food down on the table in front of her. “I’m wearing pants,” he said, gesturing toward the pair of athletic pants that left absolutely nothing to her imagination. 
 
    “I think we nixed that house rule last night. Actually, I think the new house rules are that you never wear pants, always cook breakfast, and don’t make fun of my hair.” 
 
    He leaned over and kissed her, ruffling the blonde mess on her head. “You’re cute when you’re grumpy.” 
 
    Hawke sat down across from her as she dug into her breakfast. It was delicious. She swallowed and pointed her fork at him. “I have to eat fast. My friend Magnolia went into labor, and I’ve got to go to the hospital.” 
 
    “I know. Austin texted me too.” 
 
    She glanced up, surprised. “He did?” 
 
    “Yep. Apparently, I’m part of the group now.” 
 
    “Family,” Cressida said, correcting him. Everything inside of her smiled at the thought. “And it’s not so bad.” 
 
    His perfect smile remained. “Well, I figure I don’t have a choice. Sam sent a follow-up text saying he’d pick us up at ten and honestly…I’m afraid of that kid.” 
 
    Cressida grinned and Hawke reached over, grazing his bruised knuckles against the tips of her fingers. The rush of contentment and happiness caught her by surprise. It was a first for her. She took his hand. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Me too.” Hawke intertwined their fingers together. “I think I’m going to like New York.” 
 
    Cressida couldn’t wait to show Sascha Nikolaev the life he’d spent so much time pushing away. She glanced at the clock. They had barely less than an hour before Sam would be there to pick them up. It was plenty of time to have a little fun with her roommate. Her smile turned into a smirk and Hawke’s gaze became curious. “What?” 
 
    “Have you done your morning stretches yet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She picked up her giant plate of pancakes. “Good. I could use some entertainment with breakfast. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “It’s part of your routine,” she said, repeating back the excuse he’d given her that morning. “And we can’t mess with your routine. It’s goalie law.” 
 
    Hawke laughed following her into the living room. “Whatever Your Majesty commands.” 
 
    Dang right. 
 
    Moving back to Midtown had been a good idea, but taking a chance on Sascha Nikolaev had been her best one yet.  
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    Damaged 
 
    By Genevieve Lynne 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mackenna 
 
      
 
    Mackenna Sayers downed a shot and pushed her glass toward Ray. “I’ll have another, bartender.” 
 
    Ray rolled his eyes. He filled her glass, throwing a little nod in the direction of the man sitting in the corner booth. Shot glass in hand, she slid off the bar stool and adjusted her dress. She hated these kinds of jobs, cold calling on strangers and hoping she put out the right bait. Should she be Candy the escort, or Sasha the dumped? She approached the man with a gait slow enough to give her time to size him up. Wedding ring. Nice haircut. Armani suit. Rolex watch. Candy crush time. This was gonna be cake. She stopped in front of his booth and waited for him to look up from his steak dinner. 
 
    “Freddie?” she asked when he finally noticed her. 
 
    “Excuse me?” His voice was deep and a little raspy. 
 
    “Is your name Freddie?” 
 
    “Is anyone’s?” he scoffed. 
 
    No, jerk. That’s why I use it. “So, you’re not Freddie?” 
 
    Not Freddie shook his head. 
 
    “Dang it. What kind of a man schedules me for two hours…prepays even…then doesn’t show up? Oh…” She pretended to come to her sudden realization. “His wife must’ve shown up in town. Oh well.” She sighed and gave a little laugh. “Occupational hazard, right? I just hate getting paid without working for it, you know? I have a work ethic.” 
 
    Not Freddie’s gaze was zeroed in on her cleavage. With his eyes still on her chest, he wiped his mouth with his cloth napkin and motioned for her to sit at the booth. She thanked him and slid in across from him. This was almost too easy, but these were the only kind of men she didn’t mind going after, the ones with rings on their fingers who invited a barely clothed woman who just admitted to being an escort to sit with them. 
 
    “So your name’s not Freddie. What is it?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not Freddie.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    “Not here. What did you say your name was?” 
 
    “I didn’t. It’s Candy.” Without breaking eye contact, she tossed back her shot of whiskey and played with the cuff of his pants with the toe of her stiletto. 
 
    He gulped down what was left in his glass, his gaze now locked onto hers. “Why don’t you go home?” 
 
    “I have another date afterward. It would be a waste of time for me to go home and come right back.” 
 
    “You can come up to my room while you wait.” 
 
    She smiled. “That’s so generous. Don’t you have to be somewhere?” 
 
    “Later, but I happen to be free for the next two hours.” 
 
    She winked at him. “So am I.” 
 
    Not Freddie signed his bill, and neither of them spoke as he escorted her to his room on the top floor of the hotel. This was the easiest job she’d ever had. Most of the men usually tried to put up some kind of pretense that they weren’t total dicks. Maybe he was a sick mongrel who couldn’t wait to get her alone and torture her. Didn’t matter. The laced wine Ray served him would kick in before he had the chance to do anything to her. Plus, she had the extra dose in case she needed it. 
 
    When they got into the room, he threw her clutch on the bed then grabbed her by the shoulders, spun her around, and slammed her up against the door. He pushed her cheek into the cold metal while he reached around her to fondle her belly, kissed her neck, and whispered, “When I’m done you, you’re going to beg me to stay another two hours.” He pressed his hard toe against her. 
 
    This was the hardest part, pretending their touch didn’t feel like a branding iron to her skin, marking her with an invisible scar that would never go away. Pretending like she was the kind of woman who would want to be treated this way. Bought. Owned. Mackenna twirled around in the small amount of space between their bodies and grabbed his bulging crotch. She forced a smile and asked, “You wanna give me your credit card for that now, or wait to see how it goes?” 
 
    “Rule number one…” He grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand off him. “…you only talk when I tell you to.” She cringed internally at his instinct for dominance, his desire to humiliate her. She guessed she was supposed to be intimidated by his power and command. Fine. She could play her role for a little while longer. Defeated. Frightened. He took his jacket off and hung it over the back of the desk chair. Then he started on his cufflinks. 
 
    This was moving way too quickly, and she needed to slow it down. 
 
    “Can I do that for you?” 
 
    “These are sixteen-karat gold,” he spat. “You can do the tie.” 
 
    I can do the tie. Wow. Thanks, Not Freddie. 
 
    “Tell me. What did Freddie pay for?” 
 
    She loosened his tie, eased it from his collar, and tied it to one of his wrists. 
 
    “I see.” Not Freddie raised an eyebrow. “What if I don’t want to be tied up?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Most men in high positions enjoy the freedom of not being in control for once. Wouldn’t you like to let go for a few hours and just be?” 
 
    He grabbed her by the shoulders and squeezed hard. “I’m always in control. Always. People who forget that end up regretting it.” 
 
    She fought the instinct to twist out of his grip and bolt out the door, mostly because she could see that his eyelids were drooping, but also because she really wanted him to know she was the one in control and had been even before she sat at his table. He stumbled back onto the bed, pulling her down with him. 
 
    “Wha…what’s happening?” he asked, panic flooding his eyes. 
 
    “I guess you’ve had too much to drink.” 
 
    “No, it’s not…this is different. I feel…” He furrowed his brows. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Oh. That.” She feigned innocence. “I drugged you. You’re going to go to sleep now. You’ll wake up with a pounding headache, a fuzzy memory, and you won’t remember me at all.” She took his phone from his pocket, said, “Smile!” and snapped a selfie with him. “I hope your wife sees that before you have a chance to delete it.” 
 
    His eyes blinked rapidly as he fought to keep his eyelids open. “Why?” he asked in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “I wish I could say it’s because you’re a cheating prick who doesn’t know how to treat women. But it’s bigger than that.” 
 
    His eyes closed. His face relaxed. His hands fell to his side. 
 
    “I have to save my sister.” 
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    Forty minutes later, Mackenna approached the limo that was parked on the third floor of the garage. A big, bad bodyguard stepped out and opened the door for her. She climbed in, took off her wig, and touched the sore spot on her cheek from where Not Freddie slammed her into the door. 
 
    Travis snorted a line of coke from a small mirror that rested on his knee. He sat up, threw his head back, and grimaced. After a minute, he acknowledged her. “You’re late.” 
 
    “The firewall was tricky.” She opened her clutch and retrieved the thumb drive he’d given her an hour and a half ago. “Trojan Horse is up and running.” 
 
    “And the phone?” 
 
    She gave that to him too. “Cloned.” 
 
    He tucked it into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. “Good work. And what about the accountant?” 
 
    She knew this was coming. Despite weeks of putting him off, he kept coming back to this. Why couldn’t he take her word for it and move on? “It’s not going to work. I can’t get to him.” 
 
    “Oh really?” He pulled his phone out of his pocket, scrolled a few times, then put the phone down. “Check your email.” 
 
    Mackenna checked her phone and opened the email from Travis. There was a picture of her and the accountant in the same lobby she’d just walked through and another one of them getting on the elevator, his hand on the small of her back. The next picture was grainy and looked like it was taken from a building across the street, but she recognized the moment it captured—when Ben was kissing her from behind and unzipping her dress. An instant burn rose to her cheeks. Her need to stay composed warred with her desire to double over and cry. She sighed and put her phone down. 
 
    “Keep scrolling, Mack,” Travis insisted. 
 
    The next photo captured her sitting on the bed, unbuckling the accountant’s belt. “I get it,” she said. 
 
    “The next picture is my favorite. Go ahead.” 
 
    She didn’t want to look at it. She didn’t need to. She had had sex with her mark…the accountant…Ben Ramos. 
 
    “Look at the picture, Mack.” 
 
    She looked, cringed, and put her phone to sleep. The fact that Travis had somehow captured such an intimate moment sickened her. She allowed herself that one night with Ben, and it had been amazing. However, even as they made love in that hotel room, she’d known it would be the last time she’d see him. It had taken her weeks to get him to notice her, and over the course of their relationship, when she was supposed to have been manipulating him and garnering his trust so she could get into his home and download malware to his business computer, she’d fallen for him. Hard. 
 
    “I messed up,” she said. “But it’s over. Let him go.” 
 
    “It’s just…you see…” He took a pull from his cigarette, blew out the smoke, then smoothed out his eyebrow with his pinky finger. “Everything hinges on him. None of this means a thing to me if he’s not ruined.” 
 
    “It’s too late. I Dear John-ed him.” She hated that she had to have this conversation with Travis. She’d spent the last few years doing his bidding. She masked herself behind fake names, big wigs, and laced drinks. She spent her life seducing men who never really saw her. What she had with Ben was real, but the only way to protect it was to walk away from it. 
 
    “This is the part where I remind you how you promised me anything I wanted to stop me from telling my uncle how you messed me so you could snoop around in his personnel files. Then I point out that in my generosity, I agreed to get your sister out of the joints, away from the drugs and someplace where she could get clean in exchange for a minor smattering of code manipulation. And then, out of sheer gratitude for my benevolence, you nod that little head of yours and tell me you’ll do whatever I need. Am I wrong?” 
 
    She shook her head. Travis was no different from the jerk she’d left passed out in the hotel room, but all the confidence she’d felt an hour ago had vanished. She had no control, no power. Travis had it all. He’d never let her forget it, either. 
 
    “Be at the W tomorrow night at six. He’ll be there to meet a client who’ll never show up. If you want your sister back out on the streets, stripping and hooking for drugs, then go ahead and harass his brains out. If, however, you think her life is worth saving, then make sure you get that virus loaded onto his computer. And don’t forget. I have eyes everywhere.” 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ben 
 
      
 
    Benjamin Ramos came in from his run and pulled his hoodie off over his head. He sat down on the sofa and settled his computer on his lap. He needed to send an email to his newest client and check the fifty other messages that had surely popped up since he left for his run. And that didn’t even include the text messages. Incredible. Gemma. Man, she’d be pissed if he forgot to call her back again. 
 
    “’Bout time,” Gemma said after answering on the first ring. “You get stuck under a dumbbell or something?” 
 
    “Sorry.” He clicked onto Facebook and went to her page to see if there was any big news he may have missed. Didn’t look like it. “I get at least one hundred text messages a day. Yours got buried. What’s up, beautiful?” 
 
    “My party. You and Javier are coming.” 
 
    “I think I’m busy that day.” 
 
    “I didn’t even tell you what day it was.” 
 
    “Is it in Bokchito?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then I’m busy.” 
 
    “You’re such a jerk.” 
 
    “I can’t think of a single person in Bokchito who would want to see us.” 
 
    “Well, I can think of several. Come on, Ben. We all miss you. I’ll send you an obscene picture if you promise to think about it.” 
 
    “Hmm. I don’t think your husband would appreciate that very much.” 
 
    “Then we won’t tell him.” There was some rustling followed by silence that lasted a few seconds. “Okay. It’s sent. Just don’t touch yourself until after we hang up.” 
 
    “Hang on.” Ben scrolled to his text messages and tapped the one from Gemma. It was a picture of her flipping him off, her giant diamond wedding ring sending lens flares all over the picture. “That is so hot.” 
 
    She laughed, and it made him smile. He really did miss her. Seeing her might be worth going home and facing the demons he’d inherited from his father. 
 
    “How’s the revived love life?” she asked. 
 
    “Dead on the operating table.” 
 
    “Oh no. It’s not because of Javier, is it?” 
 
    “I never got around to telling her about Javier. We had one night, but she was gone when I woke up in the morning. The phone number she gave me isn’t working, and she’s not showing up at the restaurant for lunch anymore. It’s like she disappeared.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Right? I really liked her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, friend. You’ll find someone. Probably in Bokchito. At my party.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. That.” 
 
    “If I don’t see those gorgeous brown eyes at my party, I’m going to send my husband down there to kick your rear, Ramos.” 
 
    He smiled. “I miss you, too, friend.” He just didn’t realize how much until he’d heard her voice. 
 
    “It’s very important to me that you and Javier be here.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Ben ended the call and closed his laptop. He walked to the floor-to-ceiling window of his fifteenth-floor apartment and counted the lights of the building across from his that were still on. It was comforting to know people were out there, like when he was a kid and would fall asleep to the sound of his dad watching the ten o’clock news. It was almost as if he could take the weight of the world off his shoulders and let someone else look after things for a while.  
 
    He walked to Javier’s bedroom and knocked lightly. “Can I come in?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Javier was sitting on his Thomas the Tank bedspread, his black hair still wet from his shower, and he was playing on his Nintendo. “Did you count the lights?” 
 
    “Thirty-five.” 
 
    “Thirty-five. That’s a good number,” Javier said with his concentration still focused on his game. 
 
    Ben sat down next to his older brother and picked up the camera he used on his daily walks with his sitter. He scrolled through the most recent pictures of people sitting on concrete steps eating their lunches. “This is outside my office.” 
 
    “I wanted to visit you, but then I ran out of storage.” 
 
    “It would have been nice to see you.” 
 
    “Yeah. I need more storage.” 
 
    “I can download these to your computer. Then you’ll have all your storage again. It’s time for bed.” Javier still hadn’t looked at him. Ben knew he wouldn’t. He fluffed the pillow and Javier lay down. 
 
    “Buenas noches, Manito,” he said and walked out, closing the door behind him. 
 
    After his shower, Ben climbed into bed. One last calendar check before turning off the light. Tomorrow would be a slow day, except for that one late appointment. He checked his appointment notes. Beth Simms wanted to meet face-to-face so she could show him her concerns in person. She didn’t trust the people in her office. Smart lady. 
 
    He closed his calendar app and checked his missed calls. Three he needed to return, and one from the department of corrections. He scrolled to the option that let him block the caller. His finger hovered over the screen. He’d been through this scenario a thousand times and hesitated, like all the times before. He should just block it already. But this wasn’t only his decision to make. Javier wouldn’t want him to. He backed out of the screen and put his phone down. Make that a thousand and one.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mackenna 
 
      
 
    Mackenna paused at the sight of Benjamin Ramos in the hotel bar. Tall. Broad. Handsome. Important. Better off without her. She should leave before he saw her. Bad idea. As Travis already proved, he was watching. She was one defiant move away from getting her sister thrown back out onto the streets. But ruining Ben’s career…his life…was not a better choice. 
 
    The click of a picture being taken made her scan the room for a camera or a smartphone pointed at her. Too many people. She smoothed her white pants and adjusted her lace top, glad she opted to go with the classic look rather than the slutty one. This was more comfortable, more her. More Ben. 
 
    She walked to his table and realized the odd sensation she’d felt all day was anticipation. She was genuinely happy to see him. Would he feel the same? 
 
    “Ben?” 
 
    He looked up from his Texas Monthly and stared at her like he didn’t know her. His furrowed brows of confusion morphed into arches of surprise. Then he smiled, and she started breathing again. 
 
    “My goodness.” He stood up. “Why didn’t you…where did you…where have you been?” 
 
    It surprised her, how often life stripped away her choices and replaced them with a choice between two terrible options. Her decision was made. She’d chosen her sister over the only man who’d ever looked at her like he truly saw her. She’d never felt so wretched. “Mind if I sit down?” 
 
    “I’m waiting for a client, but…not at all.” 
 
    Here, sitting so close to the big fountain, the din from the crowded room was muffled. She adjusted her purse on her lap and smiled at him, feeling more nervous than that time in grade school when she had her best friend ask one of the Henson boys—she couldn’t remember which—if they liked her. “I’m…um…” She cleared her throat. “I’m your client.” 
 
    “Your real name is Beth?” 
 
    “No.” She smiled. He wasn’t going to yell at her and storm away. She could let her guard down an inch. “Beth is made up. So was Allison. It’s Mackenna.” 
 
    “Huh.” One corner of his mouth turned up. “How can I be sure Mackenna is real?” 
 
    “I can show you my driver’s license,” she offered, trying to sound light. 
 
    “Hmm.” He thought for a moment before he smiled. “Nah. I like the challenge.” 
 
    When the waitress arrived, Mackenna ordered a glass of wine while Ben opted for rum and Coke. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure how you’d respond when you saw me,” Mackenna said when they were alone again. 
 
    “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” He leaned forward and put his hand on her leg. “If I did anything to—” 
 
    “Oh goodness, no.” She loved that he felt comfortable enough to touch her so gently. After tonight, he’d never touch her again. He’d never want to. “You were perfect. The whole night was wonderful. I have some personal things going on right now. I’m kind of a mess.” And I’m in kind of a mess that I didn’t want to expose you to. 
 
    “I bet I can match your mess with my own.” He leaned in closer. “Listen. I know we’ve only known each other less than a month, and…yeah…that night was crazy and we were a little drunk, but I thought—” 
 
    “I wasn’t drunk,” Mackenna interrupted. 
 
    Ben’s expression went blank, unreadable. His chest rose and fell twice before he said, “Neither was I.” 
 
    Ben was still interested. The relief rolled right off her and thudded at her feet. Ben was still interested. If only he’d get up and leave, tell her he never wanted to see her again and storm out, then maybe she wouldn’t have to do this to him. Or maybe she could tell him what was going on, ask him to play along for any eyes that might be following them, and then they could figure out what to do together. Yes, that’s exactly what she should do. He’d understand. She hadn’t done anything to him yet, after all. With the decision made to tell him about Travis’s desire to ruin him, her pulse quickened, and her mouth went dry again. 
 
    A waitress delivered two drinks. “Another rum and Coke, sir? And for the lady, a Long Island Iced Tea.” 
 
    Long Island Iced Tea? The realization slammed into her like a hammer driving in a nail with one swing. She ordered wine, not Long Island Iced Tea. Rubbish. Ray. 
 
    She spotted him at the bar, wiping the same spot over and over, as he stared at them…her, actually. Dang it, she hadn’t noticed him when she walked in. He gave her the same nod as the night before. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Ben asked, following her line of sight. 
 
    No. Absolutely not. “I think I see an acquaintance who has no business being here.” 
 
    “That bartender who’s been staring at you since you walked in?” 
 
    “Please excuse me for a minute.” 
 
    She found Ray in the nook that led to the restrooms. He grabbed her arm and pulled her into the ladies’ room. 
 
    She wrenched out of his grasp. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Making sure you quit messing around and get the job done this time. There are people who can’t do their jobs until you do yours. And we’re running out of time, Mackenna.” 
 
    “I’m doing fine. I don’t need your help.” 
 
    “Maybe if you hadn’t screwed the guy I’d believe you.” 
 
    “I just need some time.” 
 
    “I’d say you have about ten minutes to get him in a cab, fifteen to get him home, and twenty before he’s out cold.” 
 
    “Twenty minutes? Why twenty min…Oh shoot. You drugged him, didn’t you?” 
 
    He pulled a thumb drive from his pocket and handed it to her. “Get him home. Get to his computer, put the data on this. And here…” He offered her the same small vial he offered at every job in case her mark didn’t pass out. 
 
    “I don’t need that.” 
 
    “Non-negotiable.” 
 
    She snatched it out of his hand. “You’re a jerk.” 
 
    He looked at his watch. “Tick tock.” 
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    Mackenna paid the cab driver and helped Ben onto the elevator. She took his keys from him and unlocked his front door. She could tell his eyes had trouble focusing. “I hav’ta tell you s’mthin,” he said with one arm wrapped around her waist, the other pulling her hair off her neck, his mouth trailing kisses along her shoulder. 
 
    The door clicked open. She steadied him and tucked herself underneath his arm. “Come on. Let’s get you inside. Then you can tell me.” 
 
    He resisted. “No. Now. There’s someone…” He stumbled back and then forward. He grabbed her shoulders and pushed her up against the wall. She could see the struggle in his eyes, the confusion, the despair, the blame. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    “You were drugged,” she answered. “Those drinks at the bar.” 
 
    He pushed up harder against her. Their mouths were nearly touching. “Wh…wh…why?” 
 
    “Because I work for someone who wants to ruin you. I’m supposed to download some nasty stuff to your database so he can see your clients’ files.” 
 
    Ben pivoted and headed down a hall, bouncing off the walls like a pinball and falling onto a king-sized bed in a bedroom larger than her entire studio apartment. She stared down at him from the doorway. Okay. They were in his apartment. She could practically feel the heat rising from the flames of the bridge she was burning. He wouldn’t know right away what she’d done to him, but once Travis started to use whatever data he’d found against him, Ben would never want to see her again. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    She froze for a few seconds, hearing nothing but the sound of her own heart pounding. There was someone else in the apartment. Mackenna pivoted slowly until she was face-to-face with a man wearing Thomas the Tank pajamas with a Batman cape and sipping on the straw of a Capri Sun juice pouch from one side of his mouth. He wasn’t as tall as Benjamin, but had the same eyes. By the lines around this man’s, she guessed he was older. 
 
    “I’m Javier,” he said with the straw still in his mouth. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Your brother isn’t feeling well.” 
 
    “Are you his babysitter?” 
 
    “Um…” She looked back and forth between the two men. “I guess so.” 
 
    “Well?” Javier asked. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You have to tuck him in, silly.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah.” With Javier watching, she went into Ben’s bedroom, took his jacket and shoes off him and turned around. “How’s that?” 
 
    Javier shook his head. “You’re a terrible babysitter.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You gotta turn him over. Then you take his pants and shirt off. Then you pull the covers over him. Don’t forget to kiss his forehead.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s a little too…” Intimate. She’d rather be pushed up against a door with a mark fondling her breast than undress a completely helpless man. No. It wasn’t that he was helpless. All those other men were helpless too. But this man…Benjamin Ramos…was a good man. By the looks of things, he had an older, disabled brother to look after. Just like she was trying to look after Ashley. 
 
    Ashley. Remember why you’re here, Mackenna. That’s the most important thing. She rolled Ben over, unbuttoned his dress shirt and rolled him back over so she could take it off him. Then she rolled him back over and climbed onto the bed with him to unbuckle his belt and unfasten his pants. Her hands froze at the memory of the last time she did this. Focus, Mack. She pulled down his pants and groaned internally at the sight of his hard stomach and the line of hair that disappeared underneath his boxers. She remembered that. She missed it. She climbed off the bed and covered him up. 
 
    “Don’t forget to kiss his forehead.” 
 
    Kiss his forehead? Did she really have to? Probably not, but she really, really…really wanted to. Dang it. Why couldn’t he have been a prick like all the other men? This would’ve been taken care of a long time ago. But now she was in his bedroom, watching him sleep, knowing very well that he didn’t deserve whatever it was Travis had planned for him. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Javier said from the doorway. “You want him to have sweet dreams, don’t you?” 
 
    She sat on the side of Ben’s bed and brushed his hair off his face. He was so handsome and so kind. She loved the way he asked if she was okay even though she was the one who’d left him alone in that hotel bed. 
 
    “Well?” Javier said. 
 
    Mackenna leaned down, kissed his forehead, and whispered, “It was nice knowing you, Ben Ramos. I really could’ve loved you.” 
 
    “Good job,” Javier encouraged. “Now it’s my turn.” 
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    An hour later, Mackenna was finally getting to the job she’d been sent to do. She’d counted the lights in the building across the street four times and read the same Dr. Seuss book to Javier five times, but at least he’d finally gone to bed. She’d already hacked into the desktop computer in Ben’s home office, but now she was on his personal laptop, though she wasn’t sure what she was looking for. It was risky to sit here looking through the laptop like this when all she needed to do was get the files, download the malware, and get out, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t get rid of the feeling that there was something different to Travis’s pursuit of Ben. 
 
    With the other marks, it had been all about installing spyware to find out what they knew so Travis could use it later. But he wanted to destroy Ben. Obliterate him. Did he plan to leak his work documents? Or worse, use that information to blackmail him or his clients? Ben’s career would be over. No one would hire him if they thought he was sharing confidential information and exposing them to blackmail. 
 
    If she could find something that explained Travis’s hatred of him, then maybe she could use it to…wait. She clicked on a picture file and struggled to make sense of what she was looking at. Ben as a teenager, standing on a dock in front of a lake. Javier was with him, but he looked…different. Not disabled. His eyes were focused. There were two other boys in the photo. She leaned in closer. 
 
    “Oh shoot.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ben 
 
      
 
    Ben felt the headache while he was still asleep, like one of those dreams where you can hear your alarm clock going off but can’t wake up to stop it. The sun burned through his eyelids, and he honestly could taste the sunlight—what he imagined an old penny would taste like. His mouth was dry, and his tongue was thick. He opened one eye and saw the blurry form in the corner. He couldn’t tell what it was, but when it moved he assumed it was either a person or a small bear. 
 
    “There’s some medicine on the table.” 
 
    “Huh?” He opened the other eye, but it was too bright, so he closed them both. 
 
    “There’s medicine. For your headache.” 
 
    The voice was familiar. Mackenna’s? She was there? Oh yeah. They’d met at the hotel. She was his appointment. And now they were at his place, and she was in his bedroom. And then…incredible. Why couldn’t he remember? If he and Mackenna were together, it had to have been amazing. So why couldn’t he remember it? And why did his head hurt so bad? 
 
    “Here.” Mackenna moved toward him, opened his palm, and placed two small pills inside it. Then she sat next to him, propped his head up, and put something to his lips. “Drink,” she said. “Slowly.” 
 
    He took a sip and then a gulp. It was water, the best-tasting water he’d ever drank. Once his mouth was no longer parched, he took another drink and downed the pills. 
 
    “That’s better,” she said. She brushed his hair from his face. 
 
    He took another drink from the water bottle. “Ven a mi, Bella. Come lie with me.” 
 
    Mackenna lay down beside him. “Are you a good brother?” 
 
    “Huh?” Why was she asking him this? 
 
    “I met Javier. He needs you. So, are you a good brother?” 
 
    “I try to be.” 
 
    “Good. That’s all I need to know.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her, kissed the top of her head, and fell back to sleep. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    When Ben woke a second time, it was to an alarm on his phone, which he didn’t remember setting. His headache was gone. So was Mackenna. He stumbled to the bathroom, took a piss, and inspected himself in the mirror while he washed his hands. He was in his t-shirt and boxers. How’d that happen? The last thing he remembered was sitting with Mackenna in the bar of the W. Then they were lying in bed together. He could see in the mirror that there was something on his forehead. He rubbed it and realized it was lipstick. He walked into the living room, expecting to find Javier awake watching cartoons, but he was still in bed asleep. He must’ve been up late again. Ben headed to his room. “Hey, Javier.” He shook his legs a little to wake him up. 
 
    Javier stirred. 
 
    “Was there a woman here last night?” 
 
    He rolled from his side to his back. “Your babysitter. She tucked you in.” 
 
    “She did?” 
 
    “She’s not a very good babysitter. I had to tell her how to do it.” 
 
    So Javier was up when they got home, assumed she was a babysitter, and she…went along with it? 
 
    “Was she nice?” 
 
    “Yeah. She gave me milk.” 
 
    “Then what did she do?” 
 
    “Read Horton Hears a Who. Then she played on your computer.” 
 
    Played on my computer? What the heck? Ben stumbled into his office and found a note taped to the monitor of his computer. 
 
      
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
      
 
    You were drugged, he could hear Mackenna say. He remembered she went to the bar and talked to that bartender who’d been staring at them. 
 
    He powered up his computer and signed in. Something wasn’t right. The desktop was different. All his icons were gone except for one, and that one he didn’t recognize. He clicked on it and watched in shock as his screen flashed three pulses of bright white and then pixelated into nothing but a white screen. It was gone. All of it. All his work, all his accounts, his clients’ information, Javier’s insurance information. What did she do? 
 
    He dialed the weekend’s on-call employee. “Hey,” he said when a woman answered. “Is your computer working okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m on it right now. It’s…wait…no…kidding. It just crashed.” 
 
    “Idiot.” He was a fool. How could he have been so stupid not to see she was trouble? And he let her into his apartment. With Javier. 
 
    “Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    “We were hacked.” And he was the fool who let it happen. 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Me. The database. The company. All of it. It’s crashed.” 
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    Twelve hours later, Ben studied the mugshots his friend who worked for the Dallas Police Department as a detective in the cyber unit had pulled up onto his computer. 
 
    “Whaddaya think?” Wes asked. 
 
    “They hardly look like the same person.” 
 
    “That’s Ashley Sayers. Mackenna’s sister. She’s a drug addict. DPD picked her up several times on possession, a handful of times on prostitution.” 
 
    She has a sister. That explains why she was asking about Javier. Doesn’t explain why she ruined his life by ruining his business. “Where is she now?” 
 
    Wes opened a new window on his computer. “We haven’t seen her in over a year.” 
 
    “She just vanished?” 
 
    “Or got herself killed.” 
 
    Mackenna had a drug-addicted sister who had disappeared. He thought about how close he came to losing Javier and felt a tinge of sadness for her. 
 
    Wes shook his head. “I know that look, Ramos. You’re thinking she must not be all that bad, aren’t you?” 
 
    He struggled to make sense of the contradiction that was Mackenna Sayers. She’d made love to him like he was the only man alive, but then she snuck out while he slept. She took care of him and Javier, but then she ruined them. “She made Javier a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.” 
 
    “Because you were passed out because she drugged you. Why else would she do that except to cause harm? The woman’s trouble. The whole family is.” 
 
    “Have you forgotten who you were talking to? So her sister’s a hooker? My dad’s a murderer in prison.” 
 
    “And yet…I don’t see you drugging people, taking them home where they live with their special needs brother, and imploding their livelihood all with one keystroke.” 
 
    Wes was right, and here was the problem. Well…one of the problems. Yes, she drugged him. Yes, she took him back to his place and crashed his whole database. She also gave him painkillers. She lay down in the bed with him and she whispered something. What was it? Think, Ramos. Think. He’d just taken medicine, and they were lying in the bed, and…Oh. Now he remembered. She’d said, “I love you.” And he said it back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mackenna 
 
      
 
    “What the heck, Mack?” 
 
    Mackenna sat across from Travis at the corner table of the Taco Diner patio. She chose this public place during this busy time because she knew he would have this reaction. He wouldn’t point a gun to her head in front of the Saturday lunch crowd. 
 
    “I mean…what the heck?” 
 
    The people at the next table threw side glances at them.  
 
    “I’m offering you something you really want in exchange for something I really want.” 
 
    He slammed the table with his open palm. “I had everything I wanted until you ruined it by hacking our files to look for your sister.” 
 
    Mackenna didn’t know what to say. Yes, she had seduced Travis and used their relationship to try to find her sister, but she had no idea she meant that much to him. She couldn’t deal with that right now, so she ignored it. “I haven’t talked to my sister in three months. Our deal was every week. How do I know you’ve been taking care of her like you promised?” 
 
    He leaned closer. “Maybe she doesn’t want to talk to you. Maybe she thinks you’re ashamed of her. Maybe she thinks you’ve abandoned her.” 
 
    He was lying. He was hurt and wanted her to feel as bad as he did. Ashley knew how much she loved her. Didn’t she? “The only way she’d believe those lies is if you’re filling her head with them.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s too good of a idiot to let go.” He cocked his head and smiled. Then he reached across the table and grabbed her hand. She tried to pull it away as his grip got tighter and tighter, but he refused to release her.  
 
    “Let go of me, you sick mongrel. If you’ve laid one hand on—” 
 
    “Shh, shh, shh. Relax,” he whispered and leaned toward her. “She’s much too damaged for me to keep around too long. But you would know that, wouldn’t you? That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? She’s damaged because you didn’t protect her.”  
 
    He had her in a vise…in more ways than one. She wanted out but maybe this wasn’t the way. He was stronger than she, more ruthless, more cunning. She needed to be smarter. 
 
    “You look pale, dear. Is it because you’re starting to realize your precious sister might be sharing things with me? The kind of details you only share with someone during the most intimate of moments? The kinds of details I used to share with you? How does that make you feel? Sad? Enraged? Jealous?” 
 
    “I want…” She stopped when the lump in her throat threatened to make her voice crack. She was in a battle of wits with a psychopath. She needed to remember that. He’d say anything to get to her. Anything. And she needed to stop letting him get into her head so easily. 
 
    “You and I both know this didn’t start with me. You made your choice when you tried to hack into my uncle’s personnel files. You sealed your fate when you agreed to my protection. You promised me something but haven’t delivered. So what do you think I should do? What do you think any normal, rational person should do when they paid for a Ferrari but got a Kia instead?” 
 
    She caught a tone of urgency in his voice. A crack in his armor, an undefended front. Desperate people did desperate things, and he was desperate to destroy Ben. She could use that. “I think they would shut up and listen to the person trying to tell them where their Ferrari was. I’m offering you something better. Better than Ashley. Better than me. I can give you everything. All his files.” 
 
    “Tell me…” He squeezed her hand harder. “…how exactly are you going to do that now that you’ve crashed his entire system?”  
 
    “If you want me to show you, then I need my hand back.” 
 
    He let go, and the rush of blood sent a prickling sensation to her fingers. She reached into the side pocket of her bag and pulled out the thumb drive Ray had given her in the bar. “I saved it before I crashed it.” She put the drive on the table next to the tortilla chips neither one of them had touched.  
 
    He nodded at the small black drive. “It’s all on that thing?” 
 
    “I’m not a fool, Travis. That’s just copies of a few files to show you I’m not lying. Everything you want is hidden, and I’m the only one who knows where.” 
 
    His nostrils flared. “I should just kill you now.” 
 
    “You could. But then you’d never get what you want.” 
 
    “You think you’re so special? I could find another hacker within ten minutes.” 
 
    And now she had him. “To do what? His system is crashed. That data you want is buried under miles of code, and I’m the only one who knows how to get to it.” 
 
    Travis’s jaw clenched. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want my sister dropped off at DFW airport, terminal D, at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. Once I hear from her, then I’ll get you what you want.”  
 
    He took in a deep breath. “Fine. But I want you with me. The moment you hear from her, you’re getting me that data.” He reached across the table and grabbed her chin. “Do you have any idea how much pain I inflict on people who don’t get me what I want?” 
 
    She remembered the file on Ben’s computer with the picture of him, Javier, and two other boys. One of those boys was Travis. She wished she could forget the images from the police report and the pages of Javier’s medical bills. All the recovery, rehab, and therapy. The suffering. She jerked her chin out of his grasp. “I am well aware of what you are capable of.” 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ben 
 
      
 
    Ben leaned in and squinted at the line of digital text on the computer screen. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    Wes pointed at a row of text. “This code right here. I’ve seen it a few times, usually with a bomb attached.” 
 
    “A bomb?” 
 
    “Malware. Hackers will get into a system, install a time bomb, and then hours, days later…” He made a hand gesture to suggest a bomb exploding. “…The bomb goes off and the system crashes. They’ve tried to take NASDAQ out like that more than once. But this…” He pointed at the row of text. “This looks more like a reverse bomb.” 
 
    “Which means what?” 
 
    “Your system isn’t crashed. It’s asleep.” 
 
    “Asleep? Why?” 
 
    Wes shrugged. “But that’s not all. Your girl partitioned off some data, but she locked it up tight and inserted some wicked code right in the middle of it.” 
 
    “Translation?” 
 
    “Looks like she password protected it and inserted something into the partitioned data—a sleeper virus or something like that.” 
 
    Ben considered himself a pretty smart guy, but this was way over his head. “So if some other computer tried to hack into my system and access this partitioned file, this sleeper virus would do what?” 
 
    “Depends on the virus, but the main goal is usually to destroy the system that was trying to infiltrate. But that’s only if they can figure out the password.” 
 
    “She’s a genius,” Ben said. 
 
    “Maybe. If any of it actually works. But when your system wakes up, I wouldn’t go poking around too much. There might be more partitions like this one that maybe aren’t password protected.” 
 
    Ben walked to the wall of windows and looked down at the city. He wasn’t ruined. That was a relief. But what was she doing? Was she putting herself at risk for his sake? What if she got hurt trying to protect him? How could he live with that? And what the heck was she trying to protect him from? 
 
    “Whatcha thinking about?” Wes asked. 
 
    “Her sister was on a fast track to an overdose, but then she up and disappeared.” 
 
    “Or died.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “I doubt it. Mackenna is doing this for her. Maybe she struck up some kind of deal to protect her.” 
 
    “That’s a huge leap, Ben. What makes you think she’s doing this all for her drug addict sister?” 
 
    So much of this didn’t make sense—the secrecy, the lies, the computer-speak. This was the only thing that did make sense. “Because that’s exactly what I would do.” 
 
    “Okay. Working from that theory, we must assume she was sent to target you. Who sent her?” 
 
    “I need to look at all my active cases.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “Which are locked up in my sleeping database.” 
 
    “Incredible. Then we need to look at the sister and her known associates. If you’re right, this all comes down to her. Maybe we’ll stumble across a name that sounds familiar.” 
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    An hour later, Ben and Wes were at the station scrolling through Ashley Sayers’s criminal records.  
 
    “Pretty girl,” Wes said, pausing the computer screen at one of her earlier mugshots. “It’s tough, you know? To have someone disappear on you.” 
 
    Wes’s ex-wife had disappeared about six months earlier, and Ben, being the tunnel-visioned idiot he was, didn’t make the connection that this might hit too close to home. “Oh shoot, man, I’m sorry. I wasn’t even thinking. We don’t have to do this.” 
 
    “No.” He closed the picture and opened another one. This time the picture wasn’t so flattering. Ashley Sayers looked like she was asleep…or passed out, and her makeup was smeared all over her face. “This helps me. I figure if I can’t find Laura, then maybe I can find someone else. This makes me feel useful.” 
 
    “Let me know if you need to stop. I can always…” Ben halted at the name on the screen. Frances Miletto was the last person to bail her out of jail. Miletto. That name was familiar. 
 
    “You see something?” 
 
    “Frances Miletto?” 
 
    Wes opened another window on his computer and searched for the name in his database. “Yeah. He owns a few legit strip joints, mostly in south Dallas. He’s been picked up for several drug charges. Only a few have stuck.” 
 
    “Any open investigations?” 
 
    “On him? No. On his nephew? Yes. Drugs, assault. The usual.” 
 
    Finally. Some answers. “What’s his name?” 
 
    Wes scrolled down the page a little. “Don’t know.” 
 
    “Incredible. Any photos?” 
 
    Wes clicked a link. “Interesting.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’ll have to ask the guys down the hall.” 
 
    “Who’s down the hall?” 
 
    “DEA. They’re borrowing an office for an investigation, and I’m pretty sure it’s for this guy. They’re jerks, though. Typically, they’d tell us to get lost, but in this case, we might have something to offer them.” 
 
    The office down the hall was packed with boxes. Three men on three different phones had their backs to Ben and Wes as they entered. Another phone was ringing. 
 
    “Well try again!” one of the men yelled into his mobile phone. “Keep the tails on both of them, but don’t pick them up.” He disconnected his call and turned around. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’m on a case,” Wes said, side-eyeing Ben to tell him to follow his lead. “It might have a connection to yours.” 
 
    “Listen. Our informant just went off the rails. We don’t have time to…” He focused on Ben, narrowed his eyes, and stepped closer. He thumbed through a large stack of photos on his desk until he found the one he wanted. He studied it, studied Ben’s face, and then studied the picture again. “Hey, Perkins, look at this.” 
 
    A second DEA agent said, “Hang on.” He finished his call by telling some idiot to do his job and then turned around. 
 
    “You,” Ben and Perkins said at the same time. 
 
    “You know this guy?” Wes asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben said. “He’s the bartender at the hotel.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mackenna 
 
      
 
    Mackenna parked in the one-car garage in the back of her house and hurried to her bedroom to pack a bag for Ashley. 
 
    “Wanna tell me where you’ve been?” She wasn’t surprised to see Ray Perkins, her handler, sitting in the shadowed corner of her room with a gun resting on his lap. 
 
    “I had to take care of something.” 
 
    “Great. You were taking care of something. What was that back there?” 
 
    “I’m getting my sister back.” 
 
    “I told you we would do that.” 
 
    “You told me a lot of things. You told me I would only have to do a few more jobs. You told me you’d find my sister and get her out of there. You told me—” 
 
    “We are close. We just needed you to get into his system.” 
 
    She pulled a duffel bag out from the top of the closet. “Which is what I’m about to do. Only not at Ben’s expense. He’s been through enough.” 
 
    “He is the best, safest way into Miletto’s system.” He stood and tucked his gun into his waistband. “We need you to get us there.” 
 
    “What do you think would happen to Ben’s business if clients, both real and potential, discovered he was involved in a federal investigation? He has a disabled brother to take care of.” She threw two t-shirts and a few pairs of jeans into the bag, walked across the hall to the bathroom, and came back with a toothbrush and toothpaste. 
 
    “We could’ve handled it.” 
 
    “You drugged him, Ray.” 
 
    “To make it easier for you.” He seized her wrist, forcing her to stop the flurry of packing and look at him. “I know how hard this has been for you. I know you have feelings for him. Remember, though. Travis is targeting him. Not us.” 
 
    Mackenna took a deep breath. He was right. But she was tired of everyone else pulling her strings. She was tired of playing roles, deceiving people, ruining lives. “I’m sorry. I know I threw you guys off, and this isn’t part of the plan, but I’m—” 
 
    “I’m not mad at you, Mackenna. I’m scared for you. Every time you’re alone with that jerk, you’re at risk. What if he finds your wire? What if he drives you out of range? What if one of his guys follows Ashley into the terminal and sees us pick her up?” 
 
    She swallowed her urge to cry. “Just get her out. There’s a rehab in Phoenix. I’ve already talked to them.” 
 
    “And what if Travis decides to kill you rather than let you go?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I don’t matter anymore.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” Ben stepped into the bedroom. 
 
    Mackenna could’ve crumbled right there. She could do this—shut off her emotions, put on another face and pretend to be better and stronger than she really was, ruin another life if she had to—but not if Ben was there. 
 
    “Dang it, Ben. I told you to wait,” Ray said. 
 
    “I need to talk to her before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Is this the day the universe decided no one was going to do what I told them to?” He stood between Mackenna and Ben, and he might’ve been looking back and forth between them, but she couldn’t take her eyes off Ben. He looked exhausted. 
 
    “Fine.” Ray threw his hands up. “We’ll have someone on you, Mackenna, and we’re working on getting in place at the airport. I’ll have my best guy get her.” 
 
    “I want you to do it, Ray. I won’t believe she’s okay until I hear it from you and her.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll do that.” He left, closing the bedroom door behind him. 
 
    “This is crazy,” Ben said, closing the gap between them. “Who is this guy? How did he find you?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “No. They wouldn’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “After my mom died and my dad started drinking, my sister went wild. Alcohol. Drugs. I knew she was in trouble, but I thought she’d snap out of it. One night she snuck out of the house to go to her boyfriend’s and never came home. For years I thought she was dead. Then I got a call from her. She was crying. She asked me to pick her up, but we got disconnected. I traced her call to south Dallas. I drove the streets at night looking for her, but never saw her. Then I checked the strip clubs. I saw pictures of her in two of Frances Miletto’s clubs. I started a relationship with the owner’s nephew.” She shivered at the memory of Travis’s hands on her skin, his mouth on her lips, his toe inside her. “One night, when he was asleep, I tried to hack into their personnel files. Travis caught me, so I told him I would do anything he wanted if he’d help my sister.” 
 
    “Travis?” 
 
    “Yes.” She pulled out her phone and showed Ben the photo she snuck of him before he sat down at the diner that afternoon. “Does he look familiar?” 
 
    Ben took the phone and studied the picture. He sighed, sat down on her bed, and looked at the picture again. “This is Travis.” 
 
    “Yes. Why does he hate you so much?” 
 
    “Javier and I were best friends with him and his brother.” 
 
    “Were?” 
 
    “One day my dad drove us to the lake. He was drunk. We had a horrible wreck, and Travis’s brother died.” 
 
    “And you all lived?” 
 
    Still looking at the phone, he nodded. “My dad went to prison, but that wasn’t good enough for Travis. He took a bat and…used Javier to punish our dad.” 
 
    “I saw the pictures, the police reports.” 
 
    “He gave him brain damage. Javier will never be the same. And Travis was a juvenile, so…” 
 
    “He got out.” 
 
    “With a sealed record,” he spat out and handed her phone back to her. “Miletto. That was his mom’s maiden name. I knew that sounded familiar.” 
 
    Mackenna sat next to him. So many lives ruined. So much devastation. So many choices stripped away in an instant of bad decision-making. “He had me followed that night because I kept putting him off. I liked you. I didn’t want to ruin you. He knows we slept together.” 
 
    “Which is why you can’t do this.” 
 
    “No. It’s why I have to do it. After I install the spyware on his computer tomorrow, Ray will have what he needs, and Travis will go to prison for a long time. But if that happens, I’ll never know where my sister is. I’m running out of time, and I need to pack.” 
 
    She tried to walk away, but he stood and pulled her back. “Let me stay with you tonight. I want to be with you.” 
 
    She couldn’t do this. She’d already exposed more of her need than she ever wanted. What she needed right now, what Ashley needed, was for her to keep it together. “I can’t. I shouldn’t. I—” 
 
    He put his fingers to her lips, silencing her protests, and kissed her cheek. 
 
    “You don’t know me, all the things I’ve done. The lives I’ve ruined.” 
 
    He kissed her other cheek. “I know you. I want you.” 
 
    The last time she’d given in to her truest desires and opened herself to Ben, Travis’s mole had been watching. There was no one watching or listening now. She kissed him, her mouth expressing the hunger she’d felt for so long. Even when they were together the first time, she’d been reserved, masked, because she knew if he really knew her, he wouldn’t want her. But now he knew. He knew everything and still wanted her. 
 
    Ben pulled her sundress over her head and threw it to the floor. 
 
    “Mi Cielo,” he said and then pulled his own shirt off, revealing his lean, toned body. A runner’s body. She wanted to feel him over her and inside her. It was the first time she could remember wanting to feel anything at all. He started on the button to his jeans, but she put her hands over his and took over like before…like in Travis’s picture. 
 
    “No.” He stopped her. “I want you to trust me now.” 
 
    A familiar panic rose in her chest. It had been so long since she ever thought she’d be able to trust someone again, to be free to show him who she really was. To lose control. She knew Ben’s lips tasting her would make her lose her mind with pleasure she wasn’t sure she deserved. 
 
    Looking down at her, he brushed her hair off her face and asked, “Do you trust me?” 
 
    She nodded. She did trust him, even if she didn’t deserve him. She climbed back onto the bed and lay back. Ben slid her panties off her and practically growled at the sight of her. Then he went down, his tongue teasing her most sensitive places. When he found the perfect spot, she grabbed his head, tangled her hands in his hair, and whimpered with pleasure. 
 
    Ben’s tongue swirled around her clit, arousing a need in her she couldn’t deny. She needed Ben. She needed trust. She needed love. “Please,” she begged. “I want you inside me.” 
 
    She fumbled inside her bedside table for a condom, praying there was one in there. He took it from her, put it on, and positioned himself over her. 
 
    “Look at me, Mi Cielo. I want to see you. I want you to see me.” 
 
    She opened her eyes, exposing the tears that were pooling. “I see you,” she said, opening herself to him. “I trust you.” 
 
    When Ben pushed inside her, his breath hitched. “You feel so good, Cielo.” 
 
    She put her hands on his face, kissed him, and said, “I trust you.” It was so much more intimate than saying I love you, even though she did love him. Their slow rhythm gave way to his rising need and her responsive body. She matched his pace, thrusting her hips to meet his. The dance of their give-and-take grew frantic as she wrapped her legs around his waist, sending him deeper inside her until all self-control was spent. 
 
    “Ben,” she whispered, clutching him close to her, and her body seized around his. 
 
    He pushed deep with one final thrust and gasped as he throbbed inside her. Mackenna lost control. She clung to him as waves of pleasure washed over her body and nourished her soul. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Ben fell asleep with a smile on his face. Their lovemaking had been an exercise in trust and need. It was amazing how much those two emotions depended on each other and incredible the way Ben drew them out of her. Now she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to contain them again. But she’d need to…at least once more. 
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    Ben had been asleep for over an hour when Mackenna decided it was time. Since her meeting with Travis at the restaurant, she knew this would be the only way to truly protect Ben and Javier and get her sister back. She climbed out of bed and went to her bathroom, taking the disposable phone she’d bought at the mall to keep Ray from hearing this conversation. Two deeps breaths and a prayer later, and she was dialing Travis’s number. 
 
    “Who is this?” His speech was slurred. He was already flying. 
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
    “What do you want?” She could hear disdain in the shortness of his words. 
 
    “I made a mistake,” she said. “I want to come back to you.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mackenna 
 
      
 
    Mackenna sat on the leather sofa in Travis’s office and watched him pop an ecstasy tablet into his mouth. “You sure you don’t want any, baby?” 
 
    “I’m good.” The bass from the music in the club pulsed within her. She never understood why he liked being back here so much. The bad music, cigarette smoke, and stale air didn’t create the most inviting of atmospheres. For some reason he loved it. 
 
    He sat back, threw his arms over the back of the sofa, and rested one hand on her shoulder. Then he laid his head back, took a deep breath, and said, “Ramos didn’t do it for you, huh?” 
 
    She remembered the gentle way Ben had kissed her even after he finished and said, “Not at all.” She eyed the razor blade on the coffee table next to the bag of coke and the assortment of pills. She wanted to do it now, but instinct…or fear…told her to wait. 
 
    Travis moved his hand and massaged the back of her neck. “Incredible, Mack. You’re so tense. Take a pill already. I don’t wanna get too far ahead of you.” 
 
    She knew when she called him that this is where they’d end up. Actually…she knew when she left the restaurant that this is where they’d end up. He was never going to let her sister go. He was never going to let Ben go. He was never going to let her go. 
 
    Travis sat up and caught her looking at the items on the table. “This is a good one.” He picked up a pink pill and held it to her mouth. “Go ahead, baby. It’ll be just like old times.” The music got louder. The bass pounded harder. Travis’s face, which once was relatively handsome, now seemed blotchy and red. 
 
    She didn’t want to take the pill. She didn’t want anything to be like it was when she was with him, using him to get closer to Ashley. She hated putting a pill in her mouth, not knowing what it was going to do to her, not remembering half the time what she did under its influence. But Travis was holding this pill to her mouth, and she needed him to trust her. She opened her mouth and let him place it on her tongue. 
 
    “Swallow it.” 
 
    She obeyed, and he drew her close to him, kissing her hard. His hand moved up her skirt, and part of her wished the drug would hurry up and take effect because she didn’t think she’d be able to do this without a little help. 
 
    “Wait,” she said, putting her hands on his chest and pushing him away. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She glanced at the bag, razor, and mirror on the table. “I was thinking about before. How I used to set it up for you. Do you remember?” 
 
    One corner of his mouth turned up. “That was so hot.” 
 
    Of course, he would think that. She’d cut his lines for him, he’d snort his poison, and then she’d blow him. The memory of that nauseated her. It was yet another example of the lengths she was willing to go to get her sister back. She allowed herself to be humiliated, used, trashed…and she still didn’t have what she wanted. 
 
    “It was hot,” she said, trying to make her smile as natural as possible. “Let’s do it again.” 
 
    He unfastened his jeans and pulled his hard toe out. “Oh baby, I’ve missed this.” 
 
    That was a lie. He probably had scores of prostitutes in this very office blowing him on a regular basis. The music slowed down but still pounded inside her. The lights in the room were already pulsing. The drug was starting to work. “Lay your head back. Relax.” 
 
    Travis did as he was told, and Mackenna emptied the contents of the bag onto the mirror. She kneeled at his feet and cut the white powder with the blade until she had formed two perfect, thick lines. She handed the mirror and then the rolled bill to Travis and waited. 
 
    “You start,” he said, looking down at her. 
 
    She took a deep breath. She was going to have to do this. There was no other way. She wrapped her hand around his shaft, moved it slowly up and then back down. 
 
    Travis drew in a deep breath and said, “Oh hell yeah.” Then he did a line of the powder in each nostril. He laid his head back and put his hands on her head, trying to guide her mouth to his toe. 
 
    She inched closer but still moved her hand up and down his length, watching him, waiting. His body twitched, and he sat up. 
 
    “What the heck? What did you do?” He looked around the room, his eyes landing on the bag of coke on the table. “What’s…where did you…what did I just do?” 
 
    She held up the empty bag, her bag, the one she’d filled with the small doses of sedative Ray had given her over the last several months. “I don’t know which is more insulting, Travis, the fact that you’d think I would choose you over Ben or that I would actually want to blow you.” 
 
    “I don’t…” He shook his head and blinked a few times. 
 
    He made a move for his phone, but she climbed on top of him and sat on his lap, straddling his legs. She grabbed his wrists and held him down, shaking off the dizziness that was starting to set in. She knew back at the Taco Diner that this was what she’d have to do. She couldn’t be as cunning as he was, so she had to be smarter. She also knew she had enough doses of Ray’s drug to cause real damage if she could get him to snort it. 
 
    “What did you give me?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. I do know, however, that a small dose will knock a man out for hours. I probably gave you about ten doses.” 
 
    “You…you’re trying to kill me?” He tried to get up again. 
 
    Feeling her own strength waning, she struggled with him, squeezing his wrists and pushing him against the back of the sofa. “After tonight, I don’t care if you live or die. I want to damage you like you’ve damaged everyone I care about. I’m going to hold you down until you pass out. I’ll wait several minutes before I call for help. I’d say by the time you get the help you need, your brain will have gone at least fifteen minutes without oxygen. I’m talking serious brain damage.” 
 
    “That’s…” He blinked a few times. 
 
    “Illegal?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Unhinged?” 
 
    “Y…yes.” 
 
    “Cruel?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    She put her mouth to his ear and whispered, “At least I didn’t use a bat.” 
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    An hour and a half later, Mackenna climbed back into her bed and snuggled up against Ben. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yes. Just needed some water.” 
 
    He tightened his grip on her. “After tomorrow, this will all be over.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, trying to stop the spinning sensation she’d been fighting ever since Travis’s limbs went limp underneath her. “I know.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mackenna 
 
      
 
    One month later 
 
      
 
    Mackenna blew her sister a kiss through the computer screen. “You look amazing,” she encouraged. “Keep up the good work.” She touched the ceramic angel wing pendant that was hanging from her neck. “And I love this. So much.” 
 
    Ashley blew a kiss back. “You’re my guardian angel. I’ll talk to you next Saturday. Love you!” 
 
    “Love you too!” She closed her laptop and took in a deep breath. Ashley was getting stronger with every passing week. She was going to be okay. 
 
    She went to Javier’s room. “Ready to be tucked in?” 
 
    Javier nodded.  
 
    She tucked his covers in around him, kissed him on the forehead, and smiled at him. She could never give him back what Travis had taken from him, but she could make sure his world was secure. He would never know what she’d done, and that was okay. Ben didn’t know everything, either. Not yet, anyway. Those years of her life needed to stay tucked away in the darkest corners of her soul for a while. Right now, she needed daylight. Right now, she needed to live. One day she’d unpack them. With Ben’s help, she’d dust them off and sort them into their proper places in her soul—the experiences she could use and the ones she needed to let go of.  
 
    “Light on or off?” 
 
    “Off.”  
 
    She turned his light off. “See you in the morning.” 
 
    “Don’t let the bed bugs bite.” 
 
    “I won’t.”  
 
    Mackenna left his room and went to hers and Ben’s. He was sitting up in bed, working on his computer. She got into bed and climbed on his lap.  
 
    He looked at her over his reading glasses. “Te ayudo?” 
 
    “I’m here to help you.” She took his glasses off, folded them, and put them on the table beside the bed. “Are you ready to be tucked in?” 
 
    Without breaking eye contact, he closed his laptop and set it aside. “I’m ready for a lot of things. But first…” In one quick motion, he flipped her over and climbed on top of her. He kissed her neck and then both her cheeks. “How do you feel about big parties in small towns?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Ironside Sinners 
 
    By Kelsey McKnight 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vera Campbell leaned back against the cold metal lid of the cooler, surveying the dimly lit bar. The regulars were all seated on their usual stools, bottles clutched in their coal-lined fingers. She could see each crack and wrinkle in their faces, all blackened from the dust of the mines that kept the town of Erikson, Pennsylvania, alive. 
 
    It would have been a normal Friday if a leather-clad mob of boisterous men didn’t burst through the doors, upsetting the predictable routine. They were all ribbing one another and taking over the strip of tables closest to the windows. Vera noticed the locals watching the newcomers out of the corners of their eyes, obviously displeased. She was on their side; out-of-towners were usually quick to make a mess and tipped a little too lightly. 
 
    Sighing, Vera glanced over to the bar’s owner, Eddy, who shrugged and continued replenishing napkin holders. She straightened her black tank top and waited for one to come make an order. There was no way she was going to approach them. They all wore the same sleeveless black vests over their shirts. A massive red patch had been sewn on the back of each, depicting a savage-looking axe and the words “Ironside Sinners” stitched above it. She didn’t need to be a cop to know those guys meant trouble. 
 
    When one finally did strut up to the bar, his face covered by dark glasses and a wild beard, she plastered a smile on her face. “Hi, welcome to The Fuse, what can I get you?” Vera pulled a worn miniature notebook from the back pocket of her jeans and poised her pen over it. 
 
    “I’ll take…” He paused, looking back over his shoulder to his group. “Twelve shots of the top-shelf whiskey and twelve beers.” 
 
    “What kind?” 
 
    “These jerks don’t care.” The bearded man chuckled, slapping his credit card on the faded and scratched wood. “Just keep it American-made. And open a tab, if you please.” 
 
    She turned away to the register and looked for her boss. Eddy had gone, probably off to his office, leaving Vera alone to serve the savage-looking men. She splashed generous shots of amber liquid into the glasses on her tray and then added two-dozen Budweisers. Balancing the platter on her shoulder, she rounded the bar and found a sliver of space between their two tables to place her tray. 
 
    Working on autopilot, she began sliding the shots and bottles to the patrons. But she knew she needed the tips, so she twisted her mouth into another smile and tried to make some small talk. “What brings you guys to Erikson?” 
 
    “Our brother here has some unfinished business.” A black-haired biker nodded toward a broad-shouldered man who sat slumped in his seat, his windswept brown hair obscuring his face. He wore a plain white t-shirt under his vest, and a series of tattoos began at his fingers and snaked up his tanned arms. She was never one for the bad boys, but she could appreciate a good set of muscles. 
 
    Vera looked away from him and held her empty salver to her hip. “Can I get you guys anything else?” 
 
    They all shook their heads, slowly getting back into their own conversations. 
 
    “Okay, if you change your minds, I’m Vera.” She was about to turn away when a familiar voice rasped her name. 
 
    Her blood running cold, she looked again at the swarthy biker, whose familiar hazel eyes peered at her, challenging, and his mouth spread into a grin. “Vera, I haven’t been in town ten minutes, and I had to run into you.” 
 
    She didn’t know what to do. She wanted to run, to hide, to pack all her belongings into her Jeep and drive out of state. Instead, she forced herself to smile and clamped her jaw tightly in case she vomited all over the table. Seeing him again, after all those years, was more than she could handle. So she turned on her heel and dropped her tray on the bar on her way to Eddy’s small, closet-like office. 
 
    “You okay, girl?” Eddy asked, looking up from his computer. “Those guys not giving you any trouble, right?” 
 
    “Um, no, they’re fine. They have an open tab. I’m just not feeling very well.” She forced a cough. “I think I’m getting sick and I don’t know if I’m contagious.” 
 
    He took off his horn-rimmed glasses and glanced down at his watch. “Well…you only had another two hours and you’re off tomorrow…yeah, go on ahead home and keep me posted on how you’re feeling. We could get Greg to cover your shift if you’re not okay by your next day in.” 
 
    “Thanks, Eddy.” 
 
    Vera slipped around the edge of the bar, not even bothering to close out her register, and snagged her purse from her locker in the storage room. She debated leaving out the front door, but that would put her directly in his path. Goodness, she couldn’t even think his name. No, it was safer to slip out the back exit, where the deliveries took place. 
 
    It was already sunset when she hit the parking lot and began walking to the far end of the front, where her car was parked. Passing in front of the main window was unavoidable, but she kept her eyes on the driver’s side door, just focusing on getting out, getting home, and trying to forget the look on his face. A line of shiny motorcycles sat in a near row by the main entrance and she vaguely wondered which was his, but shook the thought from her mind. It was none of her business, and she liked it that way. 
 
    “Vera, wait up!” he called. 
 
    She instinctively turned and watched him jog toward her, brushing his dark hair out of his eyes as he looked from one end of the lot to the other. She could hear the faint jingle of the long chain that, she assumed, held his wallet in place. Her hands shook on the handle of her purse, and she gripped her keys so tightly they cut into her palm. Besides the rapid pounding of her heart, Vera was frozen in fright. 
 
    “Why did you just duck out?” he asked as he stopped before her. 
 
    “It was the end of my shift,” she lied. 
 
    He nodded, biting his lip, just the way he used to, so many years ago. It used to drive her wild. Heck, it still did, but the feeling was overwhelmed by fear and anxiety. He glanced over at the bar then shot his gaze back to her. 
 
    “You look good, Vera.” 
 
    She swallowed. The way his gravelly voice caressed her name made her vaguely uncomfortable. “You look…” Her eyes slid to his arms and spied a tattoo of the same axe that marked his jacket. “Colorful.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” He chuckled, crossing his arms over the wide expanse of his chest. “I didn’t know you worked here.” 
 
    “Yeah. For about two years.” 
 
    “Serving the same old miners, the same old drinks…same as always,” he mused. 
 
    Vera bristled. “Hey, just because you weren’t happy here doesn’t mean you get to talk down about these people.” 
 
    His brows rose. “I wasn’t. Some things just never change.” 
 
    “Yeah, actually, they do,” Vera whispered, fingering the mermaid keychain in her hand. 
 
    They regarded each other for a moment, the way old lovers do. They each took in six years of transformation and growth that only came from aging. Vera didn’t know what he thought of her—she didn’t think she looked much different at twenty-four—but he was taller, broader, more muscular, more tattooed, and held the sturdy aura of strength that only belonged to powerful men. If she didn’t know him by voice and the way the right side of his mouth lifted more than the other when he smiled, she might not have known it was him. 
 
    “My mom died,” Vera told him, almost mechanically, the words falling from her mouth. 
 
    His face fell and he rubbed the back of his neck. “Wow…I’m sorry, V.” 
 
    The old nickname sliced. “Don’t call me that,” Vera hissed. She turned on her heel and began hurrying to her truck, not stopping even when she heard him behind her. 
 
    “Vera, I’m sorry!” he shouted to her back. 
 
    But as Vera sat behind the steering wheel, driving the familiar route to her old childhood home, she realized that while Heath Bronson had called her name, he didn’t follow. 
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    “Idiot, idiot, idiot,” Vera whined into her wine glass as her best friend, Rebecca, topped off her own. 
 
    They sat together in the living room of Vera’s house, both nestled in the worn brown couch that had been in there for the better part of Vera’s life. Rebecca watched some loud horror movie on Netflix, half-listening to Vera go on about the shock of seeing Heath after all those years, but after hour two, she had rightfully checked out and left Vera to her own musings. The more pink wine went in, the more depressing mantras of lost youth came out. If Vera were a bit more sober, she would have been able to get a grip on herself. 
 
    “Okay, Vera, look,” Rebecca pleaded patiently, setting her glass on the coffee table before gently taking Vera’s. “I know this is super weird for you and all, but it’s not like he’s moving back into town and wants to marry you, or something.” 
 
    “Don’t even joke like that!” Vera scolded, tucking her bare legs up to her chest. “I don’t know how long he’s staying. Could be forever.” 
 
    Rebecca shrugged. “I doubt it. I’m guessing he’s here to sell off that old farm his uncle owned. It’s a total dump now.” 
 
    “Well, I hope it sells fast,” she grumbled, watching as Rebecca left the couch to go into the kitchen where she could smell pizza. 
 
    Vera stretched her legs out and stood, whipping her dark hair out of her eyes and wrapping her long cardigan more tightly around her. The sun was going down, and it would be completely dark soon. She padded to the front door and was about to turn the porch lights on when, through the sheer curtains, she saw a figure out by the oak tree in the yard. She could even see a motorcycle parked by the street. 
 
    “Idiot,” Vera hissed through her teeth, stepping back from the window. She was hoping she wouldn’t have to see him again. “Idiot, idiot, idiot.” 
 
    “Shut your potty mouth.” Rebecca laughed, coming from the kitchen holding two plates piled with pizza. 
 
    “He’s here!” Her voice was a whisper, which was silly. There was no way he could have heard them. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Him.” Vera flattened against the wall, the back of her head bumping into a picture frame. 
 
    Rebecca crept up to the window, pizza still in hand, and peeked out. Then she shot backward. “Idiot.” 
 
    “I know!” 
 
    “What is he doing here?” 
 
    “Hell if I know.” 
 
    “Want me to go tell him to shove off?” 
 
    Vera shook her head, squaring her shoulders. “No. I’m going to go deal with him.” 
 
    “Or you could just, like, ignore him and come eat?” Rebecca offered, holding up a plate. 
 
    “No, I need to see what he wants.” Taking a deep breath, she stepped up to the door and unlocked the deadbolt. 
 
    The early summer grass tickled the soles of her feet as she strode toward Heath, who stood with his hands in his pockets. He was looking up at something on the tree. Looking at him, with his sharp jaw and muscled forearms, made Vera wish she had changed into something other than pajama shorts, a tank, and a black sweater. She felt positively frumpy, and not at all how she wanted anyone, let alone her ex, to see her. 
 
    “Vera.” He nodded as she stopped before him. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Vera crossed her arms. 
 
    Heath glanced up to the house, then back at her. “I thought about knocking a few dozen times.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    He grinned, flashing his straight white teeth, made whiter by his sun-kissed skin. “Still a hard-rear, I see. I just wanted to come and see if you were okay. You left pretty fast earlier, and I don’t want to screw up your life by being back in town.” 
 
    “You’re not screwing up anything. And don’t make a big show about being worried about me,” she ordered bitterly. She recalled waiting for another phone call. She had promised herself that she would answer if he called a second time. But he never did. 
 
    Heath didn’t flinch. “Okay, I guess I deserved that, but I’m not trying to be a toe.” 
 
    “Okay, and as you can see, I’m fine.” 
 
    His eyes strayed down her body, settling on her brightly polka-dotted shorts. Then their gazes met. “Cute.” 
 
    Vera felt heat creep up her neck and settle in her cheeks. If only she had changed. “Look, it’s not like I was expecting company.” 
 
    “I didn’t say they were bad.” 
 
    “Great. So, you’ve seen that I’m fine and now you can go back to your Sons of Anarchy incredible.” 
 
    He playfully pressed a tattooed hand over his chest. It sat right below a patch that said “1%” and covered another that said “Sergeant at Arms.” “Ouch. As much as I love the show, it’s nothin’ like that.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “Come on, Vera,” he pleaded, obviously careful to use her full name. “I don’t want things to be weird while I’m in town.” 
 
    “How long will that be?” 
 
    “Maybe a week. I need to get my uncle’s farm sold.” 
 
    “Okay, well, good luck with that.” She turned to go back into the house, but a strong hand gripped her arm. She looked over her shoulder at Heath, who had a pained look on his face. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Vera, can I just ask you something?” he asked, releasing her. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you come, that night?” Heath’s voice was low and soft, barely audible over the sound of the cicadas chirping up in the trees. 
 
    A pang of hot guilt settled in her stomach and she bit her lip, averting her eyes away from his intense hazel gaze. “That was really long ago, Heath.” 
 
    “But I still think I deserve an answer.” 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably, deeply regretting coming out of her house. “Just go,” Vera ordered. “Just sell the house and go back to wherever it is you live now.” 
 
    Heath regarded her for a tense moment, his almost sad demeanor quickly hardening. His lips twisted into something Vera would call a sneer and he turned from her, stalking across the lawn to his bike. He threw one leg over the motorcycle and kicked it to life with a roar. Then he sped off, never looking back. 
 
    Vera gritted her teeth. She never wanted to be nasty. She didn’t want to be that sour girl that spit poison, especially to someone who never did anything wrong. Slowly, she stepped over to the tree, an old thing with twisted branches and deep roots that buckled the sidewalk. Vera stood where Heath had and looked up, seeing what she had ignored for six years. 
 
    High up on the trunk were their initials, “‘HB+VC’,” sloppily carved there years ago with a pocketknife. She reached up and ran her fingers over the only smooth part of the tree, the rest covered in thick bark. Vera remembered Heath cutting it one night as he was dropping her off from a double date. He was so proud of his handiwork and never failed to mention it every time they walked past the old tree. Back then, it was a reminder of their young love and midnight promises. But now it left a bad taste in her mouth. 
 
    “Hey, you okay?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    Vera hadn’t heard her come up behind her. She was too engrossed in her own thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” She turned to look down the road where Heath’s motorcycle had disappeared. “I think he’s gone for good.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vera sipped her coffee as she drifted down each aisle of the town’s grocery store. Some might think it weird, but she relished the predictability and quietness of the supermarket. Everything had its place, the same people milled around the produce stands, the same kids argued over boxes of cereal, and the same old cashier bagged her food at the end. Pair the trip with a hot cinnamon latte from the coffee shop next door, and she was a happy girl. 
 
    She was deciding between two brands of jarred tomato sauce when a flash of black caught her eye. She carefully peered through her sheet of dark hair to see Heath at the end of the aisle, tossing boxes of pasta into his basket seemingly at random. Vera’s blood ran cold and she slid out of the aisle, careful to minimize the clanking her wedge sandals threatened to make on the tile. While she knew he wouldn’t cause a scene, she felt very embarrassed about being so cold to him the night before. 
 
    Dismayed at her shopping trip being infringed upon, she pushed her cart quickly through the store, skipping a few things on her list in her haste to get out. She couldn’t even understand what he was doing there. Did he plan on cooking for his biker buddies? Making a soufflé? The thought was ridiculous. The Heath she knew couldn’t even boil water. But maybe the new tattooed Heath could. 
 
    She was just dumping some bananas in her cart with a shaky hand when Heath meandered into the produce section. Vera gasped and ducked out of sight, hopefully hidden behind the banana stand. She could feel her heart pounding and wished the floor would open up and swallow her. 
 
    “Vera, what are you doing?” Heath asked, leaning against the wooden structure and looking down at her in amusement. 
 
    “Just, ah…looking for my earring,” she explained as she began groping around the floor. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes and the corners of his lips twitched. “When did you get your ears pierced?” 
 
    Vera could have died. She could have dropped dead right there between the bananas and mangos and strolled through the pearly gates, happy as a clam. Even being pulled into hell by fiery demons would have been preferable to having Heath observe her beside his scratched black biker boots. For the first time in her life, she wished she got her ears pierced at the mall like a normal teenager. 
 
    “Did I say my earring?” She laughed nervously, righting herself and brushing off her long peasant skirt. “I meant my ring.” She flashed an empty hand, her bangles jingling merrily on her arm. 
 
    “Oh, what does it look like?” Heath put down his basket and crouched low, peering under a display of apples. 
 
    Vera debated making a run for it and leaving her groceries behind, but she knew she couldn’t. “Silly me! I left my ring at home.” 
 
    “Mhm.” Heath stood, standing a good foot taller than her, even in her heels. “Doing some shopping?” 
 
    She glanced down at her full cart. “Well, obviously.” 
 
    “Yeah, rubbish…that was lame.” He looked down, biting his lip and rubbing the back of his neck, a nervous habit he had clearly never outgrown. “I’ll let you get back to it.” 
 
    “Heath.” His name left her lips before she was able to stop it. “I’m sorry for last night. I was a little drunk and really jerky. You didn’t deserve me snapping at you like that.” 
 
    “Since when do you drink?” he asked, frowning. 
 
    Her thoughts flashed back to her messy drunk of a mother passed out on the floor and she held up her hands. “Oh, no, not like that. Rebecca came over and we had some wine. I don’t even keep alcohol in the house.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m overstepping again.” 
 
    “Do you…do you want to come over tonight?” she asked him quietly. “I’ll make some dinner and we’ll talk? You were right when you said you deserved answers.” 
 
    His hazel eyes widened. “Yeah, sure. What time?” 
 
    “Six?” 
 
    Heath nodded and ran his fingers through his hair, brushing it away from his face. “Cool, I’ll be there.” 
 
    Vera watched as he walked away, then slumped against the banana stand, trying to control her rapid heartbeat. It had been years since Heath had been in her home, and she thought it was a good idea to invite him to dinner? Mentally punching herself, she took a deep breath and continued on her trip, trying to figure out what to cook. 
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    “You what?” Rebecca screamed into the phone, her voice echoing in Vera’s bathroom. 
 
    The shrill shriek made her jump, causing her eyeliner to shoot across her face, all the way to her hairline. “Ugh, Rebecca, I just screwed up my makeup.” 
 
    “Good, I hope you look hideous.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and wiped away the jagged line with a piece of toilet paper. “Well, that’s not nice.” She reapplied the black kohl, hoping it would make her green eyes pop. 
 
    “What possessed you to invite your ex to dinner?” 
 
    “I’ve been wondering that myself,” Vera muttered wryly. “I guess for closure.” 
 
    “Girl, closure is a myth. There’s no such thing. Now, call him up, tell him you are violently ill, and move on.” 
 
    “I don’t have his number.” 
 
    There were several minutes of incoherent mumbling before Rebecca asked, “Vera Jane Campbell, are you going to bone your ex?” 
 
    Vera held back a burst of laughter. “No! It’s just a simple dinner between two old friends.” 
 
    “I saw him out there in the yard. That skinny beanpole certainly filled the heck out. And those tattoos…” 
 
    She glanced at the little clock beside her mirror and saw that it was almost six. “Hey, I have to go. He’ll be here in a few minutes and I’m not even dressed.” 
 
    “Ooh, cutting out the middle man, I see!” Rebecca cackled. 
 
    “Okay, bye!” Vera yelled before hanging up the phone. 
 
    She walked into her bedroom and picked up the light summer dress she pulled from her closet. It was a soft, gray jersey fabric that wrapped in the front with a deep v-neck and a tasseled bottom. It hit just above her knee and hugged her hips. She thought it might be a bit too sexy for a dinner between friends, but she was never one to dress down when she could be dressed up. There was such little fun to be had in small-town Pennsylvania, and so few chances to wear such pretty numbers. 
 
    Vera tossed some long, beaded gold strands around her neck, but thought it might be too much, so she took them off and tossed them to the top of her dresser. Then she padded, barefoot, down to the kitchen, stopping to admire the way her loose waves framed her face in the hall mirror. Happy with the reflection that peered back, she continued on. 
 
    The lemon chicken simmered merrily in the copper pan and she went to the refrigerator and pulled out the asparagus. After a quick wash and trim, she tossed the vegetables into a fresh pan, sprinkled some salt and pepper over them, and squeezed some lemon juice over top. Then she covered it tightly with a lid and turned to set the table. She had just placed the forks on the napkins when she heard an approaching motorcycle. Vera waited in the kitchen for a knock on the door before answering. 
 
    Heath wore a plaid button-up shirt, the sleeves rolled up to show his ink. His leather vest was nowhere to be seen. “Hey,” he said, stepping inside when she opened the door. His gaze slid over her appreciatively. But the gesture didn’t make her uncomfortable. It seemed almost natural to bring him into her home. 
 
    “Come on, dinner’s almost ready.” 
 
    “Smells great.” 
 
    “I hope it tastes as good.” She laughed, leading the way into the kitchen. “Go ahead and sit down.” 
 
    Heath took a seat at one end of the table. Vera could feel his eyes on her as she finished up the cooking. Her thoughts were verified when she turned to put the full plates on the table. It wasn’t until she sat down that Vera began to feel awkward like everything was wrong; the chicken too spicy, the sweet tea too sweet, her dress too revealing. They ate in silence and the only sound was the light clattering of silverware. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked as he cut into his food. 
 
    Vera nodded, plastering her waitress smile onto her lips. “Of course, how’s your food?” 
 
    “Really good,” he replied as he finished the last of his asparagus. “I don’t remember you being this great of a cook.” 
 
    “A lot can change in six years.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she wished she could call them back. Silence fell between them—long, awkward, and uninterrupted. 
 
    “I guess that’s my cue to bring up the whole ‘I need answers’ thing.” He was smiling, but the gesture didn’t reach his eyes. 
 
    Vera sighed. While she knew the conversation had to occur, she didn’t need to like it. “Let’s go into the living room.” 
 
    They sat together on the couch, which seemed so much smaller than it had when she was sitting on it with Rebecca. Their knees almost touched and Vera fingered the fringe of her skirt, not knowing where to start. But after several minutes of silence, she thought she might as well start at the beginning. 
 
    “So…you know my mom was a mess…always drunk with all these guys and drugs and…she was just a mess. I knew that if I left, she would die. I was the only person left to take care of her,” she began quietly, her eyes still on her bare thigh. “My grandparents are gone and no one’s seen my uncle in years. If I was gone too…” 
 
    “It wasn’t your job to take care of her. You were just a kid.” 
 
    “But old enough to run off with you?” she asked, looking up at him. 
 
    He shrugged. “Touché. Still…you could have at least come to see me off when I left. You knew I didn’t want to spend my life working and dying in the mines. You knew I thought we were both getting on that bus. I thought you were going to come with me.” 
 
    “I was,” Vera insisted, feeling her eyes well up. She never talked about her mom. Even when she was being lowered into the ground, she couldn’t think of anything to say by the vacant graveside. Only the local pastor said a quiet prayer. “I packed a bag and was going to leave…but she was just lying there. I thought she was going to die and I just…I couldn’t leave her.” 
 
    “But you could have told me, Vera,” he insisted, reaching down and taking her hand. It was warm and firm and one of the knuckles had a small rose tattooed on the small strip of skin. She kept her eyes trained there. “I stood at that station waiting for you and you never came. When I got to the next town, I called, but you didn’t answer.” 
 
    “I couldn’t,” she breathed, trying to swallow the tears that threatened to pour over. “I knew that if I told you that I wasn’t going to follow, there was a chance you wouldn’t really leave. I couldn’t do that to you. I couldn’t drag you back to this town.” 
 
    “I loved you, Vera,” he rasped, squeezing her fingers. 
 
    Vera couldn’t take it. A sob escaped her throat and unbidden tears dropped down to her bare leg. Heath murmured something and pulled her to his chest. She clutched onto his shirt, breathing in his scent of leather and mountain air. It felt good to be back in his arms after so many years. It felt right. More right than it should. And she clung to the feeling as she came undone. 
 
    “Incredible, V, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to make you cry,” he whispered into her hair. 
 
    “It’s…it’s not your…fault,” she replied through hiccups, pulling back and wiping away the dampness on her cheeks. “Goodness, I’m so embarrassed.” She looked down at her knees, but Heath tucked a finger beneath her chin and forced her to look up. 
 
    Their eyes met and their gaze held steady, betraying all the unsaid emotion of six lonely years. Before Vera knew what happened, Heath brought his mouth down to hers, covering it with a deep kiss. She felt her pulse race and her breath hitch in her throat. For a moment, she thought it would be better to pull away, but she couldn’t. An unseen force pulled them together, and she went with the feeling, putting her arms around his neck, her fingers tangling in his soft brown hair. 
 
    “Goodness, I missed you,” he whispered into her lips, his hazel eyes now peering down at her. “I missed this.” 
 
    “Me too,” Vera confessed, feeling his hand snake up her thigh, leaving goosebumps in its wake. 
 
    She didn’t want the moment to end. When he left their town that night, she thought she would never see him again. For six years, she pined over what could have been, letting every short-term boyfriend take second place to the ghost he left behind. But he was there, really there…at least for a little while. 
 
    “Do you…do you want to come upstairs?” she asked him in a low voice. 
 
    He didn’t answer but instead whipped up, taking her with him. She was wrapped in his arms, being spirited bridal style up the narrow stairs to the second floor. Vera found herself laughing at his enthusiasm. 
 
    When they got to the landing, Heath pushed open the first door on the right, frowning when he found the room covered in piles of boxes. “Wow, my memory really deceived me. I could have sworn this was your room.” 
 
    “It was,” she assured him, slipping from his grasp and taking his hand. She pulled him down the hall to the master bedroom. Vera had had it redone after her mom died and took it over for herself. It was bright and airy with pale yellow walls and framed photos of all the places she longed to visit. Strings of white Christmas lights glowed in the darkness over a large bed draped all in white. 
 
    “I like what you’ve done with the place.” Heath stood behind her, skimming his fingers up and down her arms. 
 
    Vera leaned back against his chest and practically melted in his arms when he brushed the hair away from her neck and pressed his lips to her pulse. Her nipples hardened beneath the jersey fabric of her dress, and it didn’t escape Heath’s notice. He brushed his palms over her breasts, making her moan. 
 
    “I like that sound,” he growled, spinning her to face him. He kissed her again, biting her lower lip and teasing her with his tongue. 
 
    She pressed against him, feeling him harden against her thigh. She thought that she wasn’t that kind of woman—the kind to fall into bed with a man before she even served dessert. But Heath wasn’t just some man…Vera’s mind went blank as he pushed the straps to her dress over her shoulders. It fell and pooled around her feet, leaving her in nothing but her lace panties. 
 
    Heath made a small noise in his throat as he cupped one breast, his thumb grazing her nipple. Her fingers flew to his shirt in response, undoing the buttons in record speed. Soon, it joined her dress and he was pushing her backward, kicking off his boots as they went. 
 
    As soon as her legs hit the edge of the mattress, she fell backwards, sprawling against the down comforter. She watched as he reached into his pocket, pulling out a foil wrapped object and tossing it beside her on the bed. Then he unbuckled his belt, his gaze never leaving her. Vera remembered when she was young; her own body and the newness of intimacy scared her. Strange to think how different she was now. Her eyes took in each sharp muscle of his chest, the defined slopes of his abs, and the delicious lines that lead into his boxer briefs. 
 
    He crawled into the bed with her, his mouth overtaking hers in an instant. She pulled him against her, allowing him full access to her body. When he pulled off the small strip of lace that covered the final piece of untouched skin, it was like his touch burned her, ignited something within her. She wanted him, craved him, every piece. She ran her hands over his broad shoulders as his lips trailed downwards, finding the peak of her breast. When he began to touch her velvety folds, she called out. 
 
    Groping over the bed, she finally found the piece of foil from Heath’s pocket. She pressed it into his hand. “Hurry,” she begged. 
 
    Heath quickly complied, ripping off his boxers and pulling on the condom before pushing inside her, each tantalizing inch making her long for more. She wrapped her legs around his trim waist as he moved inside her. He bit her neck as his thrusts quickened and her nails dug into his back. It wasn’t soft and gentle; it was hard and heavy, their bodies coming together in a tangle of pounds and moans. 
 
    “Idiot, V,” he groaned in her ear. “The things you do to me…” 
 
    Vera held him tightly as the swell of orgasm threatened to overwhelm her. Their bodies fit together perfectly and it was too much—the pleasure, the emotion, the lost years. She felt her climax hitting its peak and crashing over her body. Vera called out his name as she caught her breath and she could feel Heath hitting the cusp of his passions as well, in a final, deep, thrust. 
 
    Heath kissed her forehead, her cheeks, the lip of her nose, her lips. “You’re perfect,” he told her. “Stay right here.” 
 
    Vera pulled the comforter over her as he stepped through the open bathroom door and closed it behind him. She smiled, stretching, feeling sated. It had been fast and hard, but it fulfilled so many years of slow and steady. While she wasn’t that kind of girl, she apparently was for him. 
 
    “You all right?” Heath had come out of the bathroom and pulled on his briefs before sliding beneath the blanket with her. 
 
    “Mhm,” she replied, curling alongside his body. Her eyes trailed over his torso, the sleek lines of his tattoos interesting her. The once blank plane of his skin was spattered with ink. “Ironside Sinners” sat above his heart and along the side of his ribs was ship breaking against a rocky shore. Her fingers traced a line of Roman numerals beside a sugar skull and rounded the edge of a Norse ax blade before she found a small letter, tucked away on its own above his wrist. 
 
    “It’s a ‘V,’” she muttered, outlining the two straight lines. 
 
    He lifted up his arm, as if he didn’t know what she was talking about, and laughed. “Oh, yeah, it was my first.” He tossed the arm over her, pulling Vera to rest against his chest. “I thought it’d be my only one. But an eighteen-year-old kid can’t get by on his own. I found the Ironside Sinners—well, they found me. A few years later, I collected some more.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you have gotten it covered?” Vera asked quietly, enjoying the ease with which they spoke. “Artists do that kind of stuff all the time.” 
 
    “I was never going to cover this up. You’ve always been a part of me, V. Even when I didn’t want you to be anymore. Even when I wanted to hate you, you were my girl. And you never cover up your girl’s name.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey, how was your dinner?” Rebecca asked as she slid onto a bar stool the next night. 
 
    Vera leaned her elbows against the bar and looked over at the last remaining regular still clinging to his beer before whispering, “We…did it.” 
 
    Rebecca raised a brow. “You messed? You can say it, Vera, we’re not twelve.” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, we did. And then he stayed over.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s interesting. You guys playing house now?” 
 
    “It’s not like that.” She turned and pulled two shot glasses from the shelf behind her, filling them with whiskey and a dash of lime juice. She pushed one to Rebecca and, wordlessly, they clinked glasses before downing the liquid, thumping the empty vessels back onto the bar. 
 
    “Then what was it like?” 
 
    Vera sighed. “Hell if I know. The dinner was good, the discussion was sad, the sex was awesome, the cuddling was top-notch, and he can flip a pancake like nobody’s business,” she told her, thinking back to the sight of Heath making her breakfast before riding off. 
 
    “Sounds like a fun night.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was. He even called me ‘his girl,’” she admitted a little shyly. 
 
    Rebecca pursed her lips and paused for a moment before asking, “What are you guys doing?” 
 
    “I’ve been asking myself the same thing all day. It was great. The whole thing was so much fun and it was just like old times, only a million times better. I thought it would just be one night…” She drifted off and she ran her hand over her face. “This is a mess.” 
 
    “Sounds like it.” 
 
    Vera watched as the last patron slapped his money on the bar before walking slowly out, nodding at her in passing. “It feels so weird. Like we’re picking up where we left off.” 
 
    “But you’re not, it’s been six years,” Rebecca pointed out. 
 
    Vera shrugged and washed their shot glasses before dumping the lone beer bottle into the recycling bin. She then began wiping down the bar. “Do you think I’m just being stupid?” 
 
    “Nah.” Rebecca shook her head. “You guys were good together.” 
 
    “We were teenagers.” 
 
    “Hey, most of the people in this Podunk town get married at nineteen if they didn’t at sixteen when they got pregnant.” 
 
    Vera giggled and flipped off the light switches that illuminated the liquor display. “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “If it works out, it works out. Maybe he’ll stay and not sell his uncle’s place.” 
 
    “Maybe…” Vera mumbled, leaving the empty bar to grab her purse from her locker. When she came back, she said, “but I doubt it. He’s got this whole motorcycle club thing…I don’t think he’d just dump them. He basically told me they were his family.” 
 
    “But he said you were his girl.” Rebecca jabbed a finger in her direction. 
 
    Vera flipped off the last of the lights and led the way out of the bar. “Yeah, in a post-sex haze of hormones and lust. It makes people say a lot of crazy things.” She stuck her key into the deadbolt, locking it behind her. 
 
    “Speak of the devil, here he comes.” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder. Parked next to her Jeep was Heath’s motorcycle and he was walking toward them. She raised her hand in greeting and he stopped under the floodlight before the front door. 
 
    “Hey, Becky.” He grinned at Rebecca. “Long time, no see.” 
 
    Rebecca scowled. “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Vera asked him, suddenly feeling very exposed. Seeing him so soon after spilling their night to Rebecca seemed oddly intimate. 
 
    “I can’t come see you?” he asked, drawing near. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rebecca cut in, stepping backward to where her car was parked. “I’m going to bail before you guys fornicate all over the parking lot.” 
 
    Vera gaped at her while Heath only laughed. “She’s still as vulgar as she was in high school.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry. The bar’s closed.” 
 
    “I didn’t come for a drink.” He pulled her to him and kissed her. “I wanted to take you for a ride.” 
 
    “But it’s so dark out.” It was nearly midnight and most of the back roads didn’t even have streetlights. 
 
    Heath smirked. “Come on, V. Don’t you trust me? Let’s just take a ride.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” She looked toward her Jeep. 
 
    He began pulling her toward his bike. “Just trust me.” 
 
    She bit her lip and watched as he threw his leg over the motorcycle and kicked it to life with a roar. He didn’t say anything, only looked back at her, waiting. Vera didn’t know what scared her more—being on the back of a motorcycle, or being so close to him. Throwing caution to the wind, she climbed behind him and wrapped her arms tightly around his middle, pressing her cheek against the cool leather of his vest. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    She answered him with a squeeze and off they went. Her eyes were shut tight as they left the parking lot and stayed that way for some time. She felt the cool summer night air brush over her skin and she waited for the moment they both fell to their deaths on the road. But it didn’t come.  
 
    Vera took a deep breath and opened her eyes. She watched the darkened trees as they passed them, feeling the vibrations of the bike’s motor between her legs. She was glad she had braided her hair that day, as it whipped against her back in the wind. It was freeing, in a weird way, being on the back of such a crazy vehicle, putting her life in Heath’s hands. 
 
    He turned down several streets, passing darkened homes, the lone gas station, and a small strip mall. They cruised down the empty roads and the longer they rode, the more comfortable she became. It was almost like flying. She was practically disappointed when she saw her own house come into view in the motorcycle’s headlight. 
 
    Heath pulled into the driveway and turned off the bike, waiting until Vera fell unsteadily to her feet before dismounting. 
 
    He ran his hand through his windblown hair. “Fun?” 
 
    “Yeah, it wasn’t as scary as I thought it would be.” She glanced up toward her house, lit by a single porch light. “But why take me home?” 
 
    “Having you so tight behind me made me want to get you to a bed.” He drew her close. “Your car will be fine up at the bar.” 
 
    Vera smiled and drew her keys from her purse, holding them up to him. “After you.” 
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    Heath’s breaths were steady and slow beside her, evenly paced by sleep. Her room was glowing in the faint early-morning light. She had forgotten to draw the shades when they shambled, half-clothed, to her bedroom the evening before. 
 
    Vera sat up and slid from the bed, pulling on her oriental silk robe and tying her hair up in a high ponytail. She thought she’d make breakfast, something sweet and filling. She pondered her choices while she brushed her teeth, but as she left the bathroom, her eyes fell upon Heath’s vest, which was draped over her desk chair. The label sent an odd pang of dread into her center. 
 
    She didn’t know much about motorcycle clubs, only what she saw on television, but none of it was overly flattering. They highlighted crime, prostitution, drugs, and a general noncompliance with society at large. Riders were said to be dangerous, giving little regard to others that weren’t in their tight-knit community. Yes, Vera had heard a great many terrible things, but none of them seemed to fit the Heath Bronson she knew. 
 
    “You okay?” Heath asked. He was leaning up on one elbow, watching her stare at his vest. 
 
    Vera pursed her lips and nodded. 
 
    “Don’t lie.” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” She fiddled with the tie around her waist. 
 
    “Talk to me.” He sat up and patted the bed beside him. 
 
    Vera crawled over the comforter, settling in beside him. She kept her eyes on the wall, carefully sorting through her thoughts. “This…the Ironside Sinners…um…” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Is it…is it very much like on TV?” she inquired, feeling stupid for even asking. 
 
    He smirked. “Do I ride around all day shooting up cop cars and beating up hookers?” 
 
    She felt her chest, neck, and cheeks fill with burning heat. “Never mind. I’m just being silly.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. It’s a valid question. But we’re not like on TV.” 
 
    Vera wanted to trust him. She wanted to believe that he wasn’t involved in drugs and gang violence. She tried to push the intrusive images from her mind, but she had seen how heroin and meth had killed her mom, and could never imagine being anywhere close to that kind of life again. And the mere idea of Heath being involved in something that almost ruined her life made her stomach churn. 
 
    Heath put an arm around her. His fingers skimmed over the intricate crane tattoo on her shoulder. As if he could read her thoughts, he said,” I know a lot of MCs that smuggle drugs or turn them out for easy cash, but we don’t. I get into some trash, but there are some things I don’t touch.” 
 
    Vera turned to him. “Then what do you do?” 
 
    “This and that and a few other things we shouldn’t,” he told her noncommittally. His gaze was steady and his face placid. 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that.” For the past few days, she hadn’t thought about what the vest and the name stitched upon it really meant. 
 
    “I don’t hurt anybody, V. I don’t mess around with trafficked women and I don’t sling drugs. I don’t do anything that would get someone like you hurt.” 
 
    “Then do you do things that would hurt you?” 
 
    He paused a moment before answering. “Probably not. I’ve been lucky so far.” He nudged her gently. 
 
    “Not funny.” 
 
    He picked up one of her hands and pressed his lips to her knuckles. “Just trust me, V.” 
 
    “I want to,” she replied in a whisper, leaning further into the warm expanse of his chest. 
 
    They lay together, watching her room fill up with light. It was strange, being there in silence, but Vera found it oddly comforting. It was nice to be held tightly in Heath’s arms and listen to the continual thumping of his heart. She needed to trust that he hadn’t lied to her. Because wasn’t it Vera, herself, who had been the liar all those years ago? Vera needed to relax, release, and let her irrational fears of the past be washed away by her hope and happiness in the present. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come down to the farm tonight,” Heath murmured into her hair. His fingers slid beneath the hem of her shirt and Vera was glad they were hidden from the bar by her car and the darkness of night. 
 
    “Should I?” 
 
    “Mhm.” He nipped at her neck and reached for the hem of her skirt. 
 
    She batted him away with a grin. “Stop, someone might see.” 
 
    “No, they won’t.” He lifted the light cotton and brushed his hand over her lace panties. “Trust me.” 
 
    “You say that a lot,” Vera purred, gasping a bit as he slipped one finger over the edge and into her core. Her mind wandered drunkenly toward the bar. A patron could leave at any moment and catch them in the act. But as Heath cupped a breast through the fabric of her bra and slid his tongue into her mouth, Vera couldn’t find a single idiot to give. 
 
    “Hurry,” Vera growled against Heath’s lips. 
 
    “I would, but I don’t have a condom.” 
 
    Vera groaned. The heat growing within her was becoming unbearable. She couldn’t wait a solid eight hours before getting the release she needed. “Are you clean?” 
 
    “As a whistle.” 
 
    She grabbed hold of the edges of his vest. “And I’m on the pill.” 
 
    A devious smile slid across Heath’s handsome face and he grabbed her rear beneath her skirt. His grip was strong and his mouth fell onto hers. She fumbled with his belt, but he brushed her hands aside and did it himself. In a second, he had her turned around and pressed against the hood of her Jeep, the side of her panties pushed hastily aside to allow him access from behind. 
 
    Vera suppressed a moan with her hand as he entered her, his movements swift and his rapid passes into her body, smooth. But Vera didn’t care. The thrill of having Heath bend her over, so close to her place of work, aroused her more than his careful ministrations did the night before. Her breasts pushed against the cold metal beneath and she felt Heath’s fingers digging into her hips. It was raw, hard, and had a level of exhibitionism that Vera had never experienced. It wasn’t long until they both peaked, Heath spilling himself into her. 
 
    “I…I guess I’ll come…to the farm…later,” Vera breathed, straightening up and righting her skirt with shaking hands. Her knees felt like Jello. She couldn’t believe she had done that—had unprotected sex in the open with someone she…well, she knew him…but knew him six years before, and barely did in that moment. 
 
    “You better get to work.” Heath buckled his belt and pressed his lips to her cheek before slapping her lightly on the rear. “Try to close up early. I don’t think I can wait too long for you. And I don’t think your boss would appreciate me his star employee in the back of the bar.” 
 
    Vera’s jaw fell open and she leaned back against her Jeep almost in disbelief at his words. While some men might say things like that for the shock value, she knew Heath was being serious. 
 
    He hopped onto his bike. It roared to life and peeled out of the parking lot. Vera took several more minutes to regain her senses before going into the bar. She felt like it was going to be a very long night. 
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    The drive to Heath’s Uncle Jem’s farm was second nature to Vera. She had made almost the same drive for many of her high school years, and knew the way by heart. She hadn’t thought to ask if the mob of Ironside Sinners Heath had come into town with would be there—she had heard they were still in Erikson, but she hoped they wouldn’t be at the farm. Seeing them all together might be too much…at the least, it would be a reminder that the old Heath Bronson she knew was now the now Sergeant at Arms of a motorcycle club. 
 
    She was pleased to see the yard of the old farmhouse empty, save for Heath’s bike, parked close to the front door. She stopped beside it, and got out of the car, looking over her shoulder at the faded red barn, its white accents glowing in the moonlight. Vera smiled wryly, remembering the hours spent up in the hayloft. 
 
    “Hey.” Heath stood on the darkened porch, leaning against an old wooden column. 
 
    “Hey, yourself,” she responded, pulling her purse and an additional bag from her Jeep. 
 
    “What do you have there?” 
 
    Vera held up the large tote. “I stopped at home on my way. I needed the necessities.”  
 
    Heath stepped off the porch and walked, barefoot, over the dead grass to her. He took her bag and led her inside the familiar home. It had been six years since she had last been in Jem’s farmhouse. It was like a museum. Nothing had changed in all that time, down to the framed prom picture of her and Heath on the side table in the living room. 
 
    “Weird, isn’t it?” he asked, dropping her bag to the couch. 
 
    “Maybe a little. You were quite the golden boy…all-star baseball player, straight-A student.” 
 
    “A bit different than now, huh?” 
 
    “You could say that.” She glanced up at the line of stuffed deer heads over the fireplace. “I’m sorry about Jem, by the way. He was a good guy.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he enjoyed his last few years in Florida.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he ever sell this place then? After retiring, I mean.” 
 
    “He said he always wanted to give me a place to go home to.” 
 
    Vera bit her lip. Jem always was the sentimental type, deep down, under the chain-smoking and the old-timer attitude. It was just like him to leave the place untouched for Heath. She looked back at the prom picture. They both looked younger, she in a long yellow dress and Heath in a rented tux. 
 
    “So awkward.” He chuckled, tipping the frame over and placing it face down on the table. “I don’t want the guys seeing this.” 
 
    “Are they here?” 
 
    He shook his head and stepped nearer, a smile playing on his lips. “Nope. For now, it’s just you and me. And, V, I got plans for you.” 
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    Vera was jarred awake by a loud noise. She blinked against the darkness of Heath’s old bedroom and reached out to him, finding his place in the bed cold. She heard another sound, akin to a laugh, and sat up quickly in bed, clutching the blanket to her bare breasts. She reached down and groped about the floor. She found a shirt and pulled it on, recognizing it, dimly, as the Ironside Sinners t-shirt Heath had been wearing earlier that evening. 
 
    She turned on the lamp beside the bed and grabbed her bag. She took out a pair of lacy shorts, shoving them on as the laughter and voices grew louder. She peered out the window and saw dozens of bikes lined up before the house beside a large trailer truck. It was beyond her how she had slept through the noise that must have made, but at the same time, Heath had certainly tired her out. 
 
    Vera debated waiting for Heath, but her curiosity was getting the better of her. It was nearly three in the morning and she wanted to know what was so pressing, Heath had snuck out of bed. There was a nagging feeling picking at her subconscious, telling her she would find him surrounded with kilos of Mexican heroin. The thought made her heart ache uncomfortably. When they were in their little bubble of old feelings and wistful caresses, it was easy to forget what kind of things he did for a living. 
 
    The hundred-year-old floor usually creaked when you walked, but Vera still recalled where to step, and she made her way silently down the dark hall and the narrow staircase. When she hit the living room, she could see light coming from the kitchen and Heath’s voice calling attention to the loud group that appeared to have been assembled. 
 
    “We have fifty units of this here,” Heath told them. 
 
    There were murmurs from the other men. 
 
    “And about a hundred of these in the truck,” Heath continued. 
 
    Vera wished she knew what he was talking about. The angel on her shoulder told her to mind her own business and just trust him like he asked, but the devil on the other urged her forward. 
 
    She tiptoed over the faded carpet, standing just at the edge of the kitchen. Vera was partially hidden behind a large grandfather clock, which no longer ticked. And while she didn’t see the tightly wrapped bags of drugs she had almost expected, what she did find was arguably just as terrible. 
 
    Heath stood beside the fridge, a dozen of his biker brothers leaning against the far wall or sitting around the old kitchen table, which was loaded heavily with firearms. Heath held a rather large and savage-looking assault rifle, inspecting it with a practiced eye. He looked up, about to say something, but stopped when he caught sight of Vera, who wasn’t as well hidden as she thought. She saw his jaw tense and some of the guys followed his gaze to where she stood. 
 
    Vera, wide-eyed, forced her bartender smile onto her face and held her hands behind her back, hoping to quell the shaking. “Hello.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s the waitress from the bar!” a man with a wild beard exclaimed, a grin on his face. Vera recognized him. He had been the one to order the first round. 
 
    “Guys, this is Vera.” Heath had finally found his voice. He slowly placed the gun onto the table and rounded the kitchen, coming to stand beside her. “This is V.” 
 
    Most of the guys nodded as if they were familiar with her high school nickname and some waved while others tipped their beer bottles up at her. 
 
    “V, you a gun gal?” a tall, lanky man asked. 
 
    Vera shook her head, focusing on staying upright. “Not particularly. But thank you…” 
 
    “Snake,” Heath offered. Then he began pointing to each of the rest in turn. “And that’s Theo, you’ve met Petey with the beard, Vice President Ace, that’s Austin, over there is Big G, and our president, Frank.” 
 
    He introduced several more, but their names escaped her. She just stood and smiled, laughing when the others did and even taking an offered beer, letting it grow warm in her hands. She felt Heath’s arm, heavy over her shoulder. While the display of affection would once hearten her, it now felt like a motion of ownership. It almost disgusted her. 
 
    “Okay, we’re done for tonight,” Frank announced. “Austin is going over the itinerary for our ride to Pittsburgh.” 
 
    There was more, Vera knew it, but she didn’t process it. She was still in shock over what she had seen. She kindly said her goodbyes and allowed Heath to lead her back up to his room. They both stayed silent until the door was closed tightly behind them. Vera sat uneasily on the edge of the bed, her eyes trained on the floor. Heath. Gentle, kind, smart Heath was selling—trafficking—smuggling guns? 
 
    Heath knelt beside her legs, taking her hands in his. “V, you okay?” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” she whispered quietly, the numbness she felt slowing turning into nausea. 
 
    “Vera, it’s just—” 
 
    “Guns, Heath. I come downstairs and your kitchen has a big pile of guns on the table.” Her voice was steady, quiet. “What the heck?” 
 
    “I know it looks—” 
 
    “It looks like a whole bunch of illegal firearms. That’s what it looks like. You told me you weren’t like that, Heath.” 
 
    “I’m not slinging drugs, Vera. I’m just delivering some items. That’s it.” 
 
    Vera looked up at him, deep into his hazel eyes. “You lied to me.” 
 
    He averted his gaze for a moment before returning it. “I didn’t lie, technically. I…I just didn’t think to…it’s how we make a living, Vera.” Gone was his confident MC air. 
 
    “By being arms dealers?” 
 
    “By doing what would get done, even if we backed off. It’s what the Ironside Sinners do, V. I wasn’t lying when I told you we don’t get mixed up with drugs and trafficking women.” 
 
    “So you just supply the dealers and the pimps? That’s all?” she asked sarcastically. 
 
    His lips tightened. “We don’t deal with ‘dealers and pimps.’ We sell to the other MCs. It keeps us neutral and away from the hard stuff. It stops us from being involved in turf wars.” 
 
    “How noble.” Vera wanted to pull her hands from his grasp, but couldn’t. 
 
    “What do you want me to say? This is my life, V. These guys are my family. When I left here, I had nothing more than a backpack of clothes and a little bit of cash. They took me in, taught me the way of their world, and I excelled, V. I rose through the ranks and I love it. I love my MC and I won’t give it up.” 
 
    She felt tears welling in her eyes as he spoke. “I’d never ask you to.” 
 
    “But I feel like you’re going to make me pick.” 
 
    “Pick? What are you talking about?” It was making her head spin. She was sad, angry, heartbroken…a mixture of tumultuous feelings that stormed in her chest. “You don’t live here, Heath. You’re selling this farm and going back to…perdition, I don’t even know where you live, now.” 
 
    “Harrisburg, but that’s not the point. I’m not selling the farm, V.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing?” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “I own it outright. The guys want to use it as a stash house.” 
 
    Vera gasped. “You’re going to fill Jem’s house with guns?” 
 
    “No, no…the old cellar out by the barn. It’s been voted on and it’s done.” 
 
    Several tears slipped down her cheeks. It was all too much. “I have to go.” 
 
    “No, V, please stay.” 
 
    “I need to go home.” She stood, breaking free from his grip, and began striding round the small room, picking up her scattered clothing and shoving them into her bag. Her vision was blurred and she struggled to find her skirt. 
 
    He stopped her, wrapping his arms around her and burying his face into her hair. “Come with me…when I leave. I’ll be going back to Harrisburg in two days.” 
 
    “What about your precious cargo?” 
 
    “I have business to take care of at the clubhouse. Not all of us are going to Pittsburgh.” His voice was muffled and his grip was tight. “Just come with me. We can come back in a few weeks and sell your house, or you can keep it for all I care. We’re good together, V.” 
 
    “But you…you sell guns…” Vera sobbed, dropping her bag to the floor and crying into Heath’s chest. “You do all these illegal things and you want me to get involved with it?” 
 
    “Never, V,” he responded fiercely. “None of the wives or girlfriends get involved. Your hands would be clean.” 
 
    “But yours wouldn’t.” Vera closed her eyes and pulled away for the final time. She picked up her bag. “I can’t do it, Heath. I can’t condone this.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to love the MC. I’m not asking you to love what I do. I’m just asking you to love me.” 
 
    Vera opened her mouth, but only a strange, strangled sound fell out. She turned on her heel and dashed from the room, gliding down the stairs and through the living room, not stopping to say goodbye to the several men who lounged on the overstuffed couches. The sun was beginning to rise when she reached her Jeep and she was glad that there weren’t any motorcycles blocking her in. 
 
    “V, wait!” Heath came running across the lawn, a pained look marring his face. “Don’t go. We can talk about this.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about.” She unlocked the door and threw her bags in. 
 
    “I don’t like to beg, V, but I will if that’ll get you to stay…to come with me when I leave.” His hazel eyes were wild. “Don’t do this again, V. Don’t leave me waiting.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she rasped, getting into the car and starting it up. 
 
    As she was pulling away, she could see Heath in the rearview mirror, standing in the yard of his childhood home, looking utterly heartbroken. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Vera,” Rebecca crooned, offering her another spoonful of ice cream. 
 
    Vera took it like an obedient baby bird, rubbing at her puffed eyes. “It’s not okay. Nothing’s okay.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a bad influence…” She trailed off, practically begging Vera to ask her to go on. 
 
    Vera knew that game, and she wasn’t playing. Instead, she snatched the carton from Rebecca’s hands. She had gotten a drop on Heath’s Ironside Sinner’s shirt. Vera hadn’t taken it off since fleeing the farmhouse. 
 
    Rebecca rolled her eyes. “As I was saying, I remember doing this same thing when…back when he left. I remember coming over when you got your mom cleaned up and sitting here on this same couch, eating ice cream and watching you cry your eyes out.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “He said he loved you, Vera.” 
 
    That statement hurt. It made her heart lurch unpleasantly and she stuck the spoon into the melting rocky road, putting it on the coffee table. “No, he didn’t.” 
 
    “He might as well have. He has your name tattooed on his arm. He’s spent every day with you since he’s been back, he—” 
 
    “We had sex, Rebecca. That’s hardly a declaration of love.” 
 
    “Do you love him, Vera?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she responded honestly. Heath was so easy to love, but she found it hard to ignore his lifestyle, which was so different from the one she was building for herself. Hours in bed together was hardly enough to build a future on, but she couldn’t ignore the distressing feeling in her gut that a future with him was exactly what she wanted. 
 
    “He wants you to go with him. For real this time. He wouldn’t ask if he didn’t mean it.” 
 
    Vera flopped backward, holding a pillow tightly against her chest, hoping to quell the pain. “How would you know?” 
 
    “Because he told me,” she admitted quietly, looking away. 
 
    “Because he told you…” Vera repeated slowly. “Why didn’t you tell me that hours ago when you got here?” 
 
    “I ran into him this morning at the gas station. He looked like a mess and asked if I had heard from you. I guess you blocked his number?” 
 
    Vera silently nodded. 
 
    Rebecca continued, “He wasn’t going to harass you about it. But he told me that he was going to be at the barn at noon tomorrow, waiting for you. And if you decided not to come, he wouldn’t bother you again.” 
 
    She bit her lips, trying to fight the fresh wave of tears. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “What do you want to do? I’m not asking what you should do, or what the responsible things to do would be, but what do you want, deep down? Really, truly, want?” 
 
    Vera’s answer was simple, too simple. But it was true. And she answered with a single word. 
 
    “Him.” 
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    When Vera pulled up to the farmhouse, it looked deserted. Gone were the loud bikes, and the louder bikers. The yard was littered with tire tracks and she drove over them, stopping beside the barn. Leaving her backpack, which was filled with some clothes and whatever small objects of sentimental value she could shove in the limited space, in the car, she quietly walked up to the barn door, her legs feeling unsteady. She gripped the rusted metal handle of the door and pulled to slide it open, but it didn’t budge. 
 
    Vera stepped back, hearing nothing but wind and birds. She was alone and Heath was gone. She had come promptly at noon, but it was apparently still too late. She slumped back against the barn and slid down to sit on the ground. There were a great many emotions welling within her, and Vera didn’t know if she should scream or sob. So, instead, she did nothing, just closed her eyes and focused on gaining the strength to rise up. 
 
    “V? You okay?” Heath asked her. 
 
    Vera’s eyes flew open and she peered up at him, shadowing her eyes with her hand. “Heath, you’re still here?” 
 
    “Of course I am.” He held out a hand and helped her up. It felt warm and sturdy beneath her fingers. 
 
    She slipped her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek against the soft leather of his MC vest. She held him tight. “I thought you left.” 
 
    He rubbed her back and threaded his fingers through her hair. “I wasn’t going to leave without you. I made that mistake once and I wasn’t going to make it again.” 
 
    “But what if I didn’t come?” 
 
    “I knew you would.” 
 
    She felt herself smile, feeling relieved to hear the faintly amused sound of his deep voice. “That’s cocky of you. But where’s your bike?” 
 
    “On the other side of the house. I washed it this morning.” He pulled away and looked down at her, grinning. “Don’t tell me you really thought I bailed on you?” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” she admitted. 
 
    He cupped her cheek with his hand and pressed his lips to hers. “I couldn’t do that to you. Besides, you’re here now. Come on, let’s go before you change your mind.” 
 
    “What about my car?” 
 
    “Rebecca will take care of it,” he assured her, taking her back to the Jeep and watching as she reached in to grab her backpack. “She told me she has a spare key.” 
 
    “How much do you guys talk?” 
 
    “Enough to make sure you came today,” he retorted. “And I see you’re traveling light. Good.” 
 
    “Rebecca said she’d send me anything I needed until I could come back and properly pack.” 
 
    The shiny black motorcycle was just where Heath had told her it would be. He had added two side bags to his bike. Her backpack quickly disappeared in one before Heath turned to her. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked. His hazel eyes studied her carefully, seemingly looking for any hesitation. 
 
    She pulled her long hair into a high ponytail and put on the black, cat-eye sunglasses she had stowed in the back pocket of her jeans. Then she grinned in a way to show off all her teeth and placed her hands confidently on her hips. “Do I look ready?” 
 
    Heath answered her with a swift kiss before swinging his leg over his bike and holding it steady for her to climb behind him. “Come on, everyone’s waiting for us at the first checkpoint.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Vera laughed, feeling lighter and freer than she had in years. It was a new beginning, the one she should have had six years earlier. She snaked her arms around his waist. She was practically bubbling over with excitement. “This is so crazy.” 
 
    “No, V, it’s not crazy,” Heath told her, making the motorcycle roar to life. “This is where you belong. Welcome to the world of the Ironside Sinners.” 
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    Off Limits 
 
    By Bella J 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jonny 
 
      
 
    My life consisted of three things: the cage, fighting…and winning. I hated rules, and hated following others. That’s why these nights of blood and sweat and toxic tension was what I lived for.  
 
    It was humid, the stench of sweat and dirt hanging thick in the air as men psyched themselves up to do what they came here to do—fight. 
 
    I loved it—the thrill of fighting, the rush of winning, and the ultimate satisfaction of ruling the cage. This was what made me feel alive, what made the blood in my veins simmer with excitement. My strength, my fighting skills, and the ability to shut off my humanity while making my opponent bleed was exhilarating. 
 
    While locked in the cage adrenaline surged through my veins, my fists balled while I never took my eyes off the target. The jerk in front of me was my first fight of the night, and by the looks of it, he wouldn’t last much longer. One more good punch and he’d be flat on the ground. Butcher was what he called himself. Butcher? My rear. 
 
    With an eye already swollen shut, blond hair shiny and greasy with sweat, his face covered in blood, Butcher stepped forward and took a half-ended swing at my face. I took the gap and made the punch, my fist colliding with Butcher’s jaw. The sound of bone cracking filled my ears, and by the way blood spat out of his mouth I knew it was over. 
 
    He spun around, his eyes rolling back in his head just as he landed on the ground like a lifeless corpse. 
 
    Lights out. Goodnight, idiot. 
 
    The crowd erupted, screaming, shouting, cheering, and chanting my name. Steele. Yes, that’s the name everyone down here knew me by. Down here I wasn’t Jonny Kade. I wasn’t the guy who owned his own tattoo shop down on Main. Here I was Steele, undefeated and respected. 
 
    Bloody and sweaty, yet basking in my sweet victory, I stood up straight, wiping at my nose with the back of my hand. The metallic taste of blood coating my tongue only added to the exhilaration that coursed through my body. The cage door opened, and when I stepped out, a feminine body slammed into mine. 
 
    “Way to go, Steele!” 
 
    I stumbled a little as Val threw herself onto my side, wrapping her legs around my waist, her arms clutching my shoulders. “You rock, man!” 
 
    With an arm around Val’s waist, I held her up, and turned around, smiling and relishing in the excitement over my win. This was my kingdom, my people, and I ruled this underground. Everything was just dang perfect… 
 
    But then I saw her. 
 
    Everything around me went on mute. Instantly I had tunnel vision, her face the only thing I saw, my focus point in the midst of all the chaos and violence. There was no one else, just us…me and her…and the history we shared. 
 
    “Peyton.” Her name rolled off my lips in a soft whisper, like it still belonged there, like five years never passed with us being apart. A dull twinge inside my chest turned into a pounding ache the longer I stared at her. Every second that passed, our eyes locked on one another, the memories I’ve tried to bury for so long all came rushing back in one giant massive failure. 
 
    What in the name of ever-loving idiot is she doing here? 
 
    “What do you say, Steele? Want to go back to my place?” Val placed her palm on my cheek and traced her tongue up my jaw. Normally I would love such a direct gesture of a guaranteed lay, but while I stared at the familiar face of my past hidden within the crowd, I didn’t give a hoot about Val’s blatant offer to shag. 
 
    Removing my arm from around Val’s waist, I put her down, never taking my eyes off Peyton. The way Peyton scowled back at me, I knew she recognized me. I’ve seen that look on her face before, the hurt that glimmered in her ice-blue eyes. It was five years ago in her bedroom, right after I realized that she was one mistake I couldn’t make. 
 
    Without thinking twice, I started toward her. The entire way, we kept our gazes locked. People from the crowd slapped me on my shoulders, congratulating me on my win, screaming and cheering, but I just had eyes for the blonde woman in front of me. Images of her beautiful face, of the goodness that always surrounded her, plagued my mind with every step I took. Back then, she was everything I wasn’t. Pure, innocent, good…and naïve. 
 
    The second I broke through the crowd, standing a few feet away from her, I froze. There wasn’t a chance that I could have stopped my gaze from traveling over every inch of her body. 
 
    Wearing a black mini off-the-shoulder dress that hugged her body perfectly, and black stiletto heels accentuating the long, sensual curves of her legs, this woman wasn’t the Peyton Miller I remembered. She was no longer my best friend’s eighteen-year-old sister who had innocence painted all over her pretty face, and forbidden stamped all over her rear. Oh no. Peyton Miller was all grown up, filled out in all the right places, and had temptation written all over her body. Goodness, she looked like sex on heels. 
 
    She crossed her arms in front of her chest, pushing her one leg out to the side. “Jonny Kade.” 
 
    I smiled. I couldn’t help it. The sound of my name on her lips did things to me…like make my cock twitch. “Peyton Miller. You look”—I glanced down her body one more time before looking back up at her—“different.” 
 
    She narrowed her bright blues at me. “Is that meant to be a compliment?” 
 
    “Abso-frigging-lutely.” 
 
    “I see nothing has changed. You still suck at giving compliments.” 
 
    I cocked a brow. “From where I’m standing, I can assure you a lot has changed.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    There was no way I could’ve missed the slight sneer in her voice. Not that I blamed her. After what went down the last time we saw each other, I’m surprised she even acknowledged me at all. 
 
    I took a step forward. “What are you doing here, Peyton?” 
 
    Uncrossing her arms, she pulled a hand through her long, lush blonde curls. “I’m here with Liam.” 
 
    “Your brother’s here?” 
 
    Just then an arm wrapped around my shoulders. “Jonny Kade, you idiot!” 
 
    “Liam Miller.” I grabbed his arm, twisted it off my shoulders, and turned toward him. “Idiot me, look at you, man.” 
 
    We pulled each other in for what I call a bro-hug, patting each other on the back. 
 
    “Look at me? Look at you.” Liam stepped back, gripping my biceps. “You look like Vin Diesel…with a load of tats.” 
 
    “You’re one to talk. You’ve beefed up good.” I glanced from Peyton to Liam. “What are you two doing here?” 
 
    Liam pulled his hands through his short blond hair. “Well, I heard about this arrogant jerk who calls himself Steele, and apparently rules the underground fighting scene.” He shrugged. “I had to come so I can kick your rear, bro.” 
 
    “You’re fighting?” 
 
    “You bet your rear I’m fighting.” 
 
    It was our love for MMA that started our friendship years ago. Liam and I were sixteen when we met at the local gym. We signed up for the same kickboxing class, both eager to learn how to fight. Since then we were inseparable. If we weren’t getting drunk, smoking, or chasing girls, we were trying to kick each other’s rears…until I decided to skip town. 
 
    Liam held out his hand and looked over my shoulder. “You remember my little sister, right?” 
 
    Peyton stepped in next to him, and he placed his arm around her shoulders. 
 
    I bit the inside of my mouth while staring at her. “Yeah, I remember your little sister. How could I forget?” 
 
    Her gaze found mine, and I noticed how she slightly shifted from one leg to the other. Goodness, those legs were going to be the end of me. 
 
    I cleared my throat and turned my attention to Liam. “You sure this is the kinda place you want your little sister to hang out, man?” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Peyton started. “The little sister is right here, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t talk about me like I’m not here.” 
 
    Liam snorted. “You try telling this one what to do. When she heard I was coming here to find and fight you, there was no stopping her. It was either letting her tag along or lose my balls trying to keep her from coming.” 
 
    Well, idiot me sideways. A huge rear smile spread across my face. I looked her way and noticed the way she bit her lip, something I knew for a fact she did whenever she felt nervous. I used to watch her bite that lower lip of hers whenever we were around each other. Idiot, it used to do things to me—it still did. 
 
    “Liam,” a guy called from behind us. “Are you coming or what?” 
 
    Liam rolled his head, loosening his neck muscles. “Sorry, bro, I’m up next. We’re going to have to catch up later. Do me a favor and keep an eye on my sister, would you?” 
 
    I smiled, but it was directed her way while I locked my gaze on hers. “Sure thing.” 
 
    Liam sauntered off, and Peyton was just about to turn around when I grabbed her elbow. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    With a jerk, she pulled her arm out of my grip, her eyes burning fiercely as she glared up at me. 
 
    “Away from you.” 
 
    “You heard your brother. I’m supposed to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    “I don’t need a babysitter.” She turned around and started to walk away from me. 
 
    “Hey, Peyton?” 
 
    She stopped and turned, her blue eyes sparkling under the lights. Goodness, she was even more beautiful than I remembered. 
 
    I lifted a brow. “You knew.” 
 
    “Knew what?” 
 
    “That I’d be here. Is that why you came?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Heaven help me, but I smiled like the Cheshire cat. 
 
    Peyton’s heart-shaped mouth curved up at the corners. “I came here to see my brother kick your pathetic rear.” 
 
    Well, incredible. 
 
    Her blonde hair flipped over her shoulder as she turned and disappeared among the crowd. All I could do was stand there and admire the view of her perfect legs, and a jerk that deserved to be worshiped. 
 
    For years I managed to convince myself that I did the right thing by walking away that night. Right now I wasn’t so sure. But one thing was for certain, Peyton Miller might have been off-limits five years ago, but tonight…she’s fair game. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peyton 
 
      
 
    Incredible. I knew he’d be here, and I knew he’d probably still be just as sinfully gorgeous as he was five years ago when he broke my heart into tiny pieces of pathetic womanhood. But when I saw him in that cage fighting, looking mean and just oozing danger, I knew that coming here was the biggest mistake ever. It even surpassed the giant lapse in judgment I made the night I mistakenly thought that Jonny Kade wanted me. When I thought I stood a chance with a guy like him. 
 
    I pushed through the crowd, desperately in search of vodka, tequila, bleach…anything that would flush away the ache inside my chest—and the need between my legs. It’s been years, and still Jonny managed to turn me into a needy little tramp whose mind was filled with nothing but images of satin sheets and dirty deeds. 
 
    I exhaled when I reached the bar and ordered a drink. For some stupid reason, I thought I’d be strong enough to face him, to look into the eyes of the man who even after all these years still owned a piece of me. I hoped I’d be confident enough to flaunt that which I didn’t have five years ago, and to shove it in his face. To show him what he had missed out on. Heaven knows I worked hard to get my body in the shape it was now—spent years training, exercising, and made sure that I always looked my best. After the way he rejected me, making me feel like I wasn’t good enough for him, I promised myself that I would never feel as worthless as I did back then.  
 
    People were pushing and shoving, everyone trying to get a drink. There were hundreds of people swarming around, drinking, swearing, and dancing to the house music that played between fights. The atmosphere was electric and overwhelmingly contagious. Every man and woman seemed like they were high on life…or ecstasy. Either way, they were high.  
 
    After Liam told me about Jonny and the illegal fighting scene he was involved in, I decided to do some investigating of my own. Apparently, these fights took place twice a month, on different days of the week, and at different venues. Two weeks ago it was a school basement. This week it was an abandoned building on the other side of town. But one thing was for sure, these fight nights were every bookie’s wet dream. Even now as I stood at the bar waiting for my tequila, I saw crowds of people exchanging money, bookies making notes. It was insane. Money, blood, and violence seemed to be the aim of the game down here. 
 
    I glanced at the doors that Liam and I came through earlier, two big brutes guarding the entrance. That was another thing about these fight-nights. Once you were in, you couldn’t leave until all the fights were over. That’s how they controlled it, how they ensured that no one could alert the police. And I didn’t even bother bringing along my mobile phone since I knew there wouldn’t be any signal. Since Liam entered to fight, he got a lot of inside information. Their use of signal blockers was among those little tidbits of info. The organizers of these events—who no one knew, by the way—took every measure possible to ensure that there were no interruptions, especially from the feds.  
 
    Why Liam wanted to join in on this was beyond me. But my big brother was always one to walk on the wild side of life, to live on the edge—which was probably why he and Jonny were such close friends in the past. God knew that’s what had drawn me to Jonny in the first place. He was the exact opposite of what a good girl like me should have wanted. Jonny was wild, carefree, and a bad boy in every way. From the looks of it, he still was…no, scrap that. Judging by the way he fought, he was worse. Jonny Kade was shamelessly bad, viciously untamed, and wickedly tempting. I am so screwed. 
 
    I grabbed the tequila shot in front of me, and was just about to toss it back when I felt the softest touch at the hollow of my back. A shiver spread down my spine, and silently I cursed my body for reacting the way it did. 
 
    “Jonny,” I whispered, hating and loving that name at the same time. 
 
    “Never thought you to be a tequila girl.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, his voice, his presence, everything about him sending waves of electricity crashing against every bone. Amazing how even after all these years, he still managed to make my heart beat faster, my thighs clench tighter. 
 
    I shot back the tequila and swallowed, the burn of alcohol doing wonders to calm my nerves. It made me concentrate more on the sting in my stomach than the heat between my legs. 
 
    With new tequila-induced courage, I turned to face him. “That’s just another sign that you never knew me at all.” 
 
    His dark brown eyes seemed like they were smiling at me with glee, his full lips curved up into a sly grin. “I think the issue was that you never really knew me, Peyton.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you pretty much fixed that when you showed me your true colors the night you left.” 
 
    He gave a step forward, his tall, big frame casting a shadow over me. Jonny was much bigger than I remembered, his naked chest covered in both bold and intricate tattoos. Roped muscles across his abdomen teased my fingertips, the broad expanse of his shoulders sending images of nails and broken flesh into my mind. Doing nothing more than standing a breath away from me, Jonny exuded strong male dominance. Everything about him screamed alpha possession—raw, savage sexuality…and it all had a direct line to my core. Incredible.  
 
    He leaned closer, and even after fighting, surrounded by muggy air, he still smelled good. Like peppermint and cologne, with sweat and testosterone as base notes—plus everything deliciously wicked. 
 
    My heart started to beat faster and faster the closer he came, and with every ounce of self-control I had, I fought the unwelcome urge to wrap my arms around his neck and press my lips against his. Deep down a part of me wanted to know if he still tasted as good as he did back then, if he would still be able to make my knees weak with just a gentle touch of his lips. 
 
    His dark eyes pinned me on the spot, and I leaned back just an inch. 
 
    “I’m not a good man, Peyton. I never was. I’m selfish. I’m shameless, and I’m toxic for a woman like you. Leaving you was one of the few right decisions I’ve made in my life, and I don’t regret it.” 
 
    His words shot like daggers through my chest, making me suck in a breath. 
 
    Five years. Five dang years and we haven’t even been in each other’s presence for more than ten minutes, and already he had the power to hurt me. 
 
    I kept his gaze, my mind listing the hundred and one reasons I shouldn’t have come here…yet I couldn’t ignore the one reason why I had to come. Because I wanted to. I wanted to see him. I wanted to look into his dark eyes again and feel myself drift away, falling deeper into him. All these years I carried around the uncertainty about me never being able to move on, and I wanted to come here and see if that was, in fact, the case…which it was. All it took was one glance into his eyes and I knew that getting over him would never be an option for me. 
 
    I gave a step back, accidentally bumping into someone behind me. I spun around. “Sorry.” 
 
    A guy with blond hair tied at the back of his neck and as big as a house looked down at me with eyes so dark, they seemed black. “No need to apologize. Little pretties like yourself are always welcome to bump into me.” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “Back off, Dick.” Jonny placed his arm in front of my chest and pushed me back. 
 
    “My name is Rick.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    The way Jonny and Rick glared at each other, it felt like the clash of the titans was about to commence. I could feel the animosity, the hostility slice through the air like a sharp knife. 
 
    Rick lifted his chin toward me. “Is she yours?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s mine.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “I am not yours.” I tried to move in front of Jonny, but he just pushed me back again. 
 
    Rick smiled, and Jonny scowled at me over his shoulder. “I see you still have the capacity to talk when you should shut up.” 
 
    “And you still have the capacity to be a jerk.” 
 
    Jonny’s eyebrows slanted inward. “Shut.. Up.” 
 
    Okay. 
 
    Jonny turned back to Rick. “She’s mine, and you know the rules. No pissing on anyone else’s porch. So you should back the heck off.” 
 
    Rick snorted, and held up his hands in surrender. “Sure thing, Steele. Wouldn’t dream of messing with the champ’s girl.” 
 
    Oh, for idiot sakes. I tried to push past Jonny again. “I’m not the champ’s…” But Rick had already walked off, his broad shoulders easily visible through the crowd. 
 
    I glared at Jonny. “I am not your girl…or whatever. So I’d appreciate it if you would just leave me the heck alone. I don’t need you to act all chivalrous trying to protect me.” 
 
    Jonny smirked. “Sweetheart, down here, if you don’t belong to someone…you belong to everyone. So right now, belonging to me is your best, and safest option.” 
 
    “I don’t belong to you, and neither do I want to. And I’m not your sweetheart.” 
 
    I spun around and rushed through the crowd toward the door with the brutes. I had to find a way to leave, to get away from him. All this talk about belonging to him, about being his was creating a whirlpool of chaos inside my head…and heart. 
 
    “Peyton!” he called after me, but I ignored him. I hated how my name sounded on his lips, how his voice still affected me. 
 
    I came to a halt in front of the men guarding the doors. “I need to leave.” 
 
    “Sorry, ma’am,” one of them replied. “No one is allowed in or out until the event is over.” 
 
    “The event?” I snorted. “Is that what you call illegal fighting these days?” 
 
    “Peyton, stop.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, and saw him standing a few feet behind me. He nodded to the bouncers, and they stepped away, yet the door remained locked. 
 
    I sighed. “I can’t stay here with you, Jonny.” 
 
    “You should have thought about that before you came here, dream girl.” 
 
    The second those words left his mouth, it felt like someone had punched me in the gut. 
 
    Dream girl. I used to love it when he called me that, whispering it in my ear whenever no one was around. He would lightly brush his hand against my arm, softly touch my waist every chance he got. Those were the moments I lived for back then, the stolen moments when he would let his guard down and show me that the attraction was mutual. But all those moments got ripped away from me the day he left. And the only things he left behind were nights of longing and days filled with the haunting feeling of rejection. 
 
    I bit back the tears that threatened to show my weakness before turning to face him. “Do not call me that, Jonny.” 
 
    “You used to love it when I called you my dream girl.” 
 
    “That was before you showed me what a jerk you really are.” 
 
    His gaze dropped to the floor, and he placed his hands on his hips. “It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “Not what I think?” I stepped closer as anger started to burn brighter. “What was I supposed to think? My brother’s friend came on to me for months, leading me to believe that what I felt for him might actually be mutual.” 
 
    Dark eyebrows lifted as his gaze met mine. “It was.” 
 
    “Incredible. You didn’t feel anything for me. You played me, and when you finally got me where you wanted me you had the nerve to walk away. What kind of guy does that?” 
 
    “It was complicated back then, Peyton, and you know it. It was Liam, it was—” 
 
    “—it was the fact that I wasn’t good enough for you. Experienced enough for you. Admit it. You didn’t want innocent little virgin Peyton.” My bottom lip quivered, and I knew the tears were only moments away from falling. 
 
    Jonny pulled his hand through his ink black hair. “Goodness, Peyton. You couldn’t be more wrong.” 
 
    A tear slipped from my eye, but I quickly brushed it away with a harsh sweep of my hand across my cheek. “It doesn’t matter. I’m over it now.” 
 
    “If you’re over it, then why the heck did you come here?” 
 
    Jonny gave a step forward, but I stood my ground. There was no way I would allow him to intimidate me, to make me feel weak again. 
 
    “I don’t know why I came here. All I know is that when Liam told me you’d be here, I had to come.” 
 
    Jonny sighed, then glanced around us while rubbing the back of his neck. “Well idiot, Peyton. You really shouldn’t have come here.” 
 
    The way my heart sank like an anchor straight down to the soles of my feet sent an excruciating ache up my spine slamming against my chest. “Forget you, Jonny.” 
 
    “Peyton, look around you”—he held his hands out, indicating to the large crowd of people scattered around us—“this is no place for a woman like you.” 
 
    “A woman like me?” I snorted. “Of course. A woman like me. A woman who doesn’t wear a size zero miniskirt with a thong tiny enough to be used as a eye patch. A woman like me who doesn’t know what she’s doing when it comes to pleasing a man.” 
 
    “Peyton, stop.” He shook his head and stepped closer, close enough to let me feel the heat that was so familiar, yet so foreign. “That is not what I meant and you know it.” 
 
    “I don’t know squat about you anymore. I thought I did, but the day you left you proved to me that what I thought I knew was all a lie.” 
 
    Without warning, he reached out and grabbed my elbow in his hand. Instantly, my skin burned, his touch setting my entire body alight. 
 
    Dark eyes bore into mine, and for a second I allowed myself to get lost in their depths. Pulling me closer, our faces inches apart, I felt his warm breath tease across my cheeks. It still felt the same. His touch. His presence. The way my body responded to him. Even after all these years, none of that had changed. His touch was still like a drug to my body, yet toxic to my heart. 
 
    “If you think for one second that I walked away because I wanted to, you can’t be more wrong.” 
 
    I lifted my chin, meeting his gaze. “What else am I supposed to think? You left!” 
 
    “Yo, Steele. Here you are.” 
 
    A redheaded woman, wearing leather pants and boots and with more jewelry on her face than I had in my entire jewelry collection, came walking up to us before wrapping her hand around his elbow. 
 
    Jonny let go of my arm and gave a step back, allowing me to take a deep breath. I didn’t even realize that I was holding my breath until he moved away. 
 
    The girl looked from Jonny to me, then back at Jonny. “Did I interrupt anything?” 
 
    “Yes, Val.” 
 
    “No,” I chimed in. “You didn’t interrupt anything.” 
 
    The way Jonny narrowed his eyes, the veins in his neck bulging with frustration, I knew he wasn’t done. But I was. I was done and needed to get away from him—which was a problem since leaving wasn’t an option. 
 
    “We are not done, Peyton. Not by a long shot.” 
 
    “Yes, we are, Jonny.” 
 
    I stepped back, glancing at the spot where Val touched Jonny’s arm. I hated it. I didn’t like it one little bit. But I told myself that I had no right to be jealous, no right to dislike this woman just because she was touching the man that I once fell in love with. 
 
    “I’ll just…find somewhere quiet where I can sit and wait all this out.” I turned around, and just as I was about to head in the other direction, a hand wrapped around my elbow. From the electricity that shot down my spine, I knew it was him. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere.” Jonny spun me around to face him. “There’s not a chance that I’m letting you out of my sight tonight.” 
 
    “Let me go, Jonny. Like you said, I shouldn’t have come here.” 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t have, but you did.” 
 
    I felt his thumb brush lightly across my skin, his touch causing my insides to coil tight. With his hand around my elbow, he pulled me closer, his strength and big frame causing me to stand on my toes while he leaned down. Our lips were so close, I was certain that if I should let out the breath I was holding, our lips would surely touch. 
 
    I didn’t even see his hand come up until I felt the slightest brush of his fingertip along the side of my face. “But right now, dream girl, I’m so glad you did.” 
 
    For a moment, I could hardly feel my legs since the only thing I concentrated on was feeling his warm breath dance across my wet lips, and the way I was slowly being sucked into the depths of his eyes. 
 
    I let out a breath. “Please don’t say trash like that, Jonny.” 
 
    “Why not? It’s the truth.” 
 
    “Steele,” Val’s voice came from behind him. “Come on, your next fight is about to start.” 
 
    “Not now, Val,” he replied, never taking his eyes off mine. 
 
    “But, Steele—” 
 
    “I said not now! Tell them to find someone else for the next fight. I have something I need to deal with…now.” 
 
    The way he stared at me, the fire of pure resolve and undeterred determination burning behind his dark chocolate irises, made me swallow hard and clench my thighs. I needed to fight harder. I couldn’t allow him to do this to me again. He managed to ensnare me once, luring me in with his sneaky touch and stolen glances. But not again. Never again. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jonny 
 
      
 
    Yeah, I was probably playing with the lion’s balls by dragging Peyton through the crowd. But did I care? No. We had trash to deal with, and I wanted to deal with it now. Idiot knows why I felt like I needed to set things straight. After all, what would it change? What happened, happened. It was in the past, and there was nothing I could do now to change it. But still, the jerk inside me needed to talk to her…alone. 
 
    “Let go of me.” She tried to pull free from my grip, but I only tightened my hold on her arm. 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, this is not exactly the kind of crowd you want to roam freely in.” I glanced down at the dress teasing and taunting the heck out of me by hugging every enticing curve of her body. “Especially looking like that.” 
 
    “You don’t own me. I can do whatever I want, wear whatever I want, and go wherever I want.” 
 
    “Not down here you don’t.” 
 
    One of the perks of being the underground champion for as long as I have, I always got my own designated “quarters”—if you can call it that. The building we’re in was once an old shoe factory, and lucky for me, there was an office I could claim as my “quarters.” 
 
    Just as we started up the stairs, Peyton literally tried to push down on her heels, making it incredibly difficult for me. Did I mention that I hated when things didn’t go my way? 
 
    “Stop fighting me.” 
 
    “Never. And where do you think you’re taking me?” She kept on tugging and pulling her arm, trying to get loose. Feeling angry, frustrated, and turned on, I grabbed her around her waist, pulled her up, and tossed her over my shoulder. 
 
    “Jonny Kade! Put me down!” Fists plunged into my spine. Knees got shoved into my stomach, but it did nothing to slow me down. I was a man on a blasted mission, and my mission right now was to set this woman straight…my way. 
 
    “Hush, dream girl.” I slapped her on her rear and she yelped just as I started to rush up the stairs. The further up we went, the more quiet the crowd below got, but the harder her punches landed on my spine. 
 
    The second I walked into the old office and shut the door, I put her down. She darted to the other side of the room, fire burning behind bright blue eyes. Just to prove what a selfish idiot I really was, the only thing I thought about when I stared at her, witnessing the rage and anger directed at me, was how much I wanted to tear that dress off her and make my name sound like a blasted prayer on her lips. 
 
    “You are a jerk, you know that?” 
 
    “No. I’m just a man who always gets what he wants.” 
 
    “And a man who shoves aside that which he doesn’t want.” 
 
    Silence settled over us. Peyton stood as far away from me as possible, but the distance did nothing to control the sexual tension that filled the room, making it too difficult to breathe. 
 
    I would never forget the day I started looking at her the way a guy looks at a girl. I was twenty-one, and she’d just turned eighteen. We were at the beach, Liam and I playing ball on the sand. That moment she took off her shirt, standing a few feet away from me in nothing but a light pink bikini, I fell…hard. Long blonde curls hung beautifully down her shoulders, and her skin glistened under the sun. Peyton was gorgeous, and I never understood why I didn’t realize it before that day. Unfortunately, from that day onwards it only got more difficult to ignore the way I felt whenever I was around her. It started with nothing more than stolen glances, on purpose by accident touches, until I couldn’t stand it anymore. It happened one night while I was sleeping over at Liam’s, when Peyton came down the hall from the bathroom wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around her body. Her hair was dripping wet, the water on her skin making it seem like she was glowing. When I saw her, I knew that I was messed. That was the night I kissed Peyton for the first time. And the best part? She kissed me back. Her body responded to me, and by the heavens, it made everything worse. 
 
    After that night we would kiss each other stupid every chance we got…until I ruined it by walking away. 
 
    I leaned back against the door behind me, my gaze pinned on her. “I didn’t shove you aside, Peyton.” 
 
    “You did. You rejected me, and you broke my heart in the process.” 
 
    “I was saving you.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    I pulled my palm down my face. “I was saving you from me.” 
 
    She bit her bottom lip, and then I was the one digging my heels into the ground to stop myself from rushing over there so I could suck that lip of hers. 
 
    Peyton too leaned back against the wall, the entire length of the room between us. 
 
    She glanced down at the floor. “What if I didn’t want you to save me?” 
 
    “You were too young to know what you want.” 
 
    She looked up. “I knew that I wanted you. I still do.” 
 
    Goodness. There was no way I could stop it. I was over there within a nanosecond, placing my palms flush against the wall behind her, casing her in. Her eyes no longer showed traces of anger or rage, but spirals of lust and desire. It’s like we got transported back five years, like nothing had changed. The need, the hunger, the longing to be together, to consume each other was still there as if no time had passed. 
 
    “Let’s be honest, shall we?” I leaned forward, allowing my cheek to softly brush against hers. “You came here to tease me, to taunt me with this wicked body of yours. You came here to see how far you could push me, to see if what we shared five years ago was still there.” 
 
    “What we shared was all a lie.” 
 
    “Keep on telling yourself that, dream girl.” 
 
    I heard her breathing become louder, more labored. It was like I could smell the desire mixed with her intoxicating scent of vanilla and sunshine. She always smelled like sunshine to me. I couldn’t explain it. I didn’t know why, but somehow, I imagined that if sunshine had a scent, it would smell like her. 
 
    Peyton remained still, not moving an inch while I had her enclosed between me and the wall, and I leaned closer, bringing my lips to her ear. “But let me assure you, dream girl, that whatever it was that consumed us in the past—” I leaned my head to the side, letting my gaze travel up the side of her neck until I looked into her eyes. “It’s. Still.. There.” 
 
    She lifted her chin, bringing her lips dangerously close to mine, and I could feel the monster claw against my chest, wanting to devour her. 
 
    “If that’s true, then prove it.” 
 
    Well, idiot me. I never could say no to a challenge. 
 
    Challenge accepted. 
 
    I grabbed her face, my fingers squeezing into her cheeks, her lips all puckered up and beautifully tempting. “You shouldn’t have found me, Peyton.” I slammed my lips against hers, and the second she opened for me, inviting me in, letting me taste her…I knew I was messed. 
 
    A low guttural moan echoed from the back of my throat as I felt her tongue against mine, the warmth of her mouth letting my cock ache for the heat of her pussy. It was like tasting her, touching her, woke the savage inside me, and all I could think about was how I needed to claim this woman. How stupid I was for not making her mine when I had the chance five years ago. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me closer, deepening the kiss. Teeth grazed, tongues lapped, and self-control crashed into pieces. We were no longer in an abandoned building occupied by ruthless fighters and greedy bookies. We were in a place where none of this existed, where nothing else mattered but us. 
 
    I moved my lips down the side of her neck, my one hand gliding down her arm. 
 
    “We need to stop, Jonny. I can’t do this.” But the way her body squirmed against mine, her hips flexing against my already raging cock, it all told me something completely different. 
 
    “What if I don’t want to stop?” I traced my tongue across her collarbone, loving the way she smelled, how good she tasted. 
 
    “You didn’t have a problem stopping five years ago.” 
 
    Goodness! 
 
    From out of nowhere anger crashed against every bone in my chest, and for a second, I lost all control to the rage by slamming my fist into the wall right next to her face. 
 
    “Idiot!” 
 
    She yelped, pinched her eyes closed, but didn’t move. 
 
    “You are so wrong about everything, Peyton. So wrong. You think you know everything, that you know why I did what I did, but you don’t.” 
 
    “Why don’t you set me right, then?” 
 
    There was a loud knock on the door, and frustration flowed through my veins like molten lava. Not only was my cock rock hard and ready to finally take what it wanted for years, but this woman who was currently the cause of the ache pulsing in my loins was just too stubborn to see why I really left. 
 
    “What?” I shouted over my shoulder toward the door. 
 
    “Your next fight is up,” Val shouted. “And you can’t pull out. There’s too much money on you not to fight, Steele.” 
 
    “Idiot!” 
 
    Peyton leaned her head back against the wall. “You should go fight for your girlfriend, Steele.” 
 
    “She is not my girlfriend.” 
 
    “She sure acts like it.” 
 
    I placed my hand around her neck, my fingers stroking her jaw. “There’s always only been one girl for me.” As she swallowed, I felt her throat move against my palm. 
 
    “Does she know?” 
 
    “Does she know what?” 
 
    “That she’s the only girl for you?” 
 
    Starving for more of her, my body humming with the desire to take her, I leaned my head down and traced the tip of my tongue all along the side of her neck, feeling the way her body trembled against mine. When I reached her ear, I whispered, “Not yet. But she will…soon.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peyton 
 
      
 
    Even though he wasn’t kissing me anymore, I could still feel the burn of his kiss against my lips. The second his mouth collided with mine, I knew there was no way I’d survive him. My body, my mind, my heart, everything belonged to him. It belonged to him five years ago…and it still did. If I ever thought I was over this man, I was so wrong. There was no getting over Jonny Kade—not when he left a blasted mark on my soul. 
 
    “I need you to stay here.” He stepped back, and I finally managed to breathe normally again. “I have to go fight this fight, but you need to promise me that you will stay right here. I can’t protect you when I’m in the cage.” 
 
    I peeled myself off the wall and straightened my dress. “I told you I don’t need you to protect me.” My need to be stubborn was the only defense I had against my deeply rooted need to succumb to him—yet again. 
 
    He roughed his hands through his hair, his tattoos seeming like they came to life with every move he made. “This is not your world, Peyton. It’s mine. So trust me when I say you can’t be down here without protection. So please, for goodness sake—Just. Stay. Here.” 
 
    The desperation, the plea, was right there coating his every word. He might be the champion down here, but right now I could see the concern on every contour of his face, his chiseled jaw ticking with tension. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    For a few seconds, we just stood there in deafening silence, staring at each other, and it almost seemed like he was looking at me with the same longing that ached deep inside every bone of my body. Could it really be that nothing had changed? That I had it wrong all these years? 
 
    With a nod and not a single word, he turned around and walked to the door. When he reached for the doorknob, he paused. “I left because I knew you deserved so much better than a poor, low-life, wrong-side-of-the-tracks jerk with a blasted temper.” 
 
    Before I could say anything he was out the door, glancing my way one last time before closing it…and locking it. 
 
    What the? 
 
    I rushed toward to the door and grabbed the knob, only to discover that the smug jerk locked the door. 
 
    “Open this door, Jonny!” 
 
    With a sly grin on his face, he stared through the side window and winked at me before descending the stairs. 
 
    “Dang it!” 
 
    Leaning against the door, I took a few deep breaths. A few moments ago I was plastered against the wall, being fiercely kissed by the one guy that had the power to turn my own body against me. I didn’t want to want him. I didn’t want to feel anything for him. I wanted to be free of him, free to move on and to love someone else. But now, after I felt his heat, his strength, the undeniable pull between us, I knew that I would never be free. He hadn’t even claimed me in any way, yet he had managed to ruin me for any other man. 
 
    A loud rumble of cheers and applause erupted from the crowd downstairs, and I turned to look through the window. Jonny had just walked into the cage, the gate locked behind him. 
 
    His opponent? None other than Rick, the guy from the bar. 
 
    Both of them were rolling their shoulders, swinging their arms, loosening their muscles for the fight. Seeing Jonny in that cage, all riled up, his perfect body ready for the fight—it made me want him so much more. We might be from two different sides of the world, but that did nothing to tame my feelings for him. 
 
    More cheers erupted, and then the cage moved. Incredible. The cage was being hoisted up in the air, slowly going higher and higher, swaying from side to side, both Jonny and Rick standing fast, trying to keep their balance. 
 
    I clutched my hand to my chest, my heart racing with panic. What if he got hurt? Or worse? I couldn’t even think about it without having my insides twisted together like barbed wire. 
 
    The bell rang, and like two thunderous boulders, Jonny and Rick launched and crashed into each other. I gasped, both my heart and my stomach trying to leap out of my throat. Jonny was bigger than Rick, but that little fact did nothing to calm my out of control nerves. 
 
    Arms swung, fists punched, and bodies collided. The cage started to swing more violently, making it almost near impossible for them to keep their balance. The chains holding the cage complained as they continued to beat the trash out of each other. I was locked in a blasted room and I could hear the metal and rust screech with violence. 
 
    Oh goodness, I can’t watch. 
 
    I closed my eyes for two seconds before I realized that not knowing was even worse than knowing. Just when I opened my eyes Jonny made a back-flip kick, sending Rick to the floor after Jonny’s foot smashed into his face. Rick got up, wiping at his nose before launching himself at Jonny. The hate and need to conquer smashed against iron bars, neither one of them showing any signs of slowing down or imminent defeat. 
 
    My heart—and dinner—is not going to survive this. 
 
    With one calculated move, Jonny grabbed ahold of Rick’s neck, forced him to the ground, and had him in a headlock within two seconds. For a moment I exhaled with relief…until I saw the look on Jonny’s face. A soft gasp rolled over my lips when I witnessed the cruel look in his eyes. His face was hard, intense…vicious. It was like he had managed to completely turn off his humanity, the cage turning him into a brutal, indomitable fighter without conscience. 
 
    He tightened his hold around Rick’s neck, aggression, violence, and rage seemingly consuming him. That cage turned Jonny into a savage—a turbulent, ruthless savage. 
 
    Was Jonny capable of…would he…? 
 
    No. No, he couldn’t. Jonny was a lot of things, but he couldn’t be capable of murder. For a moment my heart stopped, but then he looked up and our gazes locked. Something powerful passed between us, and I knew right then that even though Jonny was everything I shouldn’t want, he still undoubtedly owned my heart. 
 
    Rick tapped, the bell rang and Jonny immediately let go. I exhaled, relief flowing through my veins. 
 
    The cage started to descend, and Jonny never took his eyes off me. When the gate opened he rushed out, not bothering with soaking up the glory of his win. With sheer determination he pushed through the crowd, eyes still on me, and I swallowed hard when I saw the determination on his face. The resolve, the feral look in his eyes made me step back. It was there in the way he looked at me, the clear image of what he wanted…me. 
 
    As he started up the stairs my heart begun to thrash against my ribs, and I moved back, my gaze etched on the door in front of me. Even though there was panic in my veins, there was anticipation in my belly, and need between my thighs. 
 
    The door unlocked, and Jonny flung it open with such force it hit against the wall with a loud thud. I gasped when I saw the hunger on his face, the desire swirling in his eyes. With fists still covered in blood, sweat glistening on his hard body, the sight of Jonny made everything inside me coil tight. 
 
    Two steps and he was inside the room, slamming the door closed behind him. 
 
    “Jonny—” 
 
    “Shut up.” He slowly started toward me. “All these years thinking that I made the right decision by leaving, thinking that I was protecting you from me, you still haunted me. Not a single night went by that I didn’t think about what would have happened if I didn’t leave that night.” 
 
    He kept on coming closer, and my heart kept on beating faster and faster, my thighs clenched as need pooled between my legs. “You think you got dealt the worst hand in this entire situation?” He stopped, his body only inches from mine. “You think you’re the only one that suffered all these years? Think again, dream girl. I’m the one who had to live with my decision. I’m the one who couldn’t get your face out of my head, unable to stop thinking about how good it would have felt if I had taken you that night.” 
 
    “Jonny, please.” 
 
    “I said shut up.” He placed his arm above my shoulder, his palm flush against the wall. “You came here for answers, so let me give them to you.” 
 
    I gasped when I felt his fingers touch the inside of my thigh. “Every dang day of my life I struggled with the memory of you naked, on your bed, offering yourself to me. You begged me to take you, to make love to you. And the best part? You didn’t have to beg. I wanted to claim you. I wanted to mark you from the inside by giving you every inch of my cock. I never wanted anything more.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you?” My voice came out as nothing more than a whisper, his fingers slowly moving higher up my thigh, making my legs tremble. 
 
    “Because you were, and still are, too good for the likes of me. I knew I’d only ruin you.” 
 
    “But you ruined me when you left.” 
 
    “I thought you’d get over it.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t.” 
 
    His thumb softly brushed against my panties, and I closed my eyes as my desire burned through me like an inferno, threatening to incinerate me. 
 
    “Guess what, dream girl? Neither have I.” 
 
    Like a needy little tramp, I spread my legs wider, welcoming his touch, inviting him to give me more. Just like that night five years ago, my body and my mind were so ready for him to claim me. 
 
    “Tell me, dream girl, how many times have you touched yourself thinking about me?” Slowly his fingers pushed my panties to the side, and the second he touched me without any barriers, I whimpered. “I can tell you that I lost count of how many times I jerked off thinking about you and how good it had to feel to be inside you, claiming the innocent virgin Peyton.” 
 
    My mind was chaos, my insides nothing but flames of desire. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t speak. I was too consumed by him, by my need to be taken by him. 
 
    As he slipped a finger through my slit, we both moaned in unison. “Goodness, Peyton. This body of yours will be the end of me.” He brushed his lips against my ear. “How many?” 
 
    I leaned my head back against the wall, relishing his touch, my body climbing higher and higher as his finger continued to stroke between my legs. “How many what?” 
 
    “How many men have had you?” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” 
 
    With a jerk, he grabbed me behind my neck and forced me to look at him. “I have to know how many men I need to kill.” 
 
    My gaze dropped from his eyes to his mouth, then back up just as he pushed his finger inside me again. 
 
    “None,” I gasped. 
 
    “Goodness.” He groaned, and I moaned as he tore through my panties, palming me between my legs. 
 
    “I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t give myself to any other man. A part of me always knew that I belonged to you, and only you.” 
 
    His finger slipped out before pushing back in, my legs quivering, threatening to give way beneath me. 
 
    “I can’t be your first, Peyton.” His lips found the skin of my neck, his teeth grazing and nipping. “I won’t be able to control myself when it comes to you. Once I feel you, I can’t guarantee I’d be able to go slow.” 
 
    With burning lust and raging desire, I reached out and boldly cupped his cock in my palm. Immediately he flexed into my hand, a low rumble echoing from the back of his throat. 
 
    “I don’t want you to take it slow.” 
 
    Another thrust of his hips and I gasped when he suddenly pulled my dress down, exposing my breasts. His hand moved from between my legs, the cold air assaulting my wet lips. My body hummed, and my pussy ached for release as he grabbed my rear, slowly dragging his hand down my thigh before jerking my leg up and wrapping it around him. 
 
    “If I take you, I’ll hurt you.” 
 
    “You’ll hurt me more if you don’t.” 
 
    He leaned down, pushing my breast up with his palm before taking my nipple in his mouth. The warm wetness of his tongue swirled around my hard flesh, teasing and flicking, driving my body insane with need. 
 
    With a pop he let go of my nipple before going on his knees, pulling my one leg over his shoulder. 
 
    “Jonny.” 
 
    “If you want to be able to take everything I plan on giving you, you need to come first.” 
 
    Without warning, his fingers spread my lips wide, and his tongue slowly slipped all the way from my entrance to my clit, causing my body to shudder, my insides to coil tight with the all-consuming need for release. 
 
    I weaved my fingers through his hair, all traces of modesty gone. I didn’t care that no man had ever seen or experienced me like this. The fact that I had never had this with anyone didn’t stop me from relishing every dang second of it. More flicks of his tongue against my clit, and I cried out, my spine tingling, my blood scorching the inside of my veins. The sensation of his warm, wet mouth between my legs was almost too much for me to handle. I didn’t know for how long I’d be able to stay up. 
 
    My hips started to move on their own accord, the sexual craving now in complete control of my body. 
 
    “That’s right, dream girl. Idiot my mouth.” 
 
    “Goodness.” 
 
    My eyes rolled closed and my head fell back, my body moving closer and closer to the edge of sexual insanity. Every muscle and every nerve were ready, teetering on the edge of sordid decadence. 
 
    Sucking my flesh between his lips, he eased a finger inside me, and then my mind exploded. I splintered and shattered, my body nothing but tiny pieces of pleasure as my orgasm ripped up my spine, crashing against every bone. He didn’t stop. His tongue kept its relentless onslaught, milking every ounce of pleasure out of me. 
 
    My legs finally gave way and I collapsed, only to feel his arms wrap around my waist, guiding me to the floor, placing me on my back. 
 
    Euphoria possessed me, but my body wasn’t sated yet. It needed so much more…it needed him. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked at Jonny just as he went on his knees between my legs, staring down at me while pushing his pants down, his cock standing proud. 
 
    “You have no idea how many times I’ve fantasized about this exact moment. I was never rid of you, Peyton Miller. Never.” 
 
    I swallowed when he took his cock in his hand, leisurely stroking it up and down. 
 
    “Every dang time I came, it was your face I saw.” He reached down and grabbed a foil packet, before tearing it open and slowly rolling the condom onto his cock. All I could do was squirm, my core aching, needing, craving to be filled by him. 
 
    “Last chance, dream girl. Are you sure about this?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then open those legs for me, baby. Open them wide.” 
 
    And I obeyed immediately, another rush of lust pooling between my legs. I’ve waited for this day, dreamed of this moment when Jonny Kade would finally take that which I had offered him years ago. 
 
    He leaned down, his cock still in hand. “Remember what I told you. I won’t be able to go slow. Not with you. Can you handle that?” 
 
    Right now, with my body weeping for him, I could handle anything. “Just as long as I have you.” 
 
    He brought one hand to my face, cupping my cheek. “Baby, you’ve always had me.” 
 
    The moment I felt the head of his cock probe my entrance, I moaned. Both nerves and anticipation coiled my insides into a vise. 
 
    His dark, hungry gaze remained etched on mine as he pushed a little further. “You need to know, once I take you, once I claim you, I am never letting you go.” Another inch of him entered me, stretching me. “You will never be free of me. After tonight, I will be inside you every dang chance I can get. I will forget you, make love to you, dang desecrate you if that’s what you need from me. But I am the only one who will ever have you in this way.” 
 
    More blunt pressure between my legs, and pain started to collide with pleasure. I closed my eyes, but he cupped my cheek and forced me to look at him. 
 
    “Eyes on me, dream girl. Take a deep breath.” And then with a single jab, he pushed all the way inside me, and I cried out as a sharp pain seared up my spine, only to be replaced by pleasure a few seconds later. He filled me to the brim, possessed me, completely consumed me as he buried himself to the hilt inside me. 
 
    “Idiot!” His head hung down, his cock remaining inside me. But I felt the way his body quivered. I saw the way every muscle ticked and strained as he forced himself to remain still, giving me time to adjust to him. 
 
    I hated it. I hated that he held back, which is why I lifted my hips, pushing him in deeper. 
 
    “Goodness, Peyton.” He gripped my hip, stilling me. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “Don’t stop, Jonny.” 
 
    He bit his lower lip. “I can’t lose control with you. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    I placed my hands on his shoulders and dragged my nails over his skin. “You’ll hurt me if you hold back.” 
 
    Another move of my hips and he cursed before giving a hard thrust, pushing so deep he slammed against my core. 
 
    “Ah,” I moaned out loud. 
 
    “I want to forget you so bad.” 
 
    His warm lips found mine, his cock hard and still inside me. He kissed me, devoured my mouth, claiming every inch. I could feel the desperation in his kiss, his need for so much more…and by the heavens, I would give it to him. My body had enough time to adjust, now it wanted more. 
 
    I weaved my fingers through his hair at the back of his neck and brought my lips up to his ear. “Then idiot me, Jonny.” 
 
    With a hard, deep thrust, he roared like a wild beast, and I knew he had lost that last thread of control. 
 
    More pain, more pleasure, more wicked decadence. Every time he slammed into me, the sound of flesh against flesh resounded around us, arousal pooling between our bodies. 
 
    “Am I hurting you?” he whispered, out of breath, but not stopping his relentless thrusting. 
 
    “Goodness, no.” 
 
    When he reached between us, his finger finding my clit, I cried out, arching my back while my entire body started to quiver as I squirmed beneath him. 
 
    More thrusts, more touching, more heady moans, and finally we both detonated. He cursed, I moaned, and I came violently while feeling the jerks of his pleasure inside me. 
 
    It was the most intense, most powerful moment I had ever experienced, and seeing the ecstasy on his face as he stared down at me had my heart swelling inside my chest. No dream, no fantasy, nothing could have compared to what I just experienced with Jonny. It’s like our souls had become one, finally solidified into a stronghold of passion and something that felt a lot like…love. 
 
    “What happens now, Jonny?” 
 
    He cupped my cheek, his thumb lightly brushing along my bottom lip. “Like I said before, you shouldn’t have found me…because now I’m never letting you go.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Paper Faces 
 
    By Jennifer Loring 
 
      
 
    A Firebird Story 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who are you taking to the ball?” Tyler asked as his future conquest fawned all over him. The life of a pro athlete. Their number-one defenseman and representative in the Players’ Association had joked that they should add a new clause to their next collective bargaining agreement: “The player agrees to mess any and all groupies in the best interest of his Club and his continuing development on and off the ice.” 
 
    “What the heck is this, Cinderella?” And why do I hang out with this zhopa? 
 
    The answer to that was easy enough. Tyler liked to party, and few others could hold their own with Sasha. 
 
    Sasha waved off the whole thing dramatically. Another charity event, and an adult costume party at that. And he’d have the media, waiting for him to get drunk and mouth off, to contend with. He’d rather eat the glass from which he drained his Sazerac. 
 
    They were in a hotel bar somewhere in downtown Vancouver, every TV predictably tuned to their opponents’ current game. A back-to-back for them should have—in theory—given the Earthquakes an advantage tomorrow night, but the hockey gods were capricious jerks. 
 
    And the Earthquakes sucked. 
 
    The puck bunnies had gathered earlier in anticipation of the team’s arrival, and attached themselves to whatever players offered them a modicum of attention. No depth was too low to sink in pursuit of becoming a trophy wife. Apparently, as soon as one of the city’s resident bunnies discovered which hotel was putting up the visiting team, she sent out the signal and the whole warren showed up. Vancouver’s nasty October weather—rain followed by more rain—would not keep them from their appointed rounds. 
 
    Sasha perused the shelves of liquor, the bottles lit from beneath by a shifting rainbow of light, and motioned for another drink. He didn’t care what at this point. The name of the woman beside him had already slipped his mind. He’d picked her up for the drugs she claimed to have as much as for sex; he’d have a contact the next time he was in town. Her name was something to do with glass, he thought. 
 
    Cristal. Not my real name. 
 
    That was it. Nothing like a strong drink to jog his memory. 
 
    No kidding, he’d rejoined. 
 
    “Some chick. I’ve seen her off and on since I moved here.” Or had until the night Stephanie Hartwell showed up in the Earthquakes’ locker room like a wish fulfilled. 
 
    Sasha counted hundreds of ex-lovers, but his ex-girlfriends remained a single digit. One. 
 
    Then he’d had to go and kiss her at the bar, the inner hopeless romantic he’d kept bound and gagged for years freed not just by alcohol but also by the one woman who could save him. Her lack of resistance made everything that much thornier. 
 
    And yet she was engaged. Maybe a blessing in disguise, because Sasha hated how desperate and out of control his emotions had become. Hated the comatose memories she had coaxed back into life as Lazarus from his tomb; hated them because he cherished them so much that he would have sacrificed anything to create more. 
 
    None of which fit his cultivated image of star hockey player and consummate jerk. The media loved it, but it served a vital purpose. He offered no one pieces of himself with which they could cut him later. Not anymore. 
 
    “Come on.” He tugged on the woman’s arm. Small talk bored him, and the emptiness was creeping in, like mist off the lake. “Take me to your room.” 
 
    She squealed with delight. 
 
    Sasha clenched his teeth. He unfolded from the high-back chair at the bar and clapped Tyler on the shoulder. “See you at the morning skate. Have fun.” 
 
    “You too, bro.” Tyler cackled. “I know you will.” 
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    Cristal-not-her-real-name had cocaine, slava Bogu. His favorite. She had come prepared. He snorted three lines off her concave belly, beneath demarcated ribs that rose like mountain ranges, before licking a dusting of fine powder from each of her nipples. He found nothing else about her attractive except for those two rosy points. She was too thin, too invested in forgoing food for drugs. She couldn’t possibly think she competed with the standard crop of puck bunnies, who dressed like proper gold diggers in designer clothes and full makeup, their hair arranged in flawless waves (often extensions, an accidental discovery during a night of enthusiastic anal with hair-pulling) over their shoulders. 
 
    Her visible collarbone turned him off, but he supposed he owed her a thank-you for the coke, which never failed to make him ravenously horny anyway. Sasha harassed her on the bathroom vanity while, moaning, she thumbed something into her phone. Probably tweeting her friends about who she was doing right now. Snapping a photo of his rear. Wouldn’t be the first time. The entire internet knew how big his toe was, not that he took anything but pride in it. 
 
    His mind wandered, and he plowed her with all the rote enthusiasm of shoveling snow until they had both come. No kissing. Kissing implied caring, and the harsh reality was that he didn’t give a hoot. His body craved sex, but his brain had disengaged long ago. 
 
    “You’re leaving already?” she whined from the bed as he dressed, as though her spread legs offered an enticement he hadn’t explored several hundred times on women he could at least stand to look at. 
 
    The thought of sleeping next to her skeletal frame sent a jolt of revulsion through him. “Da. I have to be up early tomorrow.” 
 
    She tried everything in her arsenal to convince him to stay, but he’d seen and heard it all before. I can get more drugs. You can do whatever you want to me. 
 
    He closed the door on her mid-sentence and slunk back to his room, grateful that his roommate was already asleep so he could shower and forget. 
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    Dave barely glanced up from his monitor. “You’re on the Earthquakes Charities Black-Tie Masquerade Ball. And if you happen to see him—” 
 
    “Got it, Dave. Loud and clear.” Stephanie gripped the back of the guest chair. She was too tense to sit, afraid every movement would reveal what had happened at the bar, or that he’d read it in her eyes. Aleksandr was her secret garden, the fantasy world of a wounded teenage girl, but she was in no position to indulge in anything else, personally or professionally. 
 
    And he was not that sweet boy anymore. Not Alex. The man wearing his face was a stranger. 
 
    “I’m not trying to give you a hard time, Steph. But we want this interview while his being here is still hot news.” 
 
    He’d be news no matter how long he was here, one way or another. Dave clearly wasn’t a hockey fan. The Earthquakes had gone so far as to try forcing into Volynsky’s contract a more stringent morality clause than the standard. They backed off when both his agent and the Players’ Association raised a stink, and what had Aleksandr done? Gotten arrested for assault in the season’s opening week. That alone was enough to raise Stephanie’s defenses. 
 
    Never mind how he had exploded on her in his apartment, as though she’d pulled the pin on a grenade she hadn’t realized she was holding. She had never considered the possibility of a moment in which she would fear him; its truth was heartbreaking, as shattered illusions always were. 
 
    “And besides”—Dave smiled, shrugged, and pushed his glasses up with one finger—“who doesn’t love a costume party?” 
 
    Stephanie suspected Aleksandr very much didn’t love them at all, although she could think of nothing more appropriate for him to attend. He was all façade. A living mask. “I have to wear a gown.” She curled her lip. 
 
    Dave snickered. “Cheer up, sport. It’s one night.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” She trudged out of the office and back to her cubicle. 
 
    Shawn, arms folded on top of the partition, sneered at her. “You can’t get the story, can you? No one can crack him.” 
 
    “Watch me.” She sat down and began searching online for a gown she could rent. Her budget didn’t allow for buying one that looked like it wasn’t put together with fabric glue and a prayer. 
 
    “You got something on him? Or are you the one hiding something?” 
 
    Stephanie didn’t so much as glance in his direction. No fuel for the fire he thought he was stoking. Do not engage. 
 
    “You stole that story from me,” he hissed, “and I want to know why. Why would Dave give it to you? Is it his toe you’re sucking?” 
 
    “Not everyone gets their stories the way you do, Shawn.” She tapped the mouse button. Might have a winner on the gown front; this boutique offered styling options too—jewelry, shoes, the works, all for sixty percent under retail. Elegance was simplicity, after all, and she’d rather not picture herself in one of those absurd Tudor-style dresses. 
 
    Shawn uttered a disgusted grunt but no comeback, and sank behind the divider. With a private, victorious smirk, Stephanie clicked to make an appointment. 
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    He had been someone else once, before pro hockey. Someone who protected. Someone who sacrificed. He’d had to kill that foolish boy to save his own heart, by pretending he didn’t have one. A tin man who didn’t want it back. 
 
    Sasha laced his skates while Coach offered the usual pep talk no one listened to, though most of them had been playing long enough to fake it. They had been their former teams’ offerings in the expansion draft a couple of years ago, the skaters that hadn’t been protected, the guys their general managers believed expendable. That kind of a hit to one’s self-confidence took time to wear off even for a professional athlete, so the Earthquakes’ continued struggles didn’t surprise him. They still, however, frustrated him to no end. 
 
    He thought about Stephanie again, about the things he possibly should have told her back then. That he slept too much and ate too much, when he wasn’t doing the complete opposite; he couldn’t think straight because he was trying to ward off the growing nebula of desolation inside him that murmured he’d be better off dead and that, above all, was why he had begun the endless cavalcade of women. Why he’d tried spice at fifteen, no different from so many Russian kids, and later decided drugs were only slightly less fun than women but a whole lot less complicated. 
 
    “Chto ne tak s toboy?” Mama had shrieked, tearfully, too many times. What is wrong with you? 
 
    He did not know, and perhaps didn’t want to. For a Russian, it was easy to sweep those “Western problems” under the rug. Being with Stephanie during his exchange year had given him the strength to hide the wrongness well enough that he could pass it off as adolescent irritability, but at twenty-five he had no such excuse to fall back on. 
 
    Stephanie’s abrupt silence after he returned to Russia had shattered him in a way that sickened him to admit. He’d locked the memories in a steel box, buried them in quicklime, and constructed a fortress around their gravesite. He had become the antithesis of everything she remembered, if she cared to, for his own safety. The corpse she’d dredged up was a zombie, a horrific composite of those last pieces of “Alex,” of the shared experiences—good and bad. Of her pain and his fury. 
 
    Tonight, the men on the ice paid the price. Hit after hit, skirting the line of legality more as the game wore on. He needed to antagonize someone into a fight so he could do to them what he wished he could do to himself. For the first couple of periods, no one would bite. Six-feet-five, two hundred twenty pounds, and short-fused, he hadn’t lost a scuffle in years. 
 
    Halfway through the third and tired of waiting, Sasha crushed Vancouver’s known instigator against the boards, slamming his shoulder right between the numbers on the back of his sweater. His target naturally took offense. 
 
    “You ready to go?” he barked. 
 
    “I’ve been ready all night.” Sasha flung his gloves onto the ice and whisked off his helmet. They circled, fists up, in the dance that brought the crowd to its feet. Both benches tapped their sticks in encouragement. 
 
    He saw the over-swing coming a mile away, ducked out of it, and followed with a gut-punch that left his opponent breathless and vulnerable to the KO. Sasha’s knuckles connected with the left side of his head, and the podonok dropped like a puck bunny’s panties. 
 
    “Number Nineteen Seattle, five minutes for fighting and a game misconduct. Number Forty-Eight Vancouver, five minutes for fighting.” 
 
    “It was a clean hit!” he shouted at the ref, but he knew as well as anyone that there’d be an in-person hearing and probably a two-game suspension. He skated off the ice to the crowd’s jeers and stormed down the tunnel toward what he least wanted: the opportunity to stew alone in the locker room with that zombie feeding on him from the inside. 
 
    He had a habit of pushing things too far. 
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    Stephanie, chewing on a fingernail, watched the game from the press box while scribbling stats on a legal pad. Vancouver was a three-hour drive, so Dave had no problem sending her up. 
 
    Aleksandr was playing angry. Not that there wasn’t always an edge to his game; opposing players feared that as much as his raw talent. He’d once sent a guy to the hospital—unintentional, but intent didn’t matter to the poor sucker lying on an ER gurney with a busted jaw. The idea that she was responsible for his current belligerence, while requiring a certain level of self-importance unfamiliar to her, dropped into her stomach like a stone down a well. She kept replaying that illicit kiss in the bar, at first to torture herself with remorse for betraying Joe. 
 
    And now because that secret garden into which she had sown so many dreams, which had lain fallow and depleted for so many years, was showing signs of life. She would’ve come whether or not Dave requested it; a press pass just legitimized her attendance. 
 
    Where would they be right now if she’d contacted him over the summer, when he was first traded? If she’d been brave enough to tell him why she’d cut off communication in the first place? 
 
    Some roads were better left untraveled. 
 
    Given Aleksandr’s ejection, it was not likely to be a good night for the media. He could easily afford a fine for not speaking to them. But there he stood, his black hair and stubble glistening with sweat. He had stripped down to his performance shirt and compression pants, both of which adhered to every gorgeous muscle like a second skin. His tree-trunk thighs framed a generous bulge, and an unbidden memory of the way he’d felt inside her all those years ago twanged more than just her heartstrings. Stephanie pinched the inside of her forearm before switching on her phone’s voice recorder app. Focus. 
 
    “Aleksandr, you played a very aggressive game tonight,” said a man Stephanie recognized as the Post-Intelligencer’s sports editor. “Were you trying to spark the team, or was this a personal thing?” 
 
    His brilliant, bottle-green eyes searched the room. Then his gaze alighted on her, and she had her answer. 
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    Stephanie texted Joe that she was spending the night in Vancouver, because no way was she driving the three hours home when midnight had already come and gone. She did not stay in the same hotel as the Earthquakes after Aleksandr had flayed her alive with his eyes; in fact, she’d ducked back into the crowd and scurried away, like a cockroach exposed to light. Bad enough she was all but certain to run into him at the masquerade. She was taking no chances in a hotel. 
 
    You don’t trust yourself around him. And he knows it. 
 
    Stephanie brushed her teeth with such vigor that she spat blood-tinged foam into the sink. He understood that women—a certain type of woman—didn’t say no to him. She wasn’t that woman. She didn’t cheat. 
 
    Except you already did. Stories are what you’re good at, and you gave Joe the one he needed to hear. You wanted that kiss every bit as much as Aleksandr did. Maybe more. 
 
    She climbed into bed and switched off the lamp, then checked her silenced phone for any last-minute emails or messages. A red “1” at the top of her Messages icon. Please be Joe. She scrunched up her face and pressed it. 
 
      
 
    Aleksandr: Are you enjoying this? Because I’m not. 
 
      
 
    Stephanie stuck her finger in her mouth and gnawed on the cuticle. 
 
      
 
    Stephanie: I’m just trying to do my job. 
 
      
 
    Aleksandr: Right. If I agree to talk, will you leave me alone? 
 
      
 
    Her eyes smarted. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. So much pain. So much emotional wreckage to crawl through just to get her story, if she could reach him at all. 
 
      
 
    Stephanie: If that’s what you want. 
 
      
 
    Aleksandr: I think it would be better that way. Good night, Stephanie. 
 
      
 
    She set her phone face-down on the nightstand and got up to yank several tissues out of the dispenser in the bathroom vanity. Stephanie blotted her mottled face, wiped her nose. More tears clouded her vision. “I don’t have time for this trash,” she muttered and crammed the tissues into the garbage. Aleksandr needed a taste of his own cursed medicine. 
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    Stephanie picked up her outfit a few hours before the ball. The gown, a black floor-length halter with a bead-and-crystal neckline, was unfortunately still a dress. Hard to believe anyone would throw down hundreds or thousands of dollars for a piece of fabric with some shiny embellishments, but she was still living in an apartment and paying off student loans. She, or rather the stylist, paired the gown with spike-heeled black ankle boots and sparkling pear cut drop earrings of the finest cubic zirconia—Dave didn’t pay her enough even to rent diamonds. She sprung for an embroidered blue lace mask, in which gleamed fake sapphires that matched those in her earrings, from the costume shop. 
 
    She supposed most women would feel like some kind of princess in this get-up. But she was not most women, and she felt like a jerk. Thankfully, Joe was working late again and thus deprived of the opportunity to mock her. Stephanie removed the mask, grabbed the clutch with which she’d been matched, and walked out to hail a cab. She’d need all the wine she could drink to survive tonight. But she was getting a story out of it if it killed her because these shoes just might. 
 
    Earthquakes Charities was holding the gala in some mansion in Queen Anne repurposed for such events. Behind the perpetual Seattle clouds, anemic moonlight dribbled like murky dishwater onto the street. Peak fall color and mild temperatures were still luring tourists to the city even as it slid inexorably toward cold, wet winter, the Seattle they pictured year-round. Not wanting to sully its reputation, splatters of rain decorated the pavement. Stephanie hurried through the gated entrance and proceeded down a stone walkway hemmed by manicured hedges. She navigated a set of marble steps and tried not to think about falling because that guaranteed she would. Inside, beyond two Tuscan columns and an oak door, a man was waiting to take her coat. She tucked the coat check number into her clutch and wobbled toward the ballroom, pausing to don her mask. Even from the doorway, a potpourri of perfume, sugar, and flora complicated the air. She popped a Claritin for good measure.  
 
    Exposed brick walls and heavy garnet curtains draped over floor-to-ceiling windows supplemented the ball’s elegant, understated décor—fresh-cut roses and soft, yellow lighting from both wall sconces and candles, and golden fairy lights strung through floor plants in each corner of the room. An expansive hardwood floor enticed couples to dance, an act in which she participated less than wearing dresses. Stephanie plucked the first of many wine glasses from a passing server, then drifted around the ballroom like an unmoored ship. The wife of the Earthquakes’ goalie co-chaired the charity foundation; she’d be the best place to start. If Stephanie could locate her. Everyone here resembled an exotic bird in full mating plumage, which made her the plain, hapless loser trying to woo her chosen target. Another day at the office. 
 
    She found her on the other side of the ballroom engaged in conversation with a couple of WAGs about everyone else’s dresses. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, Stephanie supposed, and she pretended to know or care who had designed what before intruding on their discussion. 
 
    “Melanie, hi, I’m Stephanie Hartwell with King County Today.” She extended her hand. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions about this event?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Melanie offered a dazzling smile. “Excuse me, ladies.” 
 
    “Great, thank you.” Stephanie retrieved her phone from the clutch as the WAGs headed for the food station. “Can you tell me a bit about the charity this is benefitting?” 
 
    Poised, practiced Melanie launched into a memorized speech, anticipating she would be the press’s center of attention with the usual suspect so far MIA. They were raising money for Children’s Hospital—always a favorite with hockey players—and a new cancer center. It was so important to give back to the community for their support (I know the taxpayers are regretting it, Stephanie thought), and some of these kids might become hockey players themselves someday. Stephanie smiled politely. Boring. She needed a tongue loosened by alcohol, but no one wanted to talk about Aleksandr anymore. They were already sick of his larger-than-life personality, the sun around which the Earthquakes organization orbited. She had strayed into this system like an errant star or wayward planet ejected from its original home, and was herself dangerously close to being caught in his gravitational pull. 
 
    She suspected his revenge would be merciless, if not swift. 
 
    Stephanie asked a few more questions, standard stuff: What’s the next event? When is the carnival this season? What are the Earthquakes’ playoff chances? To which she received the expected canned responses. 
 
    You’re really headed for the big time with this garbage, Steph. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Melanie. If you think of anything you’d like to add later, give me a call.” She handed Melanie her business card. “I plan to have the story up on our website by tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it. Enjoy yourself tonight.” Melanie floated away on a cloud of royal blue tulle. 
 
    Stephanie stood at the edge of the ballroom, conspicuously out of place, and surveyed the dance floor. None of the men here were what the average person would consider “small,” but one rose above the rest, one dancing with a woman in a puffy gown of black-and-red organza ruffles with a sweetheart bodice. Tall, model-thin, her dark hair secured with a jeweled comb into an updo that left her pale shoulders exposed. 
 
    Stephanie’s last memories of him in a tuxedo were from their junior prom. Tonight was, for better or worse, not going to end with the same fireworks. 
 
    Time slowed to an arthritic crawl as she watched them dance. Seeing him with someone wasn’t supposed to hurt, and yet the pain felt like someone cutting out her heart with dull scissors. 
 
    A string quartet on the stage performed “The Music of the Night” from The Phantom of the Opera. Stephanie retreated to the food stations and salivated at the sight of a chocolate fountain. Instead, she examined the other options—the usual finger foods and canapes—before opting to nibble a stuffed mushroom. Forget it. She shoved it into her mouth and meandered down a darkened hallway where she presumed the bathrooms were. Maybe she’d have one last cry before leaving with her tail between her legs. So much for a taste of his own medicine. She couldn’t even think about him without bursting into tears. 
 
    In the room to her left was a giant framed mirror over a black marble vanity, on which sat vases with orchids in precise arrangements. A bridal room. The woman in the red gown was gesticulating at Aleksandr, who leaned against the vanity with an expression that pretended to be nothing other than ennui. 
 
    Until mockery supplanted it and he was snapping his fingers and thumb together to mimic a mouth opening and closing. “Blah, blah, blah. I forget you a few times, I take you to this stupid ball because I need a date, and now you think you’re my girlfriend? Sorry, sweetheart, but nyet. I don’t want one. You and every other suka out there think you’re the one who will ‘tame’ me. You’re all the same.” 
 
    Suka. Jerk. Stephanie wrinkled her nose in disgust. Her Alex respected women. 
 
    Her Alex was a phantom haunting an abandoned corridor of her heart. He did not exist in this world. 
 
    As much as she wanted to show solidarity with the poor woman, her mind decided to dwell on Alex’s statement of her a few times, and Stephanie caved to unadorned, wretched jealousy. The man had been with hundreds. And okay, maybe envy reared its ugly head more than she cared to acknowledge, but— 
 
    She pulled out her phone and faced the wall when the woman swished past her in a full-blown Scarlett O’Hara flounce. Stephanie peered over her shoulder into the room. Aleksandr was staring into the mirror as though searching for something he’d lost. His fingers twitched on the marble. He extracted his wallet and something else from an inner pocket. A tiny plastic bag containing white powder. He poured it onto the vanity and with a credit card arranged it into two equal lines, then fished out a bill, rolled it up, and with a finger pressed to his other nostril snorted both rails. 
 
    “Oh, Alex,” she whispered, and tasted salt in the corners of her mouth. Some naïve part of her had deemed the stories untrue, a last-ditch effort to preserve her fantasy’s integrity. 
 
    Alex was gone, and he was never coming back. 
 
    Aleksandr tipped his head back and sniffed a few times, then wiped the marble clean and pulled his mask down. Stephanie resumed her intimate association with the wall. He didn’t know what she was wearing, didn’t know she was there at all. But the nearness of his body in his unwitting brush past her in the dark raised a chill up her spine. 
 
    There wasn’t enough alcohol in all of King County for this. 
 
    She started toward the ballroom; a large, dark figure blocked her path, and her heart slammed into her chest wall. He was wearing a shimmering red mask, ornamented with stripes of sparkling black and red mesh, that concealed half of the scar on his cheek. A devil’s mask. 
 
    “Looking for me, or hiding from me?” Those intense eyes, their pupils now dilated, gauged her for the likeliest response. She feared it was all but exuding from her in waves of futile lust. 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to leave you alone. And I don’t—” 
 
    He took her hand and led her to the dancefloor. He wasn’t known for his patience. Never mind that he was high. 
 
    “Dance.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The breathtaking minimalism of Stephanie’s dress revealed curves Sasha still dreamed about when his mind had free rein to wander where it pleased. He’d known it was her the instant he passed her in the hall. 
 
    Why her? he’d asked himself many times over the years, but the answer required no contemplation. Because she was like no one else. 
 
    “What about your date?” 
 
    Sasha smirked as they assumed a traditional ballroom stance. “What about yours?” 
 
    She gave an almost embarrassed shrug. He envisioned running his tongue along her bare shoulder, tasting the sweet cream skin that shone even in this diffuse light. How much would she let him get away with? Her proximity alone compelled him to test the limits, prod the boundaries of her resistance. 
 
    “I don’t bring him to work-related events. He needs too much attention.” 
 
    “Not everyone understands the dedication to one’s job.” 
 
    “But you do.” Her eyes twinkled. Her mask was the same shade of blue. 
 
    Sasha let his attention settle there before falling to her sweet pink lips. Color flared in her cheeks, and he smiled. 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you tell women anything they want to hear?” 
 
    He chuckled and whisked her across the floor. “Don’t pretend you know me, Stephanie. You don’t, not anymore.” 
 
    She stiffened. “And you’ve made it perfectly clear you don’t want me to.” 
 
    “Have I?” His last round of texts to her had been less than friendly, and he had told her to leave him alone. Their game was getting difficult to keep track of, and more than a little unkind. “Either way, I’m not interested in mixing business with pleasure tonight.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” She squinted at him, then dropped her gaze and chewed on her lip. “I shouldn’t even bring this up, but I saw—” 
 
    Of course, she had. Her reporter’s nose had led her to a story that could land him in the league’s substance abuse program and make her a star. Until now, as far as the commissioner knew, all the anecdotes were just that—tales told by unreliable witnesses. She was anything but. “I’m fine, as long as you don’t bring it up to anyone else. And you know who I mean.” 
 
    “Alex—um”—she jerked her head—“Aleksandr…” 
 
    Flustered. For some reason, it troubled him. Which meant the coke wasn’t working, because by now he should’ve stopped caring about anything. Already the depression was sidling up to him, and he had nothing to show for it. 
 
    “It’s not my place, but I’m a little worried about you. I just…you’re right. I don’t know you. Forget it.” 
 
    That saddened him more. He dipped his mouth to her ear. “What happened at my apartment. I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    Her sharp inhale was a knife in his gut. 
 
    “Remind you of him.” 
 
      
 
    But he was the one thinking of her father now. Of the weekend her parents had come home early from their getaway, and before she had gotten Sasha out of the house. Her mother had beaten a hasty retreat to the kitchen, unwilling to defend her children or herself and leaving Stephanie to face the full brunt of her father’s wrath as she and Sasha emerged from her room, disheveled and fragranced with epic teenage sex. Her father’s face purpled with rage. 
 
    “I told you no one was allowed over this weekend! Especially him!” Spittle flew from his lips. Sasha had placed himself between him and Stephanie. “Did you touch my daughter? In my house?” 
 
    “Dad, please—” 
 
    “Leave her alone.” Sasha was several inches taller than Mr. Hartwell, but that—and everything else about him—seemed to infuriate the man further. 
 
    “Shut your mouth! I’ll have you deported, you filthy jerk!” 
 
    Intimidation from an American cop might have worked on an exchange student from Western Europe. But Sasha was Russian, and the Russian police force had practically invented corruption. 
 
    “Alex,” Stephanie whispered, “just go. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    A lie and they all knew it. He turned to her to protest, long enough for her father to grab him, spin him around, and slam him up against the wall. Sasha thumped the back of his head and winced. His eyes watered. 
 
    “Get out.” Hartwell pitched him toward the door. 
 
    Sasha, rubbing his head, silently pleaded with Stephanie to go with him. He shot her father an enraged glare. Blood trickled down the back of his neck. 
 
    Hartwell slammed the door shut, but Sasha could hear everything behind it. 
 
    “I can smell him on you, you whore!” 
 
    “I love him!” she screamed. 
 
    A crack, skin on skin; a whimper. Sasha swiped at his eyes and ran down the steps, his mind a sewer drain receiving every dark and ugly emotion until he was drowning in them. Then one separated from the rest and floated to the surface, like the film on rancid milk: incandescent rage. Anything that might befall Hartwell in the line of duty would be a memory of Heaven compared to what a pissed-off, lovesick boy whose great-grandfather had spent time in a Soviet gulag might have perpetrated on him. 
 
    It was a moment of strange clarity, and of terror because in it he became aware of his own capacity for violence. Some part of him feared that had been the reason she turned her back on him. So well acquainted with it already, she had somehow glimpsed it in him. 
 
    Stephanie knocked on his bedroom door later that evening, having sneaked out of her room to see him as she often did. Sasha opened it but said nothing until she was inside and he had locked it behind her. He gingerly touched the plum-colored bruise high on her cheekbone, the skin around it swollen and red. 
 
    She sucked in a breath through her teeth. “What does it look like?” 
 
    “Bruised. Swollen. Let me get—” 
 
    “No. Later, maybe. Just…” She wrung her hands. “How’s your head?” 
 
    “Fine. Just a little bump. I’m sorry, Stefania.” Sasha gathered her to him. “He does this because of me.” 
 
    “He was doing it long before you. You’re just a convenient excuse.” 
 
    Was that meant to make him feel better or worse? He led her to the bed and sat with her. “No one should hit you. I see it too much in Russia. I…” If he beats you, it means he loves you. A sixteenth-century mentality that had worsened under the Putin regime. Forty percent of all violent crime occurred within families. Sasha shook his head. “I don’t want to see it anymore.” 
 
    Stephanie laid her head on his shoulder and let out an exhausted sigh. 
 
    “You can’t go back there.” 
 
    “Where am I going to go? Especially after you leave.” 
 
    They’d work it out somehow. They had to, because love always found a way. At seventeen, the world dazzling with promise, anything was possible. “I love you.” Careful not to touch her injured cheek, Sasha kissed her, awakening the hunger deep in his belly. “I keep you safe. At least for tonight.” 
 
    Stephanie got up and strayed to the window, where silver and shadow dappled her skin. She began to cry. 
 
    Sasha squeezed his eyes shut to keep his own tears in check, then joined her at the window and hugged her. “Don’t cry,” he murmured. “Not tonight.” He pushed a lock of hair from her face, skimmed his fingertips over her other cheek. He peeled off his shirt, each cell a tiny battery needing contact with her skin. He was a seventeen-year-old boy; he did not know how else to comfort her except through the most intimate act he could think of. 
 
    And she accepted it—greedily, frantically, as though his love was the one thing keeping her alive. 
 
      
 
    On the dancefloor, Stephanie shuddered and closed her eyes. “I try not to think about him.” 
 
    Her father still lived, however, and for that, he ought to count his blessings. Sasha drew her closer. Bozhe, she felt incredible, as if his arms had been made for nothing other than her. “You never told me why you stopped talking to me.” 
 
    Every part of her—her body, her breathing, even her eyes—froze. “I think that needs to wait until we’re…on better terms.” 
 
    He weighed several options for plausibility, but nothing quite fit. Another ploy to get him to sit down for her interview? To make himself vulnerable. But she had answers he required. The keys to doors locked for nearly a decade. 
 
    “So if you want to know why, Aleksandr, you need to give me something in return. Quid pro quo.” 
 
    He grinned down at her. He’d sat through The Silence of the Lambs with her more times than he could count. “All right. We’ll work something out. But answer me one question now. Think of it as a security deposit on our agreement.” 
 
    She tilted her head. 
 
    “If there were no consequences, if you weren’t engaged, would you kiss me? Willingly kiss me.” If nothing else, he must know this. That a future had existed for them, once upon a time. Maybe still did in some parallel universe. 
 
    She let go of him; for a moment, he expected her to slap him. Instead, she raised his mask until it was sitting atop his hair. “How many masks are you wearing?” 
 
    Sasha almost came back with one of his usual defensive, smart aleck remarks. Then Stephanie traced her fingers over his cheeks, his lips, and he could say nothing except her name. 
 
    “Is he still under there somewhere? Or was that just another mask?” 
 
    His chin trembled in defiance of his will to show no emotion. The truth was that he didn’t know. He had no idea who the real Aleksandr Volynsky was any more than she did. “What does it matter? You made your choice.” 
 
    “You’re right.” She lowered her hand and backed away. “It doesn’t matter, because you’ve made your choice too. Good night, Aleksandr.” 
 
    He didn’t watch her leave. He retreated to the hallway, to the darkness. Away from these people, the falseness that held up a mirror to his own, and his idiot brain telling him to go after her, as if she were his to go after. He tore off the mask and threw it down the hall. 
 
    I need to talk to Danny in the morning. He has to get me out of Seattle, or klyanus' Bogom, I will go to the KHL. 
 
    “Aleksandr.” 
 
    He spun around. 
 
    Stephanie grabbed his face and smashed her mouth against his. She moved her fingers to his hair, gripped fistfuls of it. If ever there was a time to assail the boundaries, it was now. His hands on her waist, he urged her lips apart with his tongue. She did not stop him. She sucked at it, curled hers around it, and in another breath, he was as hard as he’d ever been. His heart pounded as if he’d just done another line of coke. She was the only drug he’d ever needed; the only thing that quieted the demons she didn’t realize had found a home inside him. 
 
    “There’s your answer,” she whispered. “Now we both want something we can’t have.” 
 
    What did that mean? He nuzzled her cheek, inhaling as much of her floral scent as he could hold, and coiled an arm around her. Aching. The weight of her breasts against him triggered his memory of the way they flushed and swelled when she was aroused, the way her nipples contracted into tight buds. Her skin felt like silk and tasted like Heaven. Khristos, he was going to come right there. “Remember when I used to try counting your freckles?” 
 
    Her warm breath fanned his neck. “Aleksandr, don’t.” But she didn’t move. 
 
    “One.” He tapped the bridge of her nose. He’d intended it to distract from his hunger, but this game, like all their activities together, had always ended quickly and always the same way. 
 
    She regarded him with what he wanted to believe was longing, the same that he felt. When she licked her lips, he was sure of it. “I have to go.” 
 
    “Don’t.” It sounded as despondent as he’d feared. “I don’t want you to. Everything I said…it’s all just trash, you know?” 
 
    “I don’t know; that’s the problem.” She stepped away, silhouetted at the hallway entrance by the ballroom’s gentle yellow light. “Call me when you’re ready to talk. And Aleksandr?” She glanced over her shoulder. “No softballs from me. Fair warning.” 
 
    She did it to get what she wants. She knows your weakness; you play your hand every time you’re with her. 
 
    She’s good. 
 
    His weakness. His tragic flaw. That he had never stopped loving her. 
 
    His chest ached with the admission. He stumbled into the bridal room, threw the door shut, and locked it. His head buzzed, a honeycomb of workers whose entire function, their reason for existing at all, was concentrated on the female at its heart. He spun the battered promise ring round and round on his finger. 
 
    I love you. 
 
    You promised, Stephanie. You promised you would always love me. 
 
    Sasha did not emerge until he heard the guests beginning to leave. 
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    Stephanie stared at the map of the cab’s flat-fee range to keep herself from getting sick. Why did every taxi sport the same revolting aroma of old carpet, vinyl, and body odor? The cabbie yammered into his cell phone, which she was pretty sure was illegal in this state, and slammed on the brakes at each intersection. She readied herself to puke out of pure spite. 
 
    Well, idiot, Stephanie thought as the cab pulled up curbside and she saw the light burning in the living room window four stories up. She swiped her credit card and climbed out, careful not to catch her gown on the door. She considered sitting in her Honda until the light went out, but Joe was a night owl, and soon it would be too late to use the ball as an alibi for her whereabouts. I was just sitting in the car brooding, because oops, I did it again. 
 
    Aleksandr was right. This interview had to be the end of it before someone got hurt. One kiss, especially with alcohol involved, could be written off as bad judgment. More than that and it risked becoming a habit. 
 
    A breeze off the Sound shivered past her like his breath against her ear. The association was too great to resist; her wine-soaked brain conjured a tactile memory of that sinful, probing tongue, of the powerful arms holding her so close that his erection had infused her with its heat through their clothing. 
 
    “Oh goodness,” she muttered, and tottered up the front walk with her head in her hand. The all-too-brief elevator ride was not enough to compose herself. She rummaged for her keys in the clutch. Her head was spinning, she was sweating, and Joe was going to know something was up as soon as he looked at her. 
 
    “Hey,” he said from the couch. The latest in The Fast and the Furious franchise lit the flat-screen with a dizzying car chase that sent Stephanie toppling into the armchair. “How was the event?” 
 
    “You know, the usual.” She unzipped her ankle boots and nearly wept in relief when they hit the floor. 
 
    “I have no idea, actually. You never ask me to come.” 
 
    She cringed. “It’s work, Joe. You’d be bored.” 
 
    “You could at least ask.” He stared at the TV, eyebrows knitted. 
 
    And you could at least pretend I’m more interesting than Vin Diesel while you’re talking to me. “Fine,” Stephanie sighed. She hauled herself out of the chair. “I’m going to bed. I have to write this up tomorrow.” 
 
    A loud ding arose from the clutch. Joe cast a pointed look at the clock on the cable box, while Stephanie prayed her face did not divulge her suspicion of the text messenger’s identity. 
 
    “Probably Melanie Sinclair with something else to add to the story. That woman can talk.” 
 
    Joe shifted uneasily and crossed his arms. “Was he there?” 
 
    She paused at the hallway but didn’t turn around. “No,” she said. Thickened with tension and freighted with lies, the atmosphere grew oppressive. She escaped to the bedroom but left her phone alone until she had changed into her most comfortable pajamas and submerged herself beneath the covers. 
 
      
 
    Aleksandr: Thank you. 
 
      
 
    For what? The entire situation had been a disaster since the season’s opening night. One—or both—of them was headed for a world of hurt. 
 
    You gave him hope. 
 
    She shut off her phone. 
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    “And here he goes again,” said the Earthquakes’ commentator. “Aleksandr Volynsky has been playing with fire ever since he got here, and this superstar shows no sign of letting up no matter where his team sits in the standings. His opponents are in for it this season, as he’s proven once more with another Gordie Howe hat trick.” 
 
    Aleksandr skated to the sin bin with five for fighting, his stick held high. The small but loyal contingent of Earthquakes fans roared. Faces painted, they joggled handmade signs up and down. Beer sloshed from plastic cups as they high-fived each other. No doubt the backs of their Earthquakes jerseys bore the Volynsky name patch and number. Stephanie, watching from home, touched her fingertips to her mouth and smiled, a nervous reaction bearing no trace of amusement. 
 
    She understood playing with fire all too well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Saint or Sinner 
 
    By A.J. Norris 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    People said Eliana had a morbid fascination with death. Some thought her favorite holiday was Halloween. She preferred the day after—The Day of the Dead, All Saint’s Day. It was also the day he came back. 
 
    Blowing out a breath, she stared at the mansion before her, wondering why she’d agreed to meet a couple of friends at a haunted house on Halloween night. She wouldn’t exactly call them friends; they were two girls that allowed her to drive them to select social events. Okay, maybe she was being paranoid because she always thought people didn’t like her. They were nice enough girls. 
 
    She climbed the wide porch steps of the Victorian mansion. The windows glowed orange from the inside, and fake spider webs covered the evergreen shrubs in front. Spooky recorded sounds of creaky doors and monster laughter emanated from the house through the open door. The girls she came with, Simone and Bethany, giggled their way inside, leaving her by herself. 
 
    Halfway up the steps, Doyle and his mindless drone Jenkins chatted quietly, seemingly ignoring her approach. Had they not noticed her? She held her breath, praying they kept their attention focused elsewhere. Ellie passed by them with her head down and her shoulders slumped. Maybe if she didn’t make eye contact they wouldn’t bother saying anything. 
 
    As she passed them on the way to the door, Jenkins called out, “Hey, Ellie.” 
 
    She stopped then cursed herself for it. “Hello.” Despite their constant sarcastic remarks, she liked boys—just not these ones, especially Jenkins. 
 
    “You going in?” 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    “Then why are you here? You’re such a freak.” Doyle and Jenkins snickered. 
 
    “Of course I’m going in. I’m here, aren’t I?” Why did they insist on asking her stupid questions? She resumed trotting up the steps. 
 
    “Nice costume,” Doyle told her. She wasn’t wearing one. “Try wearing one without the ugly mask next time.” Behind her, the teenage boys high-fived each other. Ellie didn’t think she was homely, although she pulled some of her hair across the lower half of her face. Curse them. Steeling herself, she handed the guy manning the door her ten-dollar admission fee. 
 
    Once inside, she swiped at the tears under her eyes. Oh goodness. Her friends waved her over. One of the few things she liked about Si and Beth was their intolerance for Doyle and Jenkins. She smiled crookedly and followed them past a sign that read ‘Your Nightmare Starts Here’ with an arrow pointing up the stairs. 
 
    “Let’s hold hands,” Si said, grabbing her hand. Ellie held Beth’s. The flashing strobe lights intensified the farther they climbed. Heavy metal music pumped through a sound system, vibrating her chest. They trailed another group of girls into the first room at the top of the stairs. 
 
    Two large men in beat-up, old-school hockey masks carried a limp lifelike body and locked the head and wrists into a guillotine. The blade dropped down, slicing the dummy’s head off. Fake blood oozed out. The rubber head bounced and rolled across the floor. One of the dudes chased after it. After he kicked the head a few times, Ellie giggled. He lifted his mask, and as he neared her, she recognized the player. He winked and her cheeks warmed. Bowie.  
 
    His sea green eyes always saw her…At least she hoped this was true. She’d had a crush on him since grade school. He was practically the only guy in school that didn’t ignore or tease her on a regular basis. He was a grade ahead of her, eighteen, and a senior. A smile flickered across his face. Si nudged her, so she waved. Hey…Goodness, he was hot even fumbling for the stupid head. 
 
    The girls shuffled out of the room, but Ellie’s eyes lingered on Bowie. Si yanked her along. “You can stare at him later,” she shouted in her ear over the music. Ellie flushed and a cold sweat dampened her shirt. Even though no one could see the red developing in her cheeks, she wanted to hide. 
 
    In the center of the next room, a single bare bulb shone a spotlight on a gurney with a girl strapped to it. Duct tape covered her mouth. She wore a bloodied hospital gown. Ellie gaped and shivered when the girl’s glassy eyes made contact with hers. She screamed beneath the tape and shook her head frantically. The floor was slick with dark splotches and shoe tracks led away from the stainless-steel table. Red-splattered sheets hung from the walls. For one single moment, Ellie saw herself as the girl on the table with everyone watching her like she was the patient in a game of doctor gone horribly wrong. She wavered on her feet and clutched Beth and Si’s hands tighter.  
 
    This is fake, Ellie told herself, except the jagged slashes crisscrossing her legs looked real. She questioned whether a crime was being committed and stepped toward the girl, wanting to protect her. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Si hissed. 
 
    She glanced back at her friend for a second. “Something’s not riiiigh—” Her feet came out from underneath her. She landed on her back. Dark liquid seeped into her clothing. The light went out and hands grabbed her under the arms. “No!” She struggled against whoever was holding her. Another scream left her throat. 
 
    “It’s us! It’s us!” Si yelled. A strobe light kicked on, revealing Doyle and Jenkins over by the light switch. Their movements seemed jerky in the quick flashes. They laughed. Her eyes misted over. She so didn’t want to cry in front of them. Ellie shrugged away from her friends and fled the room. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie jogged down the stairs, holding her breath. Crisp October air smacked her in the face when she ran outside. She inhaled and exhaled deeply, bent over at the waist. Putting a hand up to her mouth, she willed the vomit perched at the back of her throat to return from where it came. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    She groaned while her stomach evacuated its contents: a Burger King Jr. Whopper and fries. 
 
    Sure, she shouldn’t leave Si and Beth stranded, but she dashed for her car anyway. 
 
    Ellie laid her forehead on the steering wheel, wondering if she’d brought Doyle and Jenkin’s antics on herself. That, somehow, she was responsible for other people’s actions. Someone tapped on the window. Si stood there with her head tilted, looking through the glass. “Are you leaving? Were you just gonna leave us here?” Ellie shook her head, although she’d thought about it. She hit the door unlock button and they climbed into the car. 
 
    “You guys can stay. I wanna get outta here.” 
 
    “Why’d you bail?” Beth asked from the backseat. 
 
    Ellie looked at her in the rearview mirror. “Uh, because I totally spazzed.” 
 
    “So? Everyone does at these places. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “Maybe not for you.” 
 
    Beth smirked. “Si, we staying or going?” 
 
    “Staying. We can get a ride home from someone.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Beth said. “Do you mind…” She pulled the handle and pushed the door open. 
 
    “Uh-uh. I’ll probably just drive around for a bit.” 
 
    “All right, see ya at school Monday.” 
 
    Relief washed over Ellie as the girls walked back toward the house. She rolled her window down for some fresh air. She took a deep breath and checked the dashboard clock. 9:15 p.m. Too early to go home. Her parents would worry she wasn’t social enough. She checked her rearview mirror before pulling away from the curb. 
 
    Someone approached her car from behind. Even though the only light shining was from the moon, she knew it was Bowie. She recognized his form and the way he walked. Her heart beat a little faster. He stopped at the truck parked behind her. And from her side mirror, she watched him get in. Where was he going? Was his shift over at the haunted house? 
 
    A hulking shape emerged from the dark shadows cast by the trees that lined the street and approached Bowie’s vehicle. The truck’s dome light illuminated a man shoving himself into the cab. “Move over, I’m driving!” the stranger barked. 
 
    “What do you want?” Bowie asked. 
 
    The man’s response was muffled, but he moved over, allowing him to get behind the wheel. Who was this guy? Was Bowie in trouble? 
 
      
 
    Ellie thought about the time after one of his baseball games last spring; he’d hit a home run that night. She had purposely parked her car next to his. After the game, she waited for him. He had the game ball in his hand when he emerged from the school, his dark hair still wet from the showers. She smiled at him. “Hey, nice hit,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks…you like baseball?” he asked, making her blush. The only reason she came to the games was to see him, so she shrugged instead of lying. “It’s just that I see you at every game.” 
 
    “Not the away ones,” she blurted. 
 
    His penetrating eyes focused on her for a moment. She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “Well, here,” he said, holding the ball out to her. 
 
    “No, I couldn’t take—” 
 
    “I’ve got more.” As he handed over the ball, his fingertips brushed her palm. Her heart leapt. Her hand tingled. A clear picture flashed inside her mind of him lying across the bench seat of his truck. She snapped her hand back. Bowie smirked then jumped into his pickup and sped away. Even though she didn’t understand what had happened between them or the vision, it still haunted her. 
 
      
 
    The truck’s engine roared to life and she waited for them to drive past before starting her car. She told herself she should go home instead of following Bowie and some dude she’d never seen before. However, she couldn’t ignore the prickly feeling running up her spine. The vision she experienced and her nagging intuition told her something wasn’t right. She didn’t fully understand why, but she had to follow the truck. 
 
    She chased after them, speeding through a changing yellow light. Ellie allowed another car to get between her and Bowie’s truck. She tailed them but she didn’t want it to seem as if that was her intention. They took the interstate on-ramp and traveled south. When the truck exited and went down an unpaved dead-end road, Ellie hung back and parked along the residential road perpendicular to where the truck had turned. She took out her phone and used the GPS to figure out where she was and where Bowie may have gone. She wasn’t familiar with this end of town. 
 
    The screen showed that the road he’d headed down ended at a water treatment reservoir. Several square pools showed on Google Earth. Ellie flopped her head back on the seat. She sighed and decided to wait. Thirty-five anxiety-filled minutes passed while she checked her email and played a round of Soda Crush before she lost all her lives. Go home, you shouldn’t be here, she told herself more than once. 
 
    Footsteps crushing road gravel grew louder. With the headlights off, she couldn’t see who was coming toward her. Her heart pounded. She swallowed hard. A black SUV pulled up and whipped in front of her car, illuminating the man who had gotten into Bowie’s truck earlier. His hands were shoved into his pockets. He jumped into the waiting car and it drove off. Where was Bowie? 
 
    Once again, she debated whether she should go home. According to her phone, the treatment area was at least a mile down the unlit road. This was nuts. But where was Bowie? She waited another ten minutes except there was no sign of him or his pickup. Maybe he needed help or the police or…something. Oh goodness. Ellie started her car and turned onto the dead-end lane. 
 
    She flipped on her brights. The road seemed to get longer the farther she went. Rocks pinged off the undercarriage of her Mazda. Eventually, she arrived at the end of the road. A fence surrounded the treatment plant and the gate had been pushed open. Four murky pools formed a large square with footpaths intersecting it. A tall lamppost rose above in the center.  
 
    Creeping along, she scanned the surface of the ponds. The water, although dark, was smooth. A spike of fear jabbed her gut. Oh…God. She found Bowie’s truck parked in the driveway in front of an operations shack off to the side. The tiny building had one spotlight shining. This was a stupid, stupid idea. However, no one seemed to be around; she had to at least check the truck. She tried not envisioning the worst. 
 
    The window was open on the driver’s side. “Bowie?” she said through her cracked passenger window. No one responded. “Bowie, it’s me…Ellie,” she said tentatively. She glanced around before getting out of her car. Leaving the door open and the engine running, she hurried around the rear of her car to the truck with her cell in hand. The full-sized pickup had larger tires and required her to get closer to see inside. She tramped through a dark puddle at the side of the truck. Liquid seeped out the bottom of the rusty closed door and dripped onto the ground. “Uh!” Ellie slapped her hands over her mouth. 
 
    Dread filled her soul. Knowing what she might find, Ellie opened the door. Creeeeak. “Shhh.” Who was she shushing? The door? 
 
    Lying on the bench seat was Bowie, his feet still on the passenger side floor. This was the vision from all those months ago. Blood covered his neck. “Oh, no. Goodness.” Ellie’s stomach bottomed out. She leaned in and he made a sound like a shallow wheezy inhale. She jumped and scooted backward into her car. He was alive. “OhmyGod.” His hand twitched and his eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “E-Ellie…” he whispered before his body went lax again. 
 
    The blood drained out of her head. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t breathe. She just stared gape-mouthed. Do something, she told herself. But what, call 9-1-1? Yes. Her hands and fingers shook while she dialed. The phone rang and rang. “Come on! Why don’t they answer?” 
 
    “9-1-1. What is your emergency?” the dispatcher said. 
 
    “I’m, I’m, um…at—where am I? A water treatment…” A sign hung over the cinderblock building’s door. “Westbury Water Treatment Facility…I need an ambulance!” 
 
    “Calm down, ma’am. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Ellie.” She crept toward the truck, afraid of getting too close. 
 
    “Okay, Ellie—” 
 
    “Hurry, he’s dying?” 
 
    “Who’s dying?” 
 
    “Bowie, my friend, someone—oh goodness, hurry!” 
 
    “Ma’am, I need you to calm down and tell me what happened.” 
 
    “I need an ambulance! Didn’t you hear me?” 
 
    “Police and EMS are on their way. Stay with your friend and tell me what happened.” 
 
    “I dunno. I’m scared.” 
 
    “I know you are. I’ll stay on the phone with you until the police arrive. What happened?” 
 
    Ellie sniffled. “It looks like someone slit his throat. Oh goodness.” 
 
    Headlights shone from up the road leading to the treatment plant. Sirens didn’t blare nor were there flashing blue-and-red lights. The SUV had returned. “Oh, no. No, no, no.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Ellie?” the woman on the other end of the phone asked. 
 
    “No!” The large vehicle thundered toward her, eating up the distance. Just before the vehicle stopped, the same man who had gotten into Bowie’s pickup leapt out. “No!” She ran for her car except he was too fast and grabbed her around the waist. 
 
    “What are doing here, little girl?” he growled in her ear. She flinched. 
 
    “Lemme go!” she shouted, thrashing about. He ripped the cell from her hand and threw it onto the pavement. The OtterBox saved its life. “I called the police!” 
 
    Faint sirens resounded. The SUV circled around and headed straight for the perimeter fence. It rammed the chain link and went through the surrounding cornfield. His ride ditched him. He placed a cold blade across her throat, stilling her. Ellie shut her eyes, squeezing the tears out. Please God…no.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    The arms around Ellie released and she pitched onto her knees. “Get out of here!” someone yelled from behind. The police sirens wailed louder, partially drowning him out. She bolted upward on one foot and took a long stride away from her attacker then tripped, crashing onto the unforgiving pavement again. Her jeans tore at the knees and she scraped her palms. They stung. Tears blurred her vision. She scampered toward the front of her Mazda. Ellie hid crouched at her car’s front grille. She peered around the bumper at the sound of choking and grunting. 
 
    “Uh,” she gasped. Bowie wasn’t dead like she thought. His neck and shirt weren’t covered in blood. What the…He had a choke hold on the stranger. The man struggled against him although any move he made didn’t connect with Bowie. The guy’s elbow and legs passed through him. Ellie yelped yet remained frozen. The would-be killer stabbed the air with his knife. Bowie threw him to the cement. 
 
    “Ahhh!” The blade skidded away while the man went sprawling on his front. He crawled forward, his eyes wide with fear, not knowing where the attack came from. Bowie kicked him in the side. The man grunted. “What’s happening!” 
 
    Bowie picked up the knife and grabbed a chunk of hair, yanking her attacker’s head off the ground. With precision, he tore through the man’s carotids with the knife. He gasped and wheezed, clutching his neck. Bowie let the man’s head fall nose first into the cement. 
 
    Three police cruisers pulled up behind him. His green eyes met Ellie’s. Even though he’d killed a man, she wasn’t afraid. She gaped at him. He was dead. Wasn’t he? She covered her mouth with her hands. Several officers with their guns drawn came toward the scene. Bowie…oh, no. One walked through him, yet he appeared solid to her. 
 
    Bowie and Ellie stared at each other, the air around them electric. She always sensed a connection to him and now she knew it wasn’t only her imagination. Bowie felt it too. His spirit faded, and as he disappeared the link between them shattered. What was left behind was a broken-hearted girl and a mess to clean up that no one would believe. 
 
    “No!” she shouted and jumped out from behind her car. The closest cop grabbed and slammed her onto the hood of her sedan. He wrenched her hands together at the small of her back. She moaned while he cranked cuffs on her wrists. Her surroundings grew dim, wavering in and out of focus. “Oh goodness,” she whispered. 
 
    “What was that?” the cop asked, yanking her upright. The officer patted her down, however, she was too numbed out to feel anything. 
 
    Her head bobbled. “I called…” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Ellie, I’m the one who called you.” She wasn’t sure if anyone responded to what she’d said. Her head and stomach ached. Two cops sat her down on the ground in handcuffs. Her attacker lay twenty feet away, blood pooled beneath his head and rolled down the slightly slanted driveway. She looked away and kept her head down. Ellie had no idea how long she sat there. Nothing made sense and everything felt surreal. 
 
    A female officer squatted next to her. “Ellie, I’m Officer Stokes. You can call me Carla. Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    Ellie shook her head. How could she explain that a ghost saved her life? 
 
    “Let’s get you moved.” Carla grasped her elbow and assisted her in standing. Ellie wavered on her feet. “Whoa, be careful. Maybe I ought to hang onto you, at least for a little bit.” 
 
    She nodded. The woman ushered her to a cop car, and asked her to have a seat in the back. Now that she’d calmed down, her cheek throbbed. Carla got in the driver’s seat and pivoted to face her. “They didn’t have to be so rough.” Ellie worked her jaw. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “They didn’t have to throw me on my car.” 
 
    Carla pulled her head back. “I didn’t witness that.” 
 
    “Well it happened, believe it or not.” Ellie was vaguely aware that her tone may have been considered snotty. However, she hadn’t intended it that way. 
 
    “I believe you. But I might point out that you can understand their cautious approach.” 
 
    Ellie took a deep breath and blew it out. That was cautious? She hated to see what a reckless approach would entail. 
 
    “You can see how we’re a little confused. You’re out here alone, blood on your clothes with two mur—” 
 
    “I didn’t kill anyone. I was attacked by that guy on the ground. And then I dunno.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “I don’t remember.” Ellie stared out the side window. More vehicles had shown up and a few men took photos of her attacker and bagged up the knife. 
 
    “All right, we have to take you in,” Carla told her. 
 
    Ellie’s insides trembled. “Am I being arrested?” 
 
    “Not as of right now.” 
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    For three hours, Ellie sat in a teeny interrogation room. A table took up most of the space. Claustrophobia made her sweat. More than once she considered confessing to a crime she didn’t commit just so she could get out of there. Finally, her parents came and got her. She was released after it was determined she wasn’t capable of attacking and slitting both the men’s throats based on her size and the angles. She was given a referral for a psychologist and strongly urged to make an appointment. 
 
    Her mother turned around and stared at her from the front seat of the car. “Ellie, can’t you tell us what happened?” 
 
    “You talked to the police, didn’t you? I already told them I don’t know.” She crossed her arms. 
 
    “How could you not know?” her dad asked, glancing at her in the rearview mirror. “You were there, weren’t you? And let me remind you this isn’t the first time you’ve ended up at the police station.” 
 
    Ellie’s chin quivered. “I can’t talk about it.” 
 
    “What can’t you talk about?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about it. All right?” 
 
    “Honey—” her mom started. 
 
    “Can’t you leave me alone? I don’t know what happened!” Ellie snapped. 
 
    Her mother cried and her father threw his hands up. “Your mother and I are making you an appointment with that doctor and you’re going to tell him. That’s what you’re going to do.” 
 
    “Why are you being like this? I told you I don’t know what happened. How is talking to a shrink going to help!” 
 
    “You’re going and it’s not up for discussion, young lady.” 
 
    Ellie sneered and mocked him inside her head. 
 
    They rode the rest of the way home in silence. Thank goodness. Ellie slinked upstairs to her bedroom without saying a word. She pictured her mother and father at the bottom with incredulous expressions. Too bad. She wanted to forget the whole night beginning with Doyle and Jenkins. Denkins, as she often referred to them, because they seemed to share the same brain. 
 
    Ellie went to sit on the edge of her bed but jumped up when she remembered her blood-stained clothing. After undressing, she perched on the mattress, wiping at the tears rolling down her cheeks. So many thoughts raced through her mind. Had Bowie killed the man the police called Trevor? Was Bowie a ghost, and if so, would she see him again? “Arghhh…get out of my head!”  
 
    She grabbed the remote and turned on the TV. She flipped the channels until a news reporter caught her eye. He and his crew stood in front of a sea of flashing lights, a white truck, an ambulance, and her car. “Shoot!” How had she overlooked the camera crew? There was no mistaking her Mazda with the bright yellow Student Driver sticker on the back windshield, her dad’s idea of a joke. By now the entire student body knew about her involvement with Bowie’s death. 
 
    She crawled up toward the headboard, curled around a pillow, and sobbed.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    All Saint’s Day 
 
      
 
    One Year Later 
 
      
 
    No one at school, except for Si and Beth, talked to Ellie after the night she’d been taken into custody at Bowie’s murder scene. She spent her eighteenth birthday alone in her bedroom. It didn’t matter that she didn’t kill anyone. People believed what they wanted. 
 
    Halloween was on Sunday this year. Although technically the holiday had been yesterday, the principal at North Westbury High allowed students to wear costumes to school. 
 
    Ellie took her usual seat in third period English Lit, three rows from the front. Class hadn’t started yet. Some of the kids still mingled with one another and some had already taken their seats. 
 
    BANG! 
 
    Ellie swiveled in her chair toward the sound and looked at the floor. At the back of the classroom, Jenkins had pushed his textbook off the edge of his desk. What did he do that for? His eyes darted to Doyle, who she sensed made faces behind her back. Turning around, she realized too late the reason for their antics. The straw came up too fast for her to react and she flinched as a spitball hit her under the left eye. 
 
    “She falls for it every time,” Doyle said, laughing. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, right.” 
 
    Some of the other students chortled. 
 
    Tears filled her eyes. She crossed her arms and shriveled in her chair, attempting to disappear. The makeup she’d worn to school as part of a sugar skull costume ran down her cheeks. Like every year in October, she’d hoped the disguise would somehow make her invisible to Denkins for the day. How stupid. Of course, they would still recognize her even with the black wig and crown of orange marigolds. 
 
    Their English teacher ignored the two idiots’ behavior because it was so common and instead eyed Ellie as if, somehow, she’d caused Doyle and Jenkins to act up. The class settled when the bell rang. A last-minute student snuck inside the room as the teacher shut the door. Breath caught in her throat. Bowie? Incredible! Ellie clamped a hand over her mouth, stifling a gasp. She wiped her clammy palms on her dress. The teacher didn’t acknowledge his existence and he took a seat in the only empty chair, next to Doyle. Bowie glanced at her with a sheepish smile. His hair was ruffled but he looked the same as she remembered from before his murder. He had broad shoulders and an athlete’s build. He would’ve graduated at the end of last year had he not been murdered. The shrink her parents hired nearly convinced her that a third unidentified man killed Bowie and Trevor, as evident from the tire tracks and busted fence. Ellie thought the theory was thin and now she knew it wasn’t true. Bowie had saved her life. 
 
    “Psst…hey, freak,” Jenkins whispered his nickname for her. She ignored him. “Freak, I know you can hear me,” he taunted. 
 
    Ellie fought every part of her not to turn around. She squeezed her eyes shut. 
 
    He changed tactics. “Come on, seriously…just turn around.” 
 
    Ellie turned around and hated herself for giving into his change in tone. She immediately regretted it. Jenkins whispered so the teacher couldn’t hear him but the students around her could. “You do have a nice body and I’d forget you. With a paper bag on your head.” 
 
    You already did that, without a bag, she thought. Bowie shot out of his chair and landed a punch in the center of Jenkins’s face. His head knocked back and he grunted. Blood flowed from his nose. He scanned the room, clutching his face. Even though Ellie was the only one who could see Bowie, she looked back to the front waiting for the room to erupt, but no teenagers screamed “Fight!” The teacher continued writing on the board as if nothing happened. Bowie winked, slinking past her on the way to his seat. She took a deep breath. The other students around Jenkins noticed the puddle of bright red on his desk and began murmuring. 
 
    “Quiet down,” the teacher said as she pivoted. “Uh!” She grabbed the box of tissues and rushed toward Jenkins. The seat next to Doyle was empty. Ellie smirked and faced toward the chalkboard again. Bowie had returned. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chaos erupted around Jenkins. A few girls turned their heads in disgust. Ellie hid a smile with her hand. The boys in the room used the situation as an excuse for getting out of their seats. “Everyone quiet down, it’s just a bloody nose,” the teacher said. Jenkins swiped some tissues from her and shoved them under his nose. He squeezed his eyes shut as if in pain. The bleeding continued, soaking through the Kleenex. 
 
    “I think it’s broken,” he said. 
 
    “How could it be broken?” the teacher asked. 
 
    “I dunno…God, it hurts.” Jenkins pulled the tissue away from his face and inspected it. 
 
    “The bleeding doesn’t seem to be stopping. Maybe you should go to the nurse’s office.” 
 
    Jenkins shrugged, stood, and took his backpack off the back of his chair. He glanced at Ellie with bloodshot eyes and left the room with the tissues clutched to his face. 
 
    After he was gone, the class settled down for the remainder of the hour. Ellie sat staring at the clock, anxiously waiting for the bell. She was the first one out of the room when it rang. 
 
    Bowie waited outside in the hallway with his arms folded across his chest and his legs crossed at the ankles, leaning against a bank of lockers. Light from overhead glinted off his pale green eyes. Her cheeks warmed and she looked away. “You’re welcome,” he said, grinning. 
 
    “Thanks.” She took small steps toward him. Did he exist? Of course he did—he’d just punched one-half of Denkins and sadly, the smarter half. She moved closer to him, wanting to make sure he was real. Her hand brushed his sleeve. 
 
    “Go ahead. Touch me, I’m real.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    More classroom doors opened, and kids spilled out into the hallway. Someone bumped her from behind, pushing her into Bowie. He caught her by the shoulders and steadied her. “Hey…watch it, jerk!” Ellie turned, wondering if the person he’d shouted at had heard. No one looked in her direction, so she guessed not. “You all right?” 
 
    Ellie glanced up through her lashes at him. “Yeah, thanks.” She blushed. Bowie was nearly a foot taller than her and still gorgeous. Over his shoulder, he glared at the kid, Jacob, who’d run into her. He looked ready to go after the kid. 
 
    “Bowie, you can’t beat everyone—Bowie?” 
 
    He snapped his head down, focusing his attention on her again. “Do me a favor and don’t talk to me around other people. You look crazy.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, splaying her hands. She hated when people called her that. 
 
    Bowie smirked. “You don’t listen well, do you?” 
 
    “Well, everyone already thinks I’m—” 
 
    He looked up at the ceiling. “Meet me at the baseball field bleachers after school.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I need help and you’re the only one who can help me.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re here? 
 
    “Goodness, you ask a lot of questions. Will you stop talking…” His words faded as he did. Si approached her in the space he left behind. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Si asked. 
 
    “Bo—myself.” Oops, that was close. She couldn’t help it. She’d just had the longest conversation with Bowie in her life. He’d pissed her off, but still. Beth joined them and they all walked toward the cafeteria. Ellie glanced behind her, hoping he reappeared. 
 
    “Going with us to Herschel’s after school?” Beth asked. 
 
    “No. I got plans.” 
 
    “Well, can you drop us off anyway?” 
 
    Ellie shook her head. “Sorry.” She walked away to go buy her lunch. 
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    Ellie could hardly believe Bowie had asked her to meet him after school. She wasn’t even sure if their encounter had happened. But here she was, sitting on the bottom row of the bleachers. She’d run home during her study hall hour, changed, and washed the sugar skull makeup off. She also removed the long-haired wig. If Bowie wanted to meet her at the baseball field, she wanted warmer clothes. The cold from the metal seeped through the seat of her jeans. Her pixie cut didn’t cover her ears; the wind made them ache. At first, she thought the odor she smelled was ammonia. She pulled the collar of her jacket over her nose and mouth. The scent got stronger. 
 
    She felt the presence of something beside her. “Are you Ellie?” 
 
    Ellie gasped and jumped. “Goodness…” She looked at a girl sitting on her right. Her clothes looked outdated: deep-rose corduroy pants and a velour long-sleeved V-neck with thin horizontal stripes. Even though it was the beginning of November, the girl wasn’t wearing a coat. Yet she didn’t shiver. She was small and a bit underweight. Her stringy hair hung around her face. The source of the odor became obvious in an instant. It was urine. 
 
    “Oh goodness.” Ellie put her hands over her mouth, but this time not due to the smell. “Tina?” When she was in middle school, Tina had started at the school three weeks into the first semester and hadn’t finished out the school year, either. Ellie had been about the only person who talked to her the whole time she’d been a student there. What had happened to her, no one knew or even noticed she was gone, except Ellie. Tina still looked like she was in seventh grade. Maybe she was. “What happened to you? I mean, how are you?” 
 
    Tina stared at her with watery eyes for a moment before answering. “I died, Ellie.” 
 
    Ellie closed her eyes and breathed deeply. “I’m going to regret this, but when? How?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter now, a while ago.” 
 
    “It must matter to someone.” 
 
    Tina shook her head. “Maybe. But—” 
 
    “Good, you two met.” Bowie appeared. 
 
    Ellie clutched her chest. “Will everyone quit jumping out at me?” Her heart pounded. 
 
    Bowie chuckled. “Relax, we need your help.” 
 
    “Goodness. With what?” 
 
    “Just say you’ll help us.” He sat next to her. His white t-shirt clung to his muscular chest and biceps. Apparently, ghosts didn’t get cold. 
 
    “You’ll need to ask nicely. You were rude in the hallway.” Where had that come from? Ellie wanted to throw her arms around him and kiss him. Oh, what was she saying? She was much too timid to ever do something that bold. No, you just stalk them instead. Which was exactly what she’d been doing when she witnessed him dying. 
 
    “What? I was not.” 
 
    “You called me crazy. I’m not crazy.” 
 
    “I did not. And if you were so offended, then why did you meet me here?” 
 
    Because you’re all I thought about for an entire year. Her cheeks heated. “Because you punched Jenkins and I…was…I dunno.” 
 
    “You think I’m hot, don’t you? I didn’t see it before.” 
 
    “It or me?” Ellie mumbled. 
 
    Tina started crying, a soft whimper. “Please…stop,” she croaked. “We don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “She’s right, we’ll finish this argument later.” 
 
    “Time for what?” Ellie asked and regretted the question the moment it left her lips. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie sat behind the wheel of her car in the student parking lot with two dead people. “Tell me you have a plan.” She looked at Tina in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “I need to get my diary.” 
 
    “Do really think it’s still there?” 
 
    “Yeah. I do.” Her eyes teared up again. 
 
    Ellie beat her head back on the headrest a couple of times. Jenkins had moved into Tina’s old house at the beginning of eighth grade. Right after Tina died, her family left the house and everything behind. Which now, in retrospect, seemed suspicious. “So, no plan then. Jenkins despises me. You’re a ghost, why can’t you go there and get it yourself?” The last thing Ellie wanted to hear was Jenkins telling her how much of a freak she was. Or perhaps he’d invite her in and try having sex with her again. Clearly, Doyle was unaware of his best friend and Ellie hooking up. 
 
    “It’s against the rules.” 
 
    “Oh, there are rules. Why didn’t you say so?” Ellie threw her hands up. 
 
    “There are rules. We can’t interfere with the living,” Bowie said. 
 
    “Ah…what are you doing right now?” And what made her so special? Ellie didn’t want this “gift” as Bowie called it, except after he explained the situation to her she couldn’t refuse. Help them solve Tina’s death and Bowie would be able to return. Return where, home? To the living? She asked, but all he said was “return.” 
 
    “His house is on Bradford Str—” 
 
    “I know.” Ellie drove out of the school parking lot and hung a left. Jenkins lived three blocks from the school. Once they arrived on Bradford, she parked her car several houses away. 
 
    “No one’s home. I checked,” Bowie said. 
 
    “Oh, that makes this so much better. I suppose this is your plan, to break in. Great.” Ellie grinned without humor. 
 
    All three of them made their way to the side of the house and behind a privacy fence. “Now what? Do either of you have a key or can you do some ghost trash?” 
 
    Bowie snorted. “No. I can’t do some ghost trash.” He shook his hands in the air next to his head. “Booooooo.” After scanning the ground, he picked up a large rock and measured the weight of the stone in his hand. 
 
    “What are you—no!” Ellie grabbed his elbow. “What if they have an alarm?” 
 
    “Then you’d better be quick.” He smashed the window with the rock. No sounds erupted from inside the house. He stuck his hand through the hole he’d made and turned the lock. The French door opened with a soft click. 
 
    Ellie tiptoed through the house. She breathed in quick bursts. Her nerve endings tingled. Sweat dampened her shirt. The floorboards creaked under her feet. She swallowed hard and quickened her pace toward a bedroom at the back of the house. Tina’s old room. 
 
    She reached the bedroom and opened the door using her sleeve stretched over her hand. The smell of dirty sweat socks and Axe body spray bombarded her. Underneath the windowsill sat a built-in bench with storage underneath. Tina explained that she’d hidden a diary in a secret cubby inside it. With her hand still covered, Ellie lifted the lid. Prying the board off the cubby hole proved too difficult with her sleeves over her hands. She gave up the “no fingerprints left behind” idea and pried off the slat covering the hole. Tucked inside, Ellie found Tina’s diary. It was bound in tan leather with a string closure. She shoved the board back into place and pushed the lid on the bench down. It slammed shut with a bang. She shushed the bench as if it would listen. 
 
    Police sirens blared from up the street. Incredible. Must’ve had a silent alarm after all. Ellie sprinted to the side door and bolted from the house. They ran toward the fence in the backyard. The house butted up against some woods. Tina walked through the fence like it wasn’t there. Ellie tossed the diary over the fence. “Here, catch this.” She jumped and caught her fingers on the top of the six-foot white vinyl fence. She struggled, flailing her legs, but couldn’t pull herself up. Dang being a girl and having weak upper body strength. Not that she worked out anyway. The sirens seemed like they were in the backyard with them. 
 
    Bowie’s hands made contact with her butt cheeks and he boosted her higher. She swung one leg over the fence. He tried walking through the fence like Tina, except he appeared to get stuck halfway. He backed out and scaled the fence easily. Must be nice. 
 
    “Come on, Ellie, let’s go!” he whispered. 
 
    “I’m try—” 
 
    He yanked her the rest of the way down. They fell to the ground. Ellie landed on top of him. He grunted. She apologized, even though she wasn’t sorry. Ellie always pictured herself in his arms—dreamed of it, except the scenario never involved running from the cops. Her face was so close to his they could’ve kissed. Their eyes met. It may have only lasted a second, yet it was the longest moment of her life. Please don’t let it be the last. 
 
    She dragged herself off him, instantly missing how his body felt pressed against hers. Tina held the diary out to her. The girl smiled as Ellie took the book and faded until nothing but air remained. “Where did she go?” 
 
    “Now you have what you need. The evidence is all in there,” he said. 
 
    Ellie brows knitted together. “What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Go to the police.” 
 
    “Oh, right, with a dead girl’s diary. They’ll ask me where I got it. They won’t believe me.” 
 
    “Yes, they will.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because her death was unsolved. Speak to Detective Manuel. He handles cold cases, he’ll listen. And he’ll understand.” 
 
    Ellie sighed heavily. “Understand what?” 
 
    “You said you’d help us.” 
 
    “Fine. But after this, I’m done.” 
 
    He muttered something under his breath that sounded like “We’ll see.” 
 
    “What? No, we won’t see.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie waited in Detective Manuel’s office with Tina’s diary clutched to her chest. She kept her gaze toward the open door. A uniformed cop walked past the doorway, eyeing her as he went. An uneasiness washed over her and she shivered. 
 
    A dark-haired man, who looked younger than her parents but much older than her, came into the room and sat next to her in front of a desk. She guessed him to be thirty-five years old. “So, I hear you asked to speak to me?” he said. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said tentatively. “I want to give you, er, I have something for you, someone told me to give…” She stumbled over her words, unable to form a complete sentence. Giving up on speaking, she handed Detective Manuel the diary. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked, examining the cover. 
 
    “It belonged to Tina Wells. Do you know who—” 
 
    His eyebrows rose. “Tina? Tina Wells, did you say?” He opened the diary. Ran a finger down the first page. Ellie hadn’t opened it out of respect for Tina’s privacy and she was afraid of what she might read. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said softly. “She—” 
 
    He rattled something off in Spanish he’d clearly read from the page. Ellie looked at the book and the whole page was written in Spanish. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” he asked. 
 
    I can’t tell you, she thought. Ellie shrugged. 
 
    He looked at her sideways. “All right. Thank you.” He held up the book. 
 
    She nodded and headed for the door. Halfway out, she turned around. “Can I ask you something? You work unsolved cases, right?” 
 
    He nodded with his lips in a thin line. 
 
    “Did you ever find Jim Bowie’s killer?” When she said his first name, her heart squeezed. No one had ever called him that. 
 
    “You don’t remember me, do you?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “I was one of the first officers to arrive that night.” 
 
    “I was pretty out of it. Hey, you weren’t the one that slammed me—” 
 
    “No. He no longer works here.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Ellie.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I figured you followed him that night. Had a crush on him. It was obvious something brought you to a water treatment plant at night.” 
 
    She blushed and stared at the floor. “I was worried about him.” 
 
    “I knew you had nothing to do with what happened. Couldn’t see you getting mixed up in all that. Jim was into some dangerous stuff.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “He wound up dead. If that’s any indication.” 
 
    “But he’s just a teenager.” 
 
    “Was a teenager. And no, he wasn’t. He was about to get busted.” 
 
    “For what? Did he kill someone?” 
 
    Detective Manuel stared at her. 
 
    Ellie sucked in a breath. Her insides shook, causing her hands to tremble. “What did he do?” 
 
    “Leave it alone. If you liked him, don’t tarnish your memories of him.” 
 
    Too late. She’d watched him die. Ellie gaped at the detective then left his office. Clearly, the man had shut down any further discussion of the subject. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie locked her car door as soon as she got in. She drove home with the radio blasting in an attempt at not obsessing over Detective Manuel’s words about Bowie. It wasn’t working. 
 
    She arrived home and ran straight up the stairs to her room and locked herself inside. She leaned her forehead against the back of the door and breathed. A couple minutes later, her mother knocked. “Is everything all right with you?” 
 
    Her parents constantly asked her this. “Yes, Mother. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Have you eaten?” 
 
    “Not hungry. Go away.” Their relationship had only gotten worse in the past year. One day she hoped to mend it, but not today. The woman’s feet shuffled away from her door. 
 
    “That was mean.” 
 
    Ellie gasped. “Stop that.” 
 
    Bowie lay on her bed with his feet crossed at the ankles and his hands clasped behind his head. Two things happened today that, for some reason, had more gravity to them than breaking into Jenkins’s house and being told her crush was a criminal: landing on Bowie and him lying on her bed. “I need you to do one more favor for me.”  
 
    “I did what you asked already.” 
 
    He patted the bed next to him. Ellie took a deep breath. Bowie made her nervous. Always had made her nervous, even though he was now a ghost. He looked so alive to her. She questioned whether the last year had all been a bad dream. Bowie had a few days’ scruff on his square-jawed face. “Come here, you look tense.” 
 
    She was. “Okay.” That was her favorite word today. Everything was okay, yet it wasn’t really. Ellie perched on the bed next to his legs. 
 
    He sat up behind her, putting one leg on each side of her. She startled when he touched her shoulders. 
 
    “See? Tense.” He massaged them. “You’re all knotted up.” 
 
    “More like nutted up.” 
 
    He snort-chuckled. 
 
    “Are you really here? I mean, maybe I’m dead or dreaming…God, I dunno.” 
 
    Bowie ran the back of his hand down her cheek and whispered in her ear. “You did a good thing today.” 
 
    She shivered, although she wasn’t cold. His breath warmed her neck. “What are you doing?” she whispered back, folding her arms across her middle. 
 
    “Rubbing your back.” 
 
    She wanted to ask why but didn’t. “Where do you go when you’re not around?” 
 
    “I visit my grave.” 
 
    She pivoted and faced him. His face was so close to hers, they could’ve kissed. Again. Ellie looked away from his gaze. “That’s so sad. I couldn’t imagine.” 
 
    “You don’t want to, believe me.” He put his arms around her waist and leaned into her personal space. “I wanted to thank you for helping Tina.” 
 
    She nodded. “Y-You don’t have—” 
 
    “I’m going to kiss you.” 
 
    Fear and excitement raced through her body. “W-Why?” 
 
    Bowie smiled. “Why do you think?” 
 
    “Thank me?” 
 
    “That’s not the reason. You used to stare at me in Biology. And I always wondered why until the night I died. You followed me.” 
 
    “Cuz I was stalking you.” She giggled. 
 
    Bowie smiled. “I liked you staring at me. It made me feel like less of a piece of trash.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “Ah…” Her cheeks heated. 
 
    He silenced her by kissing her neck. His tongue flicked back and forth over the cords. Her lips parted. The deep recesses within her wept with need. “Bow…Jim…I…”  
 
    “Ellie…” he breathed. Ellie had been kissed by plenty of guys before. 
 
    But never alone in her bedroom. 
 
    Or like that. 
 
    Taking her hand, he scooched backward into the middle of her queen-sized bed. She lay down. Leaning over her, he pulled his leg up and draped it across her thighs. Ellie tensed, taking breaths through her open mouth. 
 
    As much as she was afraid of what would come next, the only way to move beyond the past was to not avoid moments like this. Ellie wanted freedom from it. He claimed her lips and she kissed him back, although her body remained rigid. His hand went to the hem of her shirt, and he teased her belly button. 
 
    She pushed his hand away. Partially because it tickled. The other reason was due to the uncertainty she felt about herself, and her body. 
 
    He withdrew his hand. “Do you want me to stop?” 
 
    “No, I’m…sorry.” She ran her hand up the back of his neck into his hair, urging him to kiss her again. Their lips met once more; this time he positioned himself between her legs. Despite their clothing being in the way, she felt his hard length against her core. He rocked his hips and let out a gasp. 
 
    She placed her hands on his chest—not pushing on him, just leaving them there. Except, then he slipped his hand between them and undid the button of her jeans. 
 
    Ellie sucked in a breath. 
 
    “Okay. What is it?” he asked, grasping one of her hands. She shook her head. “Have you never done this before?” 
 
    “Done what?” 
 
    “You know what, Ellie.” 
 
    “I’m not a virgin.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    She didn’t want to admit the truth, so she said the first thing she thought of. “Do you have a criminal record?” 
 
    He sat up, put his head down, and hung his hands off his knees. “So what if I do?” 
 
    Ellie sat frozen; she didn’t know what to say or why she asked what she had. It didn’t matter now. He was dead. 
 
    “I’m gonna take off, but know that I’m running out of time.” He faded into nothing where he sat. 
 
    “Wait!” she said, except he was already gone.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the morning, Ellie stepped from her bathroom naked with a towel in her hands. She dumped it into the laundry basket next to the door. 
 
    Bowie cleared his throat. 
 
    She screamed. 
 
    “Wow. You’re beautiful,” he said. 
 
    Her face, heck, her entire body, turned red. She didn’t know what part of her to cover; her breasts or sex. At least the latter had hair. She covered her chest as she plucked the towel out of the basket, aware he was laughing. 
 
    “Why are you laughing? Is my body that hideous to you?” 
 
    He recoiled and his eyes traveled the length of her body. “Goodness, no. You have a gorgeous body. I found it funny that you tried covering up after I had already seen every inch of you.” 
 
    She wrapped the towel around her torso. “Ah…” She looked at the floor then up to him. 
 
    He smiled for a moment. “Get dressed. I need you to do something for me.” 
 
    “So, you’re not mad at me?” She took some clothes out of the dresser and headed for the bathroom. 
 
    Shrugging one shoulder, he said, “For what? Last night? No. You were right.” 
 
    “What were you into? The detective yesterday at the station—” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Oh goodness. What did he say?” 
 
    “You were into some stuff you shouldn’t have been.” 
 
    Bowie rubbed the nape of his neck. “Ellie, know that I’m not the same person I was.” 
 
    Ellie nodded, shut herself in the bathroom, and got dressed. 
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    Ellie backed down her driveway with Bowie seated next to her in the car. “Do you have your cell phone?” 
 
    “Of course.” She shook her head, scrunching her face as if to say “that’s a dumb question.” 
 
    “Call Detective Manuel and ask for Tina’s parents’ names. Then we need to take another short drive.” 
 
    “Where? I have school. And don’t we already know her parents’ names?” 
 
    “I guess you’re going to be tardy, then.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She gave him a sideways glance. “My phone is in my purse.” He fished it out of a side pocket, put in a phone number, and handed it to her. The detective answered on the second ring. 
 
    “This is Detective Manuel.” 
 
    “Yeah, ah…this is Ellie. We met yesterday.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was wondering if you could tell me the name of Tina’s parents.” 
 
    “Tina?…Oh right, Tina, long week. Her name isn’t Tina, though.” 
 
    “It’s not? Then who—” 
 
    “Thank you for bringing the diary to me. I don’t even care how you got it. Her name was Mariana. She’d been a missing person’s case.” 
 
    “You mean she’d been kidnapped by her family, I mean a family?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Oh, well I…” 
 
    “You did well. Her family can finally have some closure now, and Mariana has some peace. If you believe in that sort of thing.” 
 
    “This didn’t bring her back?” she whispered to Bowie. 
 
    “What’s that?” the detective asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Do you think I could have her parents’ names? I knew her, went to school with her. I’d like to talk to them.” 
 
    “Roberto and Sofia Lopez. I’m only telling you this because it’s the right thing to do.” He paused. “Mariana, um…told you where to find it, didn’t she?” 
 
    Ellie swallowed hard. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “The diary. That’s all right, you don’t have to tell me.” 
 
    How did he know? But then she remembered what Bowie had said: “He’ll listen, he’ll understand.” “Feliz Dia de los Muertos,” Ellie said. She ended the call before he responded. “Now, where am I taking you?” 
 
    Bowie smiled. “Westbury Water Treatment Plant.” 
 
    Ellie groaned. “I was afraid you’d say that. Why?” 
 
    “I left something behind and I want you to give it to Mariana’s parents. I promised her I would take care of them.” 
 
    “Does this thing have anything to do with why you were murdered?” 
 
    “Just drive.” 
 
    Ellie sighed. “It’s money, isn’t it? You were killed over money.” She hesitated for a moment. “How much—” 
 
    “A lot. Now, will you drive, please?” 
 
    Fine. 
 
    They arrived at the gate outside the plant. The treatment facility wasn’t manned. She parked the car and they hopped the fence. He directed her to the farthest retaining pool. He knelt then stuck his hand into the murky water. Ew. She expected his hand would fall off when he pulled it out. He brought up the frayed end of a rope. 
 
    “Shoot!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The rope broke.” He took his shirt off and jumped into the pool. The water came up to his chest. He waded around. “I think I found it.” He held his breath and slipped under the water. Wasn’t he a ghost? Maybe old habits stuck with you. 
 
    An arm came around her neck and something hard got pressed into her back. “Good morning, Eliana.” 
 
    Oh no. They’d been followed there. She tried shaking out of the man’s hold. By the color of his sleeve, she knew it was a uniformed cop and probably the one who creeped her out at the police station yesterday. 
 
    “I knew you were in on it. Where’s the money, where did he hide it, huh?” he demanded. 
 
    Water splashed her feet. Bowie jumped out of the retention pond. He grabbed the cop from behind and she wrestled free of the man’s grasp. Bowie threw him to the cement. 
 
    The cop landed on his back, knocking his head on the ground. His gun fell from his hand. Ellie picked it up and aimed it at him. 
 
    “Don’t pull the trigger!” Bowie yelled. 
 
    Her hand shook; the gun was much heavier than she imagined. It didn’t matter that he told her not to shoot. Her finger wasn’t long enough to reach the trigger anyway. 
 
    The cop rose. Bowie punched him, sending him slamming into the ground again. The man’s eyes went wide. As he got to his knees, Bowie kicked the underside of his chin. The cop landed on his back, unmoving. 
 
    Ellie gaped at the cop then Bowie. “Is he dead?” 
 
    “No.” Bowie picked up the gun and a red waterproof case. 
 
    “He looks dead.” 
 
    “He’s not. Let’s go—don’t just stand there with your mouth open.” 
 
    But…“Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. But she wasn’t so sure. 
 
    He glared at her. “We got what we came for. He’ll be fine. Unfortunately.” 
 
    “Okay.” Again, she said her favorite word. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    The whole car ride to Mariana’s parents’ house—two counties over—and back, Ellie kept thinking about what a badass Bowie was. She felt safe with him around. The girl’s family was shocked to see one of their daughter’s friends at their doorstep. They had believed she had died right after her kidnapping when she had been nine years old. Ellie explained how their Mariana had told her where to find the diary. They even believed her. “Dia de los Muertos” had been their only response. Apparently, she wasn’t the only person who believed in the Day of the Dead. This made three people she knew. 
 
    Ellie sniffled at the memory of Mariana’s mother’s teary eyes. They fed her dinner and gave her sugar skull candies to take home. Ellie had handed a brick of cash wrapped in a black plastic bag to Mr. Lopez on the way out. When he asked what it was, she told him a gift from Mariana and not to ask where it came from. She hoped he’d listened. 
 
    Before getting back on the road home, Ellie called her mother. She heard the woman’s sobs through the phone. Ellie apologized for worrying her parents and explained as much of the story as she could, leaving out the part where she broke into a house and was nearly killed again. It was past ten o’clock at night when Ellie pulled into the driveway. 
 
    Bowie was still shirtless and smelled of pond scum. Her parents greeted her at the door. The funny thing was as calm as her mother had been on the phone, she expected them to scream at her when she got home. They didn’t. 
 
    She and Bowie went upstairs. While he took a shower, she changed into a nightshirt and got into bed. He came out of the bathroom with only a towel around his waist. “Fair is fair, lose the towel,” she said. 
 
    “What’s fair—oh, you think you’re ready for that?” He waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    “How come no one can see you, but you need to take showers and can’t walk through walls. What are you?” She smiled. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to figure that out. My best guess is I’m meant for something bigger than my death.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling that somewhere, someone wants me to help you with whatever this thing is. Will people ever be able to see you again?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I dunno and if they did, wouldn’t that be a trip? Come to Westbury, ‘where the dead don’t stay dead.’” 
 
    “Okay. I just got the chills.” She shivered. Ellie patted the bed next to her. 
 
    “Are you sure this time?” 
 
    “Yes. I almost died again today and it’s taught me that I need to learn to live a little more.” 
 
    Bowie closed the gap between them and eyed her bare legs. He dropped the towel. “Fair is fair.” 
 
    “What, no.” She blushed. 
 
    “Yes, Ellie, lose the shirt…and panties, if you’re wearing any.” 
 
    “Um, I have some condoms,” she blurted. 
 
    “You’re stalling.” 
 
    “I want you to wear a condom.” She opened her nightstand. 
 
    He smirked. “But I’m dead.” 
 
    “Mostly dead and I’m not taking that chance.” 
 
    “Still stalling.” 
 
    Bowie kneeled on the bed in front of her and grabbed the bottom of her shirt. He yanked it over her head then kissed her. She lay down, but didn’t go rigid this time when he slid her panties down her smooth legs. 
 
    He hovered over her body. Ready for sex. “You’re beautiful. Those big brown eyes, I never know what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Really? You can’t even tell now?” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “I think it’s kinda obvious right now. Why don’t you kiss me and find out?” 
 
    He settled between her legs. Their lips fused. Their collective heat made the temperature rise. She wondered how hot it had to get before paint peeled from the walls. He kissed her neck, down the middle of her breasts, giving them attention on the way toward her navel. He nibbled on the hollow space between her hips. After getting a condom, he readied himself. 
 
    He joined their bodies together. She hadn’t lied when telling him she wasn’t a virgin. The first time she’d had sex, it’d been too soon and with the wrong person. A regrettable decision that left her emotionally scarred until this moment. Now, it was the right time with the right person. Who cared that Bowie had been a criminal in life; in death, he wanted to make up for his sins. 
 
    They made love to each other between bouts of sleep until the early morning. She fell asleep sometime before her alarm went off. Its obnoxious shrill blared next to her head. She slapped the snooze button and rolled over with her eyes still closed. 
 
    Ellie felt the bed next to her. The sheet was cool to the touch. She sat upright. Lying on the pillow and written on notebook paper were two words: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll return.” 
 
    Dia de los Muertos… 
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    The Thief’s Partner 
 
    By Sarah Fischer 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    When you’re a twin, the way you look at the world is different. Instead of seeing one shadow, you see two wherever you go. It isn’t your birthday; it’s our birthday. Your individuality becomes so important, since you are always referred to as “the twins.” Some days this may infuriate you, but one day, something is going to happen that will change the way you go through life, because even though scientists may deny it, you and your twin share a heart. Some people may claim this is the result of mighty twin powers or a Doublemint Gum commercial, but for Lucy, that was how she had spent the last twenty-five years. Now, leaving the funeral parlor, she felt more alone than she’d ever felt in her life. Les was dead, and with him, a piece of her heart.  
 
    Lucy climbed into her Honda Civic and dropped her head to her steering wheel. It had been a trying week since she got the call. Her parents were long dead, so it was left to her to make the arrangements. She’d gone through the motions, ignoring the gossip surrounding her brother’s death. Well, she tried to ignore it, but there was a name, a name from both hers and Les’s past that kept popping up every time someone whispered the story. Ryan Dougal haunted her past, and now he was tapping on the window of her car.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” I snapped at Ryan, lowering my window a tad. 
 
    “Lucy, keep it down. We need to talk,” he whispered hurriedly, looking over his shoulder at the empty parking lot.  
 
    “Not a chance we do! I’m calling the cops.” I rolled my window back up and grabbed my phone to dial 911. But before I could hit “Send,” there was a crash of breaking glass. My arms flew up, covering my face, and I screamed. Luckily, I didn’t feel anything hit me, so I lowered my arms just in time to see Ryan climbing into the passenger seat of my car.  
 
    “Are you insane?” You can’t break into my car!” I shouted, fury rolling through me.  
 
    “Lucy, for old times’ sake, please can we try doing this the easy way? I need you to come with me.” 
 
    His hand stayed in his pocket and I was acutely aware of a big bulge. He shifted it, and I’d have to be blind not to see the distinct impression of a gun. I never thought our relationship would come to this. But then again, I never thought he’d be responsible for Les’s death.  
 
    “Ryan, what do you want? Is that gun really necessary?” I asked him, shaking a little. As much as I wanted to believe he wouldn’t shoot me, I wasn’t sure.  
 
    “I need you to come with me. Les told me if anything ever happened to him, I needed to show you a couple things.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare mention his name!” I screamed, lashing out with my fists and hitting every part of his body that I could reach, all thoughts of the gun quickly flying from my mind.  
 
    “Lucy,” he growled, grabbing my wrists and holding them still. “I’m asking you to trust me. You’ve known me almost all your life. Please, don’t make me force you.” He shook my arms and looked at me fiercely. “And mark my words, Lu, I will force you.” Ryan let go of one of my wrists and patted the bulge in his pocket. 
 
    I swallowed hard, but held my head high as he let go of my other hand. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Just drive toward Howard Street, and I’ll tell you where to go from there.”  
 
    I put the car into drive and pulled out of the parking lot.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, how’ve you been, Lu?”  
 
    I glanced over at him in shock. He’d just threatened me with a gun and now he was trying to make small talk. 
 
    “That’s not my name. No one calls me that anymore. And, believe it or not, I’ve been better. Not sure if you care, but my twin brother was shot by a couple goons while his former best friend ran for the hills because of some stupid diamond heist. That’s how I’m doing, you prick.” I pulled over to the side of the road and threw the car in park.  
 
    “I didn’t tell you to park. Keep going,” he ordered me.  
 
    “I don’t care anymore.” Tears rushed down my face and I looked at him, giving him my most intimidating glare. “You won’t shoot me. Get out of my car and leave me alone so I can mourn my brother.” 
 
    He slammed the dashboard of my car and I jumped. “Lucy, please. This is hard for me too.” Ryan raked his fingers through his hair and looked at me with an absolutely heartbroken expression on his face. Tears welled up in his eyes and his mouth sat firm, fighting to keep control. 
 
    For a moment, I had the urge to reach out and comfort him. There was a time when I would’ve. But that was long ago and I reminded myself of the fury I felt inside. I held onto it, allowing it to consume me so Ryan’s light eyes didn’t work their dark magic on me.  
 
    “Why, why is it so hard for you? The heist was your idea. You’re the criminal here. Les was a tax attorney. Why would he be mixed up in one of your pathetic schemes? He’d still be alive if it weren’t for you,” I snarled at him, crossing my arms over my chest.  
 
    Ryan just looked at me, nodding his head faintly. “You’re right. I dragged him down like I always did, and this time, he wasn’t able to keep me out of trouble. Is that what you want to hear?”  
 
    “No,” I cried. “I want to hear it was all a dream and he’s coming home any minute now.”  
 
    “I can’t tell you that, but he did leave you a note. I have it at my apartment and I’d like to take you there.”  
 
    Les left me a note. Holy garbage. I didn’t care about Ryan anymore. I needed to see that note. Maybe it’d explain how he got caught up in this mess. “Which way?” I turned the car back on and sped into traffic with renewed determination.  
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    Ryan directed me to the outskirts of town, surprise surprise. When he told me he needed to go to his apartment, I assumed we’d be going to some poorly kept building with a slumlord, rats, and drug dealers hanging out in the lobby.  
 
    Instead, we were parked in front of an empty warehouse.  
 
    “Seriously, this is where you live? What, jewel thief doesn’t pay very well?” 
 
    “This is temporary. I’m only here until I finish some business and then I’ll be heading to Tokyo. I have a penthouse apartment there.”  
 
    I stared at him, not sure whether I believed him or not. But Ryan smiled at me, just like he used to, and I found my body betraying me in response, just like it used to. Like it used to back when we were in high school and I worshipped the ground he walked on. But I shook my head fiercely. I wasn’t that loser shy girl anymore and I wasn’t going to fawn over him. No matter how his biceps strained against his jacket, or the charming way his dark hair fell messily just above his eyes.  
 
    “Just go in and get the letter so I can leave.” My breathing was becoming labored and I forced myself to focus on Les and what Ryan did to him. 
 
    “I can’t. He left more for you than just the letter.” 
 
    “No way am I going into that death trap,” I assured him, fixing my stare on the crumbling concrete and the smashed glass.  
 
    “Come on, don’t you trust me?” 
 
    I turned to him, glaring. “I haven’t trusted you since that night in college.”  
 
    He leaned in close to me, and I inhaled his distinct cologne. It was like his signature. I remembered breathing it in when he left me that morning to return to her.  
 
    “Well, I didn’t bite then, so I won’t bite now. That is, unless you beg me.” He wiggled his eyebrows at me suggestively.  
 
    I shoved him away, rolling my eyes. “Let’s just get this over with.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryan caught up to me and unlocked the huge padlock securing the heavy metal chain in place. He swung the doors open with a grinding screech, and I walked into an almost empty warehouse. There was a mattress on the floor in the corner with a laptop on top of it, and a collection of fast-food trash on the floor. The rest of the room was completely empty. 
 
    I looked over at him, not even trying to hide my disgust. “Cozy.” 
 
    “I told you it’s just temporary. You should see my place in Tokyo.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, looking at him incredulously. “So you’ve said. Look, I’m here. Just give me whatever my brother left for me so I can leave.” 
 
    Ryan walked over to one of the trash bags next to his bed and pulled out a white paper bag filled with something. He handed it to me and took a step back. 
 
    Carefully, I unraveled the top and opened it. When I looked inside, I was so shocked I dropped it on the floor. “Where did you get this much money?” 
 
    “When Les and I talked about how we were going to split the money from the heist, he told me about your student loans. This should help.” He smiled at me, picking up the bag and pressing it into my hands. 
 
    “You agreed to this?” 
 
    “Lu, even after all these years I’ve never stopped caring about you.” His expression changed as his brow furrowed and lip quivered slightly. “I never wanted anything to happen to Les. He felt like my brother too, but I know it doesn’t compare to what the two of you had. I wish I could take all your pain away.” He leaned into me, placing a hand behind my head and tenderly stroking the back of my neck with his thumb. 
 
    “Ryan…” I leaned into his hand, feeling tingling sensations flow throughout my body, reminding me how good his strong hands felt. 
 
    “Don’t talk, Lucy. Not right now.” He slowly pulled my face toward him. “You’re even more beautiful than you were five years ago. I’ve missed you.” Ryan wrapped his other hand around my waist, pulling me toward him. 
 
    I closed my eyes, waiting for his kiss. As his lips brushed mine, I started to melt into him. I went to reach my arms around his neck but the bag of money was in my hand. It jerked me back to reality, and I shoved him away.  
 
    “No, Ryan, I can’t do this. Les is gone and I need to focus on that. Just leave me alone.” 
 
    Memories of our single night together flooded my mind, and I couldn’t pretend they didn’t exist. I wanted him to kiss me. Heck, I practically needed him to kiss me. As soon as he did, I felt that spark reignite, but I had to put it out. This man was the reason Les was dead. My grip on the bag filled with the inappropriate cash tightened, and I started to run out the door. 
 
    “Lucy,” he shouted to my back. 
 
    I refused to turn around and rushed to my car. The driver’s side was locked, so I tore through my purse looking for my keys. The bag wasn’t that big—how could they not be there? I ran to the passenger door, reaching through the broken window so I could unlock it. I emptied the contents of my purse on the floor, cursing Ryan’s name. He had me all kinds of flustered and this was not going to help the situation. I sifted through the contents, careful to avoid the glass shards, but no keys. I needed to start the car and get out of there. 
 
    “Looking for something?” 
 
    I glanced up to see Ryan standing there holding my keys hostage. My blood began to boil and I took a deep breath, trying to find some patience or something to deal with this guy. I left my bag on the floor and slammed the door hard. 
 
    “Ryan, I’ve had enough of your trash. Just give me my keys.” That sneaky rear probably snagged them from my purse when he was trying to kiss me. 
 
    “I wasn’t done talking to you yet.” 
 
    “Well, I’m done. My parents are gone, Les is gone, and I’m left alone. I haven’t been able to sleep more than an hour since the police called me and I can’t take much more.” The exhaustion of today seemed to take over. I’d been forcing myself to put one foot in front of the other for the past week, and the devastation I’d been trying to avoid was pushing its way toward the forefront of my mind. I couldn’t handle anymore, and dealing with Ryan was my breaking point. 
 
    “Give me the keys, leave me be, and go off to that stupid penthouse in Tokyo so I never have to see you again.” I reached a shaking hand out to him. 
 
    He didn’t move and my grief quickly turned to rage. I glared up at him, hoping my eyes could burn a hole in his body. “Why would you force him to do this? Our lives were so much better when you dropped off the face of the planet.” 
 
    Ryan rushed over to me, slamming his hands on either side of me so I was completely trapped. “Really, is that what you think? Well, I’m glad that the several months I spent fighting a drug addiction in a rehab, that, by the way, your mother paid for, was so good for you. I was struggling for control of my life and I’ve done a lot with myself since then. Not all of us are cut out for the cookie-cutter college life. And oh yeah, how’s that professor you were banging? Did he leave his wife for you like he promised? I don’t see a ring on your finger.” 
 
    His words cut through me and my mouth fell open. A hot wave of embarrassment flew through me, and I ground my teeth trying to keep from slapping him. “How did you hear about that?” 
 
    “Your mom visited me every weekend in rehab. She liked to talk about you and what you were up to. Let’s just say I know a whole lot more about you than you think. Including the little tattoo right next to your…” He ran his hand up my leg, caressing my hip. 
 
    I shoved his hand away from me. “Really? So you went crawling to my mom when you needed help. What else is new?” 
 
    “Yeah, I went crawling to your mom for help. My mom was too busy hooking up with her latest bum and my best friend dragged my rear to rehab when he found me overdosed on my kitchen floor. He called your mom so she’d meet us at the emergency room.” 
 
    “What? Why didn’t anyone tell me?” I asked quietly, imagining how worried my brother must have been. 
 
    “We weren’t speaking then. It was after you threw me out of your dorm room.” 
 
    All pity I might have felt was gone in a flash. “You mean the night you seduced me and then your girlfriend called while you were still warming my bed?” 
 
    “Right, that is how you’d see it.” Ryan stood up and started to walk away. But then he turned around, holding my keys up. “Look, just do me one more favor and I’ll give you your keys, then leave you alone forever. My flight to Tokyo takes off tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “Why would I do you a favor?” 
 
    “Because it’s for Les.” 
 
    I froze, looking at him skeptically. I wasn’t sure if he was messing with me. “Tell me what it is first.” 
 
    “Do you remember Cami Sato?” 
 
    “Les’s girlfriend from high school? What about her?” 
 
    “Les ran into her a couple weeks back and they caught up. She’s…well, she’s pregnant. The dad took all her money and left her in the middle of the night. Les wanted to give her some of the money to help her out. But she lives in an apartment complex with at least two cops.” 
 
    “So you can’t go giving her the money without risking getting caught?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s all I need. I promise.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Ryan smiled and his whole face lit up like a Christmas tree. 
 
    I went to grab the keys and he quickly pulled them out of my reach. “You’re looking good, Lu.” 
 
    “You look like trash and you’ve said that already.” I grabbed my keys and headed to the car, shaking my head at him. 
 
    He definitely didn’t look like trash. He’d put on at least thirty pounds of muscle since the last time I’d seen him, but he still had this childlike quality to his face that mesmerized me. Maybe it was his dimples, or the spark in his eyes whenever he got excited. I used to try so hard to be the reason that spark burned bright. 
 
    But looking at him now, I could only feel fury and disappointment flowing through me. Part of me wanted to follow him back into the warehouse and angry bang him until I didn’t hurt anymore. The other part was still filled with regret from that morning five years ago when he’d broken my heart and taken the one thing I’d never get back. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let me get the money bag for Cami and her address. I’ll be right back.” He rushed back inside the warehouse but then came right back out. “Don’t leave. Promise me you won’t leave.” 
 
    “When have I ever given you a reason to doubt me?” 
 
    “Fair enough. I promise to give you the keys when I get back.” 
 
    “I learned long ago not to trust your promises.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’ll have to prove myself.” He ran back in the warehouse and I leaned against my car, remembering the last time he said that to me. 
 
    Les and Ryan met in preschool and had been best friends ever since. I wasn’t as good at making friends; that happens sometimes when you have a twin. It’s like a built-in best friend. Well, Ryan and Les never minded if I hung out with them. As a result, I spent a lot of time mooning over Ryan as he grew into the sexy bad boy every girl secretly wanted. I think I was in love with him before I even really knew what that meant. 
 
    When I was in college, Les and Ryan drove up to Washington to visit me for the weekend before Christmas break. Les was going to drive me home, and of course, he’d brought Ryan so he’d have company. 
 
    I’d taken them to a couple parties and we were generally having a good time. Les was king of the campus that night. Well, he was the king pretty much everywhere he went, and Ryan was his mischievous sidekick. Every girl wanted them and every guy wanted to be as cool as the starting quarterback for a division one football team, or the rebel criminal with a smile that warmed your soul. As per usual, I was trailing behind them, too nervous to go off on my own, at least until they started playing that song. 
 
    Everyone has their inner stripper song. When it comes on the radio, you strut, strip, pose, and grind as if you were the highest-paid stripper in the business. Well, mine came on, and when you add that to the three beers I’d drank trying to keep up with Les, it got me on top of a table. 
 
    Les about had a stroke and tried to get me to come down, but I wouldn’t move until the song ended. He lifted me off the table and started yelling at me. But I didn’t hear a single word he said. I was too busy staring at Ryan. He looked at me as if I were the sexiest woman in the room. It was as if he suddenly noticed that I existed. He told Les he’d make sure I got back to my room, since Les had something going with this other girl. Well, he definitely did that…and a little more. About half an hour later, my virginity and my heart were officially Ryan’s. 
 
    I thought that maybe he’d finally want the relationship I’d always dreamt about, but then his girlfriend called. Apparently, I was the other woman. I kicked him out of my room and my life, heartbroken and used. That was the last time I saw Ryan. 
 
    Until today. 
 
    He gave me Cami’s address and I stormed off before I could change my mind. I needed to get over the power he had on me. It was probably for the best that he would be leaving the country. After all, it’s not like I’d cross the ocean for a booty call. There were definitely easy ways to make that happen. That was all it was. I hadn’t gotten any in six months and he was the definition of sex on a stick. That had to explain my reaction to his touch. I wanted Ryan out of my life and my fantasies for good. There was only one thing to do, so I picked up my phone to dial. 
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    I pulled into the parking lot of Cami’s apartment complex and rolled up the money bag even tighter. 
 
    “Just remember,” I told myself, looking in the sun visor’s mirror. “The cops have no reason to question you. Get it together. Walk up to Cami’s door and pretend there’s takeout in this bag.” I grabbed my purse and then realized I had no place to shove my own money. 
 
    My purse was nowhere near big enough. I opened the glove box and tossed it in there. Besides, who’d be dumb enough to steal a car from a parking lot with three cop cars? I just wished the window wasn’t broken. It felt like I was asking to have the money taken. So, I took it out of the glove box and stored it in the trunk before locking it. At least a thief would have to work for the money. 
 
    I knocked on her door and waited, feeling my heart pounding against my chest. She was taking way too long. But, finally, Cami came to the door, her little belly just barely showing. 
 
    “Lucy, is that you?” She pulled me into a hug before I had the chance to answer.  
 
    “Hi, Cami, how are you doing?” 
 
    “Not here,” she whispered in my ear. Cami draped an arm over my shoulder and brought me into her apartment. “I don’t want the cops to hear anything. They were here a few hours ago, you know, questioning me about…” 
 
    “Questioning you about Les,” I finished for her when she couldn’t quite get the words out. 
 
    “Yeah. He and I were kind of rekindling things, so they asked me a bunch of questions. But, honestly, I don’t know much.” 
 
    “Well, I saw Ryan today. He wanted me to give you and the baby this.” I handed her the bag, and she had a similar reaction to mine, except she cursed. 
 
    “Those guys. I still can’t believe Les died trying to help me out.” She dropped the bag and began sobbing. “Lucy, I am so sorry.” Cami got up off the couch and sort of shuffled over to me, forcing me into a giant hug. “I should’ve tried harder to stop him but he wouldn’t change his plans.” 
 
    “Wait, did you just say he was planning it?” I pulled out of her hug and stared at her, more confused than ever. 
 
    “He called Ryan begging for help. Les’s career was just picking up and his salary wouldn’t go far when the baby was born. I know it wasn’t his baby, but he was willing to raise him like he was.” 
 
    “I had no idea.” My brother was starting this big family and he’d never told me. I felt guilty. I would’ve tried to help somehow. Maybe I could’ve done something about this. And to be honest, I felt a little betrayed. Why wouldn’t he tell me? “He never mentioned you guys were back together.” 
 
    “We were planning to tell you after the heist. We just wanted to be sure the relationship was going to work out.” Her head dropped and she made a show of pulling her long black hair out of her face. “I worked as a secretary at one of the firms Les audited, and we reconnected. But then I had a bad spell and the doctor put me on bed rest, which meant disability and less money.” 
 
    “Are you doing all right now?” She was up and moving so that had to be a good sign. 
 
    In high school, she’d been the beautiful girl all the guys fawned over. Her dark skin and hair gave her this exotic, captivating look. At first, I didn’t like her on principle. She was naturally prettier than I’d ever manage with a full beauty squad. But as she and Les grew closer, she’d won me over and we became good friends. I wish I’d stayed in contact with her after I went off to college. It’d been two years since I’d seen her. 
 
    But now, I couldn’t help but notice how her tan skin was actually pale, her full hair was greasy and flat, and her beautiful face was covered in worry lines. This pregnancy thing did not suit her. 
 
    “I have good days and bad. But my medical bills are getting a little out of hand. Les thought if he could just get us ahead, then we wouldn’t have to worry as much. So that’s when he got this brilliant idea. All these diamond stores, they have insurance money if something is stolen, so to him it was like a victimless crime.” Her almond eyes started to fill with tears again and I grabbed a tissue box from the side table. 
 
    “I always thought Ryan forced Les into the heist. He’s the criminal, after all.” 
 
    “From what Les said, he had to beg Ryan.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I believe that.” 
 
    “It’s true. Apparently, Ryan invested the money he’s saved up from a few of his early heists and made a killing.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he just give you guys the money then? What a selfish…” 
 
    “Les told me he wasn’t liquid enough. He purchased a big apartment in Tokyo and needed to cash in some of his investments. But some government agency froze his assets here and he couldn’t access the money while within the United States.” 
 
    “Did I just step into a mob movie?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But Ryan told Les he’d be heading back to Tokyo permanently after the heist and he’d be running with a new kind of gang, so he wouldn’t need his cut of the money. He told Les to give his cut to you so you could pay off your student loans.” 
 
    “What?” I stared at her incredulously. 
 
    “Yeah, Les was going to give you some money out of our share, but Ryan insisted.” 
 
    “I just made a huge mistake.” Guilt washed over me. I never thought Ryan would have been looking out for me like that. He was trying to help my life and I might have just ensured his was over for good. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I saw Ryan today and I was so angry at him. I thought he’d dragged Les into all this and I wanted to get back at him,” I admitted quietly. 
 
    “Okay, so what happened?” 
 
    “I told the cops where he was.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry. I have to go and warn him.” I got up, gave Cami a quick hug, and rushed to the car. Checking my watch, I realized that I’d called them maybe fifteen minutes before. There was a slim chance I could get to him before they did. Cops had to organize, right? Besides, the police station was farther away than Cami’s. If I stepped on it, I could just make it. 
 
    I was flying down the street, ignoring lights, swerving around cars, and making a complete rear of myself. But I managed to get back to the warehouse in record time. 
 
    “Ryan,” I screamed as I got out of the car, leaving the engine running. He obviously didn’t answer, since he was inside, so I ran up to the door and started pounding on it. 
 
    “Lucy?” he asked when he opened the door. 
 
    “Grab your stuff, the police will be here any minute.” 
 
    “What, how do you know?” 
 
    “Because I called them.” 
 
    Ryan ran into the warehouse, grabbed his backpack from the bottom of his bed, and then his laptop. “Why would you do that?” he screamed at me while we charged toward the car. 
 
    “Because you’re a toe and I’m a vindictive jerk,” I shouted back at him. 
 
    “Fine, get in the car. I’m driving.” 
 
    I went into the passenger seat, brushing some glass shards off before I sat down. 
 
    “I’m sorry, all right?” I murmured to him as he peeled onto the highway as sirens blared behind us. 
 
    “Just, stop. It’s done. Let’s just get out of this.” 
 
    We drove in silence for about half an hour, but there was only so much I could take. Obviously, I couldn’t roll the window up as he’d broken it, and it was the middle of winter. It was freezing outside and I was shivering like crazy. I’d been trying to hide it, but my teeth started chattering and Ryan looked over at me. 
 
    He reached into the backseat and grabbed his backpack from where he’d tossed it when we got in the car. “Here, there’s a sweatshirt in there. You can use it as a blanket. We still have, like, an hour before we get there, if traffic stays light.” 
 
    “Where is there?” 
 
    “I have a buddy who owns an apartment in Napa. He’s in Japan right now, so I doubt he’ll mind if we crash there.” 
 
    “If he’s in Japan, how are we gonna get in?” 
 
    “Lucy, do you really want me to answer that question?” 
 
    “No.” I took my jacket off and tugged his sweater over my head. I looked down at the logo on the front and took a deep breath. It was Les’s college hoodie. “Ryan, where did you get this?” 
 
    “He left it at the warehouse before the heist and I knew I’d have to bring it with me. You weren’t the only one who lost a brother.” 
 
    “Tell me what happened that night,” I ordered him, staring straight ahead, trying to turn my emotions off. I needed to know the whole story. 
 
    “When we get there. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.” 
 
    I draped my jacket over me like a blanket and breathed in the sweater. It was Les’s favorite and he refused to toss it out even though there were holes in the sleeves. After all, he could never throw out his good luck charm. If I closed my eyes, I could see him laughing across the table from me as we sat at the bar down the street from my apartment and watched college football. He would have been great in the NFL if he hadn’t blown out his knee senior year. Les was constantly reminding us of that whenever a quarterback tried to run the ball. Goodness, what would I do next year? It would just be me, a huge plate of nachos, and way too much beer. I was going to need to get a gym membership to take care of all that comfort eating. 
 
    As Ryan drove on, I kept my eyes closed, picturing other memories I had with Les, like the time he and I took a cross-country road trip when I graduated college, or when we sat through that ridiculous superhero movie marathon for ten hours. Or the simple memories, like having family dinner at our dining room table when our parents were alive, opening presents at Christmas, or just talking to him. If I were to think of the top ten moments of my life, Les was in all of them. 
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    “Lucy,” Ryan said, nudging me. 
 
    Somewhere around memory four, I’d fallen asleep. I opened my eyes and stared at a classic four-story apartment complex colored with rich reds and deep browns. It was beautiful and simple at the same time. For some reason, I felt at peace with this place. Ryan grabbed his bag and his laptop from the back of the car, then he climbed out. I went to the trunk and got the money bag, rolled it up as small as I could, and shoved it into my purse. It stuck out the top, but it would work. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get inside before anyone sees us. You’re on the run with a fugitive now. If they see you, you’ll be wanted too.” 
 
    “I didn’t think about that.” 
 
    Ryan stopped in his tracks and turned to look at me. “Look, you have your share of the money. If you want to leave, that’s fine. You don’t need to stick around,” he told me, placing a gentle hand on my cheek. “I’d understand if you left.” 
 
    I covered his hand with my hand, and looked up at him. He was right. I should walk away and head back to my life. But what life was that? I had a boring job that paid the bills, no true friends, no family, and no prospects. What did I really have to lose by staying with Ryan? It’s not like he could take my virginity a second time. I needed to know why he’d given me his share of the money, but most importantly, I needed to know what happened the night of the heist. 
 
    “I’ll stay for now.” 
 
    Ryan took my hand and brought me to the apartment’s door. He reached into the flower pot next to the door and found the key. That was exactly where I kept mine, so I made a mental note to move it. 
 
    “Shoes off,” Ryan ordered when he stepped inside. 
 
    We walked into the almost empty apartment and looked around. There was a couch in the living room and a television on the wall. The kitchen was empty, and there was one stool under the breakfast bar. But the liquor cart was full. 
 
    “Someone needs to get this guy a girlfriend. I’ve never seen a worse version of a bachelor pad in my entire life,” I told Ryan as I tried to ignore the Playboy magazines on the counter with the tissue box next to it. 
 
    “Well, my friend is barely here. It’s more of a hotel for him. You should see his place just outside Tokyo. It’s decked out with all of the best technology, this elaborate art collection, and all of this modern furniture that isn’t comfortable in the slightest but looks amazing.” 
 
    “What is it with you and this connection to Tokyo? How did that even happen? Last we talked, you hadn’t even been off the west coast.” 
 
    He brought me over to the sofa and we sat down on opposite ends. Ryan smiled at me, then rubbed his face. “So, after rehab, I had a bit of trouble finding a job. I got mixed up with this group that basically were thieves for hire. We stole whatever we were commissioned to and were paid well. Eventually, this guy came to me claiming he noticed that I had a special talent. I left my old crowd and started with his. Turns out, he worked for some pretty influential guys in Tokyo. After a little while, they brought me overseas. Now, I’m part of their…” 
 
    “Gang?” I offered. 
 
    “Uh, I wouldn’t say it’s a gang. It’s more like family business. I negotiate with business associates of my employer and work out arrangements…well, let’s just say I set up deals. I don’t steal anymore. I haven’t in at least a year.” 
 
    “Then why did you help Les?” 
 
    “Come on, Lucy, you know why. Les asked me to. I’ve never been able to say ‘no’ to that kid.” 
 
    I laughed, remembering how persistent my brother could be. “Yeah, he could really talk anyone into doing whatever he wanted.” A tear fell down my cheek and I brushed it away, forcing a smile. “I guess it’s too much to ask for the bachelor to have any tissues that aren’t next to a stack of naked women?” Another tear fell. 
 
    Ryan scooted over and wiped my cheek gently. “Remember that time, in like eighth grade, we all went skiing on that school trip and Les convinced me to try the black diamond with him?” 
 
    “Yeah, what was that, like, your second time on skis?” 
 
    “I ate it about halfway through and ski patrol had to drag my rear down the mountain. It was all right. I hooked up with Mary Simpkins that night. She was diggin’ that nurse vibe.” 
 
    My face fell, remembering a different version of that night. 
 
    “Sorry, that was rude. Sometimes I forget you aren’t one of the guys.” 
 
    “Of course, but you know I’m not Les, right?” I glared at him, frustrated at how oblivious he was. 
 
    “I’m aware of that.” 
 
    “I had gone to the lodge store that night and I bought all of this stuff to keep you company. I figured you’d be bored while everyone was out skiing and you were sitting up with a broken wrist. When I knocked on your door, I heard her voice. I don’t know why I thought it would be different. I always tried so hard to get you to see me.” 
 
    Ryan reached over and brushed a stray hair out of my face. “Lucy, I’ve noticed you. You were the first girl I ever noticed in that way. But what was I supposed to do? You were my best friend’s sister. I couldn’t break guy code.” 
 
    “Seriously, guy code? You expect me to believe that trash?” 
 
    Ryan got up and started pacing, running his fingers through his hair over and over again. Finally, he stopped in front me, kneeling down at my knees. 
 
    “When you were thirteen, you got seriously sick on Christmas, but didn’t tell anyone because you were afraid of ruining the holiday. But I realized it and told your mom so she could take care of you. For your sixteenth birthday, you and Les had a big party against your will because you thought no one would show up for you. Les and I went around school that day, inviting every girl we saw. You showed up to a room full of people who were all happy to see you. We shared our first dance that night. Then for your senior prom, you wore a blue dress with a sparkly top and a slit that, in my opinion, showed way too much thigh. You went with that guy, Andy. He got you guys a room, but didn’t show up. That’s because I threatened him with bodily harm if he so much as touched you.” 
 
    “There’s no way you remembered all that stuff, and you definitely didn’t have a right to screw things up with Andy.” At first, I was overly frustrated. I couldn’t believe he had the nerve to do that trash. My breathing grew heavy as I thought more about what he said. Before I realized it, my irritation changed to something else. The heat flowing through me centered between my legs and I crossed them before the feeling of arousal could fill me up any more. 
 
    He leaned closer and was now inches from my face. “Do you really think that guy was good enough for you?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, and you think you’re better?” I asked, trying hard to keep my breathing steady as the closer he got to me, the more aware I was that my arousal was spreading and my skin burned for his touch.  
 
    “No, I know I’m not right for you. It’s the other reason I’ve stayed away from you.” 
 
    “And what about that night in college? You decided you were good enough for a quick lay.” 
 
    Ryan grabbed my arms, shaking me a little. “Don’t you ever think that night wasn’t one of the best ones of my life.” 
 
    I tried to get out of his grasp, but his hold was too tight. I glared daggers at him as I gave up fighting. “You mean the night that you made me the other woman? You had a girlfriend, Ryan.” 
 
    “That night, when I was with you. Les saw me leave. He gave me this nod. I don’t know. It was like he was giving me his approval or something. I think he’s always had a feeling I liked you, but never mentioned it. Then, we were together, and it was perfect. I was going to break up with Lyndsey later that day so I could be with you. But you kicked me out, wouldn’t return my phone calls, and threatened to call security when I tried to see you at school. So, I left you alone, recognizing I couldn’t make it up to you.” 
 
    I stared at him, wide-eyed and confused. “Wait, so…” I couldn’t even get it out. He left me flabbergasted and a little dazed. 
 
    “So, what?” 
 
    “So, after all this time, you’ve, um…” 
 
    “Yes, after all this time, I’ve loved you. And not in the way I love Les, or your mom. I’ve loved you as only a powerless man can love a woman out of his league.” 
 
    “I’m not out of your league. If anything, you’re out of mine,” I insisted, afraid to look away from his intense stare. 
 
    “Where does that leave us?” 
 
    “Here, in this bachelor pad, with the cops on our tail, a bag full of money, and no idea what to do with all these old feelings.” 
 
    “You may be clueless, but I know exactly what to do with them.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryan removed his hands from my arms and slid them around to the back of my neck, pulling me into a kiss. The spark between us ignited again, but I didn’t fight it. Ryan sat on the couch next to me, pulling me onto his lap. I grabbed onto his jacket, used it to tug him even closer to me as the kiss deepened. My body felt alive and a moan fought to escape my lips, but Ryan wouldn’t let me go. It was almost as if this kiss was the only thing keeping him together. 
 
    I slid my hands up his strong chest and pushed his jacket off his shoulders and he let go of me just long enough to toss it on the floor. Then Ryan picked me up, laying me down on the couch and climbing on top of me as his hands found the hem of my shirt. Tenderly, he pushed my shirt up, stroking my stomach, and inching his way up toward my chest. I broke the kiss, breathing hard as I tried to find some form of control.  
 
    That concept quickly flew from my mind as Ryan moved his hand to my back, unclasping my bra expertly with one hand. I arched into him, giving him easier access to me, and his caress started. Barely touching my breast as his fingers gently grazed my skin. With each stroke, he started touching more and more of me. 
 
    “Ryan…” I murmured as he slowly crept toward my nipple. “I can’t take much more.” I moaned loudly and Ryan chuckled. I twisted my legs, trying to find some kind of relief for the pressure building inside me. 
 
    He pulled me into a seated position, yanked Les’s sweater off, pulled my shirt up, and tossed it on the floor with my bra. I then reached out and yanked his sweater, undershirt included, off over his head and gasped as I stared at his muscles. 
 
    “Oh my goodness.” 
 
    “Like what you see?” Ryan flexed his muscles, grinning at me as I tried not to salivate. 
 
    I’d only seen muscles like that in pornos and chick flicks. I reached out with shaky hands to feel his rock-hard abs, his chiseled chest, and his pronounced shoulders. He’d always looked good, but now he was in prime shape and I licked my lips before I could stop myself. 
 
    Ryan growled at the sight and captured my face with his hands, kissing me almost too hard. I started to pant, trying to keep up with his intensity, but it was no use as soon as he reached the button on my dress pants and then the zipper. He slipped them off my hips, leaving me lying in my black lacey thong. Then he stopped and stared, the same awe in his eyes that I’d just felt. 
 
    “Like what you see?” I asked him, feeling a sense of pride that the sight of me in my underwear was stopping him dead in his tracks. 
 
    “You’re even more beautiful than I remember. Which is saying something, since I picture that night over and over again.” 
 
    “I think it’s time for a new memory. I’ve gotten much better since then.” 
 
    “Now that sounds promising.” 
 
    I reached out, unbuttoning his jeans and undoing the zipper. Ryan stood up and I pulled his pants, and then his boxers, down. Staring for a second at him, standing at attention, and waiting for me, I was more turned on than I’d ever been in my life. I grabbed ahold of him, wrapping my fingers around him tightly, sliding up and down his shaft. I made eye contact with Ryan, and watched a fire blazing in his eyes. 
 
    Then I knelt in front of him, taking him in my mouth, and Ryan let out a groan, shaking a little on his feet. I opened wider, taking him as far as I could go, and then released him gradually, only to tease his tip with my tongue before starting again. Ryan steadied himself, placing a hand on my shoulder, and squeezed me tight with each lick. 
 
    “Dang,” Ryan groaned as I began sucking. “Lucy, Lu, I can’t…” 
 
    “Shhh,” I told him, taking him out of my mouth. I stood up, pushing him toward the couch, where he fell onto the cushions. I slowly slid my underwear down, bending seductively before tossing them to the side. 
 
    I climbed on top of him, sitting up on my knees as I hovered just over his tip. Then I pulled his face toward mine, and kissed him tenderly as I took him deep inside me. 
 
    Ryan broke the kiss, an animalistic moan bursting from his mouth. I rode on top of him, taking him deep and quickly. My head fell back as I felt my climax rushing toward me. It’d been too long since I’d felt a man like this and my body wasn’t lasting. I shifted my hips, leaning closer to him as I sped up to an almost earth shattering pace, holding onto his shoulders so tightly that my fingernails dug into him. He moved his hands to my hips and squeezed my rear as I screamed when ecstasy overtook me, but I forced myself to keep going. 
 
    I needed to please Ryan as well. Make up for the last time where I basically lay there in awe of his abilities. It wasn’t long, though. Ryan’s grip on me intensified and I felt him start to pulse inside me. He started to shake and I watched him succumb to his orgasm, groaning my name as he rode out the aftershocks. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve definitely learned a thing or two,” he said, smiling up at me. 
 
    We stared at each other for a minute, not moving, just basking in a trance. Then we heard something. Ryan pulled me off him, and thrust his feet into his jeans. He rushed over to the window and cursed. 
 
    “Clothes on, now,” Ryan insisted, putting his shirt on, and tossing his boxers and sweater into his bag. He grabbed our shoes from the front door and tossed me mine.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I whispered. 
 
    “A car door just closed and people are on the front path.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s the police? How could they find us?” I had just managed to slip into my pants and hook my bra. 
 
    He looked around for a second and his eyes settled on my phone. “They tracked your cell. I guess they made the connection between us. We gotta go.” Ryan grabbed my arm and pulled me out the back door. I broke his grip and grabbed my shirt and purse, throwing the shirt on and then pulling the bag across my body. I followed him out into the woods behind the apartment complex, leaving my phone on the couch so they couldn’t track us any further. 
 
    “What are we going to do? My car is out front.” 
 
    “Remember, my friend and I work together so we plan for these things. He has a car about a mile and a half away. We can head over there and escape before they even realize where we’re going.” 
 
    “A mile and a half. You want to run a mile and a half?” I was already gassed out and we’d been running for maybe three minutes. 
 
    Ryan looked back at me with a mischievous grin on his face. “You don’t work out? So you got that rear naturally?” 
 
    “Yep, I’m blessed.” 
 
    “Well, you can slow down or take a rest if you want, but the truth is you’ll get caught and they will probably arrest you for harboring a fugitive. So, I’d suggest you run a little faster.” 
 
    I groaned, feeling a stitch in my side forming, but I picked up the pace, trying not to fall over any sticks or stones in the woods. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    We made it about ten minutes into the woods when my will gave out. 
 
    “Ryan,” I gasped, leaning up against a tree trying to catch my breath. “Why is it, in movies, no one ever runs out of breath?” I was doubled over, trying to put my head between my knees, but I wasn’t quite flexible enough. I fought the nausea trying to overtake me. 
 
    “Because their stunt doubles are running while the actor hangs out in a trailer, or they’ve spent six months training like a professional athlete.” He walked back toward me, barely breathing heavy. 
 
    “Seriously, you’re in amazing shape.” 
 
    “You have to be, in my line of work. Now hop on my back.” 
 
    “What? No. Just give me a few minutes.” 
 
    “Lucy, I have no idea where those cops are, but you said it yourself. I’m in great shape and we aren’t far from the car. If you’re telling me you can’t make it, then I’ll carry you.” 
 
    I stared up at him for a second, and started running. I refused to be the reason we got caught. If Ryan had to carry me, it would definitely slow us down and that would be unfair to us both. 
 
    “That’s my girl,” I heard Ryan say as he caught up to me. 
 
    The sense of pride flowing through me at that moment pushed my legs faster and I ran harder. But one thing was for sure, I needed to join a gym, a running group, or at least go for a walk every now and then. 
 
    “Distract me,” I begged, as I tried to push past the pain. 
 
    “The night of the heist, we snuck in and everything was going fine. But we were double-crossed by our team. It got ugly and I tried to fight, but Les’s gun jammed. I rushed over to try and protect him, but he knocked me over as the other guy pointed a gun at us. He took the bullet for me.” 
 
    “He died saving you.” I ran faster, pushing my legs harder than before, unsure how I felt. It was just like Les to risk his life for Ryan. He cared so much about other people and never took a second thought for himself. I wanted to be pissed at Ryan. But the more I heard, the more I realized it wasn’t all his fault. Les was almost as much to blame. I didn’t know what to do with my feelings now so I just kept running. 
 
    “Yeah, that jerk should have run for it. I didn’t have anyone depending on me. No real life. He had a baby and an amazing woman who loved him, but I’m the one who survived. I took Les’s gun and fired, shooting all three of them before I ran off with the gems. I called a guy I knew who could clean up the scene. That’s why they found Les’s body in the alley. Everyone just assumed he got shot for being in the wrong place.” 
 
    “There were still tons of rumors circling that he was involved in the heist,” I told him breathlessly. 
 
    “I know but no real evidence.” 
 
    “Thanks for that.” 
 
    “I would give anything to change what happened, Lucy.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Just as I thought my legs were about to fall off, again, Ryan pulled my arm to the side and we headed through a clearing and into a parking lot. There was a Nissan sitting there and Ryan dropped to the ground, feeling under the car. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there. Feel around the underneath of the car to see if you find the key. I can’t remember which side he keeps it on.” 
 
    I got down on the pavement just as Ryan found the key. He unlocked the doors and we were off. As we put as much distance between ourselves and the apartment as possible, I started to panic. What did I just do? Where were we going to go? My life wasn’t that bad. I could always get a new job, I had the money to get out from under my student loans. Maybe I could buy a nice house with a dog. Then I’d have to go on walks. Heck, I could try online dating again. It wasn’t always a disaster, right? I could turn my life around. 
 
    My breathing grew heavy and Ryan looked over at me as we got in the car and headed out. “You all right?” 
 
    “I just…god, Ryan, what are we doing?” 
 
    “We’re heading to the airport. I have a guy who can get us on a plane to Tokyo tomorrow. He can hide us until then.” 
 
    “Whoa there, buddy. What’s this ‘us?’” 
 
    “Lucy, you left your phone there. They already know you’re involved in this somehow. Do you really think you can just go back to your life?” 
 
    “But that’s what I want. I don’t even speak Japanese. How am I gonna get by?” 
 
    “With my help. I gave you the option to get out of this earlier and you decided to stay. It’s too late for you to go back now. I’m just trying to keep you safe.” 
 
    “Pull the car over now.” 
 
    “No, not a chance.” 
 
    “You’re going to kidnap me?” 
 
    Ryan was silent for a few minutes and then he pulled the car over to the side of the road. He turned to look at me, taking my hands in his and kissing my knuckles. “Fine, there is a bus station a little down the road. You can catch it to a stop near your house and go there. If the police question you, just tell them I kidnapped you. All I ask is that you let me get to the airport before you tell them where I am.” 
 
    I nodded, unable to find the words I wanted to say. For some reason, it felt almost like a second piece of my heart was being crushed. But I didn’t have the time to focus on that. I needed to get home and move on with my life before I destroyed it for Ryan. 
 
    He stopped the car in front of a bus depot and unlocked the door. I turned to him, knowing that if I left I’d never see him again. At first, I was comfortable with that. But then it started to eat at me and fear started to creep up my neck, settling in my cheeks. 
 
    “Ryan, I…” 
 
    “I know. Look, my flight is at one tomorrow afternoon so you can have some time to think this over. But please, if you decide to stay, promise me you’ll wait until then to contact the cops.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Good,” Ryan said and took my chin in between his thumb and fingers. “Don’t let your life just pass you by, Lucy. You have the means to do whatever you want, so do it.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He leaned in, giving me a kiss on the cheek. I closed my eyes, basking in that moment, trying to memorize his scent, so I could think of it long after he was gone. Then I grabbed my purse and ran out of the car before I could change my mind. Besides, I’d know that smell anywhere.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a week since everything happened with Ryan. I decided not to take a bus and just got an Uber back to my apartment. I knew I’d never make it on the run. It was pointless to think of leaving home and starting this new life with him in Japan. I’d just make a new life for myself here—one that would make both him and Les proud of me. 
 
    I stayed home from work the next day and called the police. They believed the kidnapping story and I wasn’t in any trouble. Now, I was trying to move on. I sent a big check to my student loan company, resolving that debt, and now I was deciding what to do with the rest of the money. 
 
    I didn’t need a whole house, but maybe I could get a nice apartment. If I used the rest of the cash, I could put a big down payment and then have a smaller mortgage. My job at the marketing firm would pay me enough for the rest. I could pretty much live anywhere, since they encouraged us to telecommute. That filled me with a sense of adventure. I had so many options. 
 
    Cami had invited me over for dinner and I was eager to really reconnect with her. It would be nice to have a solid friend, besides, it almost felt like the baby was my niece. I pulled up to her apartment and she let me in almost immediately. 
 
    “Hey, I’m so glad to see you. I have big news,” she gushed when she walked through the door. 
 
    “Really? What’s up?” 
 
    Cami ushered me over to the couch where we were sitting when she told me the truth behind Les’s involvement with the heist. 
 
    “So, first thing, I got a house.” 
 
    “That’s great! You’re going to get out of this neighborhood.” 
 
    “Yep, I close on it in three weeks.” 
 
    I got up and gave her a big hug. 
 
    “I actually was just thinking about doing the same thing. But don’t they get crazy nosy about where the money comes from if you need a loan? I don’t have enough money to buy anything outright.” 
 
    “I thought I was going to have the same problem. But Ryan called to check in the other day, and he gave me the name of one of his friends. He got me the loan with no questions asked.” 
 
    “Really, so you’ve been in touch with Ryan?” I asked carefully, trying to ignore the pang in my heart. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. He’s called me a couple times. Mostly, he said he feels a little responsible for me since Les is gone.” 
 
    “Has he…um, has he asked about me?” 
 
    “No, he hasn’t mentioned you. Why do you ask?” The look on her face told me she knew exactly why. 
 
    “No reason. Um, so what’s your other news?” 
 
    “I got a new job. I’ll be doing online marketing for the rest of my pregnancy and then I’ll be working as a secretary in the office near Napa.” 
 
    “Wow, things seem to be really turning around.” 
 
    “I know. Eventually, I’m going to find a way to pay Ryan back for all this.” 
 
    “He got you the job too?” 
 
    “Yeah, he said he has a friend in town who owns this crazy business here and in Tokyo. He got back into town two days ago and interviewed me yesterday. I still can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s so amazing. I’m excited for you.” And I was. It was just hard to show over the self-doubt. But I reminded myself that I’d made the right decision. 
 
    “You know, I always thought there was something going on between you and Ryan while we were in high school. I was shocked when Les told me you guys hadn’t seen each other in five years.” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “Maybe, but what about now?” 
 
    “Now? There isn’t anything going on now. He’s in Japan. There can’t be anything going on.” 
 
    “So, go to Japan. You can always come home if it doesn’t work out. Heck, you can sleep in one of my spare bedrooms if it doesn’t work out.” 
 
    “I can’t just go to Japan. I don’t know where he’s located, or anything really about the country. Where would I work? What would I do?” 
 
    “Figure it out when you get there. Maybe just go for, like, two weeks. You can always come home and return to your life. If it works out, get the rest of your stuff and move there.” 
 
    “I appreciate the thought, but I can’t do that. My kind of adventure is moving to a nice apartment and trying to settle down with a pet. Following him around as he works with his Japanese business gang thing is definitely too big of an adventure for me.” 
 
    I changed the subject and we continued to talk about the baby and all the exciting changes coming into her life. We tried to avoid talking about Les, because it left us both in tears the one time we tried. Though, to be honest, it was kind of nice to have someone who understood. I mean, someone other than Ryan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t sleep that night. It was hard for me to admit, but in those five years we spent apart, I managed to forget how Ryan made me feel. The saying may be that absence makes the heart grow fonder, but it also makes the heart forget if enough time has passed. I just had to suck it up and wait for it to pass. It did once, so it would again. 
 
    I was going to be viewing apartments, and I was unbelievably excited. I was using the same real estate agent as Cami, and he promised me not to ask any questions either. The agent, Jeff, picked me up in his fancy Lexus and drove us away first thing that morning.  
 
    I wanted a little more privacy than the city offered. He swore he knew the perfect place. 
 
    “This is a great apartment. There are modern lines, an elaborate lobby with a gym, and it sits with woods toward the back. It is perfect for the privacy you want but still keeping with the kind of lifestyle you are looking for,” he assured me. 
 
    “Great, I’ve been meaning to join a gym.” I tried to make my voice reflect that, but it was a little forced. We drove for a little over an hour while the realtor talked about interest rates, mortgage insurance, and other real estate terms I didn’t really care about. 
 
    “Here we are,” Jeff said as he pulled into the same apartment complex that Ryan took me to last week. 
 
    My mouth fell open. “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. There is an apartment for sale and the price is perfect for your budget.” 
 
    The realtor started walking toward the building and I convinced myself this was just a coincidence. Besides, I had really liked this building. It wouldn’t be hard for me to imagine living here and eventually, I’d forget about the night Ryan and I shared. 
 
    I had been so busy talking to myself, I didn’t realize we’d walked up to the apartment from the other night. 
 
    “I like to show my clients the apartment next door and I thought I’d introduce you to the neighbors,” the realtor said and turned back to me and smiled. He knocked on the door and I started to panic. If Ryan’s friend came to the door, what would I say? Should I ask him where Ryan was? I just couldn’t help but think that maybe I’d made a mistake. 
 
    “Lucy.” 
 
    “Ryan, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I couldn’t leave you.” He ran to me, pulling me into a hug, squeezing me so tight that I thought I’d burst. “Thank you, Jeff,” he said to the realtor. 
 
    “Wait, did you set this up?” 
 
    “Guilty. I wasn’t ready to give up on us just yet. The apartment next door really is for sale. If you want it, it’s yours. I won’t buy it for you. I know you need your independence, but I just wanted to talk to you one more time, so I had Jeff bring you to me. Please, come with me. I can’t lose you too.” 
 
    Without a moment of hesitation, I knew in my heart I needed to be with him too. I’d been kidding myself thinking I’d forget him. “I’m so sorry! I should have gone with you,” I said into his shoulder. I pulled away and brushed the hair out of my face. “This whole thing just happened so fast and it was overwhelming. But now I know I need to be with you. I was trying to move on from you and all this drama. Looking at you now…the part of my heart that hurts for Les is like singing. I can’t help thinking he’d approve.” 
 
    “I love that man, and you.” Ryan pulled me into a kiss, dipping me with his intensity. He let go and smiled big. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten  
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, Les’s friend got us on a flight to Japan. He basically could get us on any flight we wanted. Definitely a good guy to know. We were sitting in first class seats, drinking champagne, when I looked over at Ryan. 
 
    “I can’t believe this is really happening.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve waited for so long to have you all to myself and here you are.” 
 
    “I could stare at you for the next eleven hours.” 
 
    “Maybe we could stare at each other for the next ten and a half hours. I have a few things planned for the next half hour.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    He took my drink, placed it in the pocket of the seat in front of us, and leaned in to whisper in my ear. 
 
    “Meet me in the bathroom in five minutes.” 
 
    “What? No! People will know what we’re doing.” 
 
    “Who cares? It’s not like you’re going to see any of these people again. Besides, all they have to do is look at you to understand why I can’t keep my hands off you.” He kissed me quick and walked casually to the bathroom by the front. 
 
    There were only two rows in front of us so it wasn’t like I’d have to walk past a lot of people. I checked my watch and stared at it for the entire five minutes as I mentally tried to build up the courage to go in there with him. In the end, my desire to be with Ryan again was almost too much for me to bear. 
 
    I undid my seatbelt and headed to the front of the plane and walked directly into the bathroom. When I opened the door, I realized the problem. There was almost no space in there. 
 
    “How do you plan on making this happen? We barely fit together as it is.” 
 
    “Shhh, don’t question it.” He reached his hands around my neck and kissed me again. As my eyes closed, I was transported into a different world. Ryan lowered his hands to my waist and slid his hands under my shirt. It felt like electricity flowing through me as he then grabbed my butt, lifting me up slightly. 
 
    Then he spun me around and pushed me against the wall, leaning into me. I dropped my head onto his shoulder as he kissed my neck and moved his hand up my shirt and groped me over my bra. I moaned a bit as I tried to reach for him. Ryan let me go and slammed my hands against the wall. 
 
    “Just stay there and enjoy the altitude.” 
 
    I nodded, leaving my hands on the wall, and he quickly undid my jeans. There wasn’t enough space for me to bend down so I kind of shimmied them down my hips until they were on the floor. My underwear quickly followed them as did his jeans and boxers. 
 
    “Spread your legs as far apart as you can,” he told me, caressing my hips, dropping to squeeze my butt. 
 
    I tried to get them as far apart as I could, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
    “Grab the sink,” Ryan growled in frustration. He backed up as far as he could, standing with either foot on the side of the toilet. 
 
    I reached for it and felt Ryan grab my hips. Within a moment, he was inside of me. I leaned over the sink and held on tight as I felt him moving fast inside of me. Ryan groaned, and his fingers dug into my hips as he fought to keep his balance with each thrust. But he never fell. Instead, he bent me further over the sink and pushed deeper inside of me. 
 
    “Ryan,” I begged as I felt my orgasm building up inside me. The altitude left me feeling astounded, as it felt like that time I’d tried pot. This was the best I’d ever felt during sex, but it was more than that. Ryan wanted to be with me. Knowing that made it all seem more special, more intimate, and even more thrilling as I let out a scream when climax pushed through me, not caring if anyone heard. 
 
    “I love you,” he said as he pressed even harder into me. I heard his breath start to come in gasps until he followed me over the edge, pulling me tightly against him. 
 
    “See, there was plenty of room,” he murmured in my ear. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    It took some maneuvering and my elbow to Ryan’s gut, but we managed to get dressed again, and snuck back to our seats. No one said anything, much to my surprise, and I couldn’t help but think that ten and a half hours was a long time. Maybe we could visit the bathroom again. 
 
    “So,” Ryan said, taking my hand and kissing it. 
 
    “So,” I replied, smiling. “Tell me about your life in Tokyo.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Everything.”  
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    Wicked Proposals 
 
    By Jamie Zakian 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tessa squeezed past men in thousand-dollar suits, careful to avoid their grabby hands as she walked across the main floor of the Pink Kitty. This would be the last night she’d have to strut around the crowded bar of a strip club in only a thong. The overweight man she’d just dismounted had been the final lap she’d grind against while trying to look sexy and not bored. 
 
    “Heading home, Lola?” a woman called out. Tessa turned toward the bar. The cute blonde bartender lined up shots on the neon-trimmed glass bar while looking at Tessa. 
 
    “Yep,” Tessa said. “See ya tomorrow.” She waved at the bubbly blonde, who she’d never see again. Lola had been her persona for this job, but Tessa wouldn’t need to be that girl after tonight. Tonight, the last week she’d spent playing a ditzy orphan would pay off. Tonight, the damage she’d done to her hair by dying it jet black, would finally have purpose. 
 
    The Pink Kitty had become quite trendy this past year. People flew in from all over the country—to Vegas—just to get a dance from the exotic, uninhibited women of this club. That, however, wasn’t the reason this establishment became her target. 
 
    Tessa walked into the dancer’s dressing room. While the other women puffed up their cleavage and changed into even skimpier thongs, she hurried into her street clothes. The thump of speakers died out between songs. This was it. She had precious moments between songs, when the dressing room cleared for maybe two seconds, and she used them to sneak into the closet. 
 
    In an hour, this club would close. The dancers who twirled around a golden pole would leave, then the bartenders, bouncers, and finally the owner, Blake Pierce. She didn’t know Blake or any of his family members personally. That wouldn’t stop her from clearing out the safe in his office, which sat right up the stairs outside this dressing room. Blake and his brothers were the heirs to the Pierce empire and her family’s sworn enemy. 
 
    Tessa sat on the floor in the closet and wedged herself behind an ironing board. The safe wouldn’t have much, but every penny of Pierce cash was worth double normal currency in her book. Riches weren’t the objective, vengeance was. The feud had started long before she was born, but destroying the Pierce family had been her mother’s lifelong mission. Now that her mother was dead, it was up to Tessa and her sister to fulfill the vow to take down the powerful family that ruined their own legacy. 
 
    A smile crept across Tessa’s lips. Sneaking into a Pierce family’s supposedly secure abode and swiping their bounty was what she lived for, what she and her sister had been raised to do. She settled back against the closet’s wall, pulled her cell phone from her jean pocket, and opened the solitaire app. The thump of music echoed through the walls. She only had to wait out five more songs. Then, exactly one hour and twenty minutes after those five songs, she’d be in the clear to raid that safe. 
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    A heavy silence clung to the air, weighed down Tessa’s shoulders to slow her steps from the closet. She opened the dressing room’s door and peeked out into the bar. Every light had been turned off. She’d never been in this club without the music blasting, the neon lights blinking. It was eerie to see the wide-open room so dark and bare, eerie and exciting. Her desires waited outside this dressing room door, and all she had to do was walk into the darkness and take them. 
 
    Tessa stepped out the dressing room and looked into the lobby. A red light blinked beside the front door, which was the only light that remained. This building had an alarm system, but there were no motion sensors on the inside, only on the windows and doors. She knew this because she’d researched the security system’s model online. There wasn’t an aspect of this job she hadn’t studied extensively, including Blake Pierce.  
 
    He was an interesting man. The guy was a genius, at least according to his college transcripts. Blake came from old money, her family’s money, yet ran a gentleman’s club off the Vegas strip for the last five years. Despite the many cameras she’d planted around his condo, and his office in this club, she couldn’t decipher his motives, but she did know what he’d be doing at this very moment. Right now, Blake Pierce would be in his high-rise condo, overlooking the strip and sipping a martini. 
 
    “Time to get paid,” she said in a whisper. Her heart pounded as she hurried up the stairs to the office. The payment she sought wasn’t the cash in the safe; it was the thrill of taking the cash in the safe. She’d give all the money to her older sister the moment she got home anyway. Piper handled their finances, and her sister left them wanting for nothing. 
 
    The floor creaked beneath Tessa’s light steps as she neared the office door. Her stomach whirled, mind raced. She could almost taste the frenzy that a naughty deed brought. It tasted like a crisp winter morning, like fresh mountain snow. Perhaps tomorrow she and Piper should head to Aspen with their suitcase of stolen Pierce money. 
 
    Tessa pushed open the office door and strolled inside. Her smile dropped, and her feet shuffled to a stop when she spotted Blake. He stood in a sliver of moonlight in front of his desk, arms crossed as if waiting for her to prance through the door. 
 
    “Lola,” he said with a blank glare. His deep voice echoed throughout the quiet room, crept beneath Tessa’s skin to chill her bones. “You’re here awfully late.” 
 
    “I, uh…” The prepared excuse in Tessa’s head twisted to words stew as she stared at the tall man in front of her. She’d never been caught in the act before, not since she was a child. While frozen in the middle of the room, looking up at a slightly intimidating and seriously attractive man, she actually felt like a little girl. “I just—” 
 
    “Came to hit my safe, right?” His muscles flexed beneath his shirt as he gestured to the small metal safe in the corner. “I thought you’d have a skintight cat burglar outfit on.” He scanned her blue jeans and tank top, a hint of amusement filling his dark eyes. “A torch or something. How do you plan on cracking into my safe?” 
 
    Blake wasn’t aiming a gun at Tessa’s face in typical arch nemesis fashion, which allowed a twinge of hope to spawn in her chest. He must have no clue who she really was, or why she chose this particular establishment to rob, but she knew everything about him. According to the conversations she listened in on with her heavy surveillance, Blake valued logic, wisdom, and honesty. If she displayed herself just right, she could walk out of this blunder unscathed. Then regroup and hit a different business of his next month. 
 
    “I know the combination,” Tessa said. There was no smugness in her voice, no gloating, just fact. His chiseled jaw clenched. The deep brown eyes that had playfully taken her in a moment ago now glared, which seemed to make him even more attractive. 
 
    “I never wrote that combination down, didn’t save it on any electronic devices.” 
 
    Tessa smirked. If only capers were still that easy. People learned from their mistakes, which made her work as a master thief much harder. It took some pretty crafty investigatory skill to do what she did. “You’re single, mid-thirties, never married. You haven’t even been on a date in the past four months.” She crept closer to the man in front of her, to get a better look at the shock on his face in the low light. “As far as I can tell, the most intimate relationship you’ve ever had is with your Persian cat. And you got her on three, twenty-one—” 
 
    “Eleven,” he said, a hint of a smile perking his thin lips. “You’re smart.” 
 
    “Not smart enough.” Tessa glanced around the dimly lit office, which would now be the scene of her first professional failure. “You caught me.” 
 
    “Well.” He took off his pinstriped blazer, draped it over his leather chair. “I’m smarter.” He unbuttoned his shirtsleeves and rolled them up, the way one would before they were about to get their hands dirty. 
 
    Tessa curled her fingers into fists. The man who inched toward her had the body of a cage fighter and the stare of the devil, but she was a black belt in taekwondo. It seemed like an even match in her eyes. 
 
    “So, is this the part where you tell me the police are on their way then try to…” She lifted her hands, drew air quotes with her fingers. “…detain me?” 
 
    “No.” Blake clicked on the desk lamp, gestured to the empty chair opposite his desk. “This is the part where we sit down, discuss a proposal to carry out the biggest heist in America.” 
 
    A flurry of emotions ran through Tessa—shock, exhilaration, hesitance—but the one that caught her off guard was lust. Blake Pierce was hot, in a mysterious could-be-a-psycho-killer kind of way, but her pulse had never raced for him. At least, not until now. 
 
    “You have my attention, Mr. Pierce.” Tessa dropped into the wide chair, yet kept her guard up. This could be a distraction. Fortunately, the back wall of this office was a one-way mirror that showed a full view of the dark club below. If a hint of police lights flashed, she’d throw the chair under her rear out the window behind her and climb down the fire escape. 
 
    “Blake,” he said, sitting in his chair behind the desk. “I think we should be on a first name basis. Don’t you?” 
 
    He stared at Tessa as if waiting for her to announce her real name, which she had no intention of doing. 
 
    “Sure, Blake,” she said through a snicker. All she needed was this guy’s plan, then she and her sister could pull it off themselves. “Well, let’s hear this big proposal.” 
 
    “I’d like you to be my wife,” he said, with an actual look of sincerity on his face. 
 
    A laugh flew from Tessa’s mouth so fast she couldn’t stop it if she wanted to, which she didn’t. “The big heist is my freedom?” 
 
    “No. And yes.” He didn’t seem amused. He seemed very serious, which wiped the smirk off her lips. 
 
    Tessa rose from her chair. She narrowed her stare on the man who had enough money to buy anything he wanted, except for her. “I’m not on the market.” She spun on her heel, flipped her hair over her shoulder, and headed for the door. 
 
    “Not even if I told you you’d be the first lady?” 
 
    “First lady?” Tessa stopped in the doorway and turned her leer to Blake. “Of what?” 
 
    “Of the United States of America.” 
 
    Chills ran beneath Tessa’s skin, though she didn’t know why. “Are you insane?” she asked, which she thought was a legitimate question considering the conversation they were having after he caught her trying to rob him no less. 
 
    “A little.” He sat back in his seat, obviously waiting for her to return to her chair. So, she did. 
 
    Blake clasped his fingers together. He actually looked presidential in his wide chair, behind his glossy oak desk. “I’m throwing my hat in the 2020 election. I have money, connections, power, but I also have Asperger’s syndrome. I can’t tell when somebody’s deceiving me, plotting against me, not like you can. You could spot a con from a mile away, then flip it back on the person before they could blink. You’ll know who to blackmail, and how to hit them where it hurts.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” Everything Blake said was true. Tessa could do all that, and more, but his assumption was based on a failed safe cracking. She found that rather annoying, and highly offensive. “You don’t know anything about me.” 
 
    “Really?” He opened the top drawer of his desk, pulled out a thick file, and handed it to her. “Tessa McCormack. Born May 29, 1992, to a Ms. Sandra McCormack. Your mother was a prominent socialite in New York City until her family’s businesses crumbled.” 
 
    The way he said it, so nonchalant, stung Tessa. Blake must not know it was his grandfather responsible for the crumbling of her family’s businesses. 
 
    “Your mother then moved to the suburbs, raised you and your older sister, Piper, as straight-A students. At least, in the public eye.” 
 
    Blake placed a photo on the desk in front of Tessa. 
 
    “Here you are in 2010, stealing a golden crown from my family’s display at the Metropolitan Museum.” 
 
    It was her face, clear as day, with a light smile on her lips as she boosted the infamous crown. It had no special significance to anyone but Blake’s grandfather. That crown was going to be her mother’s big score, until the woman died in a car accident, probably on her way to steal the thing. To honor her mother, she did the job special. Dressed in black, wore a knit cap and all, while her sister talked her through it on their comms. It was masterful, and the start of something special. 
 
    “And here you are in Ohio.” 
 
    Another picture landed in front of Tessa. This one of her and Piper in elf get-ups, cleaning out a safe in a department store on Christmas Eve, was a memory she’d like to forget. Though, they had scored half-a-mil that night from the Pierce family’s flagship department store. It was a very merry Christmas indeed. 
 
    “In Miami, LA, Chicago, New York.” 
 
    The photos kept bombing the desk. All stills of her, boosting art, clearing out safes, lifting diamonds. Most of the jobs weren’t even related to Pierce Enterprises. There should be no connection to her and those jobs, not one Blake could find. “How did you get all of these?” 
 
    “Money can buy anything, even a presidency. Mr. Trump taught us that.” 
 
    “That’s probably true, but how did you connect me to each of these heists? I burn my fingerprints off before and after every job. There’s no way you’d know where to even start looking.” 
 
    “That’s why you’d make a great first lady. You’re just an everyday woman, to the public anyway. Even I almost didn’t recognize you at first, with that black dye job. But when you sat in front of me, in this office, to interview for a dancer’s position, it clicked.” 
 
    A lump formed in Tessa’s throat, blocking the flow of air. He had put the pieces together, discovered her mission to destroy his family. 
 
    Blake pointed at a picture of Tessa holding a diamond bracelet in front of her eyes. “Your last job, in New York. That was my brother’s diamond store. You hit it four months ago, so your face was still fresh in my mind.” 
 
    The tension in Tessa’s shoulders lifted. Blake was clueless, just how she liked her marks. 
 
    “I have to confess,” he said as a light shade of red rose in his tanned cheeks. “I watched the surveillance video of you quite a few times. It’s like watching a ballet when you pull a job, the way you glide across dark rooms, your gentle hand movements when you swipe other people’s possessions.” 
 
    Tessa was furious. Not at Blake for discovering her true profession and finding a way to use it to his advantage, but at her body for being turned on by his scheming mind. If the man said one more devious thing, she’d likely climb over his desk, crawl in his lap, and give him the ride of his life. 
 
    “What do you say, Tessa McCormack? Will you help me steal the White House?” 
 
    The throb that surged throughout Tessa’s body spiked. He’d said that one thing, and it ignited a scorching heat to ravage every stitch of her skin. She barely had control, not of her quivering lips or her naughty thoughts. 
 
    Her gaze remained locked on Blake’s callous face as she rose from her chair. Just like in her fantasy, she climbed atop his desk and crawled across its smooth surface. This wasn’t like her. She jumped on opportunities to steal, not screw. But everything felt different with Blake. She’d spent countless hours watching him on surveillance videos, listening to his deep voice on wiretaps. It wasn’t because she needed to for the job. She had wanted to study him, see what made the unusual man tick. Now that she knew it was power, her body ached for him. 
 
    Papers crinkled, a cup of pens fell to the floor as she swung her legs over the side of the desk to straddle Blake in his wide chair. The shock in his eyes lasted only seconds, replaced by a stare of hunger. 
 
    When strong hands gripped onto Tessa’s rear, her heart jumped into her throat to cut out her heavy breaths. Before logic could return to her mind, override her body’s wants, she kissed him. All the air in the room seemed to sizzle away as their lips glided along one another. She’d kissed many men in her life and quite a few women, but none of those kisses had come with electric shocks the way Blake’s had. 
 
    Tessa pulled back from Blake’s tight embrace, leaned away from his rock-hard chest. She didn’t know whether to pull off her tank top or run out the door. She’d never experienced such an intense rush of passion from any other person before. 
 
    “Everything you do is sexy,” Blake said in a whisper and tingles spread beneath Tessa’s skin. “Even the doubt in your eyes right now is sexy.” 
 
    If there had been doubt in Tessa’s eyes, it cleared with the passing of his words. She took her top off, then unbuttoned his silky shirt. The kiss she laid on his lips was gentle yet hard, unhindered by hesitation. This didn’t mean she’d accept his crazy proposal. She just needed to feel the warmth of his chest against her skin, immerse herself in the tingles that seemed to spawn from his fingertips. 
 
    Blake slid his hand to the nape of her neck, raveled his fingers into her hair. “Does this mean—” 
 
    “Shh.” Tessa guided Blake back in his seat and grabbed onto his belt. “When you’re running a hustle, it’s dangerous to talk too much.” 
 
    Instead of using his tongue to hurl sass back, he stuck it in her mouth while she unlatched his belt. 
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    After recovering from the most mind-numbing, toe-curling orgasm Tessa ever experienced, she climbed off Blake’s lap. She didn’t say a word to him or look him in the eyes. She just grabbed her clothes, dressed at lightning speed, and walked across the office, leaving him in the wide chair behind his now disorderly desk. 
 
    A smile lingered on her lips as she strolled through the shadows of the vacant club. She disabled the alarm and slipped out the front door. The desert’s arid night air hit her in the face, but her smile held strong. It wasn’t the amazing sex she’d just had that lifted her spirits, at least not fully. Now that her unexpected desire for the mysterious Blake Pierce had worn off, her mind could contemplate that proposal of his. 
 
    Tessa climbed behind the wheel of her car and started the engine. The entire ride home had been a blur. She didn’t see the glow of the strip in the distance, hear the pre-dawn traffic around her as she drove. Her thoughts revolved around the hustle. 
 
    The cons she’d run were so large until Blake flipped a metaphoric switch and cast a light on how big the world really was. Washington, D.C., was an untapped treasure trove for people like her and Piper. The blackmail money alone would set them up for life, and blackmail was a small game in that town of sharks. The con men of Capitol Hill found legal ways to hustle. There were millions of dollars in contributions just waiting to be swindled by her and her sister. All they needed was an in, and Blake Pierce was looking like a pretty good doorway at the moment. The only problem was the whole marriage business. She loathed the Pierce family, couldn’t imagine becoming one of them. 
 
    The stucco on her townhouse shimmered in the headlights as she pulled into her driveway. Piper was on the front porch before Tessa could climb from the car. For four o’clock in the morning, her sister looked wide awake. She had on her Victoria’s Secret sweats and hiking boots, with her long hair tight in a bun, which meant her bags were packed and she was ready to hit the road. Piper was going to be pissed because Tessa wasn’t leaving this godforsaken city without landing a score of some kind. 
 
    “So,” Piper said as Tessa walked up the porch steps of their rental. “Where’s the cash?” Piper scanned Tessa’s empty hands, and Tessa’s stomach twisted into knots. “And what took you so long?” 
 
    The knots in Tessa’s tummy pulled so tight she actually doubled over a tad from the ache they left. “There was a…thing.” 
 
    “A thing?” Confusion clouded Piper’s stare, as it should. This was the first time Tessa returned home empty-handed on a score night. Although, a lot of firsts occurred this night. 
 
    “I got busted,” Tessa mumbled, shame taking her gaze down. 
 
    “What!” Piper’s squawk echoed around the cul-de-sac of tightly packed houses. 
 
    The neighbor’s dog barked, a few porch lights clicked on down the block, and Tessa shuffled Piper toward the house. “You’re gonna wake the neighborhood.” 
 
    “So what.” Piper stopped in the open doorway of their townhouse, blocked Tessa from entering. “We’re leaving, right now, before the law or mobsters get here…right?” 
 
    Piper was straining to maintain her usual confident big sister stare, but the fear in her eyes shone through clear enough for Tessa to see. 
 
    “Come inside.” Tessa guided her sister into the house and shut the front door behind them. “Let me at least tell you what happened. Then you can decide if you wanna freak out or not.” 
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    Tessa sat on the couch in her living room, watching her sister pace in front of the coffee table. She had told Piper everything, well, almost everything. She left out the rough kissing, clothes coming off, hands caressing her bare skin. That stuff wasn’t important. The prospect of tasting Blake’s soft lips again couldn’t sway her decisions. She wouldn’t let it. The job had to be what mattered. 
 
    “Oh…my goodness.” Piper froze in the middle of the room and gawked at Tessa. 
 
    Leather crinkled as Tessa sunk lower on the couch. “What?” 
 
    “You’re gonna do it.” 
 
    There was nothing Tessa could say. She’d be a fool not to consider this proposal. It was everything she craved. This was her chance to bring the rich and powerful to their knees, with the bonus opportunity to explore more of Blake’s intriguing mind and rock-hard body. 
 
    Piper stomped in front of Tessa, glared down at her. “You’re gonna ditch me, run off with a Pierce.” 
 
    “This is about us.” Tessa reached for her sister’s hand, only to have that hand yanked from her grasp. 
 
    “I thought you liked the hustle.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Piper slumped onto the couch beside Tessa. “This is a long con. You’ll have to be the picture-perfect Mrs. Blake Pierce for years. Live in the same place, pull the same job.” 
 
    It was all true. Tessa didn’t like repetition, couldn’t stand waking to the same scenery every morning. This current job, a petty strip club, had been the longest one she’d pulled in a while. She could’ve hit the safe months ago, but wanted to keep watching Blake. There were six cameras hidden around his condo and another one in his office, yet she still hadn’t been able to unlock the secrets of his complex mind. Tonight, she had gotten a glimpse into his thought process. Blake seemed completely devoid of any desire on the outside, but inside he craved power the way one does oxygen. There were even more layers to him, and she was desperate to peel them back. 
 
    Tessa forced any trace of emotion from her stare and looked at her sister. “We’ve been operating on a small scale, taking big risks for trash pay. If we do this and pull it off, everything our family lost, everything we’ve done will be vindicated.” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with our family’s name.” Piper jumped up from the couch, crossed her arms. “This is about the Pierce guy you’ve been stalking for the last three months. You totally fell for him. I should’ve known you’d do something like this. You’ve always been a hopeless romantic, just like Dad. You’ll probably run off and take care of yourself like he did too.” 
 
    The words hit Tessa like a slap. Piper had always been her top priority, and no job or man would change that. 
 
    “Piper,” she called out as her sister practically ran out of the living room. She didn’t chase Piper. Her sister was too angry, and she was too hurt for any conversation between them to end well. 
 
    The front door creaked open then slammed shut. When the car started and tires squealed away, a stabbing ache tore through Tessa’s chest. She wanted this job, wanted the thrill of a new venture, wanted…Blake, but not bad enough to sacrifice her sister. 
 
    A buzz vibrated the phone in Tessa’s pocket. She pulled her cell from her jeans, glanced at its screen, and groaned. 
 
      
 
    Blake: Lunch at Justina’s? 
 
      
 
    Tessa stared out the window behind her, at the empty driveway. Not money, power, or the enchantment of a con was worth more than the bond her and Piper shared. She wouldn’t even trade her sister’s happiness for love if such a whimsical emotion did actually exist. 
 
    The respond blinker on her phone’s text box flashed, faster than her heart’s pound. She was out of this con. For her sister’s peace of mind, she wouldn’t peek into the lives of the family she vowed to dismantle, wouldn’t steal America, wouldn’t…have a chance to discover why her knees quaked so hard when Blake’s hands touched her body. 
 
    She looked at her phone. The least she could do was meet Blake for lunch, tell him face-to-face thanks but no thanks. Especially after the way she forced herself on him in his office, then ran away like a coward. 
 
      
 
    Me: Noon. 
 
      
 
    Tessa clicked the screen on her phone off and tossed it at the foot of the couch. She lay back, pulled a fleece blanket over her bare shoulders, and snuggled against the couch cushions. 
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    Hours had passed while Tessa slept, and still, Piper hadn’t returned home. Her sister wouldn’t reply to the many apology texts she sent either, but Facebook had her pinned at the Venetian. It was Piper’s favorite casino. Her sister was probably making a killing at the craps tables in between chilling at the hotel’s spa, without her. 
 
    After a hot shower, and with only thirty minutes to spare, it was clear Tessa wouldn’t have a ride to the restaurant. Just as she opened her Uber app to schedule a lift, a knock shook the door. 
 
    A hint of panic ran through Tessa. Everyone she knew, which was only her sister, had a key to this townhouse. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time anybody knocked on her front door. She peeked out the living room window on her way toward the foyer. A long black limousine sat at the curb outside her house, shimmering in the harsh Nevada sun. There was only one person she could think of who sported their own limo, equipped with an ex-Marine personal driver. 
 
    Tessa opened her front door and there was Blake, standing on her porch. One dose of his dark eyes in the day’s light, and a smile popped onto her lips. She forced her grin back, though nothing could be done about the cyclone of butterflies that now whirled in her stomach. 
 
    “You look…” Blake’s stare clung to the thin sundress hanging on Tessa’s body. “Confused. Was I not supposed to pick you up?” 
 
    “I…” Tessa wasn’t sure what to say. This was meant to be a business lunch, yet it felt like a date. What really stunned her was how much she actually enjoyed the date feeling that hovered over her. 
 
    “I appreciate the lift.” She grabbed her purse, now weighed down by the gun tucked inside it, and walked onto the porch. 
 
    The door clicked to a close behind Tessa and her shoulders flinched. Fortunately, Blake was too busy gawking at her legs to notice her highly unusual, and extremely unprofessional, skittish behavior. She had to get her head in the game. The man in front of her was dark, rich, and sexy. In her experience, that equaled danger. 
 
    “Shall we?” Tessa said as she strolled toward the limo. 
 
    Neither of them said a word once shut inside the spacious car. They both sat at the far ends of the wide leather seat at the back of the limo. The silence seemed to create a barrier of awkwardness, one that Tessa planned to shatter. She was a badass, a femme fatale, and she called the shots in every situation. 
 
    Tessa turned to face Blake, only to find his stare locked on her. Her every thought became jumbled as she gazed into his deep eyes. She’d been mistaken. It wasn’t awkwardness that built between them. It was sparks. 
 
    “Have you given any thought to my proposal?” 
 
    “I have.” Tessa had done nothing but think about his proposal, and the way his lips had glided against her skin when she rode his lap in that dark office of a vacant strip club. “I don’t think you’re going to like my answer.” 
 
    Blake shifted in his seat. “It’s the marriage thing.” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “What if I forgo a prenup?” 
 
    At first, Tessa thought Blake had been joking, but he looked dead serious. 
 
    “Why would you do that? You’re worth—” 
 
    Blake pressed the switch on the control panel beside him. The tinted privacy divider slid up, sealed them away from the car’s driver, and Blake slanted close to Tessa. 
 
    “I know how much money I’m worth,” he said, his warm breath flowing over Tessa’s cheek. “And you can have it all.” He sat back in his seat, yet kept his gaze on Tessa. “If you help get me into the Oval Office.” 
 
    This opportunity had just entered the too-good-to-be-true realm. There had to be an angle to Blake’s con, one that most likely left Tessa high and dry. “You don’t need me to pull this off. You can get any girl with a blank past, and you obviously have no problem digging up dirt on people.” 
 
    “Digging up dirt is easy. But due to my disability, I can’t pick up on social cues. I don’t know how, or when to use the dirt I have to get what I want. Like last night. I didn’t realize you were interested in me sexually until you were halfway across my desk.” 
 
    Tessa looked away from Blake, hid her smirk behind a lock of her wavy hair. “To be fair, I didn’t realize I was interested in you sexually until I was halfway across your desk either.” 
 
    An uninvited pulse of desire flared within Tessa. She had to end this game with Blake before he broke her resolve. “Your offer is amazing, but I can’t accept. My sister and I have plenty of money, and we have no problems getting more if we run out.” 
 
    Now it was Blake who smirked, and Tessa practically melted at the sight. She’d never seen a genuine smile on his face, didn’t think his dimples could be so captivating. 
 
    “You don’t know much about politics, do you?” His dark eyes lit up as he leaned close to Tessa. “It’s a whole new level of stealing. The blackmailing and hustles are just stepping stones, to get us in the big house. Then the real fun begins.” He squirmed in his seat, as if jolted by tiny electric shocks. “Instead of swindling pocket cash from politicians, we’ll be taking commodities from entire countries.” 
 
    A surge of heat spread beneath Tessa’s skin, stung her cheeks. The man beside her was calculating, diabolical, and could possibly be her soulmate. He was every bit like the princes she imagined in her fairytales, and he was there to whisk her off to her dream life of never-ending cons and perpetual hustles. Except, he was the sworn enemy of her family, and he didn’t even know it. 
 
    “Piper,” she said in a whisper, almost as though to remind herself that her sister and their vow of vengeance existed. 
 
    “Of course your sister would be welcomed on staff, in the public eye. Personally, she can handle the side funds, since she has the laundering connections.” 
 
    Tessa leaned away from Blake, hardened her stare on him. “You planted cameras in my townhouse?” 
 
    “Not as many as you planted in my condo.” 
 
    The games Blake played were deadly and exhilarating. It sent an ache into every part of her body. Only his strong hands could quell that throb, which stemmed from her chest and traveled to her toes. If his hard body pressed against her own, her mind would stop whirling and she’d be able to think up a way to persuade her sister to fall in line. 
 
    Tessa ran her finger across her bottom lip, down her chin, and along the side of her neck. “Are you picking up on this social cue?” 
 
    A sly grin spread across Blake’s face as he pressed the intercom button on the control panel beside him. “Circle the block a few times, Riggs.” 
 
    Before Tessa could smile, Blake gripped her hips. He pulled her close. Their chests pressed together and every trace of oxygen swept from her lungs. His kiss came quick, replacing the need for air with a desire to have his lips on more of her skin. 
 
    A tongue teased Tessa’s mouth, and rough palms rode along her sides. She didn’t know if she could resist Blake, wasn’t sure if she even wanted to. His body felt too perfect against her own, his world too inviting. 
 
    “I’m going to do this,” Blake said as he eased between Tessa’s legs. “With or without you.” His hand slid up her thigh, lifted the bottom of her dress to her waist. “I’d just like to do it with you.” 
 
    There were so many things Tessa wanted to do with Blake. Having sex with him again was definitely one of them, and it was going to happen—right now—in the back of this moving vehicle. The other things depended on how much pressure it took to break Piper. 
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    Blake waited until Tessa smoothed down her hiked up dress to signal his driver, through the intercom, to park at the restaurant. He was either a perfect gentleman or used to nailing women in the back of his limo. 
 
    The car rocked to a stop in front of Justina’s Restaurant, and Tessa pulled her cell phone from her purse. There were no missed calls, no texts from Piper. Her sister was still at the Venetian, tagged in a photo at the craps table five minutes ago. 
 
    “Still up for a bite?” Blake asked, and Tessa raised a brow. She’d just bitten quite a few things, gently of course. She could still taste his salty flesh on her lips, smell his musky scent in her hair. 
 
    “Of food,” he added when catching her cheeky smile. 
 
    “No.” Tessa tucked her phone back into her purse. Blake’s gaze was full of hope. It made his usually cold face seem extra warm, and drove Tessa’s senses into overdrive. “Actually, can you drop me at the Venetian?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The car started moving again, and Blake’s hopeful stare stayed on Tessa. He was waiting for an answer from her. She didn’t want to leave him on the hook, but couldn’t commit without Piper. 
 
    “Are you for real about the prenup?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, without hesitation. “If you ever decide to leave me, our arrangement, you can have half of everything I own as a…severance package.” 
 
    That much money, and the title of ex-Mrs. Pierce would secure the only thing Tessa and her sister ever wanted: the return of their family’s position within society’s elite. 
 
    “What exactly do you want me and Piper to do?” 
 
    “Study every member of the Electoral College, learn their weaknesses, so we can press them at election time.” 
 
    It was the perfect job, one Tessa and her sister had been practically training for with their little cons. 
 
    “And after that?” she asked, straining to keep the rush of anticipation from cracking her voice. “If you win the presidency?” 
 
    A soft chuckle flowed from Blake’s lips, echoed around the long cab of the limo. “There’ll be many possibilities open to us if I win. We have four years before the election to dream about that, you, your sister, and I.” 
 
    The brakes squealed as the limo parked in the circular driveway of the Venetian’s valet port. This couldn’t be the last time Tessa sat in the back of a stretch limo and plotted with this sexy man. She wouldn’t let it be. There were a few wild cards she could lay down with Piper, though she’d rather convince her sister and not blackmail the woman. 
 
    Tessa placed her hand on Blake’s thigh, almost by instinct. She would’ve pulled away, except he withered under her light grip. So, she squeezed a bit tighter. “I’ll text you tonight with a definitive answer.” 
 
    As she reached for the door’s handle, Blake grabbed her by the wrist. It looked like he wanted to say something important to her, but instead, he drew her arm to his chest. He slid his palm along her cheek, pulled her close, and kissed her. 
 
    The stakes seemed higher for Tessa when Blake’s lips teased her mouth. She yearned to bask in the warmth his body provided, just as badly as she craved the destruction of everything his family held dear. 
 
    It wasn’t easy but Tessa pried herself from Blake’s soft kiss, his gently probing tongue, grabbed her purse, and climbed from the limo. 
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    Heels clanked against pavement as Tessa hurried across the parking lot of the Venetian. She used her spare key to unlock the BMW she shared with her sister. After slipping into the passenger seat, she dropped the key into her purse then pulled out a switchblade and her cell phone. She snapped a picture of herself getting ready to hotwire the car, and texted it to her sister. A chuckle skirted past her lips as she tucked the switchblade back into her purse and waited. 
 
    It took less than five minutes for Piper to storm across the parking lot. Her sister’s golden hair gleamed in the sunlight, yet it couldn’t outshine the giant scowl on the woman’s lips. Tessa glanced at her phone. She paused the stopwatch on its screen as Piper climbed behind the steering wheel and slammed the car door shut. 
 
    “Four minutes and thirty-eight seconds,” Tessa said with a grin. “That’s good time, but not quick enough. I’d be halfway home by now.” 
 
    “What the heck, Tessa? I was winning big at the craps table.” 
 
    “Chump change.” 
 
    Piper grumbled as she turned to glare at Tessa. “I don’t want to hear another word about getting in bed with the Pierce family.” 
 
    That was too bad for Piper because Tessa had two words to say about the Pierce family that would change her sister’s tune. 
 
    “No prenup.” 
 
    The crease on Piper’s forehead, which only appeared when she was angry, smoothed out and intrigue filled her sister’s eyes. “Yeah right.” 
 
    Tessa just stared at Piper. She’d never been more serious, and not about the prenup. She wanted this job, wanted the legitimacy restored to her family name, wanted…Blake. 
 
    Piper’s glare softened. “Your hair’s messy, and your lipstick is smeared.” 
 
    There was no need for Tessa to look in a mirror. Her appearance had to be a wreck with the way Blake had fisted her hair when he drove into her, how hungry he’d been for her kiss. 
 
    “You just had sex with him, again,” Piper said, crossing her arms. “I went back and took a peek at last night’s video feed from his office.” 
 
    Tessa shrugged. There was no defense she could lay down. She had succumbed to desire, though it wasn’t exactly her fault. Blake had some type of intoxicating allure around him, which blinded her inhibitions and scourged her judgment. 
 
    “That’s not like you,” Piper said in a very momish tone. “You must really like this guy.” 
 
    It shocked Tessa how much she liked him. She’d always thought love was make-believe, a ploy used to sell movie tickets, but now she didn’t know. Blake’s sinister side confused everything. She didn’t know if it was the man or the darkness of the job she was falling for. Piper wouldn’t understand. To her sister, emotions were considered a sign of weakness. Not to Tessa. The raw feelings that plagued her would give her the strength she needed to pull off this con. 
 
    Tessa held a firm stare. She rarely took a stand against her big sister, so this had to display her seriousness. “I like his plan.” 
 
    “I like the hustle!” Piper sat tall in the cramped car, hardened her stare on Tessa. “And I like Vegas. I want to stay, open a cat house.” 
 
    “Really?” Tessa couldn’t help but snicker. Not once had her sister mentioned an interest in becoming a madam at a whore house. 
 
    “Sex sells. It’s a multibillion-dollar industry.” 
 
    “That’s not what you want, Piper.” 
 
    “You have no idea what I want, Tessa.” 
 
    The spite that made Piper’s voice tremble and the hardness in her stare was just a brave front. Tessa knew exactly what her sister wanted. Piper was afraid to be left all alone in a cold, cruel world. Just like Tessa, just like everybody who stumbled around on this green earth. 
 
    Tessa took Piper’s hand, even though her sister tried to pull away. “I do know what you want. You want to feel important, be a part of something special. This is our chance. We can be a part of the biggest hustle in America, stealing America. Every day will be high-stakes cons, life or death, money, and power.” 
 
    A heavy cloud of doubt veiled Piper’s eyes. Tessa couldn’t tell what her sister was thinking, didn’t know if she’d hooked Piper or not, but one thing was certain. Whatever path Piper chose, Tessa would follow it. 
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    The scent of sweat and money filled Tessa’s lungs as she walked into the Pink Kitty. Groups of men, and a few women, crowded the main bar. They fed fives and ones to the dancers who shook their goods while waiting for one of the many packed tables to open up. The club was rocking for a weekday. Although, this club was always rocking. Blake brought in specialty dancers, had theme nights, even started a rewards club for frequent customers. The man knew how to tempt. It was the reason Tessa squeezed her way through this club at midnight on a Tuesday. 
 
    “Lola!” the woman behind the bar called out as Tessa walked by. “You’re working tonight, right?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Tessa said, practically yelling to be heard over the thump of speakers. 
 
    She turned from the bar, stared across the room. Beyond a sea of businessmen getting lap dances from scantily clad women, she eyed the stairs to the office. It had been nearly ten hours since she’d last seen Blake. She had an answer to his proposal. She and Piper decided what to do a while ago before they made a killing at the craps table, but she couldn’t text Blake. Her decision would likely change his…everything. 
 
    Tessa slinked through the lounge like a ghost. The sounds of laughter, beats of music, and throaty moans of the strip club drowned under the thump of her heart as she climbed the stairs to Blake’s office. 
 
    The door was wide open, and he sat in his cushy leather chair. His back was to Tessa, his stare locked on the one-way mirror that displayed an overhead view of lust and money. 
 
    “You didn’t text,” he said without moving a muscle. 
 
    “I wanted to give you my answer in person.” 
 
    Blake turned in his chair to face Tessa, who lingered in the doorway of the office. His dark eyes lit up when he looked at her, and a flutter of soft prickles erupted in her chest. A promise of trouble hid behind Blake’s stare. That look drew Tessa to the man like a magnet, but she refused to let its influence distract her. 
 
    “You’re hard to read,” he said, leaning forward in his chair. “Harder than most.” 
 
    Tessa walked into the office, closing the door behind her. Blake’s muscles grew tighter with every step she took toward him, and his spine locked stiff when she stood in front of him. 
 
    “I accept your offer.” A giddy sensation struck Tessa. She just agreed to become somebody’s wife, and it made her want to giggle. She loathed the feeling the instant it crept up on her, which made it easier to suppress. 
 
    A bright smile swept Blake’s face, but only for a moment before a frenzy moved in to take its place. 
 
    “Here.” He pulled a ring box from the inside pocket of his blazer. Tessa thought he might drop to one knee, but he simply flipped open the tiny box, plucked a huge diamond ring from its felt, and slid it on her finger. 
 
    Blake hurried around his desk in a fluster. He grabbed a file from his top drawer, then another from the safe before he stood in front of Tessa. “We’ll have to dye your hair back to blonde. It’s more wholesome.” His eyes narrowed as he scanned her tight blue jeans and black tank top. “I’ll see if I can get my stylist over here tonight, get you looking more like a socialite.” 
 
    Two thick files landed in Tessa’s hands, rocking her in place. “Your past,” he said, returning to his desk. “The top file is everything I had on you. I suggest you burn it, as it’s the only copy. The bottom file is the past I’ve prepared for you, to share publically. Read it over and let me know if there’s anything you want changed.” 
 
    This wasn’t the grand romantic gesture Tessa had expected, but Blake really wasn’t like every other man. She’d spent a few hours researching his disorder, Asperger’s syndrome. His mind wouldn’t allow him to show happiness through hugs and kisses. He probably wouldn’t be able to admit to his emotions out loud either, if he even recognized what his feelings were. She could never relate to him, but she understood. The way he hustled around his desk to fumble with papers, how his fingers trembled when he texted, told her how incredibly overjoyed he was. 
 
    Tessa slammed the files on Blake’s desk. His shoulders flinched from the thud, which circled the quiet office. He lifted his stare from the cell phone in his hand and looked at her. 
 
    “I’m moving too fast,” he said with a light cringe. “Please don’t misunderstand—” 
 
    “I get it.” Tessa rounded the desk. “I get you.” She slid her hand beneath his blazer to run her fingers along the ridges of his chest. “We can turn me into politics Barbie tomorrow. Tonight…” his body seemed to melt against her own as she brought her lips close to his mouth. “…we should celebrate the beginning of this legendary union.” 
 
    Blake wrapped his arms around Tessa, clutched her so tight it knocked the air from her lungs. “Absolutely,” he said with a lusty grin. He leaned her back, practically whisked her off her feet in his strong arms, and laid his lips atop her own. 
 
    Tessa’s entire body hummed with the hard strokes of Blake’s kiss. She’d be afraid to lose herself to the passion that ignited between them, except she had Piper. Her sister would keep her focused, remind her what she really thrived for. 
 
    She tilted her head back, allowing Blake’s tongue access to her neck. Although her body crumbled in his hold, her mind stayed sharp. Soft lips skated along the exposed parts of her cleavage, and her stare drifted to the one-way mirror. The neon lights cast a purple glow over the near-naked women, who shook their hips around the club that would soon be half of her estate. Poor Blake. He was so trusting, so fixated on his scheme he couldn’t see that screwing him—in every way—was going to be her biggest job ever. She wanted Blake so badly, as a trophy on her mantel. 
 
    A light giggle slipped from her lips. The hard body that glided against her chest and the deceitful thoughts in her mind caused tingles to spread beneath her skin. She popped open the buttons on Blake’s crisp shirt, slowly, while staring into his ominous eyes. It was a shame she had to destroy him. Blake was the near perfect man to match her depravity, but he’d been born a Pierce so she had no choice but to crush him. 
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