
[image: cover]


  
    
      
    
  


  
    

    

    

    [image: ]


    

    

    

    
 J.M. Darhower


    

  


  
    


    

    

    

    This book is a work of fiction. Any references to real people or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


    

    Copyright 2014 by Jessica Mae Darhower


    All rights reserved.


    

  


  
    


    

    

    To anyone who has ever believed they found their Prince Charming, only to realize he wasn't the hero you thought he'd be.


    

    This is for you.
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    A single finger slowly traces the curvature of my spine, leaving a trail of goose bumps in its wake. Despite my best attempt at pretending to be asleep, I tremble at the feather-light touch, unable to contain my reaction.


    My breath hitches.


    Why must he do this to me?


    I hate myself for it, almost as much as I hate him. And I hate him... boy, do I hate him. I've never hated something or someone so much in my life before. I hate his hair, his smile, his eyes. I hate the words he says to me and the raspy tone of his voice. I hate the things he does, the man he is. I hate the way he treats me, the way he affects me, the way his hands inflict the worst kind of pain before somehow igniting a fire within me. It burns deep, raw passion and desire mixing with the purest agony.


    I hate it.


    I hate it.


    I fucking hate it.


    Once he reaches the small of my back, his finger pauses, before tracing a line along the waistband of my panties. I can feel my body coming alive, heating, like he's expertly kindling a fire, one only he knows how to stroke.


    I want to douse myself in gasoline and set myself ablaze, melting away in the flames just to escape these feelings, but I know it's useless. Even as a pile of ashes, I'd never get away. He's a force of nature. The wind would carry me right back to him.


    The air feels thick, like it's filled with the blackest smoke, or maybe my lungs are just too stiff, strained along with every muscle in my body. I want to scream. I want to pull away.


    I want to run away.


    But I don't, because I know he'll just catch me if I do.


    He did it before.


    He'll do it again.


    I keep my eyes closed as his finger trails up my spine again, willing myself not to feel it. It doesn't exist, I tell myself. I'm asleep. He's asleep. This is nothing more than a dream. Or is it a nightmare?


    He's not really touching me.


    Except he is... I know he is. Every traitorous cell inside my body is coming alive from that touch, every nerve ending sparking like live wires. If this isn't real, nothing is.


    I almost wonder if that would be preferable.


    His finger reaches the nape of my neck and once again pauses, this time for longer. Five, ten, fifteen... I count the seconds in my head, waiting for his next move, trying to think ahead, as if this is a game of chess and I can plan a counter-attack.


    It's pointless, even wondering. He's already captured my king. Checkmate.


    Once more, his finger follows the path of my spine, making it halfway down before deviating. It explores the rest of my back, going every which way, making shapes and forming patterns along my warm skin like I'm a living canvas and he's an artist.


    Despite myself, curiosity gets the best of me, and I wonder what he's drawing. It feels random, nonsensical, but I know this man. Everything he does is for a reason. There's always method to his madness, meaning behind every word, a point to his actions.


    And it's usually never good.


    I squeeze my eyes shut tighter, trying to make sense of the movement of his finger, as it seems to dance along my back. Is he drawing me a pretty picture of a life he once promised, trying to make the lies seep through my skin? Could he be writing a love letter, swearing to do better?


    Or maybe it's more like a ransom note.


    I wish he would draw a rope so I could pull it from my flesh and hang him with it. I'm sure he deserves it.


    I pick up on the pattern eventually, noticing his finger following the same continual trail, looping and curving. I envision it as he does it, realizing after a moment that he's spelling out a lone word in cursive.


    Vitale.


    His full name is Ignazio Vitale, although once, not so long ago, he urged me to call him Naz. And it was Naz who charmed me, who won me over and made me melt. It wasn't until later that I got to know the true Ignazio, and by the time I met Vitale, it was far too late to just walk away.


    If I ever even could've…
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    "Ugh, that's it." A book slams closed across from me, so hard the entire table shakes. "I can't take it anymore. I quit."


    I don't look up, my eyes scanning a section of text, only vaguely absorbing the words. I've skimmed through it a dozen times, the book glued to my side the past few days, like maybe the information will sink in through osmosis.


    "This is just way too complicated," the voice continues, interrupting what little focus I'm struggling to keep. "Half of it doesn't even make sense."


    I flip the page in my book as I mumble, "Sometimes the questions are complicated and the answers are simple."


    "Who said that? Pluto? I'm telling you, Karissa, that shit's not even in my book!"


    Those words draw my attention away from my work. I glance across the little round table at my friend, Melody Carmichael, as she rocks the wooden chair back on its hind legs in frustration. "It's Plato, not Pluto."


    She waves me off, making an, 'oh, who really fucking cares' face. "What's the difference?"


    "One's a philosopher, the other's a cartoon dog."


    If she can't keep that straight, she's screwed come test time in, say, oh... thirty minutes.


    "Yeah, well, I'm inclined to believe the damn dog makes more sense than the old planet-y bastard," she says, shifting through her thick stack of notes. Philosophy, our last class of the day, our last mid-term as freshmen at NYU, and she's reached her breaking point. Typical.


    "I mean, listen to this shit," she says, reading from her notes. "Many men are loved by their enemies, and hated by their friends, and are friends to their enemies, and enemies to their friends. Like... what does that even mean?"


    I shrug. "Means people are people, I guess."


    My gaze goes back to my book, my eyes scanning the text again.


    "And it wasn't Plato, by the way," I say, answering her earlier question. "It was Dr. Seuss."


    "Seriously?" she asks. "You're quoting Dr. Seuss now?"


    "He was sort of a philosopher himself," I say. "Most of his work dealt with logic and reason, society and human nature. You can learn a lot from his books."


    "Yeah, well, I prefer a different philosophical doctor," she counters, dropping her chair back onto all fours, the loud thump echoing through the small cafe. "I think Dre put it best when he said bitches ain't shit but hoes and tricks."


    Her dead serious tone makes me laugh. "And here I thought you worshipped at the altar of Tupac Shakur."


    "Now that man put Pluto to shame," she says. I refrain from correcting her this time, not sure if she really can't recall which is which or if she's just being a smartass at this point. "A coward dies a thousand deaths... a soldier dies but once. That's deep."


    "That's Shakespeare," I point out. "Straight out of Julius Caesar."


    "No way."


    "Yes way."


    Melody's eyes shoot daggers at me as she exaggeratedly reopens her book. Despite declaring she'd quit, she goes back to work, doing some last minute cramming. She's damn close to failing philosophy and needs to do decent on the mid-term to bring up her grade. Anything less than a C and she's skipping down the path of probation, straight toward suspension.


    Me? While I may not be in danger of failing, per se, my scholarship is a different story. Not all of us come from the loins of wealthy Wall Street bankers like Melody and can afford to piss around. My mother's in no position to help me, seeing how I'm not sure how she's surviving as it is. And my father, well…


    Not all of us have one of those.


    If my GPA dips any lower, I'm on my own. And if I'm on my own, I'm fucked six ways to Sunday. Something tells me NYU won't take an IOU as tuition payment.


    "Whose bright idea was it to take this class, anyway?" Melody mutters, dramatically flipping through pages.


    "Yours," I reply. "You said it would be easy."


    "It's supposed to be easy," she argues. "It's philosophy. It's like, opinions; there are no wrong answers when it's someone's opinion, right? I mean, it's supposed to be rational and logical, things that makes sense, not this existential science-y bullshit."


    "Ah, it's not so bad."


    Truthfully, I like philosophy, all bullshit aside. If it weren't for our professor, I might even love it.


    "Not so bad? It's way too much thinking."


    Rolling my eyes, I close my textbook and sit back in my chair. The words are all bleeding together into a sea of nothingness, bogging up my thoughts and weighing down the stuff I do remember.


    I glance around the cafe, trying to clear my mind as I pick up my chocolate mint tea. It's still warm, despite it having sat here for over an hour, ignored.


    "Only you, Karissa," Melody says, shaking her head. "We get a freak seventy degree day in March and you still order hot chocolate and wear a goddamn scarf."


    Shrugging, I take a sip of my drink, savoring the rich creamy chocolate flavor. I blend in usually, with my normal getup of skinny jeans and sweaters and tall boots. It's not my fault we get one warm day and everyone else acts like it's summertime in the Caribbean.


    Melody's personal plan seems to be to see how little she can wear without getting nailed for public indecency. She's currently toeing the line with some tiny shorts and a crop top. I feel obscene just looking at her.


    "What's wrong with my scarf?" I ask, reaching up and running my hand along the soft material. It's my favorite.


    "It's all pink and stripe-y and scarf-y." She waves my way dismissively as she grimaces. "Pretty sure it's what Aristotle was talking about when he said 'how awful the truth is when there's no helping it' because there's definitely no helping that scarf."


    I burst out laughing, so loud it disrupts the people trying to work near us. I cast them apologetic looks as I correct Melody. "Sophocles said that."


    Or something close to it, anyway. How dreadful knowledge of the truth can be when there's no help in truth...


    "You're sure?"


    "Positive."


    Melody groans, slamming her book closed for the second time and throwing her hands up. "I'm going to fail this damn test."
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    Sixteen multiple-choice questions, five short answer problems, and a two-page essay, all within an hour.


    I'm in Hell.


    Figuratively, of course, although it feels quite literal every time I look up from my exam to the front of the room, my eyes drifting to the sign hanging above the old school chalkboard.


    Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.


    It's a quote from Dante Alighieri, the inscription found at the gates of Hell in The Divine Comedy. Professor Santino clearly thinks it's funny, but it confirms my suspicions...


    The man is Satan.


    I bullshit my way through the essay and finish a few minutes before time is up. I turn my exam over, leaving it on the desk, and slouch down in my chair. Santino has a 'keep your asses in your seat until everyone's finished' policy, like we're kindergartners learning to follow rules for the first time.


    Moving slowly so I won't be noticed, I reach into the front pocket of my backpack and pull out my cell phone. Concealing it in my lap, I find some mindless game to pass the rest of the time. No sooner I get it open, the gruff, stern voice echoes through the room, startlingly loud after hearing nothing but woeful sighs for the last forty-five minutes.


    "Reed."


    At first I think Santino is commanding us to read something when I glance up and meet his beady brown eyes, peering at me through a pair of thick glasses. Despite me sitting in the back row of a class with nearly a hundred students, I realize he's talking directly to me—Karissa Reed.


    Oh shit. "Sir?"


    "Put it away now," he warns, "before I take it."


    He doesn't have to tell me twice. I instantly let go, the phone slipping from my hands and dropping toward my backpack without me breaking eye contact. He nods stiffly, satisfied with my compliance, and looks away to call an end to the exam.


    As soon as the papers are collected I jump up, grabbing my bag and jetting for the closest exit.


    Melody's waiting by the hall, her expression vacant, like there's nothing left inside of her to offer. It amazes me, how the pursuit of wisdom tends to turn people into shells of their former selves.


    "How'd you do?" I ask.


    "I made out about as well as Dante did with Bernadette."


    "Beatrice."


    She waves my way. "Well, there's your answer."


    We shuffle out of the building and into the bright Manhattan afternoon. Melody's expression shifts once we're outside, the shell-shocked look fading as she puts it behind her.


    I admire her ability to brush everything off.


    Tilting her head back, she closes her eyes and smiles, bathing in the warm sunlight. "I need a drink. We going to Timbers tonight?"


    I scrunch up my nose. Melody reopens her eyes, catching my expression.


    "Oh, come on!" she says. "It's gonna be bitchin'."


    "Like, totally," I mock. "Gag me with a spoon."


    Melody laughs, elbowing me. "I'm serious, we have to go."


    "Why?"


    "Because it's eighties night!"


    "So? You weren't even born then."


    "All the more reason to go."


    Ignoring her, I pull my bag off my back. I look through it, shifting books out of the way as I seek out my cell phone to give my mother a call to check on her. She wanted me to visit this weekend, but I'm in no mood to take the long trip… not to mention the lack of money for bus fare. I unzip the little pockets, searching, my stomach sinking when I don't find my phone anywhere. "Shit… shit… shit…"


    "What's wrong?" Melody asks, pausing when I stop, dropping the backpack to the sidewalk to root around for it. "Lose something?"


    "My phone." I groan. "Santino yelled at me for using it so I dropped it in my bag, but it's not here."


    "It didn't fall out, did it?" Melody asks, looking behind us, down the block toward the building. "Maybe you left it in the classroom."


    "Maybe," I say, zipping my bag back up and slinging it over my shoulder. "I'm going to go look for it. I'll meet you back at the room."


    I'm off before she can even respond, taking the same path we took. I keep my eyes peeled to the ground in case it fell out during the walk. I slip back into the building, navigating the hallways on my way to the classroom. I approach, about to walk right into the room, when Santino's voice rings out inside. "I know what you're here for."


    Brow furrowing, I step into the doorway, words on the tip of my tongue. He has my phone? He's sitting at his desk, the stack of midterms piled up around him, pen in his hand as he stares down at some unlucky bastard's paper, assaulting it with red ink. Please don't be my test.


    I start to speak, the words 'my phone' slipping from my lips when another voice cuts through the classroom. "Good, because I'm in no mood to have my time wasted."


    The voice is all male, deep and raspy, the kind that commands attention, each and every syllable oozing coolness. I immediately silence, my gaze sweeping through the classroom, seeking out the source. A man lurks near the corner at the back, not far from the only other entrance. Everything about him matches the huskiness of his voice—tall, broad shoulders, not bulky but undoubtedly solid, like the thick, sturdy trunk of a gorgeous redwood tree, a black suit perfectly hugging his frame. Although formidable, there's a sort of ease to his stance. He doesn't just sound confident.


    He knows he's in control.


    I take a step away, slinking back into the hallway when the man's calculated footsteps start through the classroom, toward where Santino sits. I consider leaving, maybe coming back later, not wanting to interrupt whatever this is, but man… I really need my phone.


    And damn if curiosity doesn't have the best of me. What does this man want?


    "I don't have it," Santino says, his voice casual, like the intimidating man doesn't at all affect him. "I haven't gotten my hands on it yet."


    "That's not the answer I wanted to hear."


    Before Santino can respond, a soft buzzing resonates through the quiet room, vibrating the floor. My gaze darts that way, spotting my phone under the desk I sat in to take my exam. Relief washes through me at the sight of it, replaced quickly by a swell of anxiety. The man turns his head toward the sound, giving me a brief glimpse of his profile. He seems to pause that way for a moment, listening to my phone buzzing, before turning around completely to face the doorway.


    To face me.


    I dart out of sight, not wanting to be caught eavesdropping.


    Strained silence passes until my phone stops buzzing, whoever it is hanging up.


    "I'll be back for it," the man says after a moment.


    "I know." Santino's voice is so quiet I can hardly hear it. "I know you will."


    Footsteps start through the room again, heading my way. Panicked, I turn, trying to tread lightly as I bolt down the long hallway, turning the corner and pausing. Contemplating, I hunch against the wall, bending down to absently shift through my backpack, pretending to be occupied with something. I hear him as he makes his way down the hall toward me, toward the front doors, my heart thumping hard in my chest at the sound of his calculated footsteps.


    He leisurely rounds the corner near me. My eyes shift that way, staring at his shiny black dress shoes, my stomach sinking when they slow before coming to a dead stop right in front of me.


    "Yours?"


    I glance up, catching a glimpse of his face for the first time. Holy fuck me, it's not what I expected, yet it's everything I ever anticipated from someone so striking. He's older—thirty, at least, maybe pushing forty—but his skin has a youthful glow. There's a dusting of hair along his jaw like he hasn't bothered to shave in a few days. His brown hair isn't short, but it isn't long either, a tangle of wayward curl pushed back on his head. He either spent a long time perfecting it, or he rolled right out of bed that way.


    Either way, I'm impressed.


    Despite maybe, possibly (but hopefully not) being a hell of a lot older than me, I have to admit he's drop-dead gorgeous. So good looking, in fact, that I can hardly stop myself from ogling him, my eyes meeting his bright blue ones after a long moment of practically eye-fucking him every which way imaginable.


    He cocks an eyebrow at me. It would probably be comical if it weren't so goddamn sexy.


    "Yours?" he says again.


    It isn't until he repeats the word that I even realize he's holding something. I freeze, spotting the familiar cell phone with the pink glittery case in his palm. His hand dwarfs the phone, his fingers strong and sturdy, the tips calloused, the skin scarred. I don't know what this man does, but he uses his hands.


    A lot.


    "Oh, uh, yeah." I reach for my phone, hesitating before taking it from him. "How did you—?"


    I don't finish my question, and he doesn't answer it. Instead, a small smirk tugs the corners of his lips, revealing a set of deep dimples as he drops his hand. He stands there for a moment, staring down as he towers over me, at least six inches taller. He's staring at me intently, as if there's going to be some kind of test he's studying for.


    He might pass it, as hard as he's looking.


    Shaking his head, the man turns and strides away, not saying another word.
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    "Hey, it's me," I sigh into the phone after the beep. My mother's probably the last person on earth with an old school tape recording answering machine. "I was just giving you a call back. So, uh, ring me when you get the chance. Love you!"


    Melody laughs when I hang up. She's standing in front of the mirror, fixing her hair, already dressed for the night at Timbers I still haven't technically agreed to. She looks ridiculous, covered in neon, a headband on like she just stepped out of an Olivia Newton John music video. "How's Mama Reed?"


    I shrug, tossing my phone down on my desk. She was who had been calling when my phone was in the classroom.


    Melody doesn't wait for any sort of explanation, turning to me as she changes the subject. "What are you wearing?"


    "Uh..." I glance down at myself. "Clothes."


    "Not now. I mean tonight."


    "Clothes," I repeat. What the hell else would I wear? "Probably some jeans and—"


    "Jeans?" She gasps, interrupting me. "Oh no, no… that's not gonna work."


    She goes straight for my closet, sliding the door open to root through my clothes. There isn't much in there—at least, not compared to her side. I have to do laundry every two weeks or I'll be naked, whereas I'm pretty sure she has enough clothes shoved in her closet to last all year.


    The dirty laundry surrounding her seems to confirm it. Less than ten feet separates her bed from mine, her entire half of the room a mountain of belongings haphazardly strewn wherever there is space, whereas my half tends to be little more than an open trail leading her to the door.


    It's not possible for us to be any more different. Melody's an F5 tornado, and I've easily settled into my roll of playing National Guard and cleaning up her messes.


    It's hard to believe we've only known each other for a few months. We moved in the beginning of freshman year, complete strangers, acquiescing to live together in a virtual walk-in closet. Melody did it for character building, she says. I did it because I had no other choice.


    Where else would I find a place to live in Manhattan for four thousand a semester? Nowhere.


    "You have, like, nothing in here," Melody complains, moving from my closet to my dresser. Much to her disappointment, there's even less in there. Giving up, she retreats back to her side, opening her own closet to fight the avalanche of fabric. "Lucky for you, we wear the same size."


    I have quite a bit more ass and thighs, but she scoffs when I bring that up, like I'm bragging. Melody is downright gorgeous, sleek blonde hair and unnaturally green eyes. She looks like she belongs on a Victoria's Secret catwalk.


    When she doesn't look like Neon Barbie, that is.


    She pulls out clothes and flings them across the room at me. I grimace. Spandex. "You're just prepared for everything, aren't you?"


    "You have to be," she says, turning her focus back to the mirror again. "You never know what life with throw at you."


    Those words take me back an hour, to the hunk of man I'd encountered at the philosophy classroom. I don't mention it to Melody. I'm not sure why. Maybe because it was nothing.


    Or maybe because I wish it could have been something.


    Either way, I keep it locked in my head, sealed inside of me, where it's only mine. Talking about it meant rationalizing it, when I prefer to let it simmer instead.


    The reality is never as fascinating as the fantasy.


    Hours later I'm standing in front of the mirror, the skintight black spandex bodysuit making me feel like sausage squeezed into the casing. Over top of it I'm wearing an oversize hot pink shirt, falling off one shoulder, the outfit complete with a pair of blue leg warmers. It might've passed for gym attire had I not been wearing pointy black high heels, my wavy brown hair teased to unfathomable heights, my face covered in makeup.


    "I look like bozo the clown," I whine, gazing at my reflection in the mirror. Bright blue eye shadow and hot pink lipstick does not go well together, no matter what Cyndi Lauper might've thought back in 1983.


    "You look hot," Melody says, smacking my ass as she struts past, heading for the door. She has changed again, for probably the fifth time, settling on what looks like a frilly blue prom dress. "Come on, the party awaits!"


    I grab my things, stuffing it all in my bra since I have no pockets, and head out after Melody before I have time to change my mind. Timbers is just down the block from the dorms, a few minute stagger home at four in the morning. It's dark out now, the air starting to cool from the sun going down, the more typical March temperature creeping it. It doesn't seem to faze Melody, but I shiver.


    My footsteps stall. "I should grab my scarf."


    "Puh-lease," Melody says, slipping her arm around mine to yank me on. "It doesn't go with that outfit."


    "Nothing goes with this outfit," I point out.


    She laughs, casting me an amusing look as we stroll down the street. Music pours out of the door of Timbers, already alive with activity at a quarter after nine. We get in line, waiting along the grungy brick building as Melody fluffs her hair, fixing the gigantic bow she's using as a headband. When it's our turn, I pull my ID out of my bra and hand it over to the bouncer at the door, a big burly guy with a thick Long Island accent. He glances at it, and looks at me, before handing it back over.


    As I slip it back to safekeeping, the man pulls out a permanent marker and yanks off the cap with his teeth. The noxious fumes burn my nostrils as he waves it my way, and I hold my hands out so he can mark big black X's on my skin.


    I glare at them as I step aside.


    Melody, on the other hand, gets a lime green wristband. She smiles, holding it up to show it off to me. She's only nineteen, not much older than I am, but her fake ID puts her at the ripe ol' age of twenty-one.


    I stick my tongue out at her as she laughs, slipping her arm around mine again and dragging me inside. The bar is decked out in an array of eighties memorabilia, movie posters affixed to the walls as The Breakfast Club plays muted on a giant television.


    We make our way to the dance floor, where New Kids on the Block bumps from the speakers. We get lost in a sea of color, crimped hair and leather jackets, surrounded by wannabe pop princesses and douchebags in black sunglasses.


    The music shifts and continues as we infuse ourselves into the crowd to dance. From Vanilla Ice to MC Hammer, Madonna to Poison, the bass flows through my veins like blood, spiked with adrenaline as the lyrics wash over me, shouted out enthusiastically from the overeager not-born-in-the-eighties-but-fuck-if-we-don't-still-love-it college crowd. It's like stepping back in time, back into another decade, and leaving our imprint in a moment we never got to touch before.


    Melody gets drinks—drink after drink after drink—some paid for; others bought for her by guys in the club hoping the night won't end here. I'm not sure where half of them come from, or even what they are, to be honest, but I sure didn't pay for them, so I don't care.


    I steal sips when nobody's looking, needing the boost as I dance my heart out, spinning and jumping, laughing and trying to stay on my own two feet as the alcohol seeps in.


    I'm a sweaty mess, my feet on fire, the shoes pinching my toes when I eventually lose track of my friend. Last I saw her she was talking to a pseudo-Maverick, straight out of Top Gun, the two of them hot and heavy, halfway to the danger zone.


    I stand there for a moment, breathing heavily, and wipe my sweaty forehead with the back of my hand. The black marks there are still going strong, not even the least bit smudged, but I've long ago given up the façade of not drinking, a half-full cup of something in my hand, bought and paid for by Maverick.


    He didn't look happy when I swiped it from my friend.


    I glance around as I sip it, moving through the crowd, seeking out the frilly blue prom dress, but it's nowhere to be seen. She's not on the dance floor, not at the bar, and not in line for the bathroom. The air is thick and stuffy, and I feel light-headed, like I'm not getting enough oxygen. Sighing, I chug the rest of the drink and toss the cup as I make my way to the exit, moving past people to push my way outside.


    I take a deep breath as soon as I'm out on the sidewalk, the night air so cold it feels like tiny little needles jabbing my skin as my body adjusts to the abrupt change in temperature. It's late… one, maybe two in the morning from what I can tell, the streets still alive but the line to get inside down to only a few.


    Melody's not out here, either.


    The bouncer eyes me peculiarly. I step away from the door, away from him, as I reach into my bra to grab my phone to call Melody. It slips from my hand, along with my ID, both falling to the ground. I hold my breath as the phone hits the sidewalk with a loud crack.


    "No, no, no," I chant, crouching down to snatch it back up. I glance at the screen, grimacing at the long jagged scratch right down the middle of it. "Oh, fuck."


    Frowning, I reach for my ID, but before I can grab it someone else gets to it first. Brow furrowing, I look up, expecting it to be the nosey bouncer.


    What I see nearly knocks me on my ass.


    It's him.


    Him, all six-feet and some change of his glorious frame, still clad in his all black suit, looking exactly as he had hours ago. I should be alarmed, but I only feel a slight tingle trickle down my spine, a vague sense of awareness that in a city of nearly two million people, the odds of ever running into him twice are slim to none, much less twice in one day.


    Maybe it's fate.


    Or maybe I'm in trouble…


    He stands there, glancing at my ID, before his blue eyes shift to me. I stand up again, swaying, my head swimming, everything around me delayed. It's hard to think straight, the alcohol kicking in. I've been drunk before, but this… this isn't the drunk I'm used to. I'm dizzy, and sweaty, and damn if I don't feel like I might puke.


    Please don't puke.


    "That's a terrible picture," I mutter as his eyes shift once more from me to the ID. He gazes at it for a moment—a moment that feels like an eternity as I try not to pass out on the sidewalk—before he holds it out to me.


    "There's nothing wrong with the picture, Karissa."


    I take the ID to slip it back away as the alarm finally sinks in. "How do you--?" I shake my head, the motion making me even woozier. My vision blacks out for a second, a second where I fear it won't come back. "How do you know my name?"


    My voice comes out as a strained croak, and although my vision's blurred, I see his forehead crease with confusion. "It's on your license."


    Oh. I mean to say it out loud, but I can't seem to get my lips to work anymore. I blink rapidly, trying to take a deep breath, but it's senseless. No amount of air will keep me afloat when I'm already falling. My knees give out, everything fading to blackness.


    BAM
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    Musk.


    It surrounds me, infiltrating my senses as I creep toward consciousness. It smells earthy, woodsy and aquatic, all male with just a hint of sweetness. It seems to waft around me in a slight breeze I can feel against my skin, warm, and fragrant, and…


    Oh God, it's cologne.


    My eyes drift open when that thought hits me, the scent stronger as I come around. Blinking a few times, I stare up at a foreign white ceiling. A fan spins round and round right above me, the setting so low my eyes can follow the blades, the air blowing against my face. The room is dim, faint light streaming through a window.


    Close to dawn, I gather, from the soft orange glow that bathes part of the floor.


    Or is it dusk?


    My heart races in my chest, each beat painful, as it seems to reverberate through my body. I'm achy, my head pounding in rhythm with my heartbeat. Panic bubbles in my gut that I try to ignore, to push back, but it's no use. I have no idea where I am, no idea how I got here, or how long I've been in this place. I'm confused, sore, disoriented...


    And my bladder feels like it's about to explode.


    Slowly, I sit up in the bed. It's fit for a king—way bigger than any bed I've ever owned. The mattress feels like fluffy clouds and the intoxicating scent clings to the pillows and the sheets. Everything is bright white, crisp and clean, and I'd think it was a hotel room, with how impersonal it feels, if it wasn't for the fact that there's no goddamn bathroom in the vicinity.


    I strain my ears to hear, but it's dead silent, except for the soft sound of air swishing from the fan. My panic eases a little when I see I'm still fully dressed, wearing the god-awful eighties clothes from last night.


    That was last night, right?


    As I contemplate what to do, I hear footsteps off in the distance, calculated and exaggerated as they grow near. I hold my breath when the knob across the room turns, the door opening.


    Oh shit.


    Oh shit.


    Oh shit.


    What have I gotten myself into?


    The moment I see him, memories start to trickle in. The bar, dancing, drinking, stepping outside as I search for Melody but somehow find him there instead. I remember looking at him, talking to him, and then there's nothing.


    I'm drawing a blank.


    He's wearing the exact same thing as last time I saw him, though, having still not changed.


    Or maybe black suits are all he owns.


    He hesitates in the doorway when he sees me sitting up, his hand still grasping the knob, but after a moment he lets go of it and takes a few steps toward me. Instinctively, I grab the blanket and pull it up, shielding myself, despite the fact that I'm still clothed.


    The act makes him hesitate a second time. He pauses, and stares, but he doesn't speak.


    I'm not sure what to do, or say, or how I should feel or even what to fucking think, so I just stare back. Awkward.


    After a moment the corner of his lip twitches, revealing the deep dimple. "You're awake."


    "I am."


    Ugh, my voice sounds like sandpaper and feels just as raw.


    "I was worried," he says. "You've been out for a while."


    "Where is this?" I glance around the room anxiously. "Where are we?"


    "My place."


    His place. Oh, God… "How did I—?"


    "You were drugged."


    Those words stall me as my stomach sinks. I gape at him. Drugged? I was drugged? That panic surfaces again so quickly that I can feel it viciously rising, bile burning my throat. "You drugged me?"


    His expression shifts, all amusement dying away at my question. His jaw clenches, his eyes narrowing, his nostrils flaring as he regards me with an anger that makes my blood run cold. "I did nothing to you."


    "I, uh… I didn't mean…" Pulling my legs up, I try to fold into myself, slinking away from his tone. "I didn't know."


    "You were slurring and struggled to stand up when I ran into you," he says. "Your breathing was shallow, your eyes distant, and you were confused, couldn't keep ahold of anything. You went unconscious on the sidewalk, and your pulse was slow. You were practically wearing a sign, sweetheart. Drugged."


    The word 'sweetheart' slips from his lips with ease, but there's little warmth to it. The cold tone makes a chill creep down my spine. The man's intense.


    "So you, uh, brought me to your place?" I ask incredulously. "When you saw I was drugged?"


    "What else was I supposed to do?" he asks, arching an eyebrow in question. "Take you to the hospital, to the police, after you'd been drinking… underage, none-the-less."


    "You could've taken me home."


    "I could've... had I known where that was. You were alone, and your license lists a PO Box upstate. I couldn't very well drop you off at the post office in Syracuse, now could I?"


    "No," I say. I didn't think about that. I never bothered to have my address changed. I haven't lived in Syracuse since right after I got my license at sixteen.


    "So I brought you here," he continues, "because I couldn't in good conscience leave you out there."


    I stare at him as those words sink in. Ignoring the fact that I'm in a stranger's house, in a stranger's bed, with no memory of getting there, I feel a peculiar sense of relief. If what he says is true, that makes him my savior… my knight in shining armor, even if I refuse to buy into being the damsel in distress.


    "Thank you," I say. "I'm, uh… I'm Karissa."


    He knows my name, but it feels like the right thing to do, to introduce myself. Maybe it will be slightly less awkward if he isn't a complete stranger to me anymore.


    "My name's Ignazio."


    My brow furrows in confusion at his unique name, my reaction causing his hardened expression to break. He smiles again, this time letting out a light laugh.


    "You can call me Naz, if you prefer," he says.


    "Naz." The name sounds weird on my tongue. "I've never met a Naz before."


    "I like to think I'm one of a kind."


    He stares at me, and once again, I'm not sure what to say. I feel like a fool, just sitting here, wrapped up in his sheets that smell so masculine, like I imagine he smells if I get close enough to inhale the scent of him. Although my heart has slowed down, my anxiety lessening, my head hurts like a son of a bitch.


    And not to mention I still have to pee.


    "I, uh…" I feel my cheeks flushing. "Do you have a bathroom I can use?"


    He nods, breaking eye contact, and turns toward the open door behind him. "Just down the hall, last door on the left."


    I climb out of the bed, my legs wobbly as I stand up. Geez, how long have I been out? Ducking my head, unable to look at Naz, I scurry past him, down the hall. The bathroom is massive, everything bright white just like the bedroom, the marble floor cold under my bare feet. The light burns my eyes when I flip it on, and I squint, trying to adjust to the brightness. I take care of business, groaning when I catch sight of my reflection in a mirror afterward.


    I look like death.


    My eyes are bloodshot, makeup streaked all over my face, a big smudge of color marring my skin. My hair is little more than a tangled rats nest perched on top of my head, and I'm still wearing the godforsaken spandex.


    Grimacing, I try to fix myself up, splashing water on my face and running my fingers through my hair, but it does little to help. Giving up, I head back out, my steps unhurried.


    I'm in no rush to face him again, knowing how I look.


    He's still standing just in the doorway of the bedroom, his hands in his pocket, his stance full of ease. He's not at all uncomfortable having a strange girl in his home… in his bedroom.


    Does anything bother him?


    He turns, catching my eye when I approach the doorway, but I stop there, not going back into that room.


    "I don't usually look this way," I say, motioning toward myself, feeling the need to explain my disaster of an appearance.


    He smiles again. He has a nice smile—the kind that's warm but not overly friendly. It's genuine, nothing forced about it. He smiles like he means it. I don't know much about this man, but he doesn’t seem like the type to do anything needlessly.


    "I figured," he says, his eyes scanning me, making my cheeks flush again. "Eighties night."


    "Yeah."


    "As a man who was around back then, I can tell you that most people didn't dress that way."


    "Ugh, I know. Acid-wash and shoulder pads were all the rage, right?"


    "Yes."


    I eye him peculiarly, trying again to guess his age. When he smiles, his eyes crinkle, but I don't spot any wrinkles. "So you remember the eighties well?"


    "Well enough."


    "How old were you then?"


    That's nicer than asking how old he is now, right?


    A look of amusement flashes across his face that tells me he's on to me. "How old do you think I was?"


    I hesitate. "A teenager?"


    "Close."


    My stomach sinks. Ugh. "Older?"


    "Younger."


    Whew.


    "So that means you're about…" I try to do the math in my head, but there still seems to be a fog settled over me. "Forty-ish?"


    Jesus, he's forty.


    "I'm going on thirty-seven."


    Thirty-six, then. That makes him eighteen years older than me.


    Ugh, eighteen.


    He's twice my age.


    "Well, thanks, Naz," I say quietly, feeling inadequate. He's all man, and I'm probably nothing more than a silly, helpless little girl to him. "Really, I appreciate it."


    He merely nods.


    I look away from him then, glancing around the room, searching out the belongings I'm missing, but they're nowhere to be seen. The room has significantly lightened the past few minutes, swaddling everything in the soft glow. It's still early, but Melody has to notice I'm missing by now.


    "Do you know where my phone is?" I ask.


    He nods, pulling it from his pocket. "You seem to make a habit of losing it."


    "Yeah, I guess I do," I say, taking the phone from him. "How did you know it was mine, anyway?"


    "You had it with you."


    "No, before that," I say. "In Professor Santino's classroom."


    "Ah. I heard you ask for it."


    "You heard me?"


    "I did," he confirms. "You stepped into the doorway and said 'my phone'."


    I look at him incredulously, clutching my phone, running my thumb along the jagged scratch down the screen. I hope like hell it still works because I can't afford to replace it. I can barely afford to pay the damn bill. "You must have great hearing."


    "I do," he says, walking toward me. I stand still as he steps past, his arm brushing against mine, the familiar cologne wafting around me, clinging to him just as it clings to his bed. "Not much slips past me, Karissa."


    He walks away, and I watch as he disappears through the hall and down a set of stairs. Looking down at my phone, I try to turn it on but it's dead, the screen staying black.


    With a sigh, I look away, having no choice but to follow Naz downstairs.


    The two-story house is large and mostly vacant, fully furnished but scarcely decorated. My eyes scan the rooms as I trudge through them. I spot my shoes in the living room and slip them on. Now all I need is my ID.


    "Here," Naz says, picking up my license from a table and holding it out, as if he'd read my mind. "I think that's all you had on you."


    "It was," I confirm, taking it. "I, uh... I should go."


    I nervously turn toward the door when he clears his throat. "Do you want a ride?"


    I hesitate. "A ride?"


    It doesn't strike me until then that I could be anywhere.


    "Yes," he says. "I can take you back into the city."


    Jesus, I'm not even in Manhattan anymore?


    "Uh, yeah, sure. Okay."


    It turns out we're in Brooklyn, an upper-class neighborhood in the southwest corner of the borough. Naz's place is bigger than most others on the street. I wonder what he does for a living to be able to afford it. I don't ask, though. I feel enough out of place without having to know my Prince Charming is an actual heir to some sort of throne.


    A sleek black Mercedes is parked in the driveway, roaring to life when Naz hits a button on his keys. He fits the car beautifully, both impressive and downright gorgeous. I feel even smaller sitting in the passenger seat, not speaking as he drives us through Brooklyn.


    "Are you hungry?" he asks eventually, not giving me time to answer before he whips the car into a Starbucks drive-through. "What do you want?"


    I want to say nothing, but my stomach is tearing up, and I'm pretty sure he can hear it. It sounds like grinding gears. "Just whatever you get, I guess."


    He cocks an eyebrow at me. "What if I get nothing?"


    "Then get me something else… something chocolate."


    He laughs, rolling down his window to order—two coffees, loaded with cream and sugar, and a chocolate muffin. I thank him when he hands me mine, but he shrugs it off like it's nothing.


    "So where am I taking you?" he asks when he pulls back into traffic.


    "NYU," I say. "I stay in the dorms."


    It's a twenty-minute drive into our part of lower Manhattan. I pick at my muffin and sip on my drink and try to think of something—anything—except for the reality of what I'd gotten myself into.


    By the time we make it there, I'm feeling insignificant, little more than a charity case that has been picked up off the streets. He pulls the Mercedes around the corner and into an adjacent parking garage, stopping there and slipping the car in park, blocking the entrance.


    "Thank you again," I say nervously, unfastening my seatbelt and reaching for the door handle. "Really."


    I don't give him time to respond… this is uncomfortable enough without forced conversation. I step out, clutching my coffee, and slam the door behind me. Before I can walk away, the window rolls down, and his voice calls out. "Karissa."


    I turn around, wondering why he just can't make this easy on me, and freeze when I see the pink object in his extended hand.


    My phone.


    Really?


    Sighing, I step back that way and reach through the open window, taking it from him. I try to pull away but he grasps my hand, clutching it tightly. It doesn't hurt, but it locks me in place, his skin warm and rough to the touch.


    "A word of advice?" he says. "Be careful who you trust. There may not always be someone there to save you."


    "I, uh…" Those words are chilling. I have no idea what to say. "Okay."


    He lets go, his hand grasping the gearshift to put the car in reverse. I back up a few steps, away from the car.


    "Call me sometime," he says. "It would be nice to see what you look like out of those clothes."
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    "Karissa, it's your Mom… sorry I missed your call…"


    "Hey, kiddo, call me back when you get the chance!"


    "It's been a few hours and I haven't heard from you, honey. I hope everything's okay. Call me."


    "Karissa, I'm starting to worry… call me, please."


    "I swear to God, Karissa Maria, if you don't call me back right now—"


    "That's it. You're grounded. Forever."


    Sighing, I hang up and stare at the screen of my phone. It still works, thankfully, once I got it plugged in and charging. It sprang to life with a whopping thirty-two missed calls—a few from Melody, wondering where I was, but most from my mother. She went from asking to pleading to threatening all within the span of a few hours.


    I'm surprised she hasn't called the police to report me missing.


    On second thought, she probably did.


    If they ever gave out an award for overprotective mother of the year, Carrie Reed would win it, hands down. For eighteen years she kept me on lock down, always two seconds away from a mental break whenever I was out of her sight for too long. I was a bubble wrapped package marked 'fragile'—do not bend, do not break. We moved around so much it was hard for me to keep friends. She was restless, always needing to move on to something else—a new town, a new hobby, and new people—while I just wanted nothing more than to have somewhere I could call home.


    Despite migrating and starting over practically every year, homeschooling in a lot of the places we lived, my application and SATs were enough to get me on the waiting list at NYU. I figured it was hopeless, and nearly gave up, when at the last minute a spot opened up and I was offered admission.


    She cried when I told her. I thought she would be happy, but she sobbed and pleaded, asking me to reconsider moving to New York City. I told her I had to follow my heart, follow my dreams. She eventually backed off, but she never full accepted my leaving.


    Abandonment issues, I guess. My father walked out on her when she was pregnant, and I don't think she has been the same since. I only vaguely remember seeing a photograph once, a flash of a mustached face, like a faded old Polaroid with a name scribbled on the bottom: John. It doesn't bother me—I can't miss someone I never had, can't mourn someone I don't know—but I know she feels the loss.


    I know it, because I've heard her cry, muttering to him when she's in her bedroom, like he could hear her wherever he was.


    She can't have him, so she overcompensates with me.


    I lay back on my bed, too exhausted to do much more than move. My bed smells faintly like laundry detergent, but I smell like him. The scent lingers on my clothes from sleeping tangled in his sheets. It's half the reason I haven't bothered to shower, or change… the other half is because I can hardly think straight to function. My mother's messages are already slipping from my mind as Naz's words creep back in, replaying over and over, like a CD skipping.


    It would be nice to see what you look like out of those clothes. I just gaped at the car as he drove away, disappearing into traffic. He'd seen me wearing something other than his ridiculous eighties get-up… the first time he saw me I was dressed normally.


    It wasn't until I was in the elevator, heading up to my thirteenth floor room, that the double meaning behind those words hit me. It would be nice to see what you look like out of those clothes.


    Holy shit, did he mean naked?


    I'd been so startled I dropped my phone. Of course.


    Sighing, trying to push it from my thoughts, I turn back to my phone and scroll through my contacts. I need to call my mother before she really does call the police. I make it to her name, Mom, when my finger hesitates, my eyes drifting to the name right below it. Naz.


    I stare at it. He put his number into my phone at some point yesterday. I don't remember it happening, but that isn't surprising, considering I don't remember most of last night. I wondered how I was supposed to call him and shrugged the entire thing off, but now something stirs inside of me—anxiety, mingling with excitement. Butterflies tear up my stomach. I want to scream, to squeal, to puke. Before, it was harmless flirtation, but now… Jesus, now I can call him.


    Oh God, no… I can't. I can't call him.


    Can I?


    I'm locked in an internal debate, trying to rationalize those feelings, when my phone starts ringing, my mom's name popping up before I can press the button to call her. I answer it, bringing the phone to my ear. "Hey, Mom, I was just about to call you."


    "Karissa, where have you been? I've been worried!"


    "I'm sorry. I, uh…" I went out drinking last night and was drugged and woke up in a strange guy's bed with one hell of a hangover. You know, all those things you worried would happen to me when I moved to NYC, but I told you only happened in the movies. "I dropped my phone yesterday and messed it up. I just got it working again."


    That's true, at least.


    "I thought something happened to you!"


    "I'm fine, Mom," I say. "I just talked to you the day before yesterday… or the one before that. Nothing's going to happen to me."


    She lets out a deep sigh. She doesn't argue with my words, but I know they don't reassure her. Switching the subject, I ask her how everything's going in Watertown and how things are working out at the flower shop she opened.


    Watertown is where we lived the longest, the place that finally started to feel like home. We moved there from Syracuse right after my sixteenth birthday and she hasn't left yet.


    Yet.


    She's rambling on and on about how spring's coming and the flowers will soon bloom, and I'm trying to pay attention, but the words are fading away into a fog. The door flings open after a few minutes as I'm humming in acknowledgement to something my mom says, Melody appearing in the doorway. She does a double take when she sees me, her eyes wide. I can see the questions written all over her face and know, in about twenty seconds, an interrogation is coming.


    "Mom, I need to go," I say, not wanting to be on the phone when it happens. "I'll call you later, okay?"


    "Okay," she says, hesitating like she doesn't want to hang up. "I love you, Karissa."


    "Love you, too."


    I hang up with my finger still touching the screen when the dam breaks and the questions start flooding out. "What happened to you? Where did you go? Where have you been? Why haven't you called? And why the hell are you still wearing that?"


    Rolling my eyes, I sit up. My head is still throbbing, despite the handful of pills I popped when I got to the room. I've had hangovers before, but this is more. This is a fuzziness I can't seem to shake.


    "You first," I say. "What happened to you at Timbers?"


    "I met a guy. Your turn."


    Melody stares at me, awaiting some sort of response as I try to get my thoughts together and decide how much to tell her.


    "Same," I respond. "I met a guy, too."


    Her eyes widen. "Really? Who?"


    "He's nobody," I say, not believing it even as the words leave my lips. That man is indisputably somebody. "So did you leave with the douche in the flight suit or what?"


    She eyes me for a moment in silence, as if debating whether to push me for more, but she thankfully shrugs it off. "Yeah. His name's Pat or Pete or something, I can't remember. Maybe it's Parker? We made out and then passed out."


    "Same," I say again. "Except for the whole making out part."


    "So you went home with a guy and… passed out?"


    "Pretty much."


    "Well, that's disappointing."


    I let out a light laugh as I stand up and stretch, setting my phone down to let it finish charging. "Yeah, it made for one hell of an awkward morning. So tell me about Pat-Pete-Parker-whatever."


    She shifts the subject, going back to talking about whatever his name is, as I gather some clothes to take a shower. I don't mention Naz any more. She'll have more questions—questions I don't have answers for.


    "Ugh, I have one hell of a hangover," Melody says eventually. "How are you feeling?"


    "Like hell," I say. "I think there was something in one of those drinks last night… a roofie or something. I don't know. It's fuzzy."


    She looks at me, horrified. "That's scary. Are you sure?"


    "Pretty sure." I hesitate. "I think it was the last one… the one you got from whatever-his-name is."


    "No way," she says. "He was totally a gentleman. It must've been another."


    "Yeah," I mumble. "Maybe, but be careful, you know, just in case."
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    "Are you sure you can't come?" Melody asks, exaggeratedly frowning as she sits across from me, clothes piled high all around her—this time on purpose. An empty suitcase sits on the floor by her feet, waiting to be filled.


    "I'm sure," I say. "If I could, I would, but I can't."


    "If it's about money, I—"


    Before she can even finish that sentence, my eyes narrow and I cut her off. "I can't go."


    She makes a face at me, somewhere between annoyance and pity. I know she's feeling both. It's Sunday, and tomorrow is the official start of spring break. With midterms behind us, we have nothing to worry about until classes start up again next week. Melody's off to Aruba with some old friends from high school—girls I've met but wouldn't recognize if I ever ran into them on the street. Melody's the only one in her group that stayed in New York for college.


    So while she's at the beach, celebrating freedom and soaking up the sun, I'll be here alone. It is about the money, yeah… I could never afford to keep up with her lifestyle, even if she insists on including me whenever possible. I'm gracious when she buys dinner, or drags me for a night on the town, but I draw the line at a Caribbean vacation. There's a thin line between accepting help and being a charity case, a line I felt myself toeing earlier in the weekend.


    But it's more than that, too.


    I can't go.


    "I told you I don't have a passport."


    "Well, I told you we could go to Florida instead."


    "And I told you I won't let you change your plans because of me," I say. "So go, have fun. I'm just going to hang around here, maybe panhandle, you know, make a little money."


    She laughs as she starts tossing her clothes in her bag. "You don't want to go see your mom?"


    "No, I'll see her in a few weeks for Easter."


    Melody finishes packing, cramming more clothes into suitcases than I think I even own, before she walks over and flops down on my bed beside me. She lets out a deep, theatrical sigh, wrapping her arms around me. "I'll miss you, Kissimmee! Don't have too much fun without me."


    I laugh at the nickname. She overheard my mother say it one day and completely ran with it. "I'll try not to. Might be difficult, though, with all this excitement going on around here. You know… empty halls and vacant classrooms and closed libraries."


    "Sounds like Heaven," she says. "Too bad I can't stay."


    "Yeah, too bad. You're gonna miss all the fun."


    Melody plants a playful sloppy kiss on my cheek before getting her stuff in order, shoving a few last minute things into her bags. She's ready just as her phone rings, alerting her that a car is waiting down by the curb to take her to the airport.


    "I'll call you every day," she says. "Every hour."


    "Please don't," I reply. "My mother already does that."


    With a laugh, she's out the door, hauling her luggage with her. To be honest, I don't expect her to call at all.


    Once she's gone, the door clicking closed behind her, I toss my book aside and lay back on my bed.


    A whole week.


    Seven days of nothingness.


    Melody hasn't even been gone a minute and I'm already bored out of my mind.


    I clean, and read, and clean some more, and read some more, before my stomach starts growling. I grab a pack of Ramen noodles from the cabinet in the room, making my way to the small kitchen everyone in the suite shares. Most of the building is empty, save for a few wayward students like me who stayed behind. I fill a pot with water and put it on the stove. As I'm waiting on the water to boil, I pull out my phone and scroll through it to call my mom.


    No answer.


    Sighing, I leave a quick message. For someone who freaks out when I don't answer, she sure sends my calls to her answering machine a lot. Hanging up, I lean back against the counter and stare at the screen, my eyes drifting to the name beneath hers.


    Naz.


    I could call him. I mean, he put his number in my phone and told me to call him. He wouldn't do that if he didn't really want me to, right?


    But what would I say? Hey, remember me, girl you picked up from the sidewalk, drunk as a skunk, high off her ass without even knowing it? You know, the one you felt obligated to take home with you because there was nowhere else to take her? Yeah, her, the one you bought breakfast for the next morning, the one who didn't offer to pay for her own because she didn’t have a penny in her pocket?


    You remember her?


    I'm so, so sorry if you do.


    Groaning, I cut my eyes at the pot of water. There are only a few tiny bubbles on the bottom. It needs to hurry up.


    My gaze goes back to the phone, back to his name. It would be rude not to call, though, wouldn't it? He helped me, after all.


    Another glance at the pot. Still not boiling. Dammit.


    When I turn back to my phone again, my finger hits his name. I press the call button before I can talk myself out of it, because I know I will if given the chance.


    I bring the phone up to my ear and listen. The first ring seems exaggerated, like the sound echoes through my body, twisting my insides into knots. I feel like I'm going to puke and need to sit down, my eyes darting around the kitchen but the chair that's usually in here is gone.


    Goddamn thieves.


    I'm shaky, and edgy, and about to hang up when the line clicks, shutting off mid-ring. There's a pause of silence that feels like it drags on forever before his voice breaks through. "Hello."


    Oh God, oh God, oh God… what was I thinking?


    "Uh, hey… it's, uh…"


    "Karissa."


    My name sounds like Heaven from his lips as he says it in his rough, low tone. I want to ask him to say it again, and again, and again. "You remember."


    "I do," he says. "How are you?"


    "Better." A lot better than when he last saw me. "I just wanted to, you know, thank you."


    "I'm glad you called. I thought maybe you lost your phone again."


    "No, I still got it," I say. "For now, anyway."


    He lets out a laugh, the sound making me smile, easing some of my anxiety. "Good."


    "So yeah, like I said, I wanted to thank you again, for everything you did… you know, at the club, and the ride, and my phone. I appreciate it, really, and if I can ever repay you—"


    "You can."


    I stall at those words. "I can?"


    "Yes," he confirms.


    "Uh, how much?" I ask. "I don't have much money."


    He laughs again, this time a little louder. "I don't want your money, Karissa. I have plenty of my own."


    "Then what do you want?"


    "You."


    He says the lone word so confidently that I just stare straight ahead, unable to process it. "Me?"


    "Let me take you to dinner," he says. "Then we'll call it even."


    "I… I don't know what to say."


    "Say you'll be ready in thirty minutes."


    "Now?" I ask incredulously.


    He wants to take me to dinner right now?


    "Why not?" he asks. "No better time than the present."


    I can name plenty of times better than now… times that don't include me wearing Oscar the Grouch pajama pants and fuzzy pink slippers, my hair a scraggly ball on top of my head. "I don't know."


    "I'll tell you what," he says. "In half an hour, I'm going to pull up at the entrance to the parking garage, right where I dropped you off. If you're there, I'll take you wherever you want to go. If you're not, I'll go on my way."


    Before I can respond, the line goes dead, my phone beeping. Call ended. I stand there, hesitating, contemplating, before turning around. Once again I don't give myself a chance to talk myself out of it. I switch the stove off, leaving the pot of freshly boiling water on the burner as I bolt from the kitchen and sprint to the room.


    Thirty minutes. That's all I have.


    I tear through my closet, throwing clothes around as I search for something to wear, pulling shirts off hangers and holding them up in front of the mirror before tossing them aside. I blast through everything I own, demolishing my side of the room in less than five minutes, putting Melody's mess to shame.


    I move from my closet to Melody's, taking a deep breath before diving in. Her clothes are trendier than mine, more revealing… more her and hell of a lot less me. I shift through what's hanging up before scouring through her drawers, changing a few times before settling on a black long-sleeve sweater dress I fish out of the back of the closet.


    It'll have to do, because I'm down to fifteen minutes. I let my hair down, running my fingers through it. It's wavy from being up all day, but there isn't anything I can do to straighten it. I swipe lip gloss across my lips and put on a coat of mascara, barely having time to spritz myself with perfume before slipping on my boots.


    Sitting on the bed, I glance at the clock and tense. Time is up already.


    I practically sprint out, taking the elevator downstairs and jogging outside, breathing heavily by the time I round the corner to the parking garage. My footsteps falter, and I pause when my eyes come into contact with the sleek black Mercedes idling there.


    Something inside of me soars, the butterflies taking flight, like they'd just discovered their wings for the first time. My feet move again as the driver's side door opens and Naz steps out. He's wearing another suit, all black with a blood red tie, my eyes drawn to the pop of color on his broad chest.


    Naz strolls to the passenger side, opening the door for me.


    The stories got it right, I see.


    Prince Charming has manners.


    I offer him a smile, trying to get myself under control as I slip into the seat, taking a deep breath when he walks around to get back in. He hesitates, his hand on the gearshift, as his gaze sweeps along me. I can feel my body flush from the attention and curse my lack of makeup… I know my nervousness is written all over my face.


    He meets my eyes, his blue ones bright, twinkling with satisfaction. He says nothing about it, though, turning away to put the car in reverse.


    "Where do you want to go?" he asks, easing into traffic.


    "Anywhere," I say. "Wherever you go."


    "You sound uncertain."


    "I guess I do."


    My response makes him laugh.


    "I just have no preference," I explain. "I was going to eat Ramen noodles tonight, so anything is an upgrade from there."


    "Why would you eat that?"


    "Because that's all I had in the room," I say. "And besides, they're not so bad. They cost like, twenty cents. You can literally survive off them for a dollar a day."


    He cuts his eyes at me, looking not nearly as impressed by that as I am.


    "Have you tried them?" I ask curiously.


    "No," he says. "Can't say I've ever had the pleasure."


    "I'll have to make you some."


    He raises his eyebrows, regarding me peculiarly. "I'll hold you to that, but not tonight. I'm taking you out instead. You can treat me another time to your gourmet noodles."


    I'm so embarrassed I can feel my face heating. What's wrong with me, babbling to this man about freaking Ramen noodles? I want to slink away, disappear into the cool leather seat and never again resurface. "Just ignore me. I'm an idiot."


    "No, you're not. You're just nervous."


    "That obvious?"


    "I'm just good at reading people. It kind of comes with the territory."


    "What territory?"


    "Work."


    "And what is it you do for work?"


    "A little of this, a little of that," he responds. "I'm a freelancer."


    I stare at him. That didn't answer my question at all.


    He cuts his eyes at me again, and my confusion must be easy to see… or maybe he just is that good at reading people… because he chooses to elaborate for me.


    "Let's say a company needs something done… like, say, they're downsizing and need to fire people. Some of them choose to bring in someone else to do it, so they don't have to do the dirty work themselves. They like to keep their hands clean. So they hire an independent contractor, someone with expertise, to handle it for them."


    "And what's your expertise?"


    "Dealing with people," he says. "Finding things."


    As soon as he says it, it takes me back to Santino's classroom and the words I heard that afternoon. 'I know what you're here for.'


    "What were you looking for from my philosophy professor?"


    A legitimate look of surprise crosses across his face that he wipes away just as quickly. He doesn't answer, shaking his head after a moment as his focus remains on the road. "I can't talk about my work."


    Fair enough.


    He takes me to a restaurant near Central Park, the kind where you have to make reservations weeks in advance. I've never been—I don't think even Melody has been, the atmosphere too rich for even her upscale tastes—but I've heard of the place. Naz valet parks the car and I get out, glancing around nervously, feeling severely underdressed even in a dress.


    I start to point out to Naz that we'll never get a table here when he leads me inside, past couples waiting. The hostess looks up. "Do you have a reservation, sir?"


    "No."


    "We're fully booked for the night," she says, flipping the page in her reservation book as if double-checking. "Rest of the week, too."


    "Do me a favor," he says. "Run and tell the chef that Vitale sends his regards."


    The hostess looks like she wants to say no, but it's hard to argue with someone who sounds so confident. She reluctantly excuses herself, disappearing into the kitchen. Less than a minute passes before she returns, grabbing two menus and flashing a forced smile at Naz. "I was mistaken. We have a table for you."


    "I figured," Naz says, pressing his hand to my back and motioning for me to follow the hostess. I oblige, not wanting to make any more of a scene than he just caused, everyone waiting already regarding us like we'd come with bombs strapped to our chests.


    I slip into the chair the hostess pulls out while Naz sits down across from me.


    I gape at him when she walks away. "How did you do that?"


    "Do what?"


    "Get a table so quick?"


    "I called ahead."


    "So?"


    "So I know the chef," he replies. "Called in a favor."


    I'm quiet for a moment as the waiter appears, asking what we want to drink. I mutter "water" under my breath as Naz interjects. "Bring us a bottle of your best champagne."


    The waiter looks between the two of us, and I'm just waiting for him to ask me for my ID, but he doesn't. Instead, he scurries away, walking off to fulfill Naz's request. It's fascinating, watching people react to him, while at the same time it's alarming. Is there anything this man can't get his way with?


    "How'd you do it?" I ask. "Really."


    "I just told you."


    "How'd you call ahead? I didn't see you."


    "I did it before I picked you up."


    I shake my head. "But you didn't know where I'd want to go."


    "Didn't I?" He raises his eyebrows questioningly. "I told you, Karissa. I read people. You have a tendency to just go with the flow and see where the wind blows, so I picked somewhere decent for you to land."


    I'm flabbergasted as he picks up his menu and casually relaxes in his chair, his attention on it. I barely know anything about this man, and yet he seems to know me in ways no one ever has before, predicting what I'll do before I even do it.


    The waiter returns with a bottle of champagne and tries to fill our glasses, but Naz takes it from him, insisting he do the pouring. I pick up my menu then, glancing at it, my stomach clenching as I scan the list of items.


    I don't know what half this shit is.


    I'm still staring at it when the waiter returns a second time, ready to take our order. Naz gazes at me from across the table, his lips twitching with amusement. He takes the menu straight from my hand and turns it over to the waiter along with his. "We'll just have the tasting menu."


    "His and hers?"


    "No," he says. "I don't care which, but make sure there's no difference in the plates. I'd rather the chef not know which is mine."


    The waiter nods and disappears as I regard Naz curiously. "Why don't you want the chef to know?"


    "Because if he knows which is mine, he might poison it."


    I let out a sharp laugh. "Paranoid much?"


    "Not paranoid," he responds as he picks up his glass of champagne and takes a sip. "Merely cautious, which you should also be. You can't trust people, Karissa. Haven't you learned that?"


    "Yet you want me to trust you?"


    "I never asked for your trust." He smirks. "I only asked you to go to dinner with me."


    Dinner's a four-course meal of seafood and steak, salad and some other things I can't begin to name. There's even caviar on the table. Gross. I'm stuffed by the third course but I don't decline desert, savoring the rich chocolate soufflé. Naz ignores his, instead sipping champagne.


    We've almost drained the entire bottle. Naz has kept our glasses full. My head is fuzzy and my body feels like it's made of air. I'm floating sky high.


    I never want to touch the ground again.


    "Is it good?" he asks, watching me intently. I'm too intoxicated for the attention to fluster me anymore.


    "Amazing," I say. "Best soufflé I've ever had."


    "Have you had many before?"


    "Nope. Never."


    He smirks, pushing his across the table toward me. "You can have mine, too."


    "I'll pass."


    "Full?"


    "More like it might be poisoned."


    I'm joking, of course, but he shrugs a shoulder like he really thinks it's a possibility.


    I set my spoon down, unable to take another bite. The check comes, and he turns it over, eyeing it as he pulls out his wallet to pay. I sneak a peek as I take a drink, nearly choking on the champagne.


    The check is over twelve hundred dollars. No fucking way. I gape at him as he pulls out a wad of cash, paying in strictly hundred dollar bills, not even seeming bothered by the cost.


    "That's nuts," I hiss. "I could eat for like a year off of that much money."


    "Three years if you just eat your noodles," he points out.


    "Seriously. Why's it so expensive?"


    "Good food usually is."


    I scoff. "You could've taken me to Taco Bell. I would've been happy, and you would've saved a thousand bucks."


    "Everyone should indulge at least once," he says. "You enjoyed it, didn't you?"


    "Yes."


    "Then it was worth it."


    I don't even know what to say. I clutch my glass of champagne, determined to drink every last drop, considering the bottle was nearly half the bill. Naz pours himself a swallow before dumping the rest into mine for me to drink. It's filled to the brim again.


    I take a sip. "If I didn't know any better, I'd say you were trying to get me drunk."


    "Now why would I do that?"


    "I don't know," I say. "Honestly, I don't know much about you."


    "I've told you more about me than you've told me about you."


    I roll my eyes. "You seem to have me down to a science."


    "I don't even know what you're going to school for."


    "Well, if you figure it out, let me know, because I'm still in the dark about that myself."


    "Ah, well, you're young. You have plenty of time."


    "That's what my mother says."


    "Your mother." He eyes me curiously. "Are you close with your family?"


    "Her I am," I say. "She's really the only family I have... the only family I'll ever have. I'm the lone kid of a single mother."


    His brow furrows. "No father?"


    "Nope," I say. "He ran out on us before I was born. My mother doesn't like to talk about it, so I don't know why."


    "There's only one reason he'd do that."


    "Why?"


    "Because he's a coward." His voice is stone cold serious. "A real man would never abandon his family."


    "Yeah," I say. "You're probably right."


    "But you know, they're not the only ones who matter," he continues. "The family we're born into is important, sure, but they're not all we have. They're not all we are. A part of life is making your own family. That's the beauty of it all."


    I smile softly. "Do you have a big family?"


    "I do," he says, "but most of us aren't blood related."


    There's something refreshing about the way he thinks, the way he looks at the world. He doesn't just accept the hand he's dealt.


    After a moment, he motions toward my glass. "Drink up."


    I slouch back in my chair, sipping my champagne. "Yep, you're definitely trying to get me drunk."


    "I am," he admits, leaning over the table, closer to me. "How else am I going to get you to come home with me?"


    Those words send tingles down my spine. I'm not sure if it's excitement or apprehension. "You could just ask."


    He stares at me, eyes surveying my face as his expression falls serious, his voice dropping low. "Come home with me, Karissa."


    My breath hitches. "That's not a question."


    "Doesn't matter," he says. "Come home with me, anyway."
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    I go home with him.


    Everything tells me not to, down to common sense. Even Naz's earlier words about not trusting people should've turned me away.


    But still, I go home with him.


    What can I say?


    The warnings are a shout in the wind, swallowed up in the atmosphere. He's compelling and chivalrous, gorgeous and generous, and I'm intoxicated and in desperate need of something... something that he stirs up, something strong, and primal. He awakens the animal inside of me.


    But it's nothing compared to what I see in his eyes. He turns to me as soon as we're alone in his house. The air is heavy, and his eyes are dark, the blue like midnight in the dim lighting. It's like seeing him for the first time all over again, but being greeted by an entirely different creature.


    He's a beast. A monster.


    And he looks like he wants to devour me.


    He steps toward me. His voice is low and husky. "Have you ever been with a man, Karissa?"


    My heart hammers hard in my chest as I nod. "I've had sex before."


    "That's not what I asked," he says, pausing right in front of me, the tip of his shoes touching mine as he stares down at me. "I don't care about those boys who might've fumbled around between your legs a time or two. I want to know if you've been with a man."


    I hesitate before slowly shaking my head. If he is a man, if this is what being with a man is like, I've never been with one. I've messed around with boys at parties, even had a boyfriend for a while back in Watertown that took my virginity in the backseat of a rusty Chevrolet. But whatever is happening right now between us is something I've never felt before.


    It's electricity.


    He cups my chin with his hand, tilting my face so I have no choice but to look him in the eyes. His thumb sweeps along my bottom lip, and I let out a shuddering breath as he leans closer, tilting his head like he's going to kiss me, but he pauses there instead. His gaze burns through me, seeping down into my soul, seizing me like a prisoner.


    I'm a willing captive.


    "You don't have to be afraid," he says. "I'm not going to hurt you."


    He kisses me then. His lips are soft—so, so soft, like velvet, a stark contrast to the roughness of the rest of him. His kiss is gentle, little more than breaths against my lips that I eagerly inhale, taking him in. I let out a soft moan, hardly catching it as he whispers, "unless you want me to."


    A hint of a smile takes over his face when he pulls away. I should be alarmed. I should head right back out that front door and run far, far away, but I can't. I can do nothing but stand there and shiver as he lets go of me, taking a step back. He regards me for a moment, eyes sweeping down my body, as his smile grows.


    He's a child with a brand new toy, and I just hope he doesn't break me as soon as I'm out of the package.


    He's on me then, his hands seeking me out as his lips once more meet mine. None of the gentleness from a moment ago is in his touch. He seizes me, pulling me into his grasp, taking my breath away with his hard kiss. I gasp as he lifts me up, hands gripping my hips. I cling to him, wrapping my legs around his waist, my arms around his neck, holding on for dear life.


    He's strong—Jesus, he's stronger than I expected, holding me like I'm weightless as he carries me upstairs to his bedroom. As soon as we're inside, he kicks the door shut and hauls me over to the bed, his lips still on mine.


    He lays me back on the crisp white sheets, him on top, his weight pressing down on me, constricting my chest. My lungs burn, the butterflies in my stomach flapping wildly, ready to take flight.


    A strange thrill soars through me when he moves from my mouth, his lips trailing down my jaw line, finding my neck. He kisses and licks, his teeth grazing the skin, as his hands hike up my dress, shoving it to my waist.


    I barely have time to think, to agonize over the fact that I'm pretty sure I'm wearing plain white cotton panties that are probably not sexy at all, when his hand slips beneath the flimsy fabric, fingertips grazing my clit. My back arches involuntarily as a gasp escapes my throat, the jolt of pleasure tearing through my insides, the first lightning strike of an oncoming storm.


    I'm caught in a whirlwind. There's no other way to describe it, no way to explain it, except that I've been swept up so fast that I can no longer even see the ground. His hands are all over me, tearing off clothes, as his lips seek out every stitch of exposed skin.


    The dress is yanked off and flung across the room, barely hitting the floor before he's leaving a searing trail of kisses down my stomach. Slipping his hands beneath me, he makes speedy work of my bra, tearing it off.


    He grasps the sides of my panties, and I lift up instinctively when he tugs them down. My knees find one another, drawn together like magnets, as my hands cover my breasts, timidly shielding my naked body from his view as he sits back. He regards me warily, seeming to hesitate for a fraction of a second when he sees how I'm laying there, but it doesn't deter him from pulling his shirt off. His hands make work of his pants, unbuckling the belt and unzipping them, the sound seeming to echo through the quiet room.


    It makes my heart race faster than before, so frenzied my vision blurs when he pulls them off along with his boxers, leaving him just as naked as I am.


    I can't look.


    I can't look.


    I can't help it.


    I look.


    I have to.


    He pries my legs apart and moves to the space between them. My eyes are drawn down his broad chest, following the trail of shadowy hair along his toned stomach, straight to his cock. My eyes widened when I catch sight of it.


    He plans to fit that thing inside of me?


    I only get a brief glimpse, a murky silhouette in the darkness as he grasps ahold of his cock and strokes it, before I feel it pressing against me. My eyes drift closed as he rubs the head of it against my clit, sending those tiny jolts of electricity through me.


    "I'll take it easy on you," he says as he pushes inside of me for the first time, moving slowly, covering my body with his.


    Don't, a part of me screams, the animal inside trying to claw its way out, but I swallow the word down, almost terrified to verbalize it. I don't know what he means, and I'm already in way, way over my head as it is. I feel like a virgin all over again, except I wasn't nearly as nervous back then. I was just handing over my body then, letting them caress my skin, but I have a feeling this man's planning to go much deeper than that with me.


    He pulls out before pushing back in again, moving agonizingly slow, letting my body adjust, but I don't think that's possible. I don't think I can ever get used to him.


    "If you want me to stop, just tell me," he says, "and I will."


    "Should we…" My voice is a strained whisper. "I mean, should I have a safe word or something?"


    I've watched movies, I've read books, and I'm not sure how kinky this man gets.


    He stalls mid-thrust, pulling back to look at me, his eyebrow curving. I can see the twinkle in his eyes, amusement, the monster intrigued by my question. "Do you want one?"


    "I, uh… do I need one?"


    He seems to consider that for a moment, halfway inside of me, before shaking his head and pushing into me, a little harder this time, making my breath hitch.


    "Not this time," he says, fighting off a smile. "Just relax, Karissa."


    I try.


    Dammit, I try.


    But as soon as I start to relax, Naz finds his rhythm, hiking my legs up to fill me deeply. I gasp, my hands running through his hair, the slight curls surprisingly soft, as he leans down to kiss me. With his lips on mine, he thrusts hard, so hard he nearly knocks the breath from my lungs. Unnatural noises escape my throat that he greedily swallows with his kiss, increasing his pace, eliciting more of the sounds from me.


    Again.


    And again.


    And again.


    I suspected it, from his earlier question, but it isn't until he's inside of me, pounding against me, his arms wrapped around me, holding me so tightly I can hardly breathe, fucking me so hard I can barely think, that I realize just how much I've been missing. Everything before this moment was child's play, but this man is the major league.


    He fucks me like he means it, like he needs it, like being inside of me is more important than anything inside of him, and every cell in my body calls out to him, craving more of it. His hands work magic on my skin, slipping between us to stroke my clit. The mere touch sends sparks through me. He rubs circles around it, as my body grows taut. I can feel it, building and building, the pressure filling me up until I'm about to burst.


    The pleasure explodes inside of me, unlike anything I've ever experienced before. I squeeze my eyes shut. It's like fireworks all around me when all I've ever seen before were measly sparklers. I cry out, arching my back, my breasts flush against his chest. I can feel myself convulsing around him, squeezing his cock for a second before it's gone. He pulls out, pulls away from me just as I start to come. I'm momentarily stunned by the absence of everything—I feel nothing but coldness, air all around me. No warmth. No him.


    No nothing.


    My orgasm fades away as soon as it hits, the fireworks a dud that fizzle and fade into the night sky.


    Oh, God. No. No. No. Don't do this to me.


    My eyes snap open as the bed shifts, and I barely have time to glance over when he pushes my legs apart wider, his tongue softly grazing my clit.


    Oh, God. Wait. Yes. Yes. Yes.


    He licks and sucks, pumping his fingers inside of me, his head between my thighs. Gasping, I run my hands through his hair, grasping ahold of the locks, as I shudder. It takes a few seconds for the fading pleasure to sweep back through me, somehow even more intense, swaddling my entire body in heat.


    Orgasm rocks me, and I let out a shriek, arching my back as I convulse. He doesn't let up, doesn't stop, his tongue running circles around my clit before he sucks on it, his fingers deep inside of me.


    I relax back into the bed, panting when the sensation subsides, but I don't have time to catch my breath. He's inside of me again, thrusting deep, as his lips find mine. I don't even think about it, don't hesitate, kissing him deeply as he laughs against my mouth.


    "You like that?" he asks, his voice strained, like he can't quite catch his breath. "Can you taste yourself?"


    I'm embarrassed for a second, long enough for my face to heat, as he kisses me again, and again. I can taste myself, but I don't have a chance to dwell on it, because he's fucking me just as frenzied as before. His hips slam into mine, noises escaping my throat that he continues to smother with his kiss. I can feel his breath coming out in pants as he thrusts mercilessly, desperately.


    And then he's off of me again, pulling out. This time he sits back on his knees and grasps his cock, stroking it as he tilts his head back, eyes closed. I stare at him in the moonlight, stunned by the sight of him coming, a mix of agony and pleasure seeming to twist his features as he grunts. He slows his strokes, stilling his hand, and just sits there, his chest falling and rising as he breathes deeply.


    It's beautiful.


    I don't know how else to describe it.


    Naz is a work of art, confident in every aspect, and it's certainly warranted. I just lay there, my body made of jelly, while he towers above me like fortified steel. I'm suddenly weak and helpless, oh-so-vulnerable and at his mercy, at his disposal, and he's not dented even the slightest bit.


    I'm fucked.


    Literally.


    Figuratively.


    The man has fucked me in every sense of the word.
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 I'm no longer a charity case.


    I'm a glorified prostitute.


    The alcohol is fading from my system. I'm sweaty, and sticky, an ache between my thighs intensifying as clarity seeps in. Every cell in my body yearned for this earlier, yearned for him, except for the ones in my head.


    Stupid brain cells.


    They'd been lost in a champagne-induced haze, but now they want to come back around and throw a wrench in my moment with their damn common sense.


    Anxiety fuels a touch of sickness, sickness that I fight to swallow down, but it burns the back of my throat, the coppery bitter tang on my tongue like I'd stuck it to the end of a battery.


    Acid. Pure acid. I want to purge it from my system.


    It's late, well after midnight, I assume. I'm not sure. Apart from having no bathroom in here, Naz also has no damn clocks. I feel like I've been lying in his bed for hours, too edgy to sleep, tangled up in his sheets. He's beside me, but not touching me, no more than six inches of space separating our naked bodies, but the man suddenly feels miles away.


    I'm agonizing over what to do, what to think, replaying every moment I've spent with Naz, when a peculiar ring echoes through the room. It's muffled, a series of beeps that sounds almost like Morse code. At once, Naz slips away, climbing out of bed and rifling through his pants on the floor. He pulls out his phone, giving a brief glance at the screen before answering with a curt, "Hello."


    He heads toward the door as whoever's on the line addresses him, and lets out a deep sigh as he steps into the hallway. "No, I haven't gotten it yet, but I'm on it."


    I hear no more, unable to make out his words as he strolls along the hallway in the dark, away from my range of hearing. Not like I'm trying to eavesdrop or anything. But he returns after a moment, slipping back into the bedroom, and haphazardly tosses his phone back down on his pile of clothes.


    The bed shifts as he climbs in beside me. His hands seek me out this time, wrapping around me, pulling me back against him. Once again, his strength astounds me as he tugs me into his arms like I'm made of nothing. I feel almost like a rag doll being manhandled.


    Sweeping my hair aside, he kisses the side of my neck, something about it easing my nervousness. I feel safe, strangely enough, like a caterpillar wrapping up in a cocoon, waiting to sprout wings.


    "I'm surprised you're still awake," he says quietly. "Maybe I shouldn't have taken it so easy on you."


    Despite myself, I smile at that. I can't fathom that being Naz when he's subdued. Unrestrained, the man would knock me into next week.


    "What time is it?" I ask.


    "Two o'clock."


    Ugh. "I should probably go."


    "Why?"


    "Because it's late."


    "So?"


    "So…" So, I don't know. "I just thought…"


    He hums in my ear, his hand slowly sliding down my torso to the ache between my legs. "Less thinking, more feeling."


    Sighing, I close my eyes. He takes the words right from me. His hands caress my skin, stroking my clit, as he pins me against him. It only takes a few seconds for my breaths to come out as whimpers.


    "That's it," he whispers. "Just feel it."


    Feel it, I do… I feel it in all of me, the pressure building until I can't take it anymore. "Please. Don't stop."


    "Whatever you want."


    "Oh God, yes. Yes. Don’t…" My breath hitches, my voice strained as I feel it sweep through me. "Stop."


    "Stop?"


    He stops.


    He fucking stops.


    "No, no, no," I chant, shifting my hips, desperate for the friction before it fades away. "Don't stop. Please."


    He chuckles in my ear as his hand moves again, stroking me. His lips find my neck as my body tenses at the release of pleasure. I gasp, incoherent words seeping from my lips. A moment later the pleasure fades away as he stops, for real this time, his hand stilling, cupping the spot between my thighs.


    "I like it when my woman knows what she wants," he says, his hand drifting up again, slowly moving along my chest, before reaching my face. I'm stunned by his words, even more shocked when his hand finds my mouth. His fingertips caress my bottom lip before his pointer finger brushes against my tongue. "I like it when she tastes like Heaven, too."


    I shiver as he kisses along my neck and down my shoulder, pausing as he presses a kiss on my shoulder blade. His mouth lingers there as he pulls his hand away from my mouth.


    "Stay," he says. "I'll take you home in the morning. I have to go that way, anyway."


    "Okay," I whisper, but he doesn't wait for my answer. His hands leave my skin, the void sweeping over me as he pulls away, turning over in the bed to go to sleep.


    If I'm not a glorified prostitute, I don't know what one is.
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 Sleep evades me but I eventually catch it in my grasp. When I awaken, the bedroom is significantly lighter as sunlight streams through the windows. I again have no idea what time it is, but there's one thing I do know.


    I'm alone.


    Still aching, and yucky, and stark naked.


    But alone.


    Rubbing my eyes, I climb out of the bed and scrounge up my clothes from last night, still mixed in with his on the floor. I put on my bra and slip on my panties before grabbing the dress. I turn it right side out, trying to situate it, when something on it catches my eye.


    It's torn.


    It looks like his hands ripped right through it, the weaving fabric loose and pillaging around the hem.


    I stare at it, horrified. "Oh God."


    "Is there a problem?"


    The voice startles me so much I jump, yelping, and nearly drop the dress. Turning to the doorway, I see Naz standing there, his dark hair damp, beads of water running down his bare chest. The sudden urge to lick them strikes me.


    Ugh, down, hormones.


    He's wearing nothing but a pair of black boxer briefs, fresh out of the shower. I'm momentarily stunned speechless as I survey him, getting my first good look at him out of his suit. He's just as gorgeous now, but there's more to him, noticeable things, things I couldn't see last night. He's covered in old wounds, battle scars, gashes that shine silvery in the light and disappear in the darkness, like whispered secrets.


    It's not off-putting, but it is a bit unnerving. I wonder what this man has gone through. He looks like he's been to war.


    "Problem?" he asks again when I say nothing, his voice a little louder, drawing my attention from his chest.


    "Yeah," I mumble, pulling the dress on, acutely aware thanks to my soberness that my panties are definitely not sexy. "My clothes kind of got torn last night."


    His eyes scan me, settling on the rip as I point it out to him. "Didn't mean to ruin your dress."


    "My roommate's dress, technically," I say, running my fingers through my hair, pulling myself together. "I borrowed it from her closet."


    "Ah, well, I'll make it up to her."


    "How?"


    He shrugs a shoulder, pushing away from the doorway to stroll closer. "Somehow."


    Stepping past me, he heads to his closet. It's filled with clothes, a lot more than just black suits, but unsurprisingly that's what he grabs. I watch him, mesmerized by the ease in which he pulls himself together.


    Much to my amusement, his hair dries quickly, lying perfectly without him even needing to touch it. Lucky bastard.


    He turns to me as he finishes, fiddling with his dark tie, securing the knot. "Why are you wearing your roommate's dress, anyway?"


    I glance down at it. "Because it looks good."


    "It does," he says, "but what's wrong with your clothes?"


    "Nothing, but you were taking me out to dinner, so I needed something to wear for that."


    "You don't own anything you can eat in?"


    "Nothing I can eat a twelve hundred dollar meal in."


    He nods, grabbing his suit coat from the hanger. "But you didn't know I was taking you somewhere like that."


    "Maybe I did... maybe I'm good at reading people, too."


    "You didn't." He smirks as he shakes his head, as if reacting to a joke only he's in on. He lets out a chuckle, the sound making me feel like maybe I'm the punch line of it. "And you're terrible at reading people, Karissa. Terrible."


    He puts on his coat, buttoning it, before turning to me again.


    "You look beautiful in it, though," he says. "I'm glad you wore it."


    "I, uh... thanks." Anarchy reigns inside of me as I swallow thickly. He called me beautiful. I suddenly feel like a young girl, blushing at the compliment. "I just wanted to look nice."


    "Why?"


    Why? What kind of a question is that?


    The words 'because of dinner' are on the tip of my tongue, but they don't taste right. They have the tang of a bitter lie, only slightly seasoned to hide what's beneath. It wasn't dinner I wanted to look nice for.


    It was him.


    I don't respond, but from the look on his face, it's obvious he knows the answer.


    Is there anything this man doesn't know?


    He steps toward me, reaching out and gently rubbing my bicep. "Well, like I said, you look beautiful. Pity it's ruined, but I'll replace it."


    "You don't have to do that," I say. "I don't even know where she got it, or how long she's had it… or if she even remembers she owns it, honestly."


    He struts past, not acknowledging my rebuttal, as he heads for the door. "Come on, I'll take you home now. I'm due in the city soon."


    He walks out, leaving me standing there. I slip on my boots, glancing around to make sure I haven't forgotten anything, before heading after him. He already has his keys, the front door hanging wide open with him standing there, waiting.


    The drive into Manhattan is awkward. I want to jump out of my own skin. I don't know what to say, or what to think, or what to do about any of this, and he's giving me no indication of where his mind is.


    What are we even doing here?


    This man bulldozed his way into my world, razing everything I always thought, or felt, or believed, leaving me with wreckage to try to piece back together. It's like I stepped out into the sunlight for the first time, and he is driving me right back into the shadows.


    Am I ever going to feel the sunshine again?


    I don't want it to be over, but the question remains: what the hell is it?


    "Are you okay?" Naz asks when he pulls onto the street leading to my dorm.


    "I'm fine," I respond, forcing a smile. "Why?"


    "You look upset."


    "No, I'm just… thinking."


    "Huh."


    He says nothing else. Huh. That's it.


    What the fuck is 'huh' supposed to mean?


    My stomach is in knots when he passes my building and once again pulls into the entrance of the parking garage. I'm reaching for the door before we even come to a complete stop, figuring it's best to just be put out of my misery, when he reaches over and grabs ahold of my wrist. It's not painful, but his grip is firm, locking me there.


    "What did I say about thinking so much?"


    I stare at him. Less thinking, more feeling. "I know, but I can't help it. I just… I don't know what to think."


    Because that makes sense, Karissa.


    "Then don't," he says. "Don't think about it. Just enjoy it for what it is."


    "What is it?"


    He shrugs.


    That's it.


    He shrugs.


    His grip loosens even more, his fingers slipping from my skin as he pulls away, the hand coming to rest on the gearshift again.


    I take that as my cue to leave.


    Opening the door, I climb out, slamming it behind me. I take a few steps away from the car when I hear the window rolling down, his voice calling out. "Karissa."


    My footsteps falter as I close my eyes. He's just fucking with me at this point. He has to be. I turn around, knowing damn well I haven't forgotten my phone this time, considering I hadn't even remembered to bring the damn thing. "Yeah?"


    "Dinner tonight?" he asks.


    I stare at him. "What?"


    "Dinner," he says. “Eight thirty good for you?"


    My eyes widen as I say it again. "What?"


    Amusement touches his lips, but he doesn't respond, instead putting the car in reverse and backing away. I watch as the car disappears in traffic, dumbfounded.


    Is this man serious?
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    My mother left half a dozen messages overnight. I call her back, not wanting her to worry, only vaguely listening as she babbles about the flower shop. I hang up as quickly as I can without upsetting her and toss my phone down, glancing at the clock.


    It's barely noon.


    That means I have eight and a half hours to agonize, to convince myself this is real, that it isn't a figment of my imagination.


    Eight and a half hours to gather some courage.


    Eight and a half hours to find something to wear.


    They're the longest eight and a half hours of my life.


    I shower and get ready, having the time today to fix my hair and put on makeup. I stress over clothes again, settling on a pair of pink skinny jeans and a black loose-fitting top. It's not fancy, but it's at least mine this time. Not fit for a twelve hundred dollar meal, but maybe half of that.


    Or half of a half.


    I continually glance in the mirror as I pace the room, watching the clock and waiting, not wanting to go downstairs too early, but not wanting to be late. By the time eight thirty arrives, I'm little more than a bundle of frazzled nerves, convinced I'm not even fit for a fast food extra value meal.


    Pushing back the swell of anxiety, I make sure to remember my phone this time as I head out. My heart hammers hard as I ride the elevator, taking a deep breath when I reach the lobby.


    I'm walking with my head down as I turn the corner to the parking garage, expecting to see the Mercedes, but pause when it's not there. Instead, leaning against the painted brick wall in front of me, stands Naz, hands in his pockets, stance relaxed.


    I blink a few times, caught off guard. "Uh, hey."


    "Hello," he says, pushing away from the wall to stroll toward me.


    "Are we still, uh... having dinner?"


    "I certainly hope so," he says. "I'm hungry, and I distinctly remember being promised you'd cook for me yesterday."


    I laugh as those words strike me, but my amusement dies a harsh death when I notice his serious expression. "You're kidding."


    "Do I look like I'm kidding?"


    No, he doesn't. I think back, begrudgingly admitting that his words had been he'd be back for dinner, not that he was taking me anywhere. I feel oddly manipulated, but it's my fault for misinterpreting. "Your house then?"


    "We went there last night," he says. "Besides, forgive me if I'm wrong, but you have the noodles. So I figure, since we're already here..."


    He points toward the dorms.


    He wants to go upstairs?


    My first instinct is to refuse, but I'm too thrown off to make up any excuses. Besides, I suspect they'll fall on deaf ears. Something tells me he'll talk his way inside eventually.


    I motion behind me, stepping aside. "After you."


    Somehow I'm more nervous now than I was a moment ago, as I lead Naz into the old dorms. This is my territory, my home... or as close to a home as I get. But yet I feel out of place, a stranger in my own skin, like I'm invading my own privacy by inviting him in.


    Naz, on the other hand, looks at ease. There's nothing more intimidating than a man whose feathers aren't ruffled by anything. We step into the elevator and he leans back against the side, watching as I press the number thirteen button.


    "Thirteenth floor," he muses. "Good thing you're not superstitious."


    "Right? Especially since I stay in the thirteenth room, too."


    He says nothing else as we ride upstairs, but he laughs when we reach my room tucked in the corner at the end of the hall: 1313. I pull out my key and unlock the door, pushing it open for him to step inside.


    It's a goddamn disaster.


    "This is nice," he says, glancing around as he pauses a few feet inside the door. He sounds genuine, but I can't imagine Mr. Fit for a King would find anything nice about a glorified walk-in closet with two little beds.


    "It's tiny," I say.


    He shakes his head. "It's just cozy."


    "What it is is a freaking mess."


    "Yeah, I won't argue that one." He glances between my side of the room and Melody's, like he's comparing and contrasting. He doesn't wait for me to tell him which is mine. Within seconds, he steps onto my side, his eyes sweeping along my things.


    I just stand by the door, wringing my hands together. I don't have much, but what I have is important to me. We had sex last night, and as nervous as I'd been to have him inside of me, it's nothing compared to this. This is him getting a glimpse of what's beneath my skin.


    What if he doesn't find it beautiful?


    "You can have a seat or whatever you want," I mumble. "Make yourself at home, I guess."


    He cocks an eyebrow. "You guess?"


    "Yeah, well, I mean, I don't know what we're doing here or what you really want or..." Or what I'm saying. He has me frazzled. "I repaid you last night, you know... repaid you for everything, like you said about, but..."


    "But?"


    "But... I don't know."


    "You don't know what to think."


    I nod.


    He lets out a laugh of disbelief as he steps toward me. "Is that all that was to you, Karissa? Compensation? Some sort of thank you gift? Placating me, throwing me a bone, because you thought you owed me? You felt indebted to me?"


    I open my mouth to respond—to say what, I don't know—but he doesn't let me speak. He holds his hand up, resting his pointer finger against my lips. He's gentle about it, barely touches me with his fingertip, but the action silences me before I even begin.


    "Because if that's all it was to you, I'll go," he continues. "I'll walk out the door right now. I don't fuck women because they owe me... I do it because I want to, because I need to, because they need me. And I don't mean that in an underhanded I bought dinner so you get naked sort of way, bartering favors like this is Basic Instinct. I'm not paying to get repaid, to get you in my bed. But if that's all this feels like to you, some sort of twisted business arrangement you're obligated to proceed with, I'll leave."


    "Don't," I say quickly as he turns away. "Don't leave. I just, I don't know."


    "Don't know what?"


    "Why?"


    "Why what?"


    "Why me?"


    He stares at me for a moment. "Why not you?"


    His response doesn't answer my question, but it quells some of my anxiety, like maybe he can't see the flaws I see. Maybe what I see in the mirror, the girl my mother raised in little houses, isolated and overprotected, isn't the same woman he's looking at. Maybe one of us isn't seeing me clearly here, and maybe it's him...


    Or maybe it's me.


    "So you want noodles?" I ask, shifting the subject. "Like, honestly want me to make them?"


    "I do," he says.


    Sighing, I step over to the cabinet Melody and I share, opening it up to glance at the food. There isn't much. It's been weeks since either of us went shopping. "What flavor?"


    "Whatever flavor a noodle is."


    "They come in different flavors." I hold up a few packages, showing him. "Beef, chicken, shrimp…"


    He grimaces. "Give me whatever your favorite is."


    I grab the pink package. Shrimp.


    I lead him out of my room and to the small kitchen. My pot from yesterday is still on the stove, still filled with water, the abandoned package of noodles on the counter. I discard it, rinsing out the pot and filling it with fresh water before setting it back on the stove to boil.


    There's nothing in here except for an old stove and a sink and a mostly empty refrigerator, a few pots and pans in the cabinets that have been collectively donated. I wait for him to comment on it but he doesn't, instead leaning back against the counter and crossing his arms over his chest.


    I can feel him watching as I wait for the water to boil, feel his eyes glued to me as mine are glued to the pot. I know the saying—a watched pot won't boil—but I can't seem to look anywhere except for at it. As soon as it starts bubbling, I toss the noodles in, feeling silly as I clear my throat. Am I seriously doing this? "We just have to boil the noodles for a few minutes."


    "Huh." He pushes away from the counter and steps behind me, so close I can feel his breath on my skin, as he peers over my shoulder at the pot. "And where does the flavor come from?"


    "This," I say, holding up the square silver packet of seasoning.


    He takes it from me. "And why does it look like a condom?"


    "Good question," I say, stirring the noodles. "I don't know."


    "So what's in this?" he asks, flipping it over, surveying the outside, but it says nothing except 'shrimp flavor'. "Do you at least know that?"


    "A hell of a lot of sodium. About as much MSG."


    He glances between the package and me. "Now I think you might be trying to poison me."


    "A little salt won't kill you."


    "I'm an old man, Karissa. It might."


    "You're not that old," I say, turning to face him, seeing the amusement crinkling his eyes. "I mean, yeah, you're older, but you're not old. It's not like you're entitled to a senior citizen discount. You're barely old enough to be my father."


    As soon as I say it, his expression shifts. It's like he's been doused in gasoline, washing away every bit of humor as fire sparks inside of him. I can see it in his eyes, the bright blue hue darkening, as they narrow, turning cloudy and murky, like a storm is waging. My muscles grow taut as he takes a sudden step toward me. I instinctively want to step back, but I can already feel the heat from the stove creeping up my spine.


    I don't want to get burned.


    "Your father?" he asks, his voice low. "Is that what you see when you look at me?"


    "What? No, of course not." I grimace, realizing how that must've sounded. Gross. "I'm just saying, you know, you're twice my age… not that it's a bad thing. You're just... a little older."


    I stare into those eyes, cursing myself for upsetting him. He says nothing, just staring back, his expression as hard as stone. Seconds pass, seconds that feel like they last a lifetime, before movement in the doorway catches my attention.


    I look over just as a girl struts in… I vaguely recognize her from encounters in the hallway, brief trips in the elevator, but I don't recall ever talking to her before. She glances up, a can of soup in her hand, and lets out a gasp of surprise when she sees us. "Shit, sorry, I didn't think anyone was here."


    My stomach clenches from nerves, my heart hammering hard in my chest. I feel like I've been caught in a compromising position, like this girl has just walked in on something she shouldn't have seen, that she knows things now she shouldn't know about me. It's silly, but after spending my entire life having my mother drill the concept of privacy and propriety into me, I feel exposed, his proximity so intoxicating it's like I've just been caught with a needle in my arm.


    He's a drug, an addictive one, and I'm not sure it's a habit I can kick. All it took was one hit. One strong, euphoric hit and I was hooked.


    Naz just stands there, in front of me, not reacting for a moment. The fire in his eyes fades, his stance relaxing.


    "I'll just come back," the girl says. "Sorry."


    She's gone before I can even think to tell her it's okay. What happened to my manners?


    I turn away from Naz, glancing back at the stove, and switch off the noodles before they turn to mush. Sighing, I grab the seasoning packet as he holds it out to me.


    "Are you mad?" I ask him as I stir the seasoning into the pot. He's being too quiet. I worry I've offended him.


    "No," he says quietly. "I'm just wondering if me being here is wrong."


    "I'm allowed to have guests," I reply. Granted, I'm supposed to have him show ID in the lobby and sign in, but still… him being here isn't wrong.


    "That's not what I meant."


    I grab two bowls and divide the noodles before turning to him. All that anger is gone, but he seems genuinely conflicted. "Does it bother you that I'm so young?"


    He looks at me incredulously. "If it did, I wouldn't be here."


    "Okay, then," I say. "There's nothing wrong."


    He doesn't look reassured, but he doesn't press the issue. After doing a quick clean up job, we vacate the kitchen and head back to my room, bowls of noodles in hand. I hand him a plastic fork before grabbing one for myself and sitting down on the edge of my bed. I expect him to sit beside me, or at least take a seat at the chair at my small desk, but instead he leans against my dresser, towering above me.


    I take a few bites, too starving to ignore my food, while he mostly stirs his noodles around with the fork. I watch him as I eat, smiling to myself when he takes his first bite. It's small, and tentative, his nose scrunching up as he chews and swallows. His eyes are focused in the bowl as he takes another bite, forcing it down.


    He doesn't eat anymore.


    After stirring his noodles for a few more minutes, giving me time to eat, he sets his bowl on the dresser behind him as his eyes seek me out.


    He steps over to me and takes the empty bowl from my hand, setting it on the desk. Grasping my chin, he pulls my face up so I'll look at him. His thumb brushes across my bottom lip, and he's quiet for a minute before whispering, "Only a fool would be bothered by being with you."


    Those words make my heart skip a beat. I exhale shakily as he leans down and kisses me, softly and sweetly, over and over again. He pulls back after a moment, still holding me in place, but I'm not ready for the moment to end. Instinctively, my hand moves to his head, fingers running through his hair, as I force him right back to me. He chuckles, not fighting it, and kisses me deeper.


    Soft and sweet turns firm and frenzied, the once feather light kisses now brutalizing my lips. I'm not sure which way I prefer it. One way makes my heart flutter; the other sets my chest aflame.


    Needing air, I pull away for only a second to take a deep breath, my eyes opening. I look up at him, seeing a smirk touching his lips, when his voice rings out. "Are your neighbors home?"


    "Uh, no. Well, except for that girl we saw, but she's on the other side of the hall."


    "Good."


    "Why?" I ask as he kisses me again.


    "Because," he says, "I want to make sure nobody will hear you."


    A chill tears down my spine. I'm shivering from it when he pounces, forcing me back onto a pile of discarded clean clothes I left on my bed, his body covering mine. His kisses steal the air from my lungs as his hardness presses against me.


    His hands are rough as they tear at my clothes. I'll be lucky if he doesn't rip these, too. He strips me, flinging material around, pulling his own off just as hastily. Grasping me around the waist, he yanks me back onto the small bed, not giving me any time to adjust when he settles between my thighs and pushes inside.


    The thrust is so hard, so deep, that pain stabs my stomach. It feels like I've been impaled. I gasp, clawing his back, my nails digging into his skin. He pauses when I cry out but only stills for a few seconds before thrusting again.


    And again.


    And again.


    It doesn't hurt as much as the first, but it isn't gentle, not in the least. His body is heavy, his grip strong, his hands rough as they fondle my flesh. He's smothering me, covering me, as I feel nothing, see nothing, live nothing except for him, existing only in the moment as he buries himself inside of me. I barely even register that the light is on anymore. The man is a wrecking ball, pounding me, and I come to pieces almost instantly.


    He pulls out to finish, coming near my navel, just inches from where I yearn for him to stay.


    "I'm on the pill." The words are strained as they come from my lips. I'm breathing heavily. My heart is racing. He's sitting back on his knees, and I suddenly feel exposed. "I've been on it for a while."


    He stares down at me, nodding once in acknowledgement as he grips his cock, stroking it. My eyes are drawn down to it, and I'm mesmerized, watching him touch himself. My fingertips tingle with the urge to reach out and touch him, to feel him, to give him the pleasure he's giving himself, but I don't get the chance.


    In a blink, he's back between my legs, slowly pushing inside of me again. My eyes flutter closed as he once more covers my body with his, picking right back up where he left off moments ago.


    He goes longer this time, every few thrusts bordering on ruthless, that agony stabbing me again and again. I let out small yelps, unable to help myself, strangled cries of pleasurable pain echoing through the room. It seems to do something to him, rousing something inside of Naz. Every time I cry out, he lets out a throaty groan, the sound prickling my skin.


    He's enjoying it.


    He pulls out again when he's done. I don't know if it's intentional, or if it's instinctual, but he comes on my stomach instead of inside of me.


    My body is a ball of tingles, my legs weak, like he's knocked the bones right out of me. Naz wraps his arms around me as he shifts us around in the bed, squeezing in behind me. There isn't room for him to move away from me here, not enough space to feel any distance between us. It doesn't seem to bother him, though, as he nuzzles into my neck, his hand resting on my bare stomach.


    And just like that, I go to sleep.
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 The room is dark when I come around much later, the light turned off at some point while I was asleep. I'm still naked, but a blanket covers me... one I rarely use... one that's kept stored in the cabinet.


    The bed feels empty, no body beside mine. I instantly feel the void. I sit up, clutching the blanket around me, and jump when I catch sight of the form in the shadows.


    Naz is still here.


    He's standing in front of my dresser, fully dressed, holding a picture frame he picked up from it. It's a photo of my mother and me the day I graduated high school. It's hard to believe it was less than a year ago.


    His head turns my way as he sets the frame back down on the dresser. "You're awake."


    "You are, too," I say. "What are you doing?"


    "What I shouldn't."


    "What's that?"


    "Thinking."


    I laugh lightly, wrapping the blanket tighter around me as I survey his face in the darkness. "What are you thinking?"


    "I'm thinking that I like you, and that's a problem for me."


    His serious tone startles me. "Why's it a problem?"


    "Because I don't like people," he says bluntly. "I deal with people. That's what I do. But rarely do I particularly like anyone... like them enough to want to deal with them in ways that aren't work to me."


    "I don't get why that's a problem."


    "Because I wasn't supposed to like you, Karissa."


    I'm baffled, unsure what to make of that. "When you say you like me, you mean...?"


    "I like you," he says again, as if that answers my question. He pauses for a moment, glancing back at the frame on my dresser. "There's something about you... something I've sought for a very long time. Something I've always wanted. And now that I've found it, I don't know if I can let it go."


    "Then don't," I say.


    "You don't know what you're asking," he responds. "I'm not a man who just gives up in the middle of something. If I go any further, if I don't walk away now, I won't be able to."


    "I don't want you to walk away," I say. "I like you, too."


    "You don't even know me."


    His voice has a hint of anger behind it, a bit of bitterness that makes my stomach knot.


    "You don't know me either," I say. "You don't even know my favorite color."


    "Pink," he says. "You've had on something pink every time I've seen you… your phone case is pink… so are your sheets."


    Maybe that was too easy. "My favorite food."


    "You'd probably say Ramen. You accept what you think you deserve, but you deserve so much more, whether you admit it or not. You want to indulge. You like to give in to cravings. That's why your real favorite is chocolate."


    "What kind of chocolate?"


    "Whatever kind of chocolate you can get your hands on."


    Okay, he's right… I do like chocolate. "How about my favorite movie?"


    "Peter Pan."


    He answers without an ounce of hesitation. I just stare at him, stunned. "How can you possibly know that?"


    "Easily. You still see yourself as a child, and not an adult, like you believe you'll never grow up." He pauses, eyeing me peculiarly. "Not to mention you let a strange guy whisk you away with promises of magic, and he had you floating on cloud 9 all night long."


    "I, uh..." What the fuck? "How...?"


    Before I can get out a coherent thought, he laughs and continues. "You have a copy of the cartoon on your shelf. There's a Tinker Bell poster beside your bed. It wasn't a hard guess."


    I feel silly and am immediately grateful the room is so dark so he can't see my blush. "Well what about my—"


    "It doesn't matter." He cuts me off as he steps forward, closer to the bed. "We could play this game all night long, Karissa, but those things mean nothing. My favorite color's black, my favorite food is steak, and if I had to pick a movie, it would be Twelve Angry Men, but that doesn't tell you who I am."


    "Who are you then?"


    He takes another step forward, so close that I can see the blue in his eyes now. He stares down at me on the bed, his expression serious. "Someone you should stay far away from."


    Those words make me tremble. I believe it—he has a way of making someone believe whatever he says—but still, they don't stop the traitorous feelings inside of me. Maybe I should stay away from him, but I don't want to.


    I don't think I can.


    Instead of responding, I reach out toward him, running my hand along his thigh. The yearning to touch him still lingers in me. His reflex is startling fast as he snatches ahold of my hand, stilling it on his leg, his grip strong.


    "I'm telling you," he says, his voice strained. "I'm warning you. I'm not a good man, Karissa, and I never will be. So don't think you can fix me, or that I'll ever change, because I won't. I can't. You have to know, if this goes any further, if you ask me to stay, I'm not going to be able to let you walk away."


    He lets go of my hand. I hesitate. It's only a few seconds—seconds of thinking, something I've spent my whole life doing, before I concede to feeling, the one thing that's brought me more pleasure than before. The seconds feel like an eternity as he stares down at me, our eyes locked, as if he's challenging me. He's waiting for my decision, waiting to hear the outcome, like I'm those twelve angry men with his life in my hands.


    My hand, which inches up his thigh again and grazes over his crotch, delivering the final verdict—he's not condemned, but maybe I am.


    His eyes drift closed, a soft sigh escaping his parted lips, and I know then, as I feel his cock through the material of his pants, hardening against my palm, that I signed on the dotted line. I'm in.


    It's needless, but I say it anyway. "Stay."


    His eyes reopen, a smirk tugging the corner of his lips. "Red."


    My eyes widen. "What?"


    "If you ever need me to stop, you just say red."


    "Red," I whisper, goose bumps coating my arms.


    His smile fades at the sound of it. "Don't say it unless you mean it. If you just need me to back off, to slow down, to take it easier on you, say yellow. It works like a stoplight. Understand?"


    I nod, my heart in my throat. I'm not scared, but damn if he doesn't have me a bit nervous. He actually gave me safe words. "You're not going to, like, beat me, are you?"


    "No," he says right away, his voice sharp. "I'll never hit you. And I'll never hurt you, unless you want me to."


    I can't imagine ever wanting that, but the ache between my thighs, the memory of the way he hurt earlier, when he was inside of me, sends a differing chill down my spine.


    "They're just in case," he says. "In case I get too rough, in case I lose myself and you've had enough. Better safe than sorry, right?"


    "Right," I mumble, reaching for his zipper. I start to tug it down when he grabs my hand again, laughing as he pulls away.


    "Not tonight," he says as he holds on to my hand. "I need to go."


    My brow furrows. "You're leaving?"


    "Yes," he says. "I have work to do."


    My gaze shifts to my alarm clock. One o'clock in the morning. "Now?"


    "Yes," he says again, lifting my hand and placing a light kiss on the back of it. He follows it up with a quick peck on my lips before letting go and turning away.


    He says nothing else.


    I stare, watching incredulously as he disappears out the door.


    

  


  
    


    


    [image: ]


    

    

    Days pass.


    Days of nothing.


    The soreness from our encounter fades from my body as another ache seeps in—the ache of not feeling his touch in days. It's a double-edge sword, a strange sensation I've never dealt with before.


    I feel so empty.


    It's crazy. I know.


    I'm crazy.


    He's driving me insane.


    Naz steamrolled into my life and then strolled right back out in the middle of the night, offering me nothing more than a sweet goodbye kiss.


    I don't know what to do about it.


    I don't know what to do with myself.


    I spend the days alternating between hiding out in my room and venturing out into the city, slipping back into my world of solitude and cheap food.


    And I wallow.


    I wallow.


    Ugh, I'm pathetic.


    This isn't me. I don't fall apart over guys. I don't mope, and stress, and wallow.


    So why am I doing it?


    After glancing at my phone for probably the hundredth time, waiting for the bastard to ring, I toss it aside with a groan. I could call him; I should call him. But I keep waiting for him to call me. I'm becoming one of those girls.


    I'm turning into Melody.


    Speaking of Melody, she comes back tomorrow, and I haven't heard from her once. I know she's busy, on vacation with the friends she's known for years, so I'm not surprised, but it admittedly hurts to realize I'm so alone.


    I don't just mean that because everyone's vacated the premises. I mean it in the 'I could go missing and I'm not sure anyone would notice' kind of way.


    A shrill ring echoes through the room. I snatch it up, my heart stilling those few seconds before I glance at the screen. Please be Naz. Please be Naz. Please be Naz.


    It's Mom.


    Scratch that. Someone would notice.


    She would.


    Sighing, I drop down onto my bed as I answer it. "Hey, Mom."


    "Hey, Kissimmee! How are you?"


    "Good. You?"


    She sounds good, confirming it when she launches into stories from Watertown, gossiping about the people around town. I only vaguely remember most of them but I listen and occasionally chime in. I worried about leaving her all alone when I moved to the city, but she seems to be doing well.


    Dare I say better than even me today?


    "Are you sure you're okay, sweetie?" she says after a moment. "You're awfully quiet."


    "Yeah, I'm fine. Just... bored."


    And lonely.


    And kind of hungry.


    I'm a mess.


    "You should've visited this week," she says. "We could've spent some time together."


    "I know... I'll see you soon, though."


    "Can't wait," she says. "Anyway, I should get going. I'll call you later, okay?"


    We hang up. I toss my phone down, waiting for it to ring again.


    It doesn't.


    I eventually head downstairs, grabbing something to eat from the dining hall while it's open. It's slim pickings, a few scraggly students hanging around from the building. The sun is still shining when I come back upstairs. I crack open my philosophy textbook, trying to get ahead on it, but end up falling asleep with the book on my chest.


    I'm awakened much later by a noise. The room is encased in darkness, a soft glow swaddling my desk beside the bed. My phone. Reaching over, I pick it up and glance at the screen as it rings.


    Naz.


    I answer tentatively. "Hello?"


    "You looked beautiful today."


    No hello. No greeting at all. I'm stunned. Beautiful? Where did that come from?


    My eyes are drawn down to myself. I haven't even changed out of my old ratty pajamas in what I think might be two days. "How do you know?"


    "I saw you."


    My stomach is in knots. He saw me? "Where?"


    "In my dreams."


    The moment he says it, a smile lights up my face. "Are you just fucking with me?"


    "No, but I'd like to be fucking you."


    I laugh sharply. My body heats at those words. How does he do that, his responses so slick, so quick?


    "I do know you looked beautiful today, though," he says. "I wasn't lying."


    "How?"


    "Because you always are."


    I'm not sure how to respond to that. I start stammering. Thirty seconds on the phone and I've turned into a blubbering fool because of this man.


    He laughs, genuinely amused. "Goodnight, Karissa."


    Before I can respond, he hangs up. I stare at the phone, biting my bottom lip, as I whisper, "goodnight," into the quiet room.


    As silly as it is, I feel a bit better.


    At least he hasn't forgotten about me.
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 Sunday afternoon drags, each minute like an hour, each hour damn near another whole day. The dorm comes alive mid-afternoon as people filter back in. I can hear our suite mates through the thin walls, returning from wherever they headed off to.


    I don't know.


    Don't really care, either.


    I'm a terrible neighbor.


    I'm sitting in my bed, knees pulled up, staring down at the book propped up against my legs, when the door flings open. Melody walks in, hauling her bags along, and lets out a groan in lieu of a greeting. I glance up as she discards her things by the door to collapse in her bed.


    "Oh God, I'm exhausted!" she says.


    "You look refreshed," I point out. In fact, she looks different, a sun kissed glow to her. Her hair is almost platinum blonde, bleached from the sun's rays, while her skin is now a deep tan.


    It's amazing how much someone can change in a week.


    "Refreshed?" She rolls over onto her side to gaze at me. "I feel like I was beaten!"


    "Were you?"


    Valid question with Melody, one she answers with a sly grin. "A lady never tells."


    Laughing, I close my book and set it aside. "Good thing you're not a lady then."


    Melody sticks her tongue out before launching into it, relaying details from her trip. I thought I'd feel a twinge of jealousy, hearing all about her adventures, but I'm more amused than anything. Because nothing she says, no matter how exotic, tops my erotic.


    You swam with dolphins? You went scuba diving? You sunbathed topless on a gorgeous beach? Well I ate at the finest restaurant in the city, drank thousand dollar champagne, and had my brains fucked out by the man of my dreams.


    I should tell her. She's my friend, maybe my best friend, arguably my only friend... I should tell her about him. She's always telling me about her escapades, and rarely do I ever have anything to share in return.


    I'm going to tell her.


    I am.


    I will.


    "So what did you do this week?" she asks flippantly


    Just not right now.


    Maybe later.


    "You know, little of this, little of that." A lot of that.


    She scrunches her nose at my lame response and launches back into her stories. I'm vaguely listening, her week just short of something out of Girls Gone Wild, when she starts talking about someone named Paul.


    "Who's Paul?" I ask, interrupting.


    "Oh, you know Paul," she says, waving me off.


    Paul Newman? Paul Bunyan? Peter, Paul, and Mary?


    I don't know anybody named Paul.


    "Refresh my memory."


    Melody rolls her eyes, a slight flush to her cheeks as she rolls over onto her stomach on her bed to stare at me across the room. "He's the guy from Timbers. Remember? Mr. Top Gun?"


    "I thought he was a Pat," I say, "or a Pete."


    "Yeah, so did I, but no… it's Paul. He's so great. He's just… he's everything. I've never met someone like him before."


    My brow furrows. I'm not sure what he has to do with anything. "He didn't stay at your resort or something, did he?"


    "What? No, of course not. That would be crazy if a guy just showed up wherever I was. Stalker-y."


    Tell me about it.


    "He called me, though," she continues. "I told him to after that night at Timbers, but I didn't really expect to hear from him. But he called, and we talked, and he's amazing. We have so much in common."


    "That's great." He rubbed me the wrong way, and I don't trust him after the incident with the drink, but my warnings fell on deaf ears to her. She looks happy, and I guess that's what matters. "So you're going to see him again?"


    "Abso-freakin'-lutely." Before I can question her anymore, her phone chimes. Melody is up off the bed, all traces of exhaustion gone as she darts for her luggage and rummages through it. She pulls out her phone, glancing at it, and squeals. "He sent me a text! It says: yo, sexy, you settled in? You hear that? He called me sexy!"


    She laughs giddily as she throws herself back down on her bed, her attention fixed to her phone as she responds to him. My eyes drift from my roommate to my own phone, silent and still on the desk beside me.


    I'll take beautiful over sexy any day.
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 "Happiness."


    Santino stands at the front of the classroom, holding his favorite wooden pointer stick. It's long, and thick, arguably bigger than him, with a sharp metal tip like a dagger.


    I think he's compensating for something.


    He bangs it against the large chalkboard, hitting the word written in all capitals. HAPPINESS. I'm vaguely paying attention, my mind drifting, as Melody slouches in the chair beside me, doodling in the margins of her notebook. I peek her way, rolling my eyes when I see she's drawing hearts around Paul's name.


    "Who wants to chime in and tell me what happiness means to them?" Santino asks, scanning the classroom for volunteers.


    Hands shoot up, the do-gooders who would offer to shine the man's shoes if he hinted they were dirty, followed by a few other hesitant volunteers. The answers are expected from this bunch, a lot of idealistic bullshit tucked in with some materialism. A guy across the room shouts out something vulgar, making the class snicker, as Santino points his stick at him with disapproval.


    "Getting the hell out of this class," Melody says under her breath. "That's my happiness."


    "Tell me about it," I mutter. "Longest hour ever."


    "Ah, Miss Reed," Santino says, swinging in our direction, his eyes meeting mine through the sea of students, like he has radar that's tuned directly to me. "Was that your voice I heard? Would you like to chime in with your answer?"


    "Uh, true happiness is having a deep sense of well-being, and peace, and vitality," I say, remembering reading that in the material. "It's being grateful to be alive."


    "That's true," he says, "but that's not what I asked you."


    I'm momentarily caught off guard by his sharp response.


    "You see, if I wanted the textbook definition, I would've read it," he continues, smacking the book on his desk with the stick. "The question was your definition. Pay attention next time instead of gossiping with Miss Carmichael."


    "Sorry, sir."


    He stares at me, raising his eyebrows. "Well? Your definition?"


    "I, uh…" I can feel the gaze of my classmates burning through me, waiting. "I don't know."


    "You don't know," he echoes. "You don't know what makes you happy?"


    "Well, sure, but happiness isn't really a thing," I say. "It's a state of mind."


    He doesn't look the least bit entertained. "A state of mind or a state of being?"


    I hesitate before repeating myself. "A state of mind. It's just the way you look at things."


    The corner of his lip twitches, but it's not with amusement. He looks like he might have a blood vessel burst if I keep speaking. "Do you pick up all of your philosophical insight from the realm of children's narrative, Miss Reed, or just your views on happiness?"


    I blanch, hearing the wave of giggling flow through the room. I start to stammer out a response when he turns away, pointing back to the chalkboard, a sign that says he's done with my shit. "Albert Einstein said a table, a chair, a bowl of fruit, and a violin were happiness for him. Clearly, everyone defines it differently… those of us who can define it, anyway."


    I slink down in my chair, embarrassed, as Melody leans toward me, whispering, "Please tell me you weren't quoting Seuss again."


    "Walt Disney," I mutter as quietly as can be, but based on the way Santino's gaze darts to me again, I suspect he knew I was talking.


    Class is over within minutes after that. I'm out of my seat as Santino shouts, "Two page paper exploring the concept of true happiness due on Thursday! I'll have your mid-terms graded then."


    The class groans as we head for the door. Melody falls into step beside me, sighing as she slips her bag on. "You couldn't be normal and say orgasms, could you?"


    I laugh, shaking my head. I couldn't say that, but of course, I wouldn't refute it. The mere mention of the word causes a tingle deep inside of me, the memory of the way Naz made my toes curl as I came for him.


    That was undoubtedly happiness.


    That was Heaven.


    I could write the next great American novel about it.


    "You know me," I say. "I like to keep things interesting."


    "Yeah, well, you ought to be careful," she says. "You know he gets a kick out of torturing students. It's, like, foreplay to him, and if you keep it up, you might end up being the one getting fucked."


    Seems to me I'm already on that path, and have been since the first day I stepped into his classroom. He'd gone down the roster, doing his first and only roll call, acknowledging each of us individually. Scare tactic, Melody said… nothing more terrifying than having Satan speak your name. He'd reached my name that day and hesitated, seeking me out. The others he simply nodded at before moving on, but he'd stared at me that afternoon like with one look he knew I didn't belong there.


    We make our way to the dorm, strolling along in no rush, the ten-minute trip taking double that. As soon as we make it to our room, Melody flops down on her bed, while my eyes are drawn to the room phone, the little button on it blinking red. We never use it, only ever remembering it's there when the school calls the number to leave a message. I pick up the receiver and press the button to hear the automated message.


    "Please come down to the building resource center this afternoon for a pickup. Thank you."


    Sighing, I hang up the phone and turn for the door. "I'll be back."


    "Where are you going?"


    "There's a package or something waiting downstairs."


    I head right back down to the lobby, waiting my turn at the resource center window to pickup whatever was left there. As soon as it's my turn, I step up to the woman working the desk and hold my school ID out to her. "I received a message to pick up something."


    She punches it into her computer. "Ah, yes, 1313."


    I lean back against the wall beside the window, waiting for her to retrieve the package, when she sets a sparkling vase filled with long-stemmed roses on the counter.


    "Here you go," she says, smiling sweetly. "Karissa Reed."


    My eyes widen as I stare at the flowers. They're in vibrant shades of pink, three dozen of them from what I can see. I'm thinking there has to be some sort of mistake, some sort of mix-up. "Are you sure these are for me?"


    "Uh, yes," she says, double-checking. "Positive."


    Slowly, I reach out and take the card from where it sticks out in the center of the arrangement. I pull it out of the small envelope and open it, seeing what's undeniably male scribble.


    A dozen for every night you've spent with me.


    -Naz


    I'm stunned. I just stare at the card for a moment before glancing back at the roses. The lady at the desk is eyeing me cautiously, like she's afraid I may pick up the vase and chuck it at her head. I mumble my thanks, grabbing the vase to leave.


    It's heavier than I expect.


    I carry them upstairs, dazed, just smiling politely when a girl in the elevator comments on them. When I reach the room, Melody is standing in front of her bed, holding up a familiar black sweater dress. "Hey, do you know what happened to my—?"


    She doesn't finish her question, but I know what she's asking. I ruined it. Or Naz did. My cheeks flush. Oh shit.


    Melody's eyes seek me out, and she tenses as she stares at the ostentatious flowers in my hand. "Shit, it's not your birthday yet, is it? Please tell me I didn't forget your birthday."


    "No," I whisper, pushing stuff out of the way to make room to set them on my desk beside my bed. "Just a gift."


    Melody watches me incredulously, dropping the dress onto a pile of dirty clothes, forgetting all about it. "The perk of having a Mom who owns a flower shop, huh?"


    I shrug noncommittally.


    I don't correct her.


    I'm a terrible friend.


    Her eyes drift back to the flowers on my desk, and she's quiet for a moment. I wait for her to question me more, but she doesn't, a smile lifting her lips. "Lucky bitch."


    I laugh. Lucky? Maybe.


    Naz certainly makes me feel that way.


    Melody flops down on her bed again, cuddling up with her pillow to take a nap after a morning full of classes. I sit down with my philosophy book, hoping to get a start on my paper on happiness, wanting to impress Santino after the disaster class turned out to be.


    I try to focus—I try, and try, and try—but my attention keeps drifting to the flowers. The sweet fragrance swirls in the air around me, tickling my nostrils whenever I inhale. My lips keep twitching as I fight off a grin. I feel like the truth is written all over my face, glowing like a neon sign in the flush of my cheeks.


    Melody's soft snores fill the quiet room after a while. I glance over at her, making sure she's fast asleep, and contemplate for a moment before grabbing my phone.


    My finger hovers over Naz's name in my contacts. I press it, my heart beating wildly as I bring it to my ear.


    It rings.


    And rings.


    And rings.


    I'm close to hanging up when the line clicks and he greets me with an exaggerated sigh. "Well hello there."


    His voice is rough—grittier than usual.


    "I didn't wake you, did I?"


    "You did," he confirms.


    "I'm so sorry," I say. "I didn't know. I got your flowers and wanted to thank you."


    "Ah." I can hear him yawn through the line. "So they made it?"


    "Yes." I peek across the room, making sure Melody's still asleep before I continue. "We only really spent two nights together, though."


    "You're forgetting about the first night," he says. "Not surprising, though, since you were out of it."


    "But we didn't..." My voice drops even lower. "...you know."


    He exhales again, loudly, but this time it's not from his exhaustion. It's frustration. "I didn't send them to you for sleeping with me, Karissa. Don't degrade yourself thinking that's your worth. I sent them because I'm grateful."


    "Grateful for what?"


    "For you."


    "Well, thank you," I say. "So how did I give away that I liked flowers? Did I wear a flowery shirt, or smell like roses or something one day?"


    He laughs. "No, it was just a guess this time. Most women like flowers."


    "I probably like them more than most," I say. "My mother grows flowers for a living."


    "Is that right?" He sounds genuinely interested. There's a lot about men that I find attractive, but a man who actually listens is in an entirely different league.


    "Yeah, so I sort of have a soft spot for them, I guess. Makes me a little homesick."


    "And where's home, anyway? The post office in Syracuse?"


    I laugh, pushing my philosophy book aside to lie down. "Close enough. Home is… well, I don't know. We moved around a lot when I was growing up, so it's not really a place to me. It's more the people. Or the person, anyway."


    "Your mother," he guesses. "The florist."


    "Yes."


    "I'll have to keep that in mind," he says. "I'm glad you like the flowers."


    "They were a nice surprise." I stare at them on my desk. "I was starting to think maybe you forgot about me."


    "Why would you think that?"


    "I haven't heard from you," I say. "Haven't seen you."


    "That's not from lack of remembering," he says. "I've been busy with work, but you've been on my mind. And you can see me any time you want, Karissa. Anytime. Just say the word and I'm yours."


    "Tonight?" I whisper.


    "How about right now?" he suggests. "I can be there in an hour."


    My eyes dart to Melody, still fast asleep in her bed. "Can you make it two?"


    "Whatever you want," he says. "I'll see you then."


    He ends the call, and I set my phone back down, unable to fight the smile this time. It's building up inside of me to the point that I feel like I'm going to explode. I let out a silent scream, kicking my legs in my bed and clenching my fists, unable to contain it. I jump up and scan the room anxiously, grabbing my robe before jetting to the bathroom, careful not to wake Melody.


    I shower, and scour, and shave, and stress, the giddiness making me edgy. I stay under the hot spray until my fingertips prune. Getting out, I slather on lotion, making every inch of my body silky smooth, coated with a touch of fragrance. Heading back into the room, robe on, towel on my head, I find Melody sitting up in her bed, awake again, searching through her bag.


    "Hey," she says without even looking up at me. "Paul called, wants to meet up. Our next classes are side-by-side."


    "Really?"


    "Yeah, isn't that something?" she says, smiling. "So we're going to walk to class together and then get some dinner afterward."


    "Awesome."


    "You wanna come with?" She raises her eyebrows as she casts her eyes at me. "Would be nice to get something not out of a can or from the dining hall."


    "Yeah, I'll pass this time," I say. "Thanks, though."


    "You sure?"


    "Positive. You and Paul have fun."


    She stands up, grabbing her things and getting them together. "Well, let me know if you change your mind and we'll meet up somewhere, okay?"


    "Okay."


    I won't change my mind, but I don't tell her that, relieved I won't have to try to explain why I'm getting dressed to leave in the middle of the afternoon. I know I should tell her the truth—I'm breaking every rule my mother ever taught me and violating the friendship code by sneaking out like this. Always make sure someone knows who you're with and what you're doing, how they can find you, and never—ever—go somewhere without a friend knowing. It's an unspoken pact, one I've violated again and again, and I don't even know why.


    But I can't say anything.


    I'm not ready to tell anyone.


    There's something thrilling, something chilling, about having something that's all mine. I've lived a life of secrecy since I was born, a life of uncertainty because of my mother's quirky ways, but this is another level I can't even explain. It's having a different world to step into, a world so much unlike my own—a world where I'm not just another person… I'm a treasure.


    He makes me feel like the sun, the world revolving around me, and I'm not ready to invite any others into our universe.


    Naz is my very own knight, fearless and chivalrous, although I suspect his shining armor may be concealing a bit of darkness.


    Instead of putting me on guard, that thought intrigues me.


    I throw on jeans and a soft pink sweater, grabbing a scarf to finish off the outfit, and take time to fix my hair, leaving it down and wavy. I put on makeup, swiping lipstick the same shade as my sweater on my lips. Once I'm ready, I grab my purse, making sure I have my keys and ID and phone on me before heading out.


    I keep my head down, not wanting to run into anyone and be delayed. I go outside, walking around the corner to the parking garage just as the black Mercedes pulls in.


    Perfect timing.


    I don't give him time to get out and open my door for me, climbing in beside him right away. He's dressed as usual, black suit, dark tie, his hair a sexy wave. He hasn't shaved, his facial hair thicker today than I've seen it before. The masculine scent of his cologne fills the car.


    "You look nice," he says, cutting his eyes at me as he pulls back into traffic. "Are you hungry?"


    "A little," I admit. "You don't have to take me anywhere, though."


    "Nonsense. I need to eat, too. What are you hungry for?" Before I can get out a response, he cuts in again. "And don't say 'whatever' or 'anything' or 'it doesn't matter', because those aren't answers."


    "Uh, I don't know."


    "That's not an answer, either."


    "Fine. Pizza."


    "Delivery, takeout, or eat in?"


    I laugh. "Eat in, I guess."


    He nods once, acknowledging me, then drives in silence. I stare out the side window as the city flies by, watching as he takes me straight across the bridge into Brooklyn. He heads deep into the borough to a section I'm only familiar with by reputation, a rough and tumble kind of neighborhood.


    Old graffiti covers the outside of some of the buildings as he pulls down a side street and stops about halfway down the block, in front of an old brick building. It looks much like every other place nearby, but people stand outside in front of it and huddle on benches, chatting as they wait around.


    Naz parks across the street, right along the curb beneath a tree. I stare at the place, noting the small sign that indicates it's a pizzeria. I didn't expect anything fancy, but this… this doesn't look like somewhere Naz would frequent.


    He surprises me, though. He helps me out of the car, pressing his palm to my back as he leads me across the street toward the pizzeria. I realize, as we approach, that the people sitting outside are waiting for tables, but Naz shrugs that off when I point it out to him.


    Stepping inside, he pauses and glances around. The place is packed, filled with customers. The inside is a stark difference from the outside, a hidden gem in a seedy neighborhood. Not upscale, but not the dump I imagined from across the street.


    It only takes a few seconds for Naz to be acknowledged. A man strutting by just happens to look our way, doing a double take, his footsteps stalling. "Vitale."


    Naz nods.


    "You need a table?"


    Another nod.


    "Coming right up, my friend."


    I'm flabbergasted. I don't even have a chance to say anything about it before we're led through the restaurant, to a small table that's just now being cleared. We stand there for a second as they rush to clean the area, before Naz pulls out a chair for me. I slip into it, eyeing him peculiarly when he sits down across from me.


    He picks up a menu, his gaze wholly focused on it, but the corner of his lip turns up into a smirk, flashing that dimple at me. I've never seen someone look so downright cocky before.


    Why is that so hot to me?


    "So did you call ahead again?" I ask, picking up my menu. "Cash in another favor?"


    He laughs at my question. "No, not this time."


    "Then how'd you do that?"


    "Do what?"


    "You know what," I say. "You didn't even say a word to that man and he seated you right away."


    "He knows me."


    "I figured that much, Vitale."


    He flinches when I say his last name, his expression falling as his gaze abandons the menu to settle on me instead. "Don't call me that."


    His tone isn't sharp, but it's most definitely no-nonsense. Not a question, nor is it a request. That's a demand. My skin prickles, that look in his eyes resurfacing as he regards me silently before turning to his menu again. I can tell he isn't reading it. He's staring at it like he's seeing through it.


    After a moment, he meets my eyes again, that dark look fading. "They're friends of the family. Nothing more. Having a big family comes with perks. It doesn't just happen at restaurants, either. It's everywhere I go. Get used to it, sweetheart."


    "It's just strange," I mumble, picking up my menu. "I don't know that I could ever get used to that."


    "You will," he says. "Because it'll start happening to you, too."


    I laugh at that. "Yeah, right."


    "I'm serious," he says. "Just wait."


    Rolling my eyes, I glance down at the menu, scanning through it for something to eat. Unlike the last time he took me to dinner, this I can read.


    The waiter stops by while I'm still deciding and Naz greets him briskly, requesting a bottle of 2008 Paolo Bea Santa Chiara. I have no idea what that is, but as the waiter rushes off to retrieve it, I feel a peculiar sense of déjà vu. "Are you trying to get me drunk again?"


    "I like to indulge, too, Karissa," he replies. "You getting drunk and loose is just an added bonus."


    Laughing, I playfully kick him under the table. He smiles at me, closing his menu as the waiter returns with the bottle of wine. He uncorks it, and Naz takes over, pouring us each a small glass before setting the bottle aside. We order then—a margherita pizza to share. The wine is a strange translucent peach color and has a slight orange tang, going down smoothly.


    Naz watches me, his eyes scanning my face as another man approaches our table. He's older, with slicked back black hair and a thick moustache, short and stumpy. He smiles wide, nodding as he greets Naz by name. Last name. "Vitale."


    Naz doesn't seem fazed when everyone else does it. "Signore Andretti."


    That's the extent of what I understand. The men launch into conversation, the words flowing fluently, but every bit of it is foreign to my ears. Italian, I gather, from the smooth tone and romantic sounding enunciations. They're both smiling, the air around them friendly. Naz laughs after a moment as the other man motions toward me. I'm mid-drink, nearly choking on the wine when their attention shifts.


    "Sì," Naz says. That I know. Yes. "She is."


    The man's expression brightens as he regards me, rattling off something so fast the words all blur together. He reaches over, grasping my hand and pressing a kiss to the back of it. "Sei incantevole!"


    Eyes wide, I watch him carefully. The man lets go of me and turns to Naz, giving him a thumb's up before scampering away.


    "You speak Italian?" I ask, surprised.


    Naz picks up his wine. "I have a basic understanding."


    "Well, what did he say?"


    "He said you're lovely."


    I'm taken aback. "And what did you say?"


    "A lot," he says. "I thanked him for the table and complimented the wine. He's the owner, you see. He asked me how I was and who you were. I told him I was great and you were someone special."


    I stare at him, those words sinking in. "Special?"


    "Yes, special," he says. "Don't sound so surprised."


    "It's just surreal. I keep waiting for this all to be a dream."


    He takes a sip of his wine before setting the glass down and leaning closer, his gaze intense. "When I first laid eyes on you, I thought the same thing. How could I be so lucky as to encounter you, in a city so big? I thought I had to be dreaming."


    "Because of me?" I can feel my face flushing. "But I'm just… me."


    "You're special, Karissa. I mean that."


    Our food comes and I take a bite of the pizza, the crust not too thin, the cheese just rich enough, and the sauce succulent. It's surprisingly delicious for coming from a hole-in-the-wall kind of place, and I now understand why Naz would come here. I devour it as Naz nibbles on a slice, conversation playful, as the wine seems to magically evaporate. POOF.


    Before dinner is through, my head is fuzzy, my body tingling, the air between us buzzing like an electrical current.


    "You ready to get out of here?" he asks as he once again counts out cash to pay the bill. I sneak a peek at it, curious, and am relieved to see it isn't nearly as much as the last time he took me to dinner.


    "Sure." I swallow down the rest of my wine before setting the glass aside. He stands up and takes my arm, nodding in greeting to the waiter as we head for the door. People are still lingering outside, gathering in groups, waiting for tables. "Where are we going?"


    He cuts his eyes at me as we cross the street toward the Mercedes. The sky is starting to darken, a pinkish hue shining down on everything. "Where do you want to go?"


    "Anywhere."


    "That's not an answer."


    "Anywhere with you."


    He smiles. "That's a bit better."


    Unsurprisingly, we go to his house. I expect him to take me upstairs, to pull me straight to his room like the last time we were here, but instead he flicks on the light to settle in downstairs. "You want to watch a movie?"


    "Uh, sure."


    "There are some DVDs in the den," he says, motioning toward a door past the living room. "Go ahead and pick one out."


    Stepping the way he points, I head through the living room, my footsteps faltering right in the doorway to the den. It's only dimly lit from the windows, but I have enough light to see everything. The room is massive, possibly even bigger than the entire house I shared with my mother in Watertown. Unlike the rest of his place, which feels so modern and sterilized, the den is well lived in.


    He spends all his time in here, I realize.


    The furniture is black leather and well worn, the tables wooden matching the paneling of the walls. There seems to be a divider down the middle, a long trailing rug in shades of burgundy and black running from the doorway to the far wall, dividing it into two different spaces.


    On one side there's a fireplace with half a dozen bookcases lining the wall, each one packed with books, a desk right in the center surrounded by chairs. It's an office and home library rolled into one. But on the other side of the divider is an entertainment center, one of the most elaborate I've ever seen, with a huge television and what looks like more DVDs than he has books. It's like a movie theater, set up in front of an array of furniture covered in pillows, cozy and welcoming.


    My eyes bounce between the sections of the room. I feel like I just got a peek of Naz's soul.


    It's a lot more complex than I anticipated.


    I make my way over to the entertainment center and scan the movie titles. I recognize some, but most I've never heard of. He has a lot of foreign movies, a lot of black and white flicks, with a few cult classics thrown in. Not the typical action I expect to see, no Die Hard or Lethal Weapon, no Terminator or Rambo. On the same token, there aren't any chick flicks, either.


    And they're all in alphabetical order. Weird.


    I'm instantly curious about his books, wondering what a man like him reads, when I hear his footsteps behind me entering the den. I turn to face him just as he unknots his tie and slips it off, tossing it on the end table beside the black leather couch. His jacket is already gone, his shirt no longer tucked in, his shoes missing. He unbuttons his top two buttons before making work of his cuffs and pushing his sleeves up to his elbows.


    Jesus, he looks sexy, still dressy but unshaven and unkempt. Ruffled physically, even if nothing can make him that way mentally.


    "Find anything?" he asks as he approaches.


    I turn back to the movies, sighing. "No Pretty Woman?"


    "No." I can hear the smile in his voice. "I'm afraid not."


    I scan the titles again as he walks up behind me, snaking an arm around my waist, and pulling me back to him. I relax into his touch, grasping his forearm as he leans down and kisses my neck. My eyes flutter closed, his lips soft and warm against my skin, sending tingles down my spine.


    "Just pick something," he whispers. "I don't think we'll be paying it much attention, anyway."


    His words prompt me to grab the first movie I see. I don't even look at the name. Naz puts it in and presses play as I settle in on the couch and pull off my shoes. He sits down beside me, relaxing, and wraps his arms around me.


    He's right. I don't pay attention to the movie, and I don't know if he does, because I lie there and fall right asleep in his arms.
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 Darkness cloaks the room when I awaken, except for the soft glow of the television shining on me. It's dead silent, the movie over.


    A black blanket covers me, soft and fuzzy, folded in around me like a child tucked into bed. My head is resting on one of the couch pillows, but there's no Naz anywhere to be seen.


    Yawning, I sit up and stretch, glancing around, wondering where he disappeared to and how long I've been asleep. There's no clock in here that I've seen. How does this man keep track of time? Reaching for my purse, I sort through it and pull out my phone. Midnight.


    I have two text messages from Melody, asking where I am, and a missed call from my mother hours ago. I reply to Melody so she doesn't worry, telling her I'm with an old friend and not to wait up, before putting the phone away and standing up.


    I'm nervous as I head for the doorway, hoping he doesn't mind if I go elsewhere in his house. He's not in the living room, not in the kitchen. I ascend the stairs, straining my ears, listening for sounds, but I hear nothing. I creep down the dark hallway, toward the bathroom, past closed doors. There aren't any lights on, no sign of him anywhere up here. Pausing in the hallway, I sigh and start to turn around when movement startles me. I yelp, jumping, when someone grabs me from behind.


    Breath fans against my cheek as the soft chuckle rings in my ear. "Did I scare you?"


    I can't even answer. I swallow thickly, grasping my chest, as Naz swings me around to him. Through the darkness, I can somewhat make out his face, his body a mere shadow in the hallway. He changed clothes, shirtless and barefoot, wearing nothing more than a pair of dark sweatpants.


    "Uh, yeah," I stammer, my eyes drawn to his bare chest. "I woke up and you were gone, and it's getting late, so I thought… uh, I thought…"


    Jesus, I can hardly think looking at him. Now that I know they're there, my eyes are drawn to his sprinkling of scars, only faintly visible, scattered and veiled like stars in an overcast sky.


    He grabs my belt loops, hooking his thumbs in them, as he tugs me toward him, pulling me to his bedroom. "You thought we should head to bed?"


    "I thought, uh…" I glance at his face, seeing the serious expression. "I thought I should go."


    "You should," he says, pulling me flush against him, so close I can feel the heat from his body warming my skin, "but do you want to?"


    No.


    No, I don't.


    His cocky smirk tells me I don't even have to verbalize that answer. I offer no resistance as he pulls me through his bedroom, his hands quickly and smoothly shedding me of my clothes, leaving me even more naked than him by the time he gets me to his bed.


    Yelping, I let out a laugh as he picks me up and places me in the center of his bed, wasting no time before settling on top of me. He kisses my mouth, my cheek, my jaw, his lips trailing down my neck and to my chest. I gasp, my hands running through his soft hair when his mouth finds my breasts, his lips wrapping around a nipple and sucking on it. His teeth graze the sensitive flesh as my back arches from the sensation.


    His hands grasp my hips, pinning me onto the bed as he makes his way down my stomach, nipping and licking, small stinging jabs ricocheting across my skin when he sucks so hard I'm sure he's going to leave a mark.


    I don't mind if he does.


    A part of me hopes he will.
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    Happiness is a human condition in which...


    ...what happens when people decide...


    ...a state of mind if we just...


    ...bullshit.


    

    Happiness is bullshit.


    Just like this stupid essay.


    Sighing, I scratch out the line and tear the paper from the notebook, crumbling it and tossing it aside. I've been working on the essay for the good part of an hour, trying to get it written since it's due tomorrow afternoon¸ but that's the best I can come up with.


    And I don't even believe it.


    It's half past one, and I'm still wearing yesterday's clothes, having just got here sometime around noon. I should shower, and change, but the thought of washing away Naz's scent doesn't appeal to me. I'm exhausted from broken sleep and sore from rough sex, and I want nothing more than to rewind a few hours and go back to the darkness and relive those moments again and again.


    That was happiness.


    Happiness is being fucked so rough you can hardly breathe, can hardly speak, can do nothing but squeal like a pig as he nails you over and over, pushing inside of you so hard, so deep, that you can feel the man not only with your body, but also with your soul. Happiness is waking up the next morning, barely able to recall your own name, because the only one that mattered in hours was his, screamed so loud your throat is painfully raw, like the name had bled from your lips.


    Something tells me Santino won't like that too much.


    I rip out that page, too, and toss it in the trashcan, along with the half dozen others I scribbled nonsense on. My eyes drift to the clock, not because I don't know the time, but because I'm wishing it would slow down, each tick leading me closer to Melody coming home from class.


    Melody, who texted me all night and all morning, worried despite me telling her not to worry. Melody, who is most definitely going to give me the fifth degree like she is the Gestapo and I'm guilty of treason.


    I was worried about it earlier, when Naz drove me home. He asked what was wrong, somehow being able to tell. I said I was worried how I was going to explain myself to Melody, and he merely shrugged and said 'tell her or don't tell her, whatever you want'. I don't have much choice, honestly. He didn't give me much choice.


    The love bite on my throat sort of gives it all away.


    Happiness is having your very first hickey, put there by a set of soft lips that speak the smoothest words that sound like music to your ears and whispers to your soul.


    Yeah, happiness makes you speak in ridiculous riddles and create poetry worse than William McGonagall.


    I toss the notebook aside and lay back on the bed, letting out an exaggerated sigh. No sooner do I close my eyes and the door flings open. Melody walks in as I glance that way, her expression full of alarm as she regards me warily. "Jesus, Kissimmee, where the hell have you been?"


    "I was… out."


    "No shit," she says, dropping her bag before flopping down beside me on my bed. "I figured that much when you weren't here."


    "I told you not to worry."


    "Yeah, well, you can't disappear all night without me worrying. You didn't even make it back in time for your eight o'clock class!"


    "How do you know?" I ask. "Your lazy ass doesn't wake up until I'm back from that one, anyway."


    She rolls her eyes, nudging me as I laugh. Her expression shows her amusement for a second before it falls away, her eyes widening. "Is that a hickey on your neck? Oh my God, it is!"


    She tries to get a better look but I block her, pushing her prying hands away. "So what if it is?"


    "What did you do last night?" she asks. "No, scratch that. Who did you do?"


    "It's nothing," I say, the words a bitter lie on my tongue. "He's just a guy."


    "Just a guy?" She gapes at me. "A guy you didn't tell me about!"


    "Actually, I did tell you about him. You remember that guy from that night at Timbers? The one I went home with?"


    Her eyes widen. "So you did sleep with him?"


    "No." I hesitate. "Well, yes, but not that night."


    "But after that night."


    "Yes."


    She looks torn between hugging me and smacking me, her expression flickering. It eventually gives way and she grins, punching my arm. "You whore!"


    I laugh as I move away from her, kicking my leg and hitting her in the side with it. "Reserve the judgment, slut."


    Holding her hands up, she laughs. "Fine. So is he a student here or something?"


    "He's, uh… he's not a student. He's just a guy."


    "Do I at least get a name?"


    "Naz." Her brow furrows as I wave it off. "He's older than me, lives in Brooklyn and is an independent contractor. Anything else you need to know?"


    "Uh, yeah." She eyes me seriously. "How big is it?"


    I kick her again as she laughs and stands up, retreating back to her side of the room. I expect more questions, and I can see she has more she wants to ask, but she keeps them to herself.


    I'm instantly grateful to have her as my friend.


    "As long as you're safe," she says, "and I know where you are."


    "Yes, Mom."


    She picks up a pillow and chucks it at me, promptly asking for it back, but I refuse, snuggling with it in my bed instead. Too lazy to retrieve it, she shrugs and lies down, grabbing her phone from her pocket. "Paul and I are going to dinner tonight. You gonna come with this time?"


    "Depends," I say. "Where are you going?"


    "I don't know," she says. "Somewhere for pizza… maybe over in one of the other boroughs. You know, get out of the city for a bit. You in?"


    "Sure," I say, shrugging. "I actually know a place you'd like."


    "You know a place?" she asks incredulously.


    I laugh. "Yes."
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    Paul's a lot more attractive when not intentionally dressed like an eighties douchebag, but an air of arrogance surrounds him, a smug smile constantly on his lips. He owns a death trap of a Jeep Wrangler and drives with the top down, my hair blowing all over the place in the backseat as he speeds through the streets, weaving in and out of traffic, on our way to Brooklyn.


    I fear for my life, every second of the trip making me wish I'd stayed behind. At least there I'm not racing toward a fiery death.


    "I've heard of this place," Paul shouts over the sound of the wind blowing around us all. "They say it's a bitch to get a table."


    "Yeah," I respond. "It's totally worth it, though."


    We head to the same pizzeria Naz took me to last night, having to park down the street. Paul walks ahead of us as Melody chats my ear off. A few people wait around outside for tables, but it isn't as bad as last time. We step inside, requesting a table from the young hostess. Paul talks to her—flirting with her, right in front of Melody—and she jots us down for a table for three.


    "It'll be about thirty, forty minutes," she says. "I'll call for you when your table's ready."


    We start to head back outside, to wait on one of the benches. A man opens the door for us, holding it, his gaze meeting mine. I recognize him… the owner… the man Naz spoke to when we were here. I smile politely, stepping by him, as his brow furrows. He rattles off something in Italian, something I don't understand, before he motions for the hostess to come over. He says something to her, something I again don't comprehend, until he reaches the last word. "Vitale."


    The hostess looks at me. "He says you're Vitale's special friend, that you were here with him."


    I can feel the blush overtaking my face as I nod. "Yes."


    The man smiles widely at the confirmation, grabbing my hand and pressing a kiss to the back of it. He rambles for a moment before turning to the hostess, spouting off something else. She nods, and he strides away.


    The hostess grabs three menus, motioning for us to follow her. Melody looks at me with surprise, but I just shrug as the three of us are led straight to a table that's just being cleared off. I take a seat across from Melody and Paul as the hostess sets the menus down, smiling at me.


    "Mr. Andretti said to send Vitale his regards," she says. "To ensure him he took good care of you."


    "Uh, okay," I say. "I will."


    Naz isn't here, he's nowhere in the vicinity, and yet his presence can still be felt.


    She walks away, and I glance up, catching my friend's eyes. Melody looks dumbfounded. "How did you do that?"


    "I didn't," I mumble, shaking my head. "Naz did."


    We're catered to all through dinner, waited on fast and showered with extra food. A bottle of wine is brought to the table, despite none of us requesting it, no questions asked about anybody's age. Paul lavishes in the attention, but I can feel Melody's questioning looks cast my way.


    When we're finished, Paul asks for a bill as Melody pulls out her wallet. I feel guilty, realizing she's the one paying for all of us. The waiter shakes his head, smiling as he starts clearing our plates. "The bill has already been taken care of."


    Melody gapes at him. "By who?"


    The waiter says the payer prefers to remain anonymous, but I'm not fooled. A smile tugs my lips as I swirl some of the wine around in my glass, drinking my last few drops. I know exactly who did it.


    After we leave, I stall on the sidewalk near the entrance. "You guys go ahead. I have somewhere else to be."


    Melody's brow furrows, and she starts to question me, but Paul throws his arm over her shoulder and pulls her away. "Cool. See you later."


    Melody looks behind her, shouting she'll see me back at the room, as I pull out my phone and call a cab. It takes it a moment to show up, the ride to Naz's house only a few minutes. It takes every penny in my pocket to afford the fare. I stroll up to the front door, knocking. It's near dusk, his Mercedes parked in the driveway.


    The door opens and he appears in front of me, his expression blank. He looks at me, his eyes shifting past me to the street as the cab pulls away, before he meets my eyes again. He's quiet for a moment, just staring at me, before he finally speaks. "You had dinner with another man. I'm hurt."


    "Can't be too hurt," I say, "considering you paid the bill."


    He smirks, not admitting or denying that, as he steps aside to motion for me to come in.


    "I'm going to need a ride back to the city," I mumble, frowning, noting he's already out of his suit, wearing what I'd call pajamas, except I know he doesn't sleep in them… Naz sleeps naked. I hadn't exactly thought this thing out. "You know, whenever you get the chance, if you don't mind… it'll be a long walk otherwise."


    "I'll take you in the morning."


    "In the morning?"


    "Yes," he says, reaching over and cupping my cheek, his voice playful as he adds, "You've got a dinner to pay me back for tonight."
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    "Disney World."


    My footsteps falter on the middle of the sidewalk near Washington Square, about a block from the building housing Santino's classroom. "Seriously?"


    Melody stops walking and turns to face me. "Yep."


    "You wrote about Disney World?" I ask, needing some clarification.


    "Yep," she says. "You know, with Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck and Plato the Dog."


    I blink a few times. "Please tell me you didn't call him Plato."


    "Of course not." She laughs. "I wrote about the princesses, namely Cinderella, and the whole concept of living happily ever after. I mean, it's kind of your fault, since you quoted Walt Disney last time. It was stuck in my head. And besides, it's the happiest place on earth, right? That's what they say."


    "Right," I say, starting to walk again. "That's what they say."


    "Why, what did you write about?"


    Definitely not Disney World. "I talked about philosophers like Aristotle and their views on happiness."


    I can remember exactly how I started it:


    Happiness isn't tangible. It's immeasurable, not profitable, often impractical, and some would argue indescribable. You can't see happiness, or smell it, or taste it, or hear it, or feel it… or can you?


    I thought it was pretty brilliant, myself, but what do I know?


    She blows out an exaggerated breath, making a face. "Where's the fun in that?"


    "It's not supposed to be fun," I point out. "It's philosophy."


    "Whatever," Melody says. "It ain't no fun if the homies can't have none. Speaking of which, Paul took Santino's class last year and he said that—"


    I don't hear anything else that she says, her words falling on deaf ears. I look up as we approach the philosophy building and my heart stalls a beat before kicking into high gear, pounding so ferociously that my vision blurs around the edges, obscuring everything within a frame of blackness.


    The butterflies are trying desperately to take flight.


    My hands are trembling, my fingers tingling, as I clutch the straps of my backpack around my shoulders. Stepping out of the building, less than a hundred feet in front of me, is the man I left just hours ago, the man I see even when I close my eyes, dressed impeccably as always.


    Naz.


    He walks a few steps in my direction and pauses, his eyes flickering toward me, but his expression shows none of the recognition I feel inside.


    None of the excitement.


    None of the giddiness.


    My palms start to sweat, my knees weak. I continue walking alongside Melody, trying to listen as she babbles on and on, but his sudden presence is jarring. I keep looking at him; keep waiting for him to see me. His eyes flicker my way a few times, landing straight on my face, but still—he offers no acknowledgment.


    Not a wink.


    Not a smile.


    Not even a cheek twitch.


    My stomach coils. I'm not sure what to do, what to say, what to think. In the moment, I'm not sure of anything. He just stands there casually, fifty… forty… thirty feet in front of me, and eventually turns away, his attention going to the building we're walking toward.


    I glance that way, seeing Santino near the entrance, looking as uptight as ever, and holding his pointer stick like a cane. I glance between them curiously as I approach, ultimately looking away from Naz, too nervous to meet his gaze.


    I'm so close I can smell a whiff of his cologne in the afternoon breeze. I step past him, relishing in the small moment where I inhale the essence of the man, when I'm jerked to a sudden stop. He grabs my arm, swinging me around to face him. I stumble, blinking rapidly, caught off guard as I meet his eyes. A smile lifts his lips. "You're not even going to say hello?"


    "I, uh… I…"


    I get nothing out but foolish stammering before his hands grasp my head, cradling my face in his palms. He kisses me, suddenly, brutally, his lips hard, the kiss full of passion. I gasp as I kiss him back, stunned by the intensity. It lasts forever but no time at all before he pulls away, still holding my face, his eyes twinkling with amusement.


    "Hello," I whisper breathlessly.


    He laughs under his breath, his eyes scanning me, and leans over again to press a chaste kiss against my lips. His hands drift down, his thumb rubbing a fresh mark visible on my neck. He seems to admire it for a moment before letting go, turning around to walk away without saying anything more.


    "What the fuck?" Melody hisses in my ear as she steps beside me. "What the hell was that?"


    "That was him."


    "Him? Like, him?"


    I watch him cross the street to the Mercedes, parked along the curb, before turning to my friend. "That's Naz."


    "Jesus, Kissimmee, you didn't tell me he was sex on legs."


    I roll my eyes, unable to stop myself from blushing, as I turn away from her. "Come on, we're going to be late for class."


    I look up as we approach the doorway of the building, my stomach dropping when I see Santino still standing there. His gaze is fixed across the street. He shifts his attention to me, nothing but pure disdain in his eyes. "Miss Reed."


    "Sir."


    He turns to Melody. "Miss Carmichael. I hope you ladies have your essays ready."


    "Of course, sir," Melody says sweetly as we stride past.


    The man is in rare form today, slamming his stick against his desk and calling on me so many times I lose count. Right before class is over he passes our midterms back to us, pausing in front of my desk for a second. I'm staring down at my book, starting on our next essay, but I can feel his gaze on my face. I chance a peek, meeting his eyes as he slips my paper on top of my book.


    "I hope you know what you're doing," he says.


    "Me, too," I mutter, flipping my exam over as he moves on. I stare down at it, cringing.


    C-
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    Naz's books are just as diverse as his movie collection.


    I stand in the den, surveying his vast bookshelves, running my fingertips along the spines as I read the titles. He has everything from Shakespeare to self-help, Edgar Allen Poe to poetry. It's peculiar.


    The man even has textbooks on philosophy.


    I stall, my fingertips tracing the spine of The Art of War. "Did you read all of these books?"


    Naz is sitting at his desk. Not sure why, since he's watching me instead of doing anything. I look his way as he nods. "Most of them."


    "Did you go to college?"


    His brow furrows at my question. "Yes."


    "What did you major in?"


    Was independent contracting an option?


    "Nothing," he says. "I dropped out before I had to declare one."


    "Why did you drop out?"


    "I had to."


    "Why?"


    "Because things happened that made it so." I regard him curiously, wondering what things happened, but he motions for me to come close before I can pry anymore. I step toward him as he turns in his chair, tugging me between his legs, his hands on my hips as he squeezes me between him and the desk. "Are you writing a book about my life, Karissa?"


    "No." I place my hands on his shoulders as I gaze at him, my fingertips trailing up his neck, twirling a curl near his ear. "I'm curious."


    "Be careful what you ask," he says quietly, his hands drifting along my jeans to cup my ass. "The answers aren't always pretty."


    Leaning down, I kiss him softly and whisper against his mouth, "I just want to know you."


    He pulls away, leaning back in his chair to gaze at me. He's so quiet I start to get self-conscious, my face flushing at the intensity of his stare, when he lets out an exaggerated sigh. I watch as he unknots his tie, pulling it off and tossing it on the desk beside me.


    His jacket was discarded the moment we stepped in his house an hour ago.


    Slowly, he unbuttons his shirt, his eyes fixed on mine as he pulls it open. I try not to look, try to keep eye contact, but I can't help it. My eyes are drawn down to his chest as he tugs on the neck of his undershirt, pulling it down as far as it will go. I take in the sight of his tanned skin peppered with old scars, my right hand drifting from his hair down his neck.


    I hesitate before running my fingertips along the marred skin, connecting the dots of his old wounds like maybe they can tell me the story. He remains quiet as I draw on his skin before he clutches my wrist, stilling my movements. I meet his eyes then, startled by his strong grasp, and see that look.


    That look.


    It sends a chill down my spine.


    He says nothing as he stares at me. Nothing about what he just did really explains it, but somehow I understand. Whatever happened to him was bad... bad enough to stop life in its tracks and send him on a different path.


    "What would you have majored in," I ask, "if that hadn't happened?"


    "I don't know." He lets go of my wrist. I press my palm flat against his chest, faintly feeling his steady heartbeat as he speaks again. "That's not who I am now. I hardly remember that man anymore."


    He pushes his chair back, my hand dropping from his chest. I take it as my cue to move away when he starts buttoning his shirt again. I stroll back over to the bookshelf, surveying his collection of textbooks. "Did you like philosophy in college or something? You have a lot of books about it."


    He scoffs. "Hated it. Failed it."


    "Funny, me, too. Probably wouldn't be if my professor wasn't such an asshole, though."


    "Ah, Daniel Santino." Naz laughs to himself. "He's always been a bit of a dick."


    I turn to Naz curiously, wondering how much I can question him before he shuts down again. "How do you know him?"


    "He knew my—" He pauses for a beat. "My family."


    I don't know what answer I expect, but that's not it. "So you're friends?"


    That thought creeps me out.


    "Hardly," he says. "I only see him in a professional capacity."


    "Thank God," I mutter. "I don't know how I'd feel about you being friends with the devil."


    "The devil?"


    "Santino... I'm pretty sure he's Satan."


    "Nonsense," he says. "The man is little more than a pesky cockroach."


    "Yeah, well, in that case, I wish someone would squash him."


    Naz laughs. "Be careful what you wish for, sweetheart."


    He stands up and grabs his tie, laying it around his neck, not bothering to fix it. "You hungry?"


    "Uh, yeah, but I really should get going," I say, pulling out my phone to glance at the time. "I can just grab something back at the dorms."


    "I'll drive you."


    "You don't have to."


    "Nonsense."


    Nonsense. I think that might be his favorite word. "But—"


    "But what?" He cuts me off before I can answer. "You don't want to inconvenience me? Waste my time? Waste my gas? Don't want me to have to go out of my way? You don't want to be a bother?"


    "Well... yes."


    "What did I tell you that night in your room? I said there was no turning back. So don't start getting cold feet on me now. I'm yours, Karissa, anytime, day or night."


    "I'm not getting cold feet."


    "But you're thinking and not feeling. You're overthinking."


    I can't really argue with that.


    Guilty.


    "Let me drive you to the dorm," he says. "It's the least I can do."


    He drives me back to Manhattan.


    Despite my earlier words, he buys me dinner on the way. Nothing fancy, nothing he would even eat, but it's definitely more my speed.


    I'm still sipping on a chocolate milkshake when he pulls the car into the parking garage beside my dorm to drop me off. I thank him, leaning over and kissing his cheek. I'm about to get out when he says my name, drawing my attention to him.


    "I have a party to go to this weekend," he says. "Come with me."


    My eyes widen. "A party? Like, with people and dancing?"


    "It's more of a dinner party, but yes, there may be some dancing."


    "A dinner party," I echo. "Like with… dinner?"


    I have no idea what a dinner party is really like, but I watch TV. I watch Real Housewives of wherever the fuck they are these days. I've seen what they call dinner parties.


    "Yes, with dinner," he says with a laugh. "They're not usually my thing, but it's business, and I'd rather not go alone, if I have someone to go with me."


    "Uh… I don't really have anything to wear to a dinner party."


    "Don't worry about that. I'll have something dropped off. You're, what, a size two?"


    I bark with laughter, still sipping my milkshake. "Maybe one of my ass cheeks."


    He smirks. "Just say you'll go with me and I'll handle the rest."


    I consider it for a moment, wanting to say no because of my nerves, but I can't get the word to come out. How can I deny him when he's been so great to me? "Yeah, okay, sure."


    "Great," he says. "I'll be in touch."
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 I get another C- on my paper on happiness. It's all marked up, more red marring the pristine white paper than black ink from my words. Santino has critiqued every line to the point that I can practically hear his ridiculing voice when I read his comments. On the very top, in all capitals, underlined half a dozen times, is the word PRETENTIOUS.


    Pretentious. Me.


    The man with a flashy pointer and a stick up his ass called me pretentious. I'm stunned. I'm pissed. I'm upset on the trek home from class, so furious that Melody doesn't even try to speak to me as she clutches her paper on Disney World.


    She got a B+.


    I caught a peek at it when he handed them back, seeing very little red scribbled on hers, so little, in fact, that it made what was written up top stand out even more.


    REFRESHING.


    I quote Walt Disney in class and am mocked. She writes an entire paper on the subject and he calls it refreshing.


    As if I couldn't be any more dismayed.


    I stride right into the building, swiping my student ID for entrance. Melody's right behind me, treading lightly. We walk to the elevator and cram inside when my phone starts to ring. I consider not even looking at it, in no mood to talk to my mother, but I pull it out to silence it. I just happen to catch sight of the screen right before I hit the button and stall, seeing Naz's name.


    "Hello?" I answer hesitantly.


    "Are you busy?"


    "No."


    "Good, because there's a car waiting downstairs to take you to Fifth Avenue."


    "Right now?"


    "Yes, right now," he says. "You need a dress, don't you?"


    "Uh, yeah."


    "And take your roommate," he says. "I seem to remember owing her a dress, too."


    I don't know what to say, but it doesn't matter, because he doesn't wait for me to respond, anyway. I lean against the side of the elevator, waiting, as we seem to stop on every floor on the way up. By the time we reach thirteen, Melody and I are the only ones left. It dings and Melody starts to step out, but I grab ahold of her and pull her back in, pressing the lobby button.


    Her brow furrows as she looks at me. "Where are we going?"


    "I don't know," I admit. "Fifth Avenue somewhere."


    "Why?"


    "I guess we're going shopping."


    She looks torn between confusion and excitement, like she wants to jump up and down but she has no clue how the hell we can be going shopping when we've been living off of noodles all week. I don't explain, still stewing on my grade, as she crams her paper in her bag. She cuts her eyes at me, frowning as I watch. "I don't know why that man has a hard-on for you. You're a lot better at that crap than me. You should be getting all A's."


    I just shrug, having no idea how to respond, as we stride out of the elevator and make our way outside. I notice it then, parked along the curb right in front of the dorm: a sleek black town car with a man leaning against the side of it, waiting. He glances up, pushing away from the car when he sees us. "Miss Reed?"


    "Yes."


    He smiles politely, opening the door for us to get in. I hesitate, but Melody pushes right past me, climbing in the back seat. I join her, sighing as the driver shuts the door and climbs in up front. Melody is chatting non-stop on the drive, excited, even though she has no idea where we're going or what we're doing.


    Hell, I don't know myself.


    All I know is I need a dress.


    The driver takes us to Fifth Avenue in Midtown West and drops us off in front of an upscale boutique. I stand there along the curb, staring through the glass doors, as the town car pulls away, disappearing into traffic and leaving us there. Melody's wide eyes regard the store with much the same excitement as in the car, but even she seems a little hesitant.


    "What now?" she asks.


    "I guess we go in."


    She shrugs, grabbing my arm and pulling me into the boutique. It's swathed in a soft glow, faint classical music playing. The store is arranged by color and scheme, with sections of different designers, the clothes along the walls while the middle section is sprinkled with furniture like we're in someone's home.


    It's not like the stores I'm used to, with racks upon racks crammed together of every size imaginable, mass-produced and distributed to anyone who wants it. These are one-of-a-kinds, where you hold your breath and pick a dress and hope like hell you can squeeze into it.


    I pause right inside the door, glancing around, as the saleswoman appears. She struts, poised, eyebrows raised like she's potentially approaching feral animals and she thinks we might bite. I'm about to blurt out that this is a mistake, that I'm most definitely in the wrong place, when she says my name. "Karissa Reed?"


    I gape at her. "Yes."


    "Mr. Vitale said he would be sending you by this afternoon," she says, giving me what I surmise is her warmest smile, although it still looks quite frigid. "He left instructions, evening attire for you and a dress for your friend… to replace one that was damaged?"


    "A damaged dress?" Melody glances at me. "You mean my sweater dress? The black one?"


    I nod slowly. "Yeah, we kind of… I mean, he kind of…"


    She holds her hands up to stop me. "Enough said."


    I laugh nervously, glancing back at the saleswoman as she eyes us, her gaze even icier than just a moment ago. She clears her throat dramatically, waving around the store. "Well, help yourselves to anything in the store. The dressing rooms are through there." She points toward the back. "I'm here to help if you need it."


    "Thanks," I mumble as she walks away. I turn to Melody, about to say something—anything—when she lets out a squeal and drops her school bag in the middle of the store, grabbing my hand and yanking me over to a rack of clothes.


    She's thrown into fast-forward as she descends upon the store, picking up dresses and holding them up to herself, running to the closest mirror and twirling around. The girl is a shopping machine. I scan some racks, noticing not a single piece has a price tag. "How am I supposed to know how much they cost?"


    That icy voice clears nearby. "Mr. Vitale said you're to pick out what you like, not what you think you can have."


    "That sounds like him," I mutter, picking up a sleek black dress and surveying it before sticking it back on the rack. I doubt I could squeeze a thigh into the thing.


    Melody accumulates a dozen dresses she wants to try on, forcing a few on me along the way. I humor her, trying them on before pushing them aside. They're flashy and revealing, nothing I would be caught dead in. I find a simple black dress in my size and pick it up, heading toward the dressing rooms with it when another catches my eye. It's on a rack of pink and purple dresses, but the color falls somewhere in between, like raspberry.


    I walk over to it, running my hand along the material. The gown is soft with an embroidered see-through overlay, giving the illusion of it being strapless but with three-quarter length sleeves. I don't know much about fashion besides that—don't recognize the designer's name or know what it's made of—but it's utterly beautiful.


    And it's my size.


    I take it into the dressing room, forgetting all about the black dress, and set to work putting on the gown. I struggle zipping it the whole way up in the back and step out of the dressing room wearing it, finding Melody admiring herself in a full-length mirror. She's wearing a black dress that seems to be made of leather and lace, low cut and skin tight. Her gaze catches mine in the mirror and she freezes.


    "Can you zip this?" I ask, turning around so my back is to her. As soon as I do, I catch sight of a familiar set of eyes along the street. Naz.


    He steps into the boutique. The saleswoman greets him warmly—a hell of a lot warmer than she greeted us—but his eyes are fixed solely on me as Melody zips me up. The dress is snug, tight around my chest, but it's bearable.


    And damn, it's beautiful.


    Naz walks toward us, ignoring the saleswoman as she attempts to strike up conversation. His eyes scan me as he approaches, but as soon as he's right up on us he focuses on Melody instead. He holds his hand out. "I haven't had the pleasure of actually meeting you yet. Melody Carmichael, I presume?"


    My brow furrows. I most definitely didn't tell him her full name, but for some reason I'm not surprised he knows it.


    Melody's flustered, blinking a few times as she takes his hand.


    "Ignazio Vitale," he says, pressing a kiss to the back of her hand. "I've heard a lot about you, Miss Carmichael."


    "I, uh… you, too."


    He laughs, letting go as he turns to me. "I doubt that."


    His eyes scan me, lingering on my breasts before trailing down my stomach, following the curve of my hips and the whole way down to my feet. A slight smirk touches his lips, just enough to flash a dimple. "Nice dress."


    "You think so?" I ask, glancing down.


    "Yes," he says. "It looks great on you."


    Melody's gaze shifts between the two of us as she waves our way. "Isn't this like, against the rules? You're not supposed to see the dress beforehand."


    "That's only when you get married," I mutter, grasping the dress where it starts to flare beneath my hips and twirl it a bit.


    "We're not quite at that point," Naz says, pausing before offering a quiet "yet" that hits me so hard I blanch. He's not looking at me, though, as he seeks out the saleswoman. He waves her over, and she plasters a smile to her face as she approaches. Naz motions toward the dress I'm wearing. "How much is this one going to run me?"


    The woman looks it over. "The Monique Lhuillier is eleven."


    I gasp. "Eleven hundred bucks?"


    The woman's eyes burn through me. "Eleven thousand."


    The moment she says it, I feel like I can't breath, the dress suddenly too tight, constricting my airflow. I'm on the verge of panicking as Naz motions towards Melody's. "And for Miss Carmichael's?"


    "The Stella McCartney is on sale for eight-fifty."


    "Eight-fifty what?" I demand.


    "Dollars," the woman says.


    "Oh." I glance at Melody's dress. Still expensive, but that's a hell of a lot better. "Can I have one of those instead?"


    Before the woman can speak, Naz interjects, telling her he'll take both dresses. He turns to me, a hint of amusement in his expression. "Pick out some shoes to go with it."


    I start to say I don't need shoes, just like I don't need an eleven thousand dollar dress, but Melody grabs my arm to drag me away before I can argue. I stumble, nearly tripping over the bottom of the dress.


    "I don't know how the hell you snagged that man, Kissimmee, but you keep him. You hear me? Any man that offers to buy you new shoes to go with your new dress needs to be kept. You don't let him go for anything."


    I laugh incredulously. I feel like I'm caught in a whirlwind as I plop down on one of the comfortable chairs, slipping my feet into shoes Melody thrusts at me. She picks out a pair of metallic beige pumps she says look perfect with my dress, and I don't contradict her, or ask how much they cost.


    I'm afraid to know.


    Naz pays with an American Express card. It's the first time I've ever seen him use anything other than cash. I quietly mention it, not sure if he's even paying me any attention, but his soft laugh tells me he heard. After signing the receipt, everything paid, he turns to me. His eyes flit around the shop, seeing Melody as she checks out the mannequins by the front door, before he speaks. "It's not often I spend so much I don't have the cash on hand to cover it."


    "Why do you carry so much cash?" I ask, trying not to dwell on the fact that he spent that much on me. "Aren't you afraid of someone robbing you?"


    He lets out a sharp bark of laughter like that's the most absurd thing he's ever heard. "Who's going to rob me, Karissa?"


    "Someone," I say, shrugging. "This city's dangerous. There are bad people everywhere here. I mean, maybe it's safe in other places, but not New York City. It's safe for nobody here."


    He reaches out and grasps my arm when I try to take a step away, keeping me locked in place. His expression is serious, his eyes once more surveying our surroundings before settling on me again. "Who told you that? Your mother?"


    "Yes. She's terrified I'm going to get robbed or raped or killed. She thinks it's bound to happen the longer I stay here."


    "Nonsense," he says right away. "This is the safest big city in the country. I'm not saying there aren't bad people out there, because there are. I know there are. But it's nobody I'm afraid of, and I don't want you to be afraid of anyone out there, either."


    I don't know what to say, so I merely nod. He grabs our things, the dresses and my shoes, and lugs them to the door with me beside him. Melody begrudgingly follows us out after grabbing our school bags, frowning as she stares back at the windows longingly. "I could live in that place."


    "Not me," I say. "One dress and a pair of shoes later, and I already feel like Vivian in Pretty Woman."


    "There's no comparison," Naz interjects. "Besides, you haven't seen your necklace yet."
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    I thought he'd been joking.


    I was hoping he was joking.


    He'd done enough for me already.


    But as I stand in his living room and stare at the large black velvet box in his hand, I realize he meant it. The man bought me jewelry.


    I don't know how to react, standing there in the long raspberry colored dress, my knees weak as I try to balance in the pair of the highest high heels. They make me nearly as tall as him, the two of us eye-level for the first time. And in his eyes I see that darkness, the murkiness I discover whenever his mask slips.


    It should probably terrify me, but I feel only a slight chill.


    At first glance I thought he was dressed normally, but closer inspection tells me differently. He's wearing a three-piece suit, the vest making him look sturdier than ever, the tie just as dark as the rest of it. Glittery cuff links accent his white shirt—diamonds, I think. Something tells me the man wouldn't wear anything fake. His shoes are shined, his suit fitted, and a handkerchief in the breast pocket of his jacket is the same pristine white as his shirt.


    He looks like he just stepped off the end of a runway and strutted right toward me. His age shows in the crinkle around his eyes, the shadow of hair on his face that he never seems to fully shave, but he carries it well. He doesn't make me feel as young as I am, or as young as he probably should make me feel. When he looks at me, I don't feel like an eighteen-year-old girl, freshman at NYU, still trying to find her way.


    When he looks at me, I feel like a woman, a woman worthy of the look he gives, worthy of his admiration, worthy of a designer gown, and a dinner party, and whatever the hell is in the box in his hand.


    He opens it without saying a word. My eyes leave his to look at it. It's simple, relatively speaking, nothing like the one Edward gave to Vivian, but that was a movie and this is real life, and I'm starting to wonder if I will ever deserve any of this.


    The necklace is beautiful, the gold chain sparkling under the soft lights. There's a small pendant on the end of it, completely round, a crystal stone surrounded by gold. Something is written along the shiny metal but I can't make it out from where I stand, and I want to step closer, to see what it is, but I can't move.


    I'm afraid I'll bust my ass in these heels.


    He pulls the necklace out and sets the box aside as he walks around behind me. My hair is already pulled up and pinned—Melody's handiwork—so it's easy for him to slip it on and fasten it. He leans down, kissing the back of my neck, as I grasp the pendant to gaze at it.


    Carpe Diem. Seize the Day.


    "Why me?" I whisper as he steps back around to pause right in front of me. It's a question I've asked before, but one I just can't understand. Out of all the women in the world, why would he choose me?


    He answers the exact same way he did the other time. "Why not you?"


    Smiling, I let go of the pendant and meet his eyes. "You spoil me, you know."


    "No, I don't. Not nearly enough, anyway." He reaches out and cups my chin, making it so I can't look away. "It could be like this all the time, Karissa, every moment of every day. I can give you the best of everything. You just have to let me."


    "Why would you?" I ask. "What do you get out of this?"


    He leans forward and lightly kisses my lips. "I get you."


    "You act like I'm a treasure."


    "Aren't you?" he asks. "The way I see it, I hit the jackpot."


    I laugh. "I'm more like a five dollar scratch-off than the mega-millions lottery."


    "You just don't know your own worth."


    His phone rings, shattering the moment. Pulling it from his pocket, he glances at the screen. "Time to go. The car's here."


    "You're not driving?" I ask.


    "No," he says. "Drunk driving is reckless and stupid."


    "You've driven before after you drank."


    "I didn't drink enough to get drunk then."


    I scoff. "We shared a whole bottle."


    "Did we?" he asks. "Because I remember you drinking three quarters of it on your own both times."


    My face flushes. "No way."


    He nods.


    "Ugh." I make a face. "So, what, you're going to drink your fair share tonight?"


    "I'm going to drink more than my fair share," he says. "As much as I paid for these tickets, I intend to drink every drop of alcohol they have in the place."


    My eyes narrow at those words. "Tickets? What kind of dinner party is this?"


    "It's more of a fundraiser, but I figured calling it a party would make it more appealing for you."


    "Fundraiser? What kind?"


    "The political kind."


    I'm stunned, and stammer a bit, but have no idea what to say. He's taking me to a political fundraiser? I'm imagining formal speeches and tuxedos and uptight old men with bitter young wives wanting to bomb other countries and trample civil liberties. Are those the kind of people Naz hangs around? Are those the kind of people we're supposed to be?


    But that's not me, and it never will be, and I'm not so sure that could ever be him. I'm imagining a room full of Santinos, judging, deriding, and pointing their sticks at people who they think don't belong. "I don't think I can do this."


    "I think you can," Naz says, taking my hand as he leads me outside. There, parked in front of his house, is a stretch limo. The driver opens the back door and Naz ushers me inside. The leather seats are cool, the air temperate, a bottle of champagne in a bucket of ice in front of me.


    "This is absurd."


    Naz merely laughs as he pours a glass of champagne and hands it to me. "Drink. Relax."


    I take the glass and sip it as he pours himself one. "I'm only eighteen, you know, in case you don't remember."


    "I haven't forgotten."


    "I can't be drinking." Contrary to my words, I guzzle my champagne, downing it so fast that he pours me a second one before he takes his first sip. "I'm not old enough."


    "Don't worry about it," he says, relaxing back and putting his arm around me like it's nothing. "It's fine."


    "It's illegal."


    "Does that bother you?"


    "What?"


    "Breaking the law," he says. "Do you feel remorse? Do you want to do penance? Ask for forgiveness? Turn yourself in? Beg for leniency? Swear you'll never do it again, that you'll be a good girl forever, that you'll never so much as litter or speed or steal Wi-Fi or jaywalk or pee outside again?"


    I laugh. "I've never peed outside."


    "But you've done the rest?"


    "Yes."


    "All illegal," he says. "No big deal."


    "That's easy for you to say."


    "It is," he admits, clinking his glass with mine. "I'm practically aiding and abetting a criminal right now."


    "But—"


    He cuts me off. "I don't live my life by someone else's rules. I'm my own boss, my own judge and jury, my own authority. The government calls you an adult, and expects you to pay taxes, but they can't let you enjoy a glass of wine to unwind? I don't agree. I don't care what they say."


    "Yet you won't drink and drive."


    "That's not because it's illegal," he says. "It's because I'd like to live to see tomorrow so I can take full advantage of another day. I have purely selfish motives. I'm a selfish man."


    "You don't seem very selfish to me."


    "Ah, but I am. I'm selfish, and possessive, and I have a tendency to be a little controlling… and impatient… and I'm a bit of a neat freak."


    "I've noticed—the latter, anyway. I don't know about the rest, but you definitely are a neat freak. Your house is spotless. How often do you have someone clean it?"


    "Never," he says. "I clean it myself."


    That surprises me, and I think he has to be joking, but his expression is serious. I just can't imagine him on his hands and knees, scrubbing the kitchen floor once a week. "Why?"


    "I don't like people coming into my house. I don't trust them."


    The drive into Manhattan flies by, as the champagne once again seems to evaporate right before my eyes. By the time we make it to the party, I'm a little lightheaded, and his hands are already doing crazy things to me. Just a simple stroke of my arm, his thumb caressing the clothed skin, seems to set my entire body on fire.


    The fundraiser is at a swanky hotel on Park Avenue. The limo drops us off and Naz puts his arm around me, pulling me close to him. I feel him press a kiss to my hair before he whispers, "You're going to do great."


    I hope he's speaking the truth.


    He hands over our tickets and the second we're through the door, Naz's face lights up, his dimples out in full force, as he greets people by name. He introduces me as simply 'Karissa' as we make our way through a sea of large round tables to one toward the center of the room. Name cards are placed at every seat, and I spot his easily. Ignazio Vitale. Beside it, the card also bears his name with the word 'guest' beneath it.


    He pulls the chair out for me, and I sit down, eyeing the other cards at our table but not recognizing any of the names. The seats fill with people Naz seems to know. He introduces me to them, but they pay me no mind, too engrossed in striking up conversation with my date.


    My date.


    It sounds so weird.


    A waiter fills my glass with champagne when he reaches our table, not asking my age, not even hesitating as he looks at me. I pick up my glass and sip it right away, earning a chuckle from Naz. He puts his arm around me, and leans closer, nuzzling into my neck, kissing the shell of my ear as he whispers, "my beautiful little jailbird."


    Although it surprises me, nobody bats an eyelash at his playful display of affection. I wonder if it's because he does this often, if he brings women around and shows them off to these people, until I realize nobody's looking. Nobody's watching, their eyes everywhere but on the two of us, like they're purposely giving him privacy.


    A political fundraiser is everything I thought it would be, yet nothing like I expected. There are tuxedos, and speeches, and a few snooty people I peg as politicians, but most of the crowd is relaxed. The food is fancy, the champagne expensive, and the people engrossing. The atmosphere seems to flow in waves: the first course prim and proper, the second a little more lax, the third casual, and by the forth everyone's chatting and laughing like old friends.


    Or maybe everyone's just drunk by then.


    "Dance with me," Naz says, throwing his napkin down on the table as he stands. A band is playing some sort of slow melody on a stage across the room, the floor in front of them clear of tables as couples dance the night away. I shake my head, but he doesn't notice, or else he doesn't care, as he pulls me to my feet and leads me that way.


    "I don't think this is a good idea," I say as soon as we're on the dance floor.


    "Come on." He pulls me into his arms. "Don't tell me you can't dance."


    "Oh, I can dance," I say. "I just can't dance to this."


    It sounds like elevator music.


    He chuckles, placing his hands on my hips to draw me even closer to him. "Just follow my lead."


    I wrap my arms around his neck as my fingers tinker with the wayward curls at his nape. It's easy, mindless, as we really just stand there and sway. It lasts a good minute before I let out a deep sigh. "Okay, this is boring."


    As soon as I say it, the song changes, the tempo picking up. Naz swings me around, twirling me, and I nearly fall on my ass without a warning. Every step he takes makes me stumble, but he doesn't seem to mind, and I'm just too drunk to care what anybody thinks… anybody except for him.


    He's all that matters.


    I'm swaying and twirling, staggering and laughing, tripping over his feet and he just laughs along with me. He dips me once, dips me so low my feet come out from beneath me and I land flat on my back. He bends down, smirking as he yanks me to my feet again, as a male voice cuts through the music behind me. "Mind if I cut in?"


    The voice is rough, not gritty in the sexy way, but more like grating sandpaper against sensitive skin. I turn quickly, seeing a vaguely familiar man, a man I've never met before, but I've seen him in pictures and on the television.


    The news, mainly.


    The front page of the newspaper.


    Tucked in the crime section day after day.


    His name is a written warning, his face synonymous with 'dangerous'. Growing up, my mother never talked about the boogeyman in the closet or the creature hiding under the bed. She told me about real monsters, and that includes the one standing in front of me.


    Raymond Angelo.


    The man's question is clearly meant for Naz, although his cold eyes are on me. He's mid-sixties and graying, tall and stocky. He looks like leather and smells like cigars.


    I'm grateful Naz said he was possessive, because I think there's no way in hell he'd turn me over to a man like Raymond. My heart pounds hard as Naz hesitates for a moment before he scoffs. "You wouldn't know what to do with her if you had her, old man."


    Raymond cocks an eyebrow. "Maybe not, but I'd sure try."


    Both men laugh.


    They laugh.


    My heart somehow pounds even harder at that.


    Naz waves toward Raymond, introducing us as Ray and Karissa. The man regards me strangely before his eyes flicker to Naz, holding his gaze, like they're having a silent conversation than ends in a nod.


    Raymond looks at me again. "It's a pleasure to meet you, Karissa. I'm sorry to interrupt, but I just need to borrow Vitale here for a moment."


    "Uh, okay." I don't know what else to say. Naz kisses my cheek, whispering he'll be right back, as he follows Raymond to the edge of the dance floor. They chat quietly before embracing and going their separate ways.


    Naz strolls back over to me, his eyes scanning my face. He pulls me back into his arms, acting as if we weren't interrupted.


    "Do you know who that man is?" I ask, unable to help myself. I keep my voice low, not wanting anyone to hear me, especially not Raymond Angelo. He's notorious. He's dangerous.


    How could Naz not know?


    He pulls back to look at me. "The better question would be do you know who he is."


    "Of course," I whisper. "He's a gangster."


    Naz makes a face at my choice of word. "He's an opportunist. A businessman."


    "He's a criminal."


    "Says the little jailbird."


    "I'm nothing like him. I drink, sure, okay, but he…"


    "He what?" Naz asks. "What does he do?"


    "He hurts people."


    "He does," Naz admits. "But he's also family."


    I stop moving. "You're related to him?"


    "Not all family is blood, Karissa. Remember?"


    I gape at him as those words sink in. I guess there's a reason he fears no one in the city. The ones most people are terrified of are the same ones he calls family.


    "Are you okay?" he asks, that chilling look back in his eyes as he regards me. "Tell me if you're not."


    Am I okay? Jesus, I don't know. I probably shouldn't be, knowing what I know, remembering what my mother told me, but I'm more surprised than anything. After a moment I nod, and he pulls me closer to him for a kiss. The feel of his lips relaxes me, tingles creeping down my spine. It's a kiss of reassurance, a kiss telling me I'll be fine.


    I choose to believe it.


    I don't want to think otherwise.


    He smirks when he pulls back, running his pointer finger across my bottom lip. "I reserved us a room upstairs. How about we make the most of tonight?"
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 The room is modest, the furniture outdated and antique, but it has a certain charm to it, like I've stepped back half a century. Naz switches the bedside lamp on to the lowest setting, a soft glow swaddling the room. It adds a golden hue to the already golden fixtures, illuminating the tan carpet and matching bedspread.


    I stroll through the room, over to the vast window. We're high up, giving me a wide view of the city, the lights twinkling in the night. I feel like I'm in another place, living another existence, breathing some other sort of air as I stand here, looking at the world from a different point of view.


    It's hard to believe, three miles away, my life waits for me to return to it come morning. I'm Cinderella, wondering if I'm destined for a happy ending after this.


    Naz pulls his jacket off and sets it aside as he strolls over to stand behind me. My gaze shifts from the skyline to his distorted reflection in the glass as he reaches for the zipper of my dress and tugs on it. The sound seems magnified in the silence as he pulls it the whole way down, his rough knuckles grazing my spine.


    It sends a chill through me.


    He pushes the dress forward, off my shoulders and down my arms, letting it drop to the floor like it's nothing. I stand there wearing only a lacy thong, almost the exact shade as my skin tone.


    The woman reflected back at me in the cold glass looks stark naked, completely exposed and bared for him. It's peculiar, seeing myself that way. I don't make a habit of checking myself out, but as I watch him stroke my bare arms and kiss my shoulder blade, I actually find what's in front of me beautiful.


    Turning to face him, I step away from the dress and kick off the heels, regretting losing those extra inches when I have to push up on my tiptoes to reach his lips. I kiss him softly, wrapping my arms around his neck.


    It's a sweet kiss, slow and gentle. My fingertips tremble against his skin.


    He pulls back, surveying me. "You sure you're okay?"


    I nod slowly. "Why wouldn't I be?"


    He offers a slight shrug as his gaze leaves my face and trails down my body. "You want to play around a bit?"


    "Yes."


    I answer instantly, not even stopping to think what that might mean until he smirks at me. There's a slight sinister pull to it, like a predator spotting prey in the distance. I kiss the corner of his mouth, and try to squelch my flare of anxiety, as he pulls me away from the window and over to the bed. I run my hands down his chest, reaching for the buttons on his vest, but he grasps my wrists. "Uh-uh, did I tell you to do that?"


    "You didn't tell me not to."


    He pulls my hands away as he leans down, whispering, "Don't."


    The lone word is little more than warm breath against my skin, fanning the flames of my desire, kindling the fire deep inside of me. I exhale shakily, but before I can speak, he shoves me away from him and spins me around. I gasp as he picks me up and throws me on the bed on my stomach, straddling my legs and pinning me there.


    "Wait," I say, my heart racing. His weight presses on me as he pulls on my panties, tearing them off. "Wait just a second, Naz."


    "I don't have a pause button, sweetheart." His voice is chilling, a sense of detachment to it. "If you don't want to play, you know how to stop me. All you have to do is say the word."


    "Stop."


    "That's not it."


    He doesn't stop, and I'm not at all surprised. I knew that wasn't the right word, but I can't say it. I can't use a safe word. Not now, not for this. I can't shout "red" or even "yellow" when all I want is green. When all I want is to feel him inside of me, to have him consume me, to be the air he breathes and the only thing he needs.


    My head is foggy and his body is constricting, his weight welcoming as it presses upon me, one hand heavily on the center of my back as I hear him fumble with his belt buckle with the other.


    I try to look, try to see, my cheek flat against the bed as I crane my neck to get just a peek, but it's barely a glimpse, a flash of dark suit in the dim lighting. He doesn't undress, doesn't even take off his shoes, merely unbuckling his pants enough to free himself from his restraints.


    He's between my legs, forcing them apart and shoving against me, pushing roughly inside of me. I cry out as he fills me, stretching me to form around him. It doesn't hurt, my body reacting the second he laid a finger on me.


    "Fuck, you're so wet," he says, laying down on me, his heavy suit rubbing against my bare skin. The buttons are cold against my back. "You like it like this, don't you?"


    He thrusts a few times, hard, and I bite down on my bottom lip to keep from crying out, but he doesn't accept my silence.


    "I asked you a question," he growls.


    "Yes," I gasp, closing my eyes. "I love it."


    "I know you do." His voice is a lust-fueled murmur in my ear as his hand snakes around my stomach, slipping below, his fingertips seeking out my clit as his strong arm forces me back against him tighter, angling my ass so he can pound into me deeper. "You're a little ragdoll, aren't you? You want to be tossed around; you want me to use you any way I see fit. Because you know… you fucking know…" He thrusts so hard pain stabs my stomach. "You're my favorite toy."


    I shouldn't find his words as hot as I do, but they spark something inside of me, tingles engulfing my entire body, from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. It's emotional, an overwhelming honesty, that I can't restrain from tumbling from my lips. "I want to be."


    "You are," he says, stroking my clit as he fucks me harder… and harder… and harder with each thrust of his hips. "I knew it the first time I saw that timid smile and those wide, innocent eyes. It was wrong… fuck, it was so wrong of me to want it, to want you, but I couldn't resist."


    His voice is strained, the words coming out like breathless panting.


    "I thought I could play with you a bit, and let you go, but once I had you, Karissa, I had to keep you. I couldn't walk away."


    "Then don't," I whisper, not sure if it's loud enough for him to even hear, but he squeezes me tighter to him, stroking my clit faster, fucking me deeper, as he whispers back in my ear.


    "I won't," he says. "I can't. You're mine now."


    His fingers work their magic. I come apart in his arms, locked in his embrace, captive beneath him, but I've never felt so free before as I do in that moment, when the pleasure sweeps through me, taking every speck of anxiety, every worry and insecurity I've ever had, and wiping them away. He bottoms me out and then makes me whole, filling me up with everything he says, and does, making me feel what he believes.


    I'm beautiful.


    I'm special.


    I'm his.


    He says nothing else, slowing his movements, letting the orgasm wash over me and fade away before the switch in him flips again.


    All at once he turns from man to beast, pawing me, clawing me, ravaging every inch of my body that he can reach. He fucks me mercilessly, to the point I can't think. I can do nothing but take it, absorb the impact, my voice nothing but incoherent noises conjured up from his animalistic feats.


    The words are there the entire time; "yellow" is on the tip of my tongue, so close to springing forward whenever he gets so rough I can't breathe, but I swallow it back again and again with a gasp of air. I don't want him to stop; I don't want him to slow down. I don't want him to restrain himself with me. I want everything he'll give me. His hands are strong, his body like steel, but as he pounds into me, I think maybe it's what's inside that's heaviest.


    He's purging his soul, and as scary as I think the deepest parts of him might be, I want it all.


    I want to see it.


    He pulls out to finish and sits there on his knees, catching his breath, before moving off of me. I can't move, can do nothing but lay there. I think I'm now a part of the bed, nothing more than thread that has started to unravel. He's quiet as he sits there, and despite my eyes being closed, I know he's watching me. I can sense his gaze.


    After a moment, he reaches over, his touch feather-light as he runs his fingertips along my back. Freckles dot my skin, an inheritance from my father… the only thing that man ever gave me.


    Naz traces them, much like I once did the scars on his chest, like he's connecting the dots to form a picture. My eyes open, but I don't move, not wanting to disrupt what he's doing.


    It's soothing.


    "What are you drawing?" I ask quietly.


    "The future."


    I smile to myself. "What does it look like?"


    "I'm not sure yet," he says. "It's still coming together for me."


    He looks passive, relaxed, still fully dressed and now tucked away, not at all like someone who just fucked me ruthlessly. He's a gentle giant, harmless and soft, like a teddy bear.


    Except deep down, I know he's not.


    And when his eyes cut my way, and I see the darkness on the surface, I'm reminded that this man hangs out with monsters.


    And one might even exist inside of him.
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    I'm pouting.


    Full on puppy dog eyes, lips puckered and pulled down into a frown kind of pout.


    Ugh, pathetic.


    So much for the strong woman I felt like last night, owning her sexuality and taking what she wants from the world. I've reverted about a decade, to the pouty, moody pre-teen who gave her mother a fit for refusing to let her to stay out past dark so she could go to a school dance.


    "So unfair," I mutter, slouching in the cool leather seat. The gaudy evening gown feels absurd this morning, big and showy and heavy against my skin.


    Naz chuckles beside me. He's got his feet kicked up with his suit half fixed, the tie knotted loosely, the jacket and vest resting beside him on the seat. His eyes are on his phone, doing whatever it is he does. I don't know.


    "You have nobody to blame but yourself," he says. "I told you, you're welcome to come home with me."


    "But you have stuff to do, and I'm still wearing this dress, and I really need to shower, and I have class in the morning anyway, so I should just head back to the dorm, you know, because of all that."


    "So I've heard."


    It's the third time I've ran through all of my excuses on why I need to go, but I don't sound any more certain than I did the first time. Every bit of it is true, sure, but I'm dreading saying goodbye to this man.


    So I pout some more.


    "You know I have hot water," he says, "and clean clothes."


    "Women's clothes?"


    He laughs again. "I'm afraid not, but I'm sure I have something you can fit."


    "I bet I'd look great in one of your suits."


    That draws his attention. His eyes scan me for a second as he raises an eyebrow, a look of curiosity on his face. "Huh."


    Huh. That's all he says before turning right back to his phone.


    "I still have school tomorrow," I point out.


    "I can drop you off in the morning," he says.


    "But don't you have stuff to do?" I ask. "I wouldn't want to bother you."


    "Yes, but you wouldn't be bothering me."


    He has an answer for everything, but still, I just sit in the back of the car and pout as the driver heads through Greenwich Village, straight toward NYU. The car pulls up to the curb when we arrive, the driver getting out. Naz puts his phone down, his hand covering my cheek as he leans over to kiss me.


    I don't know what to say, figuring I've said it all already when I thanked him half a dozen times for the great night, so I say nothing, getting out when the driver opens the door for me. I make the trek inside barefoot, carrying my shoes, and dig my ID out of my purse to scan myself inside.


    I can feel eyes on me as I stroll through the lobby, feel them on me while I wait for the elevator, feel them on me during the trip upstairs, acutely aware that I'm doing the most obvious walk of shame of all time.


    But I'm not ashamed, not in the least.


    I stroll down the hallway when I reach the thirteenth floor, straight to my room in the corner. Loud rap music pours from it, rattling the walls. My hand grasps the knob and turns as soon as I get there, grateful Melody never locks the damn door because I don't think I have my key. As soon as I start to open it, I hear her voice.


    "Oh God, oh yes!" she cries. "Just like that!"


    The thump-thump-thumping of her bed hitting the wall sounds like a jackhammer. I stall instantly, not wanting to see what's going on in there. My hand is off the knob again, the door clicking closed, neither of them even hearing it from the way she cries out.


    "Oh, Paul, baby, you feel so good!"


    Cringing, I walk away, shaking my head. Awkward. On my way back to the elevator, I pull out my phone, letting out a resigned sigh as I dial the number. I press the down arrow just as he answers.


    Naz foregoes any sort of greeting, merely saying, "I'm waiting downstairs."


    He is. The car is still parked there, exactly where it was when I got out, the driver waiting by the curb. He opens the door for me, and I slide in, seeing Naz still focused on his phone, looking just as casual.


    His eyes cut to me when the door closes. "Huh."


    "Huh," I echo. "What does 'huh' mean?"


    It's his second favorite thing to say, besides 'nonsense'.


    "It means it didn't take you as long as I thought it would to change your mind. I expected you to at least change before you started regretting it."


    "And what, you were just going to sit down here?" I ask. "How long would you have waited?"


    "As long as it took."


    "And if I didn't change my mind?"


    "You would've," he says, matter-of-fact. "You like me."


    "I like you?"


    "Yes."


    I laugh but don't dispute it because yes, I like him. I like him a lot, so much that I'm terrified to admit to what degree I like this man. And from the way his eyes flit to me, and the smirk that touches his lips, I suspect he might know my dilemma, might know just how bad I have it.


    "It's okay, though," he says, "because I like you, too."


    His house is ice cold when we get there. I can see my breath whenever I exhale, a cloud of fog in the air around me. I shiver, wrapping my arms around myself, but the chill doesn't seem to bother Naz. He sets his coat and vest down on the living room couch as he watches me.


    "You know where the bathroom is," he says. "Go ahead and take a hot shower. I'll warm the place up while you do that."


    I hesitate. "Am I supposed to put the dress back on?"


    "No, I'll leave something on my bed for you to wear."


    I make my way upstairs on my own. It's dark up here, despite the sun shining brightly outside, like the top half of his house is always in shadows. I head straight to the bathroom and lock myself inside, turning on the hot water to try to warm the air.


    I reach behind me, struggling to unzip the dress on my own, and step out of it, unsure what to do with the thing so I just leave it in the corner. I step under the water, flinching at the heat, but I don't dare turn the temperature down. The room is way too cold.


    I stand under the spray until my skin turns pink and wrinkled, soaking up as much of the warmth as I can, relishing the sensation of the water beating against me. The pressure feels like hands kneading my taut muscles, soothing the soreness away. Faint bruises blemish my skin in places, remnants of his strong grip, reminders of the way he owned my body, like it belonged only to him.


    I swipe some soap and even some of his shampoo, stepping out smelling like Irish Spring and men's Frizz-Ease. Goose bumps spring up along my flesh as soon as the air hits me. I dry off, wrapping a thick white towel around me as I scamper from the bathroom.


    Just like Naz said, clothes are laying on the bed, a pair of black sweatpants and a plain white undershirt. I drop the towel and pull them on, scowling at my lack of underwear and bra. It takes me rolling down the pants a few times at the waist for them to stay up, still dragging at my feet.


    I stroll back downstairs, arms crossed over my chest as I seek out Naz, wondering where he went. I head for the den when I find him nowhere else, and hear his voice as I approach the doorway.


    "Yeah, you're right, it's more complicated than I expected."


    I stall a few feet from the door, realizing he's on the phone and not wanting to interrupt. I know I should walk back away, to give him some privacy, but I just stand in place.


    Call it curiosity.


    "I haven't changed my mind," he says, "and I'm not going to. You know better than to think I'll walk away in the middle of anything, especially something like this. I've been waiting for this moment for a long time, Ray. Just as long as you."


    I shiver. I'm not sure if it's the cold or the name that causes it.


    "Santino's been stalling," he says. "I'll pay him another visit this week and light a fire under his ass to get the file."


    A file? That's what he wants?


    "No, I don't want to do that if I don't have to. I told you, it's changed… it's complicated. Santino will come through. He's just afraid of sticking his neck out, you know, and getting his head chopped off. He thought he wouldn't have to see me again after he paid you, but he should know not all debts can be forgiven with just cash."


    He pauses for a moment, the silence deafening. My heart is pounding so hard I'm afraid he can hear it, that he'll know I'm standing here. But after a moment, he lets out a laugh. "Ah, come on, Ray, you know me. You know I like playing with fire. It's one of my specialties."


    More words are exchanged, but I don't hear them. I back away from the door, jetting back upstairs whenever it's safe and I don't think he'll hear my footsteps. I walk back to the bathroom and grab my dress, taking it to his room, where the towel still lays on the floor. I pick it up, too, and glance around, looking for a hamper, but there isn't one in here.


    Turning around, I'm about to head out in search of one when I nearly run straight into the body blocking the doorway. It startles me so much I scream, a high-pitch shriek, as my knees nearly give out. Naz is standing there, eyeing me warily, as I clutch the dress tightly to my chest.


    I didn't hear him come upstairs.


    "You scare easily," he says. "I was just coming to check on you. You've been gone a while."


    "Yeah, I, uh… I mean, I took a long shower, and I didn't want to get out because, you know, it felt good, and it's cold… and why is it cold?"


    I'm a terrible liar. I know.


    He's looking at me like he knows it, too.


    "I forgot to turn the heat up yesterday before we left," he says. "Temperature dropped overnight. I lit a fire in the fireplace in the den, so it's warm down there."


    "Oh, great," I say, holding out the bundle in my arms. "I was just going to put these somewhere… wherever they go."


    He takes them from me, and motions with his head for me to head out. I step past him, walking back downstairs with him on my heels. He veers right to a room I've never been in—the laundry room. He drops the stuff off and follows me to the den.


    It is warm in here, and I relish the sensation as I head straight for the source, feeling the flames from a few feet away, wiping the chill away, but it doesn't nothing to rid my skin of the goose bumps.


    "How about a movie?" he suggests.


    "Sure," I say. "You pick this time."


    "You ever see Twelve Angry Men?" His favorite movie, I remember. I shake my head, having never even heard of it, and a look of disturbance crosses his face. "Huh. We're going to have to rectify that."


    He puts the movie in as I sit on the couch. An old black-and-white flick, it turns out. Naz settles in beside me, putting his arm over my shoulder and pulling me to him.


    Sighing, I tuck in at his side.


    He's quiet, engrossed in the movie, his hand absently stroking my arm, tickling my skin and distracting me from the movie. After awhile he leans down, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. "You smell like me."


    "I used your shampoo," I say. "And your soap. Hope you don't mind. I probably should've asked first."


    "I told you to make yourself at home," he says. "I don't want you to feel like you have to tiptoe around, afraid of doing something wrong or hearing something you shouldn't, like phone conversations."


    My blood runs cold at those words. I can feel his eyes on me and not the screen. "I, uh…" I don't know what to say.


    "It's okay," he says, those words silencing me. He kisses the top of my head again, subject closed as he goes back to watching the movie. A few minutes pass before Naz lets out a light laugh. "So, tell me something... did you at least google me?"


    I tense. "What?"


    "Come on," he says, shifting around in his seat as I sit up. "Don't tell me you didn't do your research."


    I scoff. Of course I googled him. I did it after waking up in his bed that first morning, right after learning his name. I'm not an idiot. What woman wouldn't? "So, yeah, okay… I did. But can you blame me?"


    "Of course not," he says. "Did you find anything?"


    "No," I grumble. "Nothing."


    "Disappointing," he says playfully. "But if it's any consolation, I had about as much luck with you."


    "You googled me?"


    "Of course," he says. "You can never be too careful. Had to make sure you were who you said you were."
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    Change doesn't happen overnight. There's no button that's pushed to magically alter everything.


    Change happens little by little.


    Day by day.


    Hour by hour.


    It's the ticking of a secondhand, moving painstakingly, as it makes its way around the clock. You don't realize it until it's already over, the minute gone forever, as you're thrust right into the next one, the time still ticking away, whether you want it to or not.


    Before long you have a hard time remembering the world as it once was, the person you were then, too focused on the world around you instead.


    A world full of promise.


    A world full of excitement.


    A world full of Naz.


    I can't fathom a world any other way.


    I'm not sure when it happened, which minute it was that drove me to the brink, pushing me over the edge and making me feel like I can fly without wings. Time consuming turned all-consuming as the man became the beat of my heart and the blood in my veins, stealing the little piece of my soul I always kept tucked away. He crashed through my defenses and knocked down my walls, and all it took was ticking seconds, one after another, slowly altering it all.


    "You've changed."


    I glance across the room at Melody when she says that, the television remote in my hand. I've been channel surfing for the past ten minutes, flipping so fast it's starting to look like a strobe light flashing. She's huddled on her bed, philosophy book open on her lap. "What?"


    "You've changed," she repeats.


    I just stare at her.


    "We have a fucking test in like an hour on Confucius, and I don't think you've cracked open your book all morning. Usually you're the one cramming until the last second, yet you look like you don't give two shits about anything. You're all chillaxing and relax-y. Confucius says your ass has changed."


    I let out a laugh. "It's pointless. I could get every answer right on the test and the bastard would just deduct points because I didn't dot an 'i' or something."


    "So, what, you're giving up?"


    "Real knowledge is to know the extent of one's ignorance."


    Her brow furrows. "Are you on drugs?"


    "No," I laugh. "It's Confucius. It means it doesn't matter if I open my book or not, Melody. I'll never know everything, I'll never get it all right anyway, and whatever… I'm cool with that."


    She looks stunned. "You've changed more than Biggie Smalls."


    My brow furrows. "He changed?"


    "He went from ashy to nasty to classy, didn't he?"


    I laugh as she recites one of his songs and lean back against the wall, spreading my legs out on my bed. "Yeah, well, you've changed, too. I don't think I've ever seen you study so much for something before. What gives?"


    "I just want to try to do good," she says, slamming her book closed. "Paul got a B in Santino's class last year, so I really want to get one, too, so he doesn't think I'm an idiot or something."


    "You shouldn't change who you are for a guy."


    "Ha, look who's talking! You went from rocking Payless boots to nine hundred dollar Jimmy Choos."


    "Is that from a rapper?"


    "No, that was all me. Pretty good, huh?"


    Okay, maybe she hasn't changed that much.


    "Regardless, I'm still me," I say. "Just me with more stuff."


    A lot more stuff.


    My eyes scan the room at the mention of it. My side is starting to look like Melody's, our living space entirely too small to cram everything in it anymore. One thing I learned quickly is that Naz is a giver, never hesitating to lavish me with the best of everything. Shoes. Clothes. Flowers. Orgasms.


    So many fucking orgasms.


    The material things I can do without, and I tell him that, again and again, but only a fool would turn down an orgasm from him.


    "The point is," I say, turning back to Melody, "you shouldn't feel like you have to work to impress Paul. If he's not already impressed, if he doesn't already think you're brilliant, then screw him."


    She scowls at me but doesn't respond because she knows I'm right. Tossing her book aside, she gets up, stretching, as she steps over to the mirror to put on lip-gloss. I start flipping through channels again. I'm as ready as I'm going to be, wearing jeans and a sweater and my favorite scarf. All I have to do is put on my aforementioned Payless boots.


    "Have you told your mom yet?" Melody asks.


    "Told her what?"


    "About your sugar daddy."


    I roll my eyes and cringe, unsure which response that warrants. "First of all, he's not my sugar daddy, he's my…"


    "Your what?"


    Fuck if I know. Boyfriend sounds so silly. It doesn't begin to cover the force of nature that is Naz. He's too much to cram into a box with a pretty little label. "He's just… mine."


    "Well, have you told your mother about your whatever he is?"


    I scoff. "Of course not. She'll lose her mind."


    "You think so?"


    "I know so. This is a woman who tried to keep me from going to prom because she was terrified. I tried to explain that there would be chaperones, but it just freaked her out more. She all but cried when I insisted on going, telling me it wasn't safe, that I had to promise her I wouldn't leave the dance, that I wouldn't go anywhere alone with anyone without her knowing. I'm surprised she didn't sit out in the parking lot and watch the whole time." I pause. "Actually, she might've done just that. But the point is she's liable to have a stroke when I tell her about Naz."


    "You'll have to tell her eventually."


    "I will," I say. "But I have to spend next weekend with her, and I'd rather it not be one long freak out where I try to explain something to her that I can barely understand myself, you know?"


    "I do not envy you," Melody mutters, her focus on her reflection. "Actually, I'm lying. I do. I envy those new black Louboutin pumps you got. They would look great with the dress I'm wearing tonight."


    "You can borrow them," I say.


    She swings around to face me. "Really?"


    "Yeah, why not? You let me borrow your clothes all the time."


    More like she forces me into them but close enough.


    She squeals, running over to attack me with a hug, but I shoo her away so I can pull on my boots. After gathering my things, I sling my bag on my back.


    "You're going in that?" Melody asks. "All sweater-y and scarf-y?"


    I roll my eyes. "It's just a test. I have to come back here to shower for tonight, anyway. Who cares what I look like?"


    Melody shrugs, grabbing her things and following me out the door. The trek to the philosophy building takes about fifteen minutes today, the sidewalks congested as people rush around. Melody's yammering away as usual, still talking up a storm when we walk into the classroom.


    Santino is sitting at his desk, hands folded in front of him, eyes scanning the crowd as we take our seats. We sit in our usual spots in the back, but even from here I can tell he looks like hell, glasses askew and hair unkempt.


    "Looks like Satan hasn't slept," Melody says. "Too busy torturing poor souls for a moment of rest."


    He wastes no time, passing out the tests before everyone has even sat down. I skim through it as soon as I get mine, assessing the potential damage. Mostly multiple-choice, but even the few fill in the blank and paragraph answers feel easy enough.


    If I don't pass this one, we have a problem.


    I can hear Melody huffing beside me as I breeze through the test. I'm done in fifteen minutes, the rest of the class following suit not far after. Melody is the last, with twenty minutes to go. Santino collects the tests but instead of dismissing us early, he picks up a piece of chalk and writes a single word in all capitals across the chalkboard.


    MURDER.


    There's a flow of murmurs through the classroom that he silences when he picks up that godforsaken stick and whacks it against his desk so hard I'm surprised it doesn't break.


    "Show of hands," he says. "Who thinks murder is wrong?"


    All at once, every hand in the classroom goes up.


    His eyes scan us. "Why?"


    Just as fast, nearly every hand drops back down. Santino scans who's left, pointing at a boy in the front row.


    "Because it's illegal."


    Santino stares at him like he's an idiot before moving on, pointing at a girl along the side.


    "It's immoral," she says. "It's wrong to take someone's life."


    He moves right along, calling on others, who give much the same answers. After everyone who volunteered has spoken, he scans our faces again and shakes his head. "Why is it you all know murder is wrong but you can't say why it's wrong, except that it just is? It's wrong because it's illegal; it's illegal because it's wrong; it's wrong because it's immoral; it's immoral because it's wrong. But why?"


    The silence is deafening.


    "Show of hands," he says again. "Who believes in the death penalty?"


    The majority of the class raises their hands, Melody included. I waver but eventually put mine up, not so much a cynic as not wanting him to call on me for this conversation. He smirks, all crazy-eyed, as he surveys our hands. "Ah, so you guys don't think murder is wrong?"


    Hands slowly drop down.


    "If we define murder as the premeditated killing of another human being, is putting someone to death not murder? What makes one situation right and the other so wrong?"


    "Because people on death row are murderers," the same guy from earlier says, not bothering to raise his hand this time.


    "So it's okay to murder somebody if they've also murdered?" Santino asks. "Equal justice? An eye for an eye?"


    "Yes," the boy says. "But that's not murder. Murder is killing someone innocent."


    "Did you know," Santino says, tapping his stick against the floor, "that since the death penalty was reinstated, 139 people slated for death have been exonerated and set free? In that same time, we've executed over twelve hundred. How many of them do you think were innocent? Maybe none, but if it's even one, doesn't that make it murder? After all, you've killed an innocent man."


    Nobody knows what to say… except for the same damn boy. "It's unfortunate that they had to die, but it's for the greater good."


    "And that's precisely what a lot of murderers would say about their victims," Santino says. "So again, show of hands. Who believes in the death penalty?"


    Only a few brave souls raise their hand this time.


    "Two page paper on the topic of murder," he says, turning away from us with a wave of the hand, dismissing class. "Due Tuesday."


    A collective groan echoes through the room. It's a holiday weekend—Easter. I get up and grab my bag, heading for the door with Melody beside me. We stroll through the building and I glance up just as we step outside, my footsteps stalling when I come face to face with Naz. He's parked out front, leaning against the side of his Mercedes, his eyes zeroing in on me.


    "Uh, hey," I say when he steps toward me, suddenly wishing I had done a little more to get ready, after all.


    "Hey." He kisses the corner of my mouth before turning to Melody. "Hello again."


    "Hey there," she says, smiling warmly at him, before her eyes turn to me. "I'll meet you back at the room, Kissimmee."


    Naz's brow furrows as Melody walks away. "Kissimmee?"


    "It's what my mother calls me," I say, shrugging. "Play on my name or something, I guess."


    "Kissimmee," he says again. "Like the city in Florida?"


    "Yep," I say. "So what are you doing here? I thought we were meeting up later?"


    "We are," he says. "I'm actually here on business."


    "Ah." I eye him peculiarly. "I guess I'll let you get to that, then. See you later?"


    "Wouldn't miss it for the world."


    He kisses me again before strolling away, heading inside now that almost everyone has cleared from the building. I stare at the door for a moment, and I'd be lying if I said I wasn't tempted to follow him inside, to watch him, to see what he's doing, but I don't. He's caught me every other time, and I know if I follow, he'll catch me again.


    Sighing, I turn away and make the walk back to the dorm.


    When I see Naz again, hours later, he seems to be in a peculiar mood. He doesn't even look at me when I slip into the passenger seat of the Mercedes, doesn't even attempt to get out to open my door. I don't expect it, or need it, but when he's usually chivalrous, it stands out to me.


    As soon as I snap my seatbelt into place, he swings the car around and merges into traffic, not saying a word. His eyes are focused on the road, darting between the windshield and the rearview mirror, never once turning my way. I settle into the seat, leaving him to his silence as we drive through Manhattan toward the bridge.


    We were supposed to go to dinner. I'm not sure where, but I dressed up for it, even putting on a pair of the new heels he bought me. But it becomes clear when he heads toward his neighborhood that we're going straight to his house instead.


    I turn to him, confused, and start to speak, when his eyes meet mine finally. The look he gives me makes me swallow back my question, the darkness telling me that his bad mood is deeper than just on the surface.


    I think I prefer the silence to what might come from his lips.


    Instead, I turn back away, staring out the side window as the houses rush past, familiar now from coming here so often. He still doesn't speak when we arrive, getting out and standing beside the car, waiting for me to walk ahead of him.


    He unlocks the door, ushering me inside. The click of the deadbolt behind me is magnified in the icy silence as he relocks the door right away. I flinch involuntarily at the sound, watching him.


    "Is everything okay?" I ask, unable to contain the question any longer. It's been a while since I've felt this nervous around him. I've grown used to him, but it feels different now. He feels different. I'm used to my relaxed, smug playboy, charming and intense, and not this wound tight, unnerving man in front of me.


    He nods, pulling off his jacket before turning to me. "Why?"


    "You just seem… edgy."


    "It's been a long day," he says. "You okay with ordering in for dinner?"


    "Sure."


    He strolls to the kitchen, flicking on the light as he goes. I follow behind, stalling in the doorway to glance around. I haven't spent any time in here, and he doesn't seem to, either, although it's immaculate, everything polished and shiny and appearing still brand-new.


    Naz grabs a takeout menu from a drawer beside the refrigerator and pulls out his phone, dialing the number on it. An Italian place, it turns out. He orders a large pepperoni pizza and hesitates, turning to me while he's still on the phone. "Do you have anything chocolate? Yeah, chocolate, some kind of dessert." He's quiet for a second before he cuts in, raising his voice. "I said chocolate. I don't know what universe you live in, but panna cotti with berries isn't chocolate. You want to treat me like a jamook, like I don't know what fucking panna cotti is, and I'll show you a jamook."


    I tense, staring at him with shock as his anger surfaces. He tosses the menu back in the drawer and shuts it before interjecting again. "Give me both of those. Yeah. And hurry it up."


    He hangs up, tossing his phone down on the counter with no regard, and brushes right by me without speaking. I stare at his discarded phone, my stomach clenching, as he heads upstairs.


    I don't follow.


    Instead, I make my way to the den, not turning on the light or touching anything. I sit down on the couch and pull out my own phone, tinkering around with it to distract myself. I'd text Melody but she's on her way to meet Paul's parents to spend Easter with them, and I don't want to burden her.


    It takes Naz a while to return. I don't hear him, never do, but he pops up in the den, switching on the light when he walks in. My eyes remain glued to my phone as I flick little colorful birdies across the screen, but I can feel his eyes.


    Now he's looking at me.


    His voice is quiet, calmer, when he asks, "What are you doing?"


    "Killing pigs."


    He lets out dry laugh. "My favorite pastime."


    I cut my eyes at him. "You play Angry Birds?"


    I can't imagine him playing games like this.


    "Sure, whatever." He sits down on the arm of the couch beside me and offers a small smile. The sight of it, although strained, lightens the air. He might be mad, but he's not mad at me. "You look beautiful tonight. I feel bad not taking you out. I should be showing you off."


    "It's okay." I set my phone aside and shift my body to face him. "I don't mind staying in. I like being here."


    "Good, because I like you being here." He reaches out and cups my chin, running his thumb across my bottom lip. I think he's going to kiss me, and my breath hitches in anticipation, but he switches focus instead. "So, how's school going?"


    "Uh, okay." We've mentioned school before, but it's the first time he's outwardly asked me about it like this. "Most of my classes are going well."


    "How's philosophy?"


    "Terrible."


    "Huh." He pulls his hand away from my face. "If it gets too bad, let me know and I'll take care of it."


    "You going to take my tests for me? Do my homework?"


    "Whatever you want me to do."


    A loud chime echoes through the house, and suddenly he's tense again, his back stiffening and shoulders squaring. He sits freakishly still, like he's been turned to stone by Medusa's stare, as the chime rings yet again.


    "Pretty sure that's probably the pizza dude at the door," I say.


    He cuts his eyes at me as he stands up, mumbling "stay here" before stalking out. I stay where I am, twiddling my thumbs, until he returns with the food. He sets the pizza box on the table with two smaller containers on top of it. Nosey, I pop them open, seeing it's chocolate mousse and tiramisu.


    "You like chocolate," he says, waving toward it as if to explain. He got them for me. "Eat up. I need to make a few calls and handle some things."


    "You're not going to eat?"


    "Not right now."


    "Afraid it's poisoned? Because the way you talked to the guy on the phone, I might be a little worried, too."


    He laughs as he turns on the TV, turning the volume up, before dropping the remote on the couch cushion beside me. "It's safe. I'll be back in a bit."


    He walks out, leaving me in the den alone again.


    I eat and flip through channels, eat some more and flip some more, going again and again until I'm stuffed and I've been through every show a few times, settling on some reality program I'm not really paying attention to. I tinker with my phone some more before getting up and strolling around the den, once more migrating to his bookshelves.


    I don't know how much time passes—fifteen minutes, maybe thirty—before he strolls in, catching me as I pull an old, worn book off the shelf. Crime & Punishment.


    "Good book," he says, sitting down in his chair behind his desk, setting his phone in front of him. "Ever read it?"


    "No."


    I'm suddenly regretting everything I said to Melody earlier this afternoon. I want to read the damn book just so I don't look like an idiot to him. "Huh."


    I return the book to the shelf, my fingertips skimming the spines of those near it. "You have enough philosophy books I think you probably could do my work for me."


    "It's an interesting subject," he says. "When you don't overthink it, anyway."


    I turn to him curiously. "Do you believe in the death penalty?"


    "Yes."


    He doesn't even have to think about it.


    "Do you think murder is wrong?"


    I expect another emphatic answer, an outright yes, but this time he hesitates. "That's too broad of a question. Are you excluding justifiable homicide?"


    "Is killing ever justifiable?"


    "Of course it is." He gazes at me, and he looks like he wants to say more, but he hesitates again. "Have you heard of the Plank of Carneades? Santino teach you it?"


    "No."


    "Let's say we're shipwrecked, and we both see a plank floating in the water, but it's only big enough to hold one of us."


    "This sounds eerily like the end of Titanic."


    He laughs and continues. "You get to the plank first, but knowing I'm going to drown if I don't do something, I shove you off and steal it for myself. Because of that, you die. Was that murder?"


    "Yes."


    "Are you sure?"


    His question makes me pause. "You killed me for the plank."


    "Or did I just defend my own life?" he asks. "It's kill or be killed, so yes, Karissa, sometimes killing is justifiable."


    "But I wasn't threatening you."


    "Maybe not, but you were still a threat."


    He stares at me pointedly. I don't know what to say to that. I don't know what to think.


    "It's irrelevant in this case, though," he says. "I'd give you the plank."


    "Because you couldn't kill?"


    "Because I couldn't kill you."


    Those words should freak me out, and I do feel a tingle creep down my spine, but I get a strange thrill at the protectiveness in his voice. Every girl wants her very own Jack Dawson.


    Slowly, I stroll over to him and climb onto his lap, straddling him in the chair. I wrap my arms around his neck, gazing into his eyes, drinking in the hint of emotion I find.


    He's a whirlpool of darkness, and I feel myself getting sucked deeper and deeper into the depths of his abyss.


    I'm drowning in him.


    His hands run up my back as he pulls me to him for a kiss. I can feel him hardening, straining the crotch of his pants, heat rushing through me at the sensation. To know I have the same effect on him that he has on me is intoxicating. My fingertips tingle with the urge to touch him.


    My hands drift down between us. I reach for his belt, fumbling with the buckle for a second before he restrains me. I pull back and start to pout when he undoes his belt, making work of his button and zipper, before pulling me back to him for another kiss.


    I don't waste my chance. The second he lets go, my hand slips into his pants and wraps around his cock. I pull it out between us, stroking it as I kiss him back with everything in me.


    He's warm, so damn warm. I can feel him growing in my palm, hardening like concrete. My thumb grazes the head, feeling the bead of wetness. I suddenly want to taste it, run my tongue along the slit and take him in my mouth, but he doesn't give me the chance.


    He grasps my hips, pulling me toward him, grinding himself against me. "Let me inside of you."


    The words make me shiver.


    I don't undress, slipping the skimpy fabric of my thong aside, grateful I wore this damn dress, after all. I lift up and sink down onto him, my eyes rolling in the back of my head.


    I shift my hips, kissing him deeply, savoring every second he's inside of me. It's unlike any other time, a stolen moment of passion, no rushing for the finish line or desperately jumping hurdles, merely enjoying being in the race. My hands seek out his, our fingers entwining, as he presses them against his chest.


    It's the most intimate thing I've ever experienced. Fully clothed, I somehow feel completely exposed, sliced open and vulnerable, yet so, so valuable. The man could snap me like a twig, but he holds onto me like I'm the strong plank, like I'm that lifeline in the water, his means of survival, his only chance of rescue. He holds my hands so tightly my fingers ache, but his face looks relaxed, like he's not worried at all about drifting away.


    He breaks the kiss as he tilts his head back, his eyes closed, his lips parted as he lets out a shaky breath. I kiss his mouth, his cheek, his scruffy chin, my lips traveling all over his face, exploring his skin. He doesn't move, doesn't do anything but squeeze my hands tighter, pressing them against him harder. It's like he's pulling me inside of him, and I can feel his pulse, his strong heartbeat, pounding in his chest.


    He's a tornado of emotion I can't begin to understand, but I love it. I love him. And I know it when I look at him, seeing such serenity in his expression. I want every cell of him in every cell of me, because when he's inside of me, I feel beautiful. I feel strong. I feel like I know what love means.


    Love means seeing the beauty in the ugly, the light in the dark, and accepting that even if the lights are off, and I can't see what's in front of me, there will be something there to guide my way. Love means turning yourself inside out, handing yourself over to somebody else, and trusting them… trusting them to touch you, to handle you, to bend you, but never, ever break what you give them.


    And I love him.


    Fuck, I love him.


    "I love you." The words tumble from my lips as a strained whisper, a shuddering breath forced from me as the butterflies take flight in my stomach, constricting my chest until I can't fucking breathe.


    His eyes slowly open to meet my gaze. He doesn't move—doesn't react—stares at me so hard it feels like he's eye-fucking my soul, like maybe he thought he heard me, but it couldn't have possibly been so.


    So I say it again. "I love you."


    The second time gets a reaction, his expression strained like he's fighting off a flinch. Before I can do anything else, he speaks quietly. "Don't say it unless you mean it."


    "I love you," I say for the third time. "I lo—"


    I'm cut off mid-word. Naz is up out of the seat with me clinging to him in shock. He roughly drops me on his desk, things digging into my back. Stepping between my legs, one hand clutches my hip to keep me in place as his other hand settles on my neck. He thrusts inside of me hard, and I gasp, the noise cut off when the hand around my throat squeezes.


    My chest viciously burns when I try to inhale, pressure mounting inside of me. He fiercely thrusts into me again and again, not letting go of my neck. My vision blurs, time standing still, as his calloused fingers press against my jugular.


    I can't breathe.


    I can't breathe.


    I can't breathe.


    The pressure builds, and builds, and builds, until I feel like I'm going to burst. Both hands clutch his arm, grasping it as tightly as he's pressing against my neck, terror like I've never known overwhelming me. I claw at the skin of his arm, trying to pull him off, but he's strong.


    So strong.


    Too strong.


    Seconds feel like hours. It's only a few, no more than ten. Ten seconds that last an eternity as he chokes me. The pressure builds until it has nowhere else to go, blackness speckling my vision as I explode.


    It's terrifying, the way my body seems to have caught fire, the bomb going off inside of me, obliterating me at the core. I inhale sharply, my lungs hungrily swelling as the weight on my neck lessens when he loosens his hold.


    My body convulses, a shrill sound escaping me, primal, inhuman. I'm a fucking animal.


    Orgasm rocks me, tingling my scalp and curling my toes. I desperately try to catch my breath but every muscle spasm knocks it right back out of me as I gasp... and gasp... and gasp for more air. It feels like it goes on forever, the pleasure so intense, and the high so high, that before it even dissipates I feel like I've slammed into the ground.


    "Yellow," I cry out, the word strangled. All at once Naz's hand leaves my neck entirely as he slows his movements. He doesn't stop, doesn't pull out, leaning further over the desk to look down at me. His eyes meet mine, worried. Tears obscure my vision, one slipping down my cheek that he wipes away.


    He pulls me up, shifting me to the edge of the desk, his arms wrapping around me. His movements are measured, his hands gentle. A strange sort of elation settles through me as my body relaxes, a lingering tingle in my limbs as he holds me against his chest. Never in my life have I felt such force. Never before have I been so grateful just to breathe.


    I've never felt so alive.


    It's sick. Maybe I'm sick. But I'm almost tempted to ask him to do it again.


    I don't, though. I do nothing.


    I say nothing.


    He finishes not long after. He doesn't pull out this time. I can feel him coming inside of me, convulsing, filling all of me with all of him for the first time.


    He stops then, his breathing haggard, as he whispers into my hair, "I love you, too."
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 I'm alone.


    I sense it as soon as I open my eyes.


    The bedroom is pitch black. It's the middle of the night, though I'm not sure of the time or how long I've been asleep. I'm stark naked but wrapped up in Naz's sheets, the scent of him clinging to me.


    I roll over onto my side, blinking away the sleep. Reaching over, I run my hand along the crisp white sheets. Naz's side of the bed is bitter cold. He's been gone for a while.


    I contemplate closing my eyes again, figuring he'll be back eventually, but curiosity gets the best of me.


    Where could he be?


    Climbing out of bed, I grab Naz's button down shirt from the floor and pull it on, fastening a few of the buttons on my way out the door. I head downstairs, hearing a faint swishing sound when I reach the bottom of the stairs.


    A light shines from the laundry room. Stepping that way, I grasp the knob and open the door, cringing from the brightness when I look inside. The room is empty, completely still, except for the swishing of the washing machine.


    He's doing laundry? Now?


    It has to be at least three in the morning, maybe four. We didn't go to bed until midnight, making love yet again before I fell asleep. The second time had been nothing but gentle, none of that aggression present, like it had been purged from him down in the den. The memory of it makes the hair on my nape prickle. He made no apologies for it.


    I'm not sure I want him to be sorry, anyway.


    Turning away from the laundry room, I stroll through the rest of the house, not finding him in any of the usual places. Everything is dark and cold, goose bumps coating my skin as I wrap my arms around my chest.


    I go from the kitchen to the den to the living room, my footsteps tentative as I glance toward the front door. I stare at it in the darkness, noticing right away that it's ajar. The deadbolt is facing up, the chain lock dangling.


    Walking over to it, I grasp the knob and pull it open, shivering at the blast of cool air. My eyes scan the pitch-black neighborhood as I peek out, making sure nobody is around, before stepping half-clothed into the doorway and tensing.


    The Mercedes isn't where he parked it earlier.


    I stare at the vacant driveway and step onto the porch, my eyes scanning the surrounding street, but it's nowhere to be seen.


    "What are you doing?"


    The low voice behind me makes me jump as I spin around, clutching my chest. My heart is pounding like a bass drum, echoing in my ears when I see Naz standing inside the house, near the door. "You scared me!"


    He's wearing a pair of dark sweat pants, barefoot, bare chested, partially encased in shadows that fade away when he steps forward. He raises an eyebrow, his expression serious when he asks again, "What are you doing?"


    "I woke up and you were gone," I say, wrapping my arms tighter around me as another gust of cold air wafts by, making me shiver. Before I can say anything else, Naz grabs my arm, pulling me back inside the house.


    He shuts the door, making a point to lock it again, before he speaks. "I couldn't sleep."


    "Where'd you go?"


    "Nowhere."


    "But your car's gone."


    "It's in the garage."


    "Why?"


    "Because that's where I put it."


    His answers spark more questions, ones I don't get to ask. He reaches toward me, pressing his palm flat against my cheek, before his hand drifts down my neck. I tilt my head back, expecting him to keep going, but he pauses like that, his fingertips pressing against the pulse point. "Your heart's racing."


    "It usually is around you."


    His hand moves lower, his thumb grazing the dip in my throat as I swallow harshly. "Did I scare you?"


    "I just said you did."


    "That's not what I meant," he says, his eyes leaving mine to look at his hand wrapped around my throat.


    Oh. That.


    Slowly, I nod when he meets my eyes again.


    "Did you like it?"


    I hesitate before nodding again.


    The corner of his lip twitches as his hand drifts lower, down my chest, before he pulls away. "The car's in the garage because I cleaned it out. Like I said, I couldn't sleep."


    "What was there to clean?" I ask. "Your car is always pristine."


    "You haven't seen the trunk."


    I laugh. "What's in the trunk?"


    "Nothing now."


    He takes a step toward me, wrapping an arm around me, as he kisses the top of my head. "I have work to do. You should go upstairs."


    He starts to walk away, but I catch his arm to stop him, not wanting to go upstairs without him. He stalls, glancing down at where I'm touching him. My eyes drift that way, and I tense, seeing the claw marks on his arm. "Did I do that to you?"


    He doesn't respond, merely leaning toward me, pressing a soft kiss on my lips before pulling from my grasp. "Go get some sleep, Karissa. I'll be up in a bit."


    Naz walks out of the room, leaving me standing there alone as he heads for a door beyond the kitchen, one that leads into the garage, I gather, when I hear the engine of the Mercedes roar to life seconds later. Sighing, I turn away and go back upstairs, not bothering to take off his shirt when I climb back into bed.
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 Naz is awake before me the next morning… if he even slept at all.


    When I climb out of bed and venture downstairs, he's already showered and dressed, standing in the kitchen washing dishes.


    It's a peculiar sight, one that makes me pause to appreciate.


    His jacket lies on the counter behind him, his sleeves rolled up to the elbows, his hands submerged in the hot, soapy suds. He scrubs a glass with an intensity that is almost unparalleled, like someone ridding a brick wall of graffiti.


    I'm surprised it doesn't shatter in his hands.


    The smell of chemicals clings to the kitchen, a strange mixture of bleach and noxious lemon. The floor glistens, everything within eyesight scoured.


    I haven't ventured any further in the house, but something tells me the other rooms are just as spotless.


    Seeing how Naz doesn't do much cooking, he doesn't have many dishes to wash. He finishes up the glasses before moving on to a knife, washing it so hard with a rag I worry he's going to cut himself. He tosses them all into a dishwasher when he finishes, turning it on to wash them yet again, before turning to me. "Good afternoon."


    My expression falls. "Afternoon?"


    "Yes," he says, glancing on the counter beside him at where his watch lay. "It's a quarter after twelve."


    My eyes widen. "I need to hurry or I'm going to miss my bus!"


    "Your bus?"


    "My bus home! You know, for Easter? I told you I was going home for the weekend. I'm supposed to catch the bus at 1:30."


    He pulls the plug on the water in the sink as he turns to me. "I forgot or I would've woken you."


    "I should've reminded you," I say, frowning. It slipped my mind last night to ask him to make sure I was awake.


    "I can just drive you," he says as he grabs a towel to dry his hands. "No need to worry about any bus."


    "That's crazy," I say, shaking my head. "It would take you all day to get there and back."


    "It's only four hours to Syracuse."


    "We don't live in Syracuse," I say. "We live about an hour outside of it."


    "Not a problem," he says.


    "But I just… I can't ask you to do that," I say. "And my mother, she wouldn't like it. She doesn't really like being around people, and I haven't exactly told her… I mean, she doesn't know…"


    "She doesn't know you're seeing someone," he guesses, fixing his sleeves.


    "Yes," I say. "I'm going to tell her, I am. It's just that…"


    "She won't understand," he guesses again.


    "Yes," I say. "I appreciate the offer, though. Really. And I'll tell her, but just not right now. If I get back to the city soon, I can make it to the bus."


    He grabs his coat and slips it on, fixing the collar. "Get dressed, then, and I'll get you there."


    Just as he says, he gets me back to Manhattan on time, even having a spare minute to grab a coffee on the way through. I kiss him, offering a timid smile before kissing him again.


    And again.


    And again.


    "I'll miss you this weekend," I admit, whispering the words against his lips.


    "I'll be here when you get back," he says. "Go, before you miss your chance."


    I kiss him once more before begrudgingly climbing out of the car, watching as he drives away, heaviness in my chest that I can't explain.


    He's my breath of fresh air, and I feel like I can't breathe anymore when he's not around.
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    My mother is a crazy cat lady, just without all of the cats.


    She has a dog instead.


    Killer is small mutt she picked up from the side of the road when I was sixteen, the day we moved to Watertown. I don't know what he's mixed with, his fur a tangled mix of gold and dingy white, his ears floppy and eyes unnaturally big. He's as passive as a dog gets—slobbery and loving, downright lazy when it comes down to it. His name is ironic, considering he wouldn't hurt a fly.


    Literally. Won't even hurt flies.


    Despite the lack of cats, my mother shows all the classic symptoms of a slightly neurotic woman, lacking friends and drowning in paranoia, a quirky hermit pulled right off the pages of something Tim Burton dreamed up. Her hair is a tangled, untamed wave that she lets hang loose, her brown eyes shielded by a pair of glasses with thick black frames.


    Her flower shop is not far from the bus station in Watertown, about a mile trek near sundown. I drag my bag behind me as I walk, wanting to surprise her. The shop is a little white barn shaped building with a hand painted sign above it simply reading 'flowers'.


    She never even gave the place a name.


    I don't know how she gets any business. It astounds me that she makes enough money to pay the bills.


    A bell above the door chimes when I step inside, everything brightly lit and sweet smelling. Arrangements of flowers are set up all around, the old cash register on the counter right in front of me with nobody manning it. Killer is curled up on the floor with a chewed up tennis ball. He lifts his head the same time a pair of eyes peeks out from the back room.


    "Kissimmee!" My mother bounds out, sprinting right for me, and damn near trips over the dog. She wraps her arms around me as Killer jumps up and down around us, barking excitedly.


    "Hey, Mom," I say, hugging her back, before leaning down and rubbing Killer's head. "Hey, buddy."


    Killer licks my hand in greeting.


    "Did you walk here?" Mom asks, prying my bag from my hand and setting it aside as she assesses me, smoothing my hair and fixing my clothes and downright fussing over me until I push her hands away. "You should've told me. I would've picked you up!"


    "It's fine," I say. "It's not that far."


    "Still, honey, it's getting late, so you shouldn't be walking alone. You never know what—"


    "Mom," I say pointedly, cutting her off before she can launch into her usual lecture on safety. "I'm fine. Really. I've still got all my fingers and toes, my head's still on my shoulders, and I've got no broken bones. No harm done."


    She gazes at me skeptically, her expression softening as she smiles. She pulls me back into a hug. "I've missed you. How long are you here for?"


    "Just the weekend," I say. "I have to be back for class on Tuesday, but I'm all yours until then."


    "Great, great." She pulls away and starts flitting around the shop, putting things away. "As soon as I clean up, we'll get out of here."


    Killer runs over and grabs his ball, bringing it to me. He nudges my hand, staring up at me. I yank the ball from his mouth as I back up to the door. "We'll wait outside."


    She starts to object but I ignore her, opening the door for the dog to run outside. Patches of grass surround the shop, so I lead Killer around the side of the building, tossing the ball toward the back of the lot for him to retrieve. He barks enthusiastically, bringing it back to me over and over again.


    It only takes my mother a few minutes to step out, locking the door as she lugs my bag with her. "Come on, guys!"


    She drives a beat up Jeep Grand Wagoneer, the only car I've ever known her to own. It's older than me, large and rumbly, a beast of a vehicle filled to the brim with memories. My things have been boxed up and crammed into the back at least a dozen times, routinely taking me to a new life, a fresh start, in another city, so much I'm surprised I even know who I am.


    Mom tosses my bag in the backseat, and Killer jumps in with it, as we climb up front. She lives ten minutes from Watertown, outside the city limits, in a small place called Dexter. The house is tucked in among some trees in the middle of nowhere, along a river, the land overrun with flowers and plants.


    I was just here a few months ago for Christmas, but it feels different now—smaller, more secluded, not as cheerful as I remember it being. The paint is chipping, white flakes coating the front porch.


    She has more locks on the front door now, so many it takes her a good minute of fumbling to get it unlocked. Concern stirs up inside of me as I wait for her to open the door, but I don't say anything.


    I think it, though. She's getting bad again. The signs are there, signs I remember from when I was younger. Heavily locked doors and barred windows, nights with no sleep as she paces around, listening to the howl of the wind and thinking it's out to get her. She'd be fine for weeks or months, sometimes even a year, before she started acting like the walls were closing in on her, the world pressing upon her.


    I hoped she finally found a place where she felt at peace, where she felt at home, but all of those locks make me uneasy. Locks are supposed to keep you safe. Locks, with her, are a sign of vulnerability.


    My old room is just how I left it, smaller than even the dorm. It's suffocating. I drop my bag right inside the room before venturing into the kitchen as my mother starts making dinner. I pause by the window and gaze out into the vast overgrown backyard, watching as Killer runs through the trees in the distance.


    He won't go far. He never does. I think that's why my mother treasures him so much. He never leaves her, never wanders from her side for too long.


    When he plops down in the yard, my gaze shifts from the pane of glass down to the windowsill, noting the thick nails sticking out of the old wood, indiscriminately hammered in.


    She nailed the windows shut recently.


    "Everything going okay here, Mom?"


    "Sure," she says. "Same as ever."


    She doesn't sound very convincing.


    The night flies by as we catch up. She seems relaxed, happy even. It eases my worries a bit.


    Maybe I'm just overreacting.
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    Murder is premeditated killing of innocent...


    …wrong because it's just not right to kill...


    …considered immoral by society because...


    …what I seem to be doing to this fucking essay.


    

    I'm murdering it.


    Sighing, I scribble out the words on the paper. I lean back in the old wooden chair, my feet propped up on the counter as I sit behind the register at the flower shop. My mother is scanning through the plants, smelling the bouquets and fixing the arrangements. She's had a total of two customers all day, making a whopping thirty bucks.


    I don't know how long she can keep this up.


    She doesn't seem bothered or worried at all. Killer lies on the floor near my feet, watching her. It's late afternoon on Saturday, and as much as I love my mother, and am grateful to get the chance to spend some time with her, I'm already bored shitless in this place.


    I wonder how Naz is doing. I want to call him, to hear his voice, to see what he's up to, but I resist the urge. My hand absently drifts up to the necklace around my neck, and I tinker with the small pendant he gave me. I wonder if he's thinking about me, too. I wonder if he misses me yet.


    "Is that new?"


    My mother's voice draws my attention back to her. She's watching me. "Uh, yeah."


    "It's pretty," she says, stepping closer. She grasps the necklace, eyeing it. "Where'd you get it?"


    "It was a gift from a friend."


    Her eyes narrow as she reads the inscription. "Carpe Diem."


    "Yeah, it's a Latin saying." Standing up, I switch the subject. "I'm hungry. Is that hot dog place still around the corner? I can grab us some lunch."


    "Yeah," she mumbles. "How about I come with you? I'll close up a little early today."


    I wait for her to finish what she's doing, crumbling up my pathetic start of an essay and toss it in her trashcan. We head out, strolling down the sidewalk, Killer wandering along right behind us. My mother seems on edge now, eyes darting around nervously. Halfway there she stops abruptly, shoulders squaring, body tensing as she scans the traffic flowing by on Main Street.


    "Mom?" I grab her arm. "Are you okay?"


    She blinks a few times, turning to me, and forces a smile. "Yeah, I've just been thinking... this town is getting so big lately. So many new people. Nothing like it used to be."


    "It seems the same to me."


    Even smaller, maybe.


    "I don't know," she says hesitantly. "I think it might be time to move on now."


    "But you love it here," I say. "And you have the shop."


    "I can open a shop anywhere," she says. "Maybe out west. Finally get away from New York for good. You've always wanted to see California."


    "Yeah, but..."


    I don't know what to say.


    "We can get a little house near the water," she says. "Killer will love the beach. It's perfect. It'll be just like old times, you and me on the open road, starting over brand new somewhere. What do you say, Kissimmee?"


    "Mom, I can't move to California."


    "Why not?"


    "Because I have school," I say. "I have a life in the city."


    "You can have a life anywhere."


    Her blasé attitude about it frustrates to the point that it almost hurts. Will she ever understand my need for stability? My need for somewhere to finally call home?


    "I like my life here," I say. "For the first time, I have friends, friends that really know me, friends I want to keep. I don't want to leave them."


    She shakes her head, appearing distraught, like she hadn't anticipated me resisting. It was different when I was younger. When she said go, I had to go. But now I'm grown. Now I'm off on my own.


    "You don't understand," she says. "The city is just so dangerous."


    "It's not… no more dangerous than anywhere else. It's my home. I can't just move again. I'm happy where I am."


    She says nothing else about it.


    She says nothing at all, to be frank.


    She walks with me to get lunch, walks with me back to the shop, and drives us to the house in Dexter without uttering a single word to me. The night is strained. I go to bed early, lying in the small room and staring at the ceiling.


    Guilt is eating away at me.


    I hear her pacing the house, mumbling, words I can barely make out and am frightened to hear. The words 'Carpe Diem' come from her lips like she's a broken, skipping record, and I clutch the pendant of my necklace tightly, fighting back tears. Because I know she's talking to him, appealing to an invisible man named John, the one who walked out on her when I was born.


    I know it's not my fault. Not my fault she's this way. Not my fault he left her. But fuck if I don't feel guilty anyway.


    My door creeps open as I lay there. The latch on it never worked, making it easy for Killer to come in. He jumps up on the bed, taking up residence near my feet, curling up close to me.


    Service is shoddy out here, the signal on my phone wavering between one and two bars, barely enough strength for me to make a call. I dial Naz's number, holding the phone to my ear, and drape my other arm over my eyes as I listen to it ring.


    I don't know why I'm calling him, and I feel silly when his voicemail picks up. It's an automated message. I don't even get to hear his voice.


    Sighing, I hang up without leaving a message and set my phone aside as I close my eyes, trying to get some sleep.


    I wake up early Sunday morning, sunlight streaming through the windows. I start to climb out of bed, hearing my mother moving around the house, when my phone beeps at me. I pick it up, glancing at the screen. One missed call. Naz.


    He didn't leave a message, either.


    Sunday's better, as my mother immerses herself in all things Easter, fresh lilies on the table and a vast array of food to eat. We watch movies and talk about good memories, neither of us mentioning any of the bad.


    But Monday morning, when I wake up and pack my things to leave, the shame hits me like a freight train to the chest. We've reverted a few months, back to last August, like I'm leaving her for the first time all over again.


    She has tears in her eyes when she drives me to the bus station. "Promise me you're being careful. Promise me you're staying safe."


    "I promise, Mom."


    For a second I wonder if I just lied to her, wondering what she'd think if I told her about Naz right now.


    She'd probably kidnap me.


    "I love you, Kissimmee," she says. "I'll call you, okay?"


    I give her a quick hug, petting Killer as he pokes his head up from the backseat, and get out of the car before I make this any worse. I don't want to dwell. I can't dwell. My guilt will make me want to stay.


    But every other part of me needs to go.
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    My paper on murder is only half written, scribbled on notebook paper on the bus on my way back to the city. I was too exhausted when I made it to the dorms to finish, too distracted to worry about typing it up all day.


    My mother isn't answering her phone. Either I've upset her and she's avoiding me, or she's deep in the middle of moving already. Either way, it makes my guilt flare, and I spend all morning leaving messages, wishing she'd call me back.


    Karma.


    Before I know it, Melody is rushing me out the door, shouting we're going to be late for class if we don't hurry.


    Where did the time go?


    I'm quiet as we make our way to the building, lost in thought, until Melody laughs under her breath. "Well, look at that…"


    I look, out of sheer curiosity, and my footsteps falter. The familiar black Mercedes is parked in front of the philosophy building. Naz leans against the side of it, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a single blood red rose, twirling the flower as he stares down at it.


    My breath hitches at the sight of him, my stomach flipping and flopping, as I'm suddenly lightheaded. Hesitantly, I step toward him as Melody makes her way inside the building, not wanting to be late. Santino makes a spectacle of tardy students.


    "Got a hot date with a philosophy professor?" I ask, pausing in front of him.


    He smirks, his eyes shifting from the flower to me. "I'm actually hoping to nail one of his students."


    I laugh as he pushes away from the car, stepping up on the sidewalk, but my humor dies when he walks past me, right in the path of a petite blonde girl. I don't know her, but her face is recognizable. She's in philosophy with me.


    "For you," he says, holding the rose out. "A pretty flower for a pretty girl."


    She takes it, blushing, as she rushes into the building, nearly running right into the door. Naz laughs to himself, like it's the most amusing thing ever, a young girl flustered by his charm, but I feel only molten lava brewing in my gut.


    It burns.


    "Why did you do that?"


    "She looked like she could use a cheering up," he says, turning back to me, raising his eyebrows at my expression. "You're not jealous, are you?"


    It's ridiculous, I guess... maybe I'm silly, or stupid, or naive, but it's the first time I've stopped to consider I might not be the only one. Sure, I see him a lot, but there are hours, sometimes days, when we're not together and I don't know what he's doing during that time. He works, of course... he says he works a lot... but he doesn't keep the usual type of schedule.


    There could be others when I'm not around.


    I hate being insecure.


    "You are, aren't you?" The humor is gone from his voice. "You're actually jealous."


    "Are there others?" I ask quietly. "There aren't, right?"


    "Other what?"


    "Other girls."


    He stares at me, no amusement in his expression as he leans closer. "There are no girls. I don't mess around with girls. They have nothing to offer me. I need a woman. And if you're asking me if I'm seeing anybody else, if I'm fucking another woman, the answer is no. I'm not interested in anybody else, Karissa."


    His response relieves me, while also knocking me off kilter, startled by the passion in his voice.


    "I told you I loved you," he says. "What am I going to have to do to make you believe it?"


    "I, uh…" I stammer, hoping it's a rhetorical question, but his expression tells me he actually wants to know. "I don't know."


    "Don't I show you enough?" he asks. "If you need something from me, if you need something more, tell me and I'll give it to you. I'll give you the world. I just need to know what you need."


    "I don't need anything," I say.


    He hesitates, his voice dropping even lower. "Have I given you reason not to trust me?"


    "No."


    "Then trust me," he says. "I'm asking for your trust now. If you want me to walk in that room and take that flower back from that girl, if that's what it'll take, I will. I'll rip it right out of her hands and give it to you."


    "No, I don't want you to do that," I say. "I just… I didn't know."


    "Well, now you do," he says, pressing his palm against my cheek. He leans forward, pressing the lightest kiss to my lips. "I love you."


    Those words make me melt. If it weren't for the fact that he's touching me, kissing me, holding me, I'd swear I was nothing but a puddle at his feet. He kisses my lips and then my forehead, wrapping his arms tightly around me in a hug, before finally—hesitantly—pulling away. "You should get to class. You're late now."


    "Ugh, I am," I say, scowling as I turn to the building.


    "I'll walk you in," he offers, pressing his hand to the small of my back to get me to move. I head inside with him beside me, in no hurry as we stroll toward the classroom door. I can hear Santino talking, already in the middle of a lecture.


    I begrudgingly walk inside and try to slip into the empty desk beside Melody undetected, but it's pointless. The second Santino turns my way, he catches my eyes, and stalls mid-sentence. Strained silence chokes the room, everyone waiting for him to continue, but he seems to have forgotten he was even talking.


    "Ah, Miss Reed, how kind of you to grace us with your presence," he says, causing over a hundred sets of eyes to turn to me. "Please, have a seat, get comfortable. Make yourself at home. I'll wait."


    He does. The bastard waits.


    Everyone watches as I sit down, putting my bag beside me on the floor. "Sorry I'm late, sir."


    "Oh, no, I'm sorry," he says. "I do so hope coming to class hasn't been any trouble. I'd hate to be an inconvenience or take up too much of your precious time. I know you have much better things to do than philosophy. Your grades certainly reflect that notion."


    Ouch. Awkward murmurs flow through the room. They die down when Santino launches right back into his lecture, still dwelling on the topic of murder. Sighing, I glance around, noting a few sets of eyes still lingering my way, while my gaze drifts back to the door. A blast of humiliation rushes through me, making my cheeks flush. Naz is still standing in the hallway, right in front of the doorway.


    He heard every word.


    He doesn't look at me, his gaze following Santino at the front of the room. He lurks there for a moment before taking a step back, shaking his head as he walks away.


    I turn back around and pull out my notebook and pencil, determined to pay attention and take notes, but I'm already two steps behind and before I can seem to catch up, class is over. I'm up out of the seat, stuffing everything into my bag, when Santino's voice carries through the classroom. "Miss Reed, if you can spare a minute, I need a word with you."


    Melody shoots me a sympathetic look, mouthing 'good luck' as she heads for the door without me. I don't blame her. I wouldn't stick around either. I take my time, waiting for most of my classmates to clear out, before moving to the front of the room. Santino's erasing the chalkboard and doesn't acknowledge me for a moment, even after glancing behind him and seeing me standing here.


    "Sir?" I say. "Is there a problem?"


    He sets the eraser down and turns around, staring at me through his thick glasses. He doesn't look angry or hostile, like I expect. He looks disappointed. Without speaking, he reaches into his briefcase and pulls out a paper, holding it out to me. I see the red scribble all over it, my name written along the top. My test on Confucius, complete with a big, fat D in the top corner.


    I take it from him. "I don't understand. I knew this stuff."


    "It's not a matter of knowing it," he says, pulling out his chair and sitting down at his desk. "It's a matter of applying it. You can tell me what the man said, but you can't seem to connect it to the real world. It brings me to your essays... same problem. You can define happiness, but you can't apply it. You tell me what Aristotle and Socrates thought about happiness, but never, in the entire paper, did you tell me what made you happy."


    I stare at the test in my hand, dumbfounded. "Not making D's."


    "There you go," he says. "I would've given you at least a B for that had you applied it to yourself."


    Frowning, I unzip my bag and shove the test inside, on the verge of tears from frustration. There's no way I can turn it around at this point, no way I can pull this grade up unless I completely ace the final exam, and the rate I'm going? Impossible.


    "You had an essay due today," he says. "Do you have it for me?"


    I begrudgingly pull the paper from my bag, tempted to not turn it in at all. He stares at it when I hold it out and takes it from me, the disappointed look deepening. He sets it down on top of a stack of others as he shakes his head. "See you on Thursday, Miss Reed. And don't be late this time."


    "I won't, sir."


    Slinging my bag on my back, I head from the classroom, feeling like a weight is pressing upon me. I stroll outside and glance up, pausing when I see the Mercedes still parked there by the curb. A quick look around tells me Naz isn't anywhere in sight, so I pull out my phone and call him, getting his voicemail.


    Shrugging it off, figuring he walked somewhere, or is working in the neighborhood, I start toward the dorm, in no rush to get there.


    It takes me the entire walk to shrug off my solemn mood, trying to force a smile on my face, to act like it isn't bothering me before facing my friend. When I get there and push open the door, I'm immediately greeted by Paul's face.


    Melody's boyfriend is stretched out on her small bed, remote in his hand, watching ESPN, while Melody sits at her desk, digging through her backpack. She glances up, giving me the look I expected. Pity. "What did he say?"


    "He said I'm not cut out for philosophy." I drop my bag on the floor and plop down on my bed. "He said I say a lot of shit but I don't know what any of it means."


    "He said that?"


    "In so many words, yeah," I mutter, closing my eyes. "And to top it all off, after he says it I hand over an unfinished assignment, proving exactly what he said—I'm not cut out for it."


    "I don't believe that," she says. "That's crazy."


    "You're failing Santino's class?" Paul chimes in with disbelief. "I didn't think that was possible."


    "I'm not failing," I say defensively. "I'm just not passing."


    Paul laughs. "What's the difference?"


    "The difference is I'm surviving by the skin of my teeth but that's not good enough to keep my GPA where I need it to be."


    "Tough break," Paul says. "Seriously, though, Santino's class is a breeze. I bullshitted my way through it and still got a B."


    His words don't make me feel any better. In fact, they piss me off even more.


    My phone rings as I'm lying there. I pull it out, glancing at the screen to see Naz's name. Sighing, I answer it, muttering a quiet, "Yeah?"


    He's silent for a moment. "You okay, sweetheart?"


    "Yeah, why?"


    "You called me."


    "Oh, yeah… I just saw your car was still there, so I called to see what you were up to."


    "Ah, I was just handling some business. You back at your dorm?"


    "Yeah, just got here."


    "You want to grab some dinner?"


    "I'm not really hungry."


    "You want to come to my place?"


    "I really shouldn't. I have class early in the morning, and I still have some homework to do for it. It's probably going to be a long night as it is."


    "That's not what I asked. I want to know how you feel, not what you think. It doesn't matter if you should come over. I asked if you wanted to."


    I hesitate. "I do."


    "Then I'll pick you up in five minutes. Bring your homework. I'll help you with it."


    I start to argue, but he hangs up on me. Standing up, I grab my bag, waving to Melody as I head for the door. "You crazy kids have fun. I'm going to Naz's."


    "Will you be back for class in the morning?"


    "Yes," I say. "Just don't expect me any sooner."


    She laughs, wishing me a goodnight. Paul says nothing. I don't think he much likes me either, and that's okay. He watches my television and throws his dirty socks on my floor and eats my Ramen noodles and the cherry on top of the icing is he makes a better philosophy grade than me.


    I'm beginning to like him less and less.


    Naz is double-parked right in front of the dorm, not seeming to give a shit as people honk, annoyed that he's blocking traffic. I laugh as I climb in the passenger seat, seeing he's staring down at his phone, paying no mind to what's going on outside of the car.


    He lives in his own little world, where he's the king, and I'm more than happy to be his minion… although, when he looks at me, flashing that dimple, I feel like nothing less than his queen.


    He pulls into traffic and drives straight to Brooklyn. He takes off his coat and loosens his tie when we get to his house, tossing his keys down on the living room table.


    "You sure you're not hungry?" he asks. "I can make you something."


    "You? Make something?"


    He laughs. "I probably have something you can make yourself."


    "Thanks, but I'm okay. I just wanna get this work done so I can try to relax."


    I settle into the den, cracking open my math book to finish some problems. Naz distracts me more than anything, sitting beside me on the couch. He sucks at math, fucking up basic multiplication when he tries to help.


    I even catch him counting on his fingers a few times.


    I merely smile, having to do some of the problems over again, but I don't mind much, even if it does take twice as long. It doesn't feel like work with Naz involved.


    I'm finishing up the last problem as he twirls a piece of my hair around his finger. It's the typical word problem bullshit, two trains going too damn fast and eventually intersecting, but nobody gives a shit where. Naz watches me as I try to work it out, his mere gaze distracting.


    "I have a word problem for you," he says.


    "I'm listening."


    "If Naz forgoes sleep, and Karissa gets naked, how many orgasms can he give her before sun up?"


    "Hmm, I'm not sure," I say, trying not to smile, but one cracks my face. "I'm not sure you have enough fingers to count that high."


    "Oh, I know I don't," he says. "Besides, my fingers will be busy doing other things tonight."
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    I'm dumbfounded.


    Santino stands at the front of the classroom, droning on and on about something. I don't know. His voice is little more than a dull murmur as I stare at the paper on my desk.


    I expected an F on this essay. It's incomplete, and impersonal, and everything Santino didn't want.


    So why is there an A written at the top?


    There's no other red. No comments, no corrections. No explanation. It's the first time it has ever happened to me. I don't know what to think. My eyes shift from my desk to Melody's, wondering if he took it easy on everyone this time around, but she got her coveted B, her essay marked up.


    It makes no sense.


    I stay quiet through the lecture, not raising my hand, not uttering a peep. When he dismisses us for the day, I stand up and put my bag on, clutching my paper.


    "I'll meet you back at the room," I tell Melody. "I have to ask Santino a question."


    She looks at me like I've sprouted a second head, like I've just said the world was going to end. She looks at me like I'm certifiably insane. Hell, maybe I am. But I have to ask him.


    I don't understand.


    I wait until most of my classmates are gone again before approaching his desk. He looks up at me, his expression blank, and doesn't speak. He looks like I'm the last person he wants to talk to.


    "Sir, I just had a question about my paper."


    He raises an eyebrow.


    "Well, it's just that, I didn't get a chance to complete it, or type it like I was supposed to. It wasn't finished when I turned it in."


    "I noticed," he says.


    "Yeah, so I'm just curious... why the A?"


    He stares at me. Hard. Like if he stares any harder, he might telepathically blow me up, obliterate me right in front of his eyes. When he speaks, his voice is icy. "Not good enough for you?"


    "No, it's not that," I say quickly. "I just didn't expect..."


    He lets out a sharp bark of laughter, not sounding amused in the least. "I'm sure you didn't."


    My brow furrows.


    "Look, Miss Reed, I don't know what you want me to say. If you'd rather have the F that paper deserves, I'll happily give it to you. But I'm quite certain, on the topic, you're well versed, even if you didn't put forth the effort to show it."


    I feel like a fool. The man gives me an A and I'm questioning why instead of taking it and running. Whether it's deserved or not, he threw me a lifeline, giving me a fighting chance of scraping by this semester.


    "Thank you," I say, clutching the paper as I back up a few steps.


    "Don't mention it," he responds, looking away from me. "Ever again."


    I nod, turning around and quickly getting out of there. The air is warm when I step outside, spring well upon us. It's so warm that even I feel the heat, and push the sleeves of my long-sleeved shirt up to my elbows as I pull off my scarf. It's the last week of April, and in a mere two weeks classes will be over for the semester. I have a lot of work to do between now and then, but I feel calm, like maybe I won't screw it all up, after all.


    Just two more weeks, and I can say goodbye to the professor known as Satan, never having to step foot in that godforsaken classroom again.


    Two weeks. I can do two weeks.
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 I'm in Hell.


    It's dressed up pretty to look like a renowned private university, but don't be fooled—it's Hell. I've been trapped in the deepest pit for going on fourteen days, the world pressing down upon me until I'm barely able to breathe. The toxic cloud of smoke from the raging inferno swept out from the gates of Santino's classroom and blanketed everything, suffocating everyone in its path. Judgment day is coming, and it's coming fast.


    Finals.


    I'm being dramatic, but it's hard to see the world clearly when you haven't had a full night sleep in two weeks. Everything's drowning in a haze of notes and practice tests.


    "Okay, what about this one?" Melody says, holding up an index card with something in Latin written on it: modus tollens.


    "Modus tollens," I say out loud, not sure if I even pronounced that right. "It's, uh, one of Voldemort's people in Harry Potter."


    She laughs, spouting off a definition that makes just as little sense to me as the words themselves. I wave her away, motioning for her to show me the next one.


    Probability.


    "Oh, this one's easy," I say. "It's if something's, like, probable."


    Another laugh.


    Another flashcard.


    Another wrong answer.


    "I'm done," I say, falling back on the bed and draping my arm over my eyes, getting a whiff of something rancid as soon as I do. "Ugh, what stinks?"


    "That would be you," Melody says, tossing the flashcards down.


    "Gross." I grimace, begrudgingly rolling out of bed and seeking out a clean towel. "I'm going to go shower."


    "Please do," she says. "Soak the stench away."


    I flip her my middle finger as I trudge to the bathroom. I turn the water on hot, hoping the steam and heat will loosen some of the tension from my muscles. I stand under the spray and close my eyes as the water pelts me until I damn near fall asleep.


    Swaying, nearly slipping, I blink a few times as I reach for the knobs to change the temperature. The moment the cold water hits me, I'm jolted awake, a shiver ripping through me. I wash up quickly before getting out, not having the energy to stand there.


    I half-ass dry off and wrap the old pink towel around me as I trudge back into the room. As soon as I open the door and step inside, I come face-to-face with Paul. He stands in the middle of the room, half on my side, half on Melody's, tossing one of her balled-up dirty shirts into the air. He turns to me as I freeze, and I expect him to look away, seeing as how I'm damn near naked, but his eyes rake down my body instead. Gross.


    Melody groans when he finally looks away, but he just lets out a laugh as he tosses her shirt in the vicinity of her overflowing hamper, like it's a basketball. He retreats back to his girlfriend's side, flopping down on her bed, laying his head on her lap. Melody covers his eyes with her hands, shooting me an apologetic look.


    I ignore it, grabbing some clothes from my closet and heading back to the bathroom to change in peace. When I step back into the room, the two of them are kissing. She makes no apologies for that.


    Melody's a great friend, and she's always willing to listen, but when it comes to sharing a living space, I've decided she's a terrible roommate.


    I block them out the best I can as I fix my hair and try to pull myself together, not bothering with makeup or much more than a ponytail. My eyes flicker to the clock. It's nearly noon. We have about two hours until exam time.


    Gathering up my things and snatching the notecards from the floor beside Melody's bed, I head for the door. Melody pulls away from Paul when she notices. "You're leaving already?"


    "Yeah, I'm going to go downstairs and grab a cup of coffee." I pause. "Or a whole pot."


    "Oh, well I'll meet you down there when it's time to go."


    I walk out, shutting the door behind me, and head downstairs to the attached dining hall in the back of the building. It's busy, surprisingly, given that a lot of finals have already finished, some students already leaving for the summer. I'm on my last day, my last exam, before the break. The rest have gone smoothly, but philosophy will be my make or break.


    I use the last little bit of money on my meal card to purchase the largest coffee they have, drowning the bitter liquid with copious amounts of sugar, enough to leave me bouncing off the walls for hours. I find a small table in the corner and sit down, scattering the flashcards out around me. I scan the terms on the front before flipping them over, trying to memorize the definitions on the back, but it all seems to be floating around in my head and not sinking in.


    I know better than to cram at the last second.


    It never helps.


    But I do it anyway.


    I go over them again and again, refilling my coffee twice. By the time Melody surfaces, sliding into the chair across from me, I'm jittery and frantic and ready to get it the hell over with.


    "You look like a crackhead needing a fix," Melody says, grabbing my coffee and taking a sip. "Ugh, how much sugar is in this thing?"


    "Enough," I say as I glance across the table. Her hair is tousled, but not in the intentional way. "You look like you've been fucked six ways to Sunday."


    She takes another drink, grinning, her expression telling me yep, that's precisely what she's been. I grimace when she holds the coffee out, offering the rest to me. "Yeah, no, I'll pass. I know where those lips have been."


    Rolling her eyes, she downs the rest of it before tossing it in the nearest trashcan. "Well, come on, fellow sinner. Satan awaits, and you know how he feels about people being late."


    We get there early today, the first ones in the classroom. Santino's sitting in his chair, rolling his pointer stick around on his desk. He glances up, hearing us, his eyes meeting mine as I take my usual seat. He looks like he wants to say something but remains silent as the rest of the students filter in.


    At exactly two o'clock, when every seat is filled, he stands up and grabs a stack of papers.


    Wordlessly, he passes them out, waiting until everybody has one before clearing his throat. "I only know one thing, and that is that I know nothing. Let's hope you all know just a little bit more than Socrates today, ladies and gentlemen. There's no time limit. Turn it in when you finish."


    He retakes his seat, going right back to tinkering with his pointer stick. I watch him for a moment before taking a deep breath and glancing down at my test, reading the first question.


    Explain the equation of universal modus tollens using examples from real-life situations.


    I'm fucked.


    It takes me well over an hour to get through all five pages of the exam. My hand is cramping, my head is throbbing, and an irrational surge of anger flows through my sleep-deprived, caffeinated body whenever someone else gets up to turn in their finished test.


    How dare they be done already?


    I turn the page to the back, ready for this to be over with, and read the last question.


    Thales said 'the most difficult thing in life is to know yourself.'


    Who are you?


    I try to contain it, to swallow it down, but a bitter laugh escapes that disturbs those around me. I can feel their eyes but I don't look up, my gaze glued to the paper. What kind of fucking question is this? I glare at it, and glare at it, and glare at it some more, before turning my head to subtly peek at Melody's. She's also on the last question, the entire back of the paper filled, like she just wrote her autobiography for him. She sets down her pencil while I'm looking, a smile touching her lips as she stands up to turn it in.


    I almost trip her.


    I think about it.


    I consider it.


    My leg bounces in anticipation of darting out in her path, stopping her from walking up there. It's childish, and irrational, but she looks so damn confident while I'm struggling to finish.


    Sighing, I turn back to my paper and glare at the question some more. Melody returns and gathers her things, mouthing that she'll see me back at the room.


    I merely nod, tapping my pencil against the side of the desk as I listen to others move around. The room is clearing out quickly. I don't like it.


    Who am I?


    Someone who doesn't like philosophy anymore.


    I consider the question for another moment before finally writing my answer.


    I don't know.


    Standing up, I march to the front of the room, test in hand. Santino looks up at me as I approach. I hand my paper to him, face up, but he turns it over when he takes it. His eyes flicker from my pathetic three- word answer to me, and for the first time all semester, his lips curve.


    He's smiling.


    At me.


    Creepy.


    I say nothing, nor do I return his smile, merely walking away. I grab my things and jet out the door, feeling a sense of relief on the walk back to the dorm. Never again am I trusting Melody when she tells me to take a class, when she says it's easy.


    I want to go straight to the room, but I have a meeting with my advisor that I'm already late for. I consider skipping it, saying fuck it, but she'll reschedule and I'll be forced to come back out this way.


    Sighing, I make my way across the street to another building and head straight inside, plopping down in a chair outside her office. She spots me from the open doorway and waves me inside, launching into small talk.


    In one ear and out the other.


    The sound of her acrylic fingernails clicking against computer keys echoes through the small office. The woman is hen pecking at the letters, taking way too long to punch my information into the system. She pauses every few seconds to hmm and huh and huff, the sounds grating on my nerves.


    Can we just get this over with?


    I've registered for all my classes for next semester, a full course-load, and turned in all my paperwork. The counselor is just making sure I'm not missing anything, a process that should've taken thirty seconds, but we're going on five minutes at this point.


    "Looks like everything's in order," she says finally. "Most of your final grades have already posted... we're just waiting on philosophy. As long as you graze by with at least a low B in that, your GPA will be high enough to maintain your scholarship, no problem."


    She makes it sound so simple. All I need is a B. I'll be lucky as hell if I even get close to that. But I need a 3.5 GPA if I want my tuition paid next year, so a B it has to be.


    Dear God, please let me have gotten a B.


    "Great," I say. "Is that it?"


    "Yes, that's it."


    I'm up out of the chair, mumbling my thanks as I bolt for the door. I probably look rude, but I'm too exhausted to care. My thoughts are a flurry of math equations and percentages as I stroll along on my way back to the dorm. I come to the conclusion that to get my B, I need to make an 89 on the final exam.


    When I get to the room, Paul's not around. Thank God. Melody is putting on lipstick, babbling something about going out with him to celebrate, but I barely listen. I drop my bag on the floor and take off my pants, not even bothering to put any more on as I fall straight into my bed.
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    Something startles me awake.


    I sit straight up in bed, disoriented, like I've been ripped from a dream I can't quite recall. The room is a pitch-black haze of confusion. It's late.


    Really late.


    A glance at the clock tells me it's one o'clock in the morning. A glance at Melody's empty bed tells me she still isn't home. Rubbing my eyes, I stand up and stagger to the bathroom. As I'm washing my hands, I hear the door in my room and quiet footsteps along the floor.


    Sighing, I turn off the water and dry my hands. Guess I'm not alone anymore. I just hope she didn't bring Paul home with her. The last thing I want to find is a guy in there.


    I turn off the bathroom light and step back into the room, blinking, attempting to adjust to the darkness, surprised she didn't turn on the light. I glance toward Melody's bed and pause, brow furrowing.


    It's still empty.


    I hear a noise to the right of me, a footstep in my direction. My heart stalls, rendering me immobile, before frantically pounding so hard it's like a machine gun going off in my chest. I start to turn that way when arms roughly grab me, yanking me toward them in the shadows.


    A scream bubbles up inside of me, barely bursting out, when a large glove-clad hand clamps down over my mouth, silencing it right away. I'm pinned.


    Oh fuck.


    Oh fuck.


    Oh fuck.


    My knees are giving out on me, my vision is blurred with tears, and if I hadn't just gone to the bathroom I'd be pissing myself right now. I try to remember everything I've learned about self-defense, but my mind is scrambled.


    I'm fucked.


    I struggle against the arms, screaming into the palm, when I hear a soft chuckle. "Relax, sweetheart."


    I nearly hit the floor when I sag with relief. Naz. He loosens his hold enough for me to swing around to face him, meeting his eyes in the darkness. My heart is still pounding, my stomach churning from the rush of adrenaline and fear. I need to purge it from my system before I throw up.


    I lash out, my fists hitting his chest, punching him hard. He laughs, still amused as he snatches ahold of my hands. He's wearing a pair of black leather gloves. "Or don't."


    I try to shove away from him, but he wraps his arms around me, laughing even harder.


    "You scared me!" I growl. "Jesus, Naz, you can't do that to me!"


    "I'd apologize," he whispers, "but I'm not sorry. I like it when you fight back."


    "I just... my God!" I pry out of his arms and grasp my chest, willing my heart to calm down. "How the hell did you get in here?"


    "I just walked right in. Your security around here isn't very secure, Karissa. The girl in the lobby looked right at me and didn't say a word. And not to mention the fact that you left your door unlocked. The place practically has a sign on it that says 'come inside' so I thought I'd come inside, and maybe..." He reaches out, brushing his hand along my cheek before swiping his thumb along my bottom lip. "...come inside."


    Rolling my eyes, I smack his hand away. He laughs yet again, whispering, "feisty".


    I want to be mad. I want to be furious. He just broke into my room and scared the daylights out of me. But I can't make myself be angry when all I feel is elation at the sound of his laughter, the sound of his happiness.


    "You're an ass," I mutter. "I can't believe you just did that to me."


    He shrugs, stepping by me to stroll through the room as he pulls off his gloves. I watch incredulously when he sits down on my bed. "What can I say? You've been busy, and I've missed you."


    I have been. I haven't seen him much the past two weeks, and damn if I haven't missed him, too.


    I step toward him, pausing in front of him. A sliver of moonlight streams through the nearby window, illuminating where I stand. I'm suddenly acutely aware of the fact that I'm not wearing any pants. Why does he always catch me when I'm wearing the unsexiest panties? I tug on the hem of my shirt, trying to cover them.


    His expression shifts, the amusement fading when he grabs my hand. "Come on, don't be like that. Don't hide from me."


    He scoots back onto the bed and tugs me to him as he kicks off his shoes. I hear the clunk as they hit the floor. He pulls me onto his lap, and I straddle him, my arms around his neck as he slowly starts unbuttoning his shirt.


    My heart is racing again, thumping in my chest, but this time it's not fear that does me in. I watch in the dim lighting as he sheds himself of his shirt before meeting my gaze.


    I can see the want in his eyes; the same yearn brewing in my gut. I kiss his mouth, his cheek, his chin, before working my way further down. He leans back as I reach his chest. I can feel the ridges of his scars as I kiss the old wounds, caressing the skin with my lips. "What happened to you, Naz?"


    I place a last kiss on the biggest scar, not far from his heart, before meeting his eyes again.


    "I lost my life," he says quietly. "And then I almost died."


    I want to ask him what the difference is, if his heart is still beating how was his life taken from him, but the look he gives stalls me, silencing my words before I can say too much. I've never seen him so vulnerable. Those eyes are dark, so fucking dark, it's like a hurricane brewing inside of him.


    I wonder how he survives such turmoil.


    I don't ask. I don't think he has an answer. I just wrap my arms around him as he kisses me. Naz pulls me down onto the bed, shifting around so I'm lying beside him. It's sweet, his hands gentle as they remove my clothes, exploring my bare flesh with his fingertips. A subtle sadness seems to coat every movement. The sudden urge to make him feel good overwhelms me.


    I want that laughter back.


    I want to make him happy.


    I want him to be happy with me.


    "Tell me how you like it," I whisper, trying to keep my nerves from showing in my voice. "You can be rough. I'll fight back."


    He cracks a smile at that as he rids himself of the rest of his clothes, shifting our bodies again so he's on top of me.


    "Next time," he says. "Tonight isn't for playing.


    "What's it for?"


    "Loving."


    He pushes inside of me slowly, his lips meeting mine again as his body weight presses upon me. It's slow and sweet. It's all pleasure and not a stitch of pain.


    He's making love to me.


    My legs wrap around his waist as he thrusts, filling me deeply before pulling back out, over and over. He holds me to him, sweaty skin gliding together as he gives me all of him, gritting his teeth and groaning against my neck as he comes inside of me.


    We lay there afterward, me in his arms, my head on his chest. He holds me against him like I'm delicate, one hand splayed out on my back, the other resting on my head as he strokes my hair. I haven't said a word. I'm not sure there are any words to say. I'm afraid talking about it will cheapen it, rationalize something that should just be felt instead.


    Less thinking, more feeling.


    I'm starting to get it now.


    He's just as quiet. If not for the way he's touching me, I'd think he was asleep. I lay there, starting to doze off, when his soft voice carries through the silence. "It was a 12-gage shotgun. They spent hours pulling all the buckshot from my chest, but it didn't matter, because my heart was shattered."


    "Literally?" I ask quietly. I can't fathom it. A shotgun blast to the chest. Who would do such a thing to him?


    He sighs, holding me tighter, his voice barely a whisper. "Might as well have been."
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 Melody's home.


    I see her—or rather, hear her—as soon as I open my eyes. Snores rattle her chest, drawn out and obnoxious, so loud I'm startled awake for the second time.


    The arm around me is heavy, the body pressed tightly against mine warm. I don't know why I'm so surprised he's still here. I almost expected last night to be a figment of my imagination. His hand gently strokes the skin on my lower stomach, around my navel, dipping slightly lower toward my sensitive bits when I stir. "Good morning."


    "Morning," I whisper, my voice thick with sleep. "How long have you been awake?"


    "All night," he says.


    I think he's joking, but when I shift around, so I can turn my head and see his face, the first thing I notice is the exhaustion. He looks like I did at a few points the past two weeks. I reach back, wanting to smooth away the bags under his eyes. "Couldn't sleep?"


    "I often can't," he says. "And if you're wondering, Darth Vader over there staggered in about an hour ago and went straight to sleep."


    Shame stirs up inside of me. "Oh God, we're naked."


    "She didn't notice," he says. "She didn't even look over here."


    "She could've."


    "So?" He removes his hand from my stomach to brush my tousled hair aside. I feel his lips against my neck, soft and warm, tingles flowing down my spine at the sensation. "You can't tell me the thought doesn't turn you on."


    "What thought?"


    "The thought of being seen," he says. "The thrill of maybe being caught. Of someone watching you as you get pleasured, wishing they were you, or that they were the one fucking you, drowning in jealousy because they know they'll never be that lucky. Never. They'll never have you, Karissa… never be you. Because you're mine—mine and mine alone."


    His arm snakes around me again, pulling me back tighter against him. I shiver when I feel his erection pressing against me from behind, his hand traveling to the spot between my thighs. My eyes drift closed as he strokes my clit, his lips still on my neck, sucking and nipping his way to my shoulder. Heat engulfs me, my body flushing as I grind against his cock. He groans, stroking faster, rubbing harder, as soft whimpers escape my throat.


    It's wrong.


    It's wrong.


    Oh God, it's so wrong.


    So why the hell does it feel so right?


    Melody's snores are barely loud enough to conceal my moans. I should stop him, should pull away as my hands grip his arm, but I can't. I won't. I don't want him to ever stop touching me.


    I can feel the tension building, the sensation sharpening, and rushing toward where he's rubbing. My breath hitches in anticipation, and I'm close… so close… so fucking close. My toes curl, my entire body wound like a tight coil ready to spring loose, when a faint set of beeps rings through the room. All at once Naz stops when he's doing.


    My eyes snap open, the sensation fading as he pulls away and sits up. "No, no, no," I chant, rubbing my thighs together, desperate for friction. I flip over onto my back, my gaze seeking him out. "Please."


    It's torture, the ache spreading through me. Naz glances at me as he brings his phone to his ear, answering the call with a quiet, "Hello."


    I start to pout when he tucks his phone in the crook of his neck, listening to whoever's on the line. He presses a single finger to his lips, shushing me, as his other hand slips beneath the blanket only partially covering me. My breasts are exposed, but I don't care. I can't care. Not when he touches me again, his free hand rubbing circles around my achy clit. My eyes roll in the back of my head, and it doesn't take long for my body to tense again, the feeling returning.


    "Yeah, I'm handling it," he says, his voice quiet, and stone cold serious, the gritty, callous tone pushing me further toward the edge. I can feel it creeping up on me and fist the sheets, toes curling again. "I'll be there this weekend."


    Oh God.


    Oh God.


    Oh my fucking God.


    My lips part, my breath hitching, a silent scream burning my chest as I struggle to keep from making any noise. Pleasure sweeps through me, my body convulsing.


    "I don't think I'll be alone," he says. "I'm sure she'll be more than happy to, uh… come."


    He tries to hide the amusement in his voice but he laughs lightly. I peek over at him as the tension recedes, my body relaxing against the bed. He stares down at me, the look in his eyes nearly making me come again.


    His hand leaves that spot, drifting up my stomach to my chest. He palms a breast, sweeping his thumb across the erect nipple.


    "Yeah, I know," he says. "I'll see you then."


    He hangs up, tossing the phone down on the bed, and leans down to kiss me. His lips are hard against mine, frenzied. I reach for him, my hand snaking beneath the blanket, wrapping around his cock. I stroke it once, twice, before he pulls away and snatches ahold of my wrist, stopping me. His eyes regard me peculiarly, a smirk slowly turning his lips. "Huh."


    "Huh what?"


    "You're good at being quiet."


    "I didn't want to interrupt your call," I whisper. "Or, you know, wake Melody."


    He curves an eyebrow. "Huh."


    Huh. Again. Him and that fucking word that's not even a real word. "What?"


    "We might have to test that out some more," he says, kissing me again, softly this time, before climbing out of the bed. I stare at him incredulously as he stands in the middle of the room, completely naked. His movements are unhurried as he gathers up his clothes. "Not now, though. I'd love to stay, but you know…"


    I pull the blanket up around me, covering my body, as I sit up and watch him dress. He pulls himself together with ease, running his hands through his hair to tame the locks, before sitting down on the edge of the bed beside me.


    "Come with me this weekend," he says, slipping on his shoes. It's not a question. It's a request. I've noticed that about him. He asks things of me without ever really asking. It's cool, and confident, like he already knows my answers so he doesn't bother bullshitting.


    "Where?"


    "Away," he says.


    Another thing I've noticed. He doesn't ever seem to answer my questions, either.


    I shake my head. "I shouldn't."


    "But you want to."


    Of course I do. "Why?"


    "Why not?"


    I laugh as he stands back up and fixes his shirt collar. "I don't know."


    "Your classes are over, aren't they?"


    "Yes. I took my last exam yesterday."


    "Did you pass?"


    I shrug. "I hope."


    "I'm sure you will," he says. "So why can't you go with me?"


    "Well, Melody and I talked about going out on Saturday to celebrate."


    "To celebrate classes being over?"


    "No," I say quietly, drawing my knees up to my chest as I wrap my arms around them. "To celebrate my birthday."


    He freezes as he stares down at me, a look of surprise passing across his face. It's the first time I've ever caught him off guard, the first time he didn't seem steps ahead of me. He shakes his head after a second, stepping closer, and leans down like he's going to kiss me again. I stare into his eyes as he pauses there.


    "Come away with me this weekend," he says again. "I'll show you the time of your life."


    "You already have," I whisper. "A few times."


    "Sweetheart, you haven't seen anything yet."


    His kiss, when it finally reaches my lips, is nothing more than a peck, a soft touch before he stands up. He says nothing else, and doesn't wait around to hear my response.


    The cocky bastard just walks out.


    I sit there for a moment, clutching the blanket around me, before I start laughing. I just laugh, shaking my head, as I stare at the door. He turns me upside down, making all the blood rush to my head, and then he just leaves me sitting there, lightheaded and inebriated by the essence of him.


    Standing up, I grab a towel and some clothes, dragging the blanket with me to the bathroom to take a shower, hoping to wash away the lingering guilt I feel as I stride right by my sleeping roommate, snoring and clueless.


    Have I mentioned I'm a terrible friend?


    I wash up and pull myself together, getting ready for a day where I have nothing planned. I'll do some packing, maybe, some sleeping, definitely, and probably just drown myself in mindless television all afternoon. I should really find a job, find somewhere else to go, seeing as how I have to be out of the dorm in seven days.


    Summer break. I was looking forward to it months ago, counting down the hours until the semester was over, but now I dread even thinking about it. I anticipated going back to Watertown to spend the summer with my mother, but after the visit a few weeks ago I'm not sure how plausible that is.


    I'm not even sure how long she'll be there, to be honest, or if she's already gone.


    I try not to think about it, try to clear my head as I stand under the warm water, but it lurks in the back of my mind, an ominous rain shower in the distance. My future is as hazy as a storm cloud.


    I wonder if Naz drew another picture of the future, if it would be clear for him yet.


    I haven't told Naz. I'm not sure how he's going to take a long distance relationship, even if it is only two months.


    I'm not sure how I'm going to take it.


    He's been gone twenty minutes now, and I already miss his touch so much.


    I head back into the room after I'm clean, and changed, feeling wide-awake but I don't want to disturb Melody. So I grab the remote, turning the television on low, and stare at it in the morning light.


    Talk shows.


    Baby daddy drama.


    Cheating boyfriends.


    Celebrities in rehab.


    I lose myself in everyone else's drama, momentarily forgetting my own issues. Melody stirs in bed a few hours later, as the clock starts to approach noon, and rubs her eyes. "Oh God, I feel like ass."


    "Long night?" I ask, flipping the channel to find more mindless entertainment. Court shows.


    "And morning," she mutters, sitting up. She's still wearing the same clothes from yesterday, old makeup streaking her tired face. "I didn't wake you when I got home, did I? I tried to be quiet, but I was drunk as shit."


    "No," I say. "Didn't bother me at all."


    She climbs to her feet and trudges toward the bathroom. I flip through channels again, not paying it much attention, finding something less dramatic.


    Game shows.
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 "Wake up, wake up, wake up!"


    The voice shrieks right beside my ear, rousing me from a deep sleep. I yelp, holding my hands up defensively as someone shakes me. Disoriented, I open my eyes to see Melody's blurry face right in front of me, grinning like a maniac. "What?"


    "Wake up!" she says again, physically yanking me to a sit.


    Groaning, I push her away and blink rapidly. "I'm up, I'm up… ugh, why am I up?"


    "I did it," she says, jumping up and down in front of me. "I got my B in Philosophy!"


    It takes a moment for her words to sink in. Suddenly wide-awake, I stare at her, anxiety brewing in my stomach. "Wait, grades are posted?"


    "Yes!" she says excitedly. "Can you believe it?"


    "Uh, that's wonderful," I say, rubbing my eyes. I'm trying to play it cool, but it's senseless. The anxiety makes me want to puke. Standing up, I push past her to boot up my laptop, logging into my school account to check my grades. My heart pounds rapidly in anticipation, but as soon as the page loads, everything in me comes to a stop. My stomach lurches, my heart nearly stalling.


    Philosophy: C


    "No, no, no," I chant, scrolling through the page, going back to look up my grade on the final. 88.


    Eighty-eight.


    Eighty-fucking-eight.


    "This can't be happening," I say, shaking my head. Bile burns my throat that I try to swallow back. "I missed it by one point."


    I'm dumbfounded. I don't know what to think, or feel, half asleep and out of it as I scroll back to my final grades. Melody babbles behind me, but her words go over my head. I don't hear it, nor do I hear my phone ringing. The sound evades me until Melody thrusts the shrieking object right in my face.


    My eyes shift to the screen as I swallow thickly, pushing my feelings down. Don't panic, I tell myself. You'll figure something out.


    I close the browser on the laptop before answering the phone. "Hey."


    My voice sounds meek. I clear my throat and repeat myself, but Naz chimes in before I can finish the word. "What are you up to?"


    "Nothing. I, uh... nothing."


    A moment of silence. "What's wrong?" I start to say 'nothing' when he continues. "And don't say nothing."


    I let out a deep sigh. "I got a C in Philosophy."


    "You passed!" He sounds genuinely enthused. "That's great."


    "No, it's not. I needed a B to keep my scholarship. I don't understand why I didn't get it! I studied my ass off for that final. I missed the mark by one point... just one point. That's it."


    The words pour out of me, tears stinging my eyes. One fucking point. It's unbelievable.


    I'm kicking myself for not answering the question on the back of the final seriously. I would've written my entire life story had I known I'd need just one more damn point.


    "Ah," he says. "I see."


    The nonchalance of his voice twists me up in knots, anger simmering inside of me. It's not Naz's fault—it's nobody's fault but my own—but I'm too upset to be calm about it. I let out a deep groan, shoving my chair back to stand up. "You know what? Fuck this. I'm going to go talk to Santino to see if there's anything I can do to change it."


    I hear Melody inhale sharply, not a fan of my plan.


    "You want me to handle it?" Naz asks.


    "No, I'll do it," I say. "It's my problem."


    He bids me good luck, telling me to let him know how I make out. Hanging up, I throw on some clothes and slide my feet in a pair of shoes before heading for the door. I walk to the philosophy classroom, my nerves a frazzled mess, as I silently plead to whatever God is listening for a break.


    Just give me this, please.


    The classroom is open, the lights on. I expect to find him in his small office in the back of the building but instead he's sitting there, papers and books splayed out in front of him. His glasses are low on his nose as he studies a textbook, taking notes from it.


    Carefully, I step in the classroom, knocking on the doorframe to garner his attention. "Professor Santino?"


    He glances at me over top his glasses before turning back to his book. "Miss Reed, what can I do for you?"


    "I, uh... I wanted to talk to you about my grade."


    "What about it?"


    "Why did I get a C?"


    "You should be asking yourself that, not me."


    "But I did everything I could."


    "Did you?"


    "Yes. I needed a B. I was only one point away."


    He finishes writing whatever he's writing and puts his pen down, leaning back in his chair. He eyes me peculiarly for a moment, grabbing his pointer stick to tinker with it. He uses it to motion toward the front row of desks, wordlessly telling me to take a seat. I nervously oblige, sitting right in front of him.


    His expression is hard, no compassion, or understanding, before his eyes flit around the room. "This classroom has two exits. Why do you think that is?"


    Ugh. I thought I was done with him calling me out to answer absurd questions. Is it extra credit for my extra point?


    "Because the classroom is so big, and it holds so many students, that it's logical to have more than one exit in case of an emergency," I say. "There's probably something in the fire code about it, about having a certain number of exits per however many people occupy the room, so whoever designed it had to include them. It holds 100 students so I'm guessing 50 people per exit?"


    He raises his eyebrows. "Is that your final answer?"


    I hesitate. "Yes."


    "It's because it's safer, Miss Reed."


    My brow furrows. "That's what I said."


    "No, it's not. You referenced hypothetical fire codes and mathematical equations. You said it was logical, not that it was safer. And that, Miss Reed, is the difference between a B and a C. You always complicate things and miss the entire point."


    "But that's what I meant," I say.


    "Maybe so, but let this be a lesson to choose your words carefully, because people will take you at face value and hold you to what you say and not what you mean."


    "But I—"


    Before I can get anything else out, he picks up his pen and goes back to his work, cutting me off. "Good day, Miss Reed."


    Shoving my chair back, I stand up. I should've known coming here was pointless. I storm out of the room, tears stinging my eyes again, this time stubbornly falling down my cheeks. I wipe them away with the back of my hand as I pull out my phone, dialing Naz's number.


    It rings twice before he answers.


    "I fucking hate him," I say right away, stepping outside. "He's such a dick."


    "I take it appealing to his compassion didn't work."


    "No, it didn't, because he's heartless. He treats me like I'm ignorant... like I'm just this stupid little girl who doesn't understand anything."


    My voice cracks as I try to hold back tears. The line is stone cold silent for a second before his quiet voice carries through. "You're crying."


    "No, I'm not."


    "Don't lie to me."


    It's stupid to cry. I feel ridiculous. I wipe away more wayward tears, trying to pull myself together. "I'm fine. I just... ugh, he makes me so mad. He's so smug and acts like he knows everything and I just wish someone would knock him down a peg."


    He lets out a sigh. "Don't worry about it, Karissa."


    "But I don't know what to do about it all."


    "It'll work out," he says. "What you need is some time away, some time to clear your head and not think of everything. Come away with me this weekend."


    I roll my eyes. He sounds so damn relaxed, nothing bothering him. I wish I had his confidence. "You know I will."
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    The town car is idling along the curb in front of the dorm, the driver standing beside it, waiting for me. I pause a few feet away, my bag dragging the sidewalk, a new red dress still in plastic and on the hanger, draped over my arm.


    I'm a mess, sweaty and tired, wearing a pair of black leggings and an oversize white shirt, the outfit complete with a pair of flip flops.


    I couldn't put on my shoes. My toenails are wet, painted red to match my dress. I was in the middle of doing it when Naz called, informing me the car was waiting downstairs. He hadn't given me much notice. I had to rush around at the last second getting all of my stuff.


    The driver takes my things and puts them in the trunk. I don't wait for him to open the door for me, opening it myself. Naz is sitting there, phone to his ear, dressed as usual. He casts a look at me as I climb in beside him, talking to whoever's on the line.


    "We're leaving Greenwich now," he says. "We should be to Jersey in about half an hour."


    My brow furrows. He's taking me to New Jersey?


    He hangs up without saying goodbye, slipping the phone away, as he leans toward me and quickly kisses my lips. The driver gets in and pulls away from the curb, merging into traffic.


    "So what's in New Jersey?" I ask curiously.


    "A lot," he says. "Full-service gas stations, saltwater taffy, the Jersey Devils, Palisades Park... Atlantic City, the Jersey shore... and Snooki, of course."


    "Snooki?"


    "Oh, and the Sopranos." He raises his eyebrows. "You watch it?"


    "Uh, I caught a few episodes."


    "Great show," he says. "Purely fictional, of course."


    I laugh, shaking my head. "So that's why we're going to Jersey? Because of TV shows and gas stations?"


    "Of course not."


    "Then why are we going?"


    "You'll see."


    Not long after we cross the state line, the car heads toward a small airport. As soon as I see the sign for it, I cut my eyes at Naz. "We're not really going to New Jersey, are we?"


    "Of course not," he says. "There's nothing in Jersey."


    Rolling my eyes, I watch out of the window as we approach a private jet parked off to the side, the car pulling right up to it. A group of people hangs out beside it, chatting as other cars unload luggage, their belongings being loaded onto the aircraft.


    Most of the faces on the tarmac are foreign to me, middle aged men and a few women, maybe a dozen in total. But dead center in the crowd, I recognize Raymond Angelo.


    He's smiling cheerfully, his arm around a blonde woman not much older than me.


    Everyone is dressed impeccably—suits and dresses, not a single hair out of place. They fit in with Naz, in his expensive black suit, but not me. I don't belong here. I'm not like these people. They're lobster and caviar, thousand dollar bottles of wine.


    I'm more like something you can order in a drive-through.


    I reach over and grab Naz's arm when the car stops. He hesitates, shooting me a peculiar look, as the driver opens the door.


    "Give us a moment," Naz says. "Go ahead and load our things."


    "Yes, sir."


    Once we're alone, Naz shifts around in the seat to face me. "What's wrong, sweetheart?"


    "I can't do this."


    "Why?" he asks. "Afraid of flying?"


    "No," I whisper, although now that he mentions it I feel the anxiety bubbling in my stomach. "I mean, I've never flown before, but that's not it. I just... I don't fit in."


    "I know you don't."


    I guess I expected him to contradict me, because his agreeing catches me off guard. "What?"


    "I know you don't fit in, Karissa, but that's one of my favorite things about you. You stand out."


    "What if they don't think so?"


    "Then it's a good thing I don't care what they think."


    He says it so matter of fact, like any differing opinion is just plain wrong.


    "Trust me on this," he says, reaching over and cupping my cheek. "It's going to be the best weekend of your life. And if anyone here ruins it for you in any way, I'll make certain they pay for it."


    He gets out of the car without awaiting a response, and my chest tightens. Something tells me them paying for it won't be monetarily.


    I take a deep breath as Naz opens my door, and before I can talk myself out of this, I step out to join him.


    Eyes shift our way. I can feel them on me, meeting curious gazes as I scan the crowd. The looks aren't so much hostile as they are puzzled taking in the sight of me. The women especially regard me with skepticism. They're painted up pretty, Picasso masterpieces, while I feel more like one of his rough sketches.


    Raymond breaks from the pack, stepping toward us. "Ah, Vitale, perfect timing."


    Naz nods to acknowledge that, but Raymond isn't looking at him. No, Raymond is looking at me.


    He takes my hand, kissing the back of it. "I'm honored you'd join us, Karissa."


    I want to say it's not intentional, that I had no idea I was joining the likes of him, but I keep my mouth shut, merely smiling tersely to keep from saying anything. My mother taught me enough to know he isn't the kind of man that takes kindly to being offended.


    Naz doesn't dawdle. Pressing his hand to the small of my back, he leads me past the crowd onto the plane. The inside looks bigger than it does on the outside, all cream-colored and wood-paneled, with more than enough seats to accommodate everyone.


    Naz stops dead center of the plane and plops down on the end of a long couch, a small two-cushion portion segregated from the rest. I sit down beside him nervously, but he eases some of my anxiety by draping his arm over my shoulder and pulling me closer. He presses a kiss to my hair, his cologne swarming my senses, making me lightheaded, as everyone else boards the plane.


    Raymond decides to sit beside me, nothing more than a cushioned armrest separating me from the infamous man. The blonde sits with him as the others file in. I peek at her, unable to fathom what she sees in him.


    I know Naz is older than me, and maybe people see our age difference as extreme, but he's still quite youthful, and regal, and so goddamn sexy. There's an attraction with him I can't deny—don't want to deny. But Raymond is much older, maybe old enough to be that woman's grandfather, and has not a smidgen of the sex appeal.


    In fact, he looks a little like Shrek to me.


    I sit quietly, tucked in at Naz's side, my heart beating frantically in my chest, each thump echoing in my ears, an anxious rhythm I fear everyone around me can hear. They all settle into their seats, chatting, but none of the conversation means anything to me.


    I feel invisible, and for that I'm grateful.


    The plane takes off after everyone is buckled in. My heart is in my throat as we ascend into the air, my fist clenching Naz's suit coat. My ears pop, my stomach clenching from the altitude.


    Nobody else seems bothered by it. In fact, nobody else seems bothered by anything. As soon as we're in the air they return to where they were, picking up conversation right where they left off, like this is nothing to them. My hand loosens the fabric of Naz's jacket, but I don't let go.


    I won't let go of him.


    His presence is the only thing keeping me from freaking out.


    Beside me, Raymond is telling a story, laughing at his own jokes, as everyone around us listens attentively. He's clearly the center of their little world, the sun these men orbit around.


    Everyone, that is, except for Naz. He appears to not be paying attention. He tilts his face toward me, his breath fanning against my cheek as he whispers, "You okay?"


    I nod.


    "You recognize everyone here?"


    Brow furrowing, I shake my head. How would I? I only know Raymond, but I don't dare say that out loud. He's sitting close enough that he'd hear me speak his name.


    "Huh."


    I glance at Naz, his face a few inches away. "What?"


    "I'm just surprised."


    "You? Surprised?"


    He smiles. "It happens every now and then. I just figured you'd know these faces since you recognized Ray."


    Just as I suspected, Raymond perks up at the sound of his name. He stops mid-story, diverting his attention. "She recognized me?"


    "She did," Naz confirms.


    "Nice to know my reputation still precedes me," he says.


    "Always will, boss," the guy across from us says. Boss. The word sticks out like a flashing neon sign in the darkness. "As long as Vitale's around to make sure of it, anyway."


    I feel Naz tense, his body turning to stone, his arm around me suddenly boulder heavy. I glance at him again, seeing he's glaring at the man who just spoke. Everyone else seems to notice it, too. A few cleared throats and some awkward silent seconds later, the conversation veers back away from us.


    Naz still glares, though.


    He doesn't relax.


    I don't know what the man meant by what he said, how Naz effects Raymond's reputation, but it's clear that Naz didn't like it a bit.


    It's a five-hour flight—five long, stuffy hours, as I obsessively look at Naz's watch, counting the minutes. It isn't until we land that I even find out where we're going. I ask Naz a few times but he merely shrugs, leaving me in the dark, until the wheels of the plane touch down again. Naz's arm is still around me, still just as heavy… he hasn't spoken in a while. The others excitedly chatter about this and that, as Naz pulls me tighter to him. "Welcome to Las Vegas."


    I turn my head to face him, raising my eyebrows with surprise. "Vegas?"


    He nods.


    "What are we doing here?"


    "What else do you do in Sin City?" he asks. Before I can respond, his hand comes up and grasps my chin, holding me there as he leans down. The tip of his nose brushes against mine before he tilts his head and kisses me—softly, sweetly, barely touching my lips, as he whispers, "sin."


    I'm blushing from his public display of affection, but no one notices. They're intentionally not noticing, from the way everyone avoids even making eye contact with Naz now. It reminds me of the fundraiser, how even when crammed in with so many others, Naz has a bubble surrounding him.


    He's his own universe.


    There are limos anticipating our arrival. I step off of the plane and stand on the tarmac, my body stiff and head foggy from being up in the air all afternoon. The sun is just now going down here, bathing the sky in an orange glow, casting everything around us in shadows. It's warm, almost stiflingly so, but still I shiver when Naz pauses behind me, his hand resting on my hip. People flow around us like we're rocks in a rushing river, unloading bags and taking them to the awaiting cars.


    I'm not surprised when Raymond pauses beside us. He seems to be drawn in our direction, his body language nonchalant, but his voice is serious when he speaks. "Don't do it."


    My brow furrows. I glance at him, seeing he's staring straight ahead, like he hadn't spoken at all.


    Naz's hand on my hip tightens. "I won't… for now."


    "That's all I ask," Raymond says.


    Their conversation makes no sense to me, over just as quickly as it started, as Raymond strolls away to where the blonde he's with waits. I watch as my bag and dress are placed in the last car in line, along with Naz's luggage. As soon as the trunk is closed, everything situated, the driver opens the back door to the limo.


    Naz gently pushes me. "Come on, sweetheart."


    I don't resist, walking over and getting in. It's just as pristine as the last one we rode in, impeccably clean, the smell of leather fresh, like no one has ever stepped foot inside of it before, like no one has breathed this air or sat on these seats. Naz slides in beside me and the driver shuts the door, climbing in up front to drive away once the others clear out.


    I turn to Naz curiously. "Don't do what?"


    He raises his eyebrows. "What?"


    "Raymond told you not to do something."


    "What?"


    "That's what I'm asking you."


    He stares at me for a moment as we start to drive, like he's contemplating an answer. Shrugging, he looks away. "It doesn't matter. I'm not going to do it."


    "For now?"


    His lips curve into an involuntary smile. "For now."


    "Will you tell me if you do it?"


    "Do you want me to?"


    I hesitate. His question is matter-of-fact, and I'm not sure what to say. My instinct is to say yes, of course, but do I really? Something tells me some things are probably better left unknown. "I'm not sure."


    His nod is the only response I get.


    I've never been to Vegas before, never even thought I'd have the chance. It's surreal, as I stare out the window, watching as the lights of the city come into view. The sky is darkening, the sun fading more and more every second, but the streets show no sign of slowing down. If anything it seems like the world is just now coming to life, lights flashing as people swarm the streets.


    The limo drives past hotels, names I recognize—Venetian, Caesar's Palace, Flamingo, and the Bellagio—before pulling straight up to the MGM Grand. I stare up at the hotel with wide eyes, the vast building glowing green, the name burning bright yellow in the darkness. I gape at it as I climb out of the limo. I feel like I've stepped into another world.


    Naz gets out, pausing beside me. He looks less than impressed, like this is just another place on the map, a stop along the road of life, but to me it's life altering. Someone carries our bags as we're ushered straight through a remote entrance, Naz's hand pressed to my back again, leading me, but not letting me fall behind. The private lobby we're taken to is elegant, secluded away from the main entrance, the sort of place I expect Naz to stay—cool on the surface, relaxed, while a world of turmoil exists just a few steps away.


    It moves like the speed of light around me. We're led away from the lobby, to the elevators, where the man carrying our luggage presses the button for the very top floor.


    The penthouses.


    A man—a butler, it turns out—accompanies us upstairs and opens the door to our suite. As soon as I go inside, my eyes widen. The vast space in front of me is unlike anything I've ever seen before. I look around in shock as Naz converses with the man by the door.


    The suite rivals even Naz's house in style. There's a dining room, a little kitchen, a living room, and even a space with a pool table. The black and white checkered floor stands out against the dim brown and yellowish tones of everything else as I trudge along, footsteps faltering when I come upon the wall of glass. I peer out, stunned to see there's a pool up here.


    The butler departs when Naz refuses a guided tour, leaving us alone. I turn to Naz, leaning back against the cool glass and peering at him as he strolls forward, taking off his coat. "Like it?"


    "Like it? It's amazing."


    "It's nice," he agrees, hanging his coat on the back of a chair. "The upstairs is even nicer."


    I gape at him. "Upstairs?"


    "Of course," he says, motioning toward a set of stairs off the side. "Where do you think the bedroom is?"


    I don't wait for him to say anything else, flying right by him and up the two sets of stairs. I pause when I reach the top, gasping so loud Naz hears me downstairs, based on the sound of his laughter.


    "Told you," he calls out.


    The upstairs is elegant, with two bedrooms and the largest bathroom I've ever seen. I could drown in the massive tub, the shower an immense glass box that's damn near as big as the dorm room back at NYU. I step inside of it, spinning in circles, completely baffled. I can see the lights of the city through the windows from the shower, can see down to the landing leading to the first floor.


    When I emerge from the bathroom, Naz is in the master bedroom, shifting through his things. I pause in the doorway, shaking my head. "Who else is staying here?"


    "Nobody," he says. "Just us."


    "There are three freaking beds. Why do we need three beds?"


    "We don't," he says, cutting his eyes at me. "We might try them all out before the weekend's through, though."


    I smile. I like that plan.


    He's pulling clothes out and hanging them up in the closet, putting things where they go like he's moving in. I leave everything in my bags, not even sure what I packed, but I'm certain it's not worthy of hanging in a closet of that caliber. He glances at me as I pick up a little binder from the bedside stand and flip through it. Room service.


    "Are you hungry?" he asks.


    "Uh, yeah, a little." I can't remember the last time I ate. "Can we order something?"


    "We can," he says, "but how about we go out somewhere instead?"


    "Where?"


    "Wherever you want to go." He finishes what he's doing as his phone starts ringing. He pulls it out, barely glancing at the screen before answering stoically, the conversation short and full of nothing more than 'yes' and 'no's. Hanging up, he slips it back away and turns to me. "I need to run an errand… won't take more than a few minutes. Why don't you shower and change, and we'll hit the city?"


    "Okay," I say, glancing around the room, my eyes falling on the garment bag. "Should I wear the dress?"


    "No, save that for tomorrow."


    "What's tomorrow?"


    My question prompts him to smile as he steps toward me, cupping my cheek, brushing his thumb across my lips. "Why don't we focus on tonight before you start worrying about tomorrow? We waste too much time looking for the next thing and not appreciating what we have right now… and right now, what we have, is endless opportunities. The sky isn't the limit in my world, Karissa. There is no limit. You want it? You got it. Whatever it is."


    "Anything?"


    "Anything," he swears. "Just name it."


    "A bacon cheeseburger."


    He laughs. "A bacon cheeseburger?"


    "Yes."


    "Okay then." Leaning forward, he kisses me before turning away. "Shower, and we'll hit the town for bacon cheeseburgers."


    Naz leaves, and I scour through my bag, cringing. Had I known we were going to Vegas, I would've borrowed some of Melody's clothes. I end up settling for black pants and a pink top, nothing unusual for me, but at least it isn't jeans.


    I head into the bathroom and strip out of my clothes, turning the shower on warm. I step into the glass box, letting out a deep sigh of contentment. Water blasts me from all angles, the pulsing spray feeling like a massage.


    I lather up from head-to-toe with the sweetest smelling soap. Closing my eyes, I stand there, letting the water cascade around me as it rinses away the bubbles, steam building up and fogging the glass. After a minute I reopen my eyes and glance around, freezing when I catch sight of something down on the landing.


    Naz is standing there, staring up at me.


    A shiver ripples down my spine. I can feel his gaze. I probably should be unnerved by the fact that he's watching me, but I feel a tinge of excitement. Maybe I do like the idea of being caught.


    Hesitating, contemplating, I step closer to the glass wall and peer down at him as I run my hands up my stomach and to my chest, palming my breasts. A smile slowly spreads across Naz's face as he shakes his head and walks away.


    I turn back to the water and finish my shower, stepping out when I'm squeaky clean. I get ready, putting on my clothes and adding a dash of makeup, doing my best to fix my hair, when I hear movement on the floor below again. Naz returns, stepping into the bathroom as I apply lip-gloss in the mirror. He strolls over, pausing behind me, his hand on my hip as he leans down and kisses my neck. "You're a vixen."


    "And you're a voyeur."


    He laughs. "Guilty."


    He's already ready, of course, not needing to change, looking and smelling just as fresh as he had when he picked me up from the dorms. I don't know how the man does it, always looking as put together as a work of art. I slip on my shoes and take his hand as he leads me from the suite.


    A man stands outside our door. Naz nods as we stride by but says nothing. I glance at him curiously, even more surprised to have another waiting by the elevators for us. The man presses the button and the door automatically opens. Without having to utter a word, the man steps onto the elevator with us and presses the button for the ground floor. As soon as we reach it, Naz nods again.


    We start to walk away, heading into the bustling casino, when I turn to Naz. "It's kind of weird how they cater to you."


    He looks amused by my assessment. "Their service is top-notch. Anything you ask for, they'll make it happen."


    "Anything?"


    "Yes, anything," he says. "Even bacon cheeseburgers."


    He takes me straight to a restaurant… an upscale world-renowned sort of place with a name I can't pronounce run by a man with an accent I assume to be French. All it takes is Naz saying his last name, Vitale, and we're taken right inside, led straight to a small empty table in the back, just as a waiter descends upon it, carrying plates of food. My brow furrows as I slide into the seat Naz pulls out, stunned when a burger is set in front of me.


    I gape at Naz when he settles into his seat, a plate identical to my own in front of him. "You called ahead?"


    "I mentioned to the concierge that you wanted a bacon cheeseburger," he replies, "so he made it happen."


    It's unfathomable to me, being waited on hand-and-foot, but I say nothing as the waiter brings us drinks—the non-alcoholic kind.


    I pick up the burger to take a bite. It's got a peculiar flavor to it, bitter like balsamic vinegar, and is topped with some kind of green that reminds me of spinach. I chew the bite slowly as I pull off the top bun and scrape off all the leafy shit. My gaze shifts around the table as I frown.


    "What's wrong?" Naz asks. I meet his gaze, seeing he's watching me as he takes a bite. He seems to like it, considering he takes a second bite right away.


    "There's no ketchup on the table."


    "There usually isn't in a place like this."


    "This is why I like places not like this," I mutter, "because they have ketchup on the table."


    He motions for the waiter, who makes his way over to us. Naz tells him to bring us some ketchup and the man nods, scurrying off to return a moment later with a little dipping bowl filled with what I guess they assume to be ketchup, but it looks a hell of a lot like stewed tomatoes with how chunky it is. I dip my finger in to taste it, cringing. There's that balsamic vinegar flavor again.


    "What's wrong?" Naz asks again. His voice has a slight impatient tone to it. I shake my head, pushing the ketchup aside, and put the bun back on to take another bite. I can feel Naz's eyes, his question lingering over the table, my brushing it off not good enough for him. "Karissa, what's wrong?"


    "Nothing," I say, offering a tentative smile. "It's fine."


    "You're not using your ketchup."


    "Yeah, uh… if you can call it that."


    He reaches over and picks up the bowl, doing just what I did—dipping his finger in to taste it. He makes no face, no sound, but as the waiter walks by our table he reaches out and thrusts it at him.


    The waiter stalls, wide-eyed, and takes the bowl. "Problem, sir?"


    "Ketchup," Naz says, his voice even. "I asked for ketchup."


    "Yeah, this is—"


    "Not ketchup," Naz says, finishing his sentence. "Heinz 57 is ketchup. That's not ketchup. I don't know what the hell it is, but I asked for ketchup, so I expect to receive ketchup."


    The waiter scurries off once more as I gape at Naz. He continues to eat, unaffected, as the waiter returns within moments with a new bowl of what is undoubtedly ketchup this time. I thank him, staring at the bowl, hesitating, as Naz lets out an exasperated sigh. "Now what's wrong?"


    "It's just that, if ever someone were to poison your food, this might be the moment," I say, staring at the ketchup.


    "You think it's poisoned?"


    "Or at the very least spit in."


    I'm worried I'm aggravating him, not trying to be difficult. I pick up my burger to take another bite, resigned to just forcing it down because I'm too hungry for this shit, when Naz lets out a laugh—loud and genuine. He pushes his chair back to stand up, holding his hand out to me. "Come on."


    I glance at his hand before meeting his eyes. "Where are we going?"


    "To get you what you really want."


    I put my burger down and take his hand, following him out of the restaurant, past our confused-looking waiter by the door. We stroll around, passing dozens of restaurants, some bearing the name of celebrity chefs, before Naz pulls me into a busy sports bar.


    This place is a world of difference from the other, like night and day. The bar is barely confined chaos, loud and bright, with people wearing jeans and ball caps, drinking beer and yelling at the TV. The smell of greasy food wafts through the air, making my stomach growl.


    Naz grabs a table dead center of the room, where a waitress appears with menus. I order a Coke, practically bouncing in my seat, as Naz hands the menus right back. "A beer. I don't care what, just make it in a bottle and keep the top on. And two bacon cheeseburgers."


    The woman scribbles it down and departs with a smile.


    When our drinks arrive, I sip on my Coke as he pulls out his keys, using a bottle opener to pop the top on his beer. He takes a swallow. His face contorts with disgust, his expression making me laugh. "Not good?"


    "Beer never is," he says, holding his bottle out to me, offering some.


    I hesitate. "Are you sure?"


    "It's your birthday."


    "Tomorrow."


    "Close enough."


    "I still won't be twenty-one."


    His lips curve with amusement as he holds it closer to me. "I feel like we've had this conversation before. Is my little jailbird having second thoughts about sinning in Sin City with me?"


    "Of course not."


    "Then take it."


    I take the beer from him and drink, grimacing. It's disgusting, but I take a second swallow and push it back across the table to him before anyone catches me.


    The food comes out quickly—a juicy burger on a fresh roll, grease dripping when I bite into it. It's so good I moan, dramatically rolling my eyes in the back of my head. "Now that's a bacon cheeseburger."


    Conversation is playful as I stuff myself, whereas he only eats half of his burger, instead filling up on alcohol. I sip enough from his bottles to catch a buzz, my head a little fuzzy and my body light like somehow I've learned to defy gravity and float into the sky.


    He's sipping on his fourth beer as I lounge back in my chair, watching him quietly. He's beautiful, in a dark sort of way, the kind of beauty that's natural. He doesn't try, and I think that's what I love most about him—he just is. Naz, with his rough edges and slightly sinister smile, is pure passion and genuine grit, the kind that makes the hair on my arms stand on end while my spine simultaneously tingles. He can be frightening, but he's downright fascinating. I've never been around someone who wields so much influence.


    How can someone surrounded by an air of danger make me feel so downright safe?


    "You're quiet," he says, raising an eyebrow as he stares back at me. "What are you thinking?"


    "I'm just thinking about how beautiful you are," I admit.


    He laughs as he sets his beer down, pushing it across the table to me, offering the last little bit. I pick it up, chugging it, grimacing at the warm bitter taste. Naz pulls out his wallet and throws down a wad of cash, not bothering to wait on the bill—our waitress is backed up, so busy we haven't seen her in a while—but it's more than enough to cover what we owe.


    He stands up, fixing his tie. I follow his lead, slipping my arm around his as we start for the exit, strolling out onto the casino floor.


    "You know how to play blackjack?" he asks.


    "No."


    "It's pretty basic," he says. "You add up the value of the cards. Closest to twenty-one without going over wins. Got it?"


    "Uh, sure," I say, eyeing him peculiarly. I really don't. "Why?"


    "Because we're about to go blow a lot of money playing it."


    I gape at him, and start to argue that I'm not legally old enough to gamble in Vegas, but yet again it's pointless. He bypasses all the tables around the main floor, taking me to an entire other part of the hotel—a casino within a casino. This place is upscale and exclusive, so much so we have to be escorted in. We're taken to a back room, to some private blackjack tables. As soon as we step inside I recognize a voice, looking around and seeing vaguely familiar faces. Everyone from the plane is here, laughing and carrying on, gambling the night away.


    Naz takes a seat at a table beside Raymond. As soon as he sits down, a man working approaches, hesitant, a twinge of fear in his eyes as he stammers. "Mister, uh, Vitale, sir… your friend…"


    "Girlfriend," Naz says. The word makes me stall, heart thumping so hard I grow dizzy. Girlfriend. It's the first time he's ever called me anything like that. A strange sort of silence falls over the room, voices hushing. I glance around at the men, seeing their curious gazes. They seem as affected by the word as me. "I'm well aware she's not old enough to place bets, but she's my good luck charm, so if you're going to deny me her presence, then I'll be forced to take my money elsewhere."


    "No problem," the man says, backing off at the threat. "We're happy to accommodate you."


    I pause behind Naz, nervously following the lead of the others. A few women linger in the room, off to the side. Raymond's blonde stands behind him, rubbing his shoulders attentively, while he seems to barely remember she's there. Naz grabs my arm, though, tugging me to him. I blink a few times, startled, when he pulls me onto his lap. I settle onto the chair with him, leaning back against him, trying to shift around so I don't block him from seeing what he's doing. A few of the guys cast him peculiar looks, but nobody says anything as he's dealt in.


    Despite him telling me the rules of the game, I have a hard time keeping up with what's happening. These men are obviously big time, everything moving swiftly, white, yellow, and brown chips tossed around worth thousands of dollars, very little spoken in the way of game playing. They chatter about nonsense, using their hands to signal how they want to play. I watch Naz, trying to count up his cards, but he distracts me, his breath fanning against my cheek, his lips finding my neck periodically between bets.


    I don't know how the hell he can concentrate.


    Drinks flow to the men. Naz offers me sips of his, and nobody says a word. They play and play, joking around, throwing away thousands of dollars that none of them seem to bat an eyelash at. The night wears on as he whispers to me, asking me what he should do a few times. I know he knows better than me, but I play along, giving him my opinion. He listens every time, laughing when I cost him damn near everything, like that amuses him.


    The alcohol gets to me after a while, my ass numb from sitting in this chair. I have to be heavy on Naz's lap, so I stand up. Naz stalls mid-game to look at me questioningly.


    "I need to stretch my legs," I say, glancing around. "Where are the restrooms?"


    "Ah, just down the hall," Naz says, motioning toward a door.


    "I'll show her," the blonde chimes in, eyes seeking out mine as she smiles. "I'll show you."


    Naz turns back to his game. "She'll show you."


    I follow the woman out of the room and to a bathroom just down the hall like Naz said. I could've easily found it myself. The woman lingers in the bathroom, checking her makeup and fluffing her hair. I'm trying to pee in peace as she tries to hold a conversation through the stall door. "So you and Vitale, huh? That's interesting."


    "Yeah… why's it interesting?"


    "I don't know, it just is," she says. "He doesn't bring women around… never has. I've been with Ray for five years now and I've never seen Vitale with one."


    I like to think I'm above gossiping, but my interest is piqued. I stroll to the sink to wash my hands. "Naz is just a private person."


    Her eyes widen. "Naz?"


    "Yeah, Naz," I say. "Isn't that what everyone calls him?"


    She shakes her head, regarding me like I'm unstable. "It's always Vitale… or Ignazio, if they're close. Never Naz."


    My brow furrows. "Are you sure?"


    "Positive," she says. "Ray sometimes calls him that in private, old habit, you know? But not to Vitale's face. It's sort of a raw wound, I guess, so they tread lightly. I wasn't around back then when it happened…"


    Her words only confuse me more. "When what happened?"


    "When he lost his family." I just stare at her, having no idea what she's talking about, and that seems to dawn on her. She blanches, taking a step away from the sink as she forces a smile on her cherry red lips. "We probably should get back."


    I want to ask her more, ask her what the hell she means by that, why it's such a raw wound and what happened to his family—a family he never talks about—but I know she's right. We should get back. And Naz wouldn't like her talking about this, whatever it is…


    We're strolling back to the room when she offers me another smile. "I'm Brandy, by the way."


    "Karissa," I say. "So you and Raymond have been married for five years?"


    She laughs. "Oh, we're not married. We've been together that long, though."


    "Oh… I figured he was married."


    She pauses at the entrance to the room as we are welcomed back inside, casting me a peculiar look. "He is. I'm just his girlfriend."


    Brandy takes her place back at Raymond's chair, her hands on his shoulders. She leans down, placing a soft kiss on his cheek, but he brushes it off, too focused on the card game to pay any attention to her.


    I hesitate for a moment, watching them, my stomach in knots when it strikes me that this girl is his mistress. She seems nice, and it's not my place to judge, but it worries me.


    A lot.


    My gaze shifts to Naz.


    I wonder what being his girlfriend means.


    As if he can sense my gaze, his head turns my direction. His brow furrows as he stares at me, questions in his eyes. I smile and start toward him, pushing back my worry, but he's already noticed my mood shifted.


    Tossing his cards down, he stands up. "I'm out."


    "Already?" Raymond asks, surprised.


    "I'm down over thirty grand," Naz says. "That's probably a sign."


    "A sign your good luck charm isn't as good as you thought?" a guy jokingly calls out, a guy I recognize from the plane, the same one who upset him on the way here. Naz doesn't humor that with a response as he's cashed out. He slips his money away, not bothering with any goodbyes.


    Naz is halfway to me when Raymond laughs dryly. "Strike two."


    That makes Naz's expression soften a bit.


    He reaches me, taking my hand, and pulling me with him toward the exit. He says nothing until we're out in the hallway alone, away from prying eyes. He stops, turning to me, raising his eyebrows. His expression is so serious I balk. "What did she say to you?"


    "What?"


    "You're looking at me like you think maybe you don't know me," he says. "What did that girl say to you?"


    It stuns me how easily he reads me.


    I stammer for a moment until he reaches out with both hands, cupping my cheeks and forcing me to look at him. "Tell me."


    "Nothing really. She just said nobody calls you Naz, not since… you lost your family."


    I expect anger—toward her, or me, or somebody. Instead, what I see is hurt, a slight flinch before his eyes close, like what I said stings him so much he can't even look at me.


    He stays that way for a moment, but it fades when he opens his eyes again. He lets go of my face and grabs my hand, bringing it up to press it against his chest. "I told you what happened."


    The scars.


    My chest aches at his words. Guilt nags at me for bringing it up. I start to apologize, start to change the subject, but he silences my words by leaning down and kissing my lips. It's soft and sweet, unhurried, as his tongue sweeps along my bottom lip before meeting mine. I moan into his mouth, earning a soft chuckle when he finally pulls away.
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    Naz is quiet as we head upstairs, so close I can smell his cologne, yet he feels a thousand miles away. He's lost in his mind, consumed by thoughts I can't begin to understand.


    When we make it up to the suite, there are chocolate covered strawberries waiting on the table and a bottle of champagne chilling in a fresh bucket of ice. He obviously planned something, but it's disregarded as he strides right by and heads upstairs.


    Wordlessly, I follow him, keeping my distance to give him some space, but we eventually meet in the master bedroom. He steps toward me, quiet as he speaks. "Do you love me?"


    "You know I do."


    "Say it," he says, his voice dropping lower. "Tell me you love me."


    "I love you."


    He cups my cheek. "Say it again."


    "I love you."


    His hand drifts lower, wrapping around my throat. "Again."


    "I love you."


    He squeezes lightly, not painfully, just enough to make me gasp. "Again."


    My voice is barely a whisper as the words pour out of me. "I love you, Ignazio."


    His expression hardens when I say his name, his eyes darkening. The monster is peeking through, peering at me from behind his mask. He wants to come out. He wants me to play with him.


    He says nothing, though, letting go of my neck. His hand drifts lower, down my chest and across my breasts. He gropes them through the fabric before reaching down and grabbing the bottom of my shirt, pulling up on it. I raise my hands in the air, letting him pull it off. He unbuttons my pants, tugging down the zipper, and I step out of them when he pulls them off of me.


    Slowly, his eyes scan me then, from the top of my head to the tips of my toes before trailing back up again. He meets my gaze as he takes another step forward, standing right up against me. I can feel the heat emanating off of him, his cologne intoxicating.


    It makes me dizzy.


    "If you could read my mind..." He pauses, laughing darkly. "You'd be trembling."


    I nearly tremble from the insinuation. "What are you thinking?"


    He steps around me, stopping behind me, and sweeps my hair out of the way. A hand grasps my hip, pulling me back to him as he leans down to kiss my neck.


    "I'm thinking the only way you could possibly be any more perfect right now," he says against my skin, "would be if I were fucking you so hard the people in the lobby could hear your screams."


    That does it.


    I shiver, but he isn't finished yet.


    "I want to push you to your limits, Karissa. Push you so hard, so far, that you hate me for it."


    "I could never hate you."


    As soon as I say it, his hand is around my neck again, pulling my head up, forcing me to look back at him. "Don't say that unless you mean it."


    "I mean it," I whisper. "I love you."


    He stares down at me for a moment before leaning over to kiss my lips, tugging me back so far it's almost painful so he can reach my mouth. "I love you, too. Promise me you'll remember that."


    "I promise."


    "Good," he says. "Because I'm about to fuck you like I don't."


    My voice is little more than a shaky breath. "Okay."


    "Remember your safe words."


    "I will."


    He lets go of my throat, lets go of me, as he takes a step back. I stand still, trying not to shake, and peek over my shoulder to see him unfastening his dark tie.


    "And if you really love me," he says, pulling off the tie before looking at me again. He looks furious. The sight of his anger, the icy tone of his voice, makes my knees weak. I'm definitely trembling now. "If you mean it, you'll fight back."


    My lips part, the response on the tip of my tongue knocked right out of me. I gasp, alarmed, when Naz roughly grabs a hold of me and drags me to the bed, pushing me onto my stomach.


    There's nothing gentle about his hold, nothing loving, or nice, about the man touching me. He forces my arms behind my back, wrapping the tie tightly around my wrists, knotting them together. I struggle as he restrains me, but he's too strong, too fast for me to physically stop him. The moment my arms are secure, I hear him fumble with his belt, my heart racing at the clank of the buckle.


    He won't hurt me.


    I know it.


    He loves me.


    I remember it.


    But it's hard to think, hard to submit, when you've got a man double your size, a beast, a fucking monster, pinning you down.


    So I don't think.


    I feel.


    And I feel like I need to fight him.


    I kick my legs, resisting and yelling for him to get off of me. It doesn't work. Of course it doesn't. In one ear and out the other. His hold gets stronger, his grasp rougher. I'm his favorite toy, I know it, and he's about to see what it takes for me to break.


    I won't let him, though.


    I can't.


    He won't break me.


    I manage to roll over onto my back, my hands beneath me, and push up into a sit before he can think to stop me. I'm about to stand up when he tears off his belt, making me tense.


    Making me flinch.


    My reaction forces him to pause for a fraction of a second, just long enough for me to notice, before he comes at me again. He doesn't swing, doesn't strike me, instead forcing me back onto my stomach, the belt thrown aside, discarded. He pins me there with his body weight, overpowering me.


    "What the fuck is wrong with you?" I ask, a growl in my voice that surprises even me. He doesn't answer. He doesn't speak. Short of an icy gaze, he doesn't even acknowledge me.


    His body is heavy as I buck my hips, struggling against him. He yanks my panties down, not bothering to take them off, the fabric around my knees making it harder to kick. An arm slips around my waist, roughly pulling my hips off the bed, forcing me onto my knees with my ass up in the air.


    "Get off of me," I snarl, struggling in his arms and damn near escaping, but he tightens his hold.


    He fumbles with his clothes, not undressing, just pulling himself from the confinement of his pants. "Make me."


    "Fuck you."


    The words are barely from my lips when he thrusts inside of me—so hard, so deep, so abrupt, that I cry out because of it. My face is forced into the mattress again and again, muffling my shrieks, as he pounds into me. One arm stays firmly around me to lock me in place, his other hand pressed flat on my back, between my shoulder blades. I'm pinned but I wiggle around, shifting my hips, fighting him, until he thrusts deeply and pulls back too far, slipping out of me.


    I regret it as soon as it happens, feeling the void, the ache already growing, but I react instinctively. It's fight or flight, and fighting isn't working. His hold loosens, his hand leaving my back as he grasps himself to thrust back in.


    Before he can do it, I'm gone.


    I slide out from beneath him, panting, and force myself up, but I didn't think it through. Fuck.


    I'm fucked.


    I can't run. I can barely shuffle, making it only a few steps before I nearly fall. I cry out as I trip, but Naz grabs ahold of me, tossing me right back onto the bed before I can hit the floor, face-first.


    He laughs, forcing me back into position. "Did you really think you could get away from me that easily?"


    He's mocking me, like my attempts to escape are feeble, like I'm weak, like I hadn't just exerted damn near all of my energy doing what I just did.


    He might not hurt me physically, but fuck if that didn't sting.


    Adrenaline surges inside of me, my anger and embarrassment overwhelming. He wants a fight? I'll give him one. I struggle with everything in me, his tie burning as it rubs my wrists, the knots not loosening even the slightest bit.


    "Untie me," I demand as he pushes inside of me again. I want to say more, but the sensation renders me momentarily speechless. Fuck, he feels good…


    "Untie yourself."


    "I'm trying." I wiggle against the restraint some more. "Please? Just loosen the knots."


    He laughs again. Laughs. As good as he feels inside of me, he's starting to piss me off.


    "You know, fine, whatever," I growl. "You think you're so tough? You can't even fight fair. You're the weak one here. Fucking coward. Pathetic."


    I don't know where the outburst comes from, but it works. Naz grabs my arms roughly, pulling on the restraint as he unknots my wrists. As soon as my hands are free, he flips me around so I'm on my back and he's on top of me.


    I meet his eyes. Anxiety brews inside of me, mixing with a tinge of excitement. His expression is terrifying. He says nothing, but it's written all over his face.


    He's going to make me eat my words.


    My legs are hauled over his broad shoulders as he ruthlessly hammers my insides, pounding and pounding. His hand is on my throat, pressing against my jugular, making me lightheaded as he brutally fucks me.


    And fucks me.


    And fucks me.


    His grip is so strong I think I'll still feel it tomorrow, handprints embedded in my flesh in deep shades of black and blue, as he ravishes my body, obliterating my insides. I fight him, trying to drop my legs, each thrust painfully deep. I claw at his hand, pushing against his body, struggling in his grasp. My nails dig into his skin, leaving marks on his armor, drawing blood that doesn't faze him a bit.


    I seem to be more unnerved by it than him.


    No matter what I do he subdues me, so much stronger, so much tougher. I can't overpower him. I can't win. My frustration mounts at that realization until I ball my hands into fists and punch his chest with everything in me.


    I hit him so hard I hear it, hit him so hard my knuckles hurt. As soon as my fist connects, the force seems to ricochet through both of our bodies, tensing my muscles.


    Oh shit.


    He snatches my hand as he leans down to me, so close our noses touch. My heart races. I'm expecting venom. Instead, he startles me with a kiss.


    "That's it, sweetheart," he says against my lips. "Fight me before I fuck you to death."


    I think he might be capable of it, but I've gone too far to admit that out loud. I'm worked up, on emotional overload. "You're not man enough."


    He groans, kissing me again, his lips just as brutal as the rest of him. Jesus, he likes this. It unnerves me for a second. Sex with him is always passionate, but this? This is intense. He's in complete control of my body, but I can tell he's lost control of himself. This isn't Naz. This is the monster, fully unsheathed.


    This is Ignazio Vitale.


    He loves me. Still, I try to remember. I don't ever want to forget. But this man battering my body, the one clutching my throat, fucks me like he hates me, like my life is in his hands alone.


    Like he has no qualms ending me if he sees fit.


    It's treacherous.


    It's terrifying.


    So why am I enjoying it so much?


    "Oh God," I whisper, my voice strained, my vision blurring. I can feel the tears building and the pressure mounting… I feel like I'm about to explode beneath him. I'm a live wire, sparking everywhere he touches. It's electrifying. My hands find their way into his hair, gripping the locks, yanking on it. I don't know whether to push or pull, beg him to get away from me or give me even more.


    Closing my eyes, my back arches, thrusting my breasts against his chest as the convulsions violently rip through me. My voice escapes me in a shrill scream, strangled by his hand on my throat, but loud enough to make my ears ring. He's unaffected, though—doesn't slow down, doesn't take it easy.


    The orgasm tears it all away from me, taking my apprehension, my anxiety, and my will to fight. I drift away in a cloud of ecstasy, my mind gone, my body finally succumbing to him. I don't struggle anymore, even though he's still rough, even though he's physically asking for it.


    Oh God, he broke me.


    He broke me.


    But I had no idea broken could feel so good.


    Tears leak from the corner of my eyes, ones he kisses away as he whispers the word, "remember." I know I could get him to stop with a simple word, and maybe that's why I don't say it. I don't want him to stop. I want to be his. I want to be his everything. I want him to take me, and make me, and use me, and abuse me, because he thinks he has control and I know now that's what he craves. I want to play his game with him, because I know one mere syllable from my lips will stop him dead in his tracks, and if that's not real power, I don't know what is.


    Hours, or days. Minutes, or seconds. I don't know how long he keeps it up, how long he plays this game of his. I just remember existing in the moment until the world fades around me, sleep pulling me away.


    And then I'm roused awake.


    The room is eerily dark, bathed in a sort of neon glow, as the lights from the strip shine in through the window, the curtains drawn open. I sit up, wincing at the stab of pain. My body is sore and achy; I'm naked and grimy. I feel like I ran a marathon and collapsed straight into bed.


    I'm not even sure I can walk anymore.


    My fucking legs are numb.


    Across the room, bathed in green and gold light from the glow of the building, stands Naz, staring out the window, fully dressed.


    Did he even undress?


    He stands completely still, like he's a fixture of the room. The only sign of life is the rise and fall of his chest, subtle breathing, innate. He's not doing it. It's just happening.


    In fact, he's not doing anything.


    I thought he broke me in the moment, but I was wrong. I think he woke me up instead, like my life so far has been nothing but a monotone dream and he showed me what it's really like to open your eyes. I've never felt so alive. But broken is what I see when I look at him. It's like a thread was cut, something severed, and disconnecting the man I know from the body in front of me.


    The monster came out. I saw him. I played with him. I welcomed him inside of me, and I didn't push him away.


    I think, looking at Naz, that the monster decided to stay.


    "Naz?" I call out, but he doesn't react, like he didn't hear me. My voice drops lower, a concerned whisper. "Ignazio?"


    He moves.


    His head turns, his eyes regarding me from across the room. After one quick glance back out of the window, he strolls toward the bed. He doesn't speak, slowly unbuttoning his shirt as he approaches. I see it when he gets closer, the tear in the fabric, the hints of blood streaked on the sleeves. I gape at it as he pulls his shirt off, seeing the deep gashes and claw marks raking down his strong arms.


    I'm alarmed. I think I might've hurt him more than he hurt me.


    He undresses in silence before climbing in bed beside me, shifting his body so he's on top of me. He nuzzles into my neck, settling between my thighs. Not a word spoken, he eases inside of me.


    The first few strokes are gentle, followed up by an uncomfortable deep one. I gasp, my voice strained as I cling to him and croak, "yellow."


    He slows his thrusts until he's barely moving, covering my body with his, making love to me. I feel him in every cell in my body, listening as he pants and moans into my neck, his warm breath fanning against my skin. He's usually quiet during sex, unless he's teasing me, but I hear him now… hear his shaky breaths and strained moans. I wrap my arms around him tightly, twirling the soft curls at his nape around my fingers. It's sweet, sweet... so fucking sweet... as he trails kisses along my jawline before pulling back enough to look down at me.


    He still says nothing, but the curve of his lips, the soft smile he offers in the darkness, brightens the air between us. It's beautiful. So beautiful.


    It's everything.


    He's everything.


    He finishes inside of me, still staring down at me, a look of ecstasy passing across his face that I marvel in. His lips part, eyelids drooping, as the softest whisper of a moan escapes in the form of my name. "Karissa."


    Afterward we lay there, me on my stomach beside him on the bed, the blanket draped around me. I'm half asleep, exhausted and content, when I feel his feather light touch on my back, his fingertips tickling as he caresses my skin. My eyes close, the sensation causing my toes to curl as I bite down on my bottom lip, forcing back a giggle.


    He's drawing something, or writing on me... what, I don't know. I try to follow the pattern, make sense of his movements, as he coats my flesh with goose bumps.


    "What are you doing?" I whisper, not at all surprised when he doesn't answer my question. He keeps drawing patterns for a few minutes, nearly lulling me to sleep, before leaning over and pressing a soft kiss between my shoulder blades. He wraps his arms around me, pulling me onto my side toward him, my back flat against his warm chest.


    "I was connecting the dots," he says quietly. "Your freckles are like stars. They tell a story, depending on how you connect them."


    I smile to myself as he takes my hand, linking our fingers together. "What did they tell you?"


    "They told me you're beautiful," he says. "And I'm a lucky son of a bitch to have you all to myself."
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    I stand in front of the long mirror, tugging on my dress, trying to situate it on my body. It feels tighter than I remember, showing more skin than I usually show. I'm all put together, my hair pinned up and makeup on, my lips the same blood red shade as my clothing.


    In this light, it makes my skin look as pale as porcelain.


    Picking up my powder compact, I brush some more light makeup on around my neck, nervously covering the faint black and blue hue. It doesn't hurt, and it doesn't much bother me, but I worry about others.


    I know how it looks.


    I know what everyone else will think.


    I'm lost in my thoughts, my mind drifting back to last night, when I catch glimpse of the form appearing in the doorway behind me. My attention is drawn to Naz's reflection in the mirror, and I'm momentarily staggered.


    I've never seen him so casual before.


    Dark, loose-fitting jeans and a belt, white shirt and a midnight blue blazer clad his toned body. He hasn't shaved, and maybe it's my imagination, but his hair looks more out of place than usual. As that thought passes through my mind, he runs a hand through the locks, confirming my suspicions.


    He's disheveled.


    It's sexy.


    So fucking sexy.


    But it's not what I'm used to. He always carries himself with an air of perfection, everything in order and under control. This man in front of me is organized chaos, what seeped through the cracks when his armor fractured.


    I stare at him for a moment, my nerves flaring. He was gone most of the day, leaving me to entertain myself. Not sure where he went, or why, but I was glad when he returned. Things feel so much colder when he's not around. "Ignazio."


    He strolls into the bathroom, gaze fixed on mine in the mirror. "Is there a reason you're calling me that?"


    "It's your name," I say as I put on my earrings. "It's what everyone else calls you."


    "They usually call me Vitale." He pauses behind me. "And you're not everyone else."


    He reaches around me, his hand coming to rest at the base of my throat as he gently brushes his thumb across the bruising on my neck. He says nothing, but the words are written in his deep dark eyes and the frown on his lips. I've never seen it from him before, but he looks almost remorseful.


    He doesn't apologize, though. He lets out a sigh, pressing his cheek to my hair as I relax back against him. I watch his reflection as he closes his eyes, holding me.


    It's peculiarly intimate.


    He looks so vulnerable.


    I stand still, just staring at him, falling more in love each passing second.


    "Come on, birthday girl," he says eventually. "The night awaits."


    Nineteen feels no different to me than eighteen. Not that I expected it to, but it's strange. It doesn't feel like my birthday. I guess every day is a special occasion when I'm with this man.


    Naz leads me down into the casino, holding my hand as we stroll along. I can't keep my eyes off of him, and he notices, laughing after a few minutes and nudging me. "What's up with you tonight?"


    "Nothing, I'm just... surprised."


    "By what?"


    "You," I say. "I'm used to the fancy suits."


    "Yeah, well, suits are for business."


    "And jeans are for what... pleasure?"


    He smiles. "Something like that, although clothing tends to be optional in that case."


    We're led back to the same area he gambled at the night before, to a vast courtyard surrounding an elaborate mansion. It looks like an Italian villa, like we were ripped straight out of Vegas and thrust into Under the Tuscan Sun. The scent of flowers with a hint of lemon clings to the air in the glass enclosed property. It's breathtaking.


    The evening sunshine feels nice on my face as we're seated out on the patio. It'll be dark soon, the lights already glowing on the building, but I'm enjoying what's left of the warmth while I can.


    Naz sits across from me, ordering for the both of us, requesting a bottle of wine. No one here questions it.


    Maybe nineteen is different.


    Maybe I look old enough to drink tonight.


    Or maybe he's just too intimidating to ever second-guess when he asks for something.


    We drink and eat, talk and laugh, the air surrounding the table relaxed. There are other people around, I'm sure, but I can't see any, nor do I hear them. We're tucked away into a secluded space, where nothing else seems to exist.


    "I've always dreamed about going to Italy," I say, leaning back in my chair as I glance around. I can feel the alcohol simmering in my bloodstream, relaxing my body and setting me at ease.


    His voice is quiet as he distractedly whispers, "I know."


    I almost ask how he could possibly know that, but it's pointless. What does this man not know? "Have you ever been?"


    He nods, taking a sip of his drink. "They did a decent job of recreating it, but nothing quite matches the real thing."


    "I bet it's like heaven."


    "It is," he says. "I'll take you someday."


    "To heaven?"


    He smiles. "Wherever you want to go."


    I can tell he means it, his voice genuine. "I couldn't ask you to do that."


    "I know," he says. "That's why I offered instead."


    Naz motions for the waiter when the man steps outside and tells him to bring us whatever's chocolate on the dessert menu. A few minutes later some kind of chocolaty something is placed on the table in front of me. I have no idea what it is, but it's creamy and rich, one of the greatest things I've ever tasted. I'm shoveling it into my mouth when Naz speaks quietly. "I'm in love with you, Karissa."


    I freeze with the spoon halfway to my mouth and peer across the table at him. "I love you, too."


    "No, I don't just love you," he says. "I'm in love with you."


    His voice is so earnest it paints my flesh with goose bumps. "Is there a difference?"


    "There is," he says. "When you love somebody, you want what's best for them… but when you're in love with them, you want them for yourself. And they're not always the same thing. Just because I want you, doesn't mean I'm the best thing for you… because I'm not. I know I'm not. It isn't easy to reconcile. Because I know I should let you go, should let you walk away from me right now, but I can't do it. I can't. I'm selfish, and I'm in love with you, and I want nothing more than to keep you for myself."


    "I don't want to walk away from you. I'm never going to."


    "Don't say that unless you mean it."


    "I swear it," I say. "I meant it when I asked you to stay that night, and I mean it now. I'm in love with you, too."


    "Do you ever think about the future?" he asks.


    "All the time."


    "What do you see?"


    "I'm not sure," I admit, swirling my spoon around in the chocolate whatever-it-is. "I'm not even sure what waits for me back in New York. If I don't have my scholarship, I don't even have school anymore."


    "Don't worry about that."


    "How can I not?" I ask. "I'm not sure about anything anymore… anything except for you, anyway. You're the only thing in my life that I'm sure about. I know I want you… need you. I know I love you. Nothing else really makes any sense anymore."


    "Don't say that unless—"


    "Unless I mean it," I mumble, cutting him off. "Believe me, I mean it."


    "Do you want to know what future I see? What I see for you?"


    I meet his eyes. "What?"


    "I see you having everything you've ever wanted," he says. "Everything you've ever dreamed of. Clothes, shoes, houses, cars… boats."


    I laugh. "Boats?"


    He shrugs. "You might want a boat, you know, take one down the canal in Venice when you visit Italy someday."


    "Okay, I'll give you that one," I say. "I don't really need all of that, though."


    "But you can still have it," he says. "Anything you want out of life. You can finish school and build a life however you want it to be. A family, children… whatever you want. I see it for you."


    I smile. "It sounds wonderful."


    "It can be," he says quietly. "God willing, it will be."


    "Does this life include you?"


    "Do you want it to?"


    "Of course. I'd give all that other stuff up if it meant I could just keep you."


    He stares at me in silence for a moment, not responding to what I've said, before slowly reaching into his coat. He pulls out a small velvet box, and every muscle inside of me seizes up at the sight of it. My heart stalls a beat before kick starting again, like its been shocked into action, frantically pounding against my rib cage.


    Oh shit.


    Oh shit.


    Oh shit.


    He wordlessly flips the box open, the last tiny bit of sunlight hitting the oval-shaped diamond dead center of the ring. I gape at it as it sparkles in the light. I don't know anything about jewelry, couldn't guess the carat to save my life, but I know enough to tell it's extravagant.


    He says nothing.


    I say nothing.


    He glances down at the box in his hand, pulling the ring from it after a moment, holding it up in front of him.


    There's no way he's doing what I think he's doing.


    There's just no way.


    His eyes lift to meet mine again, and I see the truth there, lurking in the darkness. "You really mean it?"


    I slowly nod. "I wouldn't say it if I didn't."


    This has to be a dream. It's a dream. I'm asleep, or in a coma. Maybe he choked me last night until I fell unconscious, or maybe I'm dead, or maybe he's just fucking with me. Maybe I'm mistaken.


    Maybe someone's playing a cruel joke.


    Something, anything… but there's just no way this is real. There's no way this means what I think it means, that he means what I think he means. There's no way he's about to say—


    "Marry me."


    Those two words suck the oxygen from the courtyard. My chest burns, my eyes blurring. I inhale sharply. I can't fucking breathe.


    Blinking rapidly, my gaze bounces between him and the ring. My brain is screaming in protest, shouting out everything that is wrong about this entire thing. The list is a mile long. I've known him only months. There's so much about him that's a mystery to me. I'm young, and maybe I'm naïve, and he's dark, and maybe he's a bit dangerous. I only vaguely know his history, and my mother doesn't even know he exists.


    So many things wrong, so why do those words feel so right?


    Marry me.


    He didn't ask.


    It's not a question.


    He knows.


    He fucking knows me.


    My voice betrays me when I try to speak. My lips part, but nothing comes out besides a shaky exhale. Naz stares at me, a smile slowly spreading across his face, flashing those deep dimples. He holds the ring out, cocking an eyebrow.


    I extend my hand across the table, trembling as he slips it on my finger.


    I let out a squeak before stammering incoherently, but my words are cut off when he stands and leans across the table, silencing me with a kiss. I kiss him back as he lets go of my hands, and I reach up, wrapping my arms around his neck. It's a fiery kiss, full of all of Naz's passion. It vibrates through my body, throttling my soul, his lips, and skin, and words forever altering me.


    How could I ever deny something so all consuming? How could I say no to someone who means so much to me? It's crazy, and stupid, and utterly overwhelming, but how will I ever fly if I'm too terrified to take the first leap?


    "I will," I whisper against his mouth. "I'll marry you."
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    The air is electric.


    I can feel it buzzing along my skin, the hair on my arms sticking straight up as the current flows through my body. Every centimeter of me tingles.


    The arena is loud… so loud I can hardly hear myself think. Thousands upon thousands of people cram the vast room, packed together in seats, screaming and stomping. The noise seems to pound through my skull, fueling the electricity. It's pandemonium.


    Naz leads me straight to the front row, surrounding a large boxing ring. As soon as we get there, I spot the two empty seats in the middle, most of the row filled with familiar faces. Naz ushers me to one, and I nervously sit down beside the girl I'd met last night—Brandy. She's leaning against Raymond, his arm draped around her, as he eyes us curiously, gaze shifting from me to Naz. "Vitale."


    "Ray."


    Raymond's eyes drift back to me once more, meeting mine, before scanning me. His gaze settles straight on the ring on my finger, like he knew to look for it. A laugh bursts from him as he shakes his head. "You did it."


    "Yes," Naz says. "Just a bit ago."


    "Did what?" Brandy asks. "What happened?"


    Raymond motions toward my hand, and I slip it onto the seat beside me, out of view, but I'm not fast enough. Brandy's eyes widen as she snatches ahold of my hand, holding it up. "No fucking way! You got engaged?"


    I can feel the heat rushing to my face. The entire row seems to silence as a dozen sets of eyes strain to look our way.


    "We did," Naz says.


    The silence is broken by quiet murmurs, a few congratulations, but even more shock. Brandy clutches my hand tightly, admiring the ring in the light, as male laughter cuts through the air. Naz tenses at the sound as it echoes from the guy who rubbed him the wrong way last night.


    "Never thought I'd see the day," the guy says. "Vitale tying the knot again."


    My expression falls at those words.


    Vitale tying the knot again.


    Again.


    The others fall silent once more, looking away. I turn to Naz, confused, and see he's staring straight ahead at the ring, not a hint of emotion on his face. He's a stone cold statue. It's like he hadn't heard… he's here, but he's gone.


    "Strike three," Raymond mutters, the words barely audible over the roar of the crowd. "You're out."


    Naz slouches back in his seat after a moment, throwing his arm over my shoulder and pulling me toward him. I have a million questions (like what the fuck did he mean by again?) but I know now's not the time to ask that. Naz presses a kiss to the top of my head and says not a word as the arena erupts in chaos.


    I don't know what's going on—who's who or what's what—but everyone around us is immersed in our surroundings. Two men make their way to the ring, music blaring as people scream. One's in blue shorts, the other in red, with names I can't pronounce and faces I don't recognize.


    The brutality right from the ding of the bell is alarming. I sit still in my seat, in Naz's arms, as the men in the ring ferociously pound on each other, round after round, very little letting up. We're so close I can see the blood, sweat, and tears, hear the sickening blows, the grunts and pants and cries. It's barbaric.


    I'm appalled.


    A quick glance at Naz tells me he's enthralled.


    He watches the fight with gross fascination. The others around us cheer and jeer, screaming and jumping up out of their seats, but Naz just sits there, watching attentively, his thumb absently stroking my arm.


    The fighters seem to be equally matched as they go toe-to-toe. Naz squeezes me tighter to him after a few rounds. "Who are you pulling for?"


    "Blue shorts guy."


    "Blue shorts guy," he echoes with a laugh. "Is there a reason?"


    There is, but I'm not going to admit it. The guy with the blue shorts has a design shaved into his hair on the side of his head. It's fascinating.


    Instead, I shrug. I don't really care who wins.


    The fight goes on and on. Every punch sends the crowd reeling. I hear their frenzied yells, feel it vibrating the floor beneath my feet, rocking the air around me. Naz doesn't say anything else, watching, his expression darkening as he stares into the ring. During the last round, the room erupts in commotion when red shorts hits blue so hard I hear the crack and feel the thump as he hits the ground.


    He's out cold.


    It's over. Half the arena cheers, while a low thrum of boos seems to underlay the celebration. Naz finally pulls his eyes away from the ring as I frown. "Guess red shorts won."


    "Guess so," he says. "Good thing, too."


    "Why?"


    "Because I had a quarter of a million riding on him."


    I gape at him as he stands up. He offers me his hand, and I take it. We don't say goodbye, don't hang around to celebrate, don't even wait for the official announcement of the winner. We leave the arena, heading back into the casino, and make our way back up to the penthouses.


    I let him dwell in silence during the journey, but once we're back in the suite, I can't take it anymore. My head is a frantic jumble of thoughts, puzzle pieces I can't quite fit together.


    He turns to me right inside the door, his expression serious. It's dark, the light so dim he looks like little more than an eerie shadowy form. I can barely make out his eyes. I want to ask him questions, but the words are intimidated.


    He knows me, though.


    I know he does.


    "I was married once," he says quietly, unprompted, answering what I long to ask. "It was a long time ago—a long, long time ago. Feels like forever, like another lifetime. I was a different person then, a different man. I didn't have much, but I had her… and then I didn't have her anymore."


    My feelings are at odds with each other. I'm not sure what to say. "What happened?"


    "I told you what happened," he says, and as soon as I hear those words, I know. He lost his family. "She was only eighteen. She didn't deserve what happened to her. She should've survived… they should've survived."


    "They?"


    He hesitates for a moment, as if maybe he's not going to answer, but the response finally leaves his lips in a whisper. "She was pregnant."


    I can't breathe again, and it's not from a hand around my throat. It's the lump of emotion that I can't swallow down that blocks the air from entering my lungs. A baby.


    He lets out an exaggerated sigh. "They died, and I survived. I was younger than you are right now… young and dumb, didn't think these things could ever happen to me. But I'm not naïve anymore, Karissa. I'm not going to lose another. I'm not going to make those mistakes again."


    "Who could do such a thing?"


    "A coward," he says. "A fool. He deserved to be punished, but the authorities let him walk away. They let him go. So I vowed someday I'd make him pay."


    "Have you?" I ask quietly.


    "No," he says, taking a step toward me. "Not yet."


    I can see him better now that he's closer, can see the sadness lurking in his eyes. I don't think twice before reaching out and cupping his cheek, feeling the coarse, bristly hair against my palm. Naz doesn't like to be touched much… he prefers to do the touching, to be the one in control, even if it's only for show. I may not know everything about his history, but that is something I do know. It's something I've learned being with him.


    So I expect him to pull away, to grasp ahold of my hand, to move from my reach or divert my attention, but instead he just stands there, staring down at me, letting my fingertips trail along his jawline and explore his face.


    "I won't let it happen again," he repeats. "You're special to me, Karissa. I didn't expect you to be."


    "What did you expect?"


    "I don't know what I expected," he says, "but I didn't expect your innocence."


    "I'm not that innocent."


    His expression softens. "You're a cute little kitten."


    I roll my eyes. "I am not."


    "You are," he says. "You may growl, and hiss, and meow, and maybe sometimes you bring out those claws, but I know how to make you purr. I'm the king of the jungle. I'm the predator."


    "Does that make me your prey?"


    He shakes his head. "That makes you my queen."


    I caress his face before threading my fingers through his hair. "You make me feel like one."


    He says nothing in response, and I say nothing else, as he finally pulls my hands away from him, linking his fingers with mine to pull me toward the stairs. He takes me up to the second floor, to the master bedroom, where he slowly, and carefully, strips me out of my clothes. I nervously stand in front of him naked as his eyes scan my body.


    After a moment, he turns and strides away.


    My brow furrows. I hear him in the closet, and he returns holding one of his neckties. I stand still as he walks around behind me. I'm waiting for him to try to tie my wrists together again, thinking maybe he'll go for the ankles, even preparing for him to wrap it around my neck, but I let out a soft gasp when he slips it around my eyes instead. The room is cloaked in darkness as he blindfolds me, tying it securely in place.


    A yelp escapes my throat when I'm suddenly jolted, lifted up in the air. Naz picks me up, cradling me in his arms, and I blindly reach for him, clinging to him. He lays me down on the bed, whispering for me to relax.


    My instinct is to fight it, to tense up. It's alarming being in the dark. I try to relax, but my body is coiled like a spring. Every touch is like a jolt, the sensations heightened from the anticipation.


    Closing my eyes, succumbing to the blackness, I lay there as he has his way with me. He kisses and caresses every inch of skin, bringing me to the brink again and again. He's slow and gentle, sweet and genuine, as he whispers how much he loves me when he makes love to me.


    I paw at him, clinging to him, kissing and nipping at whatever skin my mouth can reach. I have no idea if it's his chest, his chin, or his cheek. It doesn't matter, though. It's him, and he's everything.


    Every part of him.


    It goes on and on until we're both sweaty and satiated. Naz pulls the blindfold from my eyes as he hovers on top of me, still deep inside of me. I blink away the darkness, adjusting to the dim lighting of the room, and watch as his lips curve. "You're mine forever," he whispers.


    I return his smile. "I'm yours."


    "Never forget it."


    "I won't."


    He pulls out of me, pulling me to him in the bed. It doesn't take long for sleep to pull me away from him.


    I sleep deeply, waking up in the middle of the night to find myself alone in the bed. I call out his name but get no answer. His clothes are gone from the bedroom floor, his shoes aren't here, and neither is his wallet.


    He's not in the suite anymore.


    I wander between rooms for a bit before making my way back to the bedroom. I wrap myself up in the sheets, snatching Naz's pillow from his side of the bed. It's cool to the touch, smelling a lot like him.


    I drift off again. Something jolts me awake much later, sunshine streaming through the window, bathing the bed in a warm glow. Opening my eyes, I see Naz when he steps into the bedroom. Yesterday's clothes hang from his frame, slightly disheveled.


    He looks exhausted.


    "Hey," I mumble, sitting up in bed and clutching the sheet around me.


    He pulls off his shirt. "Good morning."


    Naz strips right in front of me and says nothing else before disappearing from the room. The faint sound of water running reaches my ears after a moment, the shower starting up in the bathroom. Curious, I slip out of bed and join him.


    Naz stands under the spray in the shower, head tilted back and eyes closed as the water pelts him from all angles. I stop just outside the reach of the spray, taking a moment to admire him. Water runs down his strong frame as steam surrounds him like a fog. His chiseled jawline accents a stern expression. Despite his exhaustion, his arousal is obvious, his cock hard and twitching like he could easily go twelve rounds with me, right here, right now.


    Something tells me, from the look in his eyes when he looks over at me, that a bout with him today would be as ruthless as the brutality we witnessed in the boxing ring.


    He shifts position, motioning with his head for me to come closer. I step under the spray, flinching from the scalding water, as he wraps his arms around me.


    "Where'd you go last night?" I ask quietly.


    "Work," he says. "Had something to take care of."


    He reaches past me to grab some shampoo. It's the little bottle provided by the hotel, but I can tell it's not the cheap shit I've been subjected to at the hole-in-the-wall places I stayed in over the years in between houses with my mother.


    He squeezes some onto his palm before setting it aside. I start to step away from him, not wanting to get in his way of showering, when he runs his hands through my hair. I freeze, stalled in place by the sensation, as he lathers the shampoo up in my hair. His touch is firm, sending tingles down my spine, as he massages my scalp. My eyes drift closed, a soft moan escaping my lips.


    He doesn't stop there. I can do nothing but stand there as the man washes me from head to toe, lathering soap on every inch of my body before rinsing it away. He says not a word, doesn't even look me in the eyes again until he's finished. His eyes trail along my skin once I'm clean, lingering on the fading bruises along my neck. Reaching up, he brushes his fingertips along them, but he still makes no comment.


    Instead, he turns away.


    "Our plane leaves in two hours," he says. "We'll have to head out soon."


    It feels oddly like a brusque dismissal, his stance doing nothing to warm his words. I mumble, "okay," under my breath as I head out of the shower, grabbing a towel on my way. I dry off, wrapping it around me, as I go back into the bedroom.


    My eyes are drawn to his clothes on the floor, but I leave them there, focusing my attention on my own things. I dress quickly and pack, throwing my hair into a ponytail before making my way down to the first floor of the suite.


    I can hear the shower turn off, hear Naz going about his business upstairs, as I walk to the vast windows and gaze out. We've been here for two days, yet it feels like we just arrived hours ago. There's so much I haven't done, so much I haven't seen, parts of the suite I haven't even ventured to yet.


    Naz comes down, dressed back in a black suit. He's distracted as we check out, distracted on the drive to the airport in the limo. The others are already there, on the tarmac, belongings being loaded onto the plane when we make it that far. Naz bypasses them all, guiding me straight onto the plane.


    We sit in the same seats as before.


    The others take their same seats, too.


    They're more subdued today, nobody saying much of anything as we settle in for the trip home. I glance around at their faces, my gaze settling on the seat across from me.


    Empty.


    We're coming home with one less person than we went to Vegas with.
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    You cannot step in the same river twice.


    The first day of philosophy class, Professor Santino stood at the front of the classroom and uttered those words, quoting the philosopher Heraclitus. He said it with such conviction, and it made so much sense in theory, until he asked us to explain what it meant.


    I didn’t raise my hand.


    There were a few responses, but they always went along two lines—either it's because you've changed, or it's because the river has. The debate lasted nearly the entire hour. At the end of the class, someone asked Santino to tell us which side was right.


    The man shrugged a shoulder, absently tapping his pointer stick against the hard floor. “Nobody knows. Maybe it's both.”


    Standing in my dorm room so many months later, surrounded by all of my things, jet-legged and feeling out of place, I think I finally understand it. I'm not the same person who left here forty-eight hours ago.


    And when Melody bursts in, wide-eyed and frantic, I seem to instinctively know: this place isn't the same, either. Minutes, hours, days passed... time that changed me, time I can never get back or experience here. Time I wasn't around for.


    Lost time.


    It changes everything.


    Melody's breathing hard, staring at me like a mad woman. I freeze in front of my closet, a stack of hangers in my hand as I prepare to pack them in a cardboard box. Her eyes hold secrets she's desperate to spill, but I can tell from her expression they might not be ones I want to hear.


    "Have you heard?" she asks, her eyes flickering toward my desk, where Naz quietly stacks up my books, his back to us.


    "What?"


    "Satan," she says, shutting the door. "He's dead!"


    I blink rapidly. "Huh?"


    "Satan," she says again. "Santino! He's dead!"


    My stomach sinks, everything inside of me coiling, barely holding the swell of nausea down. I have a million questions, but all that sputters out are mere syllables. "What? When? How?"


    "It happened Thursday… or Friday. I don't know. But somebody killed him! They stabbed him or something... impaled him." Her voice drops low, cracking as she steps toward me. "They said it was his pointer thingy, that the stick was like, stuck, in his chest! Can you believe it?"


    I can't. Her words hit me, bouncing off the surface, refusing to sink in. How can he be dead? "Who did it? Who killed him?"


    "Don't know," she says. "The police are investigating, but I don't think they've arrested anyone. It's just... wow. Someone killed him."


    "Who would do such a thing?" I look at Naz, who is packing up my books in silence. "Naz?"


    He turns at the sound of his name, raising his eyebrows. "Yes?"


    "Professor Santino... he's dead!"


    His expression is stoic. "I heard."


    "Can you believe it?"


    "Yes," he says, his curt answer catching me off guard. "I'm only amazed it didn't happen sooner."


    "What? What do you mean?"


    "Daniel didn't have a lot of friends, Karissa," he says. "It was only a matter of time before he pushed the wrong button."


    I stare at him. How can he be so unaffected? Sure, Santino wasn't nice, but Naz knew the man.


    Melody clears her throat, drawing my attention back to her. She launches into conspiracy theories, who could've done what and why and how, like this is a game of Clue and she can riddle it out with the right game pieces. I listen to her, my attention consistently shifting to Naz. He steadily packs, but I can tell he's listening.


    "It's just so crazy," Melody says after a moment. "Thank God we're moving out this week. I don't know if I feel safe here right now, you know? It's creepy."


    "I know," I whisper. "My mom always said New York was too dangerous."


    A loud whack echoes through the room. I flinch as Melody gasps. My eyes dart to Naz in shock as he reaches down and picks up a textbook from the floor that he dropped. Wordlessly, he places it in the box, continuing on with the others, as if he hadn't interrupted.


    "So you're packing now," Melody says. "Are you going home for the summer?"


    Before I can respond, Naz interjects. "Forever."


    "What?" Melody asks.


    "She's going home forever," Naz clarifies.


    Melody's gaze shifts between us. "Wait, what? You're moving back in with your mother?"


    "No," I say quietly. "I'm moving in with Naz."


    These were things I hadn't given much thought to last night. In fact, it didn't really hit me until we landed in New Jersey and Naz told me he'd help me gather my things to move in.


    I told him that was crazy; I couldn't live with him.


    He told me it would be crazy not to, considering we were engaged.


    Melody stares at me with shock, and I almost feel guilty. The girl doesn't know the half of it yet.


    "You're moving in together?" she gasps. "Already?"


    "Uh, yeah."


    "Are you ready for all that?"


    Such a loaded question, one I'm not even sure the answer to. Before I can conjure up a response, Naz chimes in, laying it all out on the table. "I certainly hope she's ready, considering she agreed to marry me."


    Melody looks like she's been slapped, her eyes so wide I'm surprised they haven't popped out of their sockets. She just stares at me, and I smile sheepishly, holding out my hand to show her the ring.


    I expect her to be confused.


    Maybe even angry.


    But I don't anticipate her excitement.


    She lets out the loudest shriek as she grabs my hand, jumping up and down with delight, yelling at me to spill every last detail. I explain what I can, what I remember. It's not much of a story, but the dreamy look she gets in her eyes tells me it's enough to make her swoon.


    Naz remains quiet throughout my story.


    He's still packing like it's the only thing that matters.


    Melody is rambling too fast for me to keep up when a series of familiar beeps rings out in the room, interrupting her train of thought. Naz pulls out his phone, glancing at it, and turns to me. "I have to get going. Have something to handle for work."


    "Okay."


    "I'll be back to pick you."


    "I, uh... I'd rather stay here tonight."


    A look of hurt passes across his face, wounded pride, like I've rejected him. "You want to sleep here?"


    "Yes. I mean, if you don't mind. I have to finish packing, and it'll give me a chance to catch up with Melody."


    Naz looks like he's going to argue, but his phone ringing again stops him. Sighing, he kisses the side of my head and strides toward the door. "I'll be back tomorrow morning."


    He walks out without waiting for me to escort him down, and I shrug it off. What are they going to do? Evict me? Certainly isn't the first time he's wandered these halls alone.


    I turn to Melody as she flops down on her bed, staring off into space, shell-shocked. "You're engaged."


    "I am."


    Her skeptical gaze turns to me. "Have you told your mother?"


    "No," I whisper. "Not yet."


    Loud laughter bursts from Melody, like it's the funniest thing she's ever heard. I smile at the absurdity, although my insides are knotted tightly, so much I can hardly breathe.


    My mother's not going to take this in stride.


    She's going to think the city corrupted me.


    And maybe it has, but I'm happy that way. I can't step in the same river twice, but that's okay, because there are more rivers out there, unchartered water, that I'll get to explore with the man of my dreams.
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    The sky is still dark. It's so early it barely constitutes 'tomorrow' or 'morning' when Naz reappears at the dorm. He once more makes it up to my room without anyone signing him in, slipping right past the flimsy security of the dorm, reminding me how unsafe a place like this can be. Santino's death lingers on the back of my mind, knowing there's a killer roaming around putting me on edge.


    Maybe moving in with Naz is the best idea. At least with him, I'm safe. Nobody is stupid enough to mess with him.


    He knocks on the door of the dorm room before dawn, rousing both Melody and me from sleep. We locked the door last night for probably the first time all semester. Melody merely rolls over, throwing her blanket over her head with a groan as I flick on the light and open the door. Naz strolls in, dressed as usual, a pair of black gloves on his hands.


    Groggily, I rub my eyes as I survey him. "Is it cold out or something?"


    He raises an eyebrow in question. "Why?"


    "You're wearing gloves," I point out.


    "No," he says, glancing down at his hands, before turning away from me and surveying my things. I finished packing last night, everything shoved into boxes except for my pillow and blanket. "This should all fit in the car, but if not, we can come back for it later."


    "Okay."


    I flop back down on my bed, yawning, and watch as he stacks boxes and picks them up, heading out the door.


    It takes him less than ten minutes on his own to take everything downstairs to the Mercedes, parked in a coveted spot right along the curb. He has it all crammed in and loaded before I even get around to sliding on my shoes. I tell him I'll meet him at the car as I snatch the blanket off of Melody's head and shove her over to sit down.


    "What?" she groans, half-asleep. She elbows me as she tries to grab her blanket.


    "I'm leaving," I say. "Wanted to say goodbye."


    "Later, hooker," she says. "See you later, not goodbye."


    "See you later," I say, throwing the blanket back over her head. I stand back up and head for the door.


    "So just chill," she calls out. "'Till the next episode."


    Rolling my eyes, I head out, finding Naz waiting downstairs with the passenger door open for me. I get in, some anxiety brewing in my stomach when he climbs in beside me.


    "You ready to go home?" he asks as he starts the car.


    Home. Such a simple word, but the connotation of it makes something inside of me soar. I've never really felt like I was standing on stable ground, like there was somewhere I could call home permanently. My life has always been a series of temporaries: new towns, new people, new schools, and new houses. New everything. The world around me fluctuated, so many variables in my word problem of life to ever figure out the answer of who I am.


    But Naz is my new constant.


    My permanent.


    He makes it easier to find my answer, to find my place.


    My home.


    "Yeah," I say, offering him a small smile. "I'm ready."


    I'm quiet on the drive to Brooklyn, quiet when we pull up to the house, quiet as we head inside. We unload my things, taking them up to his room… our room… for me to unpack.


    "Should I…?" I hesitate, looking at the massive dresser. "Can I…?"


    "Whatever you want," he says, answering my unasked questions. "What's mine is yours, Karissa."


    There's an extra closet in here, half of the drawers in his dresser empty, like it was all waiting for me to move in all along. Naz lingers in the room while I unpack before excusing himself when his phone rings. He comes back a few minutes later, pausing in the doorway. "I have some work to take care of… I'll be back around noon. Settle in, get comfortable…"


    "I will."


    He strolls over, kissing me, a smile tugging his lips. "I'm happy you're here."


    "I'm happy to be here," I whisper, but he's already gone before the words are from my lips.


    I finish unpacking, almost everything I own belonging in the bedroom, before I head downstairs to the den. I take the few DVDs and books I own and put them on his shelves, mixed in with his. When I'm finished, I glance at the time. Barely ten o'clock in the morning. I have at least two hours until Naz gets back, so I do what any self-respecting woman would do when left all alone with her guy's belongings for the first time.


    I snoop.


    I've seen what Naz has on the surface, but I dig deeper, wanting to see more of the man, the parts of him that are tucked away. I rifle through shelves and cabinets, even searching his junk drawer in the kitchen, before heading back to the bedroom and turning to his things.


    You can tell a lot about a person by what they keep hidden in their underwear drawer. It's their private spot, the one place they don't expect anyone to touch out of decency. It's where I always hid my love letters, my birth control when I got it at sixteen without my mother's consent, the vibrator I bought on my eighteenth birthday… but Naz's drawer is a ghost town.


    What a letdown.


    I shut the drawer, glancing in the others to find nothing out of the ordinary, before heading to his closet. I count a dozen black suits, not including the one he's wearing and whatever's dirty, but he has a good bit of other clothes. I wish he'd wear the others more often. I'm checking out his tie collection, most solid colors, when my eyes drift to the shelf on the top of the closet.


    A silver metal case, no bigger than a shoebox, sits in the corner. Curious, I reach up on my tiptoes and pull it down, nearly dropping it as soon as I get my hands on it. It's heavy. I can hear stuff jingling around inside. There's a lock on the box, but I haven't found any keys during my search that would open it.


    Scowling, I shake the box, trying to figure out what's inside, before straining my muscles to shove it back up on the shelf.


    Another letdown.


    Giving up, I head out of the bedroom, looking in closets and scarcely furnished guest rooms, before heading back downstairs. Every other room is exactly as expected… nothing but laundry stuff in the laundry room, a spare room full of exercise equipment, and the massive garage is full of tools, old faded stains on the concrete.


    I find a door leading down into what I assume is the basement, a musky, dank odor wafting out of it. There's no light switch, and the stairs are flimsy, the little bit of light filtering down from behind me illuminating tons of cobwebs, so I don't dare go down there.


    No thanks.


    It's twelve o'clock on the dot when I hear the front door open. I'm sitting on the couch in the den, my feet tucked beneath me as I flip through channels on the television. Naz walks in, letting out a deep sigh as he flops down beside me. He looks older than when he left just hours ago, the bags beneath his eyes heavier, a weariness in his face that hints at exhaustion.


    "You look tired," I say, settling on some cooking show.


    "I am," he says. "I feel like I could sleep for a week."


    "Take a nap."


    "I'm not a toddler."


    I shrug. "I take naps."


    "Yeah, well, it's beauty sleep for the beautiful," he says, looking at me, "but there's no rest for the wicked."


    I roll my eyes. "I wouldn't call myself beautiful."


    "I would."


    "I wouldn't call you wicked, either."


    "I would."


    "Regardless," I say, "if you're tired, you should go to sleep."


    "Yeah, I should," he admits, although he makes no move to go upstairs, settling in on the couch as he kicks his shoes off. "You find anything interesting today?"


    My brow furrows. "When?"


    "When you went through my stuff."


    My heart seems to stop for a second as I turn to him. "Why do you think I went through your stuff?"


    "Because you're human," he says. "It's normal to be curious, and you're a smart woman… I'd expect no less."


    I'm not sure what to say. He doesn't sound upset in the least, but his matter-of-fact tone, pegging my actions from the start like he knows me better than I know myself, still unnerves me. "No, I didn't find anything."


    "Figured you wouldn't," he said. "Nowhere near as interesting as what I found in your drawers in the dorm."


    Now my heart does stop. My eyes widen. "You went through my stuff?"


    "Of course. I'm human, too."


    "What…? When…?"


    "When you were sleeping that first night. You woke up and caught me."


    I know when he's referring to… he'd been looking at the picture frame on my dresser when I woke up. "So that's what you were doing."


    "Yes," he says. "Although, I have to say, I was surprised you only had one vibrator. That's at odds with the vixen you turn into when I get you naked."


    Blood rushes straight to my face. I can feel my cheeks flame with embarrassment. I look away from him, covering my face with my hands, as he lets out a loud laugh. Before I can think of something to say he grabs ahold of me, laying down on the couch and pulling me into his arms. I tuck in against him, my head on his chest. "Ugh, I'm so embarrassed."


    "Don't be." He kisses the top of my head. "Do you use it often?"


    "Oh God," I groan, closing my eyes. "You're not helping me not be embarrassed, Naz."


    "There's nothing to be ashamed of… I'm just curious."


    "No," I whisper. "Not anymore, anyway. Not since you."


    Ugh, are we really talking about this?


    "Good." I can hear the sleep in his voice. "I'm glad."


    "You are?"


    "Yeah," he says. "I like to know I can keep you satisfied."
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    They say what goes around, comes around. Do unto others, as you would have them do unto you. It's the Golden Rule. I've always tried to follow it, to be a good person, but karma has caught up to me.


    Dozens of calls. Just as many messages.


    I haven't heard from my mother in weeks.


    I'm regretting all those times I sent her to my voicemail, regretting the missed calls and days where I didn't respond to her messages. Every time her answering machine clicks on, I grow a little more worried, leaving yet another message she won't respond to.


    "Mom, it's me… call me."


    "I'm worried, Mom… where are you?"


    "Why aren't you calling me?"


    "Please, just let me know everything's okay."


    I'm in the den, where Naz spends most of his time when he's home, sprawled out on the couch in my pajamas. I've been here for seven days now, and it still feels surreal, like I'm just visiting, although Naz acts like I've lived here all along. His guard dropped easily, quickly, the façade of perfection he always carried melted away now that I've moved in.


    Today he's sitting at his desk, still wearing a black suit, but he didn't bother putting on a tie and his feet are still bare. The top few buttons of his shirt are undone, his sleeves shoved up to his elbows, the bottom not tucked in. His laptop is open in front of him as he types away. He's doing whatever it is he does, I'm not entirely sure. I asked and he said 'dealing with people'.


    For someone who deals with people every day, I rarely see another living soul come around him.


    He works odd hours, leaving occasionally on a whim, slipping away in the middle of the night and returning before I'm awake. I have my suspicions about what kind of dealing he does, but I don't bring them up to him.


    Maybe because I don't think he'll admit it.


    Or maybe because I'm afraid he will.


    Sighing, I open up the contacts on my phone and find my mother's name, hitting the button to call her. Bringing the phone to my ear, I listen as it rings twice. I wait for her machine, the monotone 'leave a message' voice, but instead a series of beeps greets me before the line dies.


    I call her back again right away, hoping it's a fluke, once more getting the beeps. My stomach drops. The tape is full. I don't know what to do, what to think, but sickness brews inside of me at the realization.


    She hasn't been listening to my messages.


    "Do you think I should call the police?"


    The typing instantly ceases as Naz's eyes dart over top of the computer, meeting my gaze. "Excuse me?"


    "I can't get my mother on the phone," I say. "I haven't heard from her in weeks, so I'm wondering if I should call the police, you know, to have them go check on her."


    He stares at me for a moment. "People go weeks without talking to their parents. That's nothing out of the norm. I haven't spoken to mine in months."


    His words distract me from the worry. "You have parents?"


    "Of course," he says. "I didn't create myself."


    I roll my eyes. "I know that. I just didn't realize they were still around. You don't ever talk about them."


    "We're not close," he says. "Ray's more of a father to me than my own father ever was."


    My curiosity is piqued. He opened the door, so I stick my foot in, seeing how far into the room I can get. "Have you known Raymond long?"


    "Since I was your age," he says as he shakes his head. "Younger, actually. I was sixteen."


    "How'd you meet him?"


    He's quiet, and I think he's about to shut down, to change the subject, when he lets out a deep sigh and closes his laptop, sitting back in his chair. "I stole from him."


    That was not the answer I expected. "You stole from him?"


    "I did," he admits. "He owned this store back then… this little corner store, but it was a front for this gambling ring. I used to walk by it on my way home from school. I went in one day, grabbed a soda, and paid for it with a five-dollar bill. As soon as the guy opened the register, someone from the back called for him. When he wasn't looking, I reached over the counter, swiped the money from the register, and walked out."


    "Did you get caught?"


    "Of course," he says, laughing to himself. "Barely made it a block. I was about to cross the street when a car cut me off. Ray stepped out, said he wanted his money back. I gave it to him, of course. I knew who he was. He counted it out as I stood there, asked me why I did it. I gave some smart-ass response about how it was his fault for employing idiots who leave money out like that. Figured if he was going to hurt me, I may as well get my digs in while I could."


    "Did he hurt you?" I ask hesitantly.


    "Yes, but not as bad as he could've," he says. "I took the beating like a man, licked my wounds and went home. My pride was hurt more than anything. I wasn't mad he caught me, or that he beat me… I was mad he robbed me. You see, before he left, he took my five dollars."


    I can see where this is going. "I'm guessing you did something about that."


    He smiles. "I went to the store and demanded my money back."


    "Did he give it to you?"


    "No," he says. "He gave me something else instead."


    "What?"


    "A job."


    I hesitate as those words sink in. "And you've worked for him ever since?"


    He stares at me, and I can see the door closing, shutting me out. He doesn't answer, but his lack of denial is all I really need. His silence rings as confirmation. He looks away after a moment, standing up. "If you're worried about your mother, Karissa, go check on her."


    "I can't really afford—"


    He cuts me off with a sharp laugh of disbelief. "You're mistaken, sweetheart. What's mine is yours."


    He always makes everything sound so easy, so cut and dry, black and white, when the world is too messy to be categorized so simply.


    "Besides, you don't need any money to go check on your mother," he says. "I'll drive you."


    My eyes widen. "You will?"


    "Yes," he says. "Put on some clothes and we'll go."
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    Night has fallen by the time we make it to Watertown. I'm half asleep in the passenger seat after the five-and-a-half hour ride, the only thing keeping me awake my worry.


    And the fact that Naz really has no idea where we're going.


    I didn't realize it, until he set out on the road north, that all I ever told him was that it was an hour outside of Syracuse.


    Watertown seems dead at even such an early hour, only a few cars out and about, most places closed for the night. I give Naz directions to the flower shop, not surprised when we pull up in front of it and the place is dark. I know she's not there, her car nowhere around. It's too dark for me to see anything, to tell if she's even been here recently.


    I sigh, fidgeting with my seatbelt. "The house is in Dexter. It's a few miles outside of town."


    I give him directions, and he sets out on the road with no complaint, quiet as he follows the road out of town. We navigate the back roads in the darkness, my stomach dropping when we pull down the path leading to the house.


    Her car isn't here, either.


    The house is dark.


    He parks the Mercedes out front near the shabby porch and cuts the engine. I make no move to get out. She isn't anywhere around. I'm no closer to answers than I was hours ago in Brooklyn. "She's not here."


    "You're sure?"


    "Positive."


    "Come on," Naz says. "Let's have a look anyway."


    I don't argue, getting out of the car and following him onto the porch. He pauses and knocks on the door, and although it's silly, because I've already told him she wasn't here, I'm touched by the respect that shows.


    He waits, knocking until I grow impatient, pushing past him and reaching for the knob. I think it's senseless, considering she keeps a dozen locks on her door, so I'm astonished when the knob turns smoothly.


    The door creeks as it opens, the sound running through me, turning my worry into fear. She wouldn't leave her door unlocked like this, not intentionally, not unless she had no other choice. My heart is pounding hard, thumping painfully in my chest, and blurring my vision. Bile burns my throat that I swallow back as I whisper, "Something's not right."


    In fact, it's terribly, terribly wrong.


    Naz says nothing, stepping past me into the house. He strolls down the hallway in front of me, his footsteps heavy against the old wood. I follow him, flicking on lights as I go to get a better look. Everything seems in place, exactly as I recall it last time I was here. There's no sign of a struggle, no sign of any sort of foul play, and although that should ease my concern, it does little to help me.


    It's like she vanished into thin air.


    "Killer?" I call out, wondering if he's around anywhere. "Killer!"


    Naz's footsteps stop abruptly as he turns to me. "Kill who?"


    "It's our dog… Killer."


    "Ah." He glances around. "Looks like the dog's gone, too."


    I check the other rooms, eventually making it to my mother's bedroom, tensing when I open the door and finding the first sign of disarray. Things are strewn around, drawers left open and clothing torn from hangers. Her suitcases—suitcases I've seen stuffed with belongings over a dozen times in my life—aren't on the bottom of her closet, where she always kept them stored.


    She's gone.


    And she left in a hurry.


    "She ran."


    I turn to Naz in the doorway when he speaks. "What?"


    "It looks like she ran out of here," he says. "Like she was running from something."


    "Or someone," I say, shaking my head.


    "Why do you say that?"


    "She's been running my entire life, from someone, or to someone… I don't know. It's like she's chasing a ghost."


    "Or a ghost is chasing her."


    "Yeah," I whisper. "Guess it caught up to her again."


    I stroll through the room, looking through drawers, rifling through the things she left behind as Naz walks out. Down the hallway, I hear the answering machine click on as Naz presses the button to listen to the messages. My voice echoes through the house, message after message, growing more worried with each one.


    I pull open the top drawer of her dresser. It's mostly empty, but some stray things remain. I sort through it, finding a Polaroid picture, and pick it up. It's old and faded, a much younger version of my mother that looks startlingly like the woman I see when I look in a mirror.


    It's strange, seeing her look this way, so used to the stressed woman who raised me, age showing on her face, hair prematurely gray. I clearly got my looks from her, though. She's with another woman in the picture, a stunning brunette with olive skin. The words 'best friends forever' are scribbled on the bottom in a foreign handwriting.


    I don't know the woman, never saw her picture before. It surprises me, seeing my mother so normal. She had a best friend.


    "Did you find something?"


    Naz is back in the doorway, startling me when he speaks. I shake my head, tossing the Polaroid down on the dresser. "Just an old picture."


    I plop down on her cold unmade bed. I wonder how long it has been since it was slept in. Days? Weeks? Since the last time I was here?


    Naz strolls over, pausing in front of the dresser, as he looks down at the picture. He gazes at it for a minute in silence.


    "I'm sorry," I say quietly.


    He doesn't turn around, his shoulders tensing at my apology. "For what?"


    "For wasting your time," I say. "For having you drive the whole way up here for nothing."


    "It wasn't for nothing," he says, turning around. "At least we know now."


    I leave Naz in there to go to my room, scrounging up some of my belongings. I don't know when, or if, my mother will ever come back here, and I don't want to just abandon everything. Naz surfaces, loading my things into the car. I give one last look around the house, locking the door as I leave, feeling bad for leaving so much behind but I can't take it all with me.


    Naz is quiet on the drive home. It feels so much longer than the drive there. He said at least we know now, but he's wrong. I feel like I understand less than I did hours ago.


    "She'll come for you."


    My brow furrows as I glance at Naz, barely making out his face in the darkness. We're nearing Brooklyn again. Neither of us has said a word in hours. "What?"


    "Your mother," he says. "She'll come for you."


    "How do you know?"


    "Because I told you—only a coward leaves their family."
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    The cafe is quiet with school out, the students that frequent the area day after day all gone for the summer. I sit in the usual seat I planted myself in weekly for studying, sipping my warm chocolate mint tea. It tastes like a liquid peppermint patty, rich and creamy, something that always made Melody cringe.


    At the thought of my friend, I glance at the nearby clock and sigh. She's late, unsurprisingly. I'm not even sure if she's still coming. I haven't heard from her all day. Naz is working, so I came into the city on my own, making plans to spend some time with my friend. He left me some cash, a whole lot of cash, and my own house keys so I can come and go.


    I guess that officially makes it my place now, too. Weird.


    I take another drink, savoring it, when I hear Melody's voice behind me. "Well, I guess some things never change."


    I turn around, eyes widening as I look at her. Her usual blonde hair is now bright platinum, stark red and black streaks running through it.


    "Do you like?" she asks, fluffing up her hair. "Switching up on you ordinary bitches."


    I laugh, shaking my head. "It's very you."


    "Right? I thought so, too." She orders a coffee and plops down across from me, sipping on it before she launches into her usual rambling, going on and on about what she's done already this summer (way too much) and how things with Paul are (better than she hoped but man, he needs to get a job), before she flips the script right back to me. "So how's engaged life?"


    "Fine," I say, shrugging.


    "Fine," she echoes. "That's it? Fine?"


    I shrug. "Yeah, fine."


    She rolls her eyes at my response, launching into a dozen questions: When's the wedding? Where? Do you have a dress? Who's all invited? Can I see the ring again? I humor her, although I haven't given much of it any thought.


    "So what are you going to do next year?" she asks. "You know, since your GPA wasn't high enough to keep your scholarship."


    I think I preferred wedding talk to this. I let out a sigh, shrugging. I've tried not to think about it, but it's been lingering there, in the back of my mind. I've got a tuition bill coming that I could never pay. I know Naz says what's his is mine, but how can I ask for thousands to pay for my classes? "I'll figure it out."


    "You better," she says. "We totally need to take this class together—Ethics & Society."


    "Hell no," I say. "Fuck no. Shit no. No more philosophy classes."


    She laughs. "Come on, it'll be easy."


    I ball up a napkin and throw it at her. "Negative."


    She shrugs, finishing off her coffee. "Your loss."


    She can't stay long, having to meet her parents for lunch across town. I bid her goodbye, making plans to meet here again next week, and she starts to walk away but pauses after a few steps. "Oh, I almost forgot! This came for you the other day… it was sent to the dorm room."


    She tosses an envelope down on the table. I glance at it, seeing no return address, but the handwriting strikes me as familiar… my mother's.


    I finish off my drink and throw it away before heading for the door. I tear open the envelope, yanking out the single sheet of notebook paper, and unfold it. It was scribbled hastily, no sweet greeting or small talk, straight to the point.


    Sorry if I've worried you. I can be reached at the number below. Call me as soon as you can. I love you.


    I stare at the number, the area code 201 striking me.


    She's in New Jersey?


    I reread the words a few times, going over the numbers in my mind. I push my confusion aside, grateful to have something. I don't have any answers, but at least she's okay. She's out there, and I have a way to reach her.


    I fold the letter up and stick it back in the envelope, shoving it in my pocket. I make the trip back to Brooklyn and am approaching the front door of the house when someone speaks. "Karissa Reed?"


    I stall and turn around, eyes widening at the sound of my name on this stranger's lips. He's nobody I've ever seen before, an older man with graying hair, wearing an ill-fitting blue suit. Another younger man lingers on the sidewalk, trying to act casual, his hands on his hips, pushing his coat out of the way and exposing a shiny gold badge clipped to his belt.


    Police.


    "Uh, yes," I say hesitantly, staring at the badge for a moment before turning to the one who addressed me. "Can I help you?"


    "We're hoping so," he says. "We wanted to ask you a few questions."


    "About?"


    "About Daniel Santino."


    My brow furrows. Professor Santino? "What about him?"


    "Would you mind coming down to the station with us?" he asks, smiling tersely. It doesn't escape my notice that he avoids answering my question. "It'll only take a few minutes."


    I glance between the two men and the car parked near them—clearly an unmarked police cruiser. "I don't know."


    The second officer struts toward me, his expression hard. I watch enough mindless television to know the good cop/bad cop act, and this one obviously is the latter. "You can come with us now voluntarily or we can pick you up later and take you downtown, whether you like it or not."


    Frowning, I oblige, climbing into the backseat when the older officer opens the door for me. He's kinder, trying to be friendly and chatting as he drives toward the police station. Detective Jameson with the Homicide Unit.


    His partner, Detective Andrews, is clearly naturally an asshole. He sits in the passenger seat, silent, scowling.


    When we arrive, I'm taken to a small drab room with nothing but a table and some chairs, the walls slate gray, a sign on the door that says 'Interrogation'. I nervously sit down in a chair with the men across from me. They offer me something to drink, but I'm too anxious to accept it.


    Their questions seem simple on the surface: When's the last time you spoke to Daniel Santino? What did you talk about? Why were you there? They ask me again and again, the same tedious questions in a loop just worded a little differently each time, as if they expect to trip me up and get another response eventually.


    I was the last person seen with him.


    His estimated time of death coincided with my visit.


    "Wait, you don't think… I mean, you seriously don't think I had something to do with this, right?"


    Both men just stare at me.


    "He was alive when I left him," I say, in utter shock that they're insinuating I could be involved. "I would never hurt someone, much less kill them. I wouldn't... I couldn't. Check the security cameras. You'll see!"


    "The cameras in that building weren't recording," Detective Andrews says. "They recycle on a 24 hour loop. By the time he was discovered, the footage was erased."


    "Well, I swear he was alive. He was! I would never do something like that. I'm not that kind of person!"


    "I believe you," Detective Jameson says. "We're just trying to lock down a timeline of that afternoon."


    He sounds genuine, but his words are at odds with Detective Andrews's attitude. He's treating me like a flat out criminal. His expression is hardened, his voice icy when he chimes in. "How long have you been involved with Ignazio Vitale?"


    Naz's name catches me off guard. "Excuse me?"


    "Ignazio Vitale," he says. "How long have the two of you—?"


    "I don't see how that's any of your business," I say, slipping my hands from the table onto my lap when the man's attention shifts to the ring on my finger.


    "You're aware of his reputation, I presume? It's not a far stretch to think—"


    "Naz is a good man," I say defensively, cutting him off. "He has nothing to do with any of this."


    "Are you sure about that?"


    "Of course," I say. "I don't care what reputation you think he has. He's done nothing wrong, and neither have I… I didn't do anything. I just went to talk to him about my grade, and then I left, and he was still alive."


    "And where was Ignazio at that time?"


    My brow furrows. Before I can respond, the door to the interrogation room opens, another man poking his head in. Clearly their superior, based upon the way both men straighten their backs, giving him their undivided attention. He struts in, eyes skimming me, as he shakes his head. "You're free to go, Miss Reed."


    Detective Andrews shakes his head in disagreement. "We still have a few more questions."


    "Tough," the man says. "She's lawyered up."


    My eyes widen. I did what?


    Detective Andrews is just as surprised, turning to me. "I didn't hear you ask for a lawyer."


    I didn't know I needed one.


    Detective Jameson, on the other hand, stands and gathers his things. He pulls out a business card, slipping it across the table with a smile. "If you ever want to talk, my door is always open."


    He walks out, past his superior. I stand, rubbing my sweaty palms on the legs of my jeans and slip the business card in my pocket with my mother's letter as I look between the men. "So I can go?"


    "Of course," the man says, nodding tersely. "Thank you for coming in."


    "Sure," I mumble, my head down as I bolt out of the interrogation room. I hear the officers whispering behind me, their conversation heated, as I head into the lobby. Looking up, my footsteps stall when I come face-to-face with the last person I expected to be standing here. "Naz."


    The corner of his lip twitches. "You okay, jailbird?"


    I nod.


    "Good." All humor fades from his expression, eyes darkening with rage as he turns his focus to the officers gathering behind me. His gaze shifts between them, taking them in, the pure hostility wafting from him enough to make the hairs on my arm stand on end. "If you gentlemen have anything else, my attorney will be more than happy to field your requests, which you're well aware of. It's why I pay him, after all."


    "We had no questions for you," Detective Jameson says. "We just had a few for Miss Reed."


    "Who is my fiancée, which you're also now aware of," Naz says. "Bullying a young woman is quite unbecoming of you, Jameson. I thought your mother would've taught you better than that."


    Naz doesn't wait for the officer to respond. He motions with his head for me to come with him. I step past, and he presses his hand to my back, leading me out of the police station. His car waits by the curb for us. I slide in nervously, sickness brewing in the pit of my stomach.


    Naz pulls into traffic, heading toward Brooklyn, before he relaxes. He slouches somewhat in the seat, letting out a deep sigh. I'm not sure if it's relief I hear or if it's exasperation.


    "How did you know I was there?" I ask quietly.


    "An associate gave me a courtesy call when he saw you brought in. I got there as soon as I could."


    "Thank you," I say. "I'm glad you showed up."


    He looks at me. Reaching his hand out, he cups my cheek, stroking the skin with his thumb. "I'll always show up."


    "You promise?"


    "I swear it."
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    I'm sitting on the bed, the note from my mother sprawled out on my lap. My gaze shifts through the numbers over and over, reciting them to memory. I'm stalling, I know it, and maybe it's senseless, but I'm almost afraid to call her.


    She'll have questions.


    Much the same ones I have for her.


    What are you doing?


    Where are you staying?


    Why?


    My answers are probably more scandalous than hers.


    Sighing, I pull out my phone and dial the number, bringing it to my ear as it rings. I wait, almost expecting some sort of answering machine to greet me, when the line picks up. "Hello?"


    This is not my mother. This voice is male, gruff with a thick sort of accent. I sit in silence for a moment, unsure of what to say or how to react, when he says it again, impatiently. "Hello?"


    "I, uh… can I speak with Carrie?"


    "Who?"


    My stomach drops as I glance down at the paper. I know I got the numbers right. "Carrie," I say. "Carrie Reed?"


    "Ah, yeah, hold on." I hear shuffling, then his muffled voice rings out in the background. "Carmela! I think it's her!"


    My brow furrows. Carmela?


    There's another rustling before a breathy voice picks up. "Kissimmee? Is it you?"


    "Uh, yeah. What's going on, Mom? Who's that guy? Why'd he call you Carmela?"


    "Never mind that now," she says dismissively. "I'm glad you're okay."


    "Me? I'm fine. Where have you been? I've been worried!"


    "I needed to move on, sweetheart. I told you that when you visited. It was time."


    "You said you were thinking about it," I say. "I didn't expect you to pick up and leave everything behind. I went to check on you and—"


    "You've been to the house? Was it ransacked?"


    "Uh, no… why would it be?"


    "No reason," she says. "Look, I can't really get into it on the phone. I'll explain everything, I will… I just need you to come see me. Can you do that, Kissimmee? It's important."


    "I guess."


    "Come alone," she says. "Okay? It's important nobody else know where I am. Understand?"


    I understand, all right. She's snapped. All those years of running from memories and chasing phantoms has caught up to her, and she's lost what little sanity she had left. There's a difference between being crazy and being insane, and I'm terrified she's tiptoed over that line these past few weeks. "I'll come alone. Just tell me where you are."


    She spouts off an address, and I scour through the drawers until I find a pen to scribble it down. She once more reiterates my need to come alone before hanging up, not once asking me how I am or where I've been or what I've been doing.


    I toss my phone down on the bed beside me as I stare at the address. New Jersey. It wouldn't take me too long, half a day to get there, get my answers, and get back here to Brooklyn. Maybe I can convince her to come back with me, get some sort of help, because whatever she's doing isn't normal.


    "What do you have there?"


    I glance up as Naz walks in the room.


    "It's, uh… a note Melody gave me," I say, shrugging as I fold it up and shove it back in my pocket. "I had coffee with her today, you know, before the whole interrogation thing."


    I would tell him if he asked, tell him the truth about the letter, about talking to my mother, but he doesn't raise the subject any further. He pauses in front of me, grasping my chin and pulling my face up to look at him. He leans down to kiss me, his lips soft and sweet.


    All it takes is a simple touch from this man and I melt. His presence always makes the bad seem not so bad, the good just so much better, the world around me so beautiful and brand new. He makes me feel special, and safe, like the universe could be crumbling but he'd keep the ground beneath my feet secure.


    He wipes my worries away.


    I'll deal with my mother tomorrow.


    Tonight, I only want him.


    With trembling hands, I reach out and start unbuttoning his shirt. He lets me, never breaking the kiss, his hands cradling my head. He pulls away when he has to, letting his clothes drop to the floor, leaving him naked in front of me.


    Light filters in from outside, enough so I can make out every contour of his body. I want to trace every line, caress every crevice, taste his flesh with my tongue, and show him how much I love him with my lips. He sits down on the bed and reaches for me again, but I slip from his grasp and drop to my knees on the floor instead.


    His expression is strained as he stares down at me. I wrap my hand around the hard shaft and stroke a few times, watching him, before lowering my head into his lap. I flick my tongue out, tasting the tip of him.


    An unnatural groan vibrates his chest.


    His hands stroke my hair as I take him into my mouth. I can't take all of him—can barely take half of him. I've never tried to satisfy a man like Naz, so I just go at it and hope for the best.


    It doesn't last long before he stops me. Grabbing a hold of my arms, he pulls me up onto the bed with him, whispering, "That's enough, Karissa."


    "Was it not good?" I ask nervously.


    "It was great," he says quietly. "But you shouldn't ever kneel in front of me."


    I'm not sure whether to be flattered or offended, but he gives me little chance to be either. He takes over, stripping me as he pulls me deeper onto the bed with him.


    He lies back, letting me climb on top of him. I sink down on him, taking him inside of me, a chill running down my spine when I hear him groan again. The sound is so primal, unrestrained.


    I ride him, grinding against him, arching my back and taking him in as far as he can go. His hands are on my hips, but he doesn't guide me, for the first time since we've been together he's letting me do the work.


    I can tell when he's getting close. My hands are on his chest, covering his scars, feeling his heartbeat against my palm. It's racing, although he looks relaxed, his stomach muscles clenching as his eyes close.


    I can feel it as he comes, filling me with all of him. He groans again, this time louder, his grip on my hips tighter. When he relaxes, I stop moving, and he opens his eyes to look at me. I offer him a tentative smile, but he doesn't return it, knocking mine off my face when he yanks me off of him, onto the bed, and settles on top of me.


    I yelp, caught off guard, as he nuzzles into my neck, nipping at the skin. "That wasn't easy for me."


    He pushes inside of me, the thrust deep, making me gasp. He's harder now than he was before he even came. "I know."


    He's a machine, going on and on as night falls, not stopping until my body is tired, both of us covered in sweat from head to toe. I lay in his arms, my head on his chest. We're both quiet as we catch our breath, his heartbeat settling back into a steady, normal rhythm.


    I don't think my heart will ever beat the same.


    "Are you okay?" he asks quietly after a while.


    "Yes," I whisper. "Why wouldn't I be?"


    "You were hauled into the police station today. That has to be upsetting."


    "It was," I admit. "They think I… I mean, they thought I had something to do with what happened to Santino."


    "No, they didn't," he says. "They don't think that."


    "But they said—"


    "Just because they say it, doesn't meant they believe it," he says. "They don't think you killed Santino."


    "Then why did they say it?"


    "Because they think I did."


    I tense. "That's just crazy."


    I expect him to agree, to laugh it off, but he says nothing. He makes no noise at all. The silence that smothers the room is deafening, chilling, and I'm not sure what to say after that. I lay there, staring into the darkness, as Naz's hand strokes my bare side, holding me tightly like he'll never let me go.
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 I take the train to Manhattan, and then another train to New Jersey, hailing a cab outside of the train station in Newark. The driver looks at me peculiarly when I read off the address, making no move to pull away.


    "You sure that address is right?" he asks, looking at me in the rearview mirror.


    "Uh…" I glance at the paper. "Yes."


    "Okay, then."


    He starts on the road. Newark reminds me of a smaller New York City, with the skyscrapers and busy streets. I'm admiring it as we drive through the city, tensing a little when he starts weaving away. He passes through neighborhoods, each one growing rougher, until we start to approach what looks like the slums. Windows are smashed and boarded up, graffiti covering the sides of crumbling buildings, trash scattering the sidewalks.


    Please keep going.


    Please keep going.


    He stops.


    The cab pulls up in front of an old brick house. The one attached to it is abandoned, completely gutted, but the other looks inhabitable. Barely. My mother's car is nowhere to be seen. I see no signs of life around it, no lights on inside and no furniture on the small porch. I'm about to tell the driver to keep going, to take me back, because there has to be some mistake, when the curtain in the front room shifts around.


    Someone's inside.


    I pay the driver and get out, starting toward the house. I step up on the porch and knock, my heart hammering in my chest as I wait. My mother can't stay here, in this house, in this neighborhood. It's not safe.


    The door yanks open, a pair of deep brown eyes meeting mine. They belong to a man with jet-black hair, parted to the side and styled back, shiny from the amount of product in it. He has a moustache, but the rest of his face is freshly shaved. He's wearing dark gray slacks and a vest, with a light button down shirt. An unlit cigar is between his lips.


    He doesn't look like someone who would live in the slums.


    "I'm looking for Carrie," I say.


    "I know," he responds, the thick accent striking me. The same guy from the call. He steps aside, motioning for me to come in. Hesitantly, I step inside, seeing the house is mostly empty. He stands at the door for a moment longer, his gaze sweeping along the street. "You come alone?"


    "Of course."


    Satisfied, he shuts the door. He strolls past me, a peculiar sway to his walk, a strange limp like he can't quite bend one of his knees. "Your mother's not here."


    I stare at him, tensing as he heads into the living room and sits down on the shabby old couch—the only stitch of furniture in the room. "Where is she?"


    "Have a seat," he says casually, motioning toward the torn, filthy cushion beside him.


    "Where is she?" I ask again, making no move to come any closer. My eyes shift to the door, making sure it's unlocked in case I need to make a hasty exit, before I glance back at him. He's watching me, his lips curving with amusement as he strikes a match and lights his cigar. He tosses the match down on the wooden floor, stomping it out with his shiny black dress shoes.


    "I'm not going to harm you, girl."


    I try for the third time. "Where is she?"


    He slouches on the couch, resting his arm along the back of it as he stretches out, his gaze still firmly on me. "She stepped out."


    "Why? Where did she go?"


    "She thought it was best if she wasn't here, if I explain it to you."


    "Explain what?"


    He takes a drag from his cigar and is quiet for a moment, flicking his ashes straight onto the floor. "Why I left you."


    I stare at him, as every ounce of strength I tried to build, putting me on guard, fades away in a wave of shock. No way. I stare in disbelief, those words sinking in, my eyes roaming his face. Even from this distance, the freckles dotting his skin stand out like tiny beacons, displaying the truth before he even has to say it.


    I haven't been able to get ahold of my mother in weeks because she's been with my father, the man who abandoned us, who walked out on us. It's his fault she is the way she is, his fault she was constantly chasing ghosts, chasing him… and she found him. She fucking found him.


    And she's obviously even worse off for having done so.


    "I know why you left," I say, taking a step back. There are a few feet between us, but it suddenly feels way too close. "You left because you're a fucking coward."


    "Kissimmee…"


    "No," I say, shaking my head, the sound of that nickname coming from him stirring up anger. "Don't dare call me that! What gives you the right?"


    "Considering I gave you the nickname, I say I have plenty of right," he says. "I called you that when she was pregnant, my little Kissimmee baby. You were made there, you know, down in Kissimmee. So that's what gives me the right."


    "You have no right to even talk to me. You're nobody to me. Nothing. You lost all rights when you walked away. I didn't need you. I don't need you. But she loved you."


    "I loved her, too. I still love her. She knows that, she always has."


    "You're wrong," I say. "She was a mess, could never settle down or trust, always running because of you."


    He stands up. His presence feels imposing, intimidating. I take another step back as he starts toward me.


    "It wasn't me that had her running."


    "Whatever helps you sleep at night, buddy," I say. "You weren't there. You didn't see it. You didn't live it. I don't care what bullshit excuse you make up… running out on us is unforgivable, and if she thought you explaining it to me would make it any better, she's sorely mistaken."


    "Don't act that way," he says. "I deserve to be heard out. I'm your father."


    "You're nothing," I say. "John Reed is nobody to me."


    I spit the words with as much hostility as I can conjure up, meaning them with everything in me, but instead of flinching, instead of being hurt, he laughs. His laughter is loud and amused, striking me harder than fists.


    "John Reed," he says, shaking his head. "You're right—he is nobody. He's nothing. He doesn't even exist. But I'm your father, Johnny Rita, and you're my daughter, and your mother… your mother's my wife. Carmela Rita."


    "Her name is Carrie Reed."


    He shakes his head, his tone mocking as he says, "Whatever helps you sleep at night, girl."


    "I'm not a girl—I'm a woman. And I don't care what you have to say. I'm done talking to you."


    I storm outside, slamming the door behind me. I half-expect him to come after me, but he doesn't. Of course. My eyes sting as I walk away from the rundown house, trying to put space between that man and me.


    It isn't until I'm a few blocks away with tears streaking my cheeks that I realize the predicament I'm in. Frustrated, exhausted, I sit down on the curb by the street sign on a corner and pull out my phone to call a cab.


    It takes them twenty insufferable minutes to get to me. It drops me off at the train station in Newark, and I buy a ticket back home.


    It's nearing dark when I make it back to the house in Brooklyn. The sun is setting, everything looking as I left it, the driveway vacant of Naz's car. I'm in a daze, my stomach in knots. I feel like I've been drained, and I'm not sure which way is up.


    John Reed. Johnny Rita.


    Carrie Reed. Carmela Rita.


    Who are they?


    Who am I?


    I thought I knew, but now I'm not sure. I'm drowning in a river of secrets, living in a world built upon lies. Does Karissa Reed even exist? Or am I Karissa Rita?


    Who the fuck is that?


    Tears swim in my eyes again as I unlock the door and step inside the dark house. Things make even less sense now. What was real? What was a lie? I shut the door and lock it again, turning to head straight for the stairs, when a sharp voice in the darkness stops me dead in my tracks.


    "Where'd you go?"


    Jumping, I turn around and come face-to-face with Naz in the living room. I grab my chest, startled. "You scared me. I didn't realize you were home. Your car isn't in the driveway."


    "It's in the garage," he says, stepping toward me, his hands in his pockets. "Where'd you go?"


    "I, uh... I went to see my mother."


    "You found her?"


    "More like she found me," I mumble, reaching into my pocket and pulling out the crinkled note. "Melody gave me this yesterday… I called the number, and my mom gave me an address, told me to come see her."


    He steps closer, reaching his hand out, silently asking to see the note. I hand it over to him and he reads it, cringing. "You went to this place alone?"


    "She told me to. Said it was important."


    He folds up the note and hands it back to me as he meets my eyes. He stares hard as he reaches over and cups my cheek. "You've been crying."


    "It's been a long day."


    "Did you see her?" he asks. "Did you talk to her?"


    "No, she wasn't there."


    His eyes narrow suspiciously. "Was somebody else?"


    I nod. "My father, if you can believe it."


    I can hardly believe it myself.


    Naz's expression hardens. He's so still I'm not sure he's breathing. "What did he say to you?"


    "A lot," I mutter. "But nothing really. All lies, or maybe it's all the truth. I don't know. I figured out who he was and left."


    "What did he want?"


    "To explain why he left."


    "And did he?"


    "No, I didn't give him the chance."


    Naz's thumb strokes my cheek as he lets out a deep sigh. "Maybe you should."


    My brow furrows. "You think so?"


    "Yeah," he says. "I'm interested to hear what he has to say."
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 The trip to Jersey is quicker with Naz driving. I feel better now having him with me, like instead of being on defense maybe I'm on the offense this time. He holds my hand on the center console, his thumb soothingly stroking my skin.


    He has no issue finding the house, navigating the streets of Newark like he's well versed on the dilapidated neighborhood. My mother's car is there now, parked out front. Naz pulls the Mercedes to a stop behind it, cutting the engine and getting out without a word.


    He opens my door for me and I get out, taking a few steps toward the house when Naz grabs my wrist, pulling me to a stop. I look at him peculiarly, and he shakes his head. "Wait here."


    My brow furrows. "Why?"


    "Just trust me."


    I shrug it off, walking back toward Naz and pausing right in front of him, my eyes on the house. It's completely dark, illuminated only by the streetlight out front. It's nine at night, maybe a little later. "Maybe they're asleep."


    "They don't sleep here."


    My brow furrows. "How do you know?"


    "I just know," he says. "I can tell by looking at it."


    Before I can ask him any more, the curtain in the living room moves. The door yanks open, my mother appearing, eyes wide.


    She looks frantic.


    "Karissa," she shouts, her voice high-pitched, full of panic. "Oh God. Get away from him, sweetie."


    I blink a few times, caught off guard, as Naz slips his arms around me, pulling me flush against him. One arm encircles my waist as his other settles along my chest, his hand drifting up, resting at the base of my throat. He's holding me protectively, my armor against the brutal outside world, but my mother sees it differently.


    She lets out a panicked noise as she rushes forward, descending the small porch steps and wavering in the yard.


    "It's okay," I say. "It's fine, Mom."


    "Please let her go," she pleads, ignoring me, her focus on Naz. "I'm begging you. Let her go, Vitale."


    My blood runs cold when she says his name... his last name... the name those people use for him. This isn't right. She doesn't know him. They don't know each other. They can't.


    "I'm not going to hurt her, Carmela, but I'm not letting her go."


    My knees nearly give out on me. He called her Carmela. If not for Naz's strong hold, I would hit the ground. I turn my head, seeing Naz's serious expression, his eyes as dark as the night around us.


    "Naz," I whisper. "What's going on?"


    "What's going on is your mother isn't happy to see you near me."


    "Why?" I ask, my voice trembling. "Who are you?"


    "You know who I am," he says. "The question you should be asking is who are they."


    "Mom," I call out. "Mom, what's happening? How do you know Naz?"


    She doesn't look at me, but I know she hears my words. Her alarm grows when I call him Naz. She pleads with him more. "Please, she's my daughter... my little girl. She's been through enough. Don't do this to her."


    "I've done nothing to her," Naz says, his hand shifting higher, tightening around my throat. I gasp as he leans down, kissing my temple. "Nothing she hasn't wanted me to do."


    My mother's on the verge of hyperventilating. "Just let her go and let's talk about this. I'll give you whatever you want, whatever it is. Take me, but leave her alone. Please, I'm begging you. I'll do anything."


    Naz loosens his hold, and I breathe deeply, disoriented. "Johnny here?"


    "No."


    "Bet he went out the back door when he saw me, didn't he?" My mother doesn't respond to that question, which seems answer enough for Naz. He laughs bitterly. "Once a coward, always a coward."


    "Tell me what I can do," she says. "Just... whatever it is. Just tell me."


    "You know what I want. You stay out of my way, and I won't hurt you, Carmela. It's as simple as that. I don't want to hurt you—for her sake, I hope I don't have to. But nothing's going to stop me from getting what I want."


    "I understand," she says, taking another step toward us. "Just let Karissa go. Please."


    "I can't do that," Naz says. My mother makes an unnatural noise at his refusal. I'm too stunned to react. One of Naz's arms lets go of me as he reaches for the car door. "Get in."


    My eyes widen as I look at him. "What?"


    His eyes meet mine. "Get in the car."


    The voice in the back of my head screams for me to pull away from him, to run to my mother, but his troubled expression is enough to make my feet move toward the car.


    I slide into the passenger seat, and he slams the door, standing there for a moment longer.


    He loves me, I remind myself. There's no reason to be afraid.


    But this isn't my Naz, the Naz I fell in love with, and Ignazio Vitale scares the hell out of me.


    Through the window, I can hear my mother pleading with him some more, his voice casual as he shrugs off her concerns.


    My heart is in my throat, my stomach queasy when Naz gets in. He says nothing, starting the car and speeding away. He never looks at me, never addresses me during the drive. His hand no longer tries to hold mine. Things are so tense I think I might explode. It all keeps playing in my mind in a loop, their words, and his actions, everything that happened today playing over and over again.


    I'm not sure what to think about any of it.


    We get to the house, and I wrap my arms around my chest as I stand in the living room, trying to combat the swell of nausea as reality slams into me. "I don't understand."


    Naz loosens his tie. "What don't you understand, Karissa?"


    "Any of it."


    He's quiet for a moment as he takes off his coat. "I told you one day get him."


    "What? Who?"


    "The man who stole my life from me."


    My eyes widen as that sinks in. "It was him? My father?"


    "Johnny Rita and I were practically family. He was my best friend. And that meant nothing to him. He murdered my wife and kid right in front of me."


    "Did you know?" I whisper. "Did you know it was me all along?"


    His expression offers no apologies. I think I'm going to be sick. I shove past him, running for the kitchen, and fall to my knees in front of the trashcan, losing whatever's in my stomach. Naz follows, pausing in the doorway behind me.


    "You knew," I say, my vision blurred. "You used me all along just to try to find my father... just so you can kill him!"


    "That's not true," he says. "I knew who you were, Karissa, but I didn't use you so I could kill him. It was never my intention to kill Johnny. I said I wanted to make him pay."


    "How?"


    "He killed my family," Naz says. "So I was going to kill his."


    Oh God.


    I lose it again, heaving until my body has nothing else to give. I hear Naz approach, feel his hand pressing against my back. Trembling, I cower away, scurrying across the floor and pressing my back against the cabinets as I pull my knees up to my chest, trying to slink away. I stare at him, horrified.


    He was planning to kill me.


    Oh God, he's going to kill me.


    "You promised," I cry. "You promised you wouldn't hurt me."


    He crouches down in front of me. "And I'm not going to. I can't lie to you, Karissa. I've never lied to you."


    I scoff.


    His expression hardens. "Name one time I lied to you."


    "You lied about everything!"


    "No, everything I've told you was true. Just because I didn't tell you all of it doesn't mean I lied. Everyone has secrets."


    "I don't."


    "You did," he says. "I was your secret. We keep the darkest parts of us to ourselves until we think others are ready to see them. Sometimes that never happens, but I knew it tonight... knew it was time for you to see me."


    "See you? You're a monster!"


    "I am," he admits, "but don't pretend to be surprised. You knew that about me all along."


    "I didn't."


    "Ah, I don't lie to you, so at least give me the same respect in return," he says. "The pieces were all there from the beginning, every single one of them. Just because you refused to put them together, to look at the big picture, doesn't mean you didn't know what it was. I told you I wasn't a good man. I told you I never would be. That's reality, sweetheart, and you still asked me to stay." He reaches for me, grazing the back of his hand along my cheek and down my neck, across my chest. "You handed over your body so willingly, like it already belonged to me."


    I smack his hand away, the loud crack echoing through the silent kitchen as I try to move further away from him. "There's something wrong with you."


    "There's a lot wrong with me," he says. "Has been ever since your father aimed a shotgun at my chest and pulled the trigger."


    "Why?" The word is barely audible as tears spill over from the corner of my eyes. "Why did he do it? Why would he?"


    "Revenge."


    "Why?" I ask again. "What did you do to him?"


    "Nothing," he says. "It wasn't me he wanted vengeance against. He did it to get back at my wife's father."


    "Her father?"


    He nods. "Ray."


    I blink rapidly. I can only stare at him in shock.


    His wife was Raymond Angelo's daughter?


    "I was caught in the middle, condemned to die at the hands of someone close to me, someone who was supposed to love me. God spared me, but you see, nobody would've spared you, not when I was done with you, so you're lucky... you're fucking lucky... I fell in love with you."


    My voice is weak when I whisper, "You don't love me."


    "Oh, but I do," he says. "Because if I didn't? You'd be dead already."


    I let out an involuntary whimper at the sound of his voice, so matter of fact, with no sign of regret in his words. He would've killed me… he so easily could have, so many times. If it's love that kept me alive, what does it mean for now? What does it mean for my future?


    "Nothing's changed," he says, as if he can read my mind. "I'm still the man I was two hours ago, the same man I was two weeks ago, two months ago… two years ago. I'm the same man you gave yourself to, the same man you fell in love with. Nothing's changed."


    He says it like he means it, like he really believes it, but looking at him, I don't see that man anymore. I see a man who not only could end my life, but a man who I think someday might.


    "I'm not going to hurt you," he says quietly, and I close my eyes, unable to take the expression on his face, the look that wants me to believe it, that almost makes me believe it.


    I sit still, my breath hitching when I feel him touch my face, caressing my cheek, fingertips grazing my lips as I exhale shakily. I can tell he leans closer, his cologne stronger, his body heat wafting across my skin, warming me on the outside, but I'm so, so cold inside. He's turned my blood to ice, stopped my heart from pumping it from fear that if it does, it might still beat for him.


    "Tell me what you're thinking," he says, his lips near mine. He kisses the corner of my mouth. "Say something."


    His lips meet mine softly. I don't kiss him back, instead whispering a lone word. "Red."


    Red.


    His lips leave mine in the next breath, his hand dropping from my face. I open my eyes in enough time to see him stand up. He stares down at me for a moment in silence. He has the audacity to look upset, like I've wounded him, like the word hurt him more than he could ever possibly hurt me. It feels like an eternity passes around me as I stare up at him with watery eyes, trying to keep my tears from falling, before he looks away, turning his back to walk out of the room.


    I sit there for a while, not having the energy to move, before forcing myself to my feet. My knees are weak, wanting to give out as I leave the kitchen. My gaze darts to the front door, and for a brief second I think about running out of it, but where can I go? Who can I turn to?


    Who will believe me?


    What would he do?


    Instead, I head upstairs.


    I climb into bed with my clothes on, not even bothering to take off my shoes. I'm on the verge of tears, but the shock of it all is keeping them at bay.


    The city is dangerous, my mother repeatedly told me. There are people who will prey upon me, who will corrupt me, who will use me and abuse me. I have to be on guard, alert, always keeping my eyes open to the dangers of the world, because they're real, and they'll destroy me.


    I heard it over and over.


    So many times.


    Who would've expected I'd fall in blindly with the biggest threat of all?
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    The world keeps turning.


    I keep moving.


    Life around me continues to go on.


    Naz acts like nothing changed. He meant it when he said it, truly believed it, but it's different for me now. It's all different. The truth seeped into my bones, infused in my muscles, as much a part of me now as the blood in my veins.


    Blood that still feels too heavy in my chest, making each beat of my heart painful.


    The den is quiet. The television is on, but muted, reruns of Real Housewives playing on the screen. Naz isn't watching it, instead sitting at his desk with a book. He's reading. Reading. I don't think anything Raymond Angelo pays him to do requires him to look in a book.


    I stand just outside the doorway, looking in. I know the TV is on for me. He does it every day, turns on something he's seen me watch before, like he's trying to coax me into the room with him.


    I haven't gone in yet.


    It's been a week.


    He hasn't left the house. Every day the same thing, the same routine. He lies beside me at night, but I don't think either of us gets any sleep, staring into the darkness, lost in the bitter silence. He hasn't touched me… hasn't tried to touch me… since I spoke the safe word in the kitchen. Not so much as a brush of his arm against mine in seven days.


    I'm grateful. I'm relieved.


    But I ache.


    I mourn the loss of his touch.


    What's wrong with me?


    He tore me in two—half of me still clinging to who I thought he was, while the other half is shattered by the man he turned out to be. I love him. I hate him.


    If I never saw his face again, I would be better off.


    But yet I stand in the doorway, not looking at the silent television, instead looking at him. I wonder what he's thinking, what he's reading, what he'd say to me if I talked to him. I wonder if he knows how I feel about him right now, if this is how he's felt about me all along.


    He set out to destroy me, but he fell in love with me instead.


    I fell in love with him, and that's what destroyed me in the end.


    He says he would never hurt me, but he doesn't realize he already has.


    He hurt me by loving me.


    By being who he is.


    Because I am who I am.


    I stare at him like I used to stare at my philosophy book, like maybe all the answers will magically transfer into my brain so I know what I'm supposed to know, so I understand what so far has evaded me. My stomach knots, constricting the flight of the butterflies he gives me, until his gaze shifts my way. He doesn't move anything except his eyes as he regards me carefully. I feel like a child being watched, but he still looks at me like I'm a woman.


    He looks at me like he needs me more than the air he breathes.


    My lungs can't seem to work when he looks at me that way.


    My chest burns, my stomach churns, my vision goes hazy and my knees go weak, all the while the two halves of me scream at the top of their lungs. I love him. I hate him. He's everything that's good. He's the worst of everything. He gives my life meaning. He'll take my life away someday.


    My Prince Charming turned out to be the villain of my fairy tale, and part of me thinks that's okay, because eventually, it'll all disappear, anyway.


    Nothing lasts forever.


    Happily ever after, I think, doesn't exist.


    Naz curves an eyebrow in question but remains silent. I hesitate for a moment before turning around and walking away.


    There's nothing to do.


    I mindlessly walk laps around the house, sitting in one room for a bit before moving on to the next, never going into the den. I consider calling the number my mother gave me, but it feels like a betrayal to Naz, and I'm not sure what to say to her, either. The fact that she hasn't called me sticks out like a sore thumb.


    I text Melody and act like nothing is wrong.


    I flick little birdies across the screen and annihilate pigs to occupy my time.


    I even go outside and walk around the back yard. There's nothing out here, except for trees and grass, a lawnmower that desperately needs used and some rose bushes that seem like they've died a long time ago. I find the outside entrance to what I assume is the basement, and I consider going down there out of boredom, until I catch Naz watching me from the window in the den.


    His gaze burns through me, so I go back inside, just to escape it, going upstairs and falling into bed, succumbing to exhaustion and taking a nap. When I awaken, the room is dark. It's well after nightfall.


    My throat is dry.


    My stomach growls ferociously.


    Rubbing it, I head downstairs again. The light in the den is the only one that's on. I head into the kitchen, my footsteps faltering when I find a carton of Chinese food sitting on the counter beside the fridge. It's still warm when I pick it up, and I pop the top open, seeing it's beef Lo Mein with no vegetables.


    He ordered it for me.


    It's what I ask for when he orders Chinese.


    I grab a fork and start eating, curiosity fueling me as I stroll toward the den. Once again, I pause near the doorway and look in.


    The television is still on, the channel changed to some cooking competition. Naz is sitting at his desk, his feet kicked up now. He's changed, wearing a pair of sweat pants, which means he came upstairs while I was asleep.


    His eyes drift my way. I haven't made any noise, but he seems to always know when I'm there. He stares at me, his gaze shifting to the food in my hand, before he turns back to his book.


    It feels like an hour passes.


    It might've been only a minute.


    The silence is getting to me.


    I haven't used my voice all week, so I'm surprised it still works when I open my mouth. "What are you reading?"


    He doesn't react. He doesn't seem surprised that I've spoken. His eyes stay glued to the book until he flips the page. "The Prince."


    "What's that?"


    "It's Machiavelli."


    "Machiavelli." I lean against the doorframe. "Like Tupac?"


    Laughter escapes his lips—real laughter—the sound lightening the air in the room. I know who Machiavelli is, but I wasn't sure what else to say. He looks away from the book, those deep dimples out in full force. "Have you read it?"


    Slowly, I shake my head.


    "Everyone sees what you appear to be," he says, "few experience what you really are."


    I take a bite of the food. I know he's quoting The Prince, but damn if it doesn't feel like he's talking directly to me with that. "Does he have any advice for what someone's supposed to do when they see what you really are and it scares them?"


    He's quiet for a moment, his eyes narrowed as if in thought, before he responds. "Never was anything great achieved without danger."


    I don't say anything to that. I stand there for a while eating as he goes back to reading. My feet grow tired eventually, and without even thinking, I walk into the den and sit down on the edge of the couch.
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    Naz is fast asleep.


    He's on his side, facing away from me, hugging a pillow as he snores softly. It's the first time in a week I've been up in the morning before him.


    I move soundlessly around the bedroom, pulling on clothes and putting on shoes, my eyes periodically shifting to him to make sure he's still asleep. I grab my phone, tossing it in my purse, and head toward the door when I hear his voice. "Going somewhere?"


    I turn to him, seeing his eyes are open now, regarding me suspiciously.


    "I'm meeting Melody for coffee."


    "Is that right?"


    "Yes," I say. "Or actually, it's tea... chocolate mint tea, from the cafe we always went to."


    "In Manhattan."


    "Yes."


    He sits up. "I'll drive you into the city."


    "No," I say, holding my hand up to stop him before he can climb out of bed. "I can take the train there, no problem. I've done it before."


    Truth is, I need some space to breathe, to think, without the smell of his cologne surrounding me, without his presence looming in the next room.


    He stares at me. Hard. It's as if he's trying to decide whether or not to trust me, as if I've given him some reason not to. I haven't, though, and he seems to accept that after a moment. "Be careful, Karissa."


    "I will," I say, hesitating, staring at him as he just sits there and watches me. After a moment I turn away, striding out the door.


    I get to the city a few minutes early and step into the cafe, surprised to find Paul behind the counter. He looks at me, smirking. It gives me the creeps.


    "I didn't know you worked here," I say.


    "Just started," he says. "What can I get for you?"


    I order and take my usual seat, but I don't touch my drink. It freaks me out a bit that Paul made it. Last time I drank something his hands touched, I ended up collapsing on the sidewalk in the middle of the night, drugged.


    Melody strolls in at ten o'clock on the dot, taking a few minutes to flirt with her boyfriend before joining me. She plops down with a coffee, and before I can even say hello, she reaches into her purse and pulls out an envelope. "Oh, before I forget, you got another one of these letters."


    I look at it with surprise, taking it from her. "When did it come?"


    "Yesterday."


    I tear it open as Melody starts rambling. I pull out the single piece of paper and unfold it, seeing the scribbled writing just like the last one.


    Friday night. Midnight. Meet at the entrance to Washington Square Park. You have to get away from him. Leave everything behind. I love you.


    "Well?" Melody says, snapping her fingers in my face. "Are you listening?"


    I glance up, shoving the letter back into the envelope. Friday night. Midnight. I'm not sure how I could get away at that time. "No, sorry, what did you say?"


    She repeats herself, something about Paul. I don't know. I still don't listen. My mind is stuck on the note, my stomach in knots. I still don't know what to do, what to think.


    We've been here for going on an hour when Paul takes a break and squeezes himself in at our table. Sighing, I look away from them when they start getting touchy-feely, my gaze shifting to the window. My expression falls, my muscles tensing, when I see the familiar Mercedes parked across the street.


    The motherfucker followed me.


    I should've known. I'm more exasperated than shocked by it. Now that I know his secret, he's not going to let me out of his sight. He's not going to risk it.


    He's not even breathing the same air as me, but I suddenly feel like I'm suffocating. I can feel his hands around my throat, little by little squeezing the life out of me.


    Melody excuses herself to use the restroom. As soon as she walks away, I turn to Paul. I have a chance to slip away, and I need to find some way to do it... to at least hear them out, hear their side of the story.


    It's my mother, after all.


    I owe her that much.


    Maybe my life was built upon lies, but there's no denying she raised me for eighteen years on her own. The side of me that's fractured is frantic for this opportunity, while the other half is already grieving the loss of the man waiting outside.


    "I need something," I tell Paul, my voice barely a whisper. "Something to make someone sleep for a while."


    His eyes widen. "Like Ambien?"


    "Stronger."


    He stares at me. "I can't get anything like that."


    I make a quick glance around before focusing on him again. "The first night Melody met you, you bought her a drink... a drink I drank... a drink that knocked me out for half a day. I want whatever you put in it."


    "I don't know what—"


    "Cut the shit, Paul. I don't have time for it. Can you get it?"


    He nods slowly.


    "When?"


    "Tonight," he says. "I can get it from a friend of mine."


    "I'll be back this week for it."


    He starts to babble about how he doesn't usually do those sorts of things, how he knows he made a mistake, how he loves Melody and doesn't want anything to ruin it. I don't respond, and he silences himself when she returns from the restroom and retakes her seat.


    I stand up to throw my drink away. Hesitating, I pull out the letter and rip it up into a bunch of tiny pieces and throw it away, too. I tell Melody and Paul goodbye, but they don't hear me, too busy sucking face.


    I consider pretending I don't see Naz's car, but it's pointless. Instead, I cross the street, walking around and climbing right into the passenger seat. He glances at me. There's no apology in his expression.


    "I told you I didn't need a ride into the city."


    "I know," he says. "But you said nothing about not needing one back home."


    Semantics.
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    Night is falling, casting most of the house in shadows. It's dreary outside, cold and wet, a light rain falling, the weather matching the feelings simmering inside of me.


    I've been back and forth all day, on edge as I roam the house. I can't sit still. I can't do much of anything.


    It's Friday.


    It felt like it took forever getting here, but yet it came too soon.


    I'm not ready.


    I don't know if I'll ever be.


    "Are you hungry?" Naz asks, stepping into the doorway of the kitchen as I stand in front of the sink, looking out into the back yard. He still hasn't let me out of his sight, but he's attempting conversation now, a semblance of normalcy. "I can order something."


    "Actually," I say, turning to him, "I think I'd rather cook."


    He's caught off guard. I get a strange thrill at surprising him. "You? Cook?"


    "Hey, now," I say defensively. "I can cook."


    "Since when?"


    "Just because I don't do it doesn't mean I can't. My mother taught me a little bit."


    It isn't until the words are already out that I realize what I've said. My eyes widen, regretting the fact that I brought up my mother, like me not speaking about her might make Naz forget she exists. Like the absence of her name on my lips might somehow save lives. He regards me peculiarly as he strolls further into the kitchen, hands in his pockets.


    "I remember Carmela's cooking," he says casually. "She was good... much better than Maria. Maria could burn a pot of water with nothing else in it."


    Maria…


    His wife?


    I'm surprised at the ease in his words. I'm not sure how to respond, how to react, merely whispering, "Oh?"


    "We had dinner with them that night, you know," he says. "Your mother made lasagna."


    I always loved her lasagna. It was my favorite thing she made. I smile at that, but it fades at the recognition of how Naz's story will end.


    "We went home afterward, and your mother didn't send any leftovers. I think about that a lot these days. She always sent leftovers when we had dinner there. But she didn't that night." He pauses a few feet in front of me, eyes fixed to mine. "Makes you wonder if she didn't bother because she figured we'd be dead by morning, anyway."


    His words send a chill down my spine. I don't want to think that, don't want to believe it. It's so at odds with the woman who raised me to be kind, and loving, and compassionate.


    "So yeah," he says, "you can cook if you want, but if it's Ramen noodles, I can't promise I'll eat it."


    He offers me a playful smile before walking out. If I hadn't been confused before, I sure am now.


    I don't make Ramen. Instead, I make spaghetti and meatballs. It's nothing fancy, not even homemade, everything prepackaged.


    Okay, I'm not that good of a cook.


    I make up two plates when it's finished, carefully looking around to make sure I won't be caught, before I pull the small vial of white powder from my purse that Paul gave me. I sprinkle it over one of the plates and dispose of the evidence before mixing it in with the sauce. It dissolves easily.


    It's invisible, tasteless, and undetectable until it's too late.


    I know that from experience.


    Taking the plates to the table, I set the tainted one down in front of my seat.


    I know Naz. I've figured out his quirks. He pours his own drinks and he rarely trusts food. It's a gamble, trying to predict what he'll do, because if I'm wrong, I'm completely screwed.


    Naz joins me at the table, taking his seat, as I take a small bite of the contaminated spaghetti, not enough to knock me out. He watches me before glancing down at his own plate warily. He doesn't say it, but I know what he's thinking.


    It might be poisoned.


    His eyes meet mine again, suspicious, and I know I got him. He reaches across the table and grabs my plate, switching ours, just in case. He saw me take a bite of that one, so he knows it's safe.


    As usual, he offers no apologies. I don't expect one.


    Weeks ago, I would've laughed at it, thinking it was a joke, that he was paranoid, but I understand now. I'm the daughter of the man who murdered his family, the daughter of the man who nearly killed him. He may love me, but I don't think he could ever truly trust me one hundred percent.


    Can't say I blame him.


    I don't deserve it.


    Each bite he takes proves it more and more. It's not enough to harm him. Just enough to make him sleep so I can leave.


    We drink wine at my suggestion. I need the liquid courage, and I hope intoxication will mask the onset of the drug in his system. I make sure he has his fair share. I need to be coherent enough to walk away.


    He's feeling it, whether he realizes it or not.


    The man who smiles at me across the table, who speaks playfully, who calls me his little jailbird, reminds me startlingly of the man I fell in love with. Like when we strip away all pretenses, and block all the pain, and anger, he's who exists deep inside.


    The monster just overshadows him.


    When he's finished, I take our plates to the kitchen. Guilt is nagging at my chest. It's already after ten o'clock. Time is ticking away too fast.


    I'm not ready.


    I'm not ready.


    I'm not ready.


    I wipe my sweaty palms and absently fix my dress. I wore one of Naz's favorites—the red dress from Vegas. I fill up the sink with soap and water to do dishes to pass the time when Naz enters the kitchen.


    He walks up behind me, stopping flush against me, his hand settling on my hip as he pulls me back toward him. It's the most he's touched me in a while, since the day I safe worded him right here where I stand. His other hand sweeps my hair out of the way, and I shiver when I feel his breath on my neck. He kisses the skin as his hand on my hip drifts forward, beneath the dress, slipping inside my panties.


    I can't help myself.


    I whimper at his touch.


    I nearly lose it at the first graze of his fingertips. So gentle, so natural, his caress so attentive. It's like none of the past two weeks has happened, and he's forgotten I ever hated him.


    Closing my eyes, I try to forget, too.


    I feel the onset of an orgasm, my knees going weak, my breathing labored as I grip the edge of the sink. He rubs, and rubs, and rubs some more, fumbling with his belt behind me, unbuckling his pants. The voice in my head is telling me to stop this, to stop him, but I can't.


    I won't.


    Maybe I need this just as much as him.


    Maybe I need it more.


    Maybe, the other half of me screams, I just need him.


    He shoves my dress up, pushing my panties aside. As soon as the orgasm rocks me, pleasure bursting beneath my skin, he bends me over just enough to push into me from behind.


    I cry out as he fills me.


    It's been so long.


    Too long.


    He's not brutal, he isn't playing a game, but there's urgency to his thrusts as he pounds into me from behind. An arm encircles my waist, the other hand finding home at the base of my throat, the same way he held me in the street in New Jersey. The hold says 'you're mine; you belong to me; you always will.' It says I can try to forget, but my body will forever remember this touch.


    It hurts.


    It hurts.


    Oh God, it fucking hurts.


    Not physically. The wound is deeper, an emotional scar I think won't ever heal, no matter how much time I give it. He touches my body but he tears at my soul, ripping pieces out of me that are now his and his alone.


    He doesn't take long before I feel his muscles tense. The last few thrusts are deep, agonizing, as he groans into my hair and lets loose inside of me. When he finally stills his movements, his body sags against mine, heavy and satiated, his breathing labored.


    I'm quivering, my body trembling from head to toe. Tears sting my eyes when he pulls out. I hope he thinks it's from pleasure, and not because I'm trying desperately not to cry in front of him.


    "Are you okay?" he asks, fixing his pants as I lay against the counter by the sink, shielding my face. Confident Naz sounds almost unsure these days.


    I don't look back at him as I nod. I'm okay, or I will be, I think. He leans over me, kissing my neck once more as he tugs my dress back down, before he steps back.


    The tears fall as soon as he leaves the kitchen. It takes me a good twenty minutes to pull myself together. I wipe my eyes and fix my clothes, careful as I head toward the den. He's sitting at his desk, his head down on top of his book.


    He's still reading The Prince.


    Slowly, I step toward him. He's fast asleep already. I stare down at him, my fingertips grazing his jawline, feeling the scruff, before I run my fingers through his hair. He doesn't even stir.


    I hope he's dreaming, that he's happy, and at peace, if only for the moment, because when he wakes up, I know there will be hell to pay for somebody.


    "I love you," I whisper, although I know he can't hear me. "I shouldn't… but goddamn it if I don't love you, anyway."


    Pulling the engagement ring off my finger, I set it on the desk beside him before turning around and walking out.
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    Twelve o'clock on the dot.


    I stand at the entrance of the park, near the massive arch, shivering in the damp night air. I'm kicking myself for not changing clothes, for not putting on pants. But Naz's scent clings to these, the memory of his touch infused in the fabric, and I'm not ready to let go of that yet.


    My eyes studiously scan the neighborhood, on alert, waiting.


    A minute passes.


    Then another.


    And another.


    Ten minutes come and go, then fifteen. I start to panic. What if all this was for nothing? Nearly twenty minutes pass before a car comes up the street, creeping to a stop right in front of me. It's a black BMW, expensive, and new. The passenger window rolls down as my heart races.


    I see his face. John Reed. Johnny Rita.


    "Get in," he says.


    I hesitate, wondering if I've made a mistake, but I can't know that, not until I hear what they have to say. Sighing, I climb in the car, refusing to look at him. "You're late."


    "Yeah, well, I had to make sure you were alone," he says, pulling away. "Can't trust people these days."


    "Tell me about it," I mutter, trying to quell the anger flowing through me. This man might be my father, but that doesn't make him my family. He's a stranger, and I don't trust him. "Where's my mother?"


    "Waiting," he says. "She was afraid you wouldn't come."


    "Because my entire life was a lie? Because I don't trust you?"


    He looks at me. "Because she didn't think you'd be able to escape."


    He makes it sound like I was a prisoner, like I was held against my will, like I hadn't welcomed Naz into my world. "You know nothing about what I have with him. Neither of you do."


    "I know more than you do. You're nothing but a means to an end to him, something for him to play with. He ain't stupid. He's biding his time, and you make it easier for him. That's all that is."


    Anger brews inside of me. I want to demand he stop the car, that he let me out, that he never look or speak to me again, but where does that leave me? Cold, and alone, with nowhere to go, and no more answers than I showed up with. So I just glare at him for a moment before turning away.


    "I know what you're thinking," he says.


    I scoff. "You know nothing."


    "Maybe I don't know the person you are, but I know the one you were born to be," he says. "I know your blood, girl. It's in my veins, too. And I know you're thinking maybe he's a good man, that maybe you can help him."


    I'm not a good man, Karissa, and I never will be. So don't think you can fix me, or that I'll ever change, because I won't. I can't


    "You're wrong," I say quietly. "He can't be fixed."


    "Then why were you with him?"


    "Because I thought maybe he didn't need to be."


    "He's fucked up, Karissa. His head doesn't work right."


    "Yeah, well, why do you think that is? Huh? Could it have been the bullet he took to the chest?"


    He grips the steering wheel tightly. He doesn't like that I talk back to him. "There are two sides to every story."


    "Then please, by all means, tell me yours. I'm dying to hear what compelled you to murder a pregnant woman and almost kill your best friend, because I'm sure there's a perfectly reasonable explanation for that."


    He slams the brakes harder than necessary, the car jolting to a stop at a red light. His eyes zero in on me. He's got a temper, one I can feel building in the car. It makes my skin crawl, sending up red flags that beg me to zip my lips. It's not smart to piss off the driver of the car you're in.


    "Nobody's innocent," he says. "Nobody. Not me, not him, not her, not your mother… not even you. I did what I had to do to survive the game, and then afterward, I did what I had to for you and your mother to live."


    "You left us."


    "I had a target on my back, girl. What the hell did you expect me to do?"


    "Not put a target on your back in the first place."


    He laughs bitterly but doesn't respond to that. I say nothing else, watching out the window. It's the longest drive of my life, even longer than the trip to Waterford with Naz, over an hour trapped in this car with this man as he takes us somewhere in New Jersey.


    Somewhere I've never been before.


    The house is modest, but a far cry from the slums they were in last time. It's a home—somebody's home, complete with trimmed hedges and a white picket fence. I follow John inside nervously, finding my mother sitting on a plush burgundy couch in the living room, Killer asleep on the floor near her. The television is on, some movie playing in the background, but all I hear is my mother's frantic voice as she rushes toward me. Her hands paw at me, her eyes wild. "Are you okay, Kissimmee? Please tell me you are. Please tell me he didn't hurt you."


    She's on the verge of tears.


    I shake my head, in a daze, trying to adjust to my surroundings. "No, of course not. He didn't hurt me. He wouldn't."


    John laughs bitterly again.


    "You're sure?" she asks. "You can tell me if he did."


    "I'm fine, Mom. I just…" I look past her, around the room. It's well lived-in, the scent of flowers clinging to the air from a lit candle. "Who lives here?"


    "I do," John says.


    I turn to him, brow furrowing. "How long have you lived here?"


    He seems to consider that for a moment, startling me when he reaches into his coat and pulls out a gun. Every muscle in my body seizes up at the sight of it, but he turns around and slips it on top of the mantle over his unlit fireplace before turning to me. "How old are you these days?"


    "Nineteen."


    "About nineteen years, then."


    I blink rapidly. "You've lived here the whole time? The whole time we've been moving around, running, you've been here?"


    "Yes."


    "Do you not see how fucked up that is?"


    He shrugs.


    Before I can completely lose it, my mother grabs my arm and pulls me down onto the couch with her. "I know it's hard to understand…"


    "No, it's quite easy, actually," I tell her, raising my voice so loud that Killer perks up, lifting his head to look at me. "You've spent years on the run because of something he did, and it hasn't affected him at all. He has a house, a home, something I've wanted my entire life, but I couldn't have… he had it. He has it."


    She casts her eyes toward John as he lingers in the room, relaying some silent message to him that I don't understand. None of the hate I want to see from her is present when she regards him. No, I see something else instead. Compassion.


    It fuels my hate more.


    He excuses himself then, giving us some privacy. As soon as he's gone, she turns back to me again. "Just because he's been in one place doesn't mean he hasn't been affected. He lost his family."


    "Him?" I ask incredulously. "He lost his family? He killed Naz's!"


    "I know," she says, her words striking me hard. I never doubted it, but the confirmation is a hard pill to swallow. "He did."


    "Did you know?" My voice is tentative. I'm afraid of her answer. "Did you know he was going to do it, that he was planning to…?"


    "Of course not," she says, those tears in her eyes breaking forth and running down her cheeks. "Maria was my best friend. Had I known… had he told me… I would've stopped him. I would've done whatever I had to in order to stop him. But I didn't know until it was too late, until it was over, until he came home…"


    She closes her eyes as she flinches at the memory.


    "So why are you here now?" I ask, my voice low and accusing. I'm trying to stay calm, but I don't understand how she can sit in this room, in this house with him. How she can run to him after what he did. "Why are you even near him?"


    "He had no choice," she says. "He had to… he had to do something."


    "So he killed a woman," I say with disbelief. "That was his solution? He shot his best friend. Naz told me all about it, how he smiled in his face, acted like nothing was wrong, and then tried to kill him that night."


    "Vitale told you that?" She raises her eyebrows in question. "Did he tell you he was planning to kill John the whole time that was happening?"


    "You don't know what you're talking about."


    "No, you don't," she says pointedly. "Vitale can play victim in the whole thing, and he was a victim… he was… but he wasn't the only one."


    "That excuses nothing," I say.


    "You're right—it doesn't. It happened, and there's nothing anybody can do to change it. But there's been enough death. Too much death. Instead of gunning for John after that, they came for his family. So he left us, so we could go into hiding, because maybe if they thought he didn't care about us they wouldn't bother killing us. But it didn't work. Clearly, it didn't work. Because he found us." She pauses, looking at me. "He found you."


    I just stare at her. I always thought my mother was unbalanced, that she was needlessly paranoid, but she'd merely been trying to stay two steps ahead of the monster… a monster I unknowingly ran straight to the moment I was away from her.


    Despite her warnings, I walked straight into the lion's den, serving myself up on a platter, the meal he was always looking for.


    There's something about you... something I've sought for a very long time. Something I've always wanted. And now that I've found it, I don't know if I can let it go.


    Closing my eyes, I drop my head, covering my face with my hands. The truth was right there from the beginning. It's all too much to come to terms with. My head is ferociously pounding. My chest feels like it might burst.


    Killer appears at my legs then, nudging me with his nose as he whines. I wrap my arms around him, laying my head against the top of his.


    He never lied to me.


    He never thought to kill me.


    At the moment, he's the only one I don't seem to hate.


    "I need some time to think," I say. "Some time to process."


    She rubs my back gently. "There's a spare bedroom upstairs. We're going to ride out this weekend here and then we'll go."


    "Go where?"


    "As far away from here as we can go."


    Those words do nothing to make me feel better. Going, I think, might kill me more than staying.
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 I'm not a man who just gives up in the middle of something. If I go any further, if I don't walk away now, I won't be able to.


    The bedroom is decently sized, the furniture light oak and appears unused. No dents, no nicks, no scuffs on the wood, and if I had enough energy to look, I'd bet all the drawers in the dresser are empty, the stiff sheets most definitely never slept on before.


    I couldn't make out much of it in the dark, my head hurting too much to turn on the light when I climbed into the bed. Despite my exhaustion, I couldn't fall asleep, wide-awake as Naz's words repeatedly roll through my frazzled mind.


    I know I should let you go, should let you walk away from me right now, but I can't do it. I can't.


    The sun rose a few hours ago, although it doesn't shine, a thick cloud covering blanketing the sky. Rain beats against the window. I lay in the bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the subtle noises of someone moving around downstairs.


    My stomach is growling.


    My chest is aching.


    I can't get his voice out of my fucking head.


    I've lost enough, Karissa. I won't lose you, too.


    It has been twelve hours since I walked out of the house. He'd be awake now, the effects of the drug long out of his system.


    I wonder what he thought when he woke up.


    I wonder how he's feeling.


    I wonder what he's going to do to me.


    I hear a faint buzzing as I lay there. I ignore it at first until it strikes me that it's my phone. Sighing, I reach for my purse on the floor, rifling through it. Glancing at the screen, my blood runs cold.


    Naz.


    He's calling me.


    I look at his name until it stops ringing. I'm about to toss the phone back into my purse when it vibrates again.


    Voicemail.


    I feel sick as I stare at the alert. My teeth gnaw at my lip nervously until I can't take it any more.


    As much as it frightens me, I have to listen.


    I'm a glutton for punishment and crave the sound of his voice. I have to know how angry he is, how much he hates me right now…


    I have to know he's okay.


    Pressing the button, I bring the phone to my ear. Silence greets me, strained silence, before he exhales loudly and the line goes dead.


    He offers me no words, only a single breath.


    Sighing, I toss the phone aside. I can still hear noise downstairs. I'm no closer to figuring out how I feel about them than I was last night, but I can't stay in this room anymore. I creep down there, hearing someone move around the kitchen, the scent of bacon wafting my way.


    My mother's cooking.


    John, on the other hand, sits on his couch, toying with his gun. He doesn't look away from it as he greets me. "Good morning."


    There's nothing good about this morning. The sky is crying and something inside of me is dying.


    Wordlessly, I sit down in a chair, not looking at John.


    "Nothing to say, girl?"


    I've got nothing to say to him.


    My mother, hearing his voice, steps out of the kitchen. "Oh, good morning, sweetie."


    "Morning."


    There's still nothing good about it.


    The day is a daze. I eat breakfast, eat lunch, humor my mother's attention, answer some of her questions, and try to pretend John is nowhere around.


    I think about Naz.


    And think about him.


    And think about him some more.


    I think about him until my head starts pounding again, and my heart feels like it's been crushed.


    "I'm going to bed," I mutter, standing up. My mother's cooking dinner now and tries to stop me, but I say I'm not hungry as I head for the stairs.


    She's making lasagna. John requested it. I wonder if either of them remember that's what they ate that fateful night. They act like nothing is wrong, like we're some happy family that has regular dinners and normal conversations.


    The universe is fucking with me.


    I climb into the bed and squeeze my eyes shut, hoping sleep takes me away from reality for a while.


    Hoping, while I'm unconscious, the answers come to me.
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 Something pulls me out of a deep sleep so abruptly I'm disoriented. For a second, I forget where I am, the darkness thick and heavy in the room, smothering everything.


    Tap


    I blink a few times, trying to adjust to the void, as the hair on my arm stands on end at the noise. I lay completely still, straining my ears. I think it might be Killer, or am I hearing things?


    Tap


    I hear it again. It doesn't sound like the dog. My muscles tense up. It's getting louder, growing closer, restrained and methodic.


    Tap


    It hits me like a crack across the face. Footsteps.


    Tap


    I sit upright, heart racing. I'm on guard, eyes darting frantically around the darkness, as I inhale sharply. I barely have time to blink when the form is right in front of me, like a menacing black shadow hovering by the bed.


    A scream bubbles up in my chest, just breaking free, when the darkness shifts. The cry barely pierces the silence when the form shoves against me, climbing on top of me to hold me down, a glove-clad hand roughly covering my mouth.


    Trembling, I blink my tear-filled eyes, my chest burning as I inhale. A blurry face appears right in front of me, dark eyes piercing like daggers, the expression terrifying.


    Naz.


    Ignazio.


    My heart is pounding so hard I'm sure he can feel it as he pins me to the bed. I'm on the verge of hyperventilating, terrified, tears streaming down my cheeks. He just lies there, restraining me, staring so hard I don't even think he blinks. Something marks his skin, a small streak on his jawline, with tiny flecks around his neck.


    When he inches closer, I see that it's blood.


    Blood.


    There's fucking blood on his face.


    I sob into his palm as the tip of his nose grazes mine. He's here. He found me.


    Oh God, how did he find me?


    "If I let go, you can't scream," he says, his voice gritty and emotionless. "Do you understand?"


    I try to nod.


    "I mean it," he warns. "The last thing you want to do is wake your mother."


    My mother... is asleep.


    Not dead.


    Not bleeding.


    He slowly pulls his hand away, his hold on me loosening. I don't move. I don't so much as breathe too loud. My Naz is long gone. The monster woke up from the drug-fueled nap.


    "You're going to get up, and as quiet as possible, you're going to follow me outside," he says, matter of fact. "As long as your mother stays asleep, I'll leave her alone, but if she wakes up..."


    He doesn't finish that thought. He doesn't have to.


    Her blood will be the next spilled.


    I can't let that happen.


    He lets go of me when he decides I get the point. I'm surprised my legs work when I climb to my feet. My body shakes as I fumble around in the dark, trying to grab my things, all knobby-kneed and tongue-tied.


    I'm fucking terrified.


    He loves you, I silently tell myself, trying to stay calm. He won't hurt you. He promised.


    The voice is confident, but my common sense screams louder. People fall out of love. Not everyone keeps their promises.


    I slip on my shoes and grab my purse. I'm still wearing what I had on when I left him twenty-four hours ago. One whole day, that was all I had, all it took for him to come for me.


    I'll always show up.


    When I turn to him, I see he's watching me warily. Any amount of trust I earned by loving him withered away as he slept last night. There's hell to pay, all right, and I'm the one he's going to bill for it. His eyes are full of suspicion. He's a commander, and he believes I've defected.


    What's the punishment for a traitor these days?


    "Go," he says, motioning toward the door. "Tiptoe."


    I tread lightly, holding my breath as I head for the stairs. As soon as I reach them, another door on the floor creaks, opening a bit. I spin that way, terrified, and see Killer's head peek out from the other bedroom. He sees Naz before he sees me and starts to growl.


    "Killer," I whisper frantically, calling for him, my heart racing. "It's okay, boy."


    The dog looks my way, silencing. His gaze bounces between Naz and me, the usually passive Killer on alert, like he can sense something's wrong.


    "Karissa, is that you?"


    I almost cry out at the sound of my mother's voice calling from the bedroom. I turn to Naz, wide-eyed, trying to keep my voice steady as I say, "It's fine, Mom. Got some water. Go back to sleep."


    I stare at Naz, my eyes pleading with him, as Killer heads back into the room, deciding there's no threat.


    "Goodnight, sweetie," she says back. "Sweet dreams."


    "You, too, Mom."


    I wait for Naz to make a move as his head turns toward the dark doorway. After a moment, he turns back to me, motioning toward the stairs. Relief almost cripples me when I turn back around and walk again.


    She's okay.


    My mother's still okay.


    It's dark down here, just as black as it is upstairs. I blink, still trying to adjust to it, my eyes drawn to the living room when I reach the first floor. All at once the air leaves my lungs in a whoosh as I nearly crumble.


    There's blood everywhere. I can hardly make it out in the darkness, a lake of oozing black on the floor, a body floating in the center of it, something sticking straight out of his chest. A knife.


    John.


    Dead.


    I cry out before I can stop myself. Naz's arms encircle me from behind, his hand reaching up, his palm pressing into my neck as strong fingers grasp my chin, forcing me to look away from the mess. His breath fans against me as he whispers, "Don't."


    Don't look.


    Don't think.


    Don't breathe.


    Don't.


    I chant it in my head, tears streaking my cheeks as he leads me right out the front door. His car is parked nearby. We don't pass another living soul, and I'm grateful for it.


    Something tells me a witness tonight won't live to see tomorrow.


    I cry to myself the whole way to Brooklyn, my body shaking and teeth chattering. I clench my jaw to keep from making any noise. Bile burns my chest, my throat, scorching my insides, sending me up in flames. I nearly lose it a few times in the car, and Naz says nothing, his gloved hand reaching over and grasping the back of my neck. His touch is firm as his fingers knead the muscles. It eases my headache and calms the fire raging inside of me, but I only cry harder.


    Why does his touch affect me this way?


    Those vengeful hands killed a man tonight, they took the life of another, and yet they soothe me like nothing ever has before.


    I hate myself for it.


    When we get to the house, he presses a button on the visor, the garage door opening. He pulls the car in before closing the door again, cutting the engine. He sits there, staring straight out the windshield, his voice detached. "I should kill you."


    Despite my attempt to stay silent, I whimper at those words.


    "I should wrap my hands around your neck and steal your last breath," he says. "Bleed you dry, drain you of every last drop of that filthy Rita blood. You drugged me… betrayed me… so you could run off, put yourself at risk. You lied to me, when I've done nothing… nothing… to hurt you!"


    His voice raises, anger seeping into the words.


    "I should kill you," he says again, opening his door. "I fucking wish I had it in me to do it."


    He steps out, slamming the car door behind him, and heads straight inside without waiting for me. I break down as soon as he's gone, sobbing loud and hard, gasping as I try to catch my breath. It rushes out of me, purging like a flood, as the tears fall and my chest caves in until there's nothing left inside of me.


    Nothing at all.


    I fold into myself, curling up on the seat, getting lost in the darkness, in the silence, until my eyes dry on their own and my muscles stop fighting the stiffness, succumbing to the anguish.


    An hour passes.


    Or two.


    Maybe it's even three.


    I feel like I've been beaten to a pulp, my bones brittle and on the verge of shattering when I finally step out of the car.


    I go inside.


    There are no lights on in the house, and I don't hear him, but I seem to know instinctively he's in the den. He always is. I consider going upstairs, going somewhere else, anywhere else, but I'm weak.


    I'm weak, and I'm scared, but I'm not a coward. I may have Rita blood in me, but that's not all I am. I'm that man's daughter, but I'm not him. And maybe that makes me stronger than I think.


    I stroll that way and peer in. I don't find him at his desk, as I expect. He's sitting on the couch, his head down, cradled in his hands, the gloves discarded on the cushion beside him, lying with a small black gun. I've never seen it before, never even knew he owned a gun. Exhausted, and terrified, I slink to the floor right there in the open doorway, leaning back against the doorframe.


    I'm at his mercy now.


    "How did you know?" My voice is scratchy, but it surprisingly still works. "How did you find me?"


    "Your phone."


    I stare at him in the darkness. "My phone?"


    "I tracked your phone. I knew it was only a matter of time before you led me right to them."


    "You used me." I don't know why that stings so much, but it stirs up my guilt, like it's my fault this all happened. "You used me to find them."


    "I tried not to involve you," he says. "I did everything I could not to drag you into it."


    "How can you say that?"


    "Because it's true." The hard edge, the hint of anger, is back in his voice, as he raises his head to look at me. "It would've been so simple to force you to lead me to your mother, and it would've been easy to get rid of both of you. I could've ended this in a day. But then I saw you, I watched you, and I realized…"


    "Realized what?"


    "That you had no idea who you were," he says. "You had no idea where you came from. And I shouldn't have cared… it shouldn't have mattered… but you reminded me of someone else, someone who died because of who her father was."


    "That's why you couldn't kill me," I whisper, my voice shaking. "I remind you of her."


    "No, I couldn't hurt you because you remind me of her," he says. "I would've still killed you… but you would've never seen it coming. You wouldn't have suffered, not like she did. So I did everything I could not to involve you, so you never would've known. I had Santino steal your school files, I followed you, I searched addresses, but your mother was smart. Had you not moved here, had you not walked into Santino's classroom, looking exactly like a woman we all used to know, I probably never would've even caught her trail."


    The guilt from a moment ago amasses until it makes it hard to breathe. "Then why didn't you kill me?"


    "You know why."


    "Because you fell in love with me." My voice is so quiet I'm surprised he hears it. "You still got your revenge."


    "No, I didn't. I punished him, instead."


    "What's the difference?"


    "Depends on who you ask."


    "I'm asking you."


    "He didn't suffer," Naz says. "Not as much as I did."


    I want to tell him I don't think he would have suffered either way, but I don't think it's worth the breath. Killing us wouldn't have affected John as much as I think Naz believes. Not all men hold the ones they love so closely. If my father could so easily walk away, could live his life surrounded by white picket fences in suburbia, knowing his family was struggling to live, removing the burden of us from his world would've just been a blessing.


    Naz knows that deep down inside. He's told me himself—only a coward leaves his family. Nobody mattered more to John than himself.


    Maybe that's what stopped Naz, the truth that my father didn't really care about me. Maybe it wasn't love that saved me. Maybe it was the lack of it.


    I don't know.


    "I hate you," I whisper. I feel it in my gut, and I can't deny it. I can't ignore it. I'm so angry, so hurt, so consumed that the hate feels like lava, settling in the pit of my stomach. My world was a sunny sky before him, a pretty picture my mother drew for me, and he painted it all black with the truth, splattering it with red from the bloodshed.


    I hate it.


    I hate him.


    "I know," he says quietly. "You said you wouldn't… you said you meant it… but I know you do."


    "But I love you, too… I don't know how I still can. I hate you, but I still love you somehow. It's just… how can I feel both ways?"


    "Easily," he says. "The opposite of love isn't hate, Karissa. It's indifference. You're a passionate person, and love and hate… it's not a far stretch from one to the other. They both take passion, someone getting under your skin and consuming you. And I ate you alive, sweetheart. You never had a chance."


    A chill flows down my spine as he stands up. I watch him warily when he turns my way, seeing the darkness lurking in his eyes. "What am I supposed to do now?"


    He steps toward me, reaching into his pocket and pulling something out. I watch incredulously as he drops it on my lap, stepping right over me like it's nothing. I glance down, blinking with surprise when I see that it's my engagement ring.


    "You set a date for the wedding," he says. "That's what you do."
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    Vitale.


    He traces the name again and again, the rough texture of his hands skimming along my back. It's as if he's branding me with his touch, claiming me as his with the signature of his fingertips, an ironclad contract forged with blood, sweat, and tears.


    My tears, usually.


    It was almost my blood, too.


    According to Greek Mythology, people were originally created with four arms, four legs, and a head with two faces. Four hands to touch with. Two mouths to speak. Fearing their power, Zeus split them into two separate beings, condemning them to spend their lives in search of their other halves.


    I learned that from Plato's Symposium during my time in Santino's class.


    It's a beautiful concept: your soul mate, a part of you, existing in the world inside of another body. People spend their entire lives searching for the one, the one who can complete them, but I never had to look. Mine started chasing me before I was even born.


    I once thought the reality couldn't be as fascinating as the fantasy, but I was wrong. So very wrong. It might be the case for other people, but they don't know Ignazio Vitale. They haven't met him. They haven't seen what I see in his eyes.


    He's my other half.


    Maybe the stories got it wrong, I think.


    Maybe Cinderella didn't live happily ever after.


    Maybe, come midnight, she wanted to run away.


    Maybe her prince wouldn't let her.


    Mine didn't.


    Vitale.


    No sooner I figure out what he's writing along my back, his hand leaves my flesh, the bed shifting as he rolls over, finally turning away from me. I breathe a deep sigh of relief, but it doesn't last long.


    The moment he pulls away, I start to miss his touch.


    For as much as I hate him, I also love him.


    I love him.


    I love him.


    And I fucking hate that, too.


    He's a monster, wrapped up in a pretty package.


    But I find myself wondering at times like this, when I feel the distance between us, if maybe in his eyes, the real monster is me.


    

  


  
    


    

    

    
 Coming Fall 2014


    The thrilling conclusion to Naz and Karissa's story.
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    To anyone who has ever fallen in love with the last person they should ever give their heart to.


    

    This is for you.
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    Secrets are a funny thing.


    You keep them bottled up, hidden thoughts nobody else hears. It makes it hard for others to get close to you—for them to ever really know you—when you hold the deepest parts of yourself back, only letting people graze the surface.


    But some secrets, I think, are better left unspoken.


    Sometimes secrets have the power to kill. The power to destroy. We each hold nuclear weapons inside of us, our fingers always hovering over the buttons for detonation. Most of us press them. Some of us don't.


    I wish I had that kind of restraint.


    I envy those who keep everyone at an arm's distance.


    I'm weak.


    Too fucking weak.


    I let her get too close to me.


    I heard this saying once, long ago, that I've never forgotten: three may keep a secret, if two of them are dead. I've spilled many secrets in my life, secrets that always ended up with somebody dying. Sometimes because of me, and other times... well... because of me. I think about them when I lie in bed at night, see their faces when I close my eyes, relive the moments the buttons were pressed and everything around me imploded.


    I'm a haunted man.


    Darkness surrounds me.


    Figuratively.


    Literally.


    It's dark.


    It's that heavy sort of darkness, the kind you can feel when you breathe, the denseness filling your lungs and slowly suffocating you. There's no relief in this darkness… only more torture. Sweat coats my skin as the summer humidity clings to the air, making it hard to find a shred of comfort. I toss and turn, restless, in and out of sleep, losing seconds, minutes, hours...


    Every time I look, the clock in the bedroom reads something different, the glowing red numbers taunting me.


    11:43 pm


    12:11 am


    1:45 am


    2:09 am


    Rolling over onto my back, I squeeze my eyes shut, throwing an arm over my face, trying to force myself to stop looking at that damn clock. It dictates my life and I hate it. I fucking hate it. The silence is strained, the noises from the old house settling exaggerated to my ears. There's nothing peaceful about it.


    Another creak.


    A wooden floorboard groans.


    The bed shifts suddenly.


    I move my arm and open my eyes, my gaze hitting the ceiling when I'm jolted. I find nothing but darkness above me, the glow from the alarm clock in my peripheral.


    Slowly, turning my head, I look at the time again.


    2:45 am


    Another noise.


    A loud click.


    My heart skips a beat before hammering hard in my chest.


    I know that sound.


    It's not normal.


    Unnatural.


    The cocking of a shotgun.


    I sit up, blinking rapidly, desperately seeking out whatever's in the darkness, but it takes too long for my eyes to adjust. No, her eyes adjust before mine, and she sees it… she sees the predator.


    She realizes we're the prey.


    "Naz!" Her voice is a panicked scream. "Oh God, Naz!"


    I'm frozen. It's only a second. Just one second delay until my vision finally adjusts. I stare at the familiar face—a face that smiled at me hours ago, like there was nothing but love between us. A face, I realize, of a man who held secrets. A man I didn't really know.


    The face of my best friend.


    It's only a second, but it's a second too long.


    A second of hesitation that takes away everything I love.


    BANG


    The noise explodes into a fiery light that jars me, thrusting me to consciousness. I sit straight up, once more smothered by the darkness. I gasp for air, sweat pouring down my face. I blink rapidly, the scene greeting me again and again every time I close my eyes.


    Blink.


    Blink.


    Blink.


    Fuck.


    No matter how much I try, I can't forget it.


    I can't stop seeing it.


    I can't stop reliving it.


    The bed beside me shifts, and for a moment I convince myself it wasn't real. It was just my imagination. That's it.


    It didn't actually happen.


    I'm okay.


    She's not dead.


    But when I look over, it's not Maria's eyes that regard me, not her face I see, and reality comes crashing down all over again.


    It wasn't a nightmare.


    No, it was a memory.


    Karissa eyes me cautiously in the darkness, but she says nothing. She doesn't try to console me or ask what's wrong. She doesn't have to.


    She probably already knows.


    She knows me.


    Sighing, I look away from her as acceptance sinks in, instinctively glancing toward the stand beside my bed, seeking out an alarm clock I haven't owned in twenty years. I wonder what time it is now… wonder if it even matters anymore.


    Time stopped at 2:45 am that day.


    I've been stuck in the darkness ever since.


    I'm going to tell you a secret.


    A secret I've never told anybody.


    I, Ignazio Vitale, have always been afraid of the dark.


    If you tell anyone that, I'll kill you.
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    My life is a case study of gluttony.


    If you're looking for an apology about that, you'll want to look elsewhere. I'm not sorry in the least. Everything I do, I do it in excess; everything I have, I have more of than I'll ever need.


    What can I say? I don't deny myself anything.


    I've killed over a dozen men in my life. More than two dozen, if we're being honest here. I stopped counting long ago. I kill, and I hurt, but until recently, I only ever really loved once.


    Maria Angelo.


    I thought she was it, thought she was the only one who would ever reach me, the only one to beat through this battered armor I wear. I thought my ability to love ended with her, and I was fine with that. I live my life in excess because it leaves me satisfied. Love, on the other hand, hurts like a son of a bitch.


    I know.


    Believe me, I know.


    I watched love die right in front of me, gasping, struggling for just one more breath life wouldn't grant. I decided, at that moment, that I'd rather just die than feel that again.


    But then she happened.


    I pause in the doorway of the kitchen and casually lean against the wooden doorframe, watching as Karissa cooks. Or tries to cook is more like it. Oil splatters into the air from a pan on the stove, some chicken frying away, the outside of it blackened nearly beyond recognition. A pot in the back boils over, the burner hissing when the liquid hits it, as smoke rolls out from inside the oven.


    "Shit, shit, shit," she chants, popping the pink earbuds out of her ears and draping them around her neck. Grabbing a set of potholders, she yanks open the door, trying to fan away the smoke. It quickly consumes the air around her the same time loud beeps start blaring through the room.


    She casts an angry glare at the nearby smoke detector before pulling out a baking sheet and throwing it on the counter, spouting another string of curses at whatever it is. Biscuits, I assume, although they look like lumps of shit.


    Appetizing.


    I walk over and reach up, popping open the smoke detector and pulling out the battery so it'll stop making noise. Karissa glances at me, offering a timid half-smile in place of any words.


    Words are a rare gift from her these days. She showered me with plenty of scathing ones before they dried up and we entered the drought stage.


    I wait it out, but her silence is deafening.


    Frustrating.


    Downright torture some days.


    She walks around here with those earbuds in her ears, music blaring as she blocks out the world. If she can't hear me, she can pretend I'm not here. If she can't hear me, she thinks I won't waste my breath trying to talk.


    She turns back to the stove, to her burnt food. She's usually better than this, but something has her frazzled. I'm not sure what it is.


    "Everything okay, Karissa?"


    She clicks off both burners as she mutters, "just fucking wonderful."


    My jaw clenches at her tone and I force myself not to react. I don't take to disrespect well, but she dishes it out some days like I'm starving for it.


    Hell, maybe I am.


    Maybe I deserve it.


    But I don't like it.


    At all.


    Instead of pushing her for more of an answer, for a better answer, I just walk out, leaving her to salvage a dinner she knows I won't eat. She does this every day now, part of a routine she settled into this summer, a routine she doesn't often differ from anymore.


    She's predictable, borderline robotic as she fights to keep her emotions from showing around me, like if she does the same things day in and day out, maybe I'll grow complacent and overlook her presence. Like maybe I'll forget about her. Like maybe it's the key to getting away. She doesn't realize that's how I catch people. They think they fade away in the bustle, when they stand out more to me that way.


    She's distracting herself, with these disastrous dinners, these routines, but it doesn't keep her from thinking. From overthinking. Strained silence fuels the most morose thoughts. I know. Believe me, I know. And that just makes it all worse.


    She's a ticking time bomb.


    Tick.


    Tick.


    Tick.


    It's only a matter of time before I clip the wrong wire and she explodes.


    Heading into the den, I take a seat at my desk and pull out my cell phone to call a nearby Chinese place. I order whatever the special is today and request some Beef Lo Mein without any of the vegetables, Karissa's favorite.


    I can hear her moving around in the kitchen, banging cabinets and throwing things. I just lean back in my chair and listen to her chaos, absorbing the impact like it's made with her fists.


    I didn't set out to love her.


    I didn't even plan to like her.


    But it happened... we happened... and I'm still trying to figure out how to deal with that.


    The delivery guy shows up in less than thirty minutes. A new one every time, different places whenever I order out, so nobody can predict where I'm eating from that day. It's not fool proof, but it's certainly proven safer than eating something Karissa makes.


    I pay for the food before curiously strolling toward the dining room. The light is off, but Karissa sits at the table alone. The glow filtering in from the kitchen shows me she has a plate in front of her. She shifts the food around with her fork, not eating it, as she once again has those earbuds in.


    I'm not surprised.


    Another part of her routine: she won't admit defeat.


    Wordlessly, I pull out the carton of Beef Lo Mein and set it on the table beside her before I make my way back into the den, leaving her with a shred of dignity, letting her eat whatever she wants in peace.
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    Dealing with people.


    Finding things.


    My specialties.


    I sit in the den, my feet propped up on my desk, leaning back in the leather office chair as I scarf down my dinner. My eyes are trained on the laptop, on the stock ticker scrolling along the screen. I have some of my money invested in various high-profile businesses, legitimate dealings that keep me off the government's radar, but my focus right now is on the little ones, the barely existing penny stocks nobody cares about.


    Chop stocks, they call them.


    You find one, invest, and con a bunch of others into putting their money in, convincing them it's the next big thing, and then as soon as the price skyrockets, you pull your money right back out. The stock will plummet, since it's shit, and everyone else loses out, but you walk away with a pretty profit thanks to the suckers.


    It's illegal, and I don't do it, personally, but it comes with the territory.


    Finding things.


    I've always been good at orchestrating schemes, finding a way to get things, to make money, but it wasn't until I started working for Ray that I really honed my skills. I have connections all over the world now—if somebody needs something, I know a person, or know a person who knows a person who can get whatever it is. It goes hand-in-hand with dealing with people, when it comes down to it. If people are terrified of you—of what you're capable of—they'll never cross you or turn you away.


    That particular skill of mine wasn't discovered until later… until the world I built crashed down around me, leaving me a ruthless shell. When you've got nothing left inside of you except for darkness, it becomes easier to snuff out somebody else's light.


    And that's me. I do what I want, take what I want, and make no apologies for any of it. After all, I wasn't born this way. The world made me who I am, and the world pays for that mistake every day. There's only ever been one thing to evade me, one person to elude me, one clever enough to stay ahead of me all these years.


    Carmela Rita.


    Johnny was easy to find. He took the same route Karissa is taking now: predictability. He played it close to the chest, settled into a routine, buying a house and working a shitty nine-to-five job, hoping to fly under the radar by becoming nothing. Fitting, really, since he was nothing.


    Carmela, on the other hand, shook up her routine, living a life of chaos, of impulsiveness. Whenever I got close to her, she fled, switching tactics, moving on somewhere else.


    She's a lot like me, I think.


    She's smart.


    But I'm smarter.


    It's how I know this isn't over, that killing Johnny hadn't ended anything. I wish she would run again, disappear into another life, create another existence somewhere and never look back, but she won't.


    I know this, because that's not what I'd do.


    Carmela's full of darkness, too. The only light in her life now brightens my home, and she'll come for it. She'll come for Karissa.


    God help her when she does.


    Speaking of the light of my life…


    My eyes shift from the laptop to Karissa when she walks into the den, barely making a sound as she curls up on the couch and grabs the remote control. She turns on the television, keeping the volume low, as she flips straight to the Food Network. A notebook lays open on her lap, a pen tucked between her fingers that she absently shakes as she stares at the screen.


    She takes notes, like it's important.


    She jots down recipes, like she needs ideas.


    And she studies… and studies… and studies, her nose stuck in that notebook half the damn day, like there's going to be some sort of test at the end of it all, like she's going head-to-head with Bobby Flay or Rachel Ray or whatever obnoxious host she's watching today.


    I close the laptop and finish eating, my attention on Karissa now. I watch her, dissecting her like she dissects whatever's being cooked, breaking her down into tiny fragments like the ingredients she jots down in her notebook.


    I wonder if she knows how much I've done this, how much I've studied her, how well I know her inside and out. I know her sighs and smiles, the meaning behind the crack in her voice and the goose bumps on her skin. I can tell when she's happy, when she's sad, when she's furious all by the gleam in her eyes and the pep in her step. She's an open book, an energetic, emphatic woman, and no matter how hard she fights to keep her emotions from showing, I know what it is she thinks of me.


    I know she hates me.


    I can see it. I can sense it.


    It's written in the tension in her muscles, the way she folds into herself when I'm close, the flush of her body whenever I dare touch her. But I know she loves me, too. Because a fire wages beneath her skin, and not all of it is fueled by anger.


    Every now and then she'll forget she's supposed to despise me, she'll forget she's not allowed to want me.


    She'll forget I'm a monster.


    And all she remembers in the moment, all she knows, all she cares about, is that I'm a man, a man who went through hell, a man who loves her, who swore he wouldn't hurt her, and for the moment she'll let herself believe it. She'll forget I'm the bad guy and remember what it felt like when she thought I was the hero.


    The one who would drown so she could stay afloat.


    That's what I cling to.


    That's the glimmer I look for when I study her.


    It's not there today.


    She's scowling, every inch of her tense, her jaw clenched. She knows I'm looking at her but refuses to so much as even acknowledge I exist.


    I smile, watching her.


    She's trying to hurt me, but all I can think is she's so goddamn beautiful when she's pissed.


    My cell phone ringing distracts me from the moment. I pick it up from the desk, not bothering to look at it as I answer. I know who it is from the sound it makes alone. "Yeah."


    "Ignazio!"


    Ray's already three sheets to the wind. His voice doesn't betray it, strong and steady as always, but he called me by my first name. He doesn't do that when he has his wits about him.


    "Yeah," I say again, sitting up straight, dropping my feet to the floor.


    "We're over at Cobalt," he says. "Come on over for a bit."


    "Yeah," I say, standing up. "Okay."


    I hang up, slipping my phone in the pocket of my black slacks. I could tell him no… I'm probably the only person who could deny an invitation from him without serious consequence… but the air in the house is too stifling for me to stay here. She needs space to get over whatever it is that has her so upset today. I know she'll be here when I get back.


    She'll be here, because she knows if she isn't, I'll just track her down and drag her right back.


    Slipping on my shoes, I fix my tie before grabbing my coat from the chair. I put it on, fastening the button as I start for the door. "I have things to do."


    Karissa says nothing, doesn't even look at me, but she heard. The way her face twitches tells me so, as she bites down on the inside of her cheek.


    "I might be late," I say, strolling over to the couch, stopping right beside where she sits. "Or I might not."


    Another twitch. More silence.


    I stand there for a moment, contemplating, before leaning down and pressing a kiss to the top of her head. I don't bother trying to kiss her lips. She won't resist me, she never does, but I'll get nothing in return today.


    "Call me if you need me."


    A grunt, soft and throaty, like she fought to restrain words and instead only offered the sound of annoyance. Annoyance at the fact that I'd dare think she'd ever need me? Or annoyance, because deep down, she realizes she already does?


    Either way, I smile again, laughing to myself as I walk out.
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    The Cobalt Room is an upscale social club deep in Manhattan, not far from the campus of NYU. It's the sort of place people admire from the outside, a grand old structure that belongs in the pages of a historical magazine, but very few ever get to step through the door. It's membership required, by invitation only, and to get invited these days, you have to get through Ray.


    He doesn't own it, but he certainly controls it. He runs most of his business out of a back office, tucked away behind the elaborate bar and swanky entertainment rooms. He hangs around out front, commanding the crowds with his open personality, but when you get pulled into the back, you know there's hell to pay.


    I don't bother to flash my ID when I step inside. Kelvin, the man working the door, knows me—he's one of us, after all. He works here most afternoons for Ray, moonlighting weekends a few blocks away at the little nightclub called Timbers. He was working the door that night, the night Karissa went there with her friend, the night I decided to make my move.


    Kelvin sent word as soon as she showed up that night. He recognized her face and knew she was my mark. They all knew, frankly… every one of Ray's men know exactly who Karissa is.


    Kelvin nods, bowing his head as I pass, maybe out of respect but more likely because the guys don't like to look me in the eyes.


    Few people do.


    The street soldiers, cruel thugs who lie, cheat, kill, and steal, shy away, whereas little Karissa, half my size with barely any physical strength, never hesitated to stare me straight in the eyes, like she was reading my soul with just a glance. I thought at first she just didn't see it, didn't see what I was, but after a while I realized she saw it—she just didn't mind it so much.


    Didn't mind that there was enough darkness inside of me to rid the world of every stitch of light.


    Nobody ever looks at me that way, with that sort of openness, that sort of trust and affection.


    Not even Ray.


    Except for when he's drunk, maybe. And drunk he is tonight. He grins when he sees me approach him in the private bar area, grins like he's the Cheshire cat and he found an Alice to fuck with. "Naz!"


    I nearly flinch when he says it. He catches himself right away and doesn't apologize, instead shrugging his shoulders and scrunching up his face as if to say, 'ah shit, you caught me.' He waves his hand, wordlessly telling the guy in the plush leather chair beside him to vacate, and I slip into the seat the moment he's gone. I motion toward the waitress, telling her to bring me my usual—a bottle of cold pale ale, still sealed. She brings it without question, without hesitation, and I use the bottle opener on my keys to pop the top off.


    "So we cashed out the frozen food stock this morning," Ray says right away, lounging in his seat. "Almost a quarter million profit."


    "That's great," I say, relaxing in the chair. "I take it my drinks are on you tonight then?"


    "You know it," Ray says, holding his glass up—scotch, on the rocks—to clink it against the side of my bottle. "You keep it up and I'll buy you an entire brewery."


    Laughing, I take a sip of my beer. "I'll hold you to that."


    "I know you will."


    Spirits are high and alcohol flows freely. Ray laughs and jokes, his mood infectious. I humor him, smiling, trying to relax and push everything else from my mind, but thoughts of Karissa keep seeping back in.


    It looks like we're just hanging out, but this is work for men like us. Plotting, scheming, talking, socializing… it's the part of the job I hate. It's not that I hate people in general. I don't. Not really. I'm just happier when they're not around.


    Except for her.


    Goddamn Karissa.


    Always my exception these days.


    She never should have been.


    It's past midnight when the women arrive. They're not usually invited, not allowed inside Cobalt, but when Ray gets a hankering to celebrate, everyone indulges him.


    Prostitutes. They call themselves escorts. I call them whores. Most are nothing more than girls with too much make-up and not enough brains.


    Brandy, Ray's meddlesome blonde girlfriend, shows up and squeezes into the seat with him, draping across his lap as she nuzzles into his neck. She once sold herself like the others, but Ray took a liking to her and kept her for himself.


    His own little baby doll, he calls her.


    Everyone else starts to loosen up, while my muscles grow tenser, the alcohol in my system doing nothing to quell my growing unease.


    It doesn't help that Brandy's little friend perches herself on the arm of my chair. She's new, obviously, a first timer around here. She looks down at me, smiling, her pupils like black marbles. Stoned. "Hey, handsome, you looking to party tonight?"


    I stare at her, my expression blank, as her leg brushes against mine, her foot rubbing my calf. Brandy takes notice and scrambles to stop her friend, drunkenly stammering, but Ray clamps his hand down on her mouth to silence her, his gaze fixed on me, that grin back on his face.


    He wants to see my reaction.


    Sometimes the man makes me feel like one of his play toys.


    I finish my beer—my fourth, as it is—and set the empty bottle down on the table beside me. Sitting up, I motion for the girl to come closer. She leans down, smiling seductively, thinking I'm going to kiss her collagen-infected lips, but I bring my mouth to her ear instead. "I'll slit your throat if you ever touch me again."


    Her expression must be horrified, based on the way Ray wildly laughs. I don't care. I stand up and head for the exit, not looking back. "See you later, Ray."


    "Bye, Naz."


    This time I do flinch.


    It's not the name itself that bothers me. I've always preferred it to Ignazio. But hearing it reminds me of the man I used to be, the man I was before. Naz had hope. Naz was full of love.


    Naz died a cruel death.


    I told Karissa to call me Naz. I said it in a brief moment of weakness, because she looked at me with so much light in her eyes, so much innocence in her expression, that I thought for the moment it might've been a reflection of the old me.


    Blissfully ignorant.


    I lost my way then, forgot who I was, and I still don't know how the hell to get back from there.


    It's after one o'clock in the morning when I get home. The house is dark and quiet. I pull my jacket off when I step in the door and loosen the knot of my tie, sighing. The den is empty, television off, remote control sitting on the small table on top of Karissa's notebook. I push the remote away and grab the notebook, picking it up to read the top page. A recipe for some sort of potato dish with notes on the bottom: how to cook the perfect steak.


    I toss the notebook back down when an envelope peeks out of the side of it. Curiously, I pull it out, seeing it's addressed to Karissa from NYU.


    It's wrong of me, but I look; I pull out the paper and read through the letter.


    Dear Ms. Reed, yada yada, whatever whatever, you lost your scholarship so we're going to need you to pay.


    A bill for damn near twenty-five thousand dollars.


    I let out a low whistle as I shove the paper back into the envelope, returning it where I found it in the notebook.


    No wonder she was in a bad mood.
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    "Do you want—?"


    "Nope."


    I stall, mid-question, and stare at where Karissa sits on the couch, notebook on her lap as she watches yet another cooking show. Same shit, different day. I can faintly hear music playing from the earbuds draped around her neck, making it possible to talk to her for the moment.


    "Can I at least finish my question before you answer?"


    She says nothing, jotting something down that she sees on the screen, acting once again like I don't exist.


    Taking a deep breath, I ask, "Do you want to go with me to—?"


    "Nope."


    I try to push back my frustration, but it comes pouring out of me in a groan.


    The woman is unbelievably infuriating.


    Shaking my head, I walk out of the den, not bothering to ask for the third time. Grabbing my keys, I head out of the house, slamming the door behind me.


    She got to me.


    I try not to let her.


    I try to stay calm and collected. I'm trained to keep my emotions from showing. But she alone knows how to get under my skin.


    Once again, she's my exception.


    Always a goddamn exception.


    The drive into Manhattan seems to crawl by this afternoon. I crack my knuckles and my neck as I sit in the busy traffic, trying to work the stiffness from my body, tension that seems to grow more and more every day. Instead of getting better, instead of things settling down, it feels like we're stalled at the starting line.


    Patience has always been a strong suit of mine—I spent almost two decades tracking down Carmela, waited years to try to get back at Johnny—but I'm nearing my tolerance limit with their daughter.


    I head to Greenwich Village, parking the car in a garage near Washington Square, before making my way around the block. NYU student services, on the first floor of the building: Office of the Bursar.


    The building is brightly lit, surprisingly busy for it being summertime. I wait a few minutes to be acknowledged, stepping up to a middle-aged woman sitting behind a large desk in the lobby of the office.


    "I need to speak to somebody about paying a tuition bill."


    The woman starts rambling about how the student can make payment arrangements online, giving me the usual spiel, but I cut her off. "No, I need to make a payment, and I'd like to pay it all. Today."


    An hour later I walk back out, twenty-five grand poorer with only a printed out receipt to show for it, the words 'Paid in Full' stamped on the top beside Karissa's name.


    It's nearing dusk already when I make my way back to Brooklyn, parking in the driveway of the house. I head inside, the sound of loud music greeting me before I even open the door. I make it only a few steps into the foyer, calling out Karissa's name, when animated laughter cuts through the racket.


    It's female, and familiar, but it's not Karissa.


    Melody.


    My pulse quickens, my fingers twitching at the sudden swell of irritation. I clench my hands into fists to stop them, but it does little to help. I want to squeeze the life out of that laughter, smother the insufferable chatter to make it stop.


    She gets under my skin and claws at me.


    The noise is coming from the den, the one room I feel most at home. The only fucking place I ever feel safe.


    Inviting someone into my house is like letting them touch my food or pour my drinks: for me, the trust is damn near impossible to come by. I've been bugged before, had my phones wiretapped, and it's all too easy for something to slip by, skating in right under my nose. I don't let people into my life, and she opens up my sanctuary to someone I hardly know.


    Melody Carmichael. Her father works on Wall Street. Her mother is a homemaker and runs a book club. It's the picture perfect family, but it's an image I don't trust. Deeper, beneath the surface, there's always another story, buried secrets that a man like me knows how to unearth.


    There's a downside to everything, a dark side to everyone, and those who willingly walk in the shadows are a hell of a lot more convincing than those who only acknowledge the sunshine.


    My best friend shot me in the chest, but at least he had the decency to look me in the eyes when he did it.


    I avoid the den and head to the kitchen instead, seeking out a strong drink to calm my nerves, but my footsteps falter right inside the doorway. It's an utter disaster. Dishes and trash are everywhere, pans still on the stove with leftover food stuck to them. It smells grotesquely burnt, another failed dinner, this one abandoned based on the half-filled pizza boxes on the counter beside the charred mess.


    I can feel myself growing hot as I clench my jaw. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath, trying to keep my anger at bay. Relax. Don't worry about it. I count to ten to calm down, but it's senseless. Because the moment I reopen my eyes and see the mess again, my vision gets cloudy, and it takes every ounce of restraint I have to keep from losing my cool.


    My patience is officially gone.


    Grabbing pans from the stove, I knock them against the trashcan, dislodging the food before tossing them on the counter, not caring about the noise they make as they bang against the marble countertops.


    I fill the sink, the bubbles nearly overflowing as steam rises from the scalding water. I toss the dishes in, my mind a flurry of dark thoughts as I tear off my coat and shove my sleeves up to my elbows.


    I scrub, and scrub, and scrub, the blistering water scorching my skin. I grit my teeth, trying to distract myself with the pain from it, trying to focus on the sting to internalize it, but it's counterproductive. Every laugh, every sigh, every syllable that reaches my ears from the den is like hitting the reset button, my resentment escalating again and again.


    She has a lot of nerve.


    The world around me falls into a haze, my hands moving on their own. I scour everything within sight until my hands are raw, scrubbing so hard with a steel wool pad that my fingers bleed, cleaning in the darkness to try to purge the vindictive thoughts, but they're all that exist.


    They eat me up when I get like this.


    I'm so lost in the anger, so consumed by the rage, that I don't hear her footsteps, don't sense her presence, until the overhead light flicks on. The brightness momentarily stalls me. I clutch a glass so tightly that the knuckles of my reddened hand turn as white as cocaine.


    I'm damn lucky the glass doesn't shatter.


    I almost wish it would.


    I'd take a shard and slash a fucking vein.


    "Naz?"


    Her voice, so close, uttering my name, is like throwing gasoline on already raging flames. I drop my head, feeling myself violently shaking.


    A lot of fucking nerve.


    "Turn around," I say, my voice low, so cold it's almost unrecognizable to my own ears. I need her to go back to where she was and give me time to calm down, to clean up this mess and bring order back to my world, before I take this out on her.


    "What?"


    "Turn around, Karissa. You don't want to do this right now."


    "Don't want to do what?"


    I don't answer her, and she doesn't go away.


    No, instead she comes closer, her footsteps finally registering as she strolls through the kitchen toward me, her steps measured. She treads lightly, but her approach is an ominous roar to my ears. I breathe deeply to keep myself from reacting, standing as still as possible, closing my eyes when she speaks again.


    "Ignazio?"


    Her hand is on my back, her touch tentative, but it's enough to set me off. The glass slips from my hand, crashing into the sudsy water as I spin around. Karissa is caught off guard and starts to pull away, to back away, but I snatch ahold of her wrist and yank her to me instead.


    She flinches, eyes wide, as I shove her back against the counter in the corner, pinning her there.


    "Is this what you want? Huh?" I stare straight in her dark eyes as I lean closer. "You want to mock me? You want to provoke me?"


    "What?" The word shakes as it spills from her lips. "What are you talking about?"


    "I'm talking about what you're doing," I say. "What you're doing to me."


    "I'm not doing anything to you."


    Her eyes water. I have enough sense to loosen my hold on her wrist, in case I'm hurting her, but it makes no difference. A tear streams down her cheek as she stares into my eyes, body tense like she's holding her breath having to be so close to me.


    Me.


    She can't fucking stand to be near me.


    I split myself open for her, exposing the vulnerable parts of me, the parts nobody else gets to see, and she accepts it. She accepts it, and loves it, but she doesn't understand it. And when I finally explain it to her, explain how I'd be victimized, how I'd been hurt, how my life had been destroyed, she acts like I'm the one in the wrong.


    "I give you space, Karissa. I give you space, even though everything in me tells me not to, because it's what you want. I give you space, and how do you repay me? By goading me. By inviting people into my home, into my space, without even consulting me. You want your space? Then give me mine, too, and stop disrespecting it!"


    "I haven't—"


    "You have," I say, cutting her off. "Your little innocent act isn't going to work on me… not anymore. You know what you're doing. You're not ignorant. You know how it affects me, and yet you keep on doing it. I let you, because you needed time, you needed my patience, but you're out of time now, Karissa, because I'm out of patience. You want to play this game? You want to fuck with me until you get a reaction? That's fine. I'll give you exactly what you want."


    I press up against her, my nose brushing against hers as she struggles to break the hold I have on her. Tilting my head, leaning further down, I pause with my lips just a breath away from hers.


    I want to kiss her.


    I'd give anything to have her kiss me back again.


    I can feel it as she whispers, "Let me go."


    "Make me. I dare you."


    She shoves me with her free hand, slipping around me so quickly I hardly have time to react. I let go of her wrist a second too late, and she winces as her arm awkwardly twists. She grabs her wrist where I held her as she backs away, shaking her head, another stray tear flowing down her cheek.


    "There's something wrong with you!" she shouts, loud enough that Melody hears, calling out from the den to see if Karissa's okay. "You're… you're fucking sick."


    "Tell me something I don't know."


    "I hate you!"


    "Again, tell me something I don't know."


    "Karissa?" Melody calls, stepping into the doorway of the kitchen, hesitating as she glances between us, her eyes laced with suspicion. "Is everything okay?"


    I stare at Karissa, cocking an eyebrow, waiting on her to respond. She doesn't want me to address her friend, not right now, not when I'm in this mood.


    Karissa slowly nods, still rubbing her wrist. "Yeah, it's fine, but uh… you should probably go. Naz and I… well…"


    "I get it," Melody says quickly, waving us away. "Lover's quarrel and all that. I'll, uh… I'll see you later this week, okay? We still on for the café?"


    "Of course," Karissa says, forcing a smile. "I'll see you then."


    Melody waves before scurrying out of the house. It isn't until the front door opens and closes, signaling she's actually gone, that Karissa turns back to me again. The fear is gone from her eyes, as is the anger I've been accustomed to these past few weeks. All that greets me now is sadness.


    Heartbreak.


    She keeps rubbing her wrist, clutching onto it. My anger lessens as worry seeps in. I step toward her, reaching for her arm. "Are you okay?"


    Before I can touch her, she yanks away, backing up to put some more space between us. "Like you care."


    "I do," I say. "If I hurt you…"


    She scoffs. "All you do is hurt me."


    I want to say something, to refute that, but I can't.


    Karissa's silent for a moment before looking at me, her voice a whisper. "You know what the worst day of my life was, Naz?"


    I barely hesitate. "The day I killed your father."


    She flinches at those words, but she shakes her head as she crosses her arms over her chest. "The worst day of my life was that day in my dorm room. You warned me to stay away from you… but I didn't listen. You said if you didn't walk away then, you never would… but I didn't listen to that, either. And I see now you meant it. You really meant it." Her voice cracks. "I made a mistake. I should've never asked you to stay."


    She could pick up a knife from the counter and plunge it in my chest right now, and it wouldn't bother me—wouldn't hurt me—as much as those words do.


    I'd rather be shot again than to hear what she just said.


    But she knows that.


    And maybe she means those words.


    Maybe that was the worst day of her life.


    But that offers little consolation to me.


    It stings.


    Wordlessly, I push away from the counter and take a few strained steps toward her. Karissa stands still as I slowly walk right by her, refusing to meet my eyes as I stare down at her.


    I pause beside her, leaning closer, my lips near her ear. "But you did," I say quietly. "You asked me to stay, so get used to it, sweetheart, because I'm not going anywhere."
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    Her skin is soft. Pure. Rarely touched.


    Although Karissa keeps her eyes closed, her body completely still, I know she's awake. I can tell it from the catch in her throat, the soft shudder of a breath she lets out when I climb in bed beside her. She's wearing a flimsy black tank top and a pair of underwear.


    She always wears very little to bed.


    I wear even less.


    I sleep naked. I have no qualms about it. I try to be a gentleman, try to be understanding and keep my hands to myself, but it's hard.


    It's fucking hard.


    Especially times like this.


    Times when I know she's awake, when I know she knows I'm here, so close but so damn far away. It leaves an ache in my muscles that is hard to shake. I catch myself touching her, my fingertips trailing whatever sliver of skin is exposed. She remains still but I can feel her shiver, feel the goose bumps rising in the wake of my touch.


    It's too much.


    It's never enough.


    I want more. I need more. I'm greedy and I want all of her. I want to love her, want to hold her, want to be inside of her again.


    I want to fuck her mercilessly.


    Last time I did, I hardly remember it.


    I was drugged, and she was planning to leave. It's been a month... a long torturous month without her touch. I want to slip my hand beneath the fabric, strip her bare and hold her close.


    But if I try, she'll use the word. Red.


    I wanted to rip her fucking tongue out for using it on me the way she did.


    Sighing, I roll away from her, facing the other way. I won't touch her tonight, as much as it pains me. She's upset, and I don't want to make things any worse than they already are.


    I don't know how we're ever going to get over this.


    One step forward, half a dozen back…


    I'm a light sleeper, my body naturally attuned to my surroundings. Every time she shifts in the bed, rolling over or stretching her legs, curling up or clutching her pillow tighter, I'm startled back awake, jolted to a consciousness that isn't easy to shake.


    Sleeping with someone—sharing a room with them, letting them into your most private places, seeing you in your most vulnerable moments—takes a lot of trust. I'm strong, and fast, but even a dim-witted asshole could slit someone's throat in their sleep, incapacitate them before they even woke up.


    All it takes is a few seconds.


    I know.


    I drift off eventually, in and out of sleep. I can feel it when Karissa gets up in the morning, can hear her quiet footsteps as she leaves the room. I try to go back to sleep once she's gone, but it's impossible.


    As hard as it is to sleep with her beside me, it's even harder having her gone.


    Curiosity gets the best of me after a few minutes.


    I climb out of bed and throw on some clothes, slowly making my way downstairs. Karissa is in the kitchen, standing by the counter, pouring herself a bowl of cereal. Coco Puffs. It's still weird, seeing this space used so much, utilized for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Sometimes she just hangs out in here, just leaning against the counter for the fuck of it.


    Strange.


    Stepping past her, I grab a bottle of water from the fridge, opening it and taking a sip when she speaks.


    "I'd kill for some coffee."


    Her voice is light, the words coming out easy, like talking to me these days still comes naturally.


    Huh.


    Leaning back against the counter, I eye her peculiarly. "Literally?"


    She turns her head my way, rolling her eyes. "It's an expression."


    "I know it is," I say, screwing the lid back on my bottle. "If you want coffee, call the café down the block and have them bring you some."


    "And what, order fifteen cups of coffee?" she asks. "They have a minimum delivery amount, you know. I'm better off just walking there, but that requires putting on pants, and well…"


    And well, she's not wearing any.


    My eyes slowly scan her at the mention, drinking in the sight of her creamy skin in the soft light from the window. Sometimes I think she does this just to tease me. She never used to show so much skin. It's tempting, that's for sure.


    I want to caress every inch of her.


    "Do you want me to go get you some?" I offer when I meet her eyes again. "I will."


    "No, it's fine," she says right away. "I don't want anything from you."


    I shrug, pushing away from the counter to stroll past her when I hear my phone ringing off in the den. Ray again. Always Ray. "Fair enough. If you change your mind—"


    "I won't," she says. "I'm not going to change my mind."


    It's quiet again, as I walk out of the kitchen, her voice barely a breath when I hear her amend, "Not when it comes to you, anyway."
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    "So there's this guy…"


    This is how a lot of conversations start with Ray. If I had a dollar for every time I've heard those four words…


    Actually, I'm sure I have a few thousand for every time.


    "What guy?" I ask needlessly, knowing he'll tell me whenever he's ready. Ray has a flair for the dramatic.


    "This guy," he says, "who did some work for me. He's in the car business, you know… he owns a shop and stripped a few cars. He got in deep, though, and decided he wanted out, but you know as well as I do there is no out, so the jackass filed a report. For harassment! Can you believe it? He called the police and thought they would do something for him!"


    Yes, I can believe it.


    People seem to believe the police are actually there to help them.


    I used to think it, too.


    Before I learned the truth.


    I glance at Ray as we sit in the back office of Cobalt, sipping drinks even though it's not even noon. Brandy is fast asleep in the corner, on a leather couch along the wall. I wonder if they spent the night here. I've never seen her at Cobalt so early in the morning before.


    "And what, you want him taught a lesson?"


    "Nah, we already took two knees," Ray says. "I'd rather he just be dealt with already."


    "Yeah, okay," I say. "I'll handle it."


    Ray rattles off the guy's name and some identifying details—Josh Donizetti, late forties, blond hair, walks with a limp because of the kneecap incident. The garage he owns is over in Brooklyn, not far from where I live. That's really all I need, but Ray reaches into his desk and pulls out the man's business card for me anyway.


    I finish my beer as Ray switches topics, rambling on about something. I don't know. He's not talking to me. Not really. He's just talking. Unlike me, Ray doesn't like silence.


    When my bottle is empty, I set it aside and stand up, slipping on my coat before reaching my hand toward Ray.


    He shakes it, smiling genuinely. "I don't know what I'd do without you, Vitale."


    Without me, he'd be poorer, and weaker, and probably would even be dead. He relies on me more than he likes to admit… more than the other guys know. They think their boss is the strongest man in the city, the most powerful, and on the surface it seems that way. He slaps his name on most of my deeds, taking credit.


    I don't mind.


    I don't do it for the glory.


    I don't need any credit.


    I don't want people kissing my ass every day.


    "I'll call you," I say. "Just as soon as it's done."


    I spend all afternoon finding the garage in Brooklyn, staking it out, watching the man of the hour as he limps around the workspace, struggling to bend down, straining as he works on cars. Bastard probably suffered enough, both of his knees wrecked. He's lucky to be walking at all.


    But he made the grave mistake of going to the police. It's unforgivable in our world, something nobody is immune from. No matter who you are, or what you do, or who loves you… it's a deadly sin we don't forgive.


    The first person I ever killed was a guy named Joseph Manchetti. I did it clean and simple, a shot through the back of the skull. My hands shook that day when I pulled the trigger, and I barely made it a block away before doubling over along the side of the road and losing everything in my stomach.


    It wasn't because he was dead, wasn't because I took the life of a married man, the life of a father, the life of a man severely in debt to a mob that only wanted his mortality as payment.


    It had nothing to do with him.


    It was the adrenaline.


    It had been the first spark of life I'd felt in my veins since the night it was all stolen from me, the first time I felt normal again. It was a high unlike any other, the high of controlling someone's last breath. My heart beat wildly in my chest, a heart I wasn't sure existed anymore.


    The most inhumane moment of my life reminded me that I, too, had once been human.


    I felt alive again.


    I grew addicted to that feeling.


    Eventually, I stopped getting sick afterward. The high didn't feel as high. The adrenaline didn't come on as strong. Like any true junkie, I needed more and more to gratify me. Clean and simple became messy and torturous, the sensations heightened by witnessing the aftermath. I perfected it, figuring out the best way to get the biggest thrill with the least amount of risk.


    I didn't care how they felt as long as I got to feel again.


    As I sit in my car across the street, watching the man move around the shop, my fingers start to tingle from anticipation. I toy with his business card, running my fingertips along the rough edges of it, biding my time, but the pull is strong. It's funny, in a way, that they call it a hit.


    Because it is.


    It's a hit.


    A high.


    And I crave it.


    I wait until dusk, the neighborhood quiet, everyone from the garage gone except for the man I'm here to deal with. He's working on an old muscle car, lying beneath it.


    Carefully, I get out, discarding the business card in the center console, and tug on my black gloves as I cross the street. I quietly step inside the garage, my footsteps hardly making a sound. The man doesn't hear me, or see me, doesn't know I'm here until it's too late.


    I hit the old jack, the car abruptly lowering, so fast the gimp doesn't have a spare second to get out of the way. He can't move, can only scream, as two tons of metal come crashing down on his chest.


    He kicks his legs as he silences, his body violently shaking.


    I linger for a moment, watching.


    There's something mesmerizing about death. It's the offering of peace, I think. No matter the pain of life, the torture, the struggle, it'll all end eventually.


    We're born to die. That's just the way it is.


    I'll die someday, somehow, and I'm not afraid. Death will be a release for me. Until then, I live vicariously through others, watching them reach the point of acceptance, watching as they fight for one more breath.


    Life never grants them it, not when I'm around.


    Just like it never gave her another chance.


    Sometimes I think I'm cursed that way.


    It's a self-imposed punishment that barely keeps my demons at bay. It's cathartic, but only temporarily.


    The release leaves me unstable.


    I walk away while he's still twitching, keeping my head down as I cross the street again to where my car is parked. I drive away without giving the garage another look, pulling out my phone and calling Ray, merely saying "it's dealt with" when he answers before hanging up. I don't go home right away, instead navigating the streets for a while to clear my mind, to let the rush of adrenaline purge from my system.


    Facing Karissa like this would be dangerous.
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    The silver and black machine takes up a quarter of the stretch of countertop, the pristine fixtures shining under the early morning sunshine streaming through the window. I lean against the counter on the opposite end of the kitchen, hearing Karissa move around above me, her footsteps making their way through the hall and down the stairs.


    My eyes meet her as soon as she steps in the room. I squint when she flicks on the bright overhead light, watching as she hesitates, seeing me lurking in the darkness. The fear that greets me makes my insides coil, my skin taut. My chest feels heavy, like she punched me in the gut with that look.


    No matter how many times I swear I'm not going to hurt her, she still forgets. And even if it's only for a moment, it's too much.


    "Good morning," I say.


    She stares at me, the panic dissolving to her usual shade of confliction. She doesn't respond, her gaze shifting away from me, her brow furrowing when she spots the machine on the counter.


    "It's a countertop coffee system," I explain. Her eyes dart to me, surprised, and I shrug, snatching the user's manual off the counter beside me and holding it out to her. "You said you would kill for coffee."


    "So you bought a machine?" she asks, taking the manual from me before looking back at it. "You couldn't just buy a normal little coffee pot? One that doesn't take reading a novel to learn how to operate?" I start to respond when she cuts me off, grumbling, "of course you couldn't."


    She looks at the front of the manual for a moment before tossing it down and turning away from it. She snatches a bowl from the cabinet, slamming doors and drawers as she fixes herself her usual morning cereal. I watch in silence as she brushes right past me, grabbing the milk out of the fridge. She pours it into her bowl, some sloshing out that she doesn't bother to clean up.


    Standing there, her back to me, she takes a bite and stares out the window.


    Still so angry…


    Slowly, I stroll over to her, pausing right behind her, so close my tie rests against her back. I'm still wearing yesterday's clothes. I don't know if she even notices, or cares, that I didn't sleep beside her, that I didn't come home until some godforsaken hour and then spent until sunrise putting together a goddamn machine to give her coffee. I don't know if she missed my presence then, but I know she feels it now.


    I know, because she shivers when I lean forward, and in the reflection of the window I see her eyes briefly flutter closed. I bring my lips to her ear, my voice low as I say, "I think the words you're looking for are thank you."
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    Faith.


    Trust.


    Pixie Dust.


    The words shine bold, written in gold, on the colorful old poster. I saw it a few times in the past, hanging in Karissa's dorm room, but I haven't seen it since she moved out of there.


    Until now, anyway.


    The big eyes of the little blonde fairy glare at me across the bedroom, from where she's now affixed to my wall, haphazardly tacked there. The poster is crinkled, and crooked, the bottom right corner torn.


    It looks like it belongs in a trashcan, not hanging beside my bed.


    The sight of it makes my skin crawl from anxiety. I want to tear it down... or, hell, at least hang it up straight, smooth out the wrinkles and make it presentable. But I don't. I do nothing but stand in the doorway, irritated, and stare at the goddamn thing in the dim lighting.


    Shaking my head, I turn around and head downstairs. I'm too exhausted to deal with its sudden appearance right now. I spent all afternoon dealing with things for Ray, handling business, and I just want to be able to unwind for a bit, put that all behind me and relax.


    The only light on in the house is the den, the sound of the television filtering out when I head that way. More cooking shows, I assume. Always the goddamn Food Network. Stepping in the doorway, I pause again from surprise when the same little blonde bitch from upstairs greets me on the screen.


    Tinker Bell.


    Huh.


    Karissa's sitting on the couch, wearing pajamas, her feet tucked beneath her. I stroll over and plop down beside her, so close my thigh brushes against her leg.


    She tenses, her body rigid, but she doesn't look at me. Instead, her eyes are fixed on the screen. I watch her for a moment as I loosen my tie before kicking my shoes off and turning to the television.


    Peter Pan.


    It puzzles me.


    I know a lot about her, but one thing that confuses me is why she loves this movie so much. I've thought about it, considered it, and I know she's young, but it feels so juvenile for someone so mature.


    "You know," I say, "some people think Peter Pan is actually a horror story."


    From the corner of my eye, I see her forehead wrinkle with confusion. She casts a disbelieving look my way.


    "I'm serious," I say, meeting her eyes. "There are theories that Peter Pan is the grim reaper and Neverland is purgatory. That's why they don't age there." She stares at me in silence, not yet turning away, so I take it as an opening to keep going. "But of course there are other theories, too, that the Lost Boys don't age because Peter kills them before they can. There's a line in the book, I don't know if you've read it, but it says: When they seem to be growing up, which is against the rules, Peter thins them out. Pretty self-explanatory, don't you think?"


    I run two fingers across my neck, simulating slitting my throat.


    Karissa stares at me.


    And stares at me.


    And stares at me some more.


    Her expression is blank, but her eyes shoot fire. If she could burn me with them, she would. After a moment she turns away, snatching up the remote and pressing the power button. The television cuts off as she stands, tossing the remote onto the cushion beside me.


    "You have to ruin everything, don't you?" she grumbles, not giving me a chance to respond before she disappears from the den.


    Once she's gone, I tilt my head back, resting it against the couch as I close my eyes.


    It's a lost cause.


    It's obvious, I think, but unacceptable. I can't seem to do anything right when it comes to her. I'm sure she thinks I have all the power, that she's at my mercy, but that's only because I fight day in and day out to maintain some semblance of control around here.


    Because without that? I know I'll lose her completely.


    And if I lose her?


    We both might as well be dead.


    Standing up again, I head out of the den, leaving my things lying where they are, too drained to maintain order today. Tomorrow I'll deal with it, deal with everything around me that seems to be falling to pieces, but tonight I only have enough energy to deal with her.


    And I can't deal with her the way I deal with everyone else. They get a knife to the throat or a bullet to the back of the head. All I have for her are words, and they seem inadequate at best.


    She wants nothing to do with my kindness.


    Doesn't believe a word of my promises.


    Machiavelli believed it was better to be feared than loved, because attachment is easily severed, but the terror of pain is ever present. I have her fear. I know I have her fear. I see it sometimes when she looks at me. But what I don't know is how to keep her love when it feels close to dissolving every time I talk to her, like she picks apart every syllable looking for something else to hold against me, something to prove to herself that I'm the monster she believes me to be.


    And maybe there is a monster inside of me.


    Scratch that, I know there is.


    I feel it rear its ugly head sometimes. I feel it eating away at my body, poisoning my thoughts when the darkness takes over. My insides are black but my heart still beats.


    It still beats.


    And it fucking beats for her.


    So there is a monster inside of me, yes, but it doesn't make up all of me.


    Besides, isn't there a monster in everybody?


    The lights are off upstairs, the bedroom obscured now that the sun has finally set outside. My eyes adjust to the darkness easily, used to adapting to the blackness after years of training them, and the first thing I notice is the poster.


    It's not there.


    I stare at the empty wall, seeing the tacks still forced into the plaster, corners of the paper stuck to them.


    She ripped it down.


    My eyes scan the room quickly, spotting it on the floor beside the bed, torn straight down the middle, both halves crumpled.


    I stand in the doorway and stare at the destroyed poster for a moment before a quiet sound registers with my ears, the softest whimper that I almost hadn't caught.


    I know that sound, know it intimately, a sound that haunts my existence.


    Fuck.


    It's a catch of breath, the faint gasp of air from a chest that desperately needs it.


    I live every day tortured by the memory of that.


    My gaze shifts right to the bed, to where Karissa lies, wrapped up in the blanket like she's trying to shield herself from the world outside of it. I can't see her face, can't make out much more than the shape of her body, but as the sound resonates through the room again, I know.


    I know she's crying.


    She's crying because of me.


    It feels like my chest is caving in, the weight of her grief a heavy burden to carry. I don't place all the blame on myself, but I know, as much as I don't want to admit it, I had a hand in hurting her.


    I tried not to.


    I swore I wouldn't.


    But I did.


    We can't help it sometimes, I think. We regularly fuck up just as easily as we breathe. The only missteps I ever make are the ones I have no control over, the shoves by fate that are unavoidable, but even still I always manage to keep my balance.


    But with her, I'm losing it.


    I'm losing my footing.


    She's going to bring me to my knees if she makes that sound again.


    Slowly, I walk over to her side of the bed, my footsteps quiet. I can see her body tense as I pause beside her, my shadow blocking the little bit of moonlight streaming in through the window. I stare down at her, seeing her eyes are open, tears streaming down her flushed cheeks. Without saying a word, I reach for her, gently brushing a trail of tears away with my knuckles before pushing some hair back off her face, tucking it behind her ear.


    She stares blankly at nothing, not meeting my eyes, not acknowledging my presence. Leaning down, I press a kiss to her cheek, tasting the salty wetness, reveling in her warmth. The moment my lips meet her skin, she does it again, makes that noise, the sharp inhale of desperation that runs through my body, settling in my rigid bones.


    I kneel beside her and force her to look at me, to see me. There's no way I can possibly sleep tonight, no way I can relax, with her this way. "What can I do, Karissa?"


    The question is quiet, but she flinches, like I shouted at her. Her lip curls into a sneer, hatred brewing in her eyes. "Go to Hell."


    She chokes on the words, chokes on them like they're the bitterest things she's ever tasted. The passion makes my skin prickle. It's probably wrong, to get a thrill out of it, but fuck if her hostility doesn't make something stir inside of me, something primal and seedy. A twisting, a coiling, a brewing that makes my cock harden and my skin thicken.


    The sensations are dangerous to evoke.


    I run the back of my hand down her cheek again, wiping away more tears. "I've been heading that way for a long time, sweetheart."


    The words are barely from my lips when I'm shoved, hard, nearly falling backward. I catch myself with my hands as she sits up, the blanket dropping from around her as she wraps her arms around her chest. She's not crying anymore, the resentment drying her tears.


    The anger I can deal with… anything but the heartache.


    Before she can speak, before she can react, I'm up again, my hands on either side of her on the bed as I lean forward, so close my nose brushes against hers.


    She inhales sharply, this time from surprise.


    "Careful," I whisper, my voice low and raw from the restrained emotion. "You know I like it when you fight."


    "Fuck you."


    I press my lips to hers, kissing her roughly.


    She doesn't kiss me back.


    It lasts only a few seconds before she pushes against my chest, shoving just enough space between us for her to hit me.


    Hard.


    She clocks me right in the mouth, her fist unexpected, catching me off guard. I grimace at the sharp stab of pain and grab ahold of her wrist before she can punch me again. She winces, flexing her fingers, glaring at me, her nostrils flaring as she shakes from anger.


    The metallic tang of blood coats my tongue as I run it across my bottom lip, feeling the small gash where my teeth sliced into it. It burns, already pulsating to the rampant beat of my heart.


    It isn't often someone has the guts to swing on me. Even more rare is my guard being down enough for them to actually connect.


    The feelings I shoved down just a moment ago boil over, the fuse lit, everything I keep caged in all exploding out. I drag her back onto the bed as I climb on top of her, and she yells something, but her voice is barely a breath in the breeze, a dull murmur drowned out by the humming of electricity inside of me.


    There's only one word that will break me out of this haze.


    Red.


    Red, the color of rage, the color of hate, the shade that takes over my life to the point I can barely think straight. Red, the color of blood, the thick ooze that seeps into hardwood floors and soaks fabric, rarely removable once its been spilled. Red, like the flush of her cheeks, and the curve of her mouth that just begs to meet my lips again. Red, like the claw marks she rakes down my arms, my chest, my neck, and my face. She's fighting, but she's pulling and not pushing, holding me to her as she annihilates my skin.


    Red.


    Red.


    Red.


    I kiss her hard again, the sting from my split lip absorbing deeper, seeping into my muscles, fueling me on. I bite her, not enough to draw blood, but enough for her to feel it like I do.


    "Say it," I growl, pressing myself against her. I'm hard, so hard it hurts. "Say the word."


    I want her to say it.


    I need her to say it.


    Because if she doesn't—if she doesn't scream it at the top of her lungs, if she doesn't spit it at me like venom—I'm not going to be able to stop. Red tints my vision, a hazy coating over everything, and 'red' is the only thing that can take it away.


    "Say it," I tell her again, my lips hovering just above hers, so close I can feel her quick breaths, "but don't say it unless you mean it."


    She glowers at me with more fury than I've ever seen from her before. My little kitten transformed into a ferocious beast, a hungry lioness that's capable of tearing me apart. And she will. She'll shred me.


    All she has to do is say that word, and I'll be in pieces.


    "Say it," I taunt. "Fucking say it."


    Her lips part, and I wait. Every muscle inside me tightens, straining, my chest constricting as I wait for that word to greet my ears, but all I get is a shaky exhale. It comes out like a growl, the sound lingering in the air around us for a fraction of a second before she lifts her head just enough to smash her lips to mine.


    And I'm gone.


    Clothes are tattered and bodies are battered as we strip away every stitch of fabric separating us. There's nothing gentle about it, nothing loving.


    This isn't love.


    This is hate.


    Real hate.


    She hates me, and I think it soothes her, pacifies her heartache, letting her unleash that rage on me.


    I don't mind.


    I welcome it.


    She can hit me, beat me, torture me, and I'll take it all. I'll happily absorb the impact of her fists and the bitterness of her words. She can purge her aggression, lose herself with me, and I'll never begrudge her for it.


    Because I know the feeling.


    I know the anger, the hate, and the pain.


    And looking at her, as she pulls from my lips for a fraction of a second to stare me in the eyes, is like looking in a mirror again… a broken, jagged sliver of glass reflecting my soul back at me.


    This time, it's the dark half.


    She's just as fucked up as I am.


    And maybe I did that to her.


    Maybe it's wrong of me.


    But fuck if it doesn't feel right this way.


    I kiss her cheek, chin, neck, chest, again, and again, and again, my teeth nipping at her flesh as I drag her further onto the bed, settling between her thighs. She's already wet, her skin flushed, every part of her heating in anticipation.


    Grabbing her legs, I shove them apart, forcing her knees to her chest as my lips meet hers again. I push inside of her, hard, thrusting deep, and she cries into my mouth, growling a lone curse. "Fuck."


    "I'm going to," I whisper against her lips. "I'm going to fuck it all out of you, every bit of it." I pull out and thrust right back in, eliciting another cry. "I'm going to fuck you until you beg me to stop." Another thrust. Another cry. "And then I'm still not going to stop, not until you say the word to make me." I pull back to look at her as I thrust again, deeper than before. Her breath hitches. "I'm not going to stop until you say it… until you mean it."


    She stares at me, stubbornly, defiantly… silently. It's a battle of wills, one she'll never win.


    I'll fuck her until my heart gives out.


    Hell, without her, I don't need it, anyway.


    She says nothing, and she doesn't have to, because I don't give her much of a chance. I'm pounding into her so hard each thrust forces her deeper into the bed. She tries her hardest to stay silent, her face contorted, her jaw clenched to keep from making noise, but I can hear her compulsive whimpers, feel her swallowing back the cries as I lick, and suck, and bite all around her throat, giving her every bit of myself.


    I don't hold back.


    I'm done holding back with her.


    She knows who I am.


    She knows what I'm capable of.


    She doesn't get the kid gloves anymore.


    Minutes pass. Ten. Fifteen. Twenty.


    It might be half an hour.


    It could be half a day.


    The room is deathly dark but I can make out her strained expression as I refuse to let up, moving her and twisting her around, treating her like the ragdoll I learned she likes to be. She takes it all in stride for a while before it gets to be too much, her whimpers more agonizing, her muscles tenser, her orgasms coming on stronger and closer together, her entire body spent.


    I can feel her legs twitching, her hands vicious against my skin. The claw marks on my back throb, burning from the sweat dripping along them. She's drawn more blood, a ripped fingernail tearing a slice across my cheek, but I don't bat an eyelash.


    She can wound me.


    She can scar me.


    She can do whatever she wants to me.


    I can feel her body taut beneath mine, the onset of another orgasm. She inhales sharply, the breath leaving her lungs in the form of words. "No more."


    "What's that?" I ask. "I didn't hear you."


    "No more," she says, pushing against my chest. "I… I can't take any—" Her breath hitches. "Anymore."


    The word is strangled as she comes, convulsions gripping her body. She clings to me, a tear leaking from the corner of her eye. I don't stop. She knows I won't. She starts fighting, hitting me again, biting whatever she can reach, and drawing more blood as I restrain her.


    "Say it," I tell her again, knowing I've found her limit, the place where she draws the line. "Say the word."


    All I want is for her to admit defeat.


    For her to break out of this rut again.


    She stares into my eyes, breathless, as I pin her to the bed, her wrists clasped in my hands. Her lip quivers. I have to fight the urge to nibble on it. After a second she exhales sharply, and I close my eyes in anticipation. I can feel my orgasm brewing, straining my muscles.


    I'm dangerously close.


    Her voice is so low it's nearly drowned out by the sound of sweaty skin slapping, the lone word little more than a whisper. "Yellow."


    My eyes open right away. It's instinctual. I rein myself in, moving slower, gentler, as I stare down at her.


    "Yellow," she says again, chanting the word. I slow until I damn near stop, but still she says it, again and again.


    Yellow.


    Yellow.


    Yellow.


    She knows I won't ignore it.


    A shiver rips down my spine as I come, but I get no pleasure from it. I pull out before I'm even finished, letting go of her wrists and moving away. I sit back on my knees, running my hands through my hair and gripping the locks tightly as I stare up at the ceiling in the darkness. My cock throbs as my skull pounds. I watch the ceiling fan spin around and around as I breathe deeply, counting to ten.


    She fucking yellow'ed me.


    Neither of us can win this way.


    We're a disaster, a certifiable catastrophe, and there's nothing beautiful about the way we're going. She's trying to be unbreakable but I'm unshakeable. She's going crazy, and I'm already goddamn insane. I clipped my jailbird's wings so she couldn't fly away from me, and then I wonder why the fuck I can't make her soar.


    That familiar sound echoes through the room again, like she's sucking in air but still can't breathe. I drop my head, eyes seeking her out just as she starts to cry. This time she doesn't hold back, doesn't try to bury it deep inside. It leaks out, a flood of emotion, the time bomb finally detonating.


    I can feel the explosion.


    There it is.


    BOOM


    She sobs so hard she's hyperventilating. I lay down beside her, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her toward me, her head on my chest. I expect her to shove away, to lash out, but she just lays there, her body limp and heavy against mine.


    She didn't say the word, but she should've.


    She meant it.


    "Breathe," I whisper into her hair. "Just keep breathing, and it'll be okay."
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    The man who greets me in the mirror the next morning is shattered.


    Red welts and scratches rake down my chest¸ winding up my neck and running down my arms, a few stray ones slashed across my cheeks. My bottom lip is swollen, a small gash faintly visible, the skin discolored. Heavy bags line my eyes from no sleep, my muscles tense, and jaw clenched, as I absently grind my teeth together.


    I run my fingertips along a bruise forming around the juncture of my neck and my shoulder, the slight imprint of teeth marks embedded in the skin.


    I've killed men with nothing but my bare hands and walked away with fewer injuries.


    Sighing, I turn on the bathroom faucet and splash cold water on my face, running my fingers through my hair, before turning the water off again and walking out. I tread lightly on the stairs, heading downstairs in nothing except a pair of sweat pants I grabbed from the drawer.


    Karissa is awake now… or up, anyway. I don't think she slept much either, if at all, as we lay in bed all night, lost in the darkness.


    Smothered by the silence.


    Drowning in the bitter truth.


    The scent of coffee clings to the air in the kitchen. It has been two weeks—fourteen long mornings—since I brought that machine home.


    She finally touched it.


    Karissa stands by the counter in a pair of underwear covered by one of my white t-shirts, her back to me. I pause in the doorway, taking a moment to appreciate the sight of her. I can make out the profile of her face, seeing her passive expression. She holds a small white cup, one I assume she dug out of the cabinet with the other china I've never used. Steam rises from the top as she lightly blows into it before taking a small sip.


    And another.


    And another.


    "Good morning."


    She turns at the sound of my voice. Her gaze flits my direction and she freezes, eyes scanning my face and down my chest, admiring her handiwork. I expect her to walk away, to blow me off like she usually does when I try to start a conversation, but instead she strolls my way.


    Her feet stall after a few steps, and she lingers in front of me, a mere foot between us. I remain quiet, stoic, as she holds her cup out, wordlessly offering some.


    My chest tightens.


    It's an olive branch, I realize, but one I don't take.


    She sipped it, so I don't think there's anything wrong with it, but I remember exactly what happened last time I thought that.


    After a second, she sighs, realizing I'm not going to touch it, and pulls her cup back as she walks away.


    "Thank you for the coffee machine, Naz," she says quietly. "I appreciate it."
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 Ray's trying not to laugh.


    I'm trying not to punch him in the face.


    I slouch in the black leather chair at Cobalt after nightfall, nursing a bottle of cold pale ale, hoping the alcohol can soothe my frayed nerves, but it's pointless, given the way Ray's gawking at me.


    I turn my eyes toward him and raise an eyebrow in silent challenge, as the corners of his lips spastically twitch. He's shit at keeping a straight face, and he most definitely can't hide his amusement today.


    It dances in his eyes.


    He's enjoying this.


    After a moment, he loses the battle entirely and a small chuckle echoes out as he full-blown grins. "How you feeling, Vitale?"


    At least he's not drunk yet.


    Because if he called me Naz with that look on his face?


    I would punch him.


    Potential consequences be damned.


    "Fine," I respond, taking a sip of the beer. It tastes extra bitter, or maybe I'm just in one of those kinds of moods. Karissa has me flipped upside down. I don't know if we're coming or going.


    "Fine," he repeats, swirling his glass of scotch around, the ice cubes clinking against the side as he waves his drink toward me. "If that's fine, I'd hate to see the other guy."


    He's looking for information, information he knows I won't volunteer, but he isn't stupid, not in the least. He'd be worried if he truly believed some guy got the best of me like this. The scratches are the tale-tell sign of a woman scorned, and only one woman could leave these marks on me and still live afterward.


    Ray knows this, but he doesn't get it.


    He doesn't get why Karissa is still breathing.


    Why I haven't... why I won't... why I can't… kill her.


    He laughs again, this time a sharp edge to it, as he takes a sip of the dark liquor. "Such a waste."


    I glare at him, hoping he's talking about the wasted opportunity and that it isn't an insult aimed at me.


    Unlike the other guys he keeps around, I never took an oath to be here. I was never inducted into the organization he runs, never vowed my life to the things they do. I do them, all right. I do more than most of those other guys do. But I do it with an understanding, a mutual sort of respect, that it didn't take the prick of a trigger finger to forge.


    I do it because he's like a father to me.


    I do it because I want to.


    I do it because long ago I decided this is exactly what I was meant to do.


    So while I'm loyal, and Ray knows it, he can't treat me like he does those other guys. He can only push me so far. We wouldn't stab each other in the back, but there's nothing to keep us from someday stabbing in the front.


    Nobody's truly safe.


    My best friend proved that.


    The thing is, I wasn't the only one who wanted Johnny dead.


    Ray did, too.


    He wanted the Rita bloodline destroyed.


    He wanted them chewed up and spit out.


    He wanted them to suffer like he did.


    Like we did.


    The only vow I ever took to him was that I would do just that.


    That I would destroy them.


    That I would get justice.


    The only thing keeping Karissa alive—keeping Ray from outsourcing elsewhere, from putting a hit out on her life—is that he's not willing to cut ties with me. It's personal, and for the moment that outweighs any sort of business, but I'm not a fool.


    It might not always be that way.


    I'm sure Karissa thinks I'm a monster for forcing her to stay with me, and maybe I am. Maybe I'm a fucking despicable human being. I'm certainly not a good man. But she doesn't realize it's because of that she's still breathing. It's because of that she wakes up every morning to hate me another day.


    She's alive because I couldn't bring myself to kill her, and nobody else is stupid enough to cross me by doing it.


    "A waste, huh?" I take a sip of beer before gazing at the bottle, swirling what's left of the liquid around inside of it. "It's all a waste, if you ask me. None of it should've happened."


    "But it did," he counters. "Only a fool would ignore that it did."


    Now that is an insult, but I keep my cool, finishing the rest of my beer. "Yeah, well, good thing I'm not a fool. I don't ignore anything."


    I set the empty bottle aside and stand, smoothing wrinkles from my suit coat. I don't bother saying goodbye, merely grasping Ray by the shoulder and squeezing it on my way past him to the door.


    It's a sweltering night, the kind where the darkness feels thicker than usual and the air is heavier in my lungs, making my chest tighten when I try to breathe. I hate these nights. It's the kind of air that held Maria's last breath. The ominous sensation crawls across my skin, a chill in the heat, like I'm fighting a current that wants to take me under, but I won't let it.


    Never let it.


    My car is parked in the back private lot of Cobalt, down the alley that runs beside the social club. I stroll toward it, in no rush, not sure what to do or say when I face Karissa again.


    I hit the lot, walking toward my car parked beneath a glowing streetlight, pressing the button on my keys to unlock the doors when I hear a noise behind me. It's quiet, and restrained, the kicking of loose gravel, a rustling in a non-existent breeze. The hair on my arms prickles in alarm, my back stiffening as every inch of me goes on high alert.


    Somebody's there.


    My heart pounds rapidly in anticipation, my mind working fast to strategize. I don't keep a gun on me unless I know I'll need it. I can't even carry a Swiss Army knife into the city without the NYPD calling it a deadly weapon. My eyes dart around in the darkness, looking for something I can use in defense, but nothing stands out.


    Hands it is, I guess.


    I was blessed with tough ones.


    As long as I have my hands, I'm not defenseless.


    The noise creeps closer—ten feet away at most. Steeling myself, I spin around, prepared to attack before they can make a move, when I catch sight of the face, familiar wide brown eyes catching me off guard for a few seconds, long enough for the barrel of a gun to be aimed right at my chest.


    Carmela Rita.


    She stands just beyond the reach of the light, her hands shaking the small caliber handgun, her finger on the trigger. I freeze in spot, making no sudden movements so not to set her off prematurely.


    Because she'll shoot.


    I know she will.


    The look in her eyes tells me so.


    "Hello, Carmela," I say calmly, keeping my voice steady as I greet her. "Nice to see you again."


    "Don't even… don't you dare talk to me like that!" she grinds out, her voice shaking. "Don't talk to me like we're friends!"


    She grips the gun tightly with both hands now, yet it still shakes, unsteady. She's crazed, more so than I've ever seen someone before. She's a feral cat backed into a corner, ready to claw my fucking face.


    Pity for her, her daughter beat her to that.


    Slowly, I raise my hands in the air to show her I mean no harm. Not now, anyway. I have no intention of hurting her today.


    "Fair enough," I say. "Why don't you tell me why you're here?"


    "You killed him!" she says. "You killed Johnny! You took everything from me, and I want it back! I need it, and you're going to give it to me!"


    Karissa, I think. She wants Karissa.


    She's not going to get her, though.


    I won't let her.


    I can't.


    I can't let Karissa become collateral damage.


    My mind works fast, trying to come up with something to say, some way to distract her, to throw her off for long enough to give me the upper hand. I don't think she knows where I live, not unless Karissa told her before they lost contact. Few people know where my house is for this reason. "You want—"


    "I want my daughter," she interjects. "But I need money right now."


    My brow furrows. "Money?"


    "Johnny was keeping me afloat. I have nowhere to go without him. I have nothing left! I need money, I need a way out of this, and you're going to give it to me."


    She takes a step closer, into the light. She's more of a mess than I originally thought—dirty and deranged. I wonder how she's sustained herself these past few weeks without Johnny, but it's clear whatever she had set aside has dried up if she's desperate enough to try to strong-arm me.


    "I don't have money on me. I'll have to go get you some."


    "Liar!" She waves the gun at my face. "Give me your wallet."


    I hesitate before slowly lowering one of my hands, reaching into my back pocket for my wallet. I pull it out and open it, deciding to placate her by voluntarily handing over a bit of cash, but that's not good enough for her.


    "Toss the whole thing to me," she demands. "And don't try anything funny, Vitale. I'll shoot you."


    Shit.


    I toss the wallet across the lot. It lands a few inches from her feet, and she carefully leans down to pick it up, making sure to keep the shaky gun aimed toward me, her finger still on the trigger. She struggles to keep it pointed my direction while she looks in the wallet, just a glance confirming I lied right to her face.


    There's over a thousand bucks in there.


    I'm hoping she'll swipe the cash and toss the wallet aside, but instead she pockets the whole thing before focusing on me again. "Now give me your keys."


    "My keys."


    "Yes."


    "You're stealing my car, too, Carmela? I thought you were smarter than that. You know new cars are equipped with GPS. You won't get far."


    "You're lying again," she says. "If anyone would have a car that couldn't be traced, it would be you. You'd never let anyone track your movements."


    Smart.


    I'm almost impressed.


    "Besides, I don't want your car," she says. "I just have to be sure you can't follow me right away."


    She's smart, all right.


    Slowly, I start to take the Mercedes key off the ring when she shakes her head, taking another step toward me. "Give me all of them. You're not going to outwit me."


    Too smart.


    But she underestimates me.


    I keep a spare key in my car.


    I begrudgingly toss the keys, glaring at her as she picks them up. As she starts to back away, panic runs through me. I have to find a way to stop her, to stall her. I can't just let her leave.


    I take a step forward, her name on my lips. "Car—"


    The backdoor to the club opens and loud voices carry through into the lot. Their presence sets Carmela off, the lighting of the fuse. I can see it on her face, but it's too late for me to react, too late to diffuse this.


    The explosion goes off unexpectedly, a gunshot lighting up the lot between us a fraction of a second before pain rips through me. A curse leaves my lips in a sharp exhale as my chest suddenly feels like it's engulfed in flames, the burning coating my left side, pinprick numbness radiating from it.


    Fuck.


    Fuck.


    Fuck.


    I can't breathe.


    I grasp my side, wincing, and inhale sharply as a second gunshot cuts through the night, clinking as it slams into my car door, ricocheting and hitting the glass of the driver's side window. My knees buckle as I hit the ground beside the car, trying to shield myself as she unloads the gun, bullet after bullet striking metal around me. I can feel them as they tear past me, crashing into the car.


    She pulls the trigger, over and over.


    Click.


    Click.


    Click.


    I raise my head, blood seeping through my shirt when I hear the distinct clicking sound. She's out of bullets. I'm breathing heavily, adrenaline spiking my system. The pain runs deep, like someone stabbed me with a hot iron poker. I'm hoping it's just a flesh wound, but it hurts like a son of a bitch.


    Carmela frantically takes a few steps back. The gunshots scared away whoever had come outside, but there will be others soon, and she knows it. She knows they're coming, and she's defenseless, and I'm not dead. Either I'm a lucky son of a bitch, or she's a terrible shot. Our eyes meet for only a few seconds, a few seconds where I drink in her sheer terror.


    And then she's gone.


    In a blink, the time it takes to reopen my eyes after closing them, she's running, disappearing into the darkness. I force myself up, clenching my jaw from the pain, struggling to get my breathing under control. I'm steady on my feet for the moment, but I'm losing blood.


    I can feel it.


    I can't stay here.


    The police are never far off, and there were way too many gunshots for nobody to report it. I hear people rush out the door of the club, yelling, but I don't stop to see who it is. Climbing in my car, I open the glove box, fishing out the spare key. It's hard, using only my right arm, my left hand clutching the wound, but I manage to get the car started before anyone reaches me.


    Everything's a blur as I speed away.


    My vision is skewed, my head fucking throbbing.


    I'm not sure how the hell I get home.


    But by the time I pull up in my driveway and throw the car in park, I feel like I'm already hanging by a thread. I don't bother cutting the engine, forcing myself toward the house, needing to get inside. I should go to the hospital, I know, but I can't.


    They ask questions.


    I don't have any answers.


    The door's unlocked when I make it there. I usually get mad when Karissa leaves it I latched, but I'm thanking God for it at the moment. I push against it as I shove it open, the blood coating my hand as I struggle. I slam the door closed behind me and lean back against it, wincing.


    I hear footsteps coming down from upstairs as I push away and stagger through the foyer.


    Karissa.


    "Naz?" she says, her voice borderline panicked as she appears in front me, eyes wide with terror. Yanking her earbuds out, she rushes at me, grasping at my shirt. "Oh God, you're bleeding, Naz! You're fucking bleeding!"


    I stare at her, mesmerized by the fright in her voice—not because of me, but for me. She scared for me?


    "What happened to you?" she asks. "Jesus, there's blood everywhere!"


    "Shot," I grind out. "Just once, I think."


    "Shot? Somebody shot you?"


    Her hands frantically paw at me, and I grimace, gritting my teeth to not cry out but a curse slips from my lips.


    "Oh God, I'm sorry!" She pulls away quickly. Blood stains her palms, her hands shaking as she scrambles for her phone. She drops the damn thing once… twice… before she's steadied enough to even press a button on the cracked screen.


    Her and that fucking phone…


    "Just… hold on," she says. "Hold on, okay? I'll get you some help."


    She starts dialing 9-1-1, but I stop her before she can press the last number, shaking my head as I reach for her phone. "No! No police."


    "What?" She looks at me with shock. "Naz, you're hurt! Like really bad hurt! You need a fucking ambulance! You need to go to the hospital!"


    "Carter," I mutter. "Call Carter."


    "Who's Carter?"


    "He's a doctor," I say. "His number is, uh… it's three four seven, uh… eight five three… uh… one…"


    "One what?" she asks when I hesitate. "What's next?"


    I shake my head. Fuck. Everything's hazy. I'm swaying. "My phone… it's in my phone. Look for Carter."


    She drops her phone and digs into my pants pockets, grabbing mine. She calls the number as I stagger past her, ignoring her protests. The wound is bleeding badly, but I don't think it hit anything major.


    Had it hit an artery, I would be dead by now.


    I can hear Karissa, her voice sounding underwater. She speaks frantically into the phone before she calls out to me. "Naz, wait… he says not to move, to stay where you are!"


    Before I can even respond, she's grabbing a hold of me, trying her best to help me as I head into the den. I collapse on the couch right inside, trying to keep my eyes open. I need to get this bleeding stopped.


    "Tell him to hurry," I mutter.


    "He's on his way," she says, throwing my phone down before the words are completely from her lips. "What can I do? What do you need?"


    "Put pressure on the wound," I say. I'm getting too weak to do it, the pain too much for me to inflict any more on myself. Self-preservation is a bitch.


    "How?"


    "Just… get a towel or something. Use anything."


    She looks around for something to use before, in a snap decision, pulling off her shirt. It happens in a blink, one second she's just sitting there, the next she's practically on top of me in nothing but her bra, her white tank top balled up in her fist.


    She couldn't just go get a towel?


    Shoving my hand out of the way, she presses the fabric to my side hard. I grimace, groaning as the burning rips through my gut.


    "Fuck, Karissa," I mutter. "I'm already wounded, and you start taking your clothes off. Are you trying to kill me?"


    "Not funny," she says, a slight tremble in her voice, her tone dead serious. She doesn't find it funny at all. Forcing my eyes open, I peer at her, my vision blurry but clear enough to see tears silently streaming down her cheeks.


    That sobers me up quickly.


    "Hey," I say, my voice gritty as I reach for her, brushing her cheek with the back of my hand, ignoring the fact that I smear a streak blood on her face. "Don't cry. It's going to be okay."


    She doesn't meet my eyes, keeping her gaze trained on my side as she presses against it with everything in her, the tears still falling. I'm not sure what to say. I don't know if it's the bloodshed or the realization that I'm hurting her again that makes me feel like throwing up, the nausea so intense it burns my throat, everything fuzzy, my chest feeling like it wants to cave in.


    My heart might really give out at this rate.


    The dizziness is coming on hard, my vision fading as sweat forms along my brow, running down the side of my face as I try to focus on staying conscious. Every second gets harder, every breath more of a struggle.


    "How do you know?" she asks quietly. "How do you know it's going to be okay?"


    My eyes drift closed, my eyelids too heavy, the wooziness too strong for me to fight, the current sweeping me under. I struggle with every last bit of energy in me to respond, my words barely a whisper.


    "Because you're not getting rid of me that easily."
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 "Naz! Oh God, Naz!"


    I'm caught in that space between sleep and awake where the world is a slow-motion haze, an illusion I can't believe. It's not real. It can't be. It can't be happening. Her voice is a fiery scream of terror, a sound that rattles my bones and stops me from breathing.


    "Naz!"


    She screams again, my name morphing into an ear-splitting shriek. It's a blink of an eye, a split second where I stare in the thick darkness at a cold, calculated face that used to regard me warmly.


    They say when this life takes you it's usually at the hands of a friend.


    I never thought it would be him.


    The gunshot lights up the room before the blast hits me straight in the chest, like a firecracker going off beneath my ribcage. I can't speak, can't react, as the pain ruptures inside of me, expanding, exploding.


    Fuck, I'm dead.


    I'm dying.


    I fall back on the bed, my vision already blacking out from the blast, blood staining the white sheets surrounding me. It looks black in the darkness, shadowy oblivion threatening to take me away.


    She's still screaming.


    She's screaming my name.


    Over and over again.


    Naz.


    Naz.


    Naz.


    The name dies on her lips as another gunshot echoes through the room, her voice swallowed up by a loud gasp. A gasp for air, for another breath, for another chance… a gasp that rocks me to the core, a pain I feel beneath my skin, gripping me harder than the buckshot in my chest, constricting my heart until it explodes.


    A blink, and he's gone. There's nothing but darkness around me, the room completely still.


    Another blink, and I force myself to move, defying the laws of nature as I struggle to pull her into my arms. She's still gasping, desperate, trying to speak, her lips moving as they sound out my name, but there's no sound to accompany it. I hold her tightly, fighting… and fighting… and fighting, but there isn't enough fight left in the world for her.


    One more blink, and she's gone, too.
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    Through the heavy blackness, the faint scent of antiseptics hits me, making my nose twitch. I shiver, the flimsy blanket covering me stiff and cold, like a sheet of thin ice, as air blows down on me from somewhere up above.


    Before I even open my eyes, I know exactly where I am. I've been here before. This isn't the first time I've woken up this way.


    Last time I thought I was in Hell.


    The hospital.


    The air is icy around me, deathly silent, but I can hear chaos in the distance: beeps from machines, the rush of footsteps, whispered chatter. Forcing my eyes open, I'm not surprised that darkness greets me.


    It's still nighttime.


    If it's even the same day…


    My vision is blurry and my head is foggy. Medicine heavily runs through my system, a grogginess that comes only from being drugged, but it does little to ease the pain.


    I don't want to move.


    It hurts to fucking blink.


    Ignoring it, I shift position anyway, clenching my jaw when I try—and fail—to sit up in the bed. My fingertips tingle, my mouth dry, as a sudden swell of nausea rushes through me.


    My head feels like it's about to explode.


    Collapsing back with a resigned sigh, my hands explore what I can feel of myself. There's a big bandage on my left side, the source of most of the pain. An IV leads from my right arm to a machine, pumping something clear into my veins.


    Whatever it is, I want nothing to do with it.


    Grimacing, I yank the IV right out of my arm and throw it aside, ignoring the small stream of blood that runs from the tiny wound, dripping onto the floor. I yank out every wire running to me, pulling out needles, disconnecting myself from machines.


    My blurry eyes scan the room in the darkness. I'm alone. I'm not surprised, but the nagging in my chest at the moment is about more than just my injuries. No matter how irrational it might be, part of me thought she'd be here, that she'd be at my side whenever I woke up.


    But there's no sign of Karissa anywhere.


    She found her opening, her chance to run when there's no way for you to chase her. She's free of you now.


    It only takes a minute after regaining consciousness before the door to the room opens. My gaze shifts that way, instinctively looking for her, stupidly hoping it'll be her.


    Instead it's a man I'm gravely familiar with.


    Dr. Michael Carter.


    Okay, so he's not that kind of doctor, per se.


    He's a doctor of veterinary medicine.


    Which means neither of us belong here.


    Hospitals mean records, which mean mandatory reports, which means it's only a matter of time before the police come knocking. I go to Carter to stitch me up quickly and quietly, but this wasn't quick, nor is it going to be quiet.


    The man at least has enough sense to keep the light in the room off, offering a nervous half-smile as he tentatively approaches.


    I don't return the greeting.


    There's nothing to smile about here.


    My voice is scratchy as I ask, "Why am I here?"


    He hesitates before cutting off the machines I just disconnected myself from before the alerts bring anyone else to the room. He sits down on the edge of the bed by my feet. "Didn't have a choice, Vitale. You lost quite a bit of blood."


    "I don't care," I say. "You should've robbed the Red Cross before bringing me to this place."


    He's quiet, contemplative, as he looks around, looking at everything except for me now. He knows he made a mistake. His gaze settles on the empty chair across the room, the one intended for visitors, but there are none of those for me.


    Nobody cares that much, I think.


    "I talked to the surgeon… he's a friend of mine, you know. Good man. He said the gunshot to your side was a through-and-through. Messy, but superficial. They stopped the bleeding and repaired the damage."


    "So again," I say, "why the hell am I here?"


    He shakes his head. "The woman who called? She was worried."


    My gaze settles on the empty chair. "Couldn't have been too worried."


    He lets out a strained laugh. "She was a mess when I got there. Out of her mind. The poor thing had more blood on her than you did. You were out like a light, but you were breathing fine, pulse weak but holding steady. Still though, she was trying to give you CPR, beating on you and blowing air into your lungs, doing more harm than good. Every time she pushed on your chest, you gushed more blood. Trying to keep you alive, and she damn near killed you doing it."


    Despite myself, I smile at that. Sounds like Karissa—inadvertently fucking up my life, not even realizing what she's doing to me.


    "So that's why I had you brought to the hospital," he says. "I know it's always a last resort, Vitale, but the condition you were in? The condition she was in? Felt like a last resort kind of situation to me."


    "Did they report it?"


    He sighs. "You know they had to."


    I want to be furious at the man, for the obvious trouble bringing me here will cause, but I don't have it in me. I can't force myself to be pissed when my chest viciously aches and I can only seem to care about Karissa.


    Her bitch of a mother shot me and I'm only worried about her. Go figure.


    Shifting position, I grimace from the stab of pain as Carter stands up again.


    "Just relax, okay?" He stares at the IV I threw to the floor and shakes his head. "I know I don't have any authority over you here... or anywhere... but I hope you trust my judgment. They're going to want to keep you here for 48 hours for observation."


    "48 hours."


    "Yeah, but I know you, Vitale, so I'm hoping you'll give them at least half of that. Just because it wasn't fatal doesn't mean it wasn't serious, you know."


    I do know, but I say nothing, letting out a resigned sigh as I close my eyes, trying to lie still to ward off any more jolts of pain.


    I fight sleep the rest of the night, too paranoid to let my guard down in a place like this, where it's too easy to get away with ending someone's life. All it takes is a slip of the wrong drug and everyone chalks it up to an accident. But there are no accidents, not where I'm concerned.


    The nurse comes around, checking my vitals and trying to replace my IV, wanting to push morphine into me, but I send her scrambling away, refusing anything. The pain gets worse as whatever's in my system starts to fade, and with the agony comes the rush of bitter anger.


    I'd rather end up in the morgue than the fucking hospital again.


    By the time the sun rises outside, dawning a new day, I'm intolerable, unbearable, full of barely restrained fury that seeps into every word I speak, shining from my eyes at anyone who dares step foot in my vicinity.


    I need the hell out of this bed.


    The hell out of this place.


    Out of this life, this fucking situation, this goddamn existence.


    In a rash decision, I throw the blanket off and sit up, searing pain stabbing my stomach. I'm about to force myself to my feet when the door opens, voices immediately carrying through. I recognize one right away, a voice that makes the hair on my arm stand on end, every inch of me turning cold.


    Blue. It's probably the only color that affects me more than red. Red is full of passion, but blue is what happens when the passion turns cold. I feel nothing—nothing—except for pure hatred, the kind that swells through the body and turns blood to ice, freezing everything inside of me when I'm doused with it. I'm a shell of a man filled with unadulterated indignation, and I make no apologies for it.


    When coated in blue, I make no apologies for anything.


    I look toward the doorway of the hospital room, catching sight of two men in blue uniforms with their shiny gold badges and tiny little pins bearing their names, the NYPD patches sewn on their scrawny arms. Dead center of the duo is a man wearing a drab gray suit, his voice the one chipping away at me like he's an ice pick and I'm a fucking glacier.


    Detective Jameson.


    The first time I met the man was in a room just like this, waking up with a broken chest and half a life left to piece together. He drilled me that day, drilled me for answers as to what happened, and I was honest.


    I was too broken to keep it bottled in.


    I told him Johnny Rita murdered my wife.


    He told me he'd get justice.


    He never did.


    The man lied to me.


    I can respect a murderer, and a thief, but I have no respect for someone who lies straight to my face. Say what you mean and mean what you say or don't say anything at all.


    Life is too short to have the bullshit sugarcoated.


    Detective Jameson strolls into the room, smiling a fake wide smile, his younger partner on his heels. I don't have much experience with Detective Andrews, personally, but he doesn't beat around the bush, doesn't force a smile or pretend to be somebody he's not. He's a real prick, and that almost makes me like him.


    Almost.


    "Mr. Vitale," Detective Jameson says, strolling toward the bed. "Sorry to hear what happened to you."


    "I'm sure you are."


    "I am. I'm happy to see you're moving around, though. Are you…?" He pauses, theatrically glancing around. "You aren't going somewhere already, are you?"


    I don't humor that with a response, straining myself as I settle back into the bed. I can't get up now, not with all of them here. I'll probably fall flat on my face, and I won't give them that satisfaction.


    Not to mention I'm wearing nothing but a backless hospital gown, and there's no sign of my clothes anywhere.


    "Where would I go?" I ask.


    "Good question," Jameson says, taking a seat in the black chair, not waiting for an invitation to hang around, while his partner leans against the wall nearby. The uniformed officers linger out in the hallway, not coming any closer. They're just here for back up.


    For what? I don't know.


    Not like I'd hurt any of them in the middle of a hospital in broad daylight.


    No, I'd slip into their houses after nightfall instead.


    "We just want to ask you a few questions in regards to the incident that happened last night," the detective continues, pulling a small notebook out of his jacket pocket, along with a pen. He flips it open to the first blank page, not looking at me as he asks, "Can you tell me who shot you?"


    My response is immediate. "Yes."


    Silence swallows the room for a few seconds before the man meets my eyes, raising an eyebrow. "Well?"


    "Well what?"


    "Are you going to tell me?"


    "No."


    His brow furrows. "No?"


    "You asked if I could, not if I would," I clarify. "I have no intention of telling you anything."


    Andrews chimes in, clearing his throat. "If you're afraid of retaliation—"


    A sharp bark of laughter rocks my chest. I grimace, tears stinging my eyes, pain running through my body from the jolt like a bolt of electric striking my veins. I look away from the men, clenching my jaw and closing my eyes to push back the sensation.


    When I reopen my eyes, my gaze hits the doorway and I stall, frozen at the unexpected sight. Karissa stands there, leaning quietly against the doorframe, wearing a too-big black t-shirt and a pair of flannel pants, looking like she just crawled out of bed. Her hair is piled wildly on top of her head, knotted and twisted, pieces falling down around her weary face. There are lines on her cheeks, a redness streaking the skin that only comes from an assault of recent tears.


    She looks broken, but so goddamn beautiful.


    I want to put her back together.


    I want to break her down even more.


    Her eyes meet mine, and my chest tightens at the distress I find lurking in the depths. There's sadness, yes, but even more I see the fear.


    Is she still afraid of me?


    Why is she even here?


    Sighing, I drag my eyes from hers and look at the detectives again. I'm too exhausted and humiliated and in too much pain to keep up this charade. Jameson is speaking again, going on and on about the same nonsense, about keeping the streets safe, knowing good and damn well I'm one of the worst offenders in this godforsaken city. We both know it, but he can't prove it, so his half-hearted lecture falls on deaf ears, little more than the narcissistic wank of an ignorant man who craves power but can't even take down one measly murderous scumbag.


    It burns him.


    I'd like to set his house on fire and burn him for real some days.


    "You want to know who shot me?" I ask, cutting him off. They both look at me, wide-eyed and hopeful, as Jameson clutches his notebook tightly. "Here, let me spell it for you, to make it easier. I want to make sure it doesn't get lost in translation."


    Jameson waves his pen toward me. "I'm ready."


    "It's, uh… F-U-C-K. Last name Y-O-U. You got that? Or do you need me to spell it again?"


    Before the last word even leaves my lips, Jameson closes his notebook and stands up, shoving it back into his pocket. He knows it's pointless. He's getting not a damn thing from me. He motions toward the door, and Andrews heads that way as Jameson lingers, eyeing me peculiarly like he has something more to say.


    Whatever it is, it's a waste of breath, breath he ought to save, because who knows when he might run out of those. He seems to think better of it after a moment and shakes his head, turning away.


    Karissa's head is down, her eyes on the floor as she presses her back against the wall right inside the room, moving out of their way. Andrews walks right by her with little more than a scowl on his face, but Jameson pauses and smiles warmly. "Nice to see you again, Miss Reed."


    "You, too."


    Her voice is low, barely a whispers that cracks around those meager words. Jameson leaves, the uniformed officers trailing behind him, leaving the two of us alone.


    I can't believe she's actually here.


    It's dead silent, except for the noises out in the hallway. Karissa stands there for a moment before her eyes shift that way, like she's thinking of jetting out the door already. My stomach coils at the thought of her leaving, but I force the feeling back as I clear my throat, knowing she won't be the one to break this silence.


    "You're here."


    She doesn't respond right away, her eyes drifting along the scuffed linoleum floor again, before her gaze finally shifts my way. "Why wouldn't I be?"


    Because you hate me.


    Because I killed your father.


    Because your mother's next, and based on that look in your eyes, I think you know it.


    "Because you weren't here when I woke up this morning."


    "Oh." She pushes away from the wall to trudge through the room, plopping down on the black chair that remained vacant all night long without her. She kicks off her flip flops and pulls her filthy feet up, tucking them beneath her as she settles in. "Well, we're not related, and they only let family stay overnight, so…"


    "So they wouldn't let you back here."


    "Yes."


    Anger stirs inside of me. It's one thing for her not to come; it's another thing for them to turn her away. I can't fault her, as much as it stings, but I most certainly will hold it against them. "Did you tell them who you are to me?"


    "No." Her voice is even smaller now. "You were out of it, so it wouldn't have mattered. I just stayed down in the waiting room until they told me you were awake."


    "You stayed there all night?"


    She nods slightly, tinkering with her hands, picking at her nails. My gaze shifts to them, the skin pink and scrubbed raw. I wonder how many times to washed her hands to rid them of my blood. Her engagement ring is visibly absent, a fact that doesn't surprise me. She never even put it back on.


    Maybe it's an act of rebellion.


    A way to assert some control in an out-of-control situation.


    Or maybe she wants nothing to do with ever marrying me.


    I don't ask her about it, though, and she's never brought it up. She sits there silently, attention focused on her lap, before she lets out a sigh. "I thought you were going to die."


    I can't tell how she feels from her hollow voice, so I ask a question I dread. "Are you disappointed I didn't?"


    It's like zero to sixty in a second flat, her head turning, narrowed eyes meeting mine. Tears swim in the corners, threatening to spill over as she glares at me with so much hostility, if I weren't so goddamn injured, I might move away from it. The woman tells me I'm a monster, but there's a little beast in her that she unleashes from time to time.


    I probably shouldn't love it as much as I do.


    "I should be," she says, her voice shaking as she fights to keep those tears from falling. "I should want you dead. God knows you probably deserve it. I should hate you… I do hate you. Some days I wake up and wish you'd disappear, so I'd never have to look at your face again… but then I thought you might. I thought you might actually die. I though you were dying." She pauses, a tear breaking free. She wipes it away with her fingertips as she looks away from me, laughing bitterly under her breath. "I thought I might never see your face again, might never hear your lying voice again, and that hurt more than I expected it to."


    I watch her as she brushes away another tear… and another… before I respond. "I've never lied to you."


    "You keep saying that," she says, her voice an octave higher than just a moment ago, stronger, like maybe admitting she might not like to see me dead lifted a weight off her chest. "And the sad part is, I think you actually believe it."


    "I do," I say. "I've never lied to you."


    "Well maybe that's true in whatever universe you live in, but here in the real world there's such a thing as lying by omission, and it hurts just as bad. You deceived me. You played me. Toyed with me. The whole time we were together I wondered 'why me?' And now I know why. You were manipulating me! So maybe you didn't lie to my face, but you certainly weren't being honest. You weren't being real. You can't smile and act like you love me one second then destroy my world the very next. You can't do that and expect me to still trust you, Naz."


    You can't smile and act like you love me one second then destroy my world the very next. Those words hit me like a punch to the chest. Somebody did that to me once, and I certainly never forgave him for it.


    "I never tried to be somebody I wasn't," I respond. "Maybe I didn't show you all my cards up front, but I never misled you about what game we were playing."


    "It's not supposed to be a game!"


    "That's where you're wrong," I say. "The world is a game, Karissa. There are winners and losers in life, and I did everything in my power—and I'll always do everything in my power—to make sure I never lose. Maybe I have to cheat sometimes, and I don't always play fair, but I can't. Not if I want to survive it. You can hate me for that, but it won't stop me from protecting you. It won't stop me from making sure you win, too."


    "And what if you can't?" She finally meets my eyes again. She's putting it all out in front of me, her heart on her sleeve, airing her grievances instead of bottling them in. "What if we both can't win?"


    "I've already told you what happens then."


    "What?"


    "I give you the plank, Karissa."


    It takes a moment for her to understand. The Plank of Carneades. If only one of us could survive, who would it be? Some people believe murder is justified when it's vital to save yourself. And while I'm not one to frown upon stealing another life, there are certain people I could never bring myself to take from this world.


    Certain people like her.


    Just her.


    Because a world without her in it, I'm not sure is a world worth living in anyway. I've lived a life of darkness already, years where the sun didn't shine on me, and now that I've seen daylight again, I don't think I could ever turn my back to it.


    She stares at me, not bothering to brush away a stray tear when it breaks free. It falls from her chin into her lap as she shakes her head, like she can't believe what I'm telling her.


    She doesn't respond, doesn't press the issue, as she shifts around in the chair and lays her head against the arm of it, using the hard surface as a makeshift pillow. Silence smothers the room for a few minutes, neither of us speaking or even moving. My eyes are glued to Karissa as hers slowly drift closed.


    Hours pass, each tick of the clock agonizing. I'm stiff and tired, annoyed and in pain, wanting to be anywhere but in this goddamn bed.


    People leave me alone, stepping into the doorway and glancing in, but moving on without addressing me. It's late afternoon when Karissa reawakens, stretching and yawning, clearly uncomfortable sleeping in that chair.


    She should be at home.


    We should both be at home.


    "You don't happen to know where the clothes I came here in are, do you?"


    Karissa's attention shifts my way. "They were ruined."


    "And you didn't bring me any extra?"


    "No," she says. "Why?"


    "Because I'd like to get the hell out of this place."


    "You want to leave? Already?"


    "I shouldn't have even come here."


    "You were hurt," she says incredulously, sitting up straighter. "Like, seriously hurt. This is exactly where you need to be."


    "There's nothing they can do for me," I say. "I'm not going to eat their food or take their drugs, not going to sleep in this bed with people I don't know lurking around. The only thing that can help me at this point is rest, and I'm not going to get that here."


    "But—"


    "Look, I'll walk out of here like this if it comes down to it," I say, motioning toward myself, "but I'd rather not have to."


    She looks at me with disbelief. "Like that?"


    "Yes."


    "Wearing that gown?"


    "Yes."


    Her expression cracks with a small smile, one she quickly wards off, but she isn't fast enough. I caught it, and that smile is all I need to lessen some of the pressure in my chest.


    Shaking her head, she stretches her legs out in front of her before standing up. "Let me see what I can do."


    She strolls out, leaving me in the room by myself. Once alone again, I grit my teeth and force myself to a sit, shifting my body so my legs hang off the side of the bed. I lightly grasp the bandage on my side, breathing deeply, steadily, to try to ward off the pain.


    I expect her to be gone for a while, and I have to piss like a son of a bitch, so I force myself up, gripping ahold of the bed as I steady myself on my feet.


    My vision blurs and my body burns as I shuffle across the room toward the small, adjoining bathroom, shutting myself inside.


    I struggle to relieve myself, one hand gripping the sink, the other only vaguely aiming as I piss all over the toilet seat. I wash my hands before shuffling back away, startled by the sound of the voice as soon as I step into the room.


    "Whoa," Karissa says, standing just inside the doorway. "You're up."


    "You're back."


    "I am," she says, stepping around me. Her face flushes, that smile touching her lips again. "Here, found these."


    She hands me a ball of dark blue clothing—a pair of medical scrubs. "You get these from a doctor?"


    "Got them from someone," she says. "Found them in the staff locker room on the first floor."


    "You stole them?"


    "Borrowed them."


    Shaking my head, I eye them peculiarly. They're clean and look damn near a perfect fit. Making my way over to the bed, I grip on to the frame to steady myself as I pull off the gown, letting it drop to the floor.


    Karissa gasps, shielding her face. "You're going to do that right here?"


    I let out a small chuckle, the laughter only fueling the pain more. "Yeah, well, it's nothing you haven't seen before."


    "Maybe so, but the whole world can see it right now."


    "I'm not ashamed," I say, sitting on the edge of the bed to try to put on the pants, but it's damn near impossible. I can't bend over to pull them up my fucking legs. My eyes water from agony as I struggle in silence for a moment before Karissa grabs a hold of them, wordlessly helping to put them on.


    I take over once they're within my reach, covering up, and grab her arm when she tries to move away. Her face is bright red, bashful, and she avoids looking me in the eyes when I pull her my way.


    "Don't be embarrassed," I say. "I'm certainly not. Besides, I seem to remember you taking your clothes off last night."


    "You were bleeding. I had to use something."


    "You keep telling yourself that," I say, letting go of her. "I always knew there was a little bit of an exhibitionist in you."


    She rolls her eyes, but she doesn't deny it.


    The shirt is much easier to pull on than the pants. After I'm dressed, I survey myself, satisfied I'm no longer indecent. "Thanks for swiping the clothes for me."


    "I borrowed them," she stresses again.


    "Whatever you want to call it, jailbird," I say, glancing at her and raising an eyebrow. "You ready to get out of here?"


    She doesn't answer right away, as if contemplating my question, but eventually offers a shrug as if to say, 'what the hell, let's go.' I follow her out of the room and into the busy hallway. I'm moving as slow as a tortoise, each step painful but I force myself to keep going, my bare feet slapping against the filthy fucking floor.


    "How'd we get here, anyway?" I ask as we head toward the elevators.


    "Ambulance."


    "Do you have any money on you?"


    "Uh, no, I don't think so."


    I sigh as we pause in front of the elevator. "We're going to need to find a way home."


    As soon as I say it, I glance up, my footsteps faltering when I see Ray standing at the nurse's station. Just as I spot him, the nurse on duty points my direction. Ray turns, eyeing me right away.


    Karissa stalls beside me, stepping closer to my side as he approaches. I put my arm around her, instinctively, protectively, but more so to lean on her.


    I'm unsteady on my feet.


    Ray momentarily ignores her presence when he stops in front of us, focused fully on me. His eyes study me, picking me apart, like he's looking for weaknesses. "Leaving already, Vitale?"


    "Yes," I say. "What are you doing here?"


    "Just came to check in on you," he says. "You sped away last night, wasn't sure what happened, but I heard you'd been shot."


    "Just a flesh wound," I say. "I've had worse."


    "That you have," he says, nodding. "Well, come on, let me give you a ride home."


    I start to argue, but I don't have a leg to stand on. What can I say? We have no other way to get anywhere. I stagger onto the elevator as Karissa stays at my side, the three of us heading to an awaiting limo, the driver still waiting behind the wheel.


    It's strained, the whole way to Brooklyn, as I sit in the back of the extravagant vehicle beside Karissa, right across from Ray. Nobody speaks. Nobody knows what to say. My mind is a jumble of thoughts, my body in agony, my chest heavy from the implications.


    When we pull up in front of my house, Ray clears his throat. "Can I have a moment of your time, Vitale?"


    Hesitating, I relax back in the seat, motioning for Karissa to go ahead inside. She leaves, closing the door behind her, and we sit in silence for a moment. I stare out the window, my eyes drifting to my car in the driveway, the side of it ravished by bullet holes.


    Ray looks apprehensive, his eyes shifting from me to my car in the driveway. "Who did this?"


    A lie is on the tip of my tongue. I try to swallow it back, but it springs free. "I don't know."


    I've never lied to Ray before.


    "You don't know?"


    "No," I say. "They blindsided me, stole my wallet and my keys, then panicked and shot me."


    "And you don't know who it was?"


    "No," I say. "I don't."


    His eyes meet mine again, guarded, as he seems to consider all of it. He doesn't believe me, I see it in his eyes, but he, too, knows I've never lied to him. He doesn't want to think things have changed between us. I don't want to think it, either, but I feel it.


    I feel the shift before he even addresses it.


    "You're getting soft, Vitale. You let someone shoot you. You let them rob you and get away with it."


    "Just because they got away last night doesn't mean they'll get away with it," I say. "I always get my revenge."


    "Revenge," Ray echoes, letting out a dry laugh. "I'm starting to think we have different definitions of that. I thought revenge meant payback, justice, an eye for an eye… a family for a family… not taking the easy way out."


    Easy. I shake my head. "That's where we differ, Ray. You seem to think what I did was easy for me, that letting go of a plan I spent almost two decades plotting was easy, but you're wrong, because there was nothing easy about it. I still feel like I failed, like I didn't get any justice for Maria."


    "You didn't," he says, matter-of-fact, those words piercing me like a knife to the chest. "You pissed on my daughter's memory by letting Carmela live."


    "Yeah, well, that's only temporary."


    After last night, there's no way around it.


    I can't let Carmela continue to walk the streets after what she just did. I tried to give her a pass, a chance to flee for Karissa's sake, but it's too late now.


    She made a grave mistake.


    "And their kid?" Ray asks, turning to look at me. I don't look his way, but from the corner of my eye I can see his serious expression. "Karissa?"


    "What about her?"


    "You're just going to let her live," he says. "You let her go on breathing, living in that house that should've been my daughter's, sleeping in your bed, sleeping with you, giving her the life my daughter should've had, the life my daughter could've had, would've had, and you're going to fucking give it to her? Her?"


    Every word from his lips stabs at me, eating away at my insides like festering poison, tearing me apart one syllable at a time. He's not saying anything I haven't thought myself more than once, the sense of betrayal already existing inside of me, but the accusatory tone in which he spews it only stirs it up more.


    I feel like I'm going to pass out.


    "The daughter of my daughter's murderer," he mutters. "That's who you chose, who you let replace her."


    "Nobody will ever replace her," I say, having to force the words out through the swell of emotion in my chest. "I'm not trying to replace anyone, but I can't help how I feel about Karissa."


    "Guess we disagree there, too," Ray says. "You could've helped it. You could've avoiding all of this by slitting that bitch's throat like you were supposed to. Isn't that what you said, Vitale? Make her choke on the filthy blood that created her."


    I damn near flinch when he says it, the anger in his voice an echo of mine the first time I said those exact words. It was only months ago, weeks that somehow turned me into someone I don't know. I get Ray's confusion. How can he understand what I'm still coming to terms with? For damn near twenty years I dreamed of bleeding every single one of them dry, and now that it's within my reach, I hesitate.


    No, I don't hesitate.


    I change my mind.


    I do a full reversal, a fucking one-eighty, practically overnight because of Karissa.


    She's not just under my skin, she's in my organs, wrapped up in my cells, infecting me.


    "I'm just trying to understand, Vitale," he says. "Just trying to understand how you can bear to breathe the same air as that girl and not spend every second of it thinking it should be my daughter breathing instead. That it should be your daughter, or your son, instead of Johnny's kid. How can you be with her, fuck her, do things with her you used to do with my daughter, and not still want to slit her fucking throat because of how unjust it is?"


    I'm not sure what to say, how to respond to that. I sit there for a moment, not moving, still staring out the window. "She wasn't part of the original plan."


    "Plans change."


    "Exactly," I say. "And they've changed again. Killing her would make me no better than Johnny, and that's not the kind of man your daughter loved in the first place. Killing Karissa won't do Maria's memory any justice. Killing Karissa will just make it all worse."


    I climb out of the car then, not bothering to thank him for the ride. I start to close the door, hearing his voice just before it slams between us. "Another thing we'll have to disagree on."


    Standing on the curb, I watch as the limo pulls away, disappearing down the street. Shaking my head, I turn to the house, staggering that direction.


    The first thing I see when I step inside, the first thing my eyes are drawn to, are the smears of dried blood all over the floor around my bare feet. I glare at the streaks of dark red, sighing exasperatedly, as Karissa steps into the foyer in front of me.


    I close my eyes.


    Deep breaths.


    Inhale.


    Exhale.


    I can't clean it up now.


    I'll do it later.


    Don't worry about it.


    When I reopen my eyes, Karissa's right in front of me. She reaches around where I stand, securing the locks on the door, as I run my hands down my face.


    It's probably senseless.


    I'm not sure if Carmela knows where I live. It's not listed on my license, but if she knows, if she finds out, she now has a key to the place. I know she's smart, but she's also proven to be fearless, and that can be a deadly combination.


    As if I weren't paranoid enough before…


    Karissa helps me upstairs the best she can. I collapse on the bed on my back, legs hanging off the edge, as my eyes drift closed right away. I don't want to sleep, I shouldn't risk it, but I can't help it. She says something to me, her voice gentle, her fingers even gentler as they run through my chaotic hair, but I don't comprehend it.


    The pull is too strong to fight.
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    Appear as you may wish to be.


    I sleep deeply, long hours lost in the abyss, time slipping away, before I finally regain consciousness. I lay in the darkness and stare up at the ceiling as I blink rapidly, trying to come back around.


    I'm alone in the room.


    My head is pounding and my body feels like it's on fire. I don't dare move a muscle yet, eyes trailing the ceiling fan as it spins around and around, blowing a hint of cool air on my sweaty face.


    I'm weak—so fucking weak it hurts to blink, taking every ounce of energy I have left to keep breathing. It would be too easy for someone to end my life today. I'm vulnerable, and susceptible, still alive for the moment but feeling like I've already got one foot in the grave.


    I've felt that way for a long time, actually.


    I wonder when the other foot will finally join it.


    I'm still tired, but I need to stay awake, so I close my eyes to steel myself, gritting my teeth as I force myself out of the bed. Time waits for no man. The world won't just roll over and take it. I have to face it head on, pick myself up and trudge forward as long as I can.


    I can't be weak.


    I have to be strong.


    My legs feel heavy but my footsteps are light, slow and measured, as I make my way downstairs. I head for the kitchen, the light on in that room, my mouth as dry as sand, my throat raw like scratched with sandpaper. Stepping in the doorway, I pause when I see Karissa standing at the counter beside the sink, haphazardly chopping some vegetables and throwing them in a pot on the stove.


    She struggles with the knife as she massacres a carrot, the sections uneven, pieces flying all around. Shaking my head, I stroll into the kitchen, watching her with a morbid sort of amusement. "Nobody ever taught you how to use a knife?"


    My voice seems magnified by the silence. Karissa jumps, the sound of it catching her off guard. The knife slips as she brings it down on the carrot, slicing right into her pointer finger. Cursing, she instantly lets go of the knife and it clatters to the floor.


    "Shit, shit, shit!" she chants as she hops around. "Jesus, Naz! You scared me!"


    I say nothing, pausing beside her, grabbing her wrist and pulling her hand toward me to see the cut. Before I can get a good look, she yanks away, plunging the wounded finger into her mouth, wrapping her lips around it with a scowl on her face.


    Nausea swims through me. I can almost taste the blood myself. Disgusting.


    I brush by her to open up the drawer closest to the refrigerator. It's full of this and that, a little bit of everything, one of the only drawers in the kitchen that doesn't sit empty. I search around inside, pulling out a small first-aide kit. I set it on the counter and pop it open, grabbing a Band-Aid.


    I take her hand again, pulling her finger out from between her lips. I stare at it for a moment as a bead of blood surfaces from the small wound. The cut isn't too deep, she doesn't need stitches, but it obviously stings by the look on her face.


    For years I sought this blood—hunted it down so I could drain it, to stop the heart that beats it, to rid the world of that disgraceful bloodline. I never imagined one tiny drop would have such an affect, how her pain, no matter how trivial, would inflict that same sort of ache in me.


    Karissa doesn't fight me, watching silently as I open the bandage. "You know, there should be some rule that says only one of us is allowed to bleed per day."


    "It's after midnight," she whispers. "You haven't bled yet today."


    Yet.


    Laughing dryly, I wrap the bandage around her finger, covering the wound. Bringing her finger to my lips, I lightly kiss it before letting go of her hand. "It's kind of late to be cooking."


    "Your, uh... that doctor stopped by and he dropped off some prescriptions, and gave some instructions... you know, rest and drink fluids and stuff like that. He said you should try to eat something but that you probably couldn't handle much yet, so I just thought..."


    She trails off, still not answering my question. "You thought?"


    "I thought I'd make you some broth."


    "Broth?"


    "Uh, yeah, I guess it's more like soup since it's got chicken and carrots and celery and—" Her voice stumbles as she turns away from me to stir whatever's in the pot. She cuts her eyes my way after a second and frowns at my expression. "It's just that stuff, and some water and seasonings. That's it. Nothing else."


    I want to believe her.


    I really do.


    "We didn't have any broth in the cabinet? I thought I saw a carton of it somewhere."


    She grimaces. "There are certain things you shouldn't ever drink out of a box, and chicken broth is one of them."


    "I'm guessing wine is another?" I ask, leaning back against the counter.


    "I like boxed wine," she says. "It's cheap and does the trick."


    "Well, I don't mind chicken broth out of a carton," I say, shrugging as I push away from the counter. "It hasn't killed me yet."


    I start to walk out when I hear her voice, quiet as she mutters, "I won't kill you, either."


    I don't hang around, shuffling my way to the den. The scent of bleach reaches my nose as soon as I step in the doorway. My eyes trail the floor and along the couch, surveying the area, before turning around and glancing toward the front door.


    All of the blood is gone.


    Everything looks back in order, scrubbed and sanitized, every reminder of what happened here completely wiped away while I slept upstairs. A feeling stirs in the pit of my stomach that I instinctively try to shove back, but I'm too exhausted for pretenses, too drained to put on a mask.


    Gratitude.


    She cleaned up the mess I made, wiped up the spilled blood caused by her mother's hands. She didn't have to do it, but she did.


    Sighing, I step into the den and settle on the couch, leaning my head back and closing my eyes, trying to breathe through the twinges of pain. I should go back to bed but I feel disconnected up there, trapped in a void where time doesn't exist.


    I haven't been sitting here for more than a few minutes, nearly dozing off already again, my body on the verge of shutting down as it tries to process, when I feel something cover me. The material rubs against my skin, soft but startling. My eyes open, instantly meeting Karissa's as she drapes a blanket over my body.


    That gratitude swells up again, but I shove it back down. "Why are you doing this?"


    She smoothes the blanket before sitting gently down on the small table right in front of the couch, so close her knees rub against mine. It's a startling change from just the last time we sat in this room together, when she did everything in her power not to have any part of her touch any part of me. Hours feel like weeks, days like an eternity, but I know it was less than forty-eight hours ago.


    Two days, and such a drastic difference.


    "You had goose bumps," she says quietly. "I figured you were cold."


    "I'm not just talking about the blanket. Why are you doing any of it?"


    "Because you're hurt. You were just shot, Naz. Just yesterday. You shouldn't even be out of the hospital yet, much less trying to walk around like you're fine."


    "But I am," I say. "I'm fine, Karissa. It's not the first time this happened to me."


    "I know."


    "And it probably won't be the last, either," I continue. "I can take care of myself. I've been doing it for longer than you've been alive. I don't need you to pretend to give a shit about me now just because I'm injured, because I'll heal, sweetheart. I'll be just as good as new, with or without your pity."


    She pulls her hands away, hurt flashing across her face that dissolves quickly in a barrage of anger. Narrowed eyes focus on me as she clenches her hands into fists on her lap. "Do you have to be such an asshole? I'm just trying to help."


    "Why?"


    "Because you're hurt," she says again. "And regardless of what you think, it's not pity, or whatever the hell else you want to call it. Maybe you think you don't need anyone, and maybe you don't… I don't know… but that doesn't mean you don't deserve someone. You shouldn't have to be alone or take care of yourself right now, not when someone else can do it for you."


    "Why would you do it? Why would you help me?"


    "Because it's the right thing to do."


    I stare at her as I mull over those words. She stares back for a moment before cracking, looking away as she shakes her head. She starts to stand up when I let out a resigned sigh. We're at an impasse, and we're never going to break it if one of us doesn't give.


    One of us meaning me.


    She's conceding as much as she can.


    "It's not your fault," I say quietly, my words drawing her attention back to me. Her brow furrows as I continue. I haven't told her who shot me... I haven't told anybody. But I can feel the shame wafting off of her, regardless. "If you're doing this out of some twisted sense of guilt, if you think it's because you owe me…"


    "It's not that," she says quickly, although the tone of her voice tells me it is, at least partially. "I thought I was watching you die, Naz. That's not something I want to go through again. And I know you don't trust me. I don't know if you'll ever trust me again, but I'm not trying to trick you. I'm not trying to hurt you, or do anything except help. I just want to help you. That's it. Can you just… give me the benefit of the doubt?"


    I have half a dozen reasons not to trust her, not to believe a single word she says. History certainly is on my side when it comes to that family. But I just told her this wasn't her fault. Holding it against her now would make me less of a man than I try to be… less of a man than I want to be.


    Leaning my head back again, I close my eyes, drawing on her words from just days ago about the coffee machine. "Thank you for the blanket, Karissa. I appreciate it."


    Give and take, I remind myself. There has to be give and take.


    "You're welcome." Her voice is quiet. I feel her legs brush against mine, get a whiff of her fragrant perfume as she shifts closer, seconds later feeling her soft lips against my cheek. "Sweet dreams."


    Sweet dreams. It's a nice sentiment.


    But my dreams are never sweet.


    I only have nightmares.


    Memories.


    The same one, over and over, time and time again.


    The pain.


    The anguish.


    The gunshots.


    Bang.


    BANG


    I drift off to sleep again right there on the couch, in and out of consciousness the rest of the night, trying to shift position, trying to get comfortable, but there's no relief to be found. Something wakes me around dawn, early morning sunshine streaming through the windows and illuminating the wooden floor, casting everything around me in gold tones. I'm shivering, heart racing wildly, a cold sweat coating my body from head to toe.


    I need a shower.


    And a fucking shave.


    Something.


    I lay completely still, straining my ears to try to riddle out what disturbed me, swallowing back the swell of nausea when I realize it was the front door.


    It opened, and closed, the locks jingling. Soft footsteps descend upon the house, restrained like someone is trying to sneak from the living room into the kitchen, things shifting around, drawers opening.


    Forcing myself up, I grasp the bandaged wound on my side, holding it like I'm trying to hold myself together. I slowly make my way out of the den, on alert, vision fuzzy and head foggy.


    I'm a fucking mess.


    If someone tried to attack me right now, they'd take me down easily. My blinks are accentuated by blackness, my reactions slowed.


    I quietly make my way toward the kitchen and pause in the doorway, a sense of relief calming the tension in my muscles when I see it's Karissa. Just Karissa. She's dressed in a pair of cut-off jean shorts, barely covering her curvy backside, and a white tank top that's downright sinful.


    I lean against the doorframe, unable to sustain all my weight on my tired legs, as I watch her. I need some energy back, and I need it back quick. Just staggering here took it all out of me. A few grocery bags surround her on the floor that she digs through, pulling things out to put away. Her earbuds are in her ears, the faint sound of music reaching me.


    I wonder what she's listening to, but I don't ever ask.


    She takes a fresh box of Cocoa Puffs and reaches up on her tiptoes to shove it onto the top of a cabinet. Her shirt rides up as she does, my eyes drawn to the sliver of exposed skin. She can be self-conscious about her body sometimes, especially when she catches me watching her, tugging fabric to cover up places she doesn't want me to look. It's senseless, though, because I know every inch of her.


    I memorized every curve and crevice, every scar and scratch marking her skin. It's unforgettable, the dimples on the small of her back, the ridges of her ribcage when she's stretched out straight, the strain of her fingers when they clutch onto me, the curl of her toes when pleasure overwhelms her. She's perfectly imperfect, down to the scattering of freckles along her back and dotting her flushed cheeks.


    Everything about her is beautiful to me.


    Even when she's scowling, when she's angry and full of hate. She's beautiful when she cries, when she's in the throes of grief. She's beautiful when she smiles, when she laughs at me. But she's the most beautiful when she's doing nothing. When she thinks nobody's looking, when she thinks she's alone. Her walls are down, her defenses off, and the real Karissa shines through. She's pensive and passive, a calm breeze in the middle of a storm that somehow pacifies me. She gets lost somewhere up in that head of hers, and as much as I hate when she overthinks things, she's goddamn beautiful when she does it.


    If I were hard pressed to explain why I fell in love with her, that would be my answer. Because she's beautiful. And I don't mean it in a superficial way. You're not going to find her on the cover of a magazine. She's more the kind you find at a museum, on a painting or in a piece of literature. Her beauty is in her soul.


    She has enough of that for both of us.


    Karissa drops down flat on her feet and turns back to the bags, jumping when she catches me standing here. She yanks the earbuds out, the music growing a little louder, as she lets out a gasp. "Jesus, you're practically an invalid and you still sneak up on me!"


    "An invalid?" I raise an eyebrow at her. "Are you calling me worthless?"


    "Well…" She gives me a playful smile as she steps toward me. "If the shoe fits."


    "I'm wounded."


    "You are," she points out, motioning toward my side. Her expression shifts the closer she gets to me, worry lining her face. The tranquility fades as once more turmoil takes over. Pausing in front of me, she reaches up and cups my cheek. "You're sweating like crazy, Naz. What are you doing standing here?"


    "Thinking about how beautiful you are."


    It's the truth.


    That's exactly what I was doing.


    I don't think I've told her that enough.


    She rolls her eyes, the flush on her cheeks deepening, as she reaches up to feel my forehead. "You've got to have a fever."


    Grasping her wrist, I pull her hand away from me and shake my head. "I'm fine."


    "So you keep saying." She steps back and hesitates before walking over to where her purse sits on the counter. She searches through it for a moment, pulling out two orange pill bottles, and turns back to me. "I went and got your prescriptions filled, grabbed some other stuff while I was waiting for them. I didn't know what kind of health insurance you had…"


    "I don't have any."


    She looks genuinely surprised. "None?"


    "No."


    "You should really have some."


    "Do you have health insurance?"


    She doesn't. I know she doesn't. Her shake of the head doesn't surprise me a bit. Insurance means records, which means a trail of paperwork that can lead someone straight to you.


    "Well, I don't need any," I say. "My doctor takes cash payments instead."


    "Anyway," she says, disregarding my statement as she holds up the pill bottles. "I went ahead and just paid full price for them, you know, since I didn't know if you had any coverage, and I didn't want to wake you up to ask."


    "I appreciate it, but you shouldn't have bothered," I say. "I have no plans to take them."


    Her expression falls quickly as she looks between the pill and me. "If you're worried… I mean, if you think I messed with them, I swear I didn't. You can count the pills… check them. You'll see."


    "It's not that."


    "Then what is it?"


    "I don't like being medicated."


    "But you need them," she says, shaking the pill bottles at me. "Ones an antibiotic. You don't want to get any sicker. And the other's just for the pain. I know you have to be in pain."


    "I'm fine."


    "No, you're not," she says, raising her voice, the last word cracking a bit as she forces it from her lips. I can see the gleam in her eyes from where I stand, unshed tears building around the edges. "You're being stubborn. You won't eat my soup, you won't take your medicine, you won't rest… I had to fight with you to get you to accept a damn blanket. You tell me I overthink things. Ha! Look at you! You're worse than I am!"


    She's yelling at me.


    Yelling.


    She's beautiful when she yells, too.


    A smile cracks my face, but it does nothing to calm her down. If anything, it gets her more riled up. She glares at the sight of it, cocking her head as she studies me. "What are you smiling at?"


    "You," I admit. "You're still so beautiful."


    "And you're goddamn delirious," she says, her voice dead serious as she steps toward me again, thrusting the pill bottles right at my chest. I wince as she hits me, nearly stumbling backward, letting out a low hiss as the jolt in my body makes the fire in the wound rage. Her expression shifts as if she's been doused with a bucket of ice water, eyes wide with regret. "I'm sorry, I—"


    "Don't apologize," I say, clutching hold of the bottles. "I figured you'd like seeing me suffer."


    "Yeah, well, you figured wrong," she says. "Believe it or not, I'm not that kind of person. I'm not a sadistic freak who gets off watching others struggle."


    I stare at her as she takes a step back away from me. There's a fire in her today, stronger than it's ever been before, but I don't think she has it in her to be intentionally cruel. "Like me, you mean?"


    "What?"


    I palm both bottles in my left hand, reaching for her with my right. She startles as I run my fingertips down her neck, my hand coming to rest at the base of her throat. "A sadistic freak who gets off on others struggling."


    "I didn't mean it that way. I wasn't calling you—"


    Before she can finish, I pull my hand from her skin and turn away from her, shaking the pill bottles. "I'll consider taking the antibiotic."


    "What about the pain killer?"


    "I don't want to kill the pain," I say. "If I stop feeling it, I might forget."


    "Forget you're wounded?"


    "Forget someone wounded me."


    She doesn't respond to that, standing silently as I toss the bottle of narcotics straight into the trashcan before setting the antibiotic on the counter. Shuffling over to the refrigerator, I grab a bottle of water and unscrew the cap, taking a sip.


    "Masochistic," she mutters. "That's what you are."


    "Those are some pretty powerful words for someone who just used her first safe words two months ago."


    Rolling her eyes, she fishes the pain killers right back out from the top of the trash can and sets the bottle on the counter with the other. "Just think about taking them both, okay? I think you've suffered enough. No reason to torture yourself. God knows you torture me enough for the both of us."


    She starts to walk out as I lean back against the counter beside the refrigerator. "Sounds like you're calling me sadistic again."


    "Yeah, well, like I said earlier, if the shoe fits…"


    I laugh to myself once she's gone, lingering there for a moment, sipping on the water. My thirst is unquenchable, my chest aching and stomach tearing up as wooziness continues to overwhelm me. After a moment, I push away from the counter and stroll out, slowly making my way upstairs.


    I desperately need that shower.


    I bypass the bedroom, where Karissa lays full dressed on her back on the bed, arm draped over her eyes. I think she slept less than me the past two days and don't want to disturb her when she's trying to rest. Instead I make my way straight to the bathroom, grimacing the second I glance in the mirror.


    I took a shotgun blast to the chest and never looked this bad.


    I was younger then, more resilient… or maybe I just didn't notice myself back then. The world revolved around everything I lost, when today what matters is that I'm still here. I'm falling apart, and I feel like shit, but I'm alive, and breathing.


    And somebody's going to pay for it.


    I struggle taking off the sweaty, stolen scrubs I'm still wearing, stripping out of them, leaving them in a pile on the floor. I start the shower, letting the water warm up, as my gaze surveys the white bandage on my side. I pick at the surgical tape, tearing it from my skin. I get it halfway off when there's a light tap on the bathroom door, my name softly called out before it opens.


    From the corner of my eye, I see Karissa hesitate when she sees me standing here completely naked, but it only stalls her for a second. I'm still picking at the tape, hissing as I try to rip the bandage off, when she walks over and pushes my hands out of the way.


    "Let me get that," she says, gently plucking it from my skin, making a face as she discards the bandage in the trashcan. I step over and survey the damage in the mirror. The wound in front is small, a perfect circle where the bullet sliced through the skin, but the back looks like it exploded out of me. The jagged, misshapen hole was haphazardly sutured closed.


    "Oh God," Karissa whispers. "That's horrible."


    "It's not so bad," I say. "It'll heal quickly. It'll all heal. A few days, and I won't feel it anymore. A week or two, and all I'll be left with are some new scars."


    I turn away from her and climb into the shower, not bothering to close the curtain, not caring that I splash water all out on the floor. I'm too exhausted to care about anything today. I expect Karissa to leave me in peace, to walk back out the door, but instead she strolls closer to the shower. "Can I help you?"


    "I don't know," I say. "Can you?"


    She hesitates, wavering for a moment, before reaching for the hem of her tank top and pulling it off, tossing it to the floor with my clothes. I turn my head, closing my eyes, and let out a deep sigh as she undresses right beside me. I don't look—I can't. She steps into the shower behind me, her hands instantly running up my spine, sending a shiver through my body.


    It's agony.


    It's not in my nature to let anyone take care of me. I don't like relying on others for anything. But something inside of me breaks at the feel of her hands on my skin, her presence around me, as she tugs the shower curtain closed, casting the two of us in shadows.


    She washes me as I stand there, gently cleaning the blood from around my wounds with a soft cloth, trying her damnedest not to hurt me any more. I stand under the spray letting the water rain down on me for a while, neither of us speaking, before the dizziness gets to be too much. Pulling away from her, I sit down on the edge of the tub, leaning my head against the tile wall.


    She steps in front of me, under the spray of the water, and gazes down at me. No matter how hard I try not to look, my gaze rakes up her body, drinking in every inch of her frame, before meeting her eyes.


    She says nothing.


    I don't know what I'm supposed to say.


    Instead, I wrap my arms around her, pulling her to me, my head resting against her stomach. She runs her hands through my hair, caressing it, as I close my eyes, letting myself, for the moment, feel it.


    Feel it all.


    Every bit of it.


    Everything I avoid, and push back, and ignore.


    I'm in love with the one woman I should never have fallen for.


    We're a tragedy in the making. The game of tug-of-war we're playing will end up destroying us, because she doesn't have it in her to surrender, and I can't let go.


    It's something else I love about her.


    There's a fight in her.


    But it's a fight that'll be our downfall.


    Because I have that same fight in me.


    We still don't speak. I hold her, until the water starts to run cold, a chill in the air making a shiver run through her. She pulls away from me, slips out of my arms, and climbs out of the shower. I sit there for a while longer, listening to her walk out of the bathroom, before reaching over and turning off the water.
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    I give myself one more day.


    That's it.


    Just one more, before the paranoia gets to be too much and I can't just lay around anymore.


    I put on my brave face and force myself back on my feet. There's hell to pay with each small step I take, but I keep making steps despite it.


    It feels like there's burning lava in my gut.


    I grit my teeth and don't let it show, even when my vision gets hazy, even when my head feels dizzy, even when the pain makes my knees want to buckle beneath me.


    Karissa isn't in the bedroom.


    It's dusk, I think, or maybe it's nearing dawn. I'm not sure anymore. All I know is the house feels dark. Too dark. I lost hours, too many hours, hours that left me exposed and vulnerable. A nagging feeling continually hounds me, the silence deafening in her absence.


    At first I think she's gone, but light streaming out from the bathroom pushes those thoughts back down inside of me. I find the bathroom door cracked open a bit and I push it open further, glancing inside.


    She's in the bathtub.


    I lean against the doorframe and watch her for a moment. The water teaming with bubbles shields the most intimate places of her body, but I can see enough for my imagination to take over.


    Once again, I'm struck by how beautiful she is.


    The relief of her presence is enough to dull some of the pain, at least temporarily. She's so ingrained in my life these days, burrowed so deep in my heart, that I think killing her now would really be the death of me.


    I managed to survive last time love ripped me apart.


    I don't know if I can survive that again.


    And that's what Ray doesn't understand, I think.


    Ray doesn't understand love anymore. He has a wife, and a mistress, hundreds of men at his beck and call, but I don't think he's ever loved anyone outside of his daughter. Love destroyed him that day, too, and he never recovered.


    He doesn't understand how I can.


    Karissa's reading, a familiar old book in her hands, one I recognize with just a glance. The Prince. I've read it so many times I can quote it verbatim. Based on the crease along her forehead, the puckering of her lips as she glowers, I'd say she doesn't find it nearly as fascinating as I do.


    She's reading it, though.


    I'll give her some credit.


    "The Prince."


    My voice sounds magnified in the silent bathroom. She jumps, startled, not noticing me until now. The book slips from her hands, hitting the water with a splash. Cursing, she snatches it back up before it fully submerges, shooting me a panicked look. "Shit, sorry, I didn't mean—"


    I hold my hands up to stop her. "Don't apologize."


    "But your book," she says, shaking the water off of it. "It's wet."


    I stroll toward her, shrugging. "It's just a book."


    "It's your favorite book," she says. "I'm guessing, anyway, considering half of it is underlined and highlighted and you scribbled all in the margins. Ugh, and I'm ruining it… I'm sorry, really. I didn't mean to, but you scared me. How the hell do you keep doing that? You'd think I'd be used to it by now."


    "You'd think," I say, "but you lack intuition."


    She rolls her eyes. "Oh no, I have it, it's just going haywire. I think my mother's getting to me."


    Hesitating, I debate for a second before pushing away from the door and slowly strolling over to her. Gritting my teeth at the stabbing pain, I slowly sit down on the edge of the tub. It eases once I'm sitting. "Why do you say that?"


    "She was always paranoid, you know, thinking people were watching her, and I guess in her case they sort of were..." She shoots me a pointed look. "But I don't know... I keep getting that feeling, too."


    "The feeling that somebody's watching you?"


    "Yes. I felt it yesterday, when I went to the store, and then today I went to the driveway, and I know it's only like ten feet but I just..." She trails off, frowning. "I guess I'm just jumpy after what happened to you."


    It's not paranoia, I think, although I don't tell her.


    It wouldn't surprise me a bit if she were being followed, if people were watching.


    It puts me on edge.


    "What are you doing, anyway?" she asks, changing the subject. "Why are you even out of bed?"


    "I have things to do."


    "Yeah," she says incredulously. "Like sleep, and rest, and recover."


    "It's just a flesh wound," I say. "Barely even hurts."


    She rolls her eyes but doesn't argue with me about it, her attention going to the book once again. "I really am sorry I got your book wet."


    "It's fine," I say. "I can buy another copy."


    Sighing, she closes the book, her cheeks tingeing pink. "But you'll lose all of your notes."


    "Nonsense." I tap my temple. "It's all up here."


    "I bet," she says, holding the book out to me, offering it up. I take it, feeling the soggy cover. It's old and vintage, definitely ruined. "It kind of did feel like I was getting a peek at your brain."


    "And what was that like?"


    "Complicated."


    I laugh lightly, cringing. Shit, even that hurts. "Is that good or bad?"


    She offers me a slight shrug, shifting in the water to pull her knees up further, wrapping her arms around them. The discomfort is creeping in as she tries to shield parts of herself from me, parts she doesn't want me to see.


    She's needlessly self-conscious, considering I know every inch of her already.


    "Huh." I glance down at the book in my hands as I consider that. "Men judge more by the eye than by the hand, for everyone can see but few ever come in touch with you."


    "Are you…?" She twirls her fingers around in the water. "Are you saying you want to feel me up or something?"


    I stand up again, shaking my head. "I'm saying you've touched me, Karissa. You've gotten a lot closer than the ones who can only see. That's why it's complicated."


    I walk out, leaving her in peace, not wanting her to be any more uncomfortable than she already seems to be.


    I drop the soaked book on the dresser in the bedroom before I head for my closet, pulling a suit off the rack. I hear Karissa pad down the hall, coming straight to the bedroom behind me. I cast a glance at her as she stalls right inside the room, clutching a stark white towel around herself as she regards me.


    I pull the shirt off the hanger and slowly start putting it on as I look back away from her. It's a matter of seconds before she's in front of me, forcing my hands away to do it for me. "So, uh… are you saying you don't want to feel me up then?"


    Her playfulness makes me smile. It's nice to hear it again. "I don't think you'll ever hear me say that."


    Stepping back, I sit down on the edge of the bed to pull on the pants before looking at her again. My eyes trail the slivers of exposed skin in the dim moonlight before meeting her eyes. She's watching me curiously, brow slightly furrowed.


    "Are you sure you're okay, Naz?" she asks quietly, stepping closer, wrapping her arms around herself. "I really wish you'd take it easy."


    Looking up at her, I study her face, drinking in every drop of her expression. She sounds genuinely worried about me. Slowly, my hands reach for her, starting at her knees and running up her thighs, slipping beneath the towel and coming to rest on her bare hips. I pull her closer to me, between my legs, and rest my head against her stomach.


    Again, she doesn't tense up or push me away.


    Wordlessly, she runs her fingers through my hair.


    "I'll be fine," I mumble as I close my eyes. "I'll relax when everything's taken care of."


    "When what's taken care of?"


    I sit there for a moment, not responding, just relishing touching her. I don't give her a chance to pull away from me again. This time, I let go.


    "What time is it?" I ask, looking past her, seeking out my watch, but I have no idea where it could be, nor do I know where my phone is. I'm so out of touch. It's not like me.


    "Uh, 7 o'clock, maybe."


    "AM or PM?"


    She looks at me incredulously. "PM."


    "Do you know where my phone is?"


    "Downstairs," she says. "On your desk in the den."


    Nodding, I stand back up, fastening my pants before stepping past her to seek out some shoes.


    "When what's taken care of?" she asks again. "Where are you going?"


    Once more, I don't answer her.


    She watches me for a moment before turning away, snatching up some clothes for herself and storming out of the room. I hear her as she stomps downstairs, hearing her banging things around and slamming doors.


    She's angry.


    What else is new?


    

  


  
    


    


    [image: ]


    

    

    Houses creak, shifting and settling when everyone's in bed at night. I bought this house when it was brand new, just after the last nail had been hammered into the woodwork. Until Karissa moved in months ago, I was the only one to ever occupy these rooms, the only one to walk these halls in the darkness or nap in the den in the daylight.


    I started again from scratch.


    No memories pad across these hard floors, no stories infuse themselves into these bare walls, but the house still makes noise at night, groaning like it's in mourning for what it never got to be.


    Because walls and a roof? They don't make a house a home.


    There was a small house on the other side of Brooklyn, within walking distance of my favorite pizzeria, that I used to think of as home. It had one floor, one bedroom, and the smallest kitchen I've ever seen, but it was the first place I ever got to call my own.


    It was the first place I ever felt safe and secure.


    The first place I found happiness.


    The first place I felt love.


    But it had nothing to do with the building that stood there. It was what existed inside those walls that made it that way.


    I lived there for less than a year… less than a year before my home came under attack… but nineteen years in this house never came close to adding up to what I had there. I understood Karissa when she told me home wasn't a place to her, because it was never one to me, either.


    Johnny took my home from me that day.


    I burned the house down afterward.


    "Guess it's true what they say."


    The sound of Karissa's voice draws my attention. Turning around, I see her standing at the bottom of the steps, eyes trained past me at the front door. Early morning sunshine bathes the area around it in a soft orange glow, making the brand new locks lining the door shine brightly. I spent all night fortifying the house, doing everything in my power to make the place secure.


    I can't stop Carmela from showing up here, but I'll keep her from getting inside if she does.


    "And what, exactly, do they say?"


    Karissa's eyes shift from the door to meet mine. Her hair is a mess, her pajamas disheveled. She clearly just woke up from sleeping hard, lost in tranquility, while I spent the past few hours drowning in paranoia. Every time the house creaked, I damn near clawed my way out of my own skin.


    "History repeats itself," she says, "first as a tragedy, second as a farce."


    Karl Marx. I recognize the quote.


    Daniel Santino must've taught it to her.


    Huh.


    I wave toward the front door. "Something about this is funny to you?"


    "Not really funny," she says, slowly stepping closer. "It's sort of curious, though, that I spent my entire life trapped behind locked doors and here it is, happening to me again. I always knew something was going on when my mother started buying extra locks and nailing down windows. It's just a bit of déjà vu seeing you doing the same thing."


    Hesitating, I reach into my pocket and fish out a set of keys. I toss them to her without warning, and they hit the wooden floor by her feet with a clang. Bending down, she picks them up, eyeing me curiously.


    "You're not trapped here, Karissa."


    Her fist closes around the keys, her gaze burning through me as she arches an eyebrow, silent for a moment before asking, "Aren't I?"


    "No, you're not. You can leave the house whenever you want."


    "Can I?"


    "Of course," I say. "Doesn't mean I won't follow you, though."


    She glares at me for a moment before looking away, focusing back on the locks lining the door. "I take it back."


    "Take what back?"


    "It is funny," she says, although there's no humor in her voice. "The entire reason I was on lockdown growing up was because of you, and here I am, on lockdown once again, all because of you. Ironic, don't you think?"


    "Does it make you feel like an Alanis Morissette song?"


    Her brow furrows. "Who?"


    Shaking my head, I stroll toward her. "Never mind. Sometimes I forget how young you are."


    Her eyes meet mine once more. "I'm not young. You're just old."


    "Huh." I pause right in front of her. "I remember once, not long ago, you were adamant I wasn't old. But then again, that's the same night you told me to stay, and you've been pretty vocal about how you regret that. Guess I shouldn't be surprise if you take back everything you've said."


    She holds my gaze for a few seconds before closing her eyes and looking away. I don't linger, shuffling past her on my way to the den. I'm exhausted, and frustrated, wanting nothing more than to collapse in my bed and sleep for days on end, but there's still too much to do.


    I've wasted enough time being unconscious.


    I'm sitting at my desk, on the phone with American Express when Karissa appears. I expect her to take a seat on the couch, to turn on the television and do whatever it is she does, but she surprises me by approaching my desk instead. She perches herself on the corner of it while I lean back in the chair.


    "I need to cancel my card and order a new one," I tell the person on the phone. "I also need to know if it's been used recently."


    The lady gives me the usual spiel about timeframes and security as she looks up my history. Last swiped at a gas station north of the city limits the night it was stolen. Huh.


    I hang up once it's settled and continue to watch Karissa as she stares out the vast window behind me. She's switching up her routine because of me, but not much has really changed. Not really. I don't want her to feel like a prisoner, but it's obvious she feels trapped.


    She even said so herself.


    "I have something for you," I say.


    "I don't—"


    "Want anything from me," I say, finishing her thought. "You don't want anything from me, I get it."


    "Actually, I was going to say I didn't need anything."


    "Well, good, because I think you'll want this."


    Opening my top desk drawer, I pull out the receipt from NYU and hold it out to her. She takes it, slowly unfolding it as I close the drawer again. Her gaze goes to the receipt as she clutches onto it tightly. Her eyes flit across the paper as she reads. "You paid my tuition?"


    "I did."


    "But how did you know? I mean, how did you…?" She trails off, shaking her head. "Never mind, what don't you know when it comes to me."


    Not much, I think, but I'll learn the rest eventually.


    "You didn't have to do this," she continues, looking at me as she folds the receipt back up. "I wasn't going to ask you to do it."


    "I know," I say. "But you risked a lot to come to NYU, so if school's important to you, you should keep going."


    She seems at a loss for words, her mouth opening and closing a few times. After a few failed attempts at a response, she simply looks away, temporarily giving up on attempting conversation.


    I know she's grateful, even if she doesn't say it.


    Sighing, I shove my chair back and stand up again, swaying a bit. I grasp the desk beside her and close my eyes, taking a few deep breaths to steady myself. When I reopen my eyes, I see she's watching me, but I don't linger. I don't need her to worry.


    I walk out of the den without another word.


    I go upstairs to shower, standing under the frigid cold spray and hoping it'll jolt me awake, before heading into the bedroom to change. I'm dazed as I absent-mindedly pull on another one of my suits, only vaguely having to pay attention as I knot the dark tie. I sit down on the edge of the bed with my shoes when I glance toward the doorway, Karissa appearing yet again. She hesitates in front of me, leaning against the doorframe.


    She still has something to say.


    I think she finally found the words.


    "You didn't go to sleep last night."


    I cut my eyes at her. "I'm surprised you noticed."


    "I always notice."


    "Then I'm surprised you care."


    "I always care, too."


    "Yeah, maybe you do," I mutter, slipping on my shoes before letting out a light laugh. "Sometimes you care because you don't want me there."


    She doesn't argue that, sighing dramatically when I carefully stand up again to grab my coat. "Are you going somewhere? Again?"


    "I have to go sort out things with my car," I say. "I also need to get a new driver's license and deal with whatever else was in my wallet."


    "It can't wait?"


    "No," I say. "It can't."


    "So you're going to be gone a while?"


    The question makes me eye her peculiarly as I put on my coat. "Maybe."


    "Oh."


    "Planning to throw a party in my absence?"


    Planning to run as soon as I'm not here?


    "Of course not," she says quietly. "I just thought, you know, maybe I could go with you."


    My fingers stall as I'm fastening the buttons. "You want to go with me?"


    "If you don't mind… unless you're doing something, well, you know…"


    "Illegal?" I guess, shaking my head when she nods in confirmation. "It'll all be boring and above board. No skirting any gray areas today, jailbird. Scouts honor."


    She smiles slightly. "Were you a boy scout?"


    "Yes," I admit, fixing my coat, smoothing the material. "All the way through Junior High."


    "Really?"


    "Yes."


    "You must have a thing for joining organizations."


    Despite myself, I laugh at that. I have a rule against talking about what I do for work, against even verbally acknowledging I play any role in the world of organized crime, but she's not an idiot, and I'm done hiding who I am.


    She's seen me.


    She knows.


    "Yeah, well, I like to think it's mutually beneficial," I say. "They teach me what they want me to know, and I use what I learn to assist them however I can."


    "What did the Boy Scouts teach you?"


    "The basics," I say. "Tying knots, hunting, shooting targets, starting fires… surviving."


    "And the, uh… other organization?"


    I consider it. "Pretty much the same things."


    She eyes me warily. "You must be good with so much training."


    I step toward her, pausing right in front of her, so close the tips of my shoes graze her toes. She stares up at me, her expression earnest as she bites the inside of her cheek. Carefully, I reach out, running the back of my fingers along her jawline as her lips twitch. "What did I tell you about asking things like this?"


    "That I should be careful what I ask," she says quietly. "That the answers aren't always pretty."


    "Exactly."


    "But I wasn't asking anything," she says. "It wasn't a question."


    You must be good with so much training.


    No, it wasn't a question.


    "You ever hear the expression 'more is caught than taught'?" I ask. She shakes her head, and I lean closer, dropping my voice lower, whispering to her. "You can learn more watching the world around you than anyone could ever dream of teaching you. I'm good, all right, but it has nothing to do with any kind of training. I'm good, because the world showed me how to be. Very few have ever witnessed my greatest tricks, Karissa… even fewer lived to remember them."


    Her muscles grow taut… I can see them straining as she tries to stay still, but my words send a shiver through her. I pull away, turning around to head for the door.


    "I'll be downstairs," I say. "Get dressed if you want to come with me today. It's up to you."


    I don't expect her to really come along; don't expect her to show her face again before I leave.


    After retrieving some cash from a safe in the den, finding my spare car key and gathering my passport and social security card to use as identification, I head out the front door and stroll toward the driveway, surveying my car.


    A few dings pepper the driver's side door, but a .22 caliber bullet is no match for the armored metal of the Mercedes S-Guard. I bought this car because it's arguably the safest on the market. Not bulletproof, per se, because nothing is bulletproof. A strong enough weapon can cut through even the toughest Kevlar, demolish even the sturdiest structure, but it's resistant to whatever might come my way. The side window took the worst of it, a spider web crack in the corner filtering out along the tempered glass.


    I reach for the door handle, opening it, and freeze when I glance inside. Bloodstains streak the leather, but they're just that… stains.


    The car has been wiped clean.


    I hear a noise behind me as I'm staring at the interior and turn quickly—too quickly—nearly toppling over from the jolt of pain. I clutch onto the door, gripping it tightly, and close my eyes again to stop the world from spinning.


    When I reopen my eyes, I see Karissa standing there.


    She's wearing a pair of jeans and a tight black tank top, tall black boots and a pink scarf. Her hair is pulled along the side, loosely braided down her shoulder, just a touch of makeup on her face. She looks a lot like the woman I first encountered, the one who charmed me.


    She proves me wrong yet again.


    "I tried to get the blood out but it sat too long and I didn't know what to use," she says, motioning toward the interior of the car. "I thought… well, I figured you had more experience at that than me."


    There's not an ounce of sarcasm to that statement.


    It's the truth, anyway.


    "You shouldn't have."


    She shrugs. "It's the least I could do."


    No, really, she shouldn't have…


    Sighing, I turn back to the car, ignoring the stains as I climb in behind the wheel. I wait until she's buckled in the passenger seat before starting the engine and pulling away.


    Karissa's quiet as I run errands all over town, spending an ungodly amount of time trying to get a new copy of my driver's license at the DMV. She sits beside me the entire time, following me from place to place, her presence loud even if she's low on words.


    "Just one more stop," I tell her eventually. "I need to have the car dealt with."


    Her eyes trail over the fractured side window. "Are we going to Donizetti's Body Shop?"


    My brow furrows. "Where?"


    "Donizetti's," she says again before looking at me. "I think that's what it's called. I found the business card…"


    She starts to reach into the center console, and my stomach drops, realizing what she's talking about. Shit. Before she can pull out the business card, I stop her, shutting the console once again as I shake my head. "I get all my work done at the dealership."


    "Oh." She settles back into the seat. "I figured he did your work for you."


    I say nothing to that.


    I'm grateful she drops the subject.


    It's late afternoon when we make it to the Mercedes dealership in Midtown East. The lobby is quiet, only a few people hanging around, talking to salesmen or waiting for their cars. A strange blue glow surrounds the desk as I stand in front of it, leaning against it, waiting as the receptionist finds room in the schedule to squeeze me in.


    "It should just be a few minutes, Mr. Vitale," she says, bright red lips smiling widely, flashing her inexplicably white teeth at me. It's forced, and fake, the kind of smile that's bought and paid for. I hate when people smile needlessly, like their faces are puppets and corruption pulls the strings. "Just take a seat and someone will be right with you."


    She takes my only spare key and waltzes away as I let out as a sigh and turn away from the front desk. Karissa is sitting in a blue chair across the lobby, right in front of the television, fidgeting distractedly.


    I stroll that way, and she glances up at me, but I step past her to the counter along the side, to the small Dean & DeLuca set up, grabbing two shots of espresso before strolling back toward Karissa. She watches me warily as I hold one of them out to her.


    "Here," I say. "We might be here a while."


    They say minutes when it's always more like hours.


    "Thank you," she says quietly, taking the little paper cup from me, offering a small smile of gratitude. Unlike the one that greeted me just minutes ago, this one is genuine.


    I like this smile.


    I miss it.


    "You're welcome," I say, sitting down in the chair beside hers, stretching my long legs out as I take a sip of the espresso. It's thicker than usual, a slight bitter edge to it. I grimace, the taste lingering in my mouth, and glance at Karissa to see her do the same.


    She scrunches up her nose. "This coffee is terrible."


    "It's espresso."


    She scoffs, taking another sip. "Same difference."


    "Same difference? Really?" I shake my head. "You're a disgrace to Italians everywhere."


    She laughs. "Good thing I'm not really Italian."


    "Oh, but you are," I tell her. "Your father was an Italian citizen, so by default you would be, too."


    She hesitates, taking another sip. "Is my mother an Italian citizen, too?"


    "Uh, no, she's not," I say, leaning back in my chair as I regard her. "Her parents... your grandparents, as it is... were second or third generation."


    Karissa's eyes widen. "My grandparents?"


    "Yes," I say. "You have some of those, you know… most people do."


    I can tell looking at her that she never thought about it, never considered the fact that she'd have more family.


    "They're dead, though, right?" Her voice is quiet. "Growing up, my mom always told me her parents passed away."


    "Yeah, they died in a car accident."


    "So she didn't lie to me about that, at least."


    "I suppose there's that," I say, drumming my fingers against the arm of the chair. "Although, you know, Carmela isn't your only parent. Johnny's mother is still around."


    "Really?"


    "Yes, she lives over in Harlem. She's a bitter hag, kicked your father out on his ass when he was just sixteen, but she's still around. Her name's Janice."


    "Janice," she mumbles. "Interesting."


    As I'm sitting there, sipping the espresso, the lady from the front desk comes waltzing over, that fake smile still plastered to her face. "Mr. Vitale, do you have some identification on you? I need to use it to verify you're the owner so we can order the new key from headquarters."


    "Yeah." Reaching into my coat pocket, I pull out the paper from the DMV, the temporary driving authorization until my new license comes in, and hand over my passport along with it, in case she needs a picture. She walks away with them both, returning a moment later and handing them back to me.


    I start to slip them into my pocket when Karissa's voice cuts through the silence. "Can I see?"


    I cut my eyes at her. "See what?"


    "Your passport."


    I hesitate, but figure there's no harm in letting her look. Anything she'd learn from it are just things I'd tell her if she asked, anyway. I hold it out, and she takes it, setting her espresso down.


    I continue to sip my drink.


    She flips the passport open and immediately bursts into laughter, the sound washing through me, easing some of the tension in my muscles. I know exactly what she's laughing at before she even says anything. "Michele? Your middle name is Michele?"


    She pronounces it like most Americans, feminine and soft, her laughter escalating as she repeats it again and again. Michele.


    "It's not Mah-shell," I say, correcting her. How many times did I say these words growing up? "It's Me-kale-ah. It's the Italian form of Michael."


    "Are you Italian?"


    "Clearly."


    "No, I mean, are you a citizen like my, uh... Johnny? I figure you have to be, with a name like yours, but you have an American passport, so…"


    "Oh, no," I say. "New Yorker, born and bred."


    "So your parents just like, uh… traditional names?" she asks, tripping over the word traditional as she fights to keep her humor at bay. "Names like Michele?"


    She laughs again, louder this time, as she intentionally mispronounces my middle name. Reaching over, I grab the passport to snatch it back but she grips it tightly, fighting for control. "No, wait, I'm not done."


    Yanking from my grasp, she shifts her body so it's out of my reach. Shaking my head, I relax back into the chair, giving up. I don't have it in me to be annoyed, or angry, even as she snickers to herself. It takes a brave soul to mock me. She knows who I am, and what I'm capable of, but she's not afraid of my reaction.


    Deep down, she's not afraid of me.


    She's forgetting again, I think. Forgetting she's supposed to hate me. Forgetting what sort of monster I can be.


    I can't be upset in the slightest over that.


    It makes me smile, even if it's at my own expense.


    "No, really, why the hardcore Italian name?"


    "You'd have to ask my parents," I say. "I had nothing to do with it."


    "What are their names?"


    "My father's name is Giuseppe."


    "And your mother?"


    I hesitate, knowing she's going to laugh again, but I can feel her gaze as she awaits my response. I finish my espresso in silence as the dealer who always handles my car steps out into the lobby, his gaze scanning the area before settling on me.


    "It's Michelle," I say, pronouncing it the feminine way. "Her name is Michelle."


    Standing up, I throw my cup in the trash when Karissa snorts with laughter, just like I knew she would. My name might be the Italian equivalent of Michael, entirely masculine, but it's undeniable—I was named after my mother. She laughs long and hard as I step toward her, carefully leaning down, my hands on the arms of her chair on both sides of her. She looks at me, a hitch in her laughter as she inhales sharply.


    I inch toward her, slowly, my expression dead serious.


    "Laugh it up," I say, staring her in the eyes, the tip of my nose brushing hers as I move toward her ear, whispering, "we'll see how funny you find my name the next time I make you scream it."


    Her eyes widen, her amusement quickly fading, a flush creeping up on her cheeks. I pull away from her, turning to the dealer. He grins at me—another fake, forced smile that I always get around this place, as he holds out some paperwork, including the bill, and my spare key.


    "I ordered a replacement key, but it won't be in for a week or so," he says. "The one you have here will still work fine. I remotely deactivated the key that was stolen, so it can no longer start the car. It can, however, unlock the doors and the trunk, but in that case the alarm will sound, and nothing short of you cutting it off with your key will stop it. We can make an appointment to have the manual locks changed, if you'd like."


    "I'll think about it," I say, nodding as I turn from him. "Thanks."


    I start back toward Karissa when the dealer calls out to me. "Uh, Mr. Vitale, about the damage. The, uh… bullet holes."


    Karissa's eyes drift to me when he says that. I turn away from her again to look at the man. "What about them?"


    "Would you like us to fix it?" he asks. "There's no interior damage, of course, since it's an S-Guard… and thank God for that, right? But the body shop can take care of the cosmetic damage."


    "Maybe some other time."


    I head over to the main desk and pay the bill, pulling the cash straight from my pocket, mourning the loss of my wallet, before heading back to Karissa. Wordlessly, I motion for her to follow me, and the two of us head out of the dealership to where my car's parked near the garage service doors. I open the passenger side for her, and she pauses, regarding me warily. I can see the curiosity in her eyes, and I have all the answers in the world, but she never asks the right questions.


    Without commenting, she slips into the passenger side, letting me shut the door. I climb behind the wheel and start the car, merging into Manhattan traffic right away.


    She sits in the cool leather seat, still holding onto my passport. She opens it again as I drive, scanning through the pages, a contemplative look on her face. "No Italy."


    "Excuse me?"


    She holds up the passport. "There are no stamps from Italy in here."


    "Oh, yeah, they never bother to stamp it."


    "Why?"


    "I don't know." I've never given it much thought, always grateful to be waved straight through whenever I've landed in Rome. "Why does it matter?"


    "Because you told me you've been to Italy."


    I turn to her as I pull up at a red light, surprised by her accusatory tone. "I have."


    She looks torn as to whether or not to believe me, and I realize then why it matters so much. She's still looking for a reason to doubt me, looking for justification to hate me, grasping any smidgen of skepticism that comes along to try to convince herself that she shouldn't love me.


    She doesn't want to love me.


    I don't blame her.


    But the fact remains that she does.


    She loves me.


    And she probably hates that fact more than she hates me most days.


    I look away from her when the light turns green. She seems to, for the moment, decide to believe what I'm saying. She glances back at the passport, scanning over the few stamps I've collected before closing it.


    She tosses it in the center console and slouches in her seat, shifting her body so she can lean against the door and stare out the window. "Do your parents still live in New York?"


    "Yes."


    "Here in the city?"


    "Yes."


    "And you don't see them?"


    "No."


    "Why not?"


    I sigh as I pull up at yet another red light. Traffic is heavy today. It's going to take a while to get back to Brooklyn at this rate. I'm exhausted, and nauseated, and my body is really starting to ache.


    I cut my eyes at her, seeing her inquisitive look. "You sure you're not writing a book about my life?"


    She rolls her eyes. "I'm just trying to figure out who you are."


    "You know who I am."


    "No, I don't." Her voice has a hard edge to it, a slight hint of anger that makes my skin prickle. "You're like a caricature to me, Naz… you're an outline of a man, a vague sketch of a person, and I'm just trying to fill in the rest of the picture, add some color between all these black lines, and I don't know how to do that, how to figure out who you really are, without prying it out of you."


    "What do you want to know?"


    "Everything," she says. "I want to know everything about you. And I know you told me the answers might not be pretty, but I don't care. If we're going to have any chance in hell of doing whatever it is we're doing, of actually building something together, I'm going to have to understand what makes the answers so ugly in the first place."


    I consider that for a moment, sitting in silence as I stare through the windshield at the bright red light, waiting for it to change. Once it turns green, I make an unexpected turn, cutting in front of other cars, ignoring the blare of their horns, as I hook a left down a nearby street.


    It veers us away from Brooklyn when I take yet another left, setting us back in the direction we just came.


    "Are you hungry?" I ask, glancing at Karissa.


    She stares at me with disbelief. I can see the fury brewing in her eyes, anger at being disregarded, at having her questions ignored. Any walls I busted down are already being reconstructed, her guard going back up, her armor coming on.


    I'm grateful for it, for the moment.


    She's probably going to need it.


    "You haven't eaten yet today," I say when she doesn't answer.


    "Yeah, well, you haven't eaten in like a week."


    She's exaggerating, but that doesn't matter, considering I have no intention of eating today, either.


    "You must be hungry," I say. "Let's get you something."


    She merely shakes her head as she looks back away. I don't talk anymore as I drive north through Manhattan. I sneak glances at the other side of the car whenever traffic stops us, seeing her expression hardening, the anger still there, growing along with her confusion.


    She wants so badly to ask where we're going, to demand I tell her where I'm taking her right now.


    The deli is in a faded brick building in Hell's Kitchen, wedged between a butcher shop and a little corner grocer, tucked in below a bunch of cluttered old apartments. Metal bars needlessly cover most of the tinted glass windows, a green awning running the length of the building above them, Italian Delicatessen written in block letters along the brick. The actual name of the place isn't on it anymore, hasn't been for decades although the spot it used to hang up top, front and center, is still discolored compared to the area around it.


    It doesn't matter, though, not really.


    Name or no name, the deli's iconic.


    People drive in from upstate for one of their sandwiches, for just a taste of their fresh mozzarella, for a pound of their smoked ham. They can move it to a fucking alley and sell it out of the back of a truck and people will still make the trip.


    Everyone thinks it's a sign of the owner's modesty, that he never gave a shit about recognition, that he never bothered to have the sign replaced after renovations years ago. The food's what matters, he tells people when they ask. Who cares what you call it as long as you come eat.


    But I know it's not humility. It's regret.


    He just doesn't care for the name anymore.


    I park the car in the closest spot I can find, just down the street, and feed some change into the meter when I get out. Karissa sits in the car while I do it, like she doesn't plan to come with me, but after a moment she gets out, her expression unchanged.


    "We don't have to be here if you don't want to be," I say. "I'll take you home right now."


    Part of me hopes she'll agree to that.


    I've endured enough shit this week to go through this on top of it.


    But no such luck.


    "No, we're already here," she says, waving all around her. She has no idea where here is. "We might as well stay."


    "If you're certain."


    "I am."


    I wish like hell I was.


    Pressing my hand to her back, I lead her down the street, slowing as I approach the familiar deli. My eyes studiously scan the outside, instinctively searching for anything that changed since I was last around, finding it just as I remember. I reach for the door, tugging it open, the obnoxious bell on top of it jingling as I motion for Karissa to go inside.


    It grates on my nerves.


    The inside is unassuming—checkered floor, a dozen wooden tables, dim lighting and tall, winding counters. Glass cases take up half the front beside the register, filled with meats and cheese, a cluttered handwritten menu board hanging above it all.


    A young guy tends to the lone register, helping those waiting in line, while a man steadily cuts meat a few feet to the side, his back to the customers. He's sturdy, six-feet of solid mass covered in leathery skin, his dark chaotic mess of hair flecked with quite a bit gray.


    He moves fluidly, despite his age.


    Cool.


    Confident.


    He owns the place.


    He whistles loudly as he works, like an oversize dwarf right out of Snow White, the off-key tune the only noise in the place above the chatter. There are no televisions, no music, no Wi-Fi.


    Just a man whistling Johnnie Ray's 'Just Walking in the Rain'.


    I haven't heard the song in ages…


    Karissa strolls through the deli, taking the place at the back of the line. I join her, wordlessly waiting, the sound of the casual whistling clawing at me. Every second that passes makes my knees weaker, my vision hazier, my head a throbbing mass of pain.


    I'm sweating.


    Aching.


    I shove my hands in my pockets.


    This was a bad idea.


    A fucking terrible idea.


    Neither of us talks during the wait. She reads the menu, scanning the dozens of options as we slowly, steadily move closer to the front.


    It only takes a few minutes.


    Everyone's cleared out ahead of us, only two or three waiting behind us. The guy working the register looks up. He can't be much older than Karissa, and he seems to only have eyes for her. He grins the kind of grin that says he'd like to take her to dinner then have her for dessert afterward, as he says enthusiastically, "what can I do you for?"


    I want to reach across the counter and grab him by the throat, rip his fucking voice box out for even talking to her.


    In another place, I might.


    At another time, I probably would.


    I would gut the boy for having the balls to even think about flirting with her.


    But in my state, the pesky little punk could probably take me out.


    Pathetic.


    Karissa returns his smile before glancing my way, expecting me to answer that question. I stare at the guy working, watching his expression change when he takes note of mine, and clear my throat when I turn to Karissa.


    I wipe the sweat from my brow. Here goes nothing. "Order whatever you'd like, sweetheart."


    The words aren't even entirely from my lips when silence falls over the deli, the meat slicer pausing mid-stroke, the whistling halting in the middle of a note. I can feel the abrupt shift in the air, coldness sweeping through, like the sun vanished behind some thick clouds, blanketing the world in the kind of shadows where men like me live.


    I shiver.


    I can feel eyes on me. I don't move from where I'm standing, merely shifting my gaze down the counter. Lips that whistled so exuberantly a second ago are now pressed into a thin line of contempt, like the man's forcing them together to keep from saying something.


    His back's no longer to me.


    I can only imagine what he's thinking. His eyes are harsh and critical, the recognition running deep but none of it is sentimental.


    Karissa obliviously starts ordering—an Italian sub special for her—before she addresses me. "Naz, what are you getting?"


    "Nothing," I say, staring at the man a moment longer before turning to the guy at the register. "Nothing for me, so just her Italian."


    He rings it up and I quickly pay, not waiting for my change. I just slap a twenty down on the counter before turning my back and shuffling away, slipping into the chair at an empty table in the middle of the deli. Karissa joins me, not saying anything, until her sub is ready and it's set in front of her on the table.


    Her gaze bounces between the food and me with confusion. "You didn't want anything?"


    "No."


    "Why not?" she asks, taking a bite of her sub, practically moaning as she chews. "Jesus, it's really good."


    I believe her.


    The food here always is.


    But I can't eat right now and certainly not at this place.


    "You know how you think I'm paranoid for believing people might try to poison me?"


    "I wouldn't really say you're paranoid," she says, "but yeah..."


    "Well if anyone were to ever actually do it, I'd put my money on him."


    I motion with my head toward the counter. Her eyes widen, her gaze shifting from me to her food again with a hint of panic. She suddenly looks sick.


    "Relax," I say, letting out a light laugh at her strong reaction. "Your food's fine. He wouldn't mess with it."


    "How do you know?"


    "He has no reason to," I say. "You haven't insulted him."


    "And you have?"


    "Yes."


    "How?"


    I stare at her, considering how to answer. "By existing, mostly."


    She nods and goes back to eating, as if she understands, when she doesn't. Not really. Not yet, anyway. But she will, just as soon as the man starts unraveling, the shock of my appearance wearing off and undoing his carefully constructed happy-go-lucky, whistle-while-you-work façade.


    Most people overlook men like me, or see us as a necessary evil, staying out of our way to keep from crossing our paths, but he's too strong willed, too wound tight with a misguided sense of righteousness, the stick up his ass hitting way too deep for him to just keep his mouth shut and mind his own business.


    Coming here was definitely a bad idea.


    I know better than to do it.


    But Karissa wants to know things… things just telling her won't make her understand. I can shout that the sky is blue all afternoon but until you look at it yourself, you'll never understand what shade. It could be deep royal blue or a faintly tinted white.


    And when it comes to this man's feelings toward me, it's as dark as midnight.


    The whistling never starts up again, but there's more noise now, things rattling and drawers banging. It reminds me of Karissa trying to cook in the kitchen.


    Karissa's food is nearly gone when I hear the voice ring through the deli, his words polite, but his tone is always brash, like just the sound of it can rub a person raw, grate the skin right from their body and expose them to the bone. This is nothing new—he greets customers every day, every chance he gets, making sure the food is good and they like being here.


    Our table is in the center of it all, but he does a wide circle around it, saving us for last. Karissa watches the man curiously as others smile whenever he smiles, laughing along with him. His humor can be infectious with the right crowd, but I'm not his target audience.


    Neither will she be, for that matter.


    Finally, he comes to our table. Karissa glances up at him, her expression slipping. She turns to me, hesitant, and I can practically see her heart beating out of her chest in alarm.


    There's no warm welcome here.


    No smiles or laughs for us.


    He looks furious.


    He presses his palms flat against the table, leaning over until his face is a mere few inches from mine. I can feel the heat radiating from him, smell the sweat coating his skin, the tinge of salt mixing with a hint of tobacco, a scent I'd be ecstatic if I never inhaled again.


    My gaze shifts to meet his for the second time in a day, trying to come off as relaxed and at ease, but the inside of me is taut, coiled like a spring.


    "There isn't somewhere else you can be?" he asks, voice low. His breath reeks of hot cinnamon, like the flavored toothpicks he chews on to keep from smoking. "Somewhere else you can eat? There are thousands of restaurants in this city, Ignazio. Thousands. Why do you come here?"


    "The food is good."


    "The food is good," he mocks. "You didn't order anything."


    "I was concerned about safety."


    He narrows his angry eyes at my casual words, taking it offensively. "You think I would mess with your food, do you? Think I would try to make you sick? Poison you, like those other schmucks you deal with?"


    "I think it's possible."


    "You think so highly of yourself. You always have. But I would never. Never. This is my life… my food is everything… and you're not worth it. You're not worthy of eating my food, period. I would certainly never contaminate it for the likes of you."


    The voice is slowly skinning me alive, pulling me apart piece by piece. I stare at him hard, seeing Karissa's stunned expression from my peripheral. I don't turn to her. I do nothing but drum my fingers on the table, absorbing every word he says, knowing she hears it, too.


    Good.


    Maybe she'll get what she wants from this.


    Validation.


    She's not the only one who hates me.


    There are people out there who hate me even more than she ever could.


    She's not capable of the kind of hatred this man brings.


    "You're scum," he continues. "You think I'm a bad guy; you think I would taint my food for you, that I would hurt what I love, but that's you, Ignazio. You. Not me. You're the one who ruins everything."


    The voice is his, but those words are hers… words Karissa said to me just a few days ago. Do you have to ruin everything?


    Reaching into his pocket, he pulls out a twenty-dollar bill and slams it on the table in front of me, eyes still fixed on my face. "You aren't welcome here, and neither is your blood money. Take it and get out. As far as I'm concerned, you died a long time ago, and I'm glad for it. I won't let you haunt us anymore. I can't look at you, can't look at this demon you've become. You're better off staying dead. God knows you look it right now." He steps back, turning his focus to Karissa. "Run, little girl. Run far away from him."


    My eyes follow him as he stalks through the deli, heading straight to the back, disappearing behind a swinging door. I stare at it in silence, taking deep, even breaths to steady myself, willing myself to remain calm, to stay in this seat. Dead silence overtook the deli while he berated me. I'm certain Karissa wasn't the only one who overheard everything he said.


    "Naz?" Karissa whispers, her voice shaking. I stare at the still swinging door, contemplating following him back there as I continue to drum my fingers against the table. After a moment, she reaches over, placing her hand on top of mine to still my movements. "Ignazio?"


    My gaze shifts from the door to my hand—to her hand, on top of mine, nails painted pale pink, a stark contrast to her soft tanned skin—before I meet her eyes. She looks shell-shocked, a look I've seen time and time again, the look of someone who knows they witnessed something they shouldn't have… the look of someone worried how I'm going to react because of it.


    "I'm fine," I say, clearing my throat when my voice catches because I know I certainly don't sound fine. "Are you done eating?"


    Her brow furrows as she looks at what's left of her food, like she can't believe I'm even talking about it at a time like this. "Uh, yeah…"


    "Are you sure?"


    She nods. "I'm not hungry anymore."


    "Then let's get out of here."


    I pull my hand away and push my chair back, standing up. I smooth my suit coat as I wait for her to get to her feet, not looking at any of the other customers as I lead her toward the exit, leaving the money lying on the table. He can toss it in the fucking trash for all I care. I open the door for her, stepping out behind her, closing my eyes and gritting my teeth at the sound of the bell jingling above me.


    "What just happened?" Karissa stops on the sidewalk, right in front of the deli, not moving when I try to get her to. "Who the hell does that guy think he is? Why would he talk to you that way?"


    She stares at me, eyebrows raised, awaiting an answer. I'm not sure what she expects me to say. It's pretty self-explanatory, I think.


    "I'm not his favorite person."


    "Obviously," she says, waving toward the building. "I mean, what's the point in us stopping for something to eat if you can't even eat? Why would we come here? Why would you bring me here, knowing that?"


    She's speaking loudly, making just as big of a scene as we endured inside, people walking by glancing between us curiously, wondering why she's yelling like she is.


    I step toward her. "You asked me a question."


    "I asked you a lot of questions, none of which you ever seem to want to answer unless it's convenient for you."


    "Convenient?" Her use of that word rubs me the wrong way. Easy… convenient… why do people think these things aren't a hassle for me? "Do you think that was convenient for me, Karissa? You think I enjoyed being berated in front of all those people, that I got a kick out of having him tear me apart in public like that? Do you think I did that for the fun of it, for the hell of it? Because I didn't. I didn't enjoy a second of it. But you asked a question, you said you want to know me, so I showed you."


    "Showed me what?"


    "Why I don't see my parents."


    The anger in her expression melts as she gapes at me, the wheels in her mind turning fast as she puts together the pieces of why we came to this place. It's all there, it always is, if she'd just fucking open her eyes and pay attention. More is caught than taught. But I don't have it in me right now to stand here patiently, to hang out on this dirty, cracked sidewalk while everyone in the goddamn neighborhood watches, waiting for her to get her shit together.


    I wave down the street, toward where the car is parked.


    "Can we go now, before I pass out?" I ask. "Or do you need to yell at me some more first?"


    I see the flash of guilt as she lowers her head and starts walking. I sigh, shaking my head again, my eyes scanning the outside of the deli once more, lingering just a moment on the discoloration where the sign used to be, back when it meant something to the owner, before I single-handedly tarnished a name that used to make him proud.


    Vitale's.


    As soon as we're in the car, Karissa turns to me, rambling before I can even start the engine. "I'm sorry. I didn't realize…"


    "Don't apologize."


    "But I'm sorry. I really am. The things he said—"


    "Are true," I say, cutting her off before she can dwell on it. "I'm not a good man, Karissa. I've told you that, your parents have told you that, and now you've heard it from mine, too. Don't apologize to me for it, because I'm not going to apologize to you. I'm not sorry for being who I am. You wanted to know, so I showed you, end of story. There's nothing left to say."


    My words silence her. She turns away from me, shifting her body in the seat, and stares out the window the entire trip to Brooklyn. By the time we make it to the house, the sun is starting to set outside and I'm still not done with everything I need to do. I'm running on no sleep, exhausted mentally and physically, utterly emotionally spent.


    I'm a mess.


    Frustrated, I pull into the driveway and cut off the car, but I just sit there, not moving. My eyes flicker to the rearview mirror, to the vaguely familiar car parked along the curb. I spotted it as soon as I turned onto the street.


    Detective Jameson.


    Just great.


    I climb out, pausing, as the doors to the lurking car open and the familiar men appear. Detective Jameson approaches as his partner lingers behind, watching.


    "Detective," I say when Jameson pauses in the grass a few feet away. "Is there a reason you're here?"


    "Just thought I'd check to see how you were doing," he says. "Heard you were already back on your feet. Guess the incident at Cobalt didn't knock you down for long."


    I just stare at him. He sounds casual, conversational, but I'm not stupid.


    The detective's attention shifts to Karissa when she steps out of the car. "Miss Reed, nice to see you again."


    She looks panicked and says nothing.


    "Well then," Jameson says, looking away from her to turn back to me, his gaze skimming along the side of my car as he does, looking at the damage. "Tough break about the car."


    "It’s not as bad as it looks."


    "Still, I know a guy who could fix it for you. You might know him, actually. Name’s Josh Donizetti."


    The detective pauses, raising his eyebrows like he’s waiting for some confirmation that I know who he’s speaking of. I do, of course, and he knows I do.


    I can see it in his eyes.


    "Anyway, he has a shop not far from here. I’m sure he’d give you a good deal. He often works with guys like you." Jameson turns around like he’s going to leave, but pauses, snapping his finger, theatrically sighing. He's a terrible actor. "Oh, right, never mind… totally slipped my mind that the man died recently. Tragic, really. Quite the accident. Car fell on him. You wouldn’t know about that, though, would you?"


    He glances back at me.


    He knows.


    Somehow, he knows.


    Not good.


    "Of course not," I say. "Wouldn’t know a thing about it."


    The detective nods, his gaze turning to Karissa. He tips his head, acknowledging her again. "Miss Reed."


    I stand there, not moving, watching as the man leaves, the car disappearing down the street. Once they’re gone, I head straight inside, not lingering downstairs, going right up to the bedroom. I pull off my coat and kick off my shoes, sitting down on the edge of the bed.


    I can hear Karissa as she comes inside behind me, hear the clink and clank as she fastens all the new locks on the door, hear her footsteps as she carefully makes her way upstairs.


    Unknotting my tie, I glance up in the doorway when she appears.


    "You're wrong," she says right away.


    I pull the tie off and toss it on the bed beside me. "I doubt it."


    Her lips twitch ever so slightly, a hint of a smile at my retort. "But you are."


    "Okay," I hedge, unbuttoning the cuffs of my shirt as I watch her, wondering where she's going with this. "What exactly am I wrong about?"


    "Earlier you said there was nothing left to say, but there is. There always is."


    Sighing exasperatedly, I start unbuttoning my shirt, not bothering with a response. If she has something more to get off her chest, I'm sure she'll say it without any coaxing.


    "Maybe you're not a good man—"


    "I'm not."


    She stalls at my interruption before finishing her thought. "Okay, but that doesn't mean you're a bad man, Naz."


    I pull my shirt off, tossing it aside before looking back at her. "What does that make me then?"


    "A man," she says. "Just a man."


    Her words make me wish I could believe them. It's nice, having her say it, though. "There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so."


    The smile returns a bit. She realizes I'm quoting Hamlet. She's smart. She knows what I'm doing. "So you think you're a bad man?"


    I gaze at her in silence for a moment. "I do."


    "Well, I don't think a bad man would think that," she says. "A real bad man wouldn't see anything he did as bad. He'd feel justified. He'd have no regrets."


    I open my mouth, words on the tip of my tongue, but her sincere expression makes me swallow them back. She's wrong—so very, very wrong. I do feel justified. I have no regrets. I make no apologies. It is what it is. But it's endearing, how much she believes what she's saying, how she truly wants to think I'm not a bad man. But I know I am, and enlightenment doesn't negate it.


    I just accept it.


    She can't, though, and I love her for it. Yet another reason I love this damn woman. Despite everything she knows I've done, despite most of the time hating me, she can't let go of that sliver of hope, that part of her that thought she saw some good in me somewhere. I told her she couldn't change me, but she didn't believe that shit for a second. I wish... I fucking wish... some part of me could let her be right about this.


    Instead of arguing, I return her smile. So misguided, but I appreciate it, and I'll let her keep that wishful thinking, fight to protect the untainted part of her for as long as I can. "Thank you."


    "For what?"


    "For thinking that."


    Her smile grows a bit more, her shoulders relaxed. She thinks I'm proving her right, but gratitude doesn't erase greed, just like water can't magically wash away all the blood on my hands. You might not see it, but it's there, and it always will be.


    On a whim, I motion for her to come closer, expecting to be shot down, but instead she strolls right over to me. My arms snake around her waist, running along the curve of her ass before my hands slip beneath her shirt, resting on the small of her back.


    Her skin is warm.


    I love touching her.


    "I love you, you know," I say quietly, gazing up at her. "No matter what. I meant that."


    She hesitates, her mouth opening and closing as she tries to find words. Instead of saying it back, she merely whispers, "I know."
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    Sleep deprivation is a funny thing.


    There reaches a point of exhaustion when you're just not tired anymore. Drowsiness ceases. You're awake. Alert. The blurriness of fatigue fades away with a strange attentiveness, head clear and eyes wide open.


    They call it catching your second wind.


    It's something that often accompanies death, too… natural death, anyway. When they reach the point where you think they can't take much more, something sparks inside of them, and the end, for the moment, feels much like a beginning.


    Life dangles a bit of hope in front of the most desperate, only to snatch it away afterward.


    I've never witnessed it happen, never been around someone that death took naturally, but I've employed the tactic before. I try to make it clean, and quick, an execution and not an experience, but sometimes the moment calls for a little more. It's fascinating, watching the surge inside of them manifesting physically, relief sparking in their eyes when they think maybe, just maybe, they'll make it.


    Maybe they'll live.


    Maybe they'll survive it.


    They never do.


    I wonder if it's wrong, teasing them that way, or if it's something they ought to be thankful for. I can only imagine how they must feel—the relief, the gratitude, the reverence for life. I wonder how many find God in those seconds, how many feel God for the first time in their mundane lives, as adrenaline and dopamine and all that feel good shit their body stores up releases in one big flood through their bloodstream.


    Whoosh.


    The highest high, brought on by the lowest low. Maybe they think it's a gift, a 'once-in-a-lifetime opportunity' you don't want to miss… or maybe it's nothing more than a cruel trick.


    I'm not sure.


    I don't know how I'd prefer it.


    These are the things I think about when I lay in bed at night, staring at the ceiling in the darkness, past the point of exhaustion and well into my second wind. It has been, what? Two days? Forty-eight hours since I last closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.


    I'll sleep when I'm dead. That's something my father used to say, something he told my mother whenever she got on his case about working so much. The man never slept either, running on a perpetual second wind every day.


    Life is short, barely a blink for some of us.


    Why waste half of it with your eyes closed?


    I'll sleep when I'm dead.


    Maybe I'm already there…


    Sighing, I turn my head, looking away from the ceiling, and glance at the bed beside me. Karissa is fast asleep on her stomach, facing me, her leg hitched against mine as I lay on my back. Her face is so close that even in the darkness I can make out the splattering of freckles along her nose, more prominent these days because of the sun. She looks so peaceful. I wonder if she's dreaming.


    I wonder how often she thinks about dying.


    Gritting my teeth from the pain, I shift onto my uninjured side, careful not to disturb her. I reach over and push some stray hair out of her face, tucking it behind her ear before running the back of my hand along her flushed cheek.


    I think about her dying all the time.


    Leaning over, I press a kiss to her forehead, giving myself just a second to linger, before climbing out of bed. I dress in silence, pulling my clothes on in the dark, and walk out of the bedroom without giving her another look. I head downstairs, grabbing a bottle of water in the kitchen, and stare at the pill bottles on the kitchen counter.


    I still don't take them.


    I leave the house, making sure to lock up, and glance at my watch under the glow of the outdoor lights.


    Five in the morning.


    I don't know where I'm going, or what I'm doing, but I can't stare at that ceiling, can't lay in that bed beside Karissa and dwell on dying anymore. I drive around for a while, letting the darkness consume me, letting the silence swarm me, before somehow ending up in Hell's Kitchen around dawn.


    A hint of light touches the morning sky, the temperate already warm… it's going to be a sweltering day.


    I park the car near the familiar deli for the second time in less than twenty-four hours, locking the doors before strolling toward it. It's empty inside, the chairs upside down on top of all the tables, but I can see a hint of light in the back, beyond the swinging door.


    I know he's here.


    He always is at this time.


    The door is locked, not budging when I pull on it. Sometimes I wonder if he put the bars on the place because of me. I remember when he first opened it, when I was just a kid, when Vitale's hung prominently and the glass was exposed, open and friendly.


    Everyone was welcome back then.


    I was only eighteen the day my father told me to get out and never come back, the day he told me my kind wasn't welcome here anymore.


    The bars went up a week later.


    I've kept my distance ever since.


    I round the corner, slipping down the small alley that runs behind the stretch of buildings. Dumpsters line the graffiti-riddled walls, the smell of trash and piss burning my nostrils as I pass. The back door of the deli is lit up from the inside, the door propped open a crack thanks to a cinder block.


    My father stands just inside, in front of a long metal table, chopping vegetables with his back to the door. He stalls when he hears me step inside, his shoulders squaring, but he doesn't turn around.


    Five. Ten. Fifteen seconds pass, as I stand just inside the kitchen, before he goes right back to what he was doing.


    "Twice in one day, Ignazio," he says without even looking, the sound of the knife against the cutting board magnified as he expertly chops. I learned how to do that from him, how to use a knife gracefully like it's an extension of my limb.


    I just use it differently.


    "It's almost sunrise," I say, shoving my hands in my pockets as I lean back against the wall beside the door. "It's a brand new day."


    He finishes that head of lettuce before moving on to another. "If you want to get technical, it's only been twelve hours since your last visit. That's half a day."


    "Yeah, well, what can I say? You're always so hospitable. I can't seem to stay away."


    He works in silence, easily shredding the second head of lettuce as I stand there, before he finally sets the knife down and turns around. He wipes his hands on his old, stained white apron before running his palms down his face, sighing exasperatedly.


    Tired eyes greet me, surveying me, judging, as he leans back against the metal worktable.


    Giuseppe Vitale is the most fearless man I know. I've never seen him cower from anyone—not from the police, not from the wise guys who used to try to extort money from him, and certainly not from me. He has high standards and a low tolerance, and I never quite fit in with his expectations. I disappointed the man from the moment I started talking, and he drove me further away every day with his criticism.


    We'll never see eye-to-eye. He wrote me off the day I started working for Ray, and Ray become the kind of father to me that Giuseppe would never be. But the fact remains—the man in front of me gave me life.


    I'm grateful for it.


    And I respect him.


    Even if it isn't mutual.


    "Who was she?" he asks, crossing his thick arms over his broad chest.


    "Who?"


    "That girl you brought here."


    I regard him curiously. "She didn't look familiar to you?"


    "She did," he says, "that's why I'm asking. She's got one of those faces, you know, and you don't forget a face like that, ever. Used to walk in the front door of the deli after school every day, looking for one of your mother's cookies. Such a sweet face… haven't seen it in a long time because of you."


    He blames me, naturally.


    I started it all, set up the dominos to eventually fall.


    Had I not stolen from Ray's shop that day, he wouldn't have offered me that job, and Johnny and Carmela probably would've never even crossed his path. I met Maria the first time I walked into her father's house at sixteen years old, and it was through me that she met the rest of them.


    I was the center of it all, and my father knows it.


    I was a damaged nucleus.


    He always believed I was too weak to hold anyone else together.


    The day of my wife's funeral, my father walked up to me, grasped my hands tightly, looked me dead in the eyes, and said, "rats will always desert a sinking ship, Ignazio."


    I thought, at first, it was compassion. I thought he was sympathizing that my friend turned on me. It wasn't until later that I realized it was a swipe at the person I'd become instead.


    I was a sinking ship.


    He didn't blame Johnny for running for his life.


    He didn't blame them for jumping overboard.


    He blamed me for going under.


    "She's their daughter," I say. "Johnny and Carmela's."


    "Does she know who you are?"


    "Yes."


    "Then why's she with you?"


    It's a damn good question. I don't know how to answer. I could list a dozen reasons she might be with me but it would amount to nothing in the way of explanation. At the end of the day, she's with me because she has to be. Compared to that, the rest means nothing.


    If she could've left long ago, she would've, and I think she still might if she ever gets an opening.


    Shaking his head at my silence, he turns away from me and picks up the knife again as he sets back to work. "I wish I could say I'm surprised, surprised you'd drag that girl into your mess, but I'm not. Your mother, though... your mother would be devastated. Disappointed. Disgusted. You can destroy yourself all you want. I don't care. I'm done caring. You want to be one of those schmucks who calls himself a man but lives like a thug, you do that, but you do that away from me, and away from your mother, and you especially do that away from innocent little girls."


    I'm glad he's not looking at me, because his choice of words makes me grimace. "She's not a little girl."


    "Yeah? How old is she?"


    "Nineteen."


    He laughs. Laughs. "I remember you at that age. Running the streets, thinking you were a man... a big man... but you were no man. You were a little boy with a gun and a grudge, thinking you had it all figured out. But I'll tell you—you didn't. You still don't. You never grew up, and look at you. Look at you!" He doesn't look at me, but I can only imagine what he'd see if he did, the wall holding me up as I clutch my wounded side. It's throbbing. "I heard you got shot again. One of the neighbors heard about it, told your mother. I thought she was going to have a stroke!"


    "It was nothing," I say. "I'm fine."


    I feel like I've said that a hundred times this past week.


    "You look like death," he says. "You're taking yourself down again, you're going under, and you're going to take that girl with you if you're not careful. And that certainly doesn't make you a man, Ignazio."


    It's nothing he hasn't said before, but I caught him early enough in the morning that the harshness hasn't taken over. What I hear now is exhaustion with a hint of concern.


    The concern is for Karissa.


    He's just plain tired of me.


    "You know, I didn't come here for a lecture."


    "You shouldn't have come here at all," he says. "I told you you're not welcome. You're trespassing right now."


    "You gonna call the police? On your son?"


    "My son's dead," he says, matter-of-fact. "He died on the streets when he was just a kid. I don't know why you come around, why you're even here right now."


    "Yeah," I mutter. "I don't know either."


    I consider leaving when he turns around, pointing the knife at me. There's no threat to it. He's just trying to make a point, trying to get my attention. "You care about that girl?"


    "Yes."


    "Remember what happened the last time you cared about one."


    He turns back away from me, and I know he's said all he's going to say. If I don't walk back out the door right now, he'll call the police. He will.


    And I can't let it get that far.


    I can't do that to my mother.


    My father gave up on me long ago.


    My mother's the lingering hope that maybe I'm not all hopeless.
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 "It's infected."


    I move my forearm from across my eyes and glare at the man standing over me. Dr. Carter. I don't like people in my house. I don't invite people in my house. But yet here the man is, standing in my den again.


    My gaze moves from him down to my chest, as I lay shirtless on the couch. The skin on my side is enflamed, the wound oozing. It's throbbing, every inch of me burning up, raw and painful to the touch.


    Infected. No shit.


    I can even smell it.


    My eyes turn back to him, but I don't say anything. He was the compromise, a forced concession. Karissa insisted I needed to go back to the hospital but I said I was fine, so she called him instead.


    I'm ten seconds from removing him from the vicinity.


    Carter clears his throat, surveying my injury as he holds his medical bag. "Did you take the medicine you were prescribed?"


    "No," a voice calls from the doorway. "He didn't."


    Karissa.


    Sighing, I cover my eyes with my arm again, not in the mood for this.


    Carter has dealt with me enough to know his line of questioning is pointless, so he doesn't bother asking anything else. I keep my eyes closed and clench my jaw when he puts on a pair of latex gloves and starts poking around at my skin. He flushes out the wound, sterilizing it, before covering my side with a fresh bandage.


    I feel it, as he sits near me, perching on the table right in front of the couch.


    "I get it, Vitale," he says quietly. "If you wanna suffer through this, go right ahead. We both know the pain won't kill you. But this infection? If you're not careful, it will. Take the antibiotics, keep the wound clean, and for God's sake, stay off your feet."


    "For how long?" Karissa asks, listening to our conversation. "How long will he be down for?"


    I want to make a snipe about why it even matters but the truth is, I couldn't get up and move around if I wanted to right now. I pushed myself too fast, too far, and I hit bottom before I could even really start.


    "Until he's better," Carter says. "He needs to relax and sleep."


    "I'll sleep when I'm dead," I mutter.


    "Yeah, well, at the rate you're going, that might be soon."


    The man walks away. I listen to his footsteps as he heads for the front door, Karissa behind him, showing him out. I can hear their voices in the living room, whispered words I can't make out, before the front door open and closes. Relief eases the tension in my muscles once he's gone and I hear the locks jingling, Karissa securing them.


    I don't hear her footsteps.


    No, she's deathly quiet.


    I don't know she's there until the couch shifts, starling me when she sits down on the edge. I move my arm again, peeking at her as she holds out the orange prescription bottle and shakes it in my face.


    "Antibiotics," she says. "You heard the man."


    Words are on the tip of my tongue.


    I don't take orders from anybody.


    I nearly say the words but swallow them back at the last second as I force myself up into a sit. I grimace, one hand clutching the bandage on my side, as I snatch the pill bottle from her with my other hand. I glance at the label, reading the instructions:


    Take four times daily for seven days.


    Wordlessly, I open the bottle and take out a pill, popping it in my mouth and swallowing it dry. I toss the bottle down on the table in front of me before lying back down and closing my eyes.


    "You're supposed to take it with food."


    "I'm not hungry."


    "Then at least let me get you some water."


    "I'm fine, Karissa," I tell her. "Good as new."


    "You're delusional."


    "You mispronounced handsome."


    She scoffs. "Not today. You look like shit."


    I move my arm when she says that. The moment I meet her gaze, she rolls her eyes and turns away. "Whatever, so maybe you're still handsome, even when you look like you've been fucked by the grim reaper."


    Those words make a laugh echo from my chest. It hurts like hell, but it's worth it, I think, based on the smile that touches her lips. Reaching toward her, my fingertips touch her cheek before grazing her lips. "You're getting awfully brave with your words lately."


    "It's because you're infuriating," she says when I drop my hand. "You're so stubborn. I know you probably don't need anybody in life, but I'm here, you know, so I might as well…"


    "Help me," I say when she trails off.


    "Yes."


    I consider it for a moment before letting out a resigned sigh. Appearing weak is against my rules, showing vulnerability too dangerous outside of these walls, but when it's just the two of us, when we're right here, maybe there's no harm in it.


    "Fine," I say. "You want to help me?"


    "Yes."


    "Make sure nobody else steps foot in this house."


    She smiles slightly. "That I can do."


    One week.


    I give myself a week this time, seven days to rest and recuperate. I take the antibiotics when I'm supposed to and give Karissa some leeway. By the seventh day, I'm feeling much more like myself, my strength coming back, the infection cleared. The wound still hurts a bit when I move, but it's healing. Before long, I'll barely notice it's even there.


    But for now, I still remember.


    For now, I won't forget.


    I won't forget how it got there.


    Won't forget what I have to do about it…
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    You can only make one first impression.


    My father stressed that when I was a kid. Stand up straight. Don't slouch. Hold your head high. Don't scowl. It takes less than a second for someone to make up their mind about you. Just a glance. The blink of an eye.


    It's something I grew up remembering. People see me how I want them to. But as important as it is, making a good first impression, it's the last impression that matters most, I think. They might not remember what they first thought about you. Feelings evolve. People change their minds. But they'll never forget the last moments. They're eternal.


    Last words.


    They say when Al Capone was on his deathbed, he begged the ghost of Jimmy Clark to leave him in peace. Capone was a troubled man, haunted by the past, tortured by the memory of a man he ordered slaughtered in a garage years before.


    I wonder if that'll be me.


    I wonder if it'll all catch up to me someday.


    Will my carefully controlled world be ripped apart because something finally broke me at the end?


    I hope I'll be more like Frank Gusenberg, as he lay in a hospital bed, fourteen bullets pumped into him from Capone's men.


    "Who shot you?" the officer asked.


    "Nobody shot me," the man said before taking his last breath.


    I think about it a lot.


    I choose my words carefully.


    Don't say it unless you mean it.


    You never know when it might be the last thing you ever say.


    The old meatpacking plant is abandoned, deep in a rundown neighborhood in Queens. Slaughterhouse Number Five, Ray jokingly calls the place. It's seen more death than a soldier in war. Although the outside of the structure is still sound, the bricks all in tact, the inside is demolished.


    Back to work I go.


    A man hangs from a meat hook on a rafter by chains around his wrists, dangling so low to the ground that his shoes scrape the concrete. He's battered and bloodied, a fucked up, snot-sobbing mess. I don't know his name. I don't even know what he did to end up in this place. But he's here, and when you end up in his position, there's only one way out of it.


    In a body bag.


    "Any last words?" I ask.


    The man blinks slowly as if drugged, but I know there's nothing in his system. No, his body is just shutting down on him. Who knows how long he's been here. I got a call from Ray this morning, asking me to end the suffering.


    So there's this guy...


    He stares at me like he's seeing an angel of death, and I guess in a way that's what I am.


    I'll take his life as payment for his sins.


    With a gloved hand, I reach into my coat and pull out the cheap .22 caliber pistol, already loaded, definitely not registered in my name. The great state of New York will tell you I don't own any weapons.


    I point it at him, giving him time to come up with something to say.


    His silence is deafening.


    "Last chance," I tell him. "Make it profound."


    He spits on the ground, a mixture of blood and saliva, before muttering, "Fuck you."


    Admirable last words, although a bit cliché. Not the first time someone's said them to me in this place. I aim the gun and pull the trigger, the gunshot echoing loud as the bullet rips through his skull, ending him right away. His feet drag the cruddy ground as his body sways from the impact.


    I drop the gun and walk out, discarding it there. It can't be traced back to me. Nobody will ever know I was even here.


    I've said it before.


    I'll say it again.


    I'm not a good man.


    I never will be.


    I drive around for a while afterward to purge the adrenaline before making my way back to Brooklyn. It's still early, so I'm surprised to find Karissa moving around already, showered and dressed.


    She's in the kitchen, wearing a pair of cutoff jeans shorts and one of my white undershirts overtop of a bright pink bikini top, the strings tied around the back of her neck. Her hair is pulled back into a loose ponytail, her skin free of makeup as she stands beside the refrigerator and shoves some bottles of water into a little foam cooler.


    "Going somewhere?" I ask.


    She swings toward me, smiling widely.


    The sight of her smile makes my chest ache.


    She's in an awfully good mood this morning for some reason, but whatever it is, I'll take it. Whatever makes her happy, I'm on board.


    "Well, yeah… it's the fourth."


    "The fourth?"


    "Yeah, you know… the Fourth of July. Let freedom ring and all that jazz."


    Ah. I didn't notice, but I usually never do. Holidays are just more days to me. A title and a national declaration don't give them meaning. She looks excited about it, though. "Huh."


    Her expression falls at my reaction. "That's okay, isn't it? I mean, you've been feeling better, so I didn't think you'd need me, especially since you were gone this morning, and Melody called, so I thought…"


    She's rambling.


    Nervous.


    "It's fine," I say, although I'm not entirely sure how I feel about it, personally, her slipping into a large crowd somewhere in the city, possibly disappearing forever. More than once these past few weeks she's mentioned feeling like someone's watching her. It's only a matter of time before her observer decides to make a move. "Just… be careful out there."


    She eyes me warily for a moment. "I will."


    "Good, because you tend to find trouble when you're off on your own."


    I'm only half-joking, but she smiles, amused. "What can I say? It's a talent."


    I nod, my eyes lingering on her for just a moment, before I turn away, letting her finish what she's doing.


    "Naz?" she calls out. "You don't want to go along, do you?"


    The invitation surprises me. "I'll pass."


    I stroll toward the doorway when her voice rings out again. "Are you going to follow me today?"


    The question stalls me yet again. She's calling me out for keeping an eye on her, matter-of-factly, like she's truly curious about the answer. It's been a while since I've done it... since she's gone somewhere for me to do it... but I can't deny the thought crossed my mind.


    Pausing, I turn back to her. "And if I am?"


    "Then you might as well just come along," she says, shrugging as she uses the icemaker on the refrigerator to send a swarm of crushed ice down into the little cooler. "The whole watching me from afar thing is kind of creepy, you know. I get that you don't trust me, but stalking is only cool when Edward Cullen does it."


    Edward Cullen… I can't place the name. "Edward Cullen?"


    "Yeah, you know, the vampire? From Twilight?" She looks at me like she expects me to get it, but shrugs it off after a second and continues. "It doesn't matter. It's kind of creepy when he does it, too. The point is, if you're going to keep an eye on me, to make sure I'm being good or whatever, you should just come along."


    It's peculiar to me, how casual she talks about the situation, but something she said rubs me the wrong way. "It's not that I don't trust you."


    "Do you, then?" she asks. "Do you trust me?"


    "No."


    The response makes her laugh.


    "But that has nothing to do with it," I say. "I do it so I know you're safe."


    "I'm fully capable of keeping myself safe."


    "You really think that, Karissa?"


    "Yes."


    "Well, you think wrong," I say. "You can't recognize danger when it stares you right in the face, sweetheart."


    Real danger doesn't come with a gun; it doesn't come at you with violence or anger. When someone sees red, they get careless, emotional, and it's a hell of a lot easier to diffuse a ticking bomb with all the wires exposed than one that's quiet and hidden. The biggest dangers have smiles on their faces and sweet words on their lips. They don't threaten or coerce… they entice. They have the power to make you believe whatever they want you to believe, and they do it with manipulation, through seduction.


    And Karissa has absolutely no idea when it's happening to her.


    I know, because I did it, and she easily fell for me.


    She crosses her arms over her chest. She's feeling defensive because of what I just said. Her eyes regard me for a moment in silence before she shakes her head, deciding not to engage in that argument. "Whatever. I just think if you're going to be out there anyway, you ought to just come along."


    "I'm not going to interfere with your plans."


    "It's not interfering if I invited you."


    "Why would you invite me?"


    "Because I want you to come."


    I raise an eyebrow. "You want me to come?"


    "Uh, yeah." She shrugs. "Otherwise, I'll just be paranoid all day, thinking someone's watching me again."


    "What do you have planned?"


    "We're going to the park near the bridge to cook out and hang out and swim before the fireworks. Melody will be there with her boyfriend, and some other people… friends of hers. It would be nice to have someone else there… someone to talk to. Besides, who knows? You might even have some fun."


    Highly unlikely, I think, but I don't say that, letting her believe what she wants. I would turn her down, decline the invitation, but her words nag at me, making a denial nearly impossible to force from my lips.


    "Fine," I say. "Okay."


    A flicker of surprise passes her face that she wipes away quickly with another smile. "You sound so enthusiastic."


    "Cooking out and hanging out aren't really my things," I admit. "I prefer delivery and solitude."


    "I've noticed," she says, going back to what she was doing when I got home, tossing a few sodas in on top of the ice. "What about swimming, though? You said nothing about swimming."


    "That's because I can't swim."


    She nearly drops a soda, swinging around fast. She doesn't bother trying to hide her surprise this time. "You're kidding."


    "Do I look like I'm kidding?"


    Her eyes survey my face as she shakes her head. "That gives a whole new meaning to you giving me the plank, you know."


    "Not really," I say, casually leaning against the doorframe. "Either way, I end up drowning, whether I can swim or not."


    "Yeah, but at least if you can swim, you have hope of maybe surviving."


    "Sometimes it's better to not have hope."


    She scoffs. "That's nuts. If I'm going into the water, I'd like to know I at least have a chance."


    "Even if it's false hope?"


    "Absolutely." She sticks the top on the cooler, closing it up when she's done packing it full. "I'd rather have a reason to fight than to just give up right from the start. I don't care if the hope is a lie and I'm just delaying the inevitable… at least give me something to cling to. Something's always better than nothing."


    She leans back against the counter beside the refrigerator and crosses her arms over her chest, a peculiar look passing across her face as she regards me. I know her well enough to know she's thinking about her mother, about the deceit, about the glimmer of hope her mother tried to instill in her in life, twisting the ugly truth into a semi-decent lie… a lie I shattered, a hope I took away. I destroyed the fantasy with reality.


    She'd be happy living in the clouds, but I grabbed her by the feet and dragged her back down to the ground.


    Karissa would prefer the second wind, I realize. Even with death knocking at the door, inevitably coming to take her away, she'd want nothing more than to believe there was a chance for her to stay.


    "You'll really come?" she asks after a moment.


    "Yes."


    "I'll call Melody," she says. "Her and Paul were going to pick me up, but since you're going they don't have to."


    "Okay."


    She pulls out her phone but doesn't use it yet, still looking at me, studying me, like maybe there's something else she wants to say. Her eyes trail me from head to toe before meeting my gaze again. "You are going to change, right?"


    Instinctively, I glance down at my suit. "I wasn't planning to."


    "It's the Fourth of July," she stresses. "It's a cookout, not a board room meeting or, you know, whatever it is you do in those suits."


    The way she words it makes me laugh. "I do everything in these suits… socialize, eat, work… I've even been known to fuck in them before."


    The flush of her cheeks and the sly grin she tries to repress tells me she very clearly remembers that happening. "I'm just saying, you know… you might be more comfortable in something like I'm wearing."


    She motions to herself to stress her point, and my eyes instinctively scan her body, all too happy to have an excuse to openly ogle her. "Something tells me I wouldn't look nearly as good in that outfit as you do."


    She rolls her eyes, the blush only deepening. "You know what I mean."


    "Yeah, I do," I say. "If it'll make you happy, I'll change."


    "Thank you."


    I end up changing into some of my workout clothes—a pair of black gym shorts and a plain white tee, digging a pair of black sneakers out of the bottom of my closet. I haven't worked out in a while, with Karissa keeping me preoccupied and my injury making it hard to even walk around for too long some afternoons.


    After I'm out of the suit, I head back downstairs, hearing Karissa's voice as she talks into her phone.


    "Yeah, I'm sure," she says. "We'll meet you guys there."


    She hangs up, slipping the phone into her back pocket, before turning toward the doorway when I step back in. Her eyes widen, jaw dropping, as she gapes at me so hard it damn near makes me hesitate.


    "What now?" I ask, glancing down at myself.


    "Uh, nothing," she says, shaking it off as she averts her eyes. Huh. "I've just never seen you wear anything like that before. It looks good… I mean, I'm just saying, you look good."


    The flush is back on her cheeks.


    "Are you hitting on me, Karissa?"


    "What? No! Of course not! I'm just saying…"


    "You're saying I look good."


    "Yes."


    I let out a laugh, shaking my head, waiting for her to finish whatever she needs to do. It only takes her a few minutes before she turns to me and smiles, a large canvas tote bag on her shoulder, stuffed full of her things. I take her expression to mean she's ready and grab the foam cooler, motioning with my head for her to start for the door.


    I stick the cooler in the trunk of the car, and she drops her bag beside it, huffing as she does so. "Jesus, it's hot out here today."


    "You sure you want to go?" I ask, slamming the trunk closed. "It's only going to get hotter."


    She scoffs. "I can handle the heat."


    Brooklyn Bridge Park is on the upper eastside of the borough, located along the waterfront of the East River. I park the car in a garage a quarter mile away, knowing I'm never going to find a spot on the street, and grab the cooler from the trunk as Karissa once again slings her bag on her shoulder.


    The fifth pier is packed, most of the picnic tables occupied, a few of the charcoal grills already heating. The grass is unnaturally green, the air briny, permeated with the scent of salt this close to the water. Karissa tilts her head back as we get closer, inhaling deeply as a smile plays on her lips. "I love that smell."


    She loves it.


    Go figure.


    It makes my nose twitch.


    I notice the group as soon as we arrive, half a dozen people surrounding one of the tables. I don't know most of them, and from the way Karissa's footsteps slow, her approach tentative, I know she doesn't really know them, either. Melody Carmichael is dead center of the crowd, standing behind her boyfriend, as he sits at the table with two other guys. The others are female, pretty little blondes with deep tans, just like Melody.


    They're paired up, I realize. Three couples.


    No wonder Karissa didn't want to come alone…


    My eyes survey the group before shifting to Karissa when she approaches, immediately hugging Melody. I linger behind quietly, setting the cooler down at my feet, and watch as greetings are made and introductions are done. Mandy and Monica—Melody's best friends from high school—along with their boyfriends, Scott and Jackson.


    Melody comes to Paul last, wrapping her arms around him from behind and planting a kiss on his cheek that he wipes away the second she turns around. "And of course you know Paul."


    "Yeah," Karissa says, her voice tentative as she only briefly glances his way. "Of course."


    No one else seems to notice the change in her voice, the less than enthusiastic way she reacts to Paul's presence, but it screams loudly to me, waving a big red flag. I stare at the boy, assessing him. I've seen him before when I watched Karissa from afar, saw him the night at Timbers when Melody left the bar… the night Karissa was drugged and collapsed in the street.


    Huh.


    That's a strike.


    I'm so wrapped up in that fact, caught up in riddling out the mystery, that I don't realize anyone addressed me until the hand presses against my chest. My eyes dart to it, seeing the bright red polish on the unnaturally long nails, before following the arm to the body of someone who shouldn't be touching me.


    I meet Melody's eyes.


    "Looking good, Naz," she says playfully, the soft blue twinkling with amusement. "I haven't seen you out of a suit before. I like it."


    I look back down, staring at her intrusive hand until she removes it. Finally. "It's nice to see you again, Miss Carmichael."


    She blushes at my tone like she thinks I'm flirting, but I'm just trying to keep from upsetting Karissa's friend. I smile so I won't scowl, offering kind words so I won't offend. As much as I despise deception, I know how to play the game when I have to.


    And much to my dismay, I have to play it often.


    I know their type. They smile too easily, welcome too warmly, their words as fake as the moans they make when they let their little boyfriends play around between their thighs. They come from well-to-do families and never want for anything. They don't know what it's like to feel pain. They don't know what it's like to struggle. They don't know what it's like to wake up one day and realize everything you thought you knew about life was a fucking lie.


    They don't know, but I do, and Karissa does, too.


    She's too good for them.


    Despite being out of her element, Karissa seems relaxed, like she belongs with these people, and maybe she thinks she does… maybe she wants to… but I know better.


    She's fought through life and managed to survive.


    She hasn't had anything handed to her.


    Paul and the other boys vacate the table quickly to start grilling. Karissa scoops up one of their seats while Melody sits beside her, the two falling into easy conversation. I listen for a moment before zoning out, switching my attention back to Paul. They're fumbling with charcoal, scattering heaps of it around inside the grill, before Paul pulls a small lighter from his pocket and flicks it, igniting the tiny flame.


    He holds it straight up to one of the dry coals, expecting it to take off without any accelerant.


    Despite myself, I laugh, loud enough that Karissa's voice temporarily wavers, but she doesn't stop to question me. I don't know shit about grilling, but starting fires? Piece of cake. It's just as much an art as it is a science, and it's clear, watching them, they don't have a resourceful bone anywhere in their bodies.


    I let them fuck around for a minute, listening to them argue about how to go about it, the two others berating Paul for buying the wrong charcoal, for forgetting lighter fluid, for not knowing how to do anything. They're close to getting into a full-blown fistfight when I sigh exasperatedly, interrupting them before they throw any punches.


    I don't say a word, merely slipping between the bickering boys and glancing around at their supplies, not finding much to work with, but it's enough to do the trick. A few napkins and a spray from a can of PAM grilling spray are all I need. I arrange the napkins so they're evenly distributed before turning to Paul.


    He's gaping at me.


    "Lighter?" I hold my hand out and he slips it in my palm with no question. I quickly flick it, lighting the edges of the napkins, ignoring the feel of the flame as it laps at my fingers. I stare at the paper as it ignites before turning away and tossing the lighter back to him. "You're welcome."


    He doesn't thank me.


    The idiot just gapes some more.


    I stroll back over toward Karissa. She's watching me, her conversation with Melody forgotten as the girl moves on to talking to her other friends. I stall right in front of Karissa as she leans back against the picnic table, facing the water. You can see the Manhattan skyline clearly from here, the bustle of the city right across the river. Her eyes scan me before she tilts her head back. She arches an eyebrow as I stare down at her.


    "You're good at that," she says.


    "Good at what?"


    "What you just did."


    I briefly glance over at the grill. The flames flicker, burning away at the coals so intensely that the boys took a few steps away from it.


    I turn back to Karissa, offering a slight shrug. "We all have our talents."


    She's quiet, her eyes narrowing suspiciously as she studies my face, like she's trying to riddle something out from my expression, but I keep it blank. After a moment she leans forward, craning her neck more to look up at me. "Playing with fire," she says, her voice barely a whisper. "It's your specialty, right?"


    My brow furrows.


    "I heard you say that once," she says. "You were on the phone in the den."


    She swallows thickly, like what she just said makes her nervous. My eyes are drawn to the contours of her neck. It's a beautiful thing, watching her throat muscles flex. It reminds me of how it felt that time she sucked my cock, the heat that engulfed me, the tingles, the tickles, when I felt myself slide down her slick throat.


    As much as I loved it, I couldn't tolerate it for long. Fucking her is one thing—I own her, body and soul, when I'm inside of her, claiming every inch of her as my own. But when she took me in her mouth, when she peeked up at me from between my legs, the honesty in her eyes was too much to take.


    That was when she owned me.


    I'm scum, compared to this woman.


    I should be the one on my knees.


    That thought makes me laugh, and her expression shifts with confusion, as I reach over and trace my fingers along the length of her larynx, down to the dip in her throat, the notch where her necklace sits. She's wearing the one I bought her. She doesn't wear her engagement ring, but she never takes that off.


    I pick up the pendant, rolling the round ornament between my fingertips, reading the words engraved on it. Carpe Diem. It's a funny feeling, I think, treasuring something you used to want to destroy. Not funny, ha-ha… funny as in what-a-fucking-joke.


    I meet her eyes again. "Are you always going to be suspicious of everything I do?"


    "Yes."


    Her voice is barely a breath.


    I laugh again, but there's no humor in it. I appreciate the honesty, but I hate the fucking answer.


    "Just like you'll always be suspicious of me," she continues. "Maybe when you start trusting me again, I'll give you the benefit of the doubt, too."


    "Maybe," I say, bending down, my lips near her ear as I whisper, "but you probably shouldn't."


    I let go of her necklace and stand back up straight just as Melody turns, once again striking up conversation with Karissa. Melody's eyes are wide, pleading, her voice matching that look as she says, "so, did you think about it any more?"


    Karissa glances at her. "Think about what?"


    "Taking that class with me," Melody says. "Ethics & Society."


    Karissa's expression shifts as she scrunches up her nose. "Hell no."


    "Oh, come on!" Melody says, grabbing her arm and pulling on it, like a toddler throwing a tantrum. "Please? I can't take a philosophy class without you. That's all kinds of wrong. Jesus Christ, it's like, blasphemous."


    "Then don't take it."


    "But I want to, and I don't get why you don't."


    "Don't what?" Paul's voice cuts through the conversation as he strolls over to the table. "What's going on?"


    "Karissa doesn't want to take that class with me."


    Paul laughs. "The philosophy class? Didn't she fail the first one?"


    "I didn't fail," Karissa says defensively. "I just didn't do as well as I hoped."


    "That's because Santino was an asshole," Melody says. "You should've gotten an A in the class. You were great at it! That to be or not to be, if there's a tree in the forest does it shit on a bear kind of crazy is you all day long, Kissimmee."


    The others laugh, and I'll hand it to Melody… she's certainly amusing… but all that really registers with me is the flinch Karissa makes at that nickname. Kissimmee. I wonder if she knows the deeper meaning behind it, the history her parents and I have in Kissimmee.


    I wonder if I should tell her.


    If I should tell her that's where her parents ran off to after destroying my life. If I should tell her they thought it would be their salvation. If I should tell her I tracked them there, found them living in that small house in Kissimmee, Florida, like they were the picture perfect family. It was the last place the two of them were together before Johnny sent Carmela on the run on her own and he came home, to face my judgment. We'll always have Kissimmee, I heard him once say.


    He thought I'd leave her alone if he offered himself up on a platter, but I wasn't looking for an easy meal.


    I wanted equal justice.


    Paul walks away when one of his friends calls his name, wandering over to check the grill. The flames have died down a bit so I can barely see them from where I stand.


    "Ethics and Society," I say, joining the conversation. "I'm assuming that deals with controversial social issues. Sounds fascinating."


    "See!" Melody waves my direction. "He gets it! And remember that murder paper we wrote? You got an A on that one! This is right up your alley. Murder's totally your thing!"


    I stifle a laugh at that.


    I read Karissa's essay on murder. I saw it lying on Daniel's desk the first time I confronted him for how he was treating her in class. It was horrendous.


    She deserved to fail it.


    But of course I made him pass her anyway.


    "And come on," Melody continues, really laying it on thick. "There's a whole section on sexual morality. You have to take it. Everyone else is all blah blah blah, but this is the business! Nowadays everybody wants to talk like they got something to say, you know? But nothing comes out when they move their lips. It's ridiculous. Where else are you going to get such titillating conversation?"


    I have no idea what the hell the girl is rambling about, but it somehow cracks Karissa, the corner of her lips flickering with the hint of a smile. "From Eminem."


    Melody clutches her chest dramatically, throwing her head back. "God, I wish. That man could titillate me all night long. But he's not here, and you are, so I think you should totally take this class with me."


    "Besides," Paul shouts as he slaps the metal grate on top of the grill, "it's not like you have to worry about Santino this year. Someone already took care of that for you."


    Karissa's eyes immediately shift in my direction as Melody's attention is diverted. She chastises her boyfriend for making light of their professor's death, while the gaze that's pointed at me is full of nothing but suspicion. She knows. I know she does. She hasn't come out and asked me, hasn't brought it up beyond the initial conversation the night she was questioned by the police, but I can see in her eyes that she's thought about it.


    She wants to ask me.


    I hope she never does.


    Because if she's looking for remorse or some sort of rational explanation, she's never going to find what she wants from me. I don't regret for a second what I did. The man had it coming.


    I jabbed that fucking pointer stick of his right through his heart.


    I'd never stabbed someone in the heart before. It's callous, and personal, and I prefer to keep it strictly business. But he crossed me, and offended me, and I wanted him to look at me when death took him away. I expected it to be quick but he struggled. He fought, and he tried to run, the goddamn stick still sticking out of his chest when he got to his feet.


    I learned a lesson that day.


    I'll never do that again.


    That's why I slit Johnny's throat before I put the knife in his chest.


    I curve an eyebrow at Karissa, waiting for her to turn away from me again, but she doesn't.


    She stares.


    And stares.


    And stares.


    I feel like she grating at my soul when she stares at me that way.


    Like she's scraping away some of the blackness, trying to salvage what might still be beneath. I wonder if she'll be disappointed to find every part of me is tainted, that even my good isn't as good as it should be.


    After a moment, Melody turns back to her, refocusing, and drawing Karissa's attention away from me. "So? Will you at least consider it?"


    Karissa sighs exasperatedly. "Fine."


    "You'll think about it?"


    "I'll take the damn class."


    Melody squeals, once more grabbing her arm, this time excitedly. It doesn't take much to distract her as she switches subjects, inviting her other friends into the conversation when one of them chimes in and asks the million dollar question: "Who's the Santino guy?"


    Melody launches into the whole tale, starting from the beginning, the first day Karissa walked into his classroom.


    "He took one look at her and turned his nose up," Melody says, matter-of-fact. "He hated her for no reason. It was crazy."


    Crazy, maybe, but there was a reason, and it certainly wasn't because he hated her. He never saw Karissa that day. I don't think he ever really saw her. He laid his eyes on a young girl who looked so very much like the one he fawned over as a teenager, the only girl Daniel Santino ever gave his heart to, and she crushed it, obliterated it. He always had a hard-on for Carmela, following her around like a puppy dog, lapping up every tiny speck of attention she gave him, devouring every bone she threw his way. Carmela humored his pesky crush, even went on a few dates with him.


    She said it was compassion.


    Said it was right to give him a fair shake.


    But in the end she dropped him like a bad habit and picked up a worse one instead: Johnny.


    He looked at Karissa that day when she walked in, and he didn't see his new student. He saw his old love. He saw the one who got away. And he wasn't angry to see her face again.


    No, what Karissa sensed from him was terror.


    Because he knew that was a face I'd been looking for.


    And he knew, when I found it, exactly what I planned to do.


    Melody is somewhere in the middle of the semester in her story, about when I seemed to have come in. I can tell Karissa's uncomfortable, with the way she's fidgeting, the way her eyes won't quite meet anybody's. I'm grateful when Paul interrupts, barging into the conversation with talk about the food as he slaps it on the grill, and I see Karissa breathe a sigh of relief, too.


    I don't know why she puts herself through this.


    I don't spend time around people unless I have to.


    The day drags on into the late afternoon. Despite the 'no alcohol on the premises' sign we passed on the way in, they break out a cooler full of beer and crack open cans. I sip on a bottle of water Karissa brought while she gives in and drinks along with the others.


    It's hot as fuck.


    The company is boring.


    I'm sweating, downright miserable, but I say nothing, picking apart an over-cooked burger I have no interest in ingesting. I'm sitting on the edge of the bench beside Karissa, so close ours arms brush together whenever one of us moves. Nobody notices or pays much attention to what I'm doing, except for Karissa, as her eyes routinely seek me out. She's trying to be coy about it, her gaze curious. After a few times, I catch her eyes and she freezes, knowing she's been caught.


    I take a small bite, straining as I chew, fighting the urge to gag on the dry meat as she watches me.


    After a moment, she leans closer, close enough that only I can hear, as she whispers, "what if it's poisoned?"


    I grab a napkin from the table, spitting out everything that's in my mouth. Disgusting. I toss the napkin down on top of my plate and shove it aside.


    I'm done with that shit.


    Her eyes widen. "I didn't mean for you to do that."


    "It wasn't you," I say, grabbing my bottle of water and taking a swig. "I couldn't choke that down if I had to."


    She looks from me to her plate, to her untouched burger, then back to me again. She says nothing, standing up and grabbing her plate, hesitating before grabbing mine, too. After throwing them away, she chugs what's left in her can of beer and tosses it in the trash before grabbing another from the cooler.


    Late afternoon morphs into early evening. Everything is cleaned up, most of it discarded, abandoned besides the coolers, as they decide to make their way down the waterfront to go swimming.


    I sit along the side of the in-ground pool, at a round little table with a gigantic blue umbrella over my head. People pack the small area, at least a hundred sets of eyes that could easily wander Karissa's way, but she seems to not care as she sheds her clothes, discarding them at the table beside me, leaving her standing there in a slinky pink bikini that makes her tanned skin glow.


    The metallic material covers her most intimate places—places I'd kill a man if he ever dared to look—but otherwise leaves little to the imagination. Her curves are proudly displayed, every dimple and dip, cleft and crevice, every inch of her flesh that beckons to me at night when she lays beside me in the dark.


    It's sinful.


    It's unbearable.


    It takes every ounce of strength I have to let her walk away from me looking like that.


    She strolls over toward the edge of the pool as she pulls her hair up, securing it on the top of her head in a sloppy sort of bun. I tear my eyes away from her, sighing exasperatedly as I run my hands down my sweaty face and close my eyes. When I reopen them, the first thing I see is Paul standing on the opposite side of the pool, directly across from Karissa, his eyes slinking down her body, going dangerously close to those places they ought not go.


    Strike two.


    My skin prickles, a coiling inside of me that I quickly try to unwind, to pull back apart before it wraps me up too tight to fight it. Karissa slips into the water, immediately disappearing beneath the surface.


    Only then does the boy look away from her.


    He jumps it, swimming over to his girlfriend, immediately picking Melody up and dunking her as she squeals loudly with laughter.


    They joke around, playing in the water, swimming and splashing. It's strange, seeing Karissa that way, so at ease around people, so relaxed and happy, like the reality that I slapped her with two months ago faded away, taking a backseat to the life she created here. I haven't seen her smile this much since… well, since before she got hurt.


    The evening starts to slip away, growing later as the sun shifts position in the sky, edging closer toward the west. Karissa eventually pulls herself out of the pool, dripping water as she strolls over to me, her arms crossing over her chest as she approaches.


    She digs a towel out of her bag to dry her hair. When she realizes I'm watching, she wraps the towel around her, covering her body as she smiles sheepishly.


    "Why do you do that?" I ask.


    She raises an eyebrow. "Do what?"


    "Shield yourself from me," I say. "All those people in the pool didn't bother you, like you weren't at all uncomfortable with them looking."


    "They weren't looking."


    "They could've been."


    "They weren't," she insists. "I mean, maybe they looked, but they didn't pay me much mind. But you…"


    "But me?" I ask when she doesn't finish.


    "You look at me."


    "And that's a problem?"


    She sighs, clutching the towel tighter around her as she turns, like she's about to walk away. I sound defensive, I know, and hell, maybe I am, but I'm not trying to frustrate her.


    I can see those walls going up between us, though.


    Before she can leave, I reach out and grasp her arm, stopping her. Her muscles tense as I pull her back toward the table.


    "I'm not trying to be a pain in the ass," I say, tugging her down onto the chair beside me. "I'm just trying to understand."


    "You know," she says, shifting her body toward me but still keeping her skin covered. "For someone who knows everything about me, you don't seem to really understand anything."


    Her voice is firm, borderline antagonistic.


    I got under her skin.


    "Those people?" she continues, waving over toward the pool. "They can look all they want. I don't notice when they do, because I don't care what they think. Not anymore. I used to… I used to want to fit in, to be normal, and sometimes I still feel that way, like I could be that way if I tried, but I'm not. I know I'm not. My parents are murderers and liars, and you…" She laughs dryly. "You are what you are. So yeah, those people can look if they want, but they don't see me, and I don't care what they think they see. But you look at me. You look at me hard. And I know you see me. And maybe, Naz… maybe I care what you think."


    The others are out of the pool, making their way toward us before I can respond. I let go of Karissa, and she stands back up, dropping her towel only long enough to slip her shorts back on and pull on her top.


    "I need a drink," she mutters, just loud enough for Melody to hear.


    "Hell yeah!" she says, throwing her arm over Karissa's shoulder. "That's the spirit. Let's fill up my cup and get fucked up!"
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    We make our way toward the front of the park, to the grassy area around the first pier. The area's busy, but they find a vacant spot in the middle of the gathering crowd. They spread out blankets, making themselves at home, as I take a seat along the edge of one alone.


    They drink some more.


    I mull over Karissa's words in silence.


    They joke around, laughing and playing, acting like the teenagers they are.


    I get lost in my own head.


    By the time the sun finally sets, darkness creeping over the area, Karissa is wasted. Between the heat and her empty stomach, she never stood a chance. I'm gazing across the river at the Manhattan skyline in the night, admiring the lights in a city that never sleeps, keeping an eye on Karissa the best I can. She eventually breaks away from her friends and strolls over to where I'm sitting, pausing right in front of me. "What are you doing over here?"


    My eyes shift to her, scanning her in the darkness. "I'm admiring the view."


    "Oh." She glances behind her. "Am I blocking it?"


    "No," I say. "You are it."


    She rolls her eyes and starts to step aside when I grab ahold of her, catching her off guard. Her reflexes are stunted, her strength diminished from the alcohol sloshing through her veins. I pull her down onto the blanket with me, and she lets out a startled squeal before laughing when she loses her balance, falling right into me. I grunt when her knee grazes my crotch, just barely missing landing right on my cock. My side stings, but she's giggling… fucking giggling. I can't be mad. "You're drunk, jailbird."


    "Just a little," she says, holding up her fingers half an inch apart, nearly pinching me in the fucking nose with them.


    "You should've eaten something earlier."


    "Yeah, right," she slurs. "I wouldn't eat anything that guy touched."


    "Who?"


    "Paul."


    Huh.


    Strike three.


    "I could've bought you something. It's not good to drink on an empty stomach."


    She blows out a dismissive breath. "Puh-lease. What's good anymore?"


    "You," I say, brushing her wild hair from her face. It came down sometime after swimming, now a tangled mess, waves falling everywhere. "You're still good."


    She laughs again, laughs like that's the funniest thing she's ever heard. I expect her to try to get to her feet, to stagger away, but instead she shifts around in front of me, settling between my legs. She leans against me, her back flush against my chest, her head coming to rest just below my chin. She smells like chlorine and sweat, her skin slick and glowing, more freckles dotting her shoulders and her cheeks.


    The sun did a number on her today.


    Even her nose is pink.


    "Tell me something," she says. "Would somebody good love somebody like you?"


    It's a valid question, maybe a bit spiteful, but it's the closest she's coming to admitting she loves me in a while. I rest my cheek against the top of her head as I consider it. "Probably not."


    She's quiet for a bit, just lounging there. I snake my arms around her, feeling her warmth as I hold her close. It isn't until the fireworks start up, blasting off from the bridge and filling the night sky, that Karissa finally speaks again.


    "Beautiful," she whispers as her friends loudly cheer, raising a ruckus nearby. I smile at the amazement in her voice, listening to the bangs as they detonate back to back, watching as the blasts bathe her skin in flashes of different colors.


    "I've always liked fireworks," I say. "The gunpowder, the chemicals and fuel carefully calibrated, making something so powerful, something so deadly, seem so harmless. Knowing how much control, how much heat, how much energy it takes to set off the explosions at the perfect time... fascinating."


    She tilts her head, shifting slightly and sitting up more to look back at me. Sensing her gaze, I meet her eyes. They look black in the night.


    "You light up when you talk like that," she says.


    I shrug a shoulder as I study her face, light igniting parts of it, casting the rest in shadows. "You make something beautiful enough and people forget just how much it can hurt you."


    She stares at me again.


    That stare.


    The one that makes it feel like she's clawing at my skin, ripping apart my outsides to find her way deeper in. I think I get it now, what she was saying earlier.


    Because nobody looks at me like she does.


    I stare back, holding my ground, waiting for her to turn around. Waiting for her to back down, to be the first to look away, but I don't intimidate her, not the way I intimidate everyone else. I never have.


    I don't know if she was born this goddamn fearless, if it's encoded in her DNA, gifted to her by her flawed bloodline, or if it's something life taught her, something molded into her all those years she was unknowingly on the run. I wonder if she got that from her father, or if it was me who caused her bravery.


    She inches forward ever so slightly and hesitates, contemplating, her eyes flickering to my mouth so faintly I almost don't catch it. She takes a deep breath, exhaling with resolve, before closing her eyes and coming the rest of the way.


    My brave, brave woman kisses me.


    It's soft. Tentative. Sweet. Her breath is shaky and her lips barely part, but it's a kiss, none-the-less, and I fucking savor it. It's not the first time we've kissed since everything turned ugly, not even the first time she's initiated it, but this kiss is different. This kiss feels less like hunger and more like heartache, like she's quenching a thirst by trying to remember how to drink.


    Tiny sips.


    That's all she takes.


    Little pecks against my lips before she pulls back away.


    She stares at me again.


    Five… ten… fifteen seconds.


    And then she turns around.


    She settles back into my arms, lounging on the blanket between my legs as she stares up at the sky in silence, watching the fireworks with the same fearlessness she looked at me with.


    I'm not the only one of us who knows how to play with fire, I think… and I'm not the only one who enjoys it, either.


    "You want to know what I think about when I look at you, Karissa?"


    "What?"


    "I think there's nobody else like you in the world."


    The fireworks seem to go on forever.


    Karissa says nothing else to me.


    Not at the park, not on the walk to the car, and not on the way home.


    The silence isn't strained like it usually is when she doesn't talk. She's right here beside me, completely at ease. I don't know if it's because she's too damn drunk to remember or if she just finally forgot she hates me.


    I lead Karissa to the front door of the house when we get there, my hand pressed against the small of her back. She steps up onto the small porch, waiting, as I dig for the right key. It takes a moment as I fumble with the new locks, a strange sensation creeping up my back, prickling my spine.


    The hair at the nape of my neck stands on end.


    Key halfway into the lock, I freeze as the feeling consumes me, my muscles taut as I strain my ears. There's somebody there. Carefully, I turn my head, slowly surveying the dark neighborhood around us, looking and listening, but I see nothing.


    Nothing but blackness.


    I'm not a fool, though. The darkness can't trick me. Just because I don't see it doesn't mean it's not there. I sense it, feel it crawling across my skin.


    Somebody's watching us.


    Somebody's watching me.


    Somebody's watching her.


    I scan the area again, waiting for something to happen, for someone to appear out of the shadows, and damn near jump when someone touches me. My eyes dart to the hand on my arm before I look at Karissa, seeing her eyeing me peculiarly. "Is something wrong, Naz?"


    Yes, I think.


    Something is definitely wrong.


    Somebody is here.


    I glance behind me again, giving one last look at the street, before turning back to her, offering a small smile so not to alarm her. She's too drunk to feel it right now, I think. "It's nothing."


    I turn the key, finishing the last lock, and push open the front door. I motion for her to go ahead of me inside, trying to shove down those feelings of being watched as they nag at me. Karissa doesn't listen, though, wavering on the porch, before she steps closer until she's almost flush up against me. I stare down at her, watching as she slowly licks her lips.


    She reaches up on her tiptoes but I stop her, palming her cheeks, cradling her face in my hands. I hold her there, her lips a few inches from mine, as I stare into her dark eyes, looking for some sign of uncertainty.


    "You're drunk," I say seriously. "You don't know what you're doing."


    "I know exactly what I'm doing," she whispers. "I'm just a little drunk. I'm not an idiot. I know who you are... what you are... I know what you've done. And I know what I'm doing, too. I know what I want."


    "And what's that?" I ask. "What do you want?"


    She reaches up and grabs my wrists, pulling my hands away from her face. She's not strong enough to force me to move them, but I don't resist. She pushes back up on her tiptoes, pressing her lips to mine as her eyelids flutter closed.


    I kiss her back, but I keep my eyes open.


    That feeling won't stop, won't go away, building and building inside of me. I'm paranoid and starved, too damn exhausted to deal with it. As soon as I try to pull away from Karissa's lips, she wraps her arms around my neck and pushes me toward the open doorway, into the foyer. I step backward, finally breaking the kiss, and look out at the street again suspiciously.


    A shadow moves in my peripheral.


    Maybe it's my imagination.


    Maybe I just need some fucking sleep.


    My head turns that way, but I see nothing in the darkness, nothing but trees and grass, cars and mailboxes. Fireworks pop off in the distance, filling the air with loud cracks like far away gunshots, causing wounds that Karissa soothes when she kisses me again.


    Fuck it.


    I slam the door closed, tinkering with the locks, making sure every one of them is secure before giving her my undivided attention. Whatever's out there, be it friend or foe, the shadows or the wind, isn't going to get inside and hurt what I have right here.


    We make our way upstairs, not rushing but not hesitating, her lips glued to mine, her arms wrapped around my neck. I kiss her deeply, each second more passionate, as my hands settle on her hips, fingertips brushing the bare skin beneath the hem of her shirt.


    I break the kiss long enough to pull her top off. She raises her arms straight up in the air, surrendering to me as I strip her. Her clothes are discarded fast but I intend to take it slow, to savor every moment.


    I pull her onto the bed, climbing on top of her fully clothed, my lips moving from her mouth and down her cheek, to her chin and neck, working my way along her jawline. I kiss and nip at the skin, my tongue grazing her salty flesh, as her hands run along my back, beneath my shirt.


    Sitting up, I tug it off and toss it aside before my mouth finds her chest. I circle a nipple with my tongue before wrapping my lips around it, sucking on the sensitive flesh. She moans, arching her back, as she fists my hair.


    "Please," she pleads when I move to the other nipple, giving it the same attention as I awkwardly kick off my shoes, discarding them at the end of the bed. "Please, Naz."


    I kiss along her collarbones before finding her mouth again, smothering her begging with my lips. I shove my shorts down, fumbling to get them off without breaking the kiss, and settle between her legs. The warmth radiating from her makes me shiver. I can still smell the sun on her skin, the scent intoxicating me when I inhale sharply as I push inside of her.


    Fuck, she feels so good wrapped around me. So good, that it's hard to believe something like this could ever be bad. That I could ever be wrong for her. And I know I am… I'm the last person she should give herself to… but moments like this, when she gasps, that first sudden exhale, like she's surprised by how perfect we fit together, like she's finally whole again after missing a part of her, gives me hope.


    Hope that maybe, even though it's wrong, somehow I can find a way to make it all right.


    "Tell me," I whisper, running my tongue along the shell of her ear. "Tell me how you want it to be. Tell me what you need from me."


    I'll give her anything.


    I'll tear my fucking chest open with my bare hands, rip out my heart and hand it to her, if that's what she needs.


    All she has to do is tell me.


    All she has to do is ask.


    She could bark out a million demands, and I would work myself to the death making them all happen, but instead she merely whispers, "I want you to love me."


    So I do.


    I love her.


    I take my time inside of her, my lips never leaving her skin as I thrust deep, filling her with every inch of me that I can. I make love to her until her skin is flushed, coated in another layer of sweat, until she starts pleading with me again, this time to give her more.


    Harder.


    Deeper.


    More.


    More.


    More.


    Her breasts are flush against my chest, her nipples hard as she presses them into me like she's desperate for more friction. Her hands rake down my spine, not digging into the skin, not drawing blood, but I can feel the mark they leave behind, a trail of tingles I can't shake. My face is nuzzled into her neck as I breathe heavily, panting, my tongue lapping at the sweaty skin before I press my lips to the spot just below her ear and suck. She squeals, fisting my hair again.


    I can feel her body tensing beneath me as I slide in and out of her, holding her so close I graze her clit with each stroke. I increase the pace, just enough to thrust a bit deeper, to hit it a bit harder.


    She lets out a strangled noise, throwing her head back. I bite down on her shoulder as she comes, listening to her cries of pleasure as the tiny convulsions rock her body. I can feel mine getting close, building inside of me. I don't have the energy to hold it back, to delay it any longer.


    I shiver, grunting into her neck as I come inside of her just as her own orgasm starts to fade. I thrust a few times, riding through the waves of pleasure, before stilling on top of her.


    I don't move away, don't let go of her, staying deep inside of her as I hold her against me, listening to her raspy breaths, feeling her pulse as her heart frantically beats.


    Don't regret it, I think, closing my eyes. Don't tell me you regret giving yourself to me.


    She lies still, not moving an inch, like she's trying to get her thoughts in order, like she's trying to pull herself together.


    Don't fucking regret it.


    Whatever you do.


    "Naz, I—"


    Before she can get out whatever it is she wants to say, a sudden noise interrupts us, the obnoxious blaring loud even upstairs in the bedroom.


    It only takes a second for it to hit me.


    My car.


    I quickly pull away from Karissa and jump to my feet, grabbing my shorts from the floor and pulling them on.


    "Stay here," I tell her, running out before she can question me. I sprint downstairs and head toward the front door, grabbing my keys from where I discarded them when we got home.


    I head into the den and walk along the bookshelves, my fingers quickly skimming the spines of books until I come upon my copy of War & Peace, still in the right spot.


    Luckily Karissa hasn't ever tried to read it.


    I pull it off the shelf and open it up. The pages are cut out, leaving a gaping hole right in the center, a silver revolver tucked into it. I pull the gun out, tossing the book on the desk, and make sure it's still loaded as I head for the front door.


    The alarm is blaring so loudly it's practically vibrating the ground. I hit the button on my spare key, relieved when it shuts off through the wall. I strain my ears, listening to the silence, before unlocking the door and slowly opening it. My heart furiously pounds against my ribcage as my eyes scan the yard, the gun gripped tightly in my hand, prepared for anything.


    It's quiet, and still. There's nobody around, nothing except my car, the driver's side door hanging wide open, a familiar set of lost keys dangling from the lock. I eye them for a moment before stepping over to the driveway and pulling them out, giving a quick glance inside the car before slamming the driver's side door closed.


    I'm staring out into the darkness when I hear a squeak behind me. Everything inside of me seizes momentarily before kicking into high gear, fueled by adrenaline. Spinning around, I raise the gun at whatever's moving, my finger slipping right off the trigger as soon as I see her.


    Karissa.


    I'm aiming right at her face.


    She freezes in the doorway to the house, whimpering. I move the gun away at once, raising my hands to show her I mean no harm.


    "Fuck, Karissa, don't sneak up on people. You're going to get yourself hurt. I told you to stay where you were."


    Her frantic gaze darts all around me, trying to make sense of things as I flick on the safety and stick the gun in my waistband.


    "What's happening?" she asks. "I mean, what was...?"


    "It was just the car alarm."


    The answer calms her a bit, although her gaze keeps flickering to my gun. "What set it off?"


    "Don't worry about it," I say. "I handled it."


    She wants to ask more but the racket of the garage door raising interrupts her when I push the button so I can move the car out of the driveway. It gives me a moment to collect myself as I run my hands down my face, taking a deep breath.


    "Relax," I say when it's quiet again. "It could've just been a raccoon."


    "A raccoon?"


    "Yes."


    She shakes her head. "I thought you didn't lie to me?"


    "I don't."


    Her eyes are skeptical, borderline angry as she steps closer, coming outside. She doesn't believe it.


    "I said it could've been a raccoon, which is true. It could've been."


    "But it wasn't."


    "No," I admit, "it wasn't."


    "Who was it?"


    "If I had to guess, I'd say it was the same person who robbed me."


    She gapes at me. "How do you know? Did you see them?"


    "No, I didn't see anybody," I say, holding up the returned keys, jingling them in the air. "Just an educated guess."


    She stares at the keys before meeting my eyes. "Do you know who it is?"


    I nod.


    She pauses. "Do I know them?"


    Another nod. This one's hesitant.


    I stare at her, waiting for the question I dread.


    Don't ask me if it's your mother.


    Don't ask me that...


    "Is it, uh...?" She frowns, looking away from me as she gathers her thoughts. "Is it safe?"


    Reaching out, I graze my fingers along her jawline before cupping her chin. I tilt her face, making her look at me again. She looks worried, so I offer her a smile, just a small one, to try to ease her concerns. Is it safe? Absolutely not. It never is in my world, and it never will be.


    Death lurks around every corner, watching and waiting, and someday, it'll come for me again.


    "Nothing will happen to you," I tell her, running my thumb along her soft bottom lip. "I'll make sure of it."


    She returns my smile. I don't know if she believes me, but I can tell she wants to. Slowly, little by little, she's putting her trust in me again.
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    "Happy Birthday."


    I'm sitting on the couch in the den, my plain white shirt lifted up, tucked beneath my chin as I survey my left side, when those two words ring out.


    Happy Birthday.


    My eyes dart to Karissa as she stands in front of me. "Excuse me?"


    "Happy Birthday," she says again, smiling tentatively as she holds out a small container of chocolate pudding and a spoon. "For you."


    I drop my shirt, letting it cover my chest again as I eye her warily. I hesitate so long her smile falls, worry casting shadows over her face. Slowly, I reach for the pudding cup and take it as she sits down beside me with her own. She already has hers open and is taking a bite before I can even think of what to say.


    "How do you know?" I ask, peeling the top off the pudding. I'm not even hungry, so I'm not sure why she gave me this.


    "It was listed on your passport."


    "Ah."


    "I would've made you a cake," she says. "Or, well, had you one made, but I didn't think you'd eat it, you know, in case it got doped with cyanide." She casts me a sideways look as she takes another bite. "I guess I could've bought like a honey bun or something, but we had pudding in the fridge, so..."


    "So pudding it is," I mutter, taking a small bite before I wave at her with my spoon. "I didn't expect anything."


    "I figured," she says, "considering you never even mentioned it."


    She devours her pudding, practically licking the plastic clean of chocolate, as I set mine down on the table without taking another bite. I pull my shirt back up as she watches me.


    "It looks better," she says, setting her empty container down beside mine. Reaching over, she runs her fingertips along the skin around my wound, her touch so light it sends a tingle through me. The forming scar is nasty but it's healing, barely even sore anymore.


    Sighing, I relax back against the couch, relishing the sensation of her touch. "It feels better."


    Her hand moves, shifting away from my injury, and runs along my stomach, caressing the skin. She traces the ridges of my abs, following the trail of hair up to my chest as she slowly edges toward me.


    I close my eyes when she leans my way, feeling her lips as they press against my stomach, trailing kisses up toward my chest. Her hand brushes against my lap, rubbing my cock through my pants. It stirs beneath her palm, just the simple touch enough to make it harden.


    Reaching beneath the fabric, she grasps a hold of me, stroking a few times as she releases me from my pants. I open my eyes just as she shifts position and drops her head toward my lap.


    "Karissa..."


    Her eyes dart to mine, but she doesn't stop, doesn't waver, as she takes my cock into her mouth. The wet warmth soothes me, and I want to protest, I should protest, but it feels too good.


    Too fucking good.


    My hands settle on top of her head, lightly running through her hair. She sucks... and sucks... and sucks, teeth grazing and tongue stroking until my head starts spinning and I feel like I'm going to explode.


    I should warn her.


    I should stop her.


    I should end this, but I'm weak.


    I'm fucking weak.


    I'm regaining my strength, but the woman still has the power to destroy me.


    I come hard, my body tensing, pain running through me. It hurts. It hurts. But this pain feels better than anything I've felt in years. I grip on to her hair as she swallows, not letting go until she releases me from her mouth. I close my eyes, breathing deeply. "I told you never to do that..."


    "No, you told me I don't belong on my knees, and I wasn't on them," she counters, sitting up, her gaze on my face. There's a twinkle in her eye when I look at her. Amusement. "You know you should always say what you mean."


    She tries to move away them but I grab a hold of her, pulling her onto my lap. I grunt when she straddles me, pain stabbing my side from my injury as her knee hits it.


    "Shit, sorry," she says, panicked when I wince, but I grip tightly to her hips to keep her there, shaking off her apology.


    "It was my fault," I say, clenching my jaw. "I should've known better."


    I stare at her, hands shifting from her hips, running up her back. I grip the back of her neck, pulling her to me, and kiss her as ringing echoes through the room. My phone. I try to deepen the kiss, but Karissa pulls back. "Do you need to get that?"


    I shake my head, kissing her again and again, as she whispers against my mouth, "don't you... need to... at least see... who it is?"


    "I know who it is."


    "Who?"


    "My mother."


    She pulls away completely as the ringing stops, her gaze briefly darting across the room toward my phone. "How do you know?"


    "Because it's my birthday."


    I try to kiss her again, but she resists, her palms flat against my chest.


    "Your mother," she says. "Is she as pleasant as your father?"


    "Few people are as pleasant as Giuseppe Vitale." I shake my head. "My mother's a good woman. You'll never meet a nicer person."


    "So why don't you ever see her?" she asks. "Why didn't you take her call?"


    "Because she's better off without me," I say. "When you love people, you want what's best for them, and sometimes what's best for them isn't you."


    "You said that about me once," she says. "You said you loved me, and you wanted what was best for me, even though you thought what was best for me wasn't you."


    "I meant it," I say. "But I'm also in love with you, and I'm a selfish son of a bitch. It was wrong, but I wanted you… I want you. So I'm keeping you."


    She laughs dryly. "You're keeping me."


    "Yes."


    "You ever consider maybe your mother wants to keep you, too?" she asks. "I don't mean that in a creepy kind of way, you know… I mean, like, just because someone's bad for us doesn't mean we don't want them in our lives, anyway. I was still willing to give up everything for you."


    "You were."


    "Yes."


    "Past tense."


    Her brow furrows. "What?"


    "You said you were willing," I say, "not that you are willing."


    She considers that as she climbs off of me, getting to her feet. "Yeah, well, I guess I'm still deciding."


    "Deciding what?"


    "Whether or not I want to keep you."


    My phone starts making noise again as Karissa grabs our discarded pudding containers to throw them away.


    "You should answer that," she says. "Talk to your mother."


    I don't correct her as she walks out, but it's not my mother this time. The ring is different. It's vague, barely noticeable, but it's a different tone. Ray.


    Sighing, I get to my feet and shuffle across the room, snatching my phone off of my desk. I stare at the screen for a moment before pressing the button to silence the ringing.


    Unlike my mother, he's not calling to wish me a happy birthday. He probably doesn't even realize it's today.


    "Let's do something," I call out to Karissa when I hear her move around the kitchen. "Grab some lunch or something."


    She appears in the doorway. "Yeah?"


    "Yeah."


    My phone starts ringing again right away, once again blaring Ray's tone. Karissa eyes it curiously. "You don't have anything else you'd rather do?"


    I send the call to voicemail and turn off the phone as I shake my head. "No. Nothing."
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 "What's Cobalt?"


    My eyes turn to Karissa when she speaks. I'm not even off our street and she's already asking questions out of nowhere. "Cobalt?"


    "Yeah, Cobalt."


    "Where'd you hear that?"


    "That detective," she says. "I heard him mention Cobalt, that it's where the shooting happened. I know it was weeks ago, but I was just thinking, and well... what is it?"


    "It's a chemical element," I say, "and a shade of blue."


    "Yeah, and it's also the name of a Chevy car," she counters, "but that doesn't tell me where you were shot."


    I fight a smile at her brusque tone. "You didn't ask where I was shot."


    "Fine," she says. "Where were you shot?"


    "In my side."


    "Naz…"


    "In Greenwich Village," I say, knowing she's not going to drop it. "Cobalt Social Club."


    She curves an eyebrow at me. "A social club?"


    "Yes."


    "You're a member of a social club."


    "Yes."


    "Is that a euphemism? Like a gentleman's club?"


    "No, no strippers. No women at all, generally, although sometimes they bend the rules. It's more of an exclusive hangout that you need membership to get into."


    "And what do you do there?"


    "Socialize," I say. "Drink."


    Conduct business.


    Plot schemes.


    "So it's a special kind of club," she reiterates. "Where you drink and hang out with other men like you."


    "Essentially."


    "You know that sounds a lot like a gay bar, right?"


    Laughing, I cut my eyes at her. "I suppose, when you put it that way, but it doesn't really matter what it sounds like. It is what it is."


    She shrugs, looking away from me to gaze out the window. "Can I see it?"


    "See what?"


    "Cobalt."


    "Uh, like I said, women aren't generally allowed…"


    "I don't want to go in," she says. "I just… I want to see where you were... where it happened."


    I don't have a response for that.


    I'm not sure why it matters.


    Neither of us says much else on the ride into the city. She eventually pulls out her phone, swiping her finger across the cracked screen to send colorful birds flying through the air at little green pigs.


    She needs a new phone. I'm not sure how much longer that one's going to survive. As much as she drops it, I'm surprised the thing still even works.


    I don't know why I'm doing it, but I drive straight to Cobalt to satisfy her curiosity. I pull through the alley, into the back lot, and swing the car around, idling there. There's no sign outside, nothing to indicate what the building is. "Cobalt."


    Karissa's brow furrows, and I can see she has more questions as she turns from the building to look out the side window. "So it happened here?"


    "What?"


    "This is where you were shot."


    "Oh." I glance around. "Yeah, over by the light."


    She nods, looking at the light for a moment before turning back to me, offering a small smile. "Thanks."


    I don't dawdle, putting the car into drive again to leave. I pull out of the lot and hit the breaks when I reach the end of the alley. I'm about to merge into traffic when a sleek black limo swerves like it's going to pull in beside me, instead coming to a stop near the entrance, blocking my exit.


    My stomach sinks, my insides coiling as I grip the steering wheel tighter at the sight of it.


    Ray.


    He gets out from the back of the limo, holding the door open after him for Brandy, apparently trailing along yet again. Ray shuts the door after she steps out, his gaze shifting my way, eyes meeting mine. He looks as if he's going to walk away, to let the fact that I've avoided him slide, until he takes a look at my passenger seat and his expression shifts.


    Shit.


    Ray hesitates, his arm around Brandy, his focus going from Karissa back to me. Leaning over, he whispers something into his girlfriend's ear, her face perking up when she looks at my car. She starts waving frantically, excitedly. I just sit there. From the corner of my eye, I see Karissa offering them a slight wave.


    That's the only invitation the blonde needs.


    Brandy rushes over to the car, motioning for Karissa to put down the window, but she doesn't move. Begrudgingly, I lower it for her, my eyes fixed on Ray as the man slowly strolls over to join his girlfriend.


    Brandy starts rambling, endless, pointless chatter. Hey! What are you doing? How are you doing? Where are you going? Karissa stammers through answers, offering what little she can, what little she knows, as Ray stiffly nods to me. "Vitale."


    I return his nod, not saying anything.


    "Ray and I were just going to grab something to eat," Brandy says. "You guys should have lunch with us. What do you say?" Before either of us can respond, she turns to Ray, grasping his arm, a hopeful look on her face. "What do you think, Ray?"


    "I don't know, Baby Doll." He lets out a deep sigh, eyes fixed squarely on my face. "I'm sure Vitale has better things to do today."


    I still say nothing.


    It's a test; I'm sure of it. A test as to whether or not I'll prioritize him, if I'll put the man who's like a father to me, the organization that made me a wealthy man, a family that saved my skin time and time again, above everything else going on in my life.


    I want to.


    I should.


    Even when I had nothing, when everything good had been torn away, leaving a gaping void of blackness, one thing persevered: my loyalty. I dedicated what was left of me, every last fiber of my being, to the man in front of me, to honor his bloodline, to make right how they were wronged.


    I should park the car right now, get out and go have lunch with the man who picked me up when I hit bottom, who gave me purpose to keep on living. I don't go to church, I don't even know if I believe in a just God, but I always believed in Raymond Angelo.


    He was my savior.


    But now I'm starting to lose faith in him, too.


    Tempted by the evil beside me, the original sin… my forbidden fruit. I took a bite of her on a whim and realized, despite what the world led me to believe, she wasn't rotten to the core. He wants me to toss her aside, throw her away, let her decay into the ground where he thinks she's meant to be, but I'm not sure anything else could ever sustain me.


    I drank from the Holy Grail.


    He's not taking that away.


    My gaze shifts from Ray to Karissa, who sits quietly beside me, hands folded in her lap. As deep as my loyalty runs to the Angelo family, something brews even deeper, something so strong it momentarily startles me.


    The love I have for this woman.


    A woman who's finally giving me the time of day again.


    I look back at Ray, and I still say nothing, but I don't have to. He sees it in my eyes. I know he does, because I see it in his, too. I see the sense of betrayal he's starting to feel, chipping away at our allegiance.


    "Another time then," Ray says, taking a step back, pulling Brandy with him before she can object. "Do what you gotta do, Vitale."


    I watch as he backs up, serious eyes fixed on me for a moment, before he finally turns around. Sighing deeply, I close my eyes as I shake my head, before brushing it off. I can feel the tension in my muscles, tension him retreating won't ease.


    I should've gone with him.


    I should've picked loyalty.


    But I couldn't, not this time.


    I failed his test.


    "Where to now?" I ask Karissa, reopening my eyes. "Anymore suggestions?"


    She sighs, slowing putting up her window. "How about somewhere where nobody knows either of us?"


    "I think we'll be hard pressed to find a place like that in New York."
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 The stock ticker scrolls by along the top of the laptop screen as I jot down a few ideas on a scrap piece of paper. I'm trying to pay attention, to riddle out a potential new scheme to get Ray off my ass, to try to placate the man, but movement in my peripheral keeps distracting me.


    Karissa has abandoned her usual seat in the den, opting to scour the shelves near me instead. She pulls books off, glancing at their covers, flipping through the pages before shoving them back on. Sometimes in the same spot, other times wherever they'll fit.


    I had them alphabetically ordered.


    I'm trying not to be irritated by it.


    My gaze flickers toward her, breathing a sigh of relief when she bypasses War & Peace without even hesitating. She ultimately settles on something further down the room, clutching it to her chest as she turns away from the bookshelves. Catching my eye, she smiles before strolling past me, her gaze flitting to the computer screen.


    She tends to mind her own business, but what little she sees is clearly not what she expected.


    Her footsteps falter as she looks back at me. "Do you have a portfolio?"


    "A portfolio?"


    "Yeah, you know, an investment portfolio. That's what it's called, right? When you buy stocks and stuff?"


    "Uh, yeah, it is. You learn about that from Melody?"


    "Pfft, no, what would she know about that stuff?"


    "Well, her father's an investment banker, isn't he?"


    She stares at me, blinking a few times as she considers my question, but she doesn't answer it. She doesn't have to.


    Rhetorical question.


    "You know, it freaks me out how much you know about people," she says, retreating to the other side of the den. "And for the record, I learned about portfolios from that talking E-Trade baby."


    She's dead serious as she says it. I let out a laugh, shaking my head, as I turn back to the screen and try to focus again.


    It's pointless, though.


    Even across the fucking room she still distracts me.


    Sighing, I close the laptop and stand up, strolling over to where she sits. She has the book she snatched from the shelf open in her lap. I sit down beside her, curious about what she settled on.


    J.M. Barrie's Peter Pan


    Huh. "Ever read that before?"


    "Nope," she says. "I figured you had a copy around here somewhere, though, since you could quote it."


    "Yeah, it's a good one. I have most of the classics."


    "I noticed." She stares down at the page for a moment before glancing at me. "Can I ask you something?"


    "If you really must."


    She laughs. "Yes, I must."


    "Then I'm listening."


    "You have all these books and all these movies, this massive entertainment set-up, but you don't have any music."


    She grows silent, eyes regarding me like she's waiting for an explanation about what she just said.


    "That was an observation," I point out. "That wasn't a question."


    She rolls her eyes. "Why is that, Naz?"


    "Why don't I own any music?"


    "Yes," she says. "I mean, you don't have a radio or anything. You don't even listen to music in the car when you drive. No Mp3s or CDs or eight-tracks or whatever kind of wind-up phonograph shit they had when you were a kid."


    "Phonograph? How old do you think I am?"


    She rolls her eyes. "Practically ancient. I'm already starting to see some gray in that hair of yours."


    She's being playful, but it wouldn't surprise me with the stress I'm under. I'm aging every fucking minute dealing with her. "First of all, if I'm going gray, it's because of you. You make me crazy. And secondly, I don't have any music because I find it pointless."


    She gapes at me.


    Gapes at me like I just confessed to being a murderer.


    Scratch that, she didn't seem this damn distressed when she actually realized I was one of those.


    "How the hell can you find music pointless?"


    "Because it's just noise," I say. "It serves no purpose except to fill the silence, but I happen to enjoy the silence, personally."


    The more I talk, the more horrified she looks. "Are you fucking with me?"


    "No," I say. "But I'd like to be—"


    "Fucking me," she interjects, cutting me off. She's finishing my thoughts. I'm getting predictable. "I know you would. But I just... wow. Really, Naz? My mind is blown right now. How can someone seriously not like music?"


    "Why do you listen to it?" I ask, raising an eyebrow as I motion toward the tangled earbuds she has lying on the arm of the couch. "Why do you walk around here with those always in? Other than the fact that it keeps me from trying to talk to you, of course."


    Her cheeks tinge pink as she rolls her eyes, like it's the most absurd accusation she's ever heard, but the blushing tells me I'm right. "Whatever, I listen to music because there's so much emotion in it. It feels like I'm tapping into another part of my soul, like some part of the universe actually understands me. It makes me feel alive. Like, I can literally feel the music when I listen to it. It doesn't do that to you?"


    I shake my head. "I feel nothing."


    Except for annoyance because I can't think straight.


    And sometimes a raging headache to accompany it.


    She stares at me with what feels eerily like pity.


    Karissa Reed… Karissa Rita… pities me.


    Unbelievable.


    "But, wait... you understood my Tupac reference when we talked about Machiavelli, didn't you? I could’ve sworn you did."


    "Just because I don't enjoy it doesn't mean I know nothing about it. Tupac was around back in my wind-up phonograph days, you know." I cast her a sardonic look, which makes her laugh and shrug, as if to say 'hey, not my fault you're an old ass man.' "I'm surprised you know anything about him, actually. He died around the time you were born."


    "Yeah, well, music never really goes out of style, especially Tupac," she says with a smile. "Now that I did learn from Melody. She knows the lyrics to every 90s rap song, but I don't think the girl would know what the hell an investment portfolio is, regardless of what her father does for a living."


    Karissa goes back to reading then, focusing on the old book. I watch her as she flips a few pages before curiosity gets the best of me. "Why do you like it so much?"


    "Music?"


    "No, Peter Pan."


    "Oh, uh… it's just sort of always been my favorite. Since we moved around all the time, I never really had many friends, never had anyone to talk to. Whenever I got close to someone, my mother would freak out… guess she thought I'd spill who we really were, even though I didn't even know… but she was so afraid of you catching up to us, I guess."


    She doesn't say it with anger. Doesn't say it with sadness. She speaks matter-of-fact like it's just a truth she's come to accept.


    "And there's something magical about the idea of escaping, of never growing up or having any responsibilities," she continues. "When I was young, I thought it was all real, that there was a whole world out there my mother kept me from. I used to open my bedroom window at night, leave it wide open, just in case." She smiles wistfully, her gaze still fixed to the book, although she's not reading anymore. "My mother caught me, though, and told me to stop, but of course I didn't listen."


    "Of course."


    "So yeah, that's when she started nailing all the windows shut," she says. "I always pried the nails back out, though, but I remember getting mad and yelling about how much I hated her for locking Peter Pan out, and she just told me I was being ridiculous. She said if anything were to come in my window, it wouldn't be something from a fairy tale."


    She turns her head to look at me. "Now that we've gone all Freud on my life, why's Twelve Angry Men your favorite movie?"


    "Ah, well, I'm afraid it's not nearly as fascinating of an explanation. It just intrigues me how if you plant a seed, people will cultivate it. It's not hard to get them to believe whatever you want them to believe."


    "You mean like you convincing me you were Prince Charming?"


    "I did no such thing. I told you point blank I wasn't a good man. And I've told you the same thing multiple times since."


    "Reverse psychology," she says. "What did you expect me to think?"


    "I expected you to believe what I said."


    "Yeah, well, actions speak louder than words," she replies. "You say one thing and then do another, and I guess I trusted what you did instead of what you said. I fell in love with the man who swept me off my feet, who acted like I was special to him."


    "You were," I say. "You are special to me."


    "I know." Her voice is flat. "I'm a Rita."


    I stare at her, surprised that she'd say that. She is a Rita, there's no denying that fact, but she's so much more than that to me. You'd think after all this time she'd grasp that fact, considering I tell her every time it comes up, but I get it now, I think. Nothing I say will ever mean more than what I do for her. She watches, like me. She touches, like me. She learns from seeing and not from listening.


    Reaching over, I cup her chin, tilting her head until her eyes meet mine. "Let's go somewhere, get out of this house... out of this city."


    She looks skeptical. "Go where?"


    I shrug. "Wherever you want to go."


    She seems not nearly as confident as I feel about that idea. "I don't know."


    "Come on." I brush my thumb across her bottom lip. "We'll spend some time together, no distractions, no worries... just you and me. I'll show you how special you are."


    "I'll think about it."


    With that, she looks away from me again, pulling from my touch to focus on the book in her lap, conversation over.


    Finished.


    Done.
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 Karissa concedes.


    It doesn't take much coaxing.


    All I had to say was the magic word: Italy.


    Two days later we're in the back of the town car, bags in the trunk, on our way to the airport. It's early in the morning, the sky outside still dark. Karissa stares out the side window, laughing dryly to herself when we pass the sign welcoming us into New Jersey. "Did you know?"


    I glance at her, raising an eyebrow in question. "Did I know what?"


    "The last time we went to this airport, when I asked you what was in New Jersey and you gave me all those bullshit answers," she explains. "Did you know that's where my parents were? Did you know what was really in New Jersey then?"


    "Ah, no," I say. "I had no idea."


    "Really?" she asks. "Because when I told you where I'd been that day, you seemed to know exactly where the house was… exactly where to find them."


    "I recognized the address."


    "How?"


    "Because I'd been there before," I say, hesitating, not sure if I should go on, but I can tell from her expression she's going to ask more questions if I don't just put it out there. "I tracked your father there years ago."


    "What happened? When you found him, I mean…"


    "Nothing much," I say. "Your mother had already left him, and I wasn't ready to kill him yet. I wanted him to suffer like I had. He ended up settling into his little suburban life while your mother jumped from city to city."


    "Did you ever find her again? Did you find us?"


    "Yes," I say, "but I was always too late. I'd show up after you were already gone, find a few things that your mother left behind, tracks she forgot to cover, but she got better over time. Smarter. I lost her trail about three years ago, after Syracuse, and didn't pick it up again until you showed up in the city."


    Karissa stares at me the entire time I'm speaking, looking me dead in the eyes without flinching.


    It's quiet for a few minutes as she stares at me in contemplation, before she asks, "When did you change your mind?"


    She's looking for an explanation, some sort of revelation that will justify this trust she's giving me. She wants to believe I'm a changed man, that the person she loves isn't the same monster she fears, but I've got not such admissions for her. I am who I am, and I do what I do, and I can't apologize for it.


    But goddamn if that look in her eyes doesn't make me wish I could.


    I wish I could be a better man.


    I wish I could do that for her.


    But I'm not, and I can't, because she's damn stubborn and I'm too fucked up to ever make a difference.


    Wishing is for fools.


    It doesn't change anything.


    "When did I change my mind about what, Karissa?"


    "About killing my mother," she whispers. "About killing me."


    Although her voice is low, it doesn't tremble. My instinct is to ask, 'what makes you think I've changed my mind?' But she speaks like she's fearless and I don't want to make her afraid of me.


    I won't kill her.


    I can't.


    Her mother, on the other hand, is an entirely different story.


    "I'm not sure," I answer. "I don't know when it happened."


    "Bullshit."


    I admire her bluntness and fight off a smile, knowing laughing at the moment will only cause her hurt. There's nothing funny about this situation. "It wasn't what I'd call a conscious decision. I saw you, I talked to you, I took you home with me… took you into my bed… and somewhere along the way I fell in love with you. And when the time came to actually see my plan through, I realized I couldn't do it. I realized I didn't want to. Maybe it happened later; maybe it happened the first time I laid eyes on you. I don't know, Karissa. All I know is it happened, and that's the truth."


    She holds my gaze for a few seconds before breaking eye contact, ducking her head as she turns away to look out the window again. We ride in silence after that, neither of us saying a word the rest of the trip to the airport. She doesn't talk to me when we get out of the car, doesn't talk to me when our bags are unloaded, and doesn't even talk to me as we board the plane. It's smaller than the one Ray chartered during our trip to Vegas, but it's just the two of us now, so we don't need anything too fancy.


    Karissa veers as soon as she's inside, plopping down in a single seat off to the side by herself. I pause, wondering if I've upset her, before taking a seat across from her, putting some space between us.


    She doesn't look at me. Her eyes are fixed out the window, her elbow propped on the arm of the chair, her chin resting in her palm. I hate it when she drifts away. She looks lost, and I wish I could find her, bring her back where she belongs.


    I exchange words with the pilot, and within a few minutes we're up in the air. I relax back in my seat, stretching my legs out. It's going to be a long flight... a very long flight.


    Over eight hours from gate to gate.


    I watch Karissa as she watches the morning sky. It's starting to lighten outside, but the lights in the cabin are dim, casting her in soft shadows.


    Ten minutes.


    Twenty.


    Half an hour.


    Time drifts away slowly.


    It's an hour or so into the flight before I hear her voice again.


    "Do you regret it?" she asks quietly. "Do you regret loving me?"


    I don't answer. Not right away. I stare at her until she finally turns her head to look at me, until she breaks and can't keep her gaze away a second longer. In her eyes I see apprehension, the kind that tells me my answer might break her the way she once ripped me apart with the word red.


    "I have no regrets," I say finally.


    Her brow furrows. "None at all?"


    "None."


    "After everything you've done, you regret none of it?" she asks. "How can that be?"


    "Because you can't go back and change things once they're done. You can't rewrite history. Dwelling on it, wondering what could've been different, wondering how things might be in a perfect world, is a waste of time. Because this world isn't perfect, life isn't perfect, and it never will be. I'm only one man, and I only have one life, and I'm not going to waste it regretting my decisions and wishing I could change things that can never be changed. Wishing gets you nowhere, sweetheart. Believe me—I know. I wish and I wish and I wish and it doesn't make a goddamn difference. I lost my life in a single moment that a hundred years of regret wouldn't ever give me back. So no, Karissa, I don't regret anything."


    There's something in her eyes, something I don't expect to see: sadness. I don't know if she believes a word that just came from my lips, but it's clear what I said got to her. Her mouth opens, and she hesitates, before whispering, "Did you ever even grieve?"


    "Of course I grieved. I've spent two decades grieving."


    "No," she says, shaking her head. "You spent two decades plotting revenge. That's not the same thing. Anger's just a small part of grief. You can't just get angry and be done with it. You have to really feel it, Naz, or you'll never accept it."


    I can feel my arm hair bristling. She's clawing at me, getting under my skin.


    "You say you don't feel regret about anything, and maybe that's true. But if it is? I feel sorry for you."


    Those words are a punch in the gut. My expression hardens, my muscles taut. "I don't need your pity."


    "It's not pity," she says. "It's understanding. You don't like to hurt, so instead you inflict the pain on others. I get that now. But grief isn't something you can finish; it isn't something with a beginning and an end. Grief is something you absorb, something you accept. But in order to learn to live with it, you still have to live."


    "I am living."


    "You're avoiding," she says. "You're deflecting."


    The more she talks, the more pissed off I get. If I wanted to be psychoanalyzed, I'd pay a fucking shrink.


    She drops the subject, once again turning to look out the window.


    One hour down, seven more to endure.


    It takes the entire rest of the flight for me to push back my anger, for me to calm down enough to unclench my fists. She sleeps. I just stare at her, mulling over her words.


    As soon as the wheels are on the ground and we come to a stop, I'm out of my seat. Karissa doesn't hesitate. She follows me off the plane, clutching hold of her brand new passport.


    I had to call in a bunch of favors to get it for her.


    We head through customs, flashing our passports, and are waved right through.


    But Karissa hesitates.


    Her feet root into the ground, blocking the line. She stares at the worker in silence, eyebrow raised, her passport still extended.


    The man looks like he wants to strangle her.


    She's an infuriatingly stubborn woman, I know it, but she's my stubborn woman, and my hands are the only ones that will ever wrap around her throat.


    "Timbrare il passaporto," I say sharply, capturing the worker's attention. Stamp her passport. He scowls, digging in his drawer, and pulls out the small ink stamper. He pounds it against the first page in her passport before sliding it back to her.


    "Thank you," Karissa whispers, smiling with satisfaction as she starts to walk away. I nod my appreciation, and he returns the gesture before moving on to the others behind us.


    He just waves everyone else through.


    There's a car waiting in front of the airport, a driver holding a sign with Vitale printed on it. We're staying at a hotel deep in the middle of Rome, just a few floors tall with a handful of rooms, small but luxurious, the kind of place where you get privacy but all the amenities you'd ever want.


    Home away from home.


    As soon as we step inside the hotel, I'm greeted with warm smiles and kind Italian words. I catch most of what they say even though I'm distracted, my attention continually drifting to Karissa.


    She seems awestruck.


    Eyes wide, curious and cautious, as they drink in our surroundings. We're led up to our suite on the top floor, and I'm trying to shove back my hostility so not to put off their hospitality, but I'm aggravated and exhausted and I'd much rather be left alone right now.


    As politely as I can, I tell the workers to go the fuck away, shutting and locking the door behind them.


    The suite is fairly big, given the modesty of the place: an open sitting room with couches and chairs, a fireplace and a television opposite a small kitchen, a large marble bathroom, and a bedroom with a king sized bed and access to a private outdoor terrace.


    Karissa explores while I head straight to the bedroom and unpack my things in the small walk-in closet, feeling a bit better once I've found some order, some sense of control in my surroundings. I'm putting my last suit on a hanger when Karissa comes in.


    She pauses near the doorway, leaning against the wall as she gazes into the closet, looking at me. I cut my eyes at her, meeting her stare.


    "I didn't mean to upset you," she says.


    I scoff, smoothing the dark material before hanging up the suit. "Yes, you did."


    "But—"


    "You meant every word of it," I say, stepping out of the closet toward her. "Never take back something you meant. I'd rather you offend me intentionally if it's something you believe than lie to my face just to placate me. I might not like what you say, but you're one of the few I respect to say it. Don't ruin that by taking back your words. Own them. Respect me that much."


    "Okay."


    That's it.


    That's all she says about it.


    Okay.


    She's still looking at me.


    My anger still hasn't waned.


    I turn, prepared to walk away, when she lets out an exasperated sigh. "How long are you going to stay pissed?"


    "Who says I'm pissed?"


    "Me," she says. "I say you're pissed."


    I turn back to her, surprised she's pushing this issue, that she's pressing these buttons she knows better than to press. "You sure you want to do this right now? You sure you want to have this conversation?"


    "Yes."


    No hesitation.


    No second-guessing.


    She stares at me, awaiting an explanation.


    Fair enough. I'll give her what she wants.


    "I'm going to stay pissed for as long as I am pissed," I tell her. "And I'm going to keep getting pissed as long as life keeps pissing me off."


    "Maybe when you're done being pissed about it all, you'll finally let yourself start grieving what you lost."


    "I have grieved."


    "You're not supposed to lie to me."


    Her accusatory tone sets me off. She thinks I'm a liar? That I lie to her? That's what she thinks of me? I've been teetering on a knife-edge all damn day and she just pushed me too much, too far, too fast.


    Before she can react, I grab ahold of her, pinning her against the wall, my body flush against hers, my hand around her throat. She gasps loudly, startled, the sharp inhale sending shivers through me, gunning straight for my cock.


    I'm hard. Instantly.


    I don't squeeze, my fingers resting at her jugular, forcing her to look up at me. I can feel her pulse. Her heart beats wildly. I restrain her there, staring down at her, tip of her nose to the tip of my nose. Her breaths are unsteady, her hands shaking as they grasp my forearms.


    I wonder if she's terrified or turned on...


    She could get away if she wanted, weasel from my grasp without much effort, but she doesn't move. Her eyes shine brightly, wide and alert, regarding me with anticipation.


    Staring at me with expectation.


    It's not a rebuff, as she shoves against me, her chest hitting mine. No, it's an invitation.


    No way will I decline.


    I shove her roughly against the wall again, pulling her head up further, forcing her onto her tiptoes. I smash my lips to hers, kissing her hard. Her hands claw at my forearm, nails raking against the skin, but it's just for show. She fights my presence but keeps me there, gripping tightly so I can't break away, as she kisses me back.


    The chills roll through me like waves, tingling from the top of my head to the bottom of my feet, making my cock throb in between. I'm pulsating to the rhythm of her heart as it pounds against my fingertips.


    Thump.


    Thump.


    Thump.


    Fuck.


    I tear at her clothes with my free hand, teeth nipping at her skin, biting and licking along her jawline. Frustration mounts inside of me. It's probably twenty seconds. It feels like twenty minutes. It's a goddamn eternity not being inside of her.


    I let go of her neck, yanking away from her clutch. She grabs ahold of my shirt to stop me from moving away, but I have no intention of leaving. My hands grasp her shorts, yanking them down along with her underwear. She kicks them off as I unbuckle my pants, not bothering to do any more.


    It'll take too many seconds.


    Grasping her hips, I pull her up. She wraps her legs around my waist and kisses me again. A gasp echoes from her lips when I thrust inside of her, filling her deeply, slamming her back against the wall.


    "Fuck," I growl as she wraps her arms around my neck, gripping handfuls of hair and yanking as I do just that.


    Fuck.


    I fuck her.


    I fuck her hard, fuck her with everything in me, fuck her until my skin is sweaty and my knees are weak, until my skull throbs and my body feels like it's going to detonate. I fuck her until my side feels like I've been shot all over again. She presses against the wall as I pound into her, again and again, the light switch digging into her back. The force moves it, the lights flickering, but she doesn't seem to notice and I don't give a shit.


    Her eyes are squeezed shut, her bottom lip clamped between her teeth as she tries to restrain her cries.


    Shifting position, I try to slide a hand between us, but we're too close and she's relying on me to hold her up. Grunting, she nearly slips from my grip as I grasp her hips tightly and pull her away from the wall. I stagger across the room, her body colliding with the crisp sheets of the still made bed in the dim lighting. Her eyes open as I climb between her legs, hovering over top of her. A sliver of blood slices her bottom lip from where her teeth pierced the fragile skin. Her tongue darts out, slowly licking it away as she stares at me.


    Watching her ignites a fire in my veins.


    A fire that can't be tamed.


    I push inside of her again, driving her thighs apart from the force of the thrust. My fingertips find her clit, rubbing firm circles around it, as I fuck her so deep I can practically pierce her soul. She can't stop her cries this time, can't swallow them down like she did before, the strangled noises bouncing off the walls so loudly I'm surprised they don't quake the ground.


    It doesn't take long before her body tenses, muscles growing taut from her impending orgasm.


    As soon as I feel it building, clawing at her from the inside, I pull from her lips. She inhales sharply, filling her lungs with a deep breath, before my hand wraps around her throat once more.


    She exhales with surprise.


    This time, I squeeze.


    The tan drains from her face, her eyes widening as I press against her jugular, constricting blood flow and obstructing her air. Sheer terror courses through her veins. I know, because I see it in her eyes, even more intense now than the first time I did this. Last time she was confused, and rightfully so, but this time she knows what I almost did to her.


    What I wanted to do to her.


    She knows, and she feels it. Her hands try to pry mine away, nails clawing at my wrist as she struggles, battling my hold and my weight, bucking her hips. Color seeps into her cheeks again, this time redness coating her skin, as she gives up trying to stop me and fights back instead. Her hands rip at my clothes before she grasps ahold of my tie and yanks it, trying to choke me back. It's futile, her fighting. I don't even budge.


    It's only a few seconds. A few seconds before her eyes start to glaze over, her mouth moving but no sound coming out. Her legs quiver around me, every inch of her rigid as she arches her back, again squeezing her eyes shut. Her body explodes in pleasure the second I release my hold. She gasps loudly, her lungs hungrily devouring a breath.


    A breath I granted her.


    A breath she almost didn't get.


    She screams, an ear-splitting shriek that rattles my bones as it batters me. Her body convulses, my name the only coherent word rupturing from her lips. "Naz!"


    The sound of it is a punch to the chest. I lose it. My body shudders as I come hard, the force of it momentarily paralyzing me. I can't fucking move. I fist the sheets on both sides of her curvy frame, gritting my teeth as a curse slips through again. "Fuck."


    I pull away the moment I can control myself and look down at Karissa. She has her eyes squeezed shut, and she's panting, her body desperate, greedy for all the air it can get. She doesn't move an inch, lying flat like her limbs stopped working, the only sign of life the rise and fall of her chest.


    After her breathing slows down, she peeks open her eyes, instantly meeting mine. The terror is gone, instead replaced with relief. The sight of it sends a chill down my spine. It's like a rebirth, waking up to a new world, a reverence for life and an appreciation for each breath that didn't exist before. No one is more grateful to be alive than someone who thought they were going to die.


    Second wind.


    Second chances don't come easily. Most people don't get them. Most people don't know what it's like to come back from the brink of death.


    It changes people.


    It certainly changed me.
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    Rome's quiet at night.


    The city is bathed in a burning glow from the lights of the buildings, the only thing visible in the stark blackness. From my chair on the balcony, I can see for miles, but there's not much to look at this late.


    Three, I think, maybe four in the morning. I've been out here for hours, ever since Karissa fell asleep. Insomnia is a bitch that stalks me in the darkness, making my surroundings more haunting than serene.


    I feel dead most nights. The walking dead, except I still have a pulse, a faint heartbeat. It's hard to feel alive when you've been obliterated inside, hard to feel real when you no longer remember how to dream.


    It's probably fitting.


    The only people that seem to be out at this hour are the Italian police, the military force called the Carabinieri, wielding their machine guns, monitoring the streets. You'd think it would unnerve me, but I feel more at ease here than back in New York.


    Nobody here is gunning for me.


    The doors to the room are open behind me, a breeze wafting through, ghosting across my sweaty skin. I'm still dressed, my sleeves shoved up to my elbows, shirt halfway unbuttoned, and tie discarded. I stretch my legs out, crossing them at the ankles, when I hear movement in the room.


    Her footsteps are subdued, like she's purposely tiptoeing, as she makes her way out onto the balcony. Her presence looms right behind me, shadows falling over me. She walks right around me, approaching the edge of the balcony to look out. She's wearing only a t-shirt and underwear, the white fabric illuminated in the darkness.


    She gazes out at the city, taking in the view. "It's so… orange."


    The peculiar description makes me smile.


    "It is," I say. "The glow reminds me of flames, like the city's on fire."


    She turns around to look at me, leaning back against the wall lining the balcony as she crosses her arms over her chest. "Rome burned once."


    "It did."


    "I heard the Emperor did it... that he burned it down so he could rebuild it like he wanted it. They say the jackass played the fiddle while it burned."


    "Is that what they say?"


    "Yep."


    "Huh."


    Her eyes narrow. "Is that wrong?"


    "Yes."


    "How do you know?" she asks. "You weren't there."


    "Neither was the fiddle," I point out. "It wasn't even invented then. And while I'm sure he could've had his own city destroyed, it's not really logical, since he lost his palace in the fire, too."


    "He built another."


    "But he salvaged what he could from the old," I say. "A man desperate enough to burn his home to the ground wants a clean slate... he wouldn't carry anything over."


    "Maybe it just got out of hand," she says. "Maybe he lost control of it."


    "Unlikely."


    "You sound like you know a lot about this."


    I contemplate how to respond to that, or if I should even humor it, since it wasn't a question.


    "I know enough," I say. "I was once that desperate."


    She stares at me for a moment before uncrossing her arms and pushing away from the wall. She wordlessly strolls over to me, surprising me as she slips into the chair, draping herself across my lap and settling into my arms. I pull her to me, shifting to give her more room, and press a kiss to the top of her head.


    She smells like me.


    The scent of sweat and cologne is all over her.


    She's staring out at the city lights again, completely at ease. I brush her hair back off her shoulder as I gaze down at her, seeing the faint fingertip shaped marks on her neck. They're barely visible and will probably fade by morning, but they call to me like flashing neon signs. I graze my thumb along one, making her tense.


    "Does it hurt?" I ask.


    "Not anymore," she whispers.


    "But it hurt when I did it?"


    She hesitates. "I'm not sure."


    My brow furrows. How can she not be sure?


    Almost like she can read my mind, she sighs and shrugs. "I mean, yeah, it hurt, but it's hard to remember if it was more pain or fear, so I don't know if you actually hurt me or if I was just terrified you might."


    "I don't do it to hurt you."


    She tilts her head, looking back at me. "Why do you do it?"


    Heavy question.


    I'm not entirely sure how to answer.


    "You like it, don't you?" I ask. "The high's like nothing else."


    I've seen the way her body convulses, the pleasure so overwhelming she sometimes starts to cry. I can only imagine the intensity.


    "For me, maybe, but what about you?" she asks. "What do you get out of it?"


    An even heavier question.


    I don't want to answer this one.


    But she's looking at me, so vulnerable and open, it all laid out for me to see. She may hate me sometimes, but it hasn't stopped her from letting me back in. I owe her that much in return, even if the reality of what she'll see isn't pretty.


    It's ugly.


    Fucking wretched.


    Just like me.


    "My wife died."


    "I know she did."


    "So you know," I continue, "that I watched her die. That I held her, and stared down at her, watching as she took her last breath."


    "Yes."


    "There was nothing I could do for her... no way to save her... no way to make her breathe again. I was dying myself, but I didn't care, didn't care if I bled out right there just as long as I could keep her breathing. Nothing worked, though."


    She says nothing as I look at her, thumb still gently stroking the discolored spot on her neck.


    "So what do I get out of it, Karissa? I get to watch you inhale. I get to make you breathe. It's like you're coming back from death, and it's a goddamn beautiful thing to see. And maybe that's sick. Hell, I know I'm sick. But it gives me a high, too."


    "It's not sick," she says, looking away to settle in my arms again. "It makes more sense than most things you do."


    I laugh. "Everything I do makes sense."


    "Yeah? So why are you with me?"


    "Why—?"


    "Not," she cuts me off before I can finish. "Why not? That's your answer every time, you know. Every single time. But it's not an answer, and it doesn't make any damn sense."


    I have no other answer.


    She doesn't press for one.


    Instead she sighs, closing her eyes, and drifts off to sleep in my arms. I rest my cheek against her head, staring out at the glowing city as she starts to snore.


    I get no sleep myself.


    Why am I with her? I don't know. I really don't.


    I'm with her simply because I want to be. Because I need to be. Because she needs me, I think, and if I'm being honest, I need her just as much.
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 "Italy." Her voice is a stunned exhale, the word accompanied by an edge of laughter. "Fucking Italy."


    At first, I think she's on the phone, that she called somebody back home, but I see her cracked iPhone with the pink case lying on the center of the bed, while she stands out on the balcony. Water drips down my chest, my hair still soaked from the shower, as I stand in the room and pull on a pair of boxers.


    Quietly, I step toward the doors leading outside, catching sight of her leaning against the wall and staring down at the city. It's just after dawn. Rome's coming alive again as tourists start to swam the area, cars packing the streets. She's in her pajamas, hair a tangled mess. She just crawled out of bed.


    "I can't believe it," she says quietly, and I realize she's talking to herself. "I'm really in fucking Italy."


    "You are."


    She jumps, startled by my voice, and clutches her chest as she swings around. Her face is flushed, a smile flickering the corner of her lips as she gazes at me. It doesn't escape my notice that her eyes trail the length of me, lingering on my bare stomach leading down into my boxers.


    "I didn't hear you."


    She never seems to.


    I step out onto the balcony with her, running my hands through my wet hair. "Yeah, you were in the middle of what sounded like an interesting conversation."


    Her flush grows as she averts her eyes, biting her bottom lip before turning back away from me to look at the city once more. "It's just… unbelievable. I never thought I'd actually be standing in Italy. I've always wanted to come here." She cuts her eyes at me as I pause beside her. "Which, somehow, you already knew."


    I offer her a smile in place of a response. Before that afternoon in Vegas, I wasn't aware she wanted to come here. I had no way of knowing. As much as I know about the woman—her mannerisms, her past—her deepest desires are still secret from me.


    I'd been lost in my head, sitting at that table in the courtyard, the ring box heavy in the breast pocket of my coat, mulling over whether or not I was making the right choice proposing to her. Years ago, I had everything figured out, my entire future drawn before me, a picture-perfect life that went up in flames, a story ending in the middle of a book, the rest of the pages left blank, wiped clean by the harsh reality that I was all alone now and I always would be.


    Or I thought I would be…


    I kept going through it again and again. I loved her, I wanted to keep her, but I knew doing so would be an injustice. Something I wanted to make right was so fucking wrong; something that made me feel whole would fracture her. I'm not an idiot. I'm not a fool. I knew what the truth would do to Karissa, and proposing to her would only make that worse.


    I almost didn't do it. Almost backed out. Don't tie her to you, I thought. Don't lock her in a cage. Thoughts of Maria kept infiltrating the moment, memories of what happened to her, thoughts of the woman she'd never get to be, the life she'd never get to live with me. I couldn't do that to Karissa, could strap her to someone she didn't even know, drag her deeper into a world she didn't realize wanted to swallow her whole. Maria never got to be a mother. She barely got to be my wife. I never took her on our honeymoon.


    'I've always dreamed about going to Italy.'


    'I know.'


    I answered quietly, absent-mindedly, not even realizing what I was doing until I turned my head and looked at Karissa, drawing me back into the moment, out of a past that ended prematurely.


    At the end, I ultimately pulled out the ring, ignoring everything that stood against me because of something Karissa said: 'I don't want to walk away from you. I'm never going to.'


    She swore she meant it.


    I'm still trying to take her at her word.


    Looking away from Karissa, I glance down at her hand, eyes lingering on her bare ring finger for a moment before turning to face the Rome skyline.


    "Why don't we get dressed and go explore?" I suggest.


    "Yeah?"


    "Yes."


    "I wish I had a camera," she says, looking around. "It's so beautiful. I never want to forget it."


    "Go shower," I say, motioning back toward the room. "I got you covered."


    The water is just starting up in the bathroom when I pull on some clothes—jeans and a white t-shirt—and head for the door. I slip out without saying anything to Karissa and am back within twenty minutes, holding a shopping bag from the store down the street. When I step back into the room, Karissa is standing there in nothing but a towel, hoards of clothes dumped out from her bags and covering the bed.


    "For you," I say, hesitating before dropping the shopping bag right on top of her things. Brow furrowed, she looks inside the bag and gasps. I don't know much about cameras… it's black and made by Canon. The man at the shop said it was the top of the line and the price tag certainly reflected that notion.


    "Jesus, Naz, you didn't have to do that!" she says, pulling it out and holding it up. "We could've grabbed one of those disposable ones, you know… they're like five bucks. This is…"


    "Worthy of Rome," I say as my phone in my pocket starts vibrating, the familiar beeps ringing out. "Charge the battery and we'll head out."


    I pull the phone from my pocket as I step out onto the balcony again for some privacy. Ray. My signal is decent here in Rome, good enough that I know I can carry on a conversation with the man, but I'm hesitant to answer.


    The ringing stops within seconds and I stare at the blank screen, not at all surprised when it starts up again almost immediately. I press the answer button as I sit down on the edge of a lounge chair. "Yeah."


    "You're alive."


    There's no humor in his voice.


    No sarcasm.


    It makes my insides coil.


    Genuine question.


    "Why wouldn't I be?" I ask.


    "Well, I haven't seen you around. Figured something must've happened to you. It's not like you to stay away so much."


    "I've just been busy."


    "Is that right?"


    "Yes."


    "If I didn't know any better, I'd say you were avoiding me," Ray says. "You aren't avoiding me, are you?"


    "Of course not."


    "Good to know," he says. "I'm down at Cobalt. Come have a drink with me. We'll chat."


    "I would if I could," I reply. "I'm out of town."


    "Yeah? Where you at?"


    "Rome."


    "Rome," he echoes. "That's a little more than out of town, Vitale. That's a whole different country. Something come up?"


    "No, it's not business," I say. "It's personal."


    He's quiet, so quiet I'd think he hung up if I couldn't hear the clatter of the club in the background. I wait him out, sitting in silence. It takes nearly a full minute before he speaks again. "You took the Rita girl to Italy?"


    "I did."


    He's quiet, again, but not as long this time. "The misses is having a dinner party next weekend. Saturday. I know you've been busy, but I'd like it if you found the time to come."


    "I'll be there."


    "Good," he says. "And bring the girl with you."


    The line goes dead before I can conjure up a response to that. Sighing, I just sit there, reveling in the silence for a moment, taking a moment of peace for myself. I clutch the phone in both hands, my elbows resting on my legs, as I stare at nothing, trying to clear my head.


    The glass door from the room slides open after a while. I glance that way as Karissa stalls in the doorway, wearing a sleeveless flowered dress that falls just above her knees.


    "We just have to wait on the thingy to turn green," she says, holding a user's manual in her hand, her eyes scanning it. It's bigger than the one for the coffee machine I bought her, but she didn't hesitate to utilize this one.


    "Waiting on the thingy," I repeat, "to turn green."


    "Yep." She glances at me. "It shouldn't take too long, right?"


    "Your guess is as good as mine."


    Two hours later, the light on the charger is still yellow. Karissa runs around, fixing her hair, putting on makeup, changing shoes half a dozen times, all the while telling me how sorry she is for holding us up. I can only take it for so long before I step in the room and grasp ahold of her hips when she tries to walk past me, locking her in place. "Stop apologizing."


    "But—"


    As soon as she tries to speak, the light on the charger flickers, turning green. I motion toward it. "See? It's ready."


    Ten minutes later, we're finally out the door, camera in her hand, the first shoes she tried on back on her feet. It's still early, barely ten o'clock in the morning as we set off through the streets.


    "Where are we going?" she asks.


    "Where do you want to go?"


    "Anywhere," she says, shrugging.


    "Huh."


    "What?"


    "For someone who dreamed of coming to Italy, you're awfully indecisive."


    She rolls her eyes. "Okay, fine. The right answer would've been everywhere. I want to see everything, so I'll go anywhere, really, wherever you take me, because I want to do it all. Better?"


    "Better."


    We hit the usual tourist spots, museums and churches, taking in the Pantheon, the Piazza Navona, and the Spanish Steps. She snaps picture after picture excitedly, and I just watch her, admiring her enthusiasm. We grab a light lunch at a small café before making our way to the Colosseum. The lines are ridiculously long, but I see Karissa's expression light up as she eyes it, so there's no way we can skip it.


    We get in the back of the line to wait. Karissa snaps a few pictures from the outside, taking in the scenery, the picture-perfect little tourist with the camera glued to her face. It's almost like I'm not even around, and that's okay for the moment, I think. Her guard's down, defenses lowered.


    It's the whole point in coming here. If it means me being ignored, so be it.


    As long as she's happy…


    After nearly thirty minutes we're finally to the front. I buy two tickets and we make our way around the winding paths into the Colosseum. Her eyes light up as she takes it the sight of the interior, parts of the ancient amphitheater crumbling and withering away, but even I have to admit it's a magnificent beast of concrete and stone.


    Karissa snaps more pictures as we walk around before she lowers the camera and approaches a free railing, giving her a better view all around.


    "It's beautiful," she says quietly, staring down at the exposed underground tunnels. "I wish I could've been here back then and seen it all in tact."


    I can't help myself. I laugh at the reverence in her voice. It's not mocking, although the look she casts me makes me think it sounds that way. "Yeah, that would be nice, I guess, if you like that sort of thing."


    "What sort of thing?"


    "Mass slaughtering."


    Her eyes widen.


    I laugh again.


    So innocent.


    "What did you think the Romans used this place for, Karissa?"


    "I don't know," she says. "Plays, and shows, or sports, or like, festivals."


    "Oh, they were festivals, all right," I say. "Just the kind that involved a lot of gore."


    "I mean, I knew there were gladiators," she says as I step closer, pausing beside her at the railing. "I knew people watched them fight to the death sometimes. But they were warriors."


    So naïve.


    "Back then, they'd execute thousands of people in one day," I say. "And they certainly weren't humane about it. There would be so much blood they'd have to put down a layer of sand on the floor to soak it up. They'd unleash lions on unarmed men, and fifty thousand people would sit in this place and watch them be ripped apart, piece-by-piece. You wouldn't have lasted a minute in one of those seats, Karissa. You couldn't even watch the boxing match in Vegas without shielding your eyes when somebody got hit."


    She looks torn between fascination and revulsion. "We just waited in line for half an hour to stand inside what's practically an execution chamber? Why?"


    "Because, like you said, it's beautiful."


    "Death?"


    "I meant the Colosseum, but sure." I casually lean against the railing, eyeing her peculiarly. "Death can be. It's a part of life. Some of us are lucky to live longer than others, but everything that's born will eventually die. None of us are immortal."


    "That's depressing," she says, looking around again. "Can we go somewhere else now… somewhere preferably where people weren't murdered for sport?"


    "How about the Trevi Fountain?" I suggest. "You can throw a coin in and make a wish."


    "Can I wish for immortality?"


    "Sure," I say, "but I think you'd have better luck going to the Vatican for that. That's where miracles happen."


    "Oh, can we go there?" she asks excitedly. "Can you, like, go to the Vatican?"


    "Yes," I say with a laugh, unsure if she means me specifically. "I'm pretty sure I won't burst into flames. It's a far walk, though, and the lines will be long, so we might want to save it for another day."


    "Okay," she says, smiling. "Trevi Fountain it is, then. Nobody died there, right?"


    "Some guys probably died while building it, but otherwise, I don't think so."


    She laughs, like I'm joking, but I'm not.


    People die everywhere.


    Every step you take—everywhere you stand—the ground beneath your feet is tainted by some kind of casualty. It's an inescapable fact. Nothing is untouched by death. Nothing.


    The area around the fountain is packed. It's late afternoon, melding into early evening, the tourists out in droves. I fish a coin out of my pocket and hand it to Karissa as I stand back, watching as she squeezes in the crowd. She forces her way up front with ease, standing there for a moment before closing her eyes and tossing the coin in. She reopens her eyes then, staring down at the water for a few seconds, before slipping back out of the crowd to rejoin me.


    "Did you wish for your immortality?"


    She laughs. "Nope."


    "What did you wish for?"


    She shakes her head, her hair swishing back and forth. "Not telling."


    "Why?"


    "Because then it won't come true."


    "Says who?"


    "Says everyone. Those are the rules."


    "Ah, come on," I say, reaching for her, pulling her to me. "You can tell me. I'm an exception."


    "What makes you so special?"


    "Because I just am," I say, grinning when she rolls her eyes. I reach up, cupping her chin, brushing my thumb across her lips. "And because I'll make your every wish come true. So you can tell me, because I'll do it for you. Whatever it is. It's yours."


    She stares at me in contemplation. "I'll think about it."


    Leaning down, I kiss her softly. "That's a start."


    She takes some more pictures before we stroll away, just walking through the streets with no real destination in mind. We stop inside a few shops and I buy her some gelato, watching with amusement as she takes the first bite. Her eyes roll in the back of her head as she sticks the spoon back in the small bowl, getting a scoop of the messy tan-colored gelato.


    "Here," she says, holding the spoon out to me. "Try some."


    Hesitating, I shake my head. Chocolate Hazelnut. "No thanks."


    Shrugging, she takes another bite.


    And another.


    And another.


    We walk for a while longer as the day wears on and end up at the Villa Borghese, a large park in the center of the city. We head down a path, near the lake. Karissa's footsteps slow then, her eyes darting around, before she nudges me. "Can we sit down for a bit?"


    I motion toward her. "Whatever you want. I'm following you."


    She veers off the path right away, tromping through the lush grass. She plops right down beneath the shade of an old tree, away from everyone else, and I join her, sitting down carefully nearby. Her shoes are kicked off swiftly as she lounges back in the cool grass. "Uh, that's so much better."


    "I bet."


    "So how does it feel?" she asks, propped up on her elbows to look at me.


    "How does what feel?"


    "To be one of us regular folk," she says. "You went all day with no special treatment… had to wait for a table to open up, had to stand in line, weren't catered to or shuttled around wherever you wanted to go. Must've been torture for you, you know, being treated normal."


    I stretch my legs out as I shake my head. "I like the anonymity. It's nice not having to worry about whose eyes are watching and whose hands are in my food, if a gun's pointed at me or if there's an ambush waiting around the next corner. Back in New York, I live with a target on my back. Sure, they treat me well when I'm in front of them, but when I turn around, well, there's no telling what they're planning. It's different here, though. Nobody's out to get me here."


    "What about me?" she asks. "You're not worried about what I might do to you?"


    "Not at all."


    She seems genuinely surprised, like she expects me to perceive her as a threat. If it weren't so ridiculous, I'd laugh again.


    "You have it all twisted, Jailbird," I say. "You seem to think I was upset because you drugged me, but that's not the case… I was upset that you put yourself in danger. I'm still upset about that. You put me out of commission and then ran off in the middle of the night where I couldn't protect you."


    "I was fine."


    "And thank God you were, but you might not have been. I'm not the only dangerous thing out there, you know. I'm not even the most dangerous."


    Karissa's quiet for a moment, her eyes everywhere except for on me, as she absently plucks the grass around her. Eventually, she lets out a sigh, her voice low when she finally speaks. "It's weird, isn't it?"


    "What?"


    "My mother was so afraid of you, but never once did she mention you. She never showed me a picture, never even uttered your name."


    "I wouldn't call that weird. It's easy to justify your fears when they're out in the open. Even Ray's visible—everybody knows his name. But it's different with me. I think your mother thought it was more dangerous to acknowledge me, to put my name in your head. Besides, we used to be friends, your mother and I, and as much as she worried about me coming for revenge, I don't think she ever really believed you were in danger. She didn't think I'd kill an innocent." Sighing, I reach for her legs, grabbing and tugging on them. She yelps, laughing, as I pull her feet into my lap. "She thought me a better man than that."


    I start rubbing her feet as she lets out a low rumble, curling her toes. "Oh God, you are," she says, relaxing back in the grass with a smile. "You're a great man."


    I pause what I'm doing and look at her incredulously.


    "Oh, no, no, don't stop," she says, peeking an eye open at me. Shaking my head, I focus back on her feet as she lets out a laugh. "And really, don't look at me that way. I've seen a side of you today that I've never seen before. You're patient, and genuinely nice."


    "And what, I wasn't nice before? I wasn't patient?" I ask. "I distinctly remember eating cheap, bland noodles in the smallest, messiest room I've ever stepped foot into. I think I deserve at least a little credit for that."


    "You do," she agrees. "But it's just… I don't know. It's strange. I'm never sure what to make of you, what to think anymore, especially when you look at me. You get this expression on your face sometimes, and I'm not sure whether you want to kiss me or kill me."


    "That's probably because I'm not sure either."


    Once more, she opens her eyes to peek at me. I offer her a smile and she tentatively returns it, holding my stare for a moment. "You're a peculiar one, Ignazio Michele Vitale."


    She does it again, pronounces my middle name like my mother's feminine version. I run a single finger lightly down her sole and she laughs, squirming, trying to kick away from me but I hold her foot there, tickling.


    "Naz!" She sits up, trying to yank her leg away as she shoves me, laughing wildly. "Stop!"


    "Stop," I mimic, stilling my hand, but I don't let go of her leg. "What happened to 'don't stop'?"


    "I changed my mind."


    "Sounds like you."


    She shoves me again, removing her feet from my reach when I finally loosen my hold. Instead of moving away, she shifts around so her head is on my lap. I stare down at her, running my fingers through her hair as it fans out. Her eyes drift closed as I do it, a smile playing on her lips.


    We don't talk much.


    What else is there to say?


    I laid it all out for her, and she took it in stride.


    Maybe there's a chance for us, after all.


    "Come on," I say after a while. "It'll be getting dark soon."


    Sighing, she climbs to her feet. "How far away is the hotel?"


    "About a mile."


    "Ugh." She grimaces, grabbing her shoes from the grass. "That's too far."


    Turning around, I pat my back. "Hop on. I'll carry you."


    Her eyes widen. "A piggyback ride?"


    "Yes, why?"


    "I'm way too big for that."


    "You weigh, what, ninety pounds? A hundred?"


    She laughs with disbelief as she puts on her shoes. Instead of climbing on my back, she slips her hand into mine, linking our fingers before tugging on my arm. "You just proved it again, Naz."


    "Proved what?"


    "There's good in you, after all."
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    "Do you wanna play around?"


    I speak quietly, the words low and gruff as I force them from my lips. My conscience tells me not to ask, to not push her tonight, but my cock is hard and my heart is wide open, and I want every bit of this woman I can get.


    Karissa is gazing out the balcony door, hands pressed against the glass. She turns her head at the sound of my question, regarding me warily.


    I think she might say no.


    Fuck, please don't say no…


    After a moment, she turns around to face me, relaxing back against the cool glass. Her lips part, and I wait for the rejection, wait for her to shoot me down, but instead she whispers, "yeah."


    "Yes?"


    She nods, saying it again a little louder. "Yeah."


    I regard her for a moment before casually strolling toward her, my hands in my pockets. It takes everything in me not to snatch a hold of her, shove her dress up, bend her over the closest surface and fuck the daylights out of her.


    All night.


    Until morning.


    Fuck her until she can't stand anymore.


    But I've taken enough from her, and I'll continue to take until death does us part. Tonight is about her, though, about making her remember how much she once loved me. She's under my skin and I want to make myself at home inside of her body.


    Because I need her to get something out of this also, something that makes her feel good. I need her to know that she's special to me, that it's about more than just her blood.


    My eyes rake down her body.


    She's beautiful in that dress.


    She'll look even better out of it.


    "Tell me," I say, pausing right in front of her. "What's your biggest fantasy?"


    Her eyes widen. "What?"


    "Your fantasy," I say again, the back of my hand lightly skimming down her arm, barely touching her, but the contact makes her shiver. "It doesn't matter what it is. No matter how small or strange it may seem."


    "I, uh... I don't know."


    "Come on, we all have our kinks," I say, going toe-to-toe with her, putting no space between our bodies. I have her pressed back against the glass, my cheek resting against hers as I whisper in her ear. "I want to know what turns you on, what you think about when you're all alone, touching yourself."


    She inhales sharply as I run a hand up her body between us, caressing her stomach and fondling her breasts in that dress. My tongue runs along the shell of her ear as I give her a moment to think about an answer.


    "I, uh..." Her voice shakes. "I'm not sure."


    She's nervous.


    I want to put her at ease, but another part of me would rather shove her over the edge, pull out of her everything she buries deep. But I need her to open up willingly, and she's not volunteering that part of her.


    Stubborn woman.


    Fucking beautiful, stubborn ass woman.


    She's going to be the end of me.


    "You want me to tell you a secret?" I ask when she comes up with nothing. "Want to know what turns me on?"


    She nods.


    "There's nothing sexier than hearing you sigh," I confess. "Especially that first thrust... your breath hitches, and you gasp, like you can't believe how good it feels to have my cock inside of you."


    "I can't," she admits as she ducks her head shyly, staring up at me through her thick lashes. "It's my guilty pleasure."


    Guilty pleasure.


    "Are you ashamed you love it?"


    "Always."


    "Are you ashamed you love me?"


    She hesitates for a second before whispering, "sometimes."


    She says it like she's afraid for me to hear it, like she's afraid of my reaction.


    But the thing is, I know how she feels.


    I know the shame and the turmoil.


    I know how it feels to love someone you shouldn't.


    I fell in love with her.


    It was my worst nightmare.


    But sometimes nightmares are simply fueled by fear... fear of something we don't understand. A clown isn't scary when it takes off its makeup. A monster isn't so terrifying when you turn on the light. My enemy was my enemy until I looked inside of her and realized we weren't so different, after all.


    She talks to me about regret, but what she doesn't realize is that even if she destroys me in the end, I'll never want to erase what we have. I'd never want to take back a single moment of this.


    I'm not heartless—my heart is just hardened, while the rest of me is hollow. But she breathes life into what long ago stopped trying to live.


    She's oxygen, and without her, I'm dead.


    Her eyes dart to the floor as her head lowers even more. My hand trails further up, cupping her chin so she'll meet my gaze. "I know how you feel."


    "Do you?"


    "I told you before—I like you, and that's a problem for me."


    "Have you found a solution to that problem yet?"


    I smile, my thumb gently caressing her face. "I have."


    She's silent for a few beats before she whispers, "What is it?"


    "Marrying you."


    All at once her expression shifts as she rolls her eyes. "How is that a solution?"


    "Well, you won't be a Rita anymore."


    As soon as I say it, she pushes against my chest, catching me off guard as she slips around me. I reach out and catch her wrist, holding her there before she can walk away.


    She spins back in my direction, sighing exasperatedly.


    I can't help it.


    My cock twitches as the sound comes from her lips.


    "I'll always be who I am, Ignazio," she says seriously. I hate when she calls me that name but once again my cock twitches. She's furious. And that? I fucking love it. "You could drain every drop of blood from my body and it wouldn't change anything. It's in my cells. My body. It's in me, every single part of me."


    She yanks her arm from my grasp, but she stands there, not walking away.


    "I'm not going to marry you because I'm a Rita. That's not a solution. I'd rather you just kill me now if that's all this is to you... if it's just some stupid alternative to ending my life. When I marry you, it'll be despite that fact, just like I'm here with you right now despite it."


    She's upset, ranting, and continues to go on and on, but I'm caught on something she said seconds ago.


    When I marry you...


    Not an if.


    A when.


    I catch myself smiling, and she catches it, too. Eyes narrowed, scowling, she spits venom at me in the form of scathing words. "What the hell do you find so amusing?"


    "You," I admit, laughing and stopping her when she tries to walk away from me again. "Ah, don't be that way. It's your fault, really, for being so beautiful when you get angry."


    "You're crazy."


    "I am," I say. "You make me that way."


    There's no arguing that fact.


    She merely glares at me.


    "Come on," I say pulling her closer. "I want to know what turns you on. Is it role playing?"


    She slowly shakes her head.


    "Threesomes?"


    She scrunches up her nose. Thank God. I'm not sure I could share this woman with anyone.


    "Dirty talk?"


    She lifts a shoulder in a half shrug as her cheeks flush. I take that as a 'yes'.


    "Being watched?"


    There's the reaction I've been waiting on, the flush extending down her neck, her lips twitching as she averts her eyes.


    Ding.


    Ding.


    Ding.


    I pull on her, and she doesn't resist, letting me slip my hand into hers and lead her outside, onto the balcony. It's near dusk, the sky a vibrant pink and orange swirl that's slowly fading into darkness. I pause on the balcony and gaze at her, eyes raking down her body.


    This is going to be fun.


    Letting go of her, I take a step back, holding my hands up to stop her before she follows me. Her brow furrows, but she listens, watching me warily as I take another step and sit down on an oversize lounge chair, long and wide enough that I can stretch my legs out and still have plenty of room.


    I settle in, relaxing back, and kick my shoes off before looking at her again.


    She's fidgeting nervously. Good.


    "Strip."


    The word sets her face on fire, cheeks bright red, eyes widened with shock. "What?"


    "Strip," I say again. "Take your clothes off."


    She doesn't move an inch. "I thought you wanted to play around, that we would..." Her eyes dart toward the glass doors leading back into the room. "That you'd, you know..."


    "Playing around isn't always about me. I was rough on you last night. Tonight we'll try something different."


    "Oh."


    That's all she says, like she never considered we could play around any other way that didn't involve violence.


    I nod toward her as I say the word for the third time. "Strip."


    This time she doesn't question it.


    Reaching down, she grasps the bottom of her dress and quickly pulls it over her head before letting it drop to the floor, leaving her in a strapless black bra and a matching thong. She kicks off her shoes before hesitating, eyeing me questioningly.


    I nod, encouraging her to go on.


    The bra hits the patio floor within seconds before she hooks her thumbs on the sides of her thong, taking a deep breath and closing her eyes as she yanks them down. She stands there afterward, completely naked, but positions her arms in front of her in an attempt to shield her body.


    I just stare at her, taking in every curve that she'll let me see.


    She fidgets more from the unabashed attention.


    "Well?" she says, a bite to her words. "Are you happy now?"


    Huh. Defensive.


    I like it.


    "Very," I confess. "Although, your stripping skills could use a bit of work."


    "Yeah, well, excuse the fuck out of me. You just said take them off... wasn't aware I was supposed to put on some Def Leppard and make a show of it."


    "Now you know for next time."


    She rolls her eyes, and I can't help but laugh.


    "So is this how we're playing around today? Humiliating me?"


    "No, but I'm intrigued by the fact that you're humiliated. I was under the impression being watched turned you on."


    "This is different."


    "How so?"


    She groans with frustration. "It just is. You're looking at me, and you're not saying anything."


    "What do you want me to say?"


    "I don't know." She throws her hands up in exasperation, forgetting she was trying to cover herself. "Anything!"


    I motion for her to come closer and she obliges, stepping right over to me. As soon as she's close enough, I grasp her hips, pulling her down onto the lounge chair with me. She straddles my lap, her hands resting between her legs.


    "I love every inch of you," I tell her. "Every part of your body that makes you nervous gives me pleasure. I see no flaws, nothing for you to be ashamed of or humiliated over... nothing you should hide from me. I've seen it all, and I love it. You're beautiful, baby."


    Her expression softens, shoulders relaxing. "That's the first time you've ever called me that."


    "Called you what?"


    "Baby," she says quietly. "You never call me that."


    "Does it bother you?"


    "What? No, of course not." She looks at me like she's legitimately confused. "Why would it?"


    "Some women find it degrading."


    "Not me. It makes me feel..." She smiles softly as she trails off. "Well, you know."


    "Makes you feel what?" I ask curiously.


    "Like I'm special," she says. "Like you cherish me. Like you love me."


    "I do," I say, my hands drifting from her hips up to her chest, my fingertips grazing her breasts, thumbs brushing against her erect nipples. "I'm in love with you, baby."


    She smiles when I say it again, biting down on her bottom lip to fight off a full-blown grin. Had I known the word would have such an impact on her, I'd have said it long ago.


    And I would've said it over… and over… and over again.


    I kiss her softly, tweaking her nipples as she squirms against me. My lips move from hers, tracing her jawline, before I whisper in her ear. "Touch yourself."


    Her eyes widen as I pull away, relaxing back in the chair. "Seriously?"


    I nod, my hands moving back to her hips. "I want to watch."


    "I, uh..." She's nervous again. "I don't know."


    "Just lay back and close your eyes," I say. "Show me how you pleasure yourself."


    It doesn't take much more coaxing before she lies back on the lounge chair between my legs, her head at the end near my feet. She shifts around, inching closer. Her hands cup her pussy, just covering it for a moment, before she slowly starts touching herself. It's stiff at first, her movements rigid as anxiety eats at her, but the more she rubs, the more her body loosens up. She traces circles around her clit, my eyes drawn to her red nail polish against the glistening pink as she spreads her legs wider, giving me a better view.


    My cock is so hard it hurts, straining my pants as it throbs. I'm desperate to pull it out, to stroke it fast for some much-needed relief, but I'm frozen, awestruck, watching her. I caress her skin, my hands gently running from her knees up her thighs and back again.


    She writhes, rubbing faster, harder, as she starts to whimper. She's getting close already. The sound, I'm convinced, is going to fucking kill me.


    Death by orgasm... and it's not even my own.


    I was wrong. I thought she was most beautiful doing nothing, but no other moment touches this one. She trusts me, I realize. Trusts me enough to let go, to show me the her no one else ever sees, the her she is when she's all alone.


    The her that only Karissa really knows.


    Her whimpers turn to cries. Her back arches. I feel the muscles in her legs clench, her knees locking and toes curling as orgasm tears through her.


    "Oh God," she moans. "Uhhh, Naz!"


    Eyes closed, giving this to herself, and she cries out for me. Me. I nearly come in my fucking pants. A groan vibrates my chest as my hands settle on her inner thighs, gripping hold as she trembles from pleasure. It only lasts a few seconds until she stops rubbing, until she collapses back onto the lounge chair.


    She doesn't look at me. She just lays there, her breathing strained as she cups her pussy again. I loosen my grip on her thighs, my hands coming to rest on her knees. My thumbs lightly stroke her kneecaps and it only takes a few seconds before she giggles.


    She's ticklish.


    Her eyes peek open and meet mine. I can tell she's still nervous, but she's smiling like she's relieved.


    "I'm glad that's over," she says.


    "Oh, but you're wrong," I reply. "That was only beginning."


    I slip off the lounge chair and grab her hand, tugging her to her feet. Her legs are wobbly as I pull her across the balcony.


    "Wait, where are we going? What are we doing? Wait!"


    I don't respond. Answering is senseless. She knows exactly what I'm doing as I tug her over to the wall surrounding the balcony. It's only a few feet tall, stopping in the middle of her torso as I pull her in front of me, her back to my chest, and press her up against it.


    Her hands immediately come to rest on her breasts. We're too far up for anyone on the ground to get a good look at her. She'd be nothing but a vague shadow in the impending darkness at that distance. But tall buildings surround us, wide-open windows facing us.


    Plenty of opportunity for the overly curious to appreciate the gorgeous view she's giving the city of Rome.


    "Naz," she hisses as I unbuckle my belt, doing just enough to grasp my cock and pull it out. "What do you think you're doing?"


    Stroking a few times, I press up against her, having to bend my knees. I push her legs further apart with my own, rubbing the head of my cock along her entrance. She repeatedly says my name, trying to get me to answer her, resisting with words but her body buckles to my every whim. She seems to instinctively arch her back, sticking her ass further out, as she rises up on her tiptoes for me.


    "Naz, dammit," she says. "You're crazy."


    "You already said that," I groan as I slowly push inside of her. "Now you're just repeating yourself."


    She's always been tight, but it's even more constricting at this angle. Her body hugs mine as I slide right in home. She says my name again—Naz—but this time it's not a sign of protest. It's a sigh of surrender, a moan of pleasure, as she sags against the cold concrete and welcomes me inside of her.


    One arm snakes around her waist, holding her there, pulling her back into me, as my other hand slips up her chest, between her breasts, coming to rest at the base of her throat as I force her upright so she can't try to hide anymore. She grasps my forearms tightly but doesn't fight me, holding on like I'm stabilizing her.


    I move slowly. I have to. The angle is shit, our heights mismatched, the universe working against us, but it's enough to do the trick. It's not about fucking—it's about feeling. About giving her what I know will get her off. And I can tell, the way she lets her weight rest against me, succumbing to my hold, that I got her right where I want her.


    She's practically waving a white flag.


    She's mine.


    "Baby," I whisper into her hair. "Baby, baby, baby…"


    She shivers. I can feel her body tremble in my arms, like her insides are melting from the word as she thaws for me. My hand around her waist shifts down, just low enough for me stroke her clit to the rhythm of my thrusts. She squirms, her breathing labored, as she relaxes even more, growing comfortable. Goose bumps coat her skin. I can see them crawling up her arms, making their way to her neck as I lean down and trail kisses along her shoulder. Her hold on me tightens, nails lightly digging into the skin, body nearly dropping as the orgasm sweeps through her. I keep her upright, bearing her weight, as I ride her through it, loving the sounds of her cries as she tries to swallow back my name.


    It's Heaven and Hell, hearing it. Beautiful torture, fueling an ugly need.


    As soon as I'm sure she can stand on her own, I let go of her, pulling out. She tenses, surprised, words halfway from her lips when I spin her around, grasping her hips and lifting her up, planting her ass right on the edge of the wall. She gasps, clinging to me as she lets out a startled cry.


    "Relax," I say, laughing. "You're not afraid of heights, are you?"


    "No, but—"


    "I got you," I say, meeting her eyes, cocking an eyebrow at her terrified expression. "Trust me, Karissa. I'm not going to let anything happen to you."


    The terror turns to confliction, like she's torn between believing my words and fighting to get away, leaving her stagnant in the middle with tears building in the corner of her eyes. I'm not sure why she's about to cry, but it sure as hell looks like she is.


    "I swear to God, Ignazio," she grounds out between clenched teeth as she loosens her hold just a bit, giving me room to breathe. "If you let me die, I will haunt your every waking moment and find a way to kill you personally."


    The sheer ferocity in her words makes me smile. I keep one arm securely around her but move the other, running the back of my hand along her flushed cheek. "I know you will."


    "I mean it."


    "I know you do."


    "I die, you die."


    "I don't doubt that for a moment."


    "Good," she says with a sigh, her arms resting on my shoulders as her fingers run through the hair at the nape of my neck. "Now fuck me, before I change my mind about this."


    A light laugh leaves me as I push inside of her again, filling her deeper at this angle. I have to lift up some, but it's easier than bending down. I pull her closer to the edge, closer to me, giving me better access as I thrust harder than before, increasing my pace.


    She's tense at first but gives in fully after a moment, her restrained moans becoming full blown shouts as darkness falls around us, the only light nearby coming from behind us in the room. We're nothing more than shadows dancing along the wall, the obscurity making her brave.


    Oh so brave.


    Closing her eyes, she tilts her head back, trusting me to hold her there, to keep her from falling off as I fuck her now, harder and harder, faster and faster. The melodic skin slapping echoes through the silence, mixing with her whimpers and cries.


    "You like it, don't you?" I ask, my free hand running through her hair before fisting a handful of it, making her yelp as I pull on it, exposing her neck to me. I kiss her throat, running my tongue along it, tasting her sweat, before digging my teeth in near her chin. "You like it when I'm rough with you."


    "I love it," she says breathlessly.


    "Because you still trust me to take care of you," I say. "You trust me to be careful with you."


    "I trust you."


    "Because you still care about me," I say, my lips near her ear. "You love me."


    "I do," she whispers. "God help me, I love you."


    Before it's even fully from her lips, I force her head back down. Her eyes open, startled, before I smash my lips to hers, kissing her hard. It takes her a second to kiss me back as I let go of her hair and grab her hips, pulling her toward me on the balcony. She slips off the edge of the wall, right against me, my body pinning her there to the concrete. I thrust hard, fucking her with everything in me, grunting as my muscles grow taunt, tension building inside of me.


    Fuck, I'm going to come.


    I pull from her lips to take a deep breath, my eyes darting over her shoulder, drawn to the building right across the street. A figure stands on an adjacent balcony facing us, close enough to see exactly what we're doing. My lips curve involuntarily, a laugh escaping my lips. "We've got an audience, sweetheart."


    She tenses. "You're joking."


    "Nope," I say. "A man came out to watch the show."


    "Oh, God." As soon as she says that, I pin her against the wall to free my hand again, slipping it between us to stroke her clit. She barely has time to inhale before the words come out yet again in the form of a moan. "Oh God."


    It doesn't take long for her to come again, her legs shaking, body quaking around me, as a loud cry vibrates her chest that she can't restrain. It's an agonizing shriek of pleasure that rocks me to the core, exploding somewhere deep inside of me so I can't hold back my own anymore. I grunt, slamming her against the concrete as I thrust hard, coming inside of her.


    After a few thrusts, I can't take anymore and have to pull back, slipping out of her. I quickly tuck my cock away and grasp her hips to make sure she's stable as she drops to her feet, wobbling. Instead of slipping past me, rushing inside or dodging for her clothes just feet away, she collapses into me, wrapping her arms around me as her head comes to rest against my chest. I hug her back, engulfing her in my arms, and press a kiss to the top of her head.


    A catcall cuts through the night air, a loud whistle echoing across the street. My eyes dart that way as the man claps. "Bravo!"


    "Oh my God," Karissa groans. "I can't even…"


    She slips out of my grasp, darting away, leaving her clothes discarded right where she took them off as I call out "Can't even what?" but she's gone before I even get out the first word. The man across the street shouts out something else, the fast and fluent Italian lost on me as I watch Karissa's shadow move around.


    Laughing, I wave at the man and head inside. "Ciao."
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    "Do you want to—?"


    "Nope."


    I stall, standing in the middle of the hotel room, a cold sense of dread sweeping through me when Karissa cuts me off mid-question, not letting me finish what I was going to ask.


    Déjà vu.


    I thought we were past this nonsense. Yesterday had been better than ever. I've never felt as close to her as I did laying in bed last night, holding her, no clothing between our bodies, no secrets separating us anymore.


    I expected to wake up to a new day, a fresh start, but instead she does this?


    Karissa's stretched out on the bed, wearing only one of the big white robes supplied by the hotel, her hair still damp from her shower. She's flipping through channels. There are only a few, mostly in Italian. She doesn't know a damn thing that's happening on any of them, but they're stealing her attention.


    I don't like it.


    The urge to punch the television nearly overwhelms me.


    My hands clench into fists involuntarily. Almost like she can sense it, Karissa stops on one of the channels and tosses the remote down, her attention turning to me. Her brow furrows as she takes in my stance before she smiles. "If it requires walking, abso-freaking-lutely not. After yesterday, I am beat. The only way I'm going anywhere is if you carry me."


    "I offered to carry you yesterday and you refused."


    "Yeah, well, not today," she says, relaxing back against the pillows as she gazes at the television again. "The only way you're getting me to move from this bed is if you pick me up and physically move me."


    "Ah, well, lucky for you, I can think of plenty of ways we can pass the day without leaving the bed," I say, sitting down beside her. "And I was going to ask if you wanted breakfast. I was going to order room service."


    "Uh, yes, I take it back... that would be amazing. Do they have bacon and eggs? Oh, and French toast, or does France have a monopoly on that in Europe?"


    "Actually, the French didn't invent French toast," I reply. "That was probably the Ancient Romans."


    "So I can get it here?"


    "No."


    She pouts dramatically as I grab the bedside phone and press the button for the main desk. I ask that some espresso and cornettos be sent up. It only takes a few minutes before there's a knock on the door. I answer it, letting the man wheel the tray in, and wait until he's gone again before bringing it over to Karissa. I hand her an espresso and set the tray near her feet.


    "Seriously? A croissant?" she says, picking one up and eyeing me as I sit down beside her. "Now this I know is from France."


    "I think they originated in Austria, actually."


    "Jesus, Naz, next you're going to tell me pizza isn't Italian."


    "Oh, no, pizza is certainly Italian, just not pepperoni pizza. You order that on your pizza here, and you'll get peperoni, with one 'p', instead."


    "What's the difference?"


    "They're sweet peppers."


    She scrunches up her nose. "Way to kill the fantasy."


    "It's what I'm good at. One of the many things, anyway."


    Before she can respond, I reach over and run my hand up her inner thigh. She squirms, taking a sip of her espresso, and moans just as my hand reaches her bare pussy. I graze her clit, lightly stroking it, as she continues to sip from her cup, throat muscles flexing as she swallows. Her moans grow louder, throaty groans of pleasure, as I rub circles a little harder, caressing her beneath the robe. I can't see what I'm doing, but I know her body better than my own.


    Even blind, I could rock her world.


    I set my own drink aside, moving the tray of food out of the way, and shift in the bed to settle between her legs. She doesn't move an inch as I shove her robe up, starting at her knees and trailing kisses up her thighs, my hands settling on her hips.


    Bringing my mouth to her pussy, I slide my tongue along her center before licking her clit, lightly sucking on it. She cries out, the sound muffled as she still sips on that goddamn drink. She guzzles what's left of it, throwing it back like it's nothing, before flinging her hand. The small cup goes flying across the room, slamming into something before hitting the floor.


    "Oh God," she groans, her hands resting on the top of my head. "That's it."


    I lick and suck, nibbling on her inner thighs, pumping two fingers inside of her, curving them to hit her g-spot. She comes apart, easily, quickly, her legs shaking as she grips my hair tightly. Her back arches as an orgasm sweeps through her. I can feel her pussy contracting from the pleasure, squeezing my fingers, her body practically begging for more of me.


    Before it even subsides, I'm on top of her, my knees pushing her legs apart wider as I pull my cock out of my boxers, shoving my pants down just enough to thrust inside of her. She wraps her arms around me, her cheeks flushed, her lips curved in a sly smile. I kiss her, my tongue meeting hers, and grin against her mouth.


    I know she can taste herself on my lips, but she tastes like espresso.


    "Was it good?" I whisper.


    "Best fucking coffee ever," she mumbles.
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 Karissa's running around again.


    Dodging from room to room, tugging on her curled hair, slathering on lotion, putting on jewelry, and changing her shoes a dozen times.


    I stand out on the balcony, holding my phone, and watch her curiously. I wonder if this is how she acted in the past every time I invited her to dinner or told her I was coming over.


    It amuses me.


    She seems so nervous.


    Like I make her nervous.


    Not in the way I'm used to with people. It's the kind of nervous energy that radiates off of her and soaks straight through to me, the kind that makes my chest tight at the sight of her. She doesn't have to try to be beautiful. It comes naturally.


    But she tries, anyway.


    She tries because of me.


    The glass door to the balcony slides open. She appears there, wringing her hands together.


    "It's ridiculous, isn't it?" she asks. "The dress is too much. I shouldn't have picked it."


    I sent her out on her own earlier--with an escort, of course, a translator provided as a courtesy by the hotel. I told her to pick a dress for tonight, that I'd made us plans, and acted as if I couldn't care less about what she did. I cared, though, and I would've rather gone with her, but I had business to attend to.


    Business forced onto me by Ray.


    One of his Sicilian contacts was in Rome for the afternoon, and Ray wanted me to meet him to get some files. I don't know what it's for, nor do I care.


    Not my business.


    It never is.


    As much as I didn't want to leave Karissa alone, I preferred it to bringing her around those guys. We can be brutal in America, but the kind over here are savages.


    I tried to call Ray, to tell him it was handled, but he didn't answer.


    "You look beautiful," I tell Karissa. "It's not too much."


    "Really? You like it?"


    "I like you."


    She smiles, looking down at herself. "But what about the dress?"


    Sighing, I slip my phone in my pocket. "Let me tell you a secret, sweetheart."


    She glances at me, her interest piqued. "What?"


    "Most men, myself included, don't notice the clothes. We just notice how you look in them. The wrapping paper is nothing compared to the toy inside. So the dress matters not to me. It's pink..."


    "Purple."


    "And it's some sort of satin."


    "Silk."


    "Proves my point," I say. "It's just a dress. But you? You're beautiful. Dressed up, dressed down, not dressed at all. You're beautiful every way you come... especially when you come."


    Her cheeks flush. "Thank you."


    "No need to thank me. I'm just speaking the truth."


    She twirls a bit, eyes down on her dress, before she looks at me. For the first time since arriving in Rome nearly a week ago, I'm wearing a black suit. I almost feel out of practice, like a different person pulled it on this afternoon.


    I don't know how to feel being this man again.


    "You look handsome," she says.


    "I look like I always do."


    "I know. Handsome."


    I smile, stepping toward her, grasping her hip as I motion for her to go ahead of me.


    There's a car waiting downstairs, a sleek black Mercedes limousine. Karissa eyes it peculiarly before sliding in the back when the driver opens the door for us. He greets her in Italian, and she smiles sweetly, avoiding responding. I return his greeting, climbing in after her, settling back into the leather seat as we get on the road.


    "Are you going to tell me where we're going?" she asks.


    "La Bohème," I respond. "Teatro dell'Opera di Roma."


    "Say what?"


    "To see La Bohème the Rome Opera House."


    "An Italian opera?"


    "Yes."


    Her eyes light up excitedly. "What's it about?"


    "It's a tragic love story, as most of them are."


    "Is it good?"


    "It's supposed to be. I haven't seen it, though, so I guess we'll find out."


    The car takes us to the Baths of Caracalla, to the outdoor theater where they put on the shows in the summertime. It's a fair night, not a cloud in the darkened sky, the stars twinkling high above us. The ancient ruins tower high around the stage. Karissa stays right beside me, slipping her hand into mine as soon as we're out of the car. I glance at her, seeing her shy smile as she tucks in at my side.


    Our seats are front and center, the best possible at the flat outdoor venue. We slip into them, and Karissa resists when I try to let go of her hand. I put my arm around her shoulder, pulling her toward me, as I relax in the seat as much as I can.


    The opera's sung entirely in Italian, but it doesn't seem to inhibit Karissa in any way. She's enraptured, staring at the stage in awe from the very first note. Chills dance along her skin—I see them creeping up her arms as she absently fiddles with the material of her dress.


    Halfway through, I feel my phone vibrating in my pocket.


    It stops periodically before starting up again, over and over. I can't hear it, the ringer off, but feeling it is driving me up the wall. I'm on the verge of losing my cool when it finally stops.


    I breathe a sigh of relief.


    I'm only vaguely paying attention to the show, my thoughts drifting, when Karissa slouches against me, sniffling. I glance down at her, confused when I see tears in her eyes.


    "Are you okay?" I whisper, concerned.


    "No."


    I shift in my seat, grasping her chin. "What's wrong?"


    Her brow furrows before something seems to strike her. She laughs, despite the tears streaming down her cheeks. "It's sad, Naz. She's dying."


    I look from her to the stage, to the woman on her deathbed, the music haunting. Huh.


    Karissa rolls her eyes, looking back away.


    The opera is over not long after. The crowd erupts in applause. Karissa is on her feet, excitedly cheering, louder than the rest. Her enthusiasm makes me smile. I stand up, clapping a few times, before grabbing her elbow and motioning for us to leave. She doesn't seem to want to go, too caught up in the moment, but obliges, taking my hand once more as we head out into the aisle.


    I pull out my phone, calling for the car service on our way out. The man tells me it'll be thirty minutes. Hanging up, I shift through my missed messages, seeing Ray called me twelve times.


    "It'll be a half hour," I say, slipping my phone away before looking at Karissa.


    I'll deal with Ray later.


    "We can walk, can't we?" she asks, looking around.


    "I thought you were done with walking."


    "That was days ago," she says. "I'm good as new."


    "It's two miles."


    "That's fine. It's a beautiful night."


    Shrugging, I tug on her hand, and we stroll away from the theater. The streets are fairly quiet at this hour, most tourists gone inside for the night.


    "You didn't think that story was sad?" she asks.


    "I wasn't really paying it attention," I admit.


    She's quiet for a moment before asking, "Are you okay?" Her eyes are on me. I can feel them, but I don't look her way. "You seem… off."


    "In what way?"


    "I don't know," she says. "It's hard to put my finger on it. I'd say you were depressed, but that's not really it. You're not sad. You're just… not really there."


    "I'm thinking."


    "Thinking?" She gasps, grabbing her chest in mock horror. "You? Mr. Less Thinking, More Feeling?"


    I smile at her humor. It's nice to have her so at ease, but it unnerves me that she caught the change in my demeanor. I've been feeling off all day. I let myself be me again, let myself slip back into old habits, succumbing to old desires, and lost sight of the here-and-now, and the reality is our little bubble can't last forever, can't remain in tact once we step foot back on American soil. I can't be this man there, can't be this man and still survive the life I've chosen to live. I've made promises to Karissa, whispers when we were alone in the dark that are going to be hard to keep come daylight.


    We walk in silence for a while, just strolling along.


    I expect her to ask me what I'm thinking about, but she lets it drop.


    We're still a mile from the hotel when her footsteps slow. I can tell she's tired, her feet hurting from the shoes she's wearing. I stop, offering her another piggyback ride.


    This time, she accepts.


    She squeals as she hops on, her arms tightly around my neck, hands clasps together at my chest, and her legs around my waist. Her hip is right on my wound but it's barely noticeable, nothing more than some soreness. She rests her head against the side of mine as I carry her. She's light, and feels so right clinging to me.


    I think I could carry the woman forever.


    Her breath is warm against my ear as she laughs, whispering after a moment, "Do you think we could get married here?"


    I damn near drop her.


    My grip slips, her legs sliding, but her hold is so tight she keeps herself from falling. I clutch ahold of her again, pulling her up, steadying her. Before I can even think of what to say to that, she continues.


    "I don't mean, like, right now, but someday."


    My words are tentative. "If that's what you want."


    I carry her the rest of the way to the hotel, not putting her down until we reach the front door. She drops back to her feet, laughing.


    I haven't ever heard her laugh so much as she has this past week. She's happy, happier than I've ever seen her. Despite it all, despite knowing the man I am, the man I have the potential to be, she finds it in her heart to be happy with me.


    That's something I never want to lose.


    Something I never want to destroy.


    But I have a feeling, when we get back home, her happiness may not last as long as I hope.


    And later, after she's asleep, when I stroll out onto the balcony and dial Ray's number, hearing his voice when he picks up on the first ring, I'm sure of it.


    "I don't like what that girl's turned you into, Vitale."


    No hello.


    No warm greeting.


    He's unhappy.


    Maybe rightfully so.


    But I know now, no matter what I do, I'm going to lose one of them. I'm going to disappoint either the woman who loves me, who breathed life into me, or the only man who ever really gave me a chance.


    Either way, I fear, will be the end of me.
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    Custom made and tailored to my frame, my suits all fit me like a glove.


    I have fifty of them, every single one a similar shade of black. Most people, looking in my closet, would think they're all the same, but I can tell the differences. Different weights and different fabrics, some for winter and some for summer, a couple with vests, most with three-button jackets and the rest of them with two. I rotate them, rarely wearing the same suit more than once a month.


    They've survived years.


    Some have lasted decades.


    I bought my first black suit nearly twenty years ago. Until then, I dressed like an average kid from Hell's Kitchen—jeans, t-shirts, sneakers. You couldn't have paid me back then to put on a tie.


    But I had a funeral to attend.


    I needed a suit.


    The fabric was heavy, or maybe that was just my heart. I felt constricted, weighed down like my body was made of concrete, my insides a block of stone that the world was steadily chipping away at. I was suffocating, but there was something strangely reassuring about the sensation, something soothing about wearing the dark, heavy suit, like a coat of armor, keeping the world from stealing any more pieces of my soul.


    I put it on that day, and I never really took it back off.


    Not for a long time, anyway.


    I'm wearing it again, the first suit I bought. The chest is a little snug, but it still fits me almost like it did back then. It's strange, thinking I haven't physically changed much, but I feel like a vastly different man. Instead of wearing it like armor, it feels like it's rubbing me raw, exposing parts of me that I've kept locked away.


    Kelvin is working the door at Cobalt. He nods at me when I step inside, averting his eyes right away. I stroll past him, into the main bar area.


    Ray is sitting by himself in his usual chair, swirling scotch around in his glass.


    Wordlessly, I step toward the man, sitting carefully in the seat beside him. The waitress glances over, not even bothering to ask before bringing a bottle of pale ale over, still sealed.


    "Alone today?" I ask. It's a rare occurrence, Ray without someone to keep him company.


    "Not anymore," he says, looking at me. "The guys are, well... and Baby Doll had something she wanted to do."


    Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my keys and pop the bottle cap off, tossing it aside.


    Ray watches me, raising an eyebrow. "I see you've found your keys."


    "Yeah, they showed back up."


    "Funny how that happens," he mutters, sipping his drink. "Just when you think something's gone..."


    I shrug casually, taking a swig of beer when he trails off. "They're just keys."


    He's not talking about the keys anymore and we both know it. We sit in silence, drinking, the air around us tenser than I remember it ever being between us. I'm not sure how to diffuse it. I don't know what he wants. An apology? An explanation? He'll get neither, but I don't think he really expects either one.


    It's not in my nature.


    He wouldn't accept it, anyway.


    "So now that you're back home," he says, "where are you on our little problem?"


    "Which problem?"


    "The fact that Carmela's still breathing."


    No bullshitting.


    Straight to the point.


    "I'm working on it."


    "You've been working on it for a long time, Vitale. Too much longer and I might have to look elsewhere for a solution."


    My stomach coils.


    It's a thinly veiled threat.


    He's saying he doesn't need me.


    This job became mine because I had a personal vendetta, a reason to see it through. At the end of the day, any one of us could do it.


    It would probably be better, logically. She expects me, and these days I'd be grateful to have that burden lifted from my shoulders. But backing out now is the equivalent of bowing out, and you don't bow out when it comes to Ray.


    He takes you out instead.


    I'm already walking a fine line with Karissa.


    Maybe he'll let that slide.


    Maybe, if I can convince him she's innocent.


    But Carmela's non-negotiable.


    "Nonsense," I say. "I got it handled."


    "You sure about that?"


    "Positive."


    "And the girl?"


    I hesitate. "What about her?"


    "How's she going to accept what you have planned?"


    That's a different question than he usually asks.


    Maybe he's coming around.


    Maybe.


    "I don't see why she ever has to know."


    "You keep secrets from her?"


    I shrug a shoulder. "Some things are better left unsaid."


    Ray throws back the rest of his scotch before standing up. He discards the glass and strolls over to me, pausing beside my chair. His thick hand clamps down on my shoulder, squeezing.


    "You're like a son to me," he says. "I cut you slack because of it, because my daughter loved you, because she saw something in you, something I saw the day we met. You didn't cower, Vitale. You never cowered. Don't do it now. Don't cower."


    He doesn't sound angry.


    He sounds exasperated.


    Reaching up, I clasp my hand overtop his for a moment, silently letting him know I understand. I return to my beer as he walks away, leaving me alone.


    I finish my drink before standing up and strolling toward the exit. Kelvin is gone from the door, a guy whose name I don't know in his place. His gaze flickers to me only briefly before he bows his head.


    I walk out, into the late afternoon sunshine, and make my way around the building when I hear a car pull into the alley behind me. They drive slow, the sound of gravel crunching an agonizing groan. I slow my footsteps, an ominous tingle creeping up my spine, my fingers twitching at my sides.


    My heart beats wildly, but it's soothed right away when colored lights bounce off of the buildings, a high-pitched squeal echoing behind me.


    Police.


    Who thought I'd ever be relieved to encounter them? But on the hierarchy of people who could potentially sneak up on me, the police are currently the least of my problem.


    I stop where I am, slowly raising my hands without turning around. I hear doors open, footsteps approaching hastily before hands are all over me, patting me down from behind. They're checking for weapons we all know they won't find as others stroll around in front of me. The familiar face of Detective Jameson greets me with a smile that has all the warmth of dry ice. "Mr. Vitale."


    "Detective," I say, nodding at him as his partner joins his side. "To what do I owe this honor?"


    Just as I say it, the officer patting me down roughly grabs my crotch. I close my eyes, groaning, willing myself not to react. Jackass.


    "Just in the neighborhood," Jameson says casually as the officer grabs the back of my coat and yanks. I stumble, clenching my hands into fists, as Jameson's smile freezes, his eyes darting over my shoulder. "I think that's enough. He's clean."


    "As always," I say, lowering my arms.


    "Can never be too sure," Jameson says. "By the way, I heard you were out of the country last week… Italy, was it? Vacation looks good on you. You look… refreshed. Better than you looked a few months ago after your little trip to Vegas. Could be worse, though, right? Heard you lost a friend on that vacation."


    I curve an eyebrow at him. "How about you cut the bullshit and tell me what you want? I'd like to be on my way."


    "Ah, I thought maybe we could chat."


    "Chat."


    "Yes."


    "Man to man? Or detective to witness?"


    An officer behind me laughs. "More like suspect."


    Detective Jameson shoots him a look that silences the man. Tension escalates. Suspect.


    "If you have any questions for me, refer them to my attorney," I tell them. "Otherwise, I have nothing to say."


    I try to walk away when Jameson steps directly in my path, blocking me from leaving. Scathing words are on the tip of my tongue from impatience, but they're stolen from my lips when he motions toward the uniformed officers. All at once someone grabs a hold of me, forcing my hands behind my back. I struggle as they yank me backward, slamming me against the hood of the police cruiser as they put handcuffs on my wrists.


    Pain rips through my side as I grimace.


    "Uh-uh," Andrews says, strolling over and bending down so he's eyelevel with me. "You know not to resist."


    I'm yanked back upright once I'm handcuffed.


    "You have the right to remain silent," Jameson says, his voice monotone as he mutters the words. "Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you. Do you understand your rights?


    He doesn't wait for my answer.


    I'm shoved in the back of the police cruiser and hauled down to the police station, taken right to an interrogation room and left there.


    An hour passes, maybe two.


    It feels like forever until the door opens again and the detectives walk in with my lawyer on their heels. The man doesn't greet me. It's pointless. He's here to do business and he gets right down to it.


    "What's my client charged with?"


    "He's not charged with anything yet," Jameson says casually, taking a seat across from me. "He's being detained under suspicion of murder."


    "Which murder?"


    I nearly laugh at the way my lawyer words that, unable to stop the small smile from tugging my lips, as Jameson stares at him incredulously. It wasn't a "what" murder; it was a "which" murder, like maybe it could be more than one.


    It could be…


    "The murder of Daniel Santino, of course," Jameson says, looking between us. "Is there another we should be looking into?"


    "Of course not," the lawyer says. "And as far as Daniel Santino goes, we have humored your questions numerous times, and the answers have always remained the same. Mr. Vitale had no reason to want to harm the man. There was no bad blood between the two of them. With no motive, and no evidence, it's clear you're just grasping at straws, and you have been for quite some time."


    "Oh, but we have a motive," Andrews chimes in, sitting up in his chair attentively. "Now, correct me if I'm wrong, Vitale, but your fiancée was one of Santino's students at the time of his death."


    "So?"


    "So our sources tell us she had a bit of trouble in his class, so you did something about it."


    "Sources?" I chime in curiously. I hate that word. Sources. They're rats. "And who, exactly, would your sources be?"


    "Now that we can't tell you," Jameson says. "But the informant is credible."


    Informant. Yet another synonym for rat.


    "Let me get this straight," the lawyer says. "A nameless source told you Mr. Vitale murdered a lifelong acquaintance because of conflict in a college class? Your motive is a bad grade?"


    "It goes a bit deeper than a bad grade," Jameson says. "Santino was giving her a hard time."


    "Is there any record of this?" the lawyer asks. "Complaints to administration? Grievances filed? Requests to transfer out of his class? Any proof she struggled? No, of course not. Instead you're relying on secondhand stories from anonymous sources. I have to tell you, detective, you're probably better off trusting the testimony of Pinocchio if you're looking for a grain of truth."


    Neither detective is amused by the declaration, but I find it quite humorous. I would laugh if I weren't so uneasy by what he just said. I have suspected it for a while, but they all but confirmed it for me this afternoon.


    Someone has loose lips that I'm going to have to seal shut again.


    "Speaking of lifelong acquaintances," the detective says. "I want to talk about John Rita."


    "Then talk about him," I say, "but I can't promise I'll listen."


    My lawyer shoots me another look that tells me to be quiet. This time I listen.


    Jameson glares at me. "It's curious that tragedy befalls everyone around you. Do you have any childhood friends left, Mr. Vitale?"


    I shrug as the lawyer interjects, threatening to end this conversation if he doesn't get to the point.


    "The point is he seems to be the only one left standing. Maria Angelo... Daniel Santino... John Rita..." He pauses, eyeing me. "You haven't seen Carmela Rita recently, have you?"


    I say nothing.


    It goes on and on, the same inane questions tossed at me, none of which I answer. It's after nightfall when I walk back out of the police station, a free man as usual. For as many times as they've dragged me down to this place in handcuffs, they've never once booked me into the system or paraded me in front of a judge. Suspicion alone can't make a charge stick, but this time they have something they never had before, something that gets them closer to making a case.


    Information.


    It takes me about an hour to collect my car and get on the road home. The house is lit up when I make it to Brooklyn, loud voices carrying through outside, feminine laughter that does nothing to ease my nerves.


    Karissa has friends over again.


    Unlocking the door, I step inside, immediately seeing the three of them. Karissa is sitting on the living room couch with Melody on one side of her, a surprising face on the other. I stare at the blonde visitor for a moment, stunned by her presence. Brandy.


    Ray's girlfriend.


    Guess befriending Karissa took precedence over Ray today.


    "Hey," Karissa greets me, her voice tentative. "Look who we ran into today."


    I'm not sure if she's nervous about my reaction, or if she's just not at ease with her company, but her apprehension is clear. Instead of questioning it, I offer a strained smile. "Hello."


    "Vitale," Brandy says as she glances around. "Nice house."


    Before I can respond, Melody chimes in, jumping to her feet. "Well, it's getting late, so I ought to get to getting, you know." She strolls my way, pausing in front of me. "Looking good, Ignazio. Can't wait to see what you look like in a penguin suit."


    I regard her warily as she pats my chest, running her hand along the folds of my suit coat. Karissa grumbles, telling her friend to stop it, but Melody laughs it off.


    "I should go, too," Brandy says, standing up. She avoids looking at me as she brushes past, heading for the door behind Melody. "We should share a cab back to Manhattan, Mel."


    "Absolutely," Melody says, flashing a smile back at us. "You be good, kids. Drugs are bad, m'kay?"


    I stare at them, watching as they leave the house. Karissa stands up once they're gone and strolls over, relocking the front door behind them.


    "Sometimes I'm not sure if I even speak the same language as that girl," I say, pulling off my coat. "It feels like she's speaking in code."


    Karissa smiles sheepishly. "I don't think even Melody knows what she's saying most of the time."


    I unbutton my cuffs. "Penguin suit? Is that what I think it is?"


    "Yeah, we were, uh..." Her cheeks flush. "They asked about the wedding."


    "Did you set a date for it yet?"


    "No."


    Nodding, I walk past her, into the den, and kick off my shoes right in the doorway. I drop my coat down on the arm of the couch before plopping down on the cushion, stretching my legs out as I lay my head back. A slight pain knocks at my temples, the onset of a headache from hours of stressful interrogation.


    "Are you okay?" Karissa asks, following me.


    "Just a bit of a headache," I respond, watching her as she sits down beside me. "Long day."


    "I bet," she says, tucking her feet up on the couch beneath her as she shifts her body to face me. "I thought you'd be home early, but I figured… well, I just assumed you were… working."


    Working. She says the word tentatively, barely a whisper from her lips. Her eyes are peeled to my face, narrowed contemplatively, like there are questions she wants to ask but might not want to hear the answers to.


    "I had a drink with Ray this afternoon," I offer, hoping she won't ever ask me the tough questions about how exactly I fill my hours. "I would've been home hours ago, but I ran into a little predicament."


    "What sort of predicament?"


    "The law enforcement kind."


    Her eyes widen slightly, but she doesn't push for more of an explanation. Instead, she shifts around on the couch, positioning herself to lie on me, settling under my arm with her head against my chest. Sighing, I pull her tighter to me, kissing the top of her head before closing my eyes.


    "I hope you don't mind I had company," she says quietly. "I made sure they didn't go in the den… or anywhere, really, except for where they were."


    "It's fine," I say. "I was just surprised to see Brandy here. I wasn't aware she was a friend of yours."


    "She's not… not really. Melody and I ran into her at the café. Turns out her and Melody know a lot of the same people. She actually knows Melody's dad, oddly enough, met him through work ages ago. I guess she worked with the Wall Street crowd or something. I don't even know what she does for a living."


    "Ray."


    I feel her lift her head up. Peeking an eye open, I see she's looking at me incredulously.


    "Ray?"


    "She does Ray for a living."


    A moment of silence passes before it seems to strike her what I'm saying. She gasps, shoving against me. "Really?"


    Laughing, I shrug a shoulder. "He pays her bills and gives her an allowance in exchange for being at his beck and call. She doesn't have to work, since Ray takes care of her. And before Ray, there were other men… one, I assume, being Mr. Carmichael."


    "You mean she, uh… that she's a…"


    She can't even say the word.


    "She's a professional girlfriend," I say, choosing the nicest of the terms. I'd usually call her a whore, but I'm not in the business of offending Karissa's potential friends. I have nothing against Brandy, per se. I barely know her, have no interest in knowing her, but Ray trusts the girl for some inexplicable reason, so she can't be too terrible. After all, it might help Karissa to befriend someone connected to the life, and maybe it'll help Ray come around to my side of things. Ray's a sucker for his Baby Doll. If she likes Karissa, Ray will be more likely to warm up to her himself.


    "But she seems so… sweet," Karissa says incredulously. "I mean, I knew she was with Ray and all, and that he's, well… and she's his, you know… but I thought what they had was genuine."


    "It is," I reply. "We do what we have to do to survive, Karissa. Ray won't marry her, but it doesn't mean he won't give her a good life. And they're not alone. Men like Ray view wives as obligations. They're possessions. They treat them like work, like it's their job to care for them. Ray probably fucks his wife once a month, if that, but he's with Brandy almost every night. Because Brandy is where he wants to be. She's not an obligation. She's his happiness."


    "He can't find happiness with his wife?"


    "Ray? No. I'm sure it was possible at the beginning, but not anymore. They don't even like each other."


    "But you're not like that, right? You wouldn't…"


    "No, I wouldn't. I've told you before—I'm not interested in anyone else."


    "But you might be someday," she says. "What if you wake up one day and don't like me anymore?"


    "I don't know, Karissa. You tell me." I cock an eyebrow at her. "How does it feel to be stuck with somebody you don't like?"


    She glares at me. "I wouldn't know."


    "You wouldn't?"


    "I like you," she says, hesitating before adding, "most days, anyway."


    "Good to know." I pull her to me again. "And me not liking you is improbable, Karissa. Sure, sometimes you can be frustrating, but you keep life interesting, that's for certain."


    She relaxes against me, sighing. "It's so weird to me. Like, even Melody's dad is like that? He's a freaking businessman. She said her parents are perfect together."


    "Perfection doesn't exist," I reply. "It's a mask people wear to conceal their ugly truths. Never trust someone who only ever smiles at you."


    She's quiet for a beat. "Ray only ever smiles at me."


    I kiss the top of her head. "Exactly."
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    "Next customer down here!"


    The voice is loud and impatient, not the sort of friendly customer service one would want in a place like this. I step up to the counter, seeing the boy's annoyed expression as he glares down at the register, wearing a puke-green colored apron. He senses my presence and grumbles, "what do you want?"


    "Depends on what you can get me."


    He glances up, his annoyed expression growing, but he freezes when he catches my eye. I wondered if he would recognize me, considering we've only met once, but his wide eyes tell me he does. "Uh, hey… Ignazio, right?"


    "Right."


    Paul stares at me, contemplating, before clearing his throat and looking back down at the register. "So what can I get for you?"


    "I want what you gave my fiancée."


    He hesitates, eyes flickering to me again. I can see his concern, the expression all I need to give me my answers. I'm here on a hunch, little hints of suspicion that had been dropped around me the past few months, but what I lacked was information… information that his eyes just gave me.


    Karissa drugged me once, not long ago, using a tiny vial of powder that she got somewhere. I've watched her meticulously since she came into my life. I know her habits. I know everyone she talks to, everyone she deals with. There are only so many ways she could've come upon such a potent drug, only a handful of people capable of getting it for her.


    The list whittled down to just one… just one, who so easily gave himself away with a look. Strike three. He's out.


    "I didn't, uh… I'm not sure what you mean. I don't know what she told you, but I didn't give her anything."


    I can practically see him sweating, his voice low and cracking at his denial. People are easy to read, especially untrained liars.


    "You've never waited on her before?" I ask, cocking at eyebrow. "She comes here all the time with your girlfriend."


    "Oh, uh, yeah, sure." He wipes his forehead absently before offering a smile that's full of relief. "Chocolate Mint Tea."


    "Yes," I say. "I'll take one of those."


    Paul rings it up and I pay with a twenty-dollar bill, telling him to keep the change. I linger off to the side while they make my drink, keeping my eyes on Paul as I wait.


    He's passive now, his voice quiet and his words polite.


    I rattled him.


    When my drink is ready, I nod to Paul in greeting before walking outside. I stroll around the corner, to where my car is parked in the alley, and take a sip of the drink. Disgusting.


    I throw it right in the Dumpster.


    Paul gets off a few minutes later. I'm standing in the alleyway behind the café, leaning against the brick building beside Paul's car. He's too cheap to pay for street parking so he leaves it parked cockeyed not far from the Dumpster. He steps out, not paying any attention, phone glued to his ear as he rambles on to someone. He turns to head for his car, keys in hand, and gasps loudly, startled by my presence. The phone slips, crashing to the alley.


    Before he can reach for it, I push away from the wall, stepping right on the phone, smashing it beneath my shoe. His eyes widen, horror flashing in their depths.


    He doesn't have time to react before I grab a hold of him. Arms around him, my gloved hands grasp his throat, fingers going right for the jugular.


    Ten seconds.


    That's it.


    Ten measly seconds and his body goes limp, falling unconscious in my arms. Karissa fights me in bed more than he just did. I drag him around the side of the Dumpster, where my car awaits, trunk already open. Picking him up, I shove him inside, grabbing a roll of duct tape. I unwind it, securing his wrists and ankles together before wrapping it around his head, covering his mouth and nose.


    He'll be dead within minutes from oxygen deprivation.


    Slamming the trunk closed, I toss the rest of the duct tape in the dumpster and climb back in my car, driving away from the alley.


    Easy and clean, relatively painless, but that matters little to me. I won't watch him die, won't bask in the afterglow, but I would if I could. If I had my way, I'd make it slow and excruciating, but I'm short on time.


    I have somewhere to be.


    Glancing at my watch, I sigh.


    I'm already going to be late.


    It takes nearly an hour for me to make it back to Brooklyn with traffic. I park the car in the driveway and head right inside, opening the front door and stalling. Karissa stands in the living room, wearing a red dress and a pair of high heels, her hair down and slightly curled. She's wearing make-up… a lot of make-up, her lips the same blood red shade as her dress. She's holding her phone to her ear and turns to me just as mine starts ringing in my pocket.


    I don't bother looking. The moment she lowers her phone and touches the screen, mine silences.


    She was calling me.


    "I was wondering where you were," she says.


    "I had something to take care of," I say, shutting the door behind me as my eyes scan her. "You look beautiful."


    She fidgets with her clothing a bit. "It's your favorite dress."


    I raise my eyebrows with surprise. "Is it?"


    "Yes." She looks at me incredulously. "You said it was, anyway. It's the one I wore in Vegas."


    "Ah, then definitely my favorite." I don't pay attention to what she wears, but that day was certainly one of my favorites. "So are you ready?"


    "No." Her voice is firm, the word accompanied by the adamant shake of her head.


    "No?"


    "No," she says again. "I'm not going."


    "You're not going?"


    "No, I'm not," she says. "This isn't my thing, anyway. I don't see why I have to go."


    "You don't see why you have to go?"


    "Yes, so I refuse. Tell him I decline his invitation."


    I stare at her for a moment. I can tell she's uneasy. I'm anxious enough at the moment without having to absorb her nerves also. "You want me to tell Raymond Angelo that you're refusing his request to attend?"


    "Yes," she says, wavering for a second before continuing, "well, no… you couldn't put it another way?"


    "What other way?"


    "I don't know." She throws her hands up in exasperation. "Tell him I'm sick. I have the flu or something. I'm puking all over the place."


    I wish I could, and I would if I could, but Ray is no fool. Her not showing up would be viewed as a personal snub, and I'm just now getting him to where he'll consider her existence as more than temporary.


    I glance at my watch again. The dinner party starts in fifteen minutes.


    "We won't stay long," I reassure her. "Let's just make an appearance to humor the man."


    She scrunches up her nose but doesn't argue, heading right past me out the door. I follow her, locking up the house, and give a glance toward the trunk as I head for the car. She's already in the passenger seat when I slip inside, and I don't hesitate, starting the car up and pulling away.


    I'm distracted during the drive, frequently glancing in the rear view mirror, listening intently for any sounds from the trunk. All is silent and still around me, except for Karissa's mindless chatter.


    She's talkative today.


    Nerves, I gather, but it does nothing to soothe my own. I drum my gloved fingers against the steering wheel as I wait at red lights, continuing to watch all around me, when her voice grows louder, practically growling. "Ignazio!"


    I turn to her, alarmed. "What's wrong?"


    "That's what I'm wondering," she says. "I've been talking to you for the past twenty minutes and I don't think you've heard a word I've said."


    "That's because I haven't."


    Her brow furrows, the frustration melting away to genuine concern. "What's wrong?"


    "Nothing," I say, giving another glance in the rear view mirror just as the light turns green. "I'm listening now. What were you saying?"


    "I asked if your hands were cold."


    "No. Why?"


    The response is from my lips before I give it any thought. My eyes drift to my hands clutching the steering wheel, to the leather gloves I'm still wearing.


    She doesn't answer, knowing she doesn't need to.


    She sees me look at them.


    I have no explanation for her.


    I wait until I hit the next red light to pull them off, reaching over to toss them in the center console.


    Karissa watches me, shaking her head. "It concerns me when you're like this. Last time you picked me up this distracted, I thought you were mad at me. You didn't look at me the entire drive, cancelled our plans and went straight to your house."


    I know exactly what day she's talking about.


    I had a body in the trunk then, too.


    "I'm not mad at you," I say in place of an actual response.


    "Good to know, but something has you on edge."


    She doesn't say another word the rest of the drive. When I get to Ray's, we're already fifteen minutes late. Cars pack his driveway and the area around his house. I find a place to park across the street and cut the engine, remaining in my seat for a moment to try to clear my head. Karissa is staring straight ahead out of the windshield, anxiously biting on the inside of her cheek.


    "Here," I say, reaching into my pocket and pulling out a peppermint, holding it out to her. "Take it."


    She hesitates before snatching it up. "Are you suggesting my breath stinks?"


    "Not at all." I pull out a piece for myself and slip it in my mouth. I tuck it along my cheek to suck on it. "It's a little trick I learned. Whenever a situation makes you nervous, suck on a piece of hard candy. It's psychological. Your brain thinks if you were in any real danger, you wouldn't be eating something, so it reasons that you're perfectly fine."


    Also, it'll keep her from talking so damn much.


    She pops the mint in her mouth. "I've never seen you eat one of these before."


    "Very little makes me nervous."


    "But you're nervous now."


    Not a question.


    I hope that doesn't mean my anxiety is obvious.


    "Yeah, well, I don't want to be here any more than you do, sweetheart."


    I lock up the car once we get out, my eyes skimming along the trunk involuntarily before I turn away. I offer Karissa a smile when I see she's fidgeting, reaching over to take her hand.


    Linking our fingers together, I squeeze lightly, running my tongue along the peppermint in my mouth.


    She stays in step with me, fingernails digging into the back of my hand when we reach the porch. I ring the doorbell, the front door opening instantly, animated voices streaming out from inside. Kelvin stands in front of us. I wonder how much Ray paid him to go from working the door at Cobalt to watching the door at his house.


    "Vitale," he greets me, his gaze dropping right away as he steps aside. "They're waiting for you."


    I say nothing, pulling Karissa inside as Kelvin shuts the door behind us. She stares at him briefly, wide eyed, before pushing herself closer to me.


    "I know him," she hisses under her breath.


    "He's the bouncer at the club you frequented," I say, filling in any blanks for her. "He also works at Cobalt."


    She looks between us in shock before her eyes ultimately settle on me. "You have him watch me?"


    "No, he just happened to recognize you that first night."


    She doesn't look as if she believes me, but I don't have a chance to convince her otherwise. Before either of us can speak again, Ray's voice calls out from his den where everyone has gathered. "Vitale!"


    Taking a deep breath, I squeeze Karissa's hand reassuringly before pulling her that direction. There are about two-dozen people hanging around, chatting and drinking, waiting on dinner to start. I stroll right over to Ray, Karissa in tow, and nod politely. "Ray."


    "Glad you could make it," he says. "I started to worry when eight o'clock rolled around and there was no sign of you."


    "I got a little caught up with business," I explain. "I wouldn't miss tonight for anything."


    "Good, good." Ray slaps my shoulder, patting me on the back, before turning his focus on Karissa. Before she can react, he grabs her free hand. "I'm happy you could join us, Miss Rita."


    I tense at his intentional use of that name—Rita. Karissa doesn't acknowledge it. He smiles at her silence, bringing her hand to his lips and kissing the back of it.


    "Thank you," she says quietly, "for inviting me."


    "Of course." He lets go and stares at her for a moment before turning to me. "Vitale, come… say hello to the men while the women chit-chat."


    Karissa shoots me a panicked look, but Ray's waltzing away before I can refuse him. I lean toward Karissa, kissing the corner of her mouth, before whispering, "You'll be okay. I'll only be a few minutes."


    I have to pry my hand away, seeing Ray watching me from his office door, waiting for me to join him. I walk past him, inside, and he slips in after me, shutting the door. A few men lurk in here, some of the top guys in the organization, sitting around, sipping scotch and discussing business.


    Ray doesn't bother offering me a drink. He knows I won't accept it. He slips into his chair behind his desk while I perch along the side of the room, surveying them. They talk about this and that… schemes and plots… while I stay quiet, Ray watching for my reaction to it all.


    He's putting me under a fucking microscope.


    Ten minutes pass… twenty… thirty… I frequently glance at my watch, wanting this to be over. Forty-five minutes later, and I've had about as much as I can take. I stand up, trying to slip out undetected, but Ray won't let me go without a fight.


    "Somewhere you need to be, Vitale?"


    "Just going to check on Karissa."


    "She's fine," Ray says.


    "I'm sure you're right, but still, I'd like to check."


    He hesitates before waving dismissively.


    I head out of the office, back into the den. The crowd is thinner as people scattered throughout the house. A quick glance around tells me Karissa isn't here. My chest tightens, and I excuse myself just as someone tries to speak to me, making my way through the house, looking for her. I head past the living room, my footsteps faltering when I glance inside, catching sight of the vibrant red dress.


    I stall in the doorway. She's alone, the room quiet and dimly lit, as she gazes up at the mantle above the fireplace. I watch her for a moment before slowly strolling toward her. I don't even have to look. I know what it is she sees.


    I know, because I see it every time I come to this place.


    "Karissa."


    She jumps at the sound of my voice, glancing my way, a panicked look on her face. "I, uh… I was just heading to the bathroom, and well…"


    "I get it."


    I pause right behind her as she turns back around, her gaze going right back to the picture frame on the mantle. The photo is nearly two decades old but well preserved in the glass, like it was just taken yesterday.


    Yesterday… it feels like yesterday. Feels like yesterday I stood in front of that photographer, an arm around Maria, wearing that godforsaken tuxedo while she nearly drowned in that poufy white dress. It was pretentious, everything neither of us were, but it had been her dream to have a wedding just like her parents.


    So I'd given it to her.


    "You look so happy," Karissa whispers.


    "I was happy," I confess, my chest tightening as I gaze at the old photograph. "Very happy."


    "Are you…?" She pauses for a moment. "Are you happy now?"


    I can feel her gaze on me. My eyes shift to meet hers. I drink in her apprehension as she once more bites on her cheek nervously.


    I'm not sure how to answer that question. A part of me yearns to just say 'yes', to ease all of her worries because I think it's what she wants to hear. What she needs to hear. But another part of me just can't lie to her.


    "Not like I was then," I say, watching as the trepidation morphs to dejection. "I was naïve, Karissa. I thought perfection existed, and I thought I'd found it. I thought I was untouchable, that nothing and nobody could ever take away what I had. I was happy, because I was a fool. I've learned a lesson since then, a hard lesson, and I can't be that person anymore. I can never be that happy again."


    She ducks her head, averting her eyes. I reach out and cup her chin, pulling her face up so she'll look at me again. I don't want her to misconstrue this, or walk away thinking I'm saying something I'm not.


    "I'm not naïve anymore," I tell her. "But that doesn't mean you don't make me happy, because you do… in your own way. What I have with you isn't blissfully ignorant. It's real, and it isn't always pretty, but when it's good, it's good. So yeah, I'm happy, Karissa. A different kind of happy. The kind of happy that says even if this all destroys me, and it might, it'll all be worth it."


    She smiles, a small smile, as she slips into my arms, nuzzling into my chest. I press my cheek to the top of her head, rubbing her back, when a throat clears from the doorway. Glancing over, I meet a set of beady dark eyes that pierce through us.


    Martina Angelo.


    "Mrs. Angelo," I say politely. "Nice to see you."


    She says nothing, turning from me to look at Karissa. She curves an eyebrow judgmentally, her eyes scanning her slowly, picking her apart with a gaze. After a moment, the woman looks at me again. "Dinner's ready. Ray was looking for you. Figured you were off with your…" She waves toward Karissa dismissively. "Her."


    Martina walks away, leaving us alone again. Karissa looks up at me questioningly. "Ray's wife?"


    "Yes."


    She shakes her head. "I like Brandy so much better."


    Their dining room table is massive, packed to the brim on both sides with chairs. The two closest to the head of the table adjacent to Ray remain empty. I pause as I give the room a glance, surveying the others, before leading Karissa to the empty chairs. I pull one out, whispering for her to take a seat.


    She does so hesitantly.


    I push it back in, offering Ray a polite nod as I sit down, taking my place between them.


    Caught in the middle…


    Dinner is strained. I can feel the tension all around me, wrapping its hands around my throat and squeezing. The others eat heartedly, laughing and drinking, happy to be here. A few months ago, I would've felt the same way.


    But something changed.


    I changed.


    I'm not sure if it's in a good way.


    I cut my eyes toward Karissa, watching as she stirs her food around with a fork. I don't think she's eaten any of it.


    Neither have I.


    Leaning over, I whisper in her ear. "Not hungry?"


    She edges closer, her voice only loud enough for me to hear. "You weren't eating, so I figured it might not be safe for me, either."


    Her lips curve into a small smile as I laugh, shrugging when she cuts her eyes at me. Her smile turns to laughter before Ray clears his throat beside us, garnering our attention. "Got something funny you'd like to share?"


    Karissa silences immediately, as I turn to Ray. "Private joke."


    He doesn't look amused.


    His gaze burns through me for a moment before his focus turns to Karissa. "So, Miss Rita—"


    "Reed," she interjects. "My name is Karissa Reed… not Rita."


    The entire room grows silent, the sound of clanking forks so loud I see Karissa flinch at the unexpected noise. People don't correct the boss, nor do they talk back to him. He could call you fucking Benedict Arnold and the rest of these guys would tolerate it so not to rock the boat.


    But boat rocking is in Karissa's nature.


    It's a side effect of her mother's smothering.


    "Reed," Ray says, his voice terse. He's not sure how to react to her declaration. "Correct me if I'm wrong, but your father's Johnny Rita."


    There's a sharp exhale through the room. That name is like poison—nobody wants to breathe it. Karissa glances around before clearing her throat and looking at Ray. "As far as I'm concerned, I have no father. My name has always been Karissa Reed."


    Ray looks to me and lets out a laugh. It's cold, sending a chill through the air. "She certainly doesn't have a father now, does she, Vitale?"


    He's usually not one to discuss these sorts of things in public, but he's trying to prove a point—a point that's clearly made when I see Karissa tense from my peripheral. Shaking my head, I look down at my plate. "No, she doesn't."


    "Good thing, too," Ray says. "One less Rita means one less traitor in the world. Isn't that right?"


    He's staring right at me. I can feel his eyes burning through my skull. My fingertips tingle, itching to wrap around his throat for him asking me these questions in front of her. But I have no choice but to respond, and to give him the answer he wants to hear.


    "Right," I say. "One less traitor."


    Ray laughs again, his voice barely loud enough for us to hear. "So many more to go."


    As if dinner weren't strained before, it's practically torture now. They all go back to acting as if the exchange hadn't happened, and Ray drops the subject like he hadn't been about to address Karissa in the first place. His work here is done, his goal accomplished. He wanted to put me in my place, wanted to show her who called the shots, and she saw it. She's feeling it. I can tell from the way she's not looking at me, the way she's not looking at anything.


    She's still here, but she's gone.


    Dessert is on the table, Double Chocolate Biscotti being served with coffee. I know Karissa would love it, but she doesn't even acknowledge it's there. The others are laughing, but she's on the cusp of tears. I can see her hands shaking in her lap as she fights to hold her emotion in, but it's getting to be too much.


    Grabbing my napkin from my lap, I toss it on the table and stand. Leaning toward Ray, I whisper, "We're heading out now."


    He looks at me. "So soon?"


    I don't have to respond. He doesn't give me a chance, anyway. He stands up the same time Karissa does and reaches for her. His hands clasp a hold of hers before she can pull them away.


    "I'm glad you could join us," he says, pressing yet another kiss to the back of her hand. "Always a pleasure, Miss Rita. Always a pleasure."


    She pulls away without responding and jets from the room. Ray turns to me, slapping a hand on my shoulder and squeezing before sitting back down.


    "Thanks for dinner," I say, although he knows I didn't eat a bite of it.


    "You're welcome any time, Vitale," he says. "Be in touch about that thing we talked about. After it's handled, you and I will talk about the girl."


    Karissa is standing at the car when I step outside, resting on the back bumper, leaning against the trunk. My footsteps waver, my muscles tensing. I unlock the doors, and she pushes away from the car, walking the rest of the way to get in the passenger seat.


    She says nothing to me on the drive home.


    Says nothing to me once we get there.


    I pull the car into the garage and cut the engine, sitting there for a moment in silence. Karissa gets out, wordlessly using her keys to go inside without me. I give it a few minutes before following, finding her upstairs, already in bed, blanket pulled up over her head.


    I don't disturb her, staring at her for a moment before I walk back out. I go down to the den and sit there for a while in the darkness, my mind a flurry of thoughts, before I grab my keys again and head back out.


    I have things to take care of.


    I'm not sure what to say to her.


    I drive through the boroughs, out of the city, to a small rural town to the north, heading down familiar roads I've driven dozens of times before. I pull up in front of the cabin situated on the edge of a span of woods. It's nighttime, and the windows are obscured with darkness, but the familiar Chevy Suburban parked out front tells me the one I need to see is home.


    I bang on the door, impatiently, and listen as there's rustling inside. A moment later, locks jingle, the front door pulled open. The man is wearing a pair of pretentious silk pajamas, barefoot, his graying hair wayward, like I'd just wrangled Einstein from sleep. He rubs his eyes as he looks out, his expression falling serious when he sees me standing there.


    Dr. Carter.


    "Vitale," he says, his voice grave. "Uh, I wasn't expecting you."


    "I have another," I say, foregoing greeting. "I need to use the facilities."


    Him and I came to a sort of understanding years ago. I pay him handsomely and he hands over the keys to the small crematory out back. It's intended for animals, for the sentimental pet owners, but it works for what I need it for. The doctor's hands stay clean, relatively speaking… all he has to do is look the other way.


    He hesitates before turning around and walking away. I step inside the open door, glancing around, as he retrieves the keys. I thank him with a nod and step out, getting in my car to pull around back.


    Three hours.


    That's all it takes for the incinerator to warm up and for Paul to disappear from the face of the earth. By the time I'm finished, he's little more than dust that's unleashed out my window on the drive back into the city, making the scumbag fade into the wind.


    It's around five in the morning when I make it back home, pulling the car back into the garage, shutting the door behind me. I flick on the light and pop the trunk, doing a thorough sweep of it, spraying every inch and vacuuming it out, removing every stitch of DNA left behind.


    I look up when I'm finished, freezing when my gaze hits the side door leading into the house. Karissa is standing in the doorway wearing only a long t-shirt. My eyes trail up her bare legs before I meet her curious stare. Her eyes are bloodshot, her face lined with exhaustion. It doesn't look like she's been to sleep.


    "What are you doing?" she asks, crossing her arms over her chest.


    "Couldn't sleep," I say. "Decided to clean out the car."


    "It wasn't already clean?"


    "Not clean enough."


    She regards me for a moment before stepping closer, peering around the side of the car, into the open trunk. There's nothing in here. Nothing at all.


    After she looks, I close the trunk and offer her a smile as I lean up against the car. My eyes trail her again, unable to help myself. The shirt is loose, the neck stretched out. I can see her collarbones as it drapes along her shoulders. Reaching over, I trace fingertips along her skin around the neckline before grazing my hand along her throat and cupping her chin. I stare into her eyes, drinking in the alarm I find.


    "Where'd you go tonight?"


    "Out."


    "What did you do?"


    "Don't worry about it," I say quietly, running my thumb across her lips before leaning down and kissing her. "You have no reason to be afraid. I'm not going to hurt you… nobody is."


    She stares at me for a moment before reaching up, covering my hand with her own. "How can you be sure?"


    "Because I won't let them," I say. "It's as simple as that."


    


    

  


  
    


    


    [image: ]


    

    

    The first day of classes at NYU.


    I sit in my car outside the building in Greenwich Village, gazing across the street at the entrance, watching as Karissa strolls inside, clutching a brand new textbook to her chest. She was adamant about taking the subway, but I assured her I had business in the neighborhood to get her to let me drive her today.


    She agreed, begrudgingly, but insisted on taking the subway home. It was a tentative agreement, one I don't plan on following.


    I'll be here when she gets out this afternoon.


    I had her schedule memorized before even she did. Her first class of the day is the one she'd been hesitant to take: Ethics & Society, in the very same classroom she'd taken with Daniel. They'd remodeled it over the summer.


    Apparently I left quite a mess and the floors needed replaced.


    After that is English, and Math, before her day ends at exactly two o'clock.


    I glance at my watch. Nine o'clock in the morning. That gives me exactly five hours to get some work done.


    I wait until she's out of sight to pull away, cruising the few blocks through the neighborhood to Cobalt, parking my car in the back lot before heading inside. Kelvin is once more at the door and eyes me curiously when I step inside. He doesn't look down this time, doesn't look away, until I cast him a curious look.


    "Vitale," he mutters.


    I walk away, strolling right inside as I head for the bar, but I only make it a few steps when Ray's voice cuts through the air. "Hey! Look who it is!"


    I turn his way, pausing when I see Brandy is draped over his lap in the chair. She's starting to become a permanent fixture in the place, like the ugly useless lamps they keep on all the end tables. There aren't even any bulbs in the fucking things.


    "Ray." I nod in greeting. "Good to see you."


    "You, too," Ray says, shifting around, practically throwing the girl to the floor as he gets to his feet. He reaches for my hand, grasping it and pulling me to him to give me a sort of half-hug. "You're up and around awfully early today. What is it, four in the morning? Five?"


    "Nine," I tell him, waving for the waitress to bring me a drink as she strolls past. It's early, hell, but never too early for a cold beer.


    "Nine?" He sounds incredulous as he glances at his watch, squinting. He's drunk. Real drunk. I can smell it on him as he sways slightly. They must've been here all night. "Shit, my wife's going to kill me. We have an appointment this morning for that, uh… that, you know…" He waves his hand as if I'm supposed to know what he means. "Hell, I don't even know. Guess it wasn't that important."


    "Guess not," I respond. "I'm sure Martina would call if it were important."


    "Yeah, or try to show up here," Ray says with a laugh. "Good thing she knows women aren't allowed inside."


    My gaze darts to Brandy as she smiles, clearly listening, obviously the exception to the rules.


    We all have those, I think.


    Exceptions.


    I used to be one of his.


    "So what are you doing here?" Ray asks when the waitress brings my beer. I pop the top off with the bottle opener on my keys and take a long pull, letting it soothe my nerves. He retakes his seat, Brandy draping herself once more over his lap, as he motions to the chair beside him for me to sit.


    I hadn't come here to socialize, or even to see Ray, but denying him isn't smart at the moment, so I sit.


    "Just handling some business," I reply, taking another drink.


    "Same business you were handling the other night before the dinner party?" he asks, raising an eyebrow curiously. "It's not like you to be late for things. Makes me wonder what was so important."


    "Had to take care of a guy," I say. "No big deal."


    "What guy? What did he do?"


    "Endangered Karissa."


    He smiles, letting out a little laugh. "Endangered Karissa."


    "Yes."


    "Funny, how you can go from wanting to kill her yourself to wanting to kill anyone who hurts her," Ray says. "Who was the guy, anyway? Anyone I know?"


    "No," I say. "Just the boyfriend of one of her friends."


    "So you took care of her friend's boyfriend because he endangered her?"


    "Yes."


    "How chivalrous," he mutters. "Something my daughter loved in you, might I add. Maria always went on and on about your manners, how you'd open doors and pull out chairs and offer her your coat when she was cold. She always said she found a hero in you."


    I shake my head as I guzzle the rest of the beer, setting the empty bottle down on the table beside me. No amount of alcohol will dilute the bitterness of this conversation. "I'm nobody's hero."


    "You're trying to be Karissa's."


    "No, I just don't want to be her villain."


    "Ah, hero, villain… what's the difference anymore? These days, killing kids in the name of love is more honorable than putting someone out of their misery. The world's gone backward."


    "Maybe you're just looking at it the wrong way."


    "Maybe," Ray agrees, "or maybe you aren't looking at it at all. Maybe you're blind to it."


    "Maybe you are."


    Ray shrugs. "One of us certainly is."


    We're at an impasse, one we'll probably never get past. My gaze shifts from Ray to his girlfriend as she eyes me curiously. She hasn't said a word, but she's still listening.


    "Maybe we should talk about this in private," I suggest.


    "No need," Ray says flippantly as he motions around the scarce bar. "We're all friends here."


    I don't have friends. I have family. And I don't trust half of them these days. But Ray believes what he wants to believe, and no amount of coaxing will change that with him.


    Sighing, I stand up and walk away, heading toward the administrative office beside Ray's. I've put this off way too long as it is, but I can't delay it any longer. Ray is growing impatient, especially after that display at his house, and I need to put an end to this so we can all move on and salvage whatever is left.


    I need to find Carmela.


    The manager is in, sitting at his desk. It takes him a moment to recognize me, and he rises to his feet. "Mr. Vitale. What can I do for you?"


    "I need to see the outside security footage from a few weeks ago," I say. "Around the beginning of June. There was an incident in the back lot."


    "Ah, yes, that."


    "You know what I'm referring to?"


    He sits back down and shifts through some things on his desk. "The same incident Mr. Angelo inquired about? Your shooting?"


    I tense. "Ray asked about it?"


    "Of course," he says. "The night it happened. He watched the footage."


    My stomach sinks. Ray saw. He knows who fired the shot that night. He knows I lied to him, he's known since the beginning, but he hasn't called me out on it.


    Why?


    "I need copies of the footage made for me," I say. "All outside angles for the week leading up to the incident and the next day."


    He raises his eyebrows as he gazes at me. "That's hundreds of hours. If you're looking for something specific, I can—"


    "Don't worry about what I'm looking for," I say, cutting him off. "Just get me what I need, and make it quick."


    "Yes, sir. I can have it for you this afternoon."


    When I walk back out of his office, the bar is deserted. Ray and his girlfriend are both gone and the door is unmanned, as Kelvin likely made an exit with them. Strolling over, I plop back down in the leather chair, motioning for the waitress to bring me another beer.


    Maybe I can enjoy this one…


    A few hours later, the footage is ready. I grab the disks from the manager, nodding my thanks, and head out of Cobalt. I have just enough time to stop by the small café nearby and order a Chocolate Mint Tea before Karissa's school day ends. The café is in chaos. Seems one of their workers hasn't shown up for a few days, leaving them short staffed.


    Go figure.


    I'm in my car, parked in front of the math classroom, when two o'clock rolls around. I sit there, watching the building as the students stream out, looking for her, scanning the crowd for a hint of the pink sweater she wore today, but it's nowhere to be seen. The crowd thins, minutes ticking away.


    She's not here.


    My insides coil as I pull out my phone to call her. It goes straight to voicemail. I scan the neighborhood once more, double-checking I have the right place, and start up the car. I speed away, trying her phone again on the drive home with no luck.


    She's not answering.


    It's not even ringing.


    I pull the car in the driveway when I get to the house and head straight for the front door. The knob turns as soon as I grasp it. Unlocked. I shove the door open, a shuddering breath hitting me right away, the sound of crying in the distance. My feet root into the ground, coldness running through me. "Karissa?"


    The crying continues, a hiccupping sob, but above it I hear Karissa's calm voice call out. "In here."


    The den.


    I walk that way, pausing in the doorway. Karissa is sitting on the couch, her arm around Melody as the girl cries on her shoulder. My apprehension lessens just a bit with the swell of relief, but it doesn't completely fade away.


    "What happened?" I ask, glancing between them uneasily. I hate crying, no matter who's doing it.


    "It's Paul," Karissa says carefully, shooting her friend a sympathetic look when the name makes her cry harder.


    "Ah." Paul. "Something happen to him?"


    "Yes," she says, hesitating before sighing. "Well, we don't know. He sort of just… disappeared."


    That he did.


    Poof.


    Gone.


    Carried away by the wind.


    "Disappeared," I repeat.


    "Yeah," she says. "Nobody's seen or heard from him in days. The police say there's no sign of foul play, but his car was left at his work and his phone was all smashed up in the alley, so I don't know how they can say that. Clearly he didn't run away."


    "He wouldn't," Melody chimes in, sniffling as she tries to control her sobs. "He wouldn't just run away. He had work… and school… he had me. Something happened to him, somebody did something to him. God! Why would somebody want to hurt him?"


    Why? The million-dollar question.


    I could answer it, but it wouldn't be what she wanted to hear.


    Melody starts crying again. I take it as my cue to excuse myself. I pull the discs from my coat pocket and walk over to my desk, sitting down across the room, giving the two of them their space.


    I pop the first disc in the drive and wait for it to load. Six cameras are positioned around the outside of Cobalt, two in the front and two in the back, with two more along the alley, giving a complete view of the building and the streets around it. The screen is split into squares, the feed from all angles playing simultaneously. I'm not exactly sure what I'm looking for, or if it'll even help, but I know Carmela. She wouldn't have just attacked me that night on a whim. She would've scoped the building out, put a plan in place and gone over it again and again.


    Desperation doesn't completely erase a built-in knack for survival, which she clearly has.


    I watch the feeds for a while, fast forwarding through hours of nothingness, watching the comings and goings around Cobalt, and waiting for something to spark my interest. I breeze through two days of footage as Karissa and Melody talk amongst themselves across the room. The crying grates on my nerves as I drum my fingers on the arm of my chair, growing more and more on edge.


    I want silence, and peace.


    I want this over and done with.


    I need to put an end to it.


    Move on with my life.


    I'm on day three of the footage already when Melody finally pulls herself together and climbs to her feet. "I should go. It's getting late."


    It is.


    It's nearing dusk.


    She's been here for hours.


    "Are you sure?" Karissa asks. "You don't have to go. You can stay as long as you want. We have guest rooms."


    My eyes dart over top of the laptop screen, meeting Karissa's right away. She shoots me a 'no nonsense' kind of look that silences me before I even say anything. She'll fight me on it. She will. And it'll get ugly if I interfere.


    "I'm sure," Melody says, hugging Karissa. "Thanks for being there for me today. Sorry you missed your classes because of this."


    "Not a problem," Karissa says right away. "Anything you need, you just let me know. I'm here."


    "I'll remember that." Melody gives her a watery smile before turning to me. "Thanks for letting me cry on your couch, Ignazio."


    "Thank Karissa for that," I say. "She extended the invitation, not me."


    Karissa groans. "What he means to say is 'you're welcome' and 'come over anytime'."


    Karissa walks her friend out as my gaze settles back on the laptop, the afternoon streaming away on the screen. After Melody is gone, Karissa strolls back in, pausing in the doorway. I can sense her gaze burning through me.


    "You skipped school," I say without looking up, "on the first day."


    "She needed me."


    "For what? It's not as if you could do anything."


    She says nothing.


    I can still feel her gaze.


    Glancing up, I meet her eyes. She's staring at me hard.


    "Could you?" she asks. "Could you do something?"


    "Like what?"


    "I don't know… whatever it is you do. Dealing with people and finding things are your specialties, right? That's what you told me. So you can find people, too, right? I mean, you found me."


    "Actually, you found me," I say, hitting pause on the feeds to look at her. "You stumbled right into my path."


    "But you would've found me, eventually," she says. "You were looking for my mother… maybe you still are looking for my mother. I don't know."


    She pauses, staring at me. She formed it as a statement, but I see the questions in her eyes. I'm not going to answer, though, and I don't think she expects me to, because she moves on quickly.


    "I'm just saying, you do things… those kinds of things… so I thought maybe you could find him. For Melody. For me."


    "For you."


    "Yes," she says. "As a favor."


    I lean back in my chair, eyeing her warily. She's opening a door I'm not sure she's ready to walk through. "Tell me something, Karissa."


    She hesitates at my serious tone. "What?"


    "When you poisoned my food, where did you get the drugs from?"


    Her cheeks grow red, a hint of alarm in her eyes as she averts her gaze. "I didn't poison your food. I didn't want to hurt you."


    "You're avoiding the question."


    "It doesn't matter."


    "It does," I say, "to me."


    Shaking her head, she stares at the floor near my desk. "What does this have to do with anything? I'm sorry, okay? Is that what you want to hear? I'm sorry I drugged your food. I'm sorry I ran off in the middle of the night. I'm sorry I led you to my parents. I'm sorry I got my father killed."


    "I thought you didn't have a father."


    "I don't." Her voice has a hard edge to it. "I'm just saying…"


    "You're saying you're sorry," I chime in when she doesn't finish. "But what you're not saying… what you're avoiding saying… is that Paul gave you the drugs that sparked all of it."


    She has no argument for that.


    She just glares at me.


    "Bad things happen to bad people, Karissa."


    "Paul wasn't bad."


    "He endangered you, didn't he?"


    "Yeah, well, you were going to kill me!"


    "I was," I admit, "but I never pretended to be good."


    "What are you trying to say, Naz? Huh?"


    "Exactly what I'm saying: if you want me to look for him, I will, but I'm not going to find him. Nobody will."


    "How do you know?"


    "Because if he was meant to be found, he would've been found already."


    Karissa leans against the doorframe, mulling over my words. Shutting the laptop, I stand up and smooth my suit coat.


    "Look," I say, "why don't we go out and grab some dinner, celebrate the first day of classes."


    "I skipped them, remember? There's not much to celebrate."


    "Nonsense. Regardless of if you were there or not, the day happened. There's a lesson to be learned there, you know. Life goes on without you."


    "I hear you, Plato."


    I smile at her sarcasm as I stroll across the room, pausing in front of her. "I prefer the words of Plautus." I cup her cheek, stroking her warm skin with my thumb. "Let us celebrate with wine and sweet words."


    "I don't know Plautus."


    "Huh." Leaning down, I kiss the corner of her mouth. "He also said the chap that endures hard knocks like a man enjoys a soft time later on."


    She smiles softly when I kiss her again. "What does that mean?"


    "Whatever you want it to mean."


    "What do you want it to mean?"


    I kiss her a third time, nipping at her bottom lip as I pull away. "Maybe I'll show you when we get home."
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    I forgot all about the goddamn Chocolate Mint Tea.


    The full cup is still sitting in the car, perched in the cup holder between the seats, exactly where I set it when heading to pick her up from class. A peculiar odor clings to the interior from the hours old drink.


    It makes my nose twitch.


    Karissa stares at the cup during the drive into the city. I wait for her to ask me about it, but she doesn't say a word. I can feel the tension mounting, though, the theories forming in the back of her mind.


    "I bought it for you," I explain before she even mentions the thing. "I tried to pick you up from class this afternoon."


    Her voice wavers when she responds. "I told you I didn't need a ride home."


    "That's never stopped me before," I say. "You weren't at the school, though, so I tried to call you."


    "Oh, yeah." She finally looks away from the drink to glance at me. "My phone's not working."


    "What did you do to it?"


    She narrows her eyes. "What makes you think I did something?"


    I smile at her defensive tone. "Because I know you. You're hell on that phone."


    She rolls her eyes. "So, okay, I dropped it, and like the screen went black and now it won't turn on, but that doesn't mean I broke it. It could be unrelated, you know. Maybe it just died."


    "Unlikely."


    "Whatever."


    "Regardless, we'll get you a new one. With a new number. I'll put you on my plan."


    "How very... domestic."


    "Well, you're going to be my wife, aren't you?"


    She hesitates.


    Hesitates.


    "You're going to be my wife," I say, not phrasing it as a question this time for my own sanity. "What's mine is yours. Which, for the record, is also a Plautus quote: for what is yours is mine, and mine is all yours."


    She's quiet for a few minutes before clearing her throat. "I am"


    "Are what?"


    "Going to be your wife," she says, "someday."


    "Someday soon," I amend.


    "Not that soon."


    "Soon enough."


    "Whatever."


    "Whatever," I mimic. She's starting to love that damn word. "Speaking of, have you chosen a date? Have you thought about any of it?"


    "No."


    This time there's no hesitation.


    Infuriating woman.


    "No," I echo.


    "It's not that I don't want to," she says. "I think I do."


    "You think you do."


    She groans loudly. "Can you not do that right now?"


    "Can I not do what?"


    "That! Repeating everything I say in that tone you use."


    "Repeating everything," I say, "in the tone I use?"


    "Naz!"


    I breathe deeply, trying to combat the swell of frustration when she yells that name. I don't even realize when I do what she's complaining about. It helps me keep things straight to repeat her, to take her at her word and not misinterpret what she says.


    "You think you want to," I say, picking up her train of thought. "Continue. I'm listening."


    "I think I want to. I still feel how I felt the day you asked me, even though you never really asked me."


    "I never asked you?"


    She cuts her eyes at me, glaring, but doesn't complain that I repeated her words. "You didn't ask. You said 'marry me'. It wasn't a question."


    "Huh."


    She looks at me like she wants me to say more, but I'm not sure how to respond to that.


    "Anyway," she says after a moment, stressing the word. "The point is, yeah, I think I want to, but the whole wedding thing is daunting. I just, I don't know... what's the point? It's not like I have anyone to give me away. Hell, I don't even have anyone to invite. Melody, I guess... I'd invite my mother, but I'd rather it not turn into murder, Game of Thrones style. She wouldn't come, anyway. And now Melody has her own stuff to deal with. I guess we could invite your former in-laws. I'm sure they'd be about as thrilled to attend as the rest of your family, who clearly all hate me. Maybe your father can cater the event."


    Her words have a bitter bite to them.


    I can't help but laugh.


    "My father doesn't hate you."


    "He clearly didn't like me."


    "He just felt bad for you for having to deal with me."


    "I don't need pity."


    I smile at that. "Welcome to my world."
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    "Killer."


    The lone word echoes through the den. I glance up from my work, eyes darting to where Karissa sits on the couch with her notebook. A strange sense of déjà vu hits me. She's back to taking notes while watching cooking shows.


    It's quiet as I stare at her.


    She's frowning, looking right at me.


    "Killer," I repeat.


    Killer.


    "Yes," she says. "Killer."


    I have no idea what she's talking about. Is she calling me a killer? Does she know something she ought not know?


    After a moment, her expression softens, a slight smile touching her lips. "You have no idea what I said, do you?"


    "Killer."


    "Yes," she says. "I said I miss Killer."


    It takes me just as long to comprehend those words, to realize she's talking about a damn dog. I remember her mentioning him when we visited the house in Watertown and then encountering the mutt in her father's house months ago.


    "Ah," I say. "Your dog."


    "Yes, I miss him." Her brow furrows contemplatively. "Is that weird? Everything going on, everything that happened, and I think the dog worries me most."


    "That's a little weird, yes."


    She laughs to herself, turning back to her notebook, and absently scribbles along the edge of the paper. I can tell she's distracted and paying no attention to anything. "I just... I don't know. I sometimes think he's the only innocent one in all of this."


    "The dog," I say, wanting to clarify to make sure we're still on the same page.


    Another laugh. "Yes."


    "You don't think you're innocent?"


    "Me?" she asks incredulously. "Not anymore. You screwed the innocence right out of me. Literally."


    "I'm serious, Karissa."


    "So am I. Maybe I used to be innocent, I don't know, but I'm not anymore."


    "You really believe that?"


    "Yes."


    "Why?"


    "Because I'm with you."


    She means that. I can tell from the tone of her voice. She thinks she's one of the guilty parties, that she played a hand in what's going on.


    "How innocent can I really be to sleep with the man who wants to murder my family?" she asks. "When you first told me about... about Maria, and the baby, and what happened to them... when you told me you wanted justice, I knew what you meant. I knew you were out for blood. And that night you told me, I loved you more for it. I respected you. The bloodlust didn't bother me. It wasn't until I realized you were gunning for me... for my family... that I was bothered by it."


    "I'm not going to hurt you," I say for what feels like the millionth time.


    "I know," she says quietly. "I believe that now. Maybe I always believed it. But you do hurt others. I'm not an idiot. I know what you're capable of. I've seen it. And still, here I am, worrying about a dog and what happened to him. My mother, she's resilient. I worry about her, too, but I just... I don't know. How could I even begin to defend her? I'm not even sure what she's capable of. But the dog... he's done nothing wrong, and I worry about what's going to come of him in this all."


    If I were a shrink, I'd say something about projection, about how's she's channeling her fears for herself into another living thing because she's too scared to face them, but I know she doesn't want to hear that.


    I know, because the hospital made me talk to one of them years ago. I almost ripped his fucking spine out when he tried to diagnose me.


    Personality disorder, my ass.


    No, Karissa wants to talk about the goddamn dog, so I'll talk about it.


    "Don't worry," I say. "Killer will be fine."


    "You mean that?"


    "Sure."


    She smiles, like my words set her at ease, even though it makes no sense. How the hell could I know anything? She goes back to scribbling in her notebook, her eyes bouncing between it and the television as she takes notes.


    My gaze turns back to my laptop, every muscle in my body seizing the moment I look at the screen. There it is, in the top right hand corner, the camera view of the alley beside Cobalt.


    An old Jeep Waggoner.


    I almost missed it, distracted by Karissa. But I know that car. I recognize it. Carmela drove one the entire time she was on the run, the plates fictitious, completely untraceable. I hit pause, isolating the frame and enlarging it. Bingo. I hit play again, running the feed at half the speed. One person in the car, but something else moves around in the backseat.


    Killer.


    "You know, he used to sleep with me at night," Karissa says across the room, still going on about it. "He was kind of my best friend. He could always tell when I was upset or lonely and made a point to keep me company. And yeah, I know it's ridiculous, but he's kind of the only one who's never lied to me."


    "I've never lied to you."


    "That's a damn lie if I've ever heard one," she grumbles. "You're the freaking king of deception."


    "There's a difference between lying and misleading."


    "Maybe to you there is, but not to me."


    I jot down the plate number, not sure how much help it will be, before letting the feed run at regular speed. I go back to all the camera angles, watching as the car circles the club before she speeds away. She hits the end of the alley and takes a right, heading south through the city.


    Sitting back in the chair, my gaze shifts once more to where Karissa sits, tapping her pen against the notebook. She's not watching the television anymore. She's looking at nothing, staring into space.


    Yet again, I'm overcome with how beautiful she is. Physically, she's a combination of her parents, but I don't see them anymore when I look at her. I don't see Johnny's freckles or Carmela's face. I see what's inside. I see the innocence, even if she doesn't feel like it's there anymore… I see it, burning so strong that even sleeping with a man like me could never dim it.


    Sighing, I close the laptop and grab my phone from where it lays on the desk. "I have to make a few calls."


    She glances at me when I speak. "Do you want me to step out?"


    "No," I say, standing up. "You keep doing whatever it is you're doing. I'll be back in a few minutes."


    I use the side door and head out into the empty garage, making sure to shut the door behind me. I pace the cement, toeing a small oil stain in the middle of the garage, pondering what could remove it as I call a few connections. I put the word out that I'm looking for a Jeep Waggoner, giving them the license plate number in case it will help with verification.


    "Fifty grand," I tell them, nearly cringing at my own offer. It's a hefty amount to pay as a reward, but I'm hoping it'll entice them to scrutinize every car they pass. "Nobody confronts her. Nobody touches her. Fifty grand for an address, and I'll handle the rest myself."


    I put the word out to about a dozen heavy-hitters, people I've trusted in the past to keep things quiet while getting the job done. I hang up for the last time thirty minutes later and slip my phone in my pocket as I head inside, going straight for the laundry room to get some detergent.


    Tide.


    I scrub the stain in the garage for damn near an hour, on my hands and knees. I don't stop until every spec of it has faded, my hands scraped and bleeding from the concrete rubbing them raw. Afterward, I head back inside, going upstairs to shower, to wash away the remnants of the day.


    Once I'm clean, I make my way back downstairs wearing only a pair of gray sweats. I hear noise in the kitchen, the banging of pots and pans.


    Karissa's cooking.


    I step in the doorway, pausing, and lean against the doorframe to watch her. She seems more confident now than before, moving around fluidly, those earbuds in her ears. The counter is covered with supplies, a pot of something boiling on the stove, a cast iron skillet sitting beside it.


    She turns, her gaze briefly flickering my way as she heads for the fridge. She pulls out a stick of butter and sets it on the counter, turning my way once more, offering a small smile. It's cautious, wavering as she pulls the earbuds out and drapes them around her neck.


    Her mouth opens, and closes, before opening yet again.


    I know what she's going to ask before she can even find the words to say anything.


    "Are you, uh…?" She pauses, her expression hopeful as she motions toward the stove. "You wouldn't happen to be hungry, would you?"


    "I might be," I say tentatively.


    "Well, I thought I would… that I could… you know… make something."


    My gaze shifts from her to the mess she has already made. "I see that."


    She doesn't come out and ask me.


    She says nothing else, matter of fact.


    She turns away, going back to what she was doing, but leaves the earbuds out so she can hear me, in case I have something to say. I watch her for a few minutes as she tosses cubes of potatoes into the boiling water, watching as she pours some oil into the frying pan. After she has going whatever it is she needs on the stove, she grabs some iceberg lettuce from the fridge and slaps it down on the counter, on top of a chopping board.


    She grabs a small, serrated steak knife and jams it down the center of the head of lettuce. She yanks it back out, and I cringe, shaking my head as I push away from the doorframe. She tries another tactic, going at it from the side, and barely misses stabbing herself with the knife.


    "What are you doing with that lettuce?" I ask, strolling over to her, plucking the knife right out of her hand before she severs a finger. "Other than massacring it, obviously."


    She glares at me, trying to grab the knife back, but I move it out of her reach and toss it in the sink.


    "I'm making a salad," she says, grabbing the large bowl from the counter and waving it toward me as if to make her point. "Or I'm trying to, anyway."


    "Trying is right," I reply, reaching past her and grabbing a 10-inch straight edge Chef's knife. I wave it toward her, taking a page from her book. "This is the knife you should use."


    I flip the head of lettuce over, cutting off the end, and remove the outward layer, tossing it in the trashcan. I cut what's left straight down the center before sectioning it into quarters, quickly cutting it into smaller pieces and tossing them into her bowl. It's finished in under a minute and I turn to her, raising an eyebrow. "What else you got?"


    She's still just standing there, gaping at me. It takes her a moment to respond. "Uh, um… here."


    She grabs some tomatoes and sets them in front of me.


    I dice them quickly, getting rid of the excess juice and seeds, and toss the tomatoes into the bowl. Before I can say a word, Karissa drops some cucumbers in front of me. I stare at them before cutting my eyes at her, seeing the smile playing on her lips as she turns her focus on the pot on the stove. She keeps shoving vegetables my way, even after the salad is done. Onions and green peppers, fresh thyme and oregano, things she needs for whatever she's cooking.


    When all that is done, she sets a block of cheese on the counter. I eye it peculiarly before cutting it into perfect cubes. "What's the cheese for?"


    "Dunno," she says, reaching past me and grabbing a cheese cube, popping it in her mouth. "I just like watching you do that."


    Laughing, I toss the knife in the sink, stopping before she invents something else for me to cut up. "My father showed me how to use a knife when I was a kid. I spent my summers in the back of the deli with him."


    "That's sweet," she says.


    "It's only because I was free labor. He was too cheap to ever hire anybody."


    "Still, I'm sure it was nice getting to spend time with him."


    "Yeah, it was," I concede, wiping down a section of counter, cleaning up my mess. "It was the only time he ever recognized me for something good. Usually it was 'Ignazio, you disappoint me' or 'Ignazio, be a man', but those days he'd look at me and say, 'Ignazio, my son, you did good today'. It was nice to hear that."


    "So he taught you how to cook?"


    "He did."


    "So why don't you?" she asks. "If you're worried about everyone poisoning your food, why don't you just cook for yourself?"


    "Good question," I say. "Maybe I've got a death wish."


    Before she can respond, I give her a smile and walk away. "I'll be in the den if you need anything, Karissa."


    She doesn't stop me.


    I'm thankful for it.


    A few minutes pass—five, maybe ten—before I hear her cursing. Seconds later, I faintly smell smoke. Sighing, I lean back in my chair, hands clasped on the back of my head, my eyes closed.


    I don't know what's happening, but I'm sure she can handle it. If not, she knows where I am.


    Eventually, her cursing tapers off, and all goes quiet. I get lost in the peace for a moment until I hear her voice. "Naz?"


    Opening my eyes, I look at her in the doorway. The tentative expression is back. "Yes?"


    "If you're hungry, the food is finished."


    She fidgets like a nervous child awaiting punishment. I nod in acknowledgement. "I'll be there in a minute."


    It's a small concession on my behalf, but to her it's everything. Her face lights up, eyes sparkling. I get a glimpse of her radiant smile as she leaves the room, easing my worries.


    I'm offering her my trust again.


    When I walk into the dining room, she's already seated at the table, in the same chair she always sits in with or without me. I take the seat across from her, eyeing our plates warily. Steak with loaded mashed potatoes and a bowl of salad.


    "We can switch plates, if you want," she says quickly. "Or not, either way. We could even go halfsies, you know... like, share."


    "It's fine," I say, pushing back my natural paranoia. "So you made steak."


    "It's your favorite," she says. "I remember you telling me that."


    "It is."


    I pick up my fork and knife and immediately cut into it. The outside is seared nicely while the inside is dark pink, borderline rare.


    "I wasn't sure how you like it, and well, honestly, I don't think I could cook it a specific way. I had all these notes but when it came down to it, I kind of just threw it on and hoped for the best."


    I cut off a small piece and pop it in my mouth.


    I don't think she could ever look happier than she does at the moment. She takes a bite of her own, chewing as she tries to contain her smile. There's nothing sinister about the pull of her lips.


    We eat and chat, like a normal couple doing normal things. I've eaten meals personally prepared by world-renowned chefs, but none ever meant quite as much as what's on my plate. She poured her soul out and offered it up, and it isn't perfect, but it was made for me.


    I don't waste any of it.


    I crack open a bottle of wine afterward and we drink heartily, the alcohol loosening her lips as she relaxes, talking about any and everything. By the time the bottle is empty, she's pretty well lit. I can see it in her eyes as they glisten under the lights of the dining room.


    She gets up to take care of our plates but I reach out and grab her wrist, stopping her before she can take them away. Prying the dirty plates from her fingers, I shove them down the table, ignoring her feeble protests as I pull her onto my lap. She straddles me, her skirt riding up, her arms wrapping around my neck. My hands graze her knees before slowly running up her thighs, settling just beneath the material of her skirt as I lean forward, softly kissing her.


    Her lips taste bitter, like the wine she drank.


    But her words are sweet as she whispers to me.


    "I love you, Naz," she says, the declaration barely a breath that I greedily inhale. "God help me, but I do. I love you."


    It's the first time she's said that to me in months.


    My left hand finds home on her hip, holding her there, while my right grazes the spot between her thighs, slipping beneath the fabric to stroke her clit. She moans into my mouth, kissing me hungrily, her fingers running through my hair. She's warm, and slick, my fingers caressing her before sliding right in. Her hips shift as she grinds in my lap, seeking more friction. I happily give it to her.


    "That's it," I tell her as she fucks my fingers, my thumb stroking her clit every time she moves. "Take what you want from me."


    She whimpers, her eyes closed, her pace increasing. "More."


    "More what?" I ask, my lips finding her neck. "Tell me what you want."


    "You," she whispers, her voice strained. "I want you."


    "What part of me?"


    "All of you."


    I smile against her skin, nipping at her throat when she tilts her head back. "I'm right here, baby, and I'll give you anything you want. All you have to do is tell me what it is."


    Her breath hitches when my thumb presses harder, rubbing her clit faster. She's getting close already. The woman has buttons I'm an expert at pushing, my hands tuned to every inch of her body. Just a few more strokes send her barreling right over the edge. Her body tenses, her face contorting with pleasure as she stutters out my name.


    Standing, I lift her up and plant her right on the table, pushing her back onto it. She doesn't resist, her eyes opening and meeting mine as I grip the sides of her panties and pull them down her legs. I toss them on the floor and drop to my knees, knocking the chair away. My mouth meets her pussy, my tongue sweeping along her entrance before plunging in, tasting every bit of her.


    It's Heaven.


    She grinds her hips as her hands drift to her breasts, clutching them like she's holding on for dear life. I touch and caress, licking and sucking, fucking her with my tongue, driving her right back over the edge.


    Once she relaxes from her second orgasm, I rise to my feet and stare down at her, splayed out on the table. Leaning down, I kiss her mouth, unable to stop my grin when her tongue sweeps along my lips.


    "Thank you for dinner," I tell her, my hand stroking her outer thigh. "But I especially love dessert."


    She grabs ahold of me when I try to pull away, wrapping her arms around me tightly. "I want you."


    "I heard you before."


    "I want you inside of me," she says, a flush overcoming her cheeks. "I want all of you, yeah, but right now I want you to fuck me."


    Smirking, I pull her hands from around my neck as I peck small kisses on her mouth. "Whatever the lady wants."


    I fuck her, right there, on the table. Fuck her on her back, on her side, on her stomach. I fuck her so hard her squeals turn to screams, then I fuck her slow and deep, moving agonizingly. She falls apart all around me, under me, over me, the tiny little threads that hold her together unweaving, leaving her stripped down to the core. She's uninhibited, intoxicated, and she's vulnerable to my touch.


    I fuck her like I've never fucked her before.


    And then I take her upstairs and I fuck her some more.


    Afterward, we lay in bed, her body draped around mine, not a stitch of clothing covering either of us. Our skin glows from sweat and satisfaction under the gleam of moonlight streaming through the window. My fingertips absently trail her bare back, blindly drawing shapes around her scattering of freckles, as she sleeps soundly, her head on my chest. She doesn't even stir when my phone starts beeping on the nightstand beside me, somebody calling.


    Carefully, I reach over and pick up the phone, glancing at the screen. Unknown Caller. I hesitate before answering on a whim. "Yeah?"


    There's a moment of silence before a vaguely familiar voice comes on, one of the guys who runs point in upstate New York. "You know that call you put out earlier?"


    "Yes."


    "Well, I found her," the man says. "I'm looking at the car right now."


    I hesitate, glancing down at Karissa, ensuring she's still fast asleep. Just a few hours. That's all it took for her to be found. She evaded me for years, but she's not running anymore.


    I killed her husband.


    I took her daughter.


    I knocked her feet out from under her.


    "Text me the address."


    "Sure thing," he says. "And, uh, about that reward…"


    "The minute I get what I need, you'll get what you want. Got it?"


    "Got it."


    I hang up, slipping the phone back on the nightstand. I don't look at it when it beeps with a text message. I don't want to know right now. Not today. Just one more night is all I need. One more night where I can pretend I don't have to do what it is I have to do. One more night of a clear conscience. Because come sun up, when I have to face reality again, I know I'm going to have to do the one thing I promised I wouldn't do.


    I have to intentionally hurt Karissa.


    I have to kill her mother.


    Gathering her hair, I push it away, out of her face, as I rouse her from sleep. "Karissa," I whisper, shaking her slightly as I shift around in the bed. "Wake up, sweetheart."


    She stirs, opening her eyes, and blinks a few times as she looks up at me. A sleepy smile overcomes her lips, that happiness coating her face. Blissfully ignorant. I remember how that felt. I envy it, for the moment.


    I want it for myself again.


    "What's wrong?" she asks, her voice thick with sleep.


    "Nothing," I tell her, shifting her beneath me so I can hover over her beautiful frame. "There's absolutely nothing wrong. How could there be? I have you."


    I didn't think it was possible, but her radiance grows. She wraps her arms around me, pulling me to her for a kiss, as I settle between her legs. I'm hard already. Again.


    I push inside of her slowly, holding her tightly as I do, listening for the sound of her breath. The gasp of pleasure washes through me and I shiver, nuzzling into her warm neck.


    I don't fuck her this time.


    I can't.


    I don't want to.


    I make love to her, pouring my soul out to her like she did for me this afternoon. I trail light kisses everywhere I can reach, whispering how much I love her, the words ghosting across her skin. My nose brushes against hers as I stare into her eyes, drinking in the innocence.


    "There's something about you," I say quietly. "Something I've sought for a very long time."


    Her smile wavers, her expression sobering. "I've heard those words before."


    "I know you have." I'd told her this exact thing the night in her dorm room. "And now that I've found it, Karissa, I'm not sure I can let it go."


    She reaches up, brushing her hands through the hair that wisps across the forehead, before she cradles my face. "Then don't."
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    The injury therefore that you do to a man should be such that you need not fear his revenge.


    The quote from The Prince has always been one of my favorites. I've lived my life by it for as long as I can remember. It's a lesson I learned through experience, through bloodlust and bloodshed. It's a lesson that has kept me alive and led to many other deaths.


    If you're going to hurt someone, make it fatal.


    Don't wound. Kill.


    Don't let them walk away.


    It's a code those in the old country live by—you don't just kill a man, you kill his whole family. Orphaned sons grow up to be vengeful men. Widowed husbands come looking for blood eventually.


    I sit in my car, once more in the small town of Dexter, just a few miles to the west of Watertown. My vintage copy of Machiavelli's book lies open in my lap as I thumb through the warped, water damaged pages in the darkness. I couldn't believe it, when I looked at my phone this morning and the familiar address of the flower shop in Watertown greeted me.


    Carmela went back home, it seems.


    I'm curious why, and I have a few theories: maybe because it's the only place Karissa would know to look for her mother, or maybe it's because Carmela has nowhere else to go. But I think it's more complex, like maybe she knows what's coming, and when it happens, she wants it to be on her terms.


    She has the upper hand here.


    Or so she thinks.


    Through the woods, I can see the house. The Jeep Wagoneer was abandoned at the shop in town, the doors all locked up. I'm not sure if she went back here or not, but she's in the area somewhere, and I don't know where else she'd go at night.


    She has no money.


    She had no friends.


    She probably wouldn't expect me to bother looking here, since I'd already cleared her out of the place.


    I linger for a while, just biding my time, watching the house as my hands stroke the cover of the book. It's all quiet, and dark, appearing abandoned, and I'm close to second-guessing myself when there's movement in the yard. Shadows move, the grass disturbed, seconds before a faint bark cuts through the silence.


    Killer.


    I watch attentively as the front door of the house just barely cracks open and the small dog darts straight inside. I continue to stare at it, even after all is still again, contemplating where to go from here.


    Reaching into the center console, I pull out the small caliber handgun, carefully double-checking to make sure it's still loaded.


    It's nearing midnight when I get out of my car and slowly make my way through the woods, watching my surroundings. No motion lights outside, I imagine, since the dog didn't trigger them. I'm thinking there isn't even any electricity.


    That makes it tricky.


    People take for granted the sounds that surround them. We tune them out naturally, but when they're gone, we miss them. They mask the unknown, and without that buffer, every creak and groan sounds grave and unnatural.


    I approach the house, heading around the side of it. I remember the layout from the visit with Karissa. I head to where her old bedroom window would be, recalling her story not long ago about the windows. Her mother made a habit of nailing them shut, but Karissa rejected it and jimmied hers back open.


    I try the widow, praying Carmela didn't catch it. It moves easily, barely making a creak. I haul myself up, careful to pull myself inside. My feet hit the wooden floor and I pause there for a moment, letting myself get used to the stuffy darkness.


    It's deathly silent.


    Once I've adjusted, I stand up, gripping the gun firmly as I stroll toward the door. It isn't latched. I remember. Karissa's bedroom door had always been broken.


    I make my way toward Carmela's bedroom, my footsteps so light they don't make a sound. Her door is shut. I grasp the knob, testing it.


    Unlocked.


    I take a deep breath to steady myself, wondering if this is how Johnny did it, if this is how he felt when he broke into my house, when he killed my wife in the middle of the night. Did he hesitate outside the bedroom door? Did he even for a moment consider backing out?


    Or was it easy for him, stepping inside, cocking that shotgun and destroying my life?


    Shaking those thoughts away, I turn the knob and push the door open. It lets out an awful groan. The world around me seems to fall into slow motion while I still move at the speed of light. The noise echoes, everything around me crystal clear.


    A dog growls nearby as the bed shifts.


    Carmela sits straight up.


    A second passes.


    I stare at that familiar face, into those terror-filled eyes. A lifetime plays out around us, a world of memories and all those missed chances, the flood of what-could-have-been.


    Could've been, but never will, because it's too late.


    The chance is gone.


    I raise my gun.


    Another second.


    I pull the trigger.


    BANG


    A single bullet rips right through Carmela's skull, dropping her instantly. I hesitated longer than she even felt it.


    The growling turns to frantic barking. I turn the gun, pointing it at the mutt. His ears are laid back as he viciously bears his teeth, coming right toward me defensively. My gloved finger rests on the trigger.


    I try.


    I try.


    I fucking try to do it, to pull the goddamn trigger, but I can't.


    I can't do it.


    "Fuck," I curse to myself, dropping the gun, abandoning it. The clank of metal against the floor makes the dog cower briefly. He whimpers before growling once more, terrified but protective, following me through the house as I head for the front door. I unlock it, opening it, holding it open for the dog to run out, but he backs away, staying in the foyer.


    I consider leaving him there.


    I almost do.


    But I can't.


    Again, I can't do it.


    Karissa's voice echoes in the back of my head.


    She loves him.


    He's innocent.


    On a whim I reach down and snatch ahold of the dog, lugging it outside with me. He barks and wiggles, frantic to escape my grasp. The second my grip loosens, he rears back, bearing his teeth as he clamps down on my forearm.


    Pain shoots through arm and I instinctively let go. Shit. The dog hits the ground and I expect him to run, to escape, but he just stands there, growling some more.


    Shaking it off, I do what I need to, improvising to ignite a spark, sending the porch of the house up in flames. I watch the fire spread, my thoughts drifting, a strange numbness running through me.


    The affects of watching death used to linger for hours, making my fingertips tingle and my heart race, my body twitching as I tried to come down from it, but there's nothing today.


    No euphoria.


    No adrenaline.


    Nothing.


    My heart isn't racing. There's no life inside of me.


    I'm a monster.


    Karissa was right about me.


    The only thing I feel at the moment is the throbbing of my arm and the stream of blood from the fresh wound running along my skin.


    I can't believe the mutt bit me.


    I save his life and this is the thanks I get?


    I wait until the flames start sweeping through the house before I walk away. The dog follows me to my car, growling, trying to intimidate me. I have no time to dawdle, no time to waste. Someone will see the fire and call it in, and I can't be here when they come.


    Nobody around here can know I exist.


    Opening the back door, I snatch a hold of the dog and throw him in the backseat before he can bite me again.
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    Dr. Carter's once again half-asleep. He stands at his front door, blinking rapidly as he gapes at me under his dim porch light. "Another?"


    His voice is gritty, full of disbelief.


    He didn't expect to see me again so soon.


    He thinks my body count has risen again.


    It has, sure, but I don't need him for this one, just as I hadn't needed him when I killed Johnny. Ray would want evidence, tangible proof that justice was served.


    He'd want Carmela found.


    Shaking my head, I yank my shirtsleeve up, showing him the bite. Blood streams down my arm. I can feel it seeping into my button down shirt, staining the pristine white a dark shade of red.


    "Come in," he says, waving for me to step inside, his eyes frantically darting all around before he shuts the door behind me. I follow him down the hallway, to the kitchen, trying not to drip blood on his floor.


    Not because I care about his things.


    More like I don't want to leave more of myself behind than I have to.


    This isn't the first time he's sewn me up, and it won't be the last. I take a seat at his kitchen table as he flicks on the overhead light and gets down to business. His supplies are gathered, the bare minimum needed: just a needle and some thread.


    I'd do it myself, but I can't sew for shit.


    I know.


    I've tried.


    "I just need to grab the anesthetic," he grumbles, heading for the doorway, but I reach out and grab his arm, stopping him. His panicked gaze darts down to where my hand clutches him before he meets my eyes.


    "Don't bother," I say, letting go of him. "Just get on with it."


    "Are you sure?"


    "I wouldn't say it if I wasn't."


    Nodding, he proceeds to clean up the blood and disinfect the wound. It burns as the peroxide seeps into the small gashes lining the circular injury. I can make out the imprint of teeth, the skin already bruising in the familiar pattern.


    The veterinarian eyes it warily before getting to work.


    I hardly feel the needle when it goes in.


    "Run in with an animal tonight?" he asks, making the first stitch.


    "I don't think that's any of your business."


    "No, you're right," he mutters. "It isn't."


    Just a few stitches to close the biggest gash and he's done, pushing away from the table to clean up the mess. "When was your last tetanus shot, Vitale?"


    "You'd know better than I would."


    He pauses, contemplating. "You should probably get a booster, just to be safe."


    "I'm not worried about it."


    "You should be. Tetanus is—"


    "The least of my problems right now."


    "Well, at least let me get you some antibiotics."


    "Don't bother," I say. "I'm not going to take them."


    He shakes his head, turning to me. He's wide-awake now. He knows his chance for peaceful slumber is over. "It's amazing you're still alive, you know."


    "I know," I admit, standing up. "I'll get going now."


    I leave before he can offer any more sort of inane care, heading back out to my car. I pause beside it, seeing the dog in the backseat, still growling at me.


    My gaze turns to the doorway, to where Carter stands, watching me. I motion with my head toward the backseat. "You think you can do something with this for me?"


    His eyes widen. "The dog?"


    "Yes."


    "You don't mean..." He turns his head toward the back yard. "You don't want me to... do you?"


    His stammering makes me laugh.


    "I'm not telling you to kill it," I say. "I'm just asking you to do something with it. Tie it up out back, just temporarily, until I can make other arrangements."


    Opening the back door, I let the dog run out. I don't wait for Carter to say anything else, to even confirm he'll take care of the thing. Without another look, I get in the car to leave right away.


    It's nearing sun up when I reach my neighborhood in Brooklyn, a touch of light spanning along the horizon. I'm exhausted, and frustrated, wishing I felt something more.


    I pull the car into the garage, knowing I'm going to clean it out first thing, and head inside to get what I need. A towel, bleach, something to get rid of the dog hair. Something to wipe away the memory.


    I always expected to feel relief.


    I expected to feel a burden lifted.


    But as I step into the house and come face-to-face with a concerned Karissa in the kitchen, what I really feel is a heavier weight pressing upon me. My chest constricts when I see the worry in her eyes… worry about where I've been, worry about what I might've done last night.


    She can't even begin to imagine...


    "You're home," she says, her voice low like maybe she's really saying it to herself.


    I respond anyway. "And you're awake early."


    "I couldn't sleep."


    "Me, either."


    I quickly kiss her cheek, making sure not to linger too long, before I head straight upstairs. I strip off my clothes, tossing them with the dirty, making a mental note to discard the button down before Karissa finds it. I head into the bathroom and wash up before pulling on a fresh suit and heading back downstairs.


    It only took a few minutes.


    She's still in the kitchen.


    The scent of coffee clings to the air as she brews a fresh cup in the machine. I walk right past it, opting for a bottle of water from the fridge.


    "If you need me," I say, "I'll be in the garage."


    "Doing what?"


    "Cleaning out the car."


    "You just did that not long ago."


    I don't bother to respond, not knowing what to say, as I head back out. I half expect her to follow me, but she doesn't. My own relief startles me. As much as I love having her around, I felt an inkling of something when I looked in her eyes, something I haven't felt in a long time.


    Regret.


    I've never regretted anything.


    I certainly don't want to start now.
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 There hasn't been a murder in Dexter, New York in over a decade. Not a single arson. Not even an assault. The only crime the small community sees is thievery, but one night in town, I destroy it all.


    It's front-page news of the Watertown Daily Times.


    Community Shocked by Violence


    I stroll into Cobalt two days later, clutching a copy of the newspaper. Kelvin watches me curiously, not bothering to bow his head as I walk right past. I hear Ray's voice echoing through the club, loud and angry. Something has him in a bad mood.


    He's about to get much, much happier, I think.


    The yelling is coming from the office in the back. I stop by the bar, grabbing a beer to soothe my nerves, and head toward his office after taking a swig. I knock on the door, his grumbling cutting off at the sound, before he snaps, "Somebody's interrupting. I'll call you back after I deal with them."


    My insides instinctively tense at his obvious anger, but outwardly I show no sign of distress. I hear him stomp across the room, the door yanked open, his voice calling out. "This better be good."


    He sees me standing there, his expression shifting with surprise. He wasn't expecting it to be me.


    "Vitale," he says. "Do you need something from me?"


    "No," I respond, holding the paper out, tapping it against his broad chest, "but you needed something from me."


    I can tell he's annoyed, but he reins it in, grabbing the paper and glancing at the front page. I stroll past him, not waiting for an invitation, and take a seat in one of the chairs on the opposite side of his desk.


    "Perdio!" he exclaims, shutting the door as he lingers behind me. "You did it, didn't you?"


    I read the article while sitting in traffic. I know exactly what it says. Police are working to identify the female body found shot and burned in the old house in Dexter. Nowhere in the article lists her name, but it's only a matter of time before they figure it out.


    "You did it," he says again, sounding awestruck as he walks over and plops in his chair. He scans the paper for a moment before his eyes meet mine. "You fucking did it."


    I don't respond.


    I don't have to.


    His elated laughter tells me no words are necessary. He slaps the paper down on top of the desk as he leans back in his chair, eyeing me.


    "I gotta be honest, Vitale," he says. "I didn't think you'd do it. I really thought you'd gone soft, that you'd gotten too weak to handle business. That girl got under your skin, and I thought she broke you… I thought you forgot who you were, that you forgot why we were here… that you forgot what that family did. What they stole from you. I thought she made you forget, but now I'm thinking maybe you didn't forget at all."


    "I'll never forget."


    Ray glances down at the paper once more. "And you didn't forgive, either."


    "Of course I didn't," I say. "There's no forgiveness for what happened. They paid for their betrayal, so it's over now. I took care of it. It's done."


    He stares at me, not responding to my declaration. It makes my stomach clench from anxiety. After a moment, his eyes drift back to the newspaper on his desk as he drums his fingers against the old wood.


    "You know, I had a run in with that detective not long ago," he says. "That Jameson prick."


    "So did I. He always has questions."


    "Yeah, but this time he knew things, things he shouldn't know. He connected dots he shouldn't be able to connect. Maybe you aren't getting sloppy, but someone's getting mouthy, and I don't like it. I don't like being harassed. One reason I've always relied on you, Vitale, is because you kept them at bay. But that isn't working anymore. It isn't working, because there's a rat in our midst."


    "Any idea who?"


    He eyes me hard. "A few months ago, the picked up your girl, didn't they? She went down to the station with them."


    It's like he's doused my body in gasoline and lit a match right in front of me. The cold tension that seizes me makes my heart ache in my chest. Anger brews in my gut. I stare back at him, those words repeatedly rolling through my head. I can't believe he'd say that.


    Can't believe he'd suggest it.


    Sitting up straight, I point my beer at him, not liking where this is going. "Don't say it unless you mean it." I take a swig, having to force it down my throat. "Some things can't be taken back, Ray, so I'm warning you…"


    "You're warning me?"


    "I'm warning you," I say again. "Don't say it unless you mean it."


    He hesitates.


    Strained silence chokes the room.


    After a moment, he looks away, opening a drawer in his desk and grabbing a large manila envelope. He pauses as he holds it before opening the top flap. He glances inside, pulling out the contents, and holds it out so I can see. My gaze drifts from him to it, and I tense at the photograph… a photograph of Karissa, standing outside the police station, Detective Jameson right beside her.


    No.


    No fucking way.


    She wouldn't do that.


    She wouldn't talk to them.


    Not about anything.


    Not about me.


    No way.


    Ray drops that photograph to the desk before pulling out another… and another… and another… dropping each one on top of the last. A dozen, maybe more. I stop counting. I stop looking. My eyes meet Ray's. He doesn't look smug at all. I sense no satisfaction.


    No, I see pity.


    Pity.


    Fuck his pity.


    "She wouldn't do it," I say. "It's a misunderstanding."


    Ray says nothing to me before grabbing his phone and dialing a number. As soon as the line picks up, he mumbles, "Come in here for a second, will you?"


    Moments later, there's a knock at the door. It opens, and in walks Kelvin. He glances between us nervously before focusing on his boss. "Sir?"


    Ray motions toward the photographs. "Is this a misunderstanding?"


    "No, sir," he says right away. "I followed her straight from the house in Brooklyn… she was inside the police station thirty, maybe forty minutes, before that detective walked her out. They stood out front for a few minutes, maybe five. I couldn't hear a lot of what they were saying, but he told her to come back if she had any more information."


    As soon as he finishes, Ray motions toward the door, and out Kelvin goes again, leaving us alone.


    "You had her followed," I say. "You had him tail her."


    "I'm surprised you didn't," Ray counters, not an ounce of remorse in his words. "So unlike you to be so trusting. It's a good thing I wasn't snowed. That girl has Rita blood pumping through her veins. You think you can believe a word she says to you? The apple doesn't fall far from the tree, Vitale."


    I shake my head. I don't believe it. I can't. Karissa wouldn't double-cross me. She wouldn't rat me out.


    She wouldn't do that.


    She loves me.


    Ray gathers up the pictures, shoving them back in the envelope before pushing it toward me. "Here, you keep them. Call it a souvenir. I don't need them anymore."


    I ignore them, not breaking eye contact. "What do you expect me to do?"


    "Nothing," he says as he relaxes back in his chair. "Love her or leave her—I don't care. It doesn't matter anymore. You say it's done? Then it's done. I'm not going to tell you to kill her. What happens now is up to you. It's your skin. You do whatever you have to do."


    I snatch the envelope from the desk and stand up, walking out without saying another word to him. I pass the waitress, dropping my bottle right on her tray. Kelvin stands at the entrance to Cobalt, looking at me curiously as I approach. He expects me to go right by without acknowledging him and is caught off guard when I grab his collar and slam him against the wall. It knocks the breath from him, and he inhales sharply, fear shining from his eyes.


    "Don't go near her," I tell him, my voice a low growl. "I don't want to catch you ever following her again."


    "But I was… I mean… he ordered me to!"


    "I don't care," I tell him. "He might kill you for not following orders, but if I catch you within a mile of her, I will kill you. Got it?"


    "Yes, sir." His voice trembles. "Got it."
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    She's in the kitchen.


    I stand in the doorway, still, stoic. She's cooking, again. The scent of the food is strong and makes my stomach churn.


    It's not hunger.


    It's sickness.


    She didn't hear me come inside, hasn't noticed me standing here yet, giving me a moment to collect myself as I watch her. She seems at ease. Happy, even. She flits around in front of the stove, wielding a spatula, a smile on her face. I wonder if she's proud of what we have, of what we're building, or if she's only happy right now because she thinks I'm not around.


    I clutch the envelope in my hand at my side, not wanting to believe the evidence it contains. Looking at her, I feel myself ripped in half, my loyalty skewed. Rats die. That's just how it is. Loose lips get sewn shut before they're tossed right off the ship.


    There aren't any exceptions this time.


    There can't be.


    Why do I always have to make her mine?


    I've killed men for less than what these photographs show. I've cut their throats in their sleep for even thinking of talking to the police. But the thought of killing her, of even hurting her, guts me. I may as well stick the knife through my own chest, rip out my heart with my bare hands and watch its last beat. It's been a long time since I invested in someone the way I've invested in her. Last time, it killed me emotionally. This time, it might finally be physically.


    Because failing Ray's test doesn't mean bad marks.


    It means certain death.


    Johnny Rita couldn't kill me, but Ray, I think, could.


    Ray could bring the whole world down upon me.


    And he would.


    It's her life or my own.


    It's crueler than an order.


    He's forcing me to choose.


    Her death would be my fault, my choice, solely on my hands, and I'd have to live with it every day. It would be there in the morning when I awoke and still be there at night when I tried to sleep. I'm a murderer. I won't sugarcoat the label. I wear it with pride. But this?


    This is suicide.


    Karissa turns, startling when she spots me standing there. Gasping, she grasps her chest, dropping the spatula in surprise. She gapes at me, and I see the flicker of fear in her eyes, fear she tries to shove away as she put that smile back on her face. It's forced now, though. There's no more happiness.


    "Naz?" she says. "Are you okay?"


    "Why wouldn't I be, Karissa?"


    "I, uh… I don't know." She reaches down and picks up the spatula again. "You look kind of, uh…"


    "Kind of what?"


    "Upset."


    Upset.


    That's putting it mildly.


    Inside, I'm a fucking mess.


    "I'm fine," I lie. Blatantly. She can tell I'm not fine. "How are you?"


    "Fine." She eyes me warily. "Seriously, are you okay? Did something happen?"


    Did something happen? Yeah, something happened. My gaze shifts to the envelope as I shake my head. "Do you trust me, Karissa?"


    "Uh…" She hesitates, tossing the spatula in the sink. "I'm trying to. I trust you won't hurt me, if that's what you mean, but as far as really trusting you… I don't know. I guess I do. Why?"


    "Just curious," I say, strolling into the kitchen. "And do you think I should trust you?"


    "Of course."


    "Because I started to," I say, "and that wasn't easy for me. It took a lot for me to give you my trust again."


    "I know," she says, her voice quiet. "You can trust me."


    "So there isn't anything you want to tell me?" I ask. "Nothing you want to get off your chest?"


    Her brow furrows at my line of questioning. "No."


    "Nothing at all?"


    "No, nothing." Her expression is full of confusion. "What is this about, Naz?"


    Wordlessly, I stare at her, before opening the envelope and reaching inside. Holding it up, I pull out the top photograph, just far enough for her to see what it is. She stares at it blankly for a moment before her eyes widen with recognition. Her gaze darts straight to me, panicked, that fear returning.


    The knife in my chest is being twisted.


    "Where did you get that?" she asks. "Who took it?"


    "Kelvin. You remember Kelvin, right? The bouncer from the club? I suppose some of those times you felt like you were being watched, you actually were."


    Her eyes widen even further. "You had me followed? You said you didn't. You lied to me!"


    "I lied to you?" I ask incredulously, shaking the photograph in her face. "You told me I could trust you."


    "You can," she says. "That's not what it looks like. I don't know what he told you, but it's not what it seems."


    "It isn’t? Because it seems to me, Karissa, like you got caught talking to the police."


    "I didn't get caught. It wasn't like that."


    "It wasn't? Because I don't remember you telling me about it. I don't remember you coming to me."


    "That's because you were hurt," she says, shaking her head as she turns the stove off, abandoning whatever she's cooking. "Jesus, Naz, you'd just been shot! You had enough to deal with. I was trying to be strong… for you, for me… for us. I was trying, okay? And every time I left the house, every time I went somewhere, those detectives were around. So I talked to them."


    "You talked to them."


    "Yes, when you were injured."


    "When I was injured," I say. "You talked to them."


    "Ugh, stop that!" she growls. "Stop repeating me. I went there because they wouldn't leave us alone. I went there because you were hurt, Naz, because you'd been shot, and I wanted to know what they were doing about it. So I asked, and then they asked me to help you, so I told them what I knew."


    Anger, sometimes, is bitter cold.


    It's harsher than red-hot rage.


    There's the blue.


    "You told them what you knew?"


    "I told them who shot you."


    I step toward her, tossing the envelope beside the stove as I go toe-to-toe with her, backing her up against the counter. "You don't know who shot me."


    "Yes, I do," she says, her voice shaking. I can tell she's trying to hold it together. "I'm not an idiot. Just because you don't tell me things doesn't mean I can't figure them out on my own. I know who shot you."


    "And you told them."


    "I did," she says. "I told them, because it was better than the alternative."


    "What, exactly, is the alternative, Karissa?" I ask, looking down at her. "Tell me why you really did it. Tell me why you talked to the police."


    "I just told you why," she says. "If it went any further, one of you would end up dead. I couldn't just let that happen. So I told them my mother shot you, I reported her to the police, because I'd rather her be in jail than in a grave!"


    These words aren't what I wanted to hear.


    I hoped for a denial.


    A stitch of repudiation that I could cling to.


    I needed her to tell me it was a misunderstanding.


    That she would never talk to the police.


    But she's confirming one of my worst fears.


    "And the other stuff," I say. "Why did you tell them it?"


    "What other stuff?"


    "Come on, Karissa… you just told me you weren't an idiot. Don't act ignorant now. They know things… things they wouldn't know unless somebody told them. Things I did. Maybe I haven't flat out told you about them, but like you said, I don't have to. You can put it all together yourself. So tell me, sweetheart, did you tell them how much of a monster I am? How I killed your father… how I killed your professor?"


    The color drains from her face.


    She knows I did it, but I never blatantly confessed to her before.


    "I didn't say anything."


    "So you didn't tell them I was coming after your family? You didn't tell them about the man at the body shop? You didn't tell them about the man who didn't come home from Vegas with us?"


    "I didn't," she whispers. "I swear."


    "And you expect me to believe you?"


    "Yes."


    "Why would I?"


    "Because I'm telling the truth."


    I want to believe there isn't more, that she didn't spill every dirty detail, but the evidence is stacked against her and she's already confessed to part of it. I want to believe in her.


    I'm not sure I can.


    "I didn't do it," she says. "Whatever they know, it didn't come from me. I didn't tell them anything about you. I told them my mother shot you. That's all. I swear. I wanted to stop all of this. It didn't want anyone else to die! I thought if they arrested her, she'd be safe. I thought you'd be safe. I was trying to save both of your lives!"


    "And you endangered yours in the process yet again," I say, laughing bitterly as I back up a step. I need some room to breathe… to think. Running my hands through my hair, I growl with frustration, trying to purge the aggression that's building beneath my skin. "Do you know what happens to people who rat? Do you know what we do to them? Christ. You're supposed to lawyer up—that's what you do. You keep your mouth shut and they go away. Because that man? Jameson? He doesn't give a shit about me. He doesn't care about your mother, or you. He doesn't care about anything. All you gave him was validation. You gave him the justification he wanted to continue. The only person you helped is him."


    "I didn't mean—"


    "It doesn't matter," I say, cutting her off. "Don't say it unless you mean it. How many times have I told you that? Huh? You said it, and now you have to stand by it. And now I have to…"


    Her voice trembles as she asks, "Have to what?"


    Turning, I head for the door, not answering that question.


    What am I supposed to say?


    Now I have to decide who else will die because of this?
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    There are worse things than being alone.


    Being lonely, for one.


    It's torture, being in a room with someone, breathing the same air, but feeling miles away. The isolation you feel, sharing a bed with someone you can't connect with, is insurmountable. Some people get off on casual sex, they relish in the physical pleasure, but that's never been enough for me. I've slept with a few women since my wife died, casual flings that ended as quickly as they started.


    I got nothing out of it.


    Afterward, I'd lie in bed beside some woman as she bathed in a post coital glow, coated in sweat and body fluids, and feel nothing but desolation. Disgust. It reeked of desperation.


    It was always the loneliest moment of my life.


    Until now.


    Karissa's lying in bed beside me, both of us wide-awake. I could reach over and touch her if I wanted, run my rough fingertips along the curves of her soft frame, but succumbing to the temptation feels a lot like surrendering. Sex, with her, always had passion, toeing the thin line between love and hate. Touching her tonight would be dangerous. I could just as easy condemn her as I could forgive her, wrapping my hand around her throat and forgetting to let go.


    Sighing exasperatedly, I sit up, my feet hitting the floor beside the bed. I run my hands down my face. I'm exhausted, physically and mentally, but I'm not going to get any sleep.


    The moment I stand, her voice calls out to me. "Ignazio?"


    Not Naz. Ignazio.


    I think she knows that gets to me.


    "Not right now," I say as I head for my closet. "I can't do this with you right now, Karissa."


    She says something else, but I don't stick around to hear it. I grab a suit and walk out, putting it on and pulling myself together as I head downstairs. It only takes me a few minutes, and I slip on my shoes in the den, grabbing my keys before heading outside.


    I lock the door behind me.


    I need some space.


    I need some answers.


    I need to fucking think.


    It's five in the morning, and there's not too much traffic on the streets as I drive around the outer boroughs before heading to Manhattan. I'm not sure where I'm going or what I'm even doing, ending up in Hell's Kitchen before dawn. I drive through the old neighborhood, the streets I ran growing up. The streets where Johnny Rita was my best friend, where Carmela was like a sister to me, where I fell in love with Maria.


    They're all dead now.


    All three of them.


    Depends on who you ask, I might have all of their blood on my hands.


    I pull the car in a spot along the street and get out but don't bother to feed the meter. I have no change on me. I stroll down the sidewalk, toward the old brick townhouse, oddly a shade lighter than the rest of the places on the block.


    It's dark, no lights on, but it doesn't matter.


    I have no intention of going inside.


    I hesitate in front of it, staring at the chipped paint of the black front door, before I take a seat on the grungy steps leading to it. I sit in silence under the dim outside light, gazing around the neighborhood.


    After a few minutes, the door behind me unexpectedly opens. I don't turn around, don't bother to look. I can feel eyes boring into the back of my head. Footsteps descend the steps and pause on the sidewalk in front of me.


    My eyes slowly move up, meeting my father's steely gaze.


    "I've seen you more this summer," he says, "than I saw you the past few years."


    "I didn't come to see you," I say. "I figured you'd be at work already."


    "So, what, you came for your mother?"


    I can hear his anger in that question.


    "No, I'm not going to bother her."


    "So why are you here?"


    I hesitate before deciding to go with honesty. "I don't know."


    He nods, his harsh expression softening, like me not knowing makes perfect sense to him. He shoves his hands in the pockets of his khakis, stained from years of working in them. I gaze at him curiously, surprised he's lingering. I know it isn't because he enjoys my company. He's probably afraid I'll try to break in.


    "Funny, seeing you out here, sneaking around in the dark, given you've always been scared of it."


    The blunt way he says that makes me bristle. "I'm not afraid of the dark anymore."


    "Of course not," he says. "It's not the darkness that's terrifying, it's what you might find in it. And it doesn't scare you anymore, Ignazio, because it is you. You're what's terrifying in the darkness."


    He says it matter of fact, but he doesn't sound scared.


    I don't terrify him.


    To him, I'm just what's left of that little boy, the one who used a nightlight because he couldn't sleep in the dark. I'm a desecrated corpse.


    "Can I ask you something?" I ask my father. He doesn't say anything, but his unchanged expression is as good as permission. "You ever talk to the police about me?"


    "Yes."


    No bullshit.


    No denial.


    I laugh bitterly to myself, shaking my head as I look away from him.


    "They come around sometimes, asking questions," he says. "I tell them we don't know nothing. I know your reputation, Ignazio, but it's not my business to repeat what I hear. That's between you and your maker."


    "You are my maker."


    He scoffs. "You know what I mean."


    "I know," I mutter, leaning back on my elbows. "So you never considered actually turning me in? You've threatened to a few times."


    "I never threatened to turn you in," he counters. "I just protect what's mine. I'm not a coward, Ignazio. You won't harm what I love. But the rest is on you. Has nothing to do with me. I don't seek out trouble. I don't want it. That's why I ask you to stay away."


    Nodding, I push off from the steps and get to my feet. "I probably shouldn't be here."


    I step down, stopping in front of him.


    "Is there a reason you're asking me that?"


    I consider just walking away, but what the hell? I need to get it off my chest, and his opinion of me certainly can't get worse. My father won't hold back and maybe, I think, the brutal honesty is what I need.


    "Karissa, the woman I was with that day..."


    "Johnny and Carmela's kid?"


    "Yes," I say. "She went to the police."


    "She rat on you?"


    "She swears she didn't."


    "And you don't believe her?"


    "I don't know."


    He stands there for a moment before taking a seat exactly where I'd just vacated. "Now answer me something, Ignazio... you say this girl knows the kind of person you are? That she knows the history between you and her parents?"


    "Yes."


    "And she swears she didn't rat on you?"


    "Yes."


    "Why?"


    That question makes me stumble. "Why what?"


    "Why didn't she rat on you?" he asks. "Seems to me she has all the reason in the world to. We protect what we love. So why didn't she rat on you?"


    "That's a good question."


    "Why'd she talk to them? What was her explanation?"


    "She told them Carmela attacked me."


    His eyes widen with surprise. "She ratted on her mother?"


    "So she says," I respond. "Says she thought it was the perfect solution to keep us all safe, but she risked herself doing it. Who's going to protect her now?"


    "You." He says it with no hesitation. "Like I said, we protect what we love."


    "I'm not sure I can do it."


    "Come on, Ignazio. You're a lot of things, things I don't like, but I was always proud of your courage. You didn't get my integrity, but you got my guts. Seems to me if anyone can protect her, it would be you."


    "But Ray—"


    He cuts me off with the bitterest laugh I've ever heard, the kind that tightens my chest.


    "Raymond Angelo," he says, shaking his head. "Never liked that guy. Don't like who he is, don't like what he turned you into."


    "He didn't turn me into anything."


    "Didn't he?" he counters. "Way I see it, he created this demon... created it, and fears it, with the way he tries to keep you under his thumb. But you don't owe him anything. It doesn't matter what Angelo thinks or what he wants. You got that girl into this mess."


    "I didn't—"


    "You did," he says, a hard edge to his voice. "She wouldn't be in this situation if not for you. You carry some of the blame. And if something bad happens to her, you'll carry that blame, too. I raised you to be a man. A man. Not this."


    He waves his hands my way to prove his point.


    "But there are rules," I say, "rules we follow."


    "Bullshit," he says. "You think someone like Raymond Angelo respects rules? He makes it all up as he goes to suit his own needs. Because that's all he cares about: himself. He doesn't care about this neighborhood or these people, and he doesn't care about you. You think these police don't care? Take a look at who's around you, because they don't care, either."


    Months ago, I would've come to Ray's defense, but I don't have it in me at the moment. My silence doesn't slip past my father, who laughs to himself as he climbs to his feet. Without saying goodbye, he starts to walk away, making it a few feet before turning back to me.


    "You want some advice, Ignazio?"


    Hesitating, I nod.


    "People make mistakes. They do things sometimes that you don't like, that you wouldn't do. But that doesn't mean you should give up on them, that you should write them off. Because nobody is hopeless as long as they're still breathing."


    "That's good advice."


    "It's something your mothers been telling me for years," he says. "I haven't been able to listen, myself, but maybe you'll prove to be a better man than me."


    "Unlikely."


    He laughs. "Yeah, you're right. But Ignazio? Make your choice, not Angelo's. Because I guarantee Angelo's choice only benefits him."


    I stand there, watching as he disappears down the street. Once he's gone, I head toward my car, wanting to be gone before my mother wakes. I drive back toward Brooklyn, considering my father's words.


    What would I do if it were my choice?


    I'd do everything in my power to make Karissa happy. I'd walk through fire, burn every broken bridge and sever every tainted tie to give the woman what she deserves. I'd give her the world, not take it away. I'd protect her life, not end it.


    If it were my choice, I'd say fuck Ray.


    Fuck his rules.


    Fuck his plans.


    The sun is starting to rise when I make it to my neighborhood, a strange sort of resolve settling through me, like my choice has been made without me even having to make it.


    Like there wasn't even a choice at all.


    My father was right, as much as I hate to admit it.


    I feel relief, but the sensation doesn't last. The second my house comes into sight, my stomach bottoms out, my insides plunging.


    The police are here.


    A car sits in my driveway, in my usual spot, while another is double parked at the curb. I swing into my driveway, nearly side-swiping the unmarked cruiser, the back of my Mercedes sticking out into the street. Climbing out, I slam the door, rushing toward the house, my heart racing.


    Not good.


    Not good at all.


    Not fucking good.


    The front door is unlocked, the knob turning smoothly. As soon as I shove it open, I nearly run into the back of a man. Before I can say a word or even get a good look at my surroundings, the sound of hysterical sobbing slams right into me. My eyes dart toward the source, seeing Karissa. She sits on the couch, hands covering her face, crying as a familiar man sits beside her.


    Jameson.


    In my house.


    On my couch.


    With Karissa.


    "What's going on here?"


    The second I speak, Karissa chokes on a sob. She lifts her head up, meeting my gaze. Her eyes are bloodshot and her face is splotchy, distress weighing her down. She opens her mouth, her words cracking as she forces them from her lips. "My mom," she cries. "She's dead."


    I don't react for a moment, trying to force down the anger that rushes through me. It mixes with the unexpected swell of regret inside my gut, making me feel sick. They came to notify her. They put together the pieces.


    "Get out of my house," I say, eyes darting between the officers. "Now."


    They try to argue, but I cut them off.


    "I'm asking you nicely to leave my property," I say. "It's within my right to remove you."


    "Remove us?" Jameson asks, slowly climbing to his feet as the others walk out. "Is that a threat, Mr. Vitale?"


    "No, it's a fact."


    "Is that so?"


    "It is."


    He nods, strolling my way, and pauses right in front of me. He stares dead in my eyes, unwavering, unblinking, not an ounce of apprehension in his expression. He has me this time, he thinks. He's got me all figured out. But he doesn't know me like he believes he does, or he'd know there's no way I'm ever going to be taken down by a man like him. We're enemies.


    Men like me?


    We see the end at the hands of a friend.


    "You want to know what I think?" he asks.


    I don't respond. I don't move. I don't care what he thinks about anything.


    "I think it's curious," he continues, not needing any urging, "that you don't seem the least bit surprised. A woman you grew up with, your fiancée's mother, is dead, and you're not surprised at all, are you?"


    Again, I say nothing.


    "Curious," he says again. "It's almost as if you already knew."


    He slips past me, and I watch as he makes his way out the door, closing it behind him. The crying has quieted, strained silence overtaking the room. I turn back to the couch once we're alone, meeting Karissa's gaze.


    Horrified eyes regard me.


    She heard what he just said.


    "You knew." Her bottom lip trembles as she tries to hold herself together, but she's failing horribly. She's a flimsy house of cards that's about to collapse under her own weight. All it'll take is a single breath, the force of a few wrong words, to sending her crashing down. "You… Oh God, no… you didn't. Tell me you didn't!"


    Tears stream from her eyes, coating her cheeks. Wordlessly, I step toward her, ignoring the fact that she flinches when I come close. Sitting beside her on the couch, I pull her into my arms, not loosening my hold when she tries to shove me away. Her quiet tears once more turn to hysterical sobs as I hold her tightly, restraining her.


    "Tell me you didn't do it," she cries, fighting me. "Tell me it wasn't you!"


    "Shhh," I whisper into her hair. "It's going to be okay."


    "No!" she yells, choking on the word. "Tell me! Tell me you didn't do this, that you wouldn't do this! After everything we've been through, everything I've been through, tell me you wouldn't do this!"


    She doesn't wait for me to tell her.


    She knows, deep down, I can't.


    I don't want to lie, and she doesn't want to hear the truth.


    The silence is filled by her sobs as her hostility wavers, giving way to the devastation. She cries into my chest, her body violently shaking in my arms. I try to console her, but my words only make it worse.


    The guilt nags at me until I can hardly breathe. The pain that coats her seems to seep into me.


    I did this.


    There's no way around that.


    I caused this.


    "I'm sorry," I whisper. "I'm so sorry, Karissa."


    Those words bring back her anger, kick-starting her rage. She hits me, shoves against me, slipping out of my arms when I'm momentarily stunted by her aggression. She climbs to her feet, still crying, her eyes wild and face flushed.


    "Are you?" Her voice trembles. "Are you sorry?"


    "I am," I admit, surprised by how much I mean those words. "I never meant—"


    "You never meant to hurt me," she says as she throws her hands up, masking her pain with the fury I can see burning in her eyes. "You're not sorry you hurt her, are you? You're not sorry you killed her, that you took her life, that you took her from me, are you? No, you're not! You're not sorry at all!"


    "Your mother wasn't innocent."


    "She's not innocent? None of us are innocent! My mother made mistakes, my mother wasn't perfect, but she was my mother! She was my… my mom… she was my mom. You killed her, you took her from me, and all you can say is she wasn't innocent? What's wrong with you?"


    Too much, I think.


    Way too much for either of us to ever understand.


    "Tell me this is a sick joke," she continues, pleading with me, her emotions shifting so quickly I can hardly keep up. "Tell me this isn't real. Tell me she's not dead. You told me if I went with you that day, if I didn't wake her up, you'd let her live. And I did… I went with you. I've stayed with you. I did everything I could to save her. I wanted her to live. I even turned her into the police! Tell me that wasn't for nothing. Please. Tell me she isn't really dead!"


    Her words make that guilt consume me, turning my insides to ice, freezing my muscles as I stare at the trembling mess of a woman in front of me. Is that why she stayed with me? Why she opened herself back up to me? Was it just to save her mother?


    Was it never about me? About us?


    The questions Ping-Pong around in my head, fueling bitter thoughts that nearly fly from my lips. The sense of betrayal is so frigid I'm afraid those answers might make me break, snap right in half like an icicle.


    "Please," she whispers, wrapping her arms around her chest like she's trying to hold herself together. "Tell me this isn't real."


    Sighing, my gaze drops from hers. "I'm sorry."


    Before the last syllable is from my lips, Karissa hits the floor, her legs giving out on her. Her cries shake the room, rattling my fucking brain. Closing my eyes, I run my hands through my hair, gripping handfuls and pulling, trying to distract myself with the pain. Tears sting my eyes, tears I don't want to cry, tears I don't want to feel. I don't want it. I don't want any of this.


    I wanted justice.


    All I got was more heartbreak.


    They say when seeking revenge, dig two graves, one for you and one for them. I've buried them all, disposed of bodies and left a trail of charred remains in my wake, and now all that's left is my own grave. And I dug it, all right… dug it so deep there's no fucking way out of it.


    No way out of it, and I'm seconds away from dragging a woman I love into it with me yet again.


    "Go." The word is from my lips without a second thought. I can't give it a second thought or the selfish monster inside of me will stop it, with stop this moment of weakness. "Go. Now. Before I can't let you go again."


    "What?"


    Her voice is tear-filled and full of confusion. I open my eyes, looking at her. The sight of her distress hurts.


    I have to look back away.


    "Leave, if you want. If you want out, go. I won't come after you."


    "You won't?"


    I try not to be hurt by the hope I hear in her question.


    Try, and fail.


    It fucking hurts.


    "I won't," I say. "If you want to leave, I'll let you leave."


    She stares at me, expression blank, as she tries to come to terms with what I'm saying.


    "I don't want you to," I tell her, the words spilling out of me, a hitch in my voice. I've never felt so vulnerable in my life, cracking myself open for her. "Letting go of you will kill me. So I'm asking you to stay… to stay with me. It's my turn to ask you to stay this time. But it's up to you. I can't make this choice. You're going to have to make it. Stay or go."


    She slowly pulls herself to her feet and takes a step back. One step. That's all it takes. My insides break.


    "Don't ever come back," I tell her. "Never come around here again. You walk out that door, Karissa, for both of our sakes, you can never come back here."


    She hesitates.


    One.


    Two.


    Three seconds.


    And then she turns around.


    I close my eyes again. I don't watch as she leaves. I can't.


    As soon as she's out the door, those tears burning my eyes break free.


    I cry for the first time in twenty years.


    So this is grief…
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    Cobalt is quiet this afternoon.


    Kelvin stands watch at the door, as usual, back to averting his eyes as I walk past. I ignore him, strolling through the club, straight toward where Ray sits with a few others. They all look up as I approach, silence befalling them. The man sitting to Ray's left vacates the leather seat, no words necessary. I sit down wordlessly, my expression stoic.


    "Gentlemen," Ray says, clearing his throat. "Why don't you give me some time with my son-in-law."


    So many years later and he still calls me that.


    It makes us family, more family than these other schmucks, but that doesn't make much of a difference at the end of the day.


    He'd fuck me over worse than the others, if anything.


    He already has.


    The men mutter amongst themselves as they disperse, while Brandy, ever-present these days, stays seated with Ray. The waitress approaches then, holding a bottle of pale ale, but I hold up my hand, refusing it.


    "Double scotch," I tell her. "Single malt."


    She hesitates. "Do you… do you want me to pour it?"


    "I'm assuming that's still the bartender's job, but if that's what tickles your fancy, sweetheart, have at it."


    She gapes at me for a second before nodding and disappearing with the beer. I turn my gaze from her to Ray, who eyes me warily. Even Brandy seems to be taken by surprise, as if the girl actually knows me enough to be caught off guard by anything I do.


    "Scotch," Ray says. "Walking on the wild side, are you? Drinking my liquor… next thing you know, you might actually start eating my wife's cooking again."


    "I just might," I say, eyeing Brandy, watching as she makes a face at the mention of Ray's wife. "Speaking of, when's the last time you spent any time with Martina? Every time I see you now, you're with her."


    Brandy's expression twists again, this time marked with anger as she glares at me. Ray cuts his eyes at her, shrugging slightly as he takes a sip of his own drink. "We do what makes us happy."


    "No, we do what we're supposed to do," I counter just as the waitress returns with my drink. I take it from her, gulping some of it down. It's like fire in my frazzled veins. "Or at least, that's what I was always taught. We do what we must, not what we want."


    Ray eyes me warily, ordering the waitress away when she tries to get him another drink, waiting until the woman is gone before responding. "Something you want to talk about, Vitale? Something happen with that, uh… situation?"


    "She won't be a problem anymore," I say, drinking more to burn the feeling out of my chest. "She's gone."


    "Gone where?"


    I cut my eyes at him, sipping the liquor. He's curious, that much is clear. He wants to know if she's dead, but he doesn't want to come out and ask me.


    "Doesn't really matter," I say coldly. "She's gone like the rest of them."


    He mulls it over for a second, tapping his finger against the rim of his glass. "What did it?"


    "I came home yesterday and the police were there," I say. "Jameson was at my house… in my house."


    "So you dealt with it."


    "I dealt with it."


    It's not a lie, technically.


    It's not my fault if he misconstrues what I'm saying.


    "Ah, see, I knew it," Ray says smugly, nodding to himself, a slight smile touching his lips. "So now you see."


    Yes, now I see...


    Now I see what a self-righteous bastard he is.


    Now I see how dangerous he can be.


    Now I see that my father was right, that Raymond Angelo isn't someone I should look up to, that this isn't the type of man he raised me to be.


    My hands will never be clean. I'll never erase what I've done, and I don't want to. If you're still looking for an apology about that, you need to look elsewhere. My one regret is Karissa—the pain I caused her, the way I hurt her, after I swore I wouldn't. She got the only apology anyone will get out of me. But she's gone now, and I've got nothing left to give.


    "Now I see," I tell him, finishing my drink before setting the glass down on the table. "And now I'm out."


    He gapes at me as I stand up. "You're out?"


    "I got everything out of it I can get, Ray. I bled it dry, and now there's nothing left for me. I finished what I started, what you needed me to do… what I needed to do… and now I'm done."


    "You think you can just walk away?"


    "I don't think I can," I say. "I'm going to."


    I hold my hand out toward him, to shake his. He stares at it for a moment, his expression hard, before he meets my eyes. He takes it, gripping firmly, almost to the point of pain.


    It doesn't faze me, though.


    He could shoot me in the face, and I wouldn't flinch.


    "She ruined you," he says.


    "She didn't ruin me," I say. "She just made me realize there wasn't anything left to salvage in the first place. I died with your daughter, Raymond. I'm the walking dead, and nobody loves a monster. Nobody."


    I pull my hand from his, eye shifting to Brandy. She's watching me curiously. My eyes trail over her. She's showing more skin than she's covering.


    I turn back to Ray, shaking my head. "Appreciate what you have, while you have it. God knows I wish I could've kept what I had."


    I walk away, walking out, not bothering to say goodbye.


    I know this isn't the end.


    The end will be a bullet to the head.


    Nobody walks away, but I'm going to.


    Maybe I'll get a day.


    A week.


    A month.


    It won't matter, though, because the end will come eventually. I'm living with a ticking clock strapped to my chest, counting down the seconds I have left.


    But then again, I've been living that way for decades.


    I drive around for a while, not ready to go home. I haven't been home since she left, since she walked out that door and didn't look back. It hasn't even been a whole day, but it feels like an eternity. She took nothing except her purse, leaving her clothes and phone behind. I wish I knew where she went, or what she's doing, just so I know she's safe, but a promise is a promise.


    She's resilient.


    As long as she stays away from this godforsaken place, she'll make it.


    I have to believe that.


    I end up in Hell's Kitchen an hour later, standing on the front steps of my parent's townhouse. I hesitate before knocking quietly, tapping on the old wooden door. I hear my mother's voice inside calling out, saying she's coming. I lean back against the railing, crossing my arms over my chest as I wait.


    A moment later, the door opens, my mother appearing. Michelle Vitale is beautiful, looking so much younger than her sixty years, and I know it's natural. It's the kind of beauty that comes from years of unconditional love and a lack of stress. It's what my staying away does for her. As much as she might miss me, and love me, I know she's better off away from the reality of my life. I know it, and my father certainly knows it.


    It's why he doesn't want me near her.


    But I can't help myself today.


    There's no cure for life's ills quite like your mother's smiling face.


    She beams when she sees me, gasping with surprise, and instantly pulls me into a hug. Her grip is tight. I hug her back.


    She has a way of making me feel like that little boy again, and not just the shell of him. All of him.


    "Ignazio!" she says. "What a wonderful surprise!"


    "Mom," I say, kissing her cheek. "You look as beautiful as ever."


    "Oh, you keep your flattery," she says, blushing as she swats at my chest. "Come in, come in… I was just making some lunch."


    I hesitate before stepping inside. She shuts the door behind me, making a point to lock it. They never did that when I was growing up, never bothered to lock their doors, just like they used to not worry about security at the deli. Just like there, I wonder if this is a sign of the times changing or if it's something my father did because of me.


    I follow her to the kitchen, plopping down in a chair at the small table.


    My mother's a spitfire, gossiping and chatting away like no time at all has passed since she last saw me, treating me as if I'm here for lunch every day. She treats me like I belong.


    I miss that.


    Belonging.


    I listen, happily, her voice putting me at ease, and I chime in when she asks something, but otherwise I just let her talk. She's interrupted after a few minutes by the phone ringing, and she scurries to the living room to answer it. I sit in silence for a moment, looking around. Everything still looks like it did years ago.


    She returns, spooning some spaghetti onto plates, and turns to me with a smile. "I hope you're hungry."


    I return her smile as she sets the plate in front of me, joining me at the table with a plate of her own. I bow my head instinctively as she says a quick prayer before I grab my fork, stabbing at the pasta.


    "This isn't poisoned, is it?" I ask, taking a bite.


    She laughs, reaching across the table to smack my arm. "You know better than that, Ignazio. Who in the world would try to poison my boy with spaghetti?"


    I shrug a shoulder. "You'd be surprised."


    She launches back into gossip again. I just enjoy the company and the homemade meal. My plate is practically licked clean when I push it away, leaning back in the chair. I'm about to thank her, the words on the tip of my tongue, when there's a pounding on the front door. My muscles tense as she lets out an exaggerated sigh, pushing her chair back to stand.


    "That's probably your father," she says, rolling her eyes. "He always forgets his house key."


    "Were you expecting him for lunch?" I ask.


    "No, but I'm not surprised he's here," she says. "That was him that called a bit ago… he was so surprised when I told him you were visiting. He thought I was pulling his leg, said he couldn't believe you were here."


    My stomach sinks as she says that.


    She thinks his surprise is good.


    I know it's not.


    I push my chair back and stand up. I follow her, hearing the familiar voice as soon as she opens the front door. It's not my father, no, but he sent somebody. I expect no less.


    "Ma'am, is Ignazio Vitale here?"


    Jameson.


    My mother seems flustered. "Uh, yeah, sure." She turns to call for me, but I'm already standing there. My eyes meet Jameson's as his dance with amusement. Any reason to harass me is a field day to him.


    "I'm assuming my father called you?"


    Jameson nods.


    "I wasn't aware petty trespassing was your jurisdiction."


    "We also have a few questions for you."


    "Of course you do."


    "Trespassing?" my mother asks. "Who's trespassing?"


    "I am," I tell her, leaning over to kiss her cheek again. "Thanks for lunch, Mom. It was great seeing you."


    I step out onto the porch as an officer pulls out his handcuffs.


    "Can you do that when she's not looking?" I ask. "Out of respect?"


    My question is ignored, unsurprisingly, as I'm thrown against the railing, my arms forced behind my back. Once I'm handcuffed, I'm dragged toward a nearby car. I glance back at my mother, lingering in the doorway. She's horrified, eyes wide. She looks so much older now, just like that.


    I should've just stayed away…


    I don't say anything on the drive to the police station.


    Nor do I say anything once we get there.


    As usual, they wait until my lawyer arrives to even try to question me. We sit in the small dingy interrogation room, my arms crossed over my chest, as Jameson and his partner, Andrews, sit across from us.


    "What is this about?" my lawyer asks. "I hope it's not to ask the same questions as before. My client knows nothing about the murder of Daniel Santino."


    "Or John Rita… or the murder of John's wife, Carmela? He knows nothing of them either, right?"


    "I'm sure if my client had any information about them, he would've come to you. But just because they used to be acquainted doesn't mean he knows what came of them."


    "What about their daughter, Karissa?" Jameson asks, looking dead in my face as he speaks. "Does he have any information about her?"


    "What about her?" the lawyer asks.


    "We have reason to believe she's missing."


    "Missing?" The word is from my lips instantly. My lawyer shoots me a glare that tells me to be quiet, as usual, but I can't help myself. Not when it comes to this. "What makes you think she's missing?"


    "We received a report that—"


    "A report," I chime in, cutting him off. "Someone filed a missing person's report? Because you just saw her yourself less than twenty-four hours ago, detective, so I'm not quite sure why your department would take a report on an adult who was just seen last night."


    He pauses, glaring at me. "We received information from a source."


    "A source."


    "Yes, a source."


    "And what did your source say, exactly?" I ask. "Because I can assure you, she isn't missing, and there's no reason for anyone to think she is."


    "So is she at your house?" Jameson asks. "Because we went by there and nobody answered. She also didn't attend her classes today."


    "She left."


    "She left," he repeats, and I suddenly understand why it annoys Karissa when I repeat what she says. His condescending tone makes me want to punch him. "Where did she go?"


    "You'd have to ask her."


    "How can I get a hold of her? Where can I find her?"


    "You're the investigator," I say. "Investigate."


    He glares at me with so much hatred it almost makes me smile. Almost. He leans forward, across the table toward me. "Is she dead, Mr. Vitale? Did you kill her?"


    "Why would I do that?"


    "Because she let us into your house yesterday," he says. "Maybe that was what finally did it for you."


    "You think I'd kill her for talking to you?" I ask, mimicking his movements and leaning forward. My lawyer tries to stop me, interjecting, but I ignore him. "If that's the case, shouldn't I have killed her long ago, when she first started talking to you?"


    His brow furrows, and I see a hint of genuine confusion in his expression. He's struggling to recall when she talked to him. That tells me right away that Karissa had been telling the truth. Had she been his source, he would've purposely kept his expression blank.


    "The fact of the matter, detective, is that Karissa's alive, so whatever your source told you is bullshit."


    "So you didn't take care of her for talking to the police?" he asks. "Raymond Angelo didn't want you to get rid of her?"


    "Raymond Angelo isn't the boss of me."


    "Ah, right, because you walked away."


    The moment he says that, it all clicks into place. He's practically reciting my conversation from this morning word-for-word. He had a bug planted there, but it wasn't the electronic kind. Ray sweeps for them daily, carefully controls who comes in and out of that place. No, he had a bug in the form of a rat. His source.


    There was only one other person there.


    One that's always there.


    Brandy.


    "I have nothing else to say." I sit back in my chair as I turn to my lawyer. "You want to handle this?"


    "I'm trying," he grinds out, clearly annoyed I even played along with the detective's questions, but it gave me what I wanted. He goes into his usual spiel—charge him or release him, stop hassling my client or you're looking at a lawsuit—before I'm brought back out of the interrogation room.


    For the first time in my life, with as many times as I've been dragged down here in handcuffs, I'm booked into the system.


    Second Degree Criminal Trespass


    "That's a bit much, isn't it?" I ask as they fingerprint me. A misdemeanor. "My mother invited me in."


    "Your father said you were asked more than once to stay away."


    "So he's pressing charges."


    "He is."


    Despite myself, I laugh.


    Go figure.


    Leave it to my father to make sure the first black mark goes on my permanent record. I can't even be mad.


    Not really.


    He warned me.


    Repeatedly.
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    The feed plays normal speed, most of the screen obscured because it's nighttime, but there's enough light in that one section of the back lot to easily make out what's happening. I watch myself collapse to the ground behind Cobalt, watch as the spray of bullets fly at me from the shaky gun just a few feet away. Even in the fuzzy video, it's not hard to make out her face, not hard to identify who it was that attacked me that night.


    As soon as the last shot goes off and Carmela turns to run, I rewind the feed, starting it all over again.


    I've been sitting here for what feels like a long time. Too long. Hours, maybe. I don't know. I just keep watching the same portion of video, like maybe one of these times something will change, like maybe it'll make me feel something other than this desolation. Like maybe my regret will fade and I'll feel justified again.


    It's not working.


    I can't get the look on Karissa's face out of my head.


    Sighing exasperatedly, I close my eyes and lean back in my chair at my desk in the den. I scrub my hands down my face. I need to purge this frustration, purge this aggression, before I fucking implode. My house is quiet, too quiet. I used to appreciate the silence here. But today it feels less like peace and more like penance. The silence isn't a gift. It's punishment.


    Opening my eyes again, I look at the laptop just as Carmela panics and turns to run. I reach for the button, to rewind it a few minutes, to watch it all over again, when something catches my eye. On the corner of the screen, I'm stumbling to get in my car, but my eyes right now are trained on Carmela, fixed on a flash of something hitting the ground as she runs.


    She dropped something.


    I rewind it a few frames before rerunning it again, freezing the frame and zooming in. My stomach clenches, my chest tight, when I make out my keys falling from her hand. She doesn't stop for them, doesn't pick them, disappearing into the darkness and leaving them there.


    No.


    That's not right.


    It can't be.


    Did she come back?


    Did she return just for the keys?


    I hit fast forward, staring at that spot, watching as chaos erupts in the lot, people running onto the scene to try to figure out what happened. Time whisks away, an hour, almost two, before somebody finally stumbles upon my keys.


    It's a man.


    I hit play again, watching as he turns toward the camera.


    Kelvin.


    Disbelief seizes me as Kelvin tosses the keys to someone else, someone with their back turned to me, but I don't need to see a face to recognize Ray. He palms my keys for a moment before slipping them in his pocket and walking away.


    I hit stop, the screen going black, putting the den into total darkness.


    Ray had my keys the whole time.


    That son of a bitch toyed with me.


    I reach across the desk, to where Karissa's phone lay, and pick it up as I contemplate what to do about everything. I run my thumb along the jagged crack down the center of the phone, guilt-ridden that I never got around to buying her a new one.


    I'm a terrible boyfriend.


    A terrible fiancée.


    An even worse husband.


    I'm not a good man. I prove it over… and over… and over again.


    I press the top button, relieved when it actually turns on. I swear the thing has more lives that a cat. Opening her contacts, I scroll through them, not surprised to find a listing for Brandy.


    I understand now why the girl tried to befriend Karissa.


    She was trying to get to me.


    I can't help but wonder now if Ray knew. Does he know who the rat really is? Did he plant the seed, bring her in on a scheme, and use her to make sure it all ended the way he wanted it to? After what I saw, I wouldn't put it past him.


    If I'm not a benefit, I'm nothing more than a hindrance, a roadblock he'd be all too eager to clear to get where he wants to be. Sentimental only runs so deep.


    I don't take well to being disrespected, nor do I take well to being manipulated. I'm not one of his playthings. But if he wants to make this a game, I'll happily participate. I'll gladly show him how these things are played.


    Brandy lives in an expensive high-rise in Manhattan, a penthouse suite, with a doorman and the highest security money can pay for. Ray foots the bill, of course. He pays for everything. It makes it nearly impossible to get to her. No way to slip in and out without being seen. I'm not much worried about being caught. I just don't want to be stopped.


    I can't go to her, so she'll have to come to me.


    Pressing the call button, I listen as it rings… and rings… and rings. I'm about to hang up and try again when the line clicks. "Karissa?"


    "Brandy," I say calmly. "It's Ignazio Vitale."


    "Oh, uh… Vitale. Hello. What can I, uh… what can I do for you?"


    "Actually, I thought I could do something for you," I say. "I was cleaning out the house, you know, of all of this stuff… Karissa had a lot of things, things she won't need anymore, so I thought maybe you might like to comb through it, see if there's anything you want."


    She hesitates. "I, uh… I don't know."


    "Look, it's been a rough couple days. It's never easy finding out someone's ratting you out to the police. So I need to do this. I need to… make what happened worth it. I don't want any of this to go to waste."


    "Okay." She still sounds hesitant, but it's not a denial, so I'll take it. "I guess I'll… I'll see you soon."


    "Great."


    I hang up, staring at the screen for a moment before setting it down on the desk. Reaching into the bottom desk drawer, I pull out a pair of black leather gloves and slip them on my hands.


    Then I wait.


    I wait a half hour, then forty-five minutes. An hour passes, and another, before I hear a car pull up in front of my house. I step outside, not at all surprised to find Kelvin behind the wheel, with Brandy climbing out of the passenger side.


    Hands in my pockets, so not to alarm the man, I stroll toward the car, plastering a smile to my face. It unnerves him. I see it in his eyes.


    "Go on inside," I tell Brandy. "Bedroom is upstairs to the right. I'm going to catch up with Kelvin."


    Brandy heads right in. She wouldn't dare pass up an opportunity to snoop. No rat would.


    I wait until she's gone before focusing on Kelvin.


    "Go ahead home," I say. "I'll take her back later."


    "But—"


    "Leave," I tell him. "Brandy and I have some business to attend to, if you know what I mean."


    "Oh, uh, sure," he says, nodding. "I get it."


    He thinks he gets it, but he doesn't.


    "And I'd appreciate your discretion," I say as he starts the car up. "I know Ray signs your paycheck, but I'm not one you want to cross. Got me?"


    "Yeah, I got you," he grumbles, avoiding my eyes. "Have a good night, sir."


    "Oh, I will," I say. "The best I've had in a while."


    He speeds away, squealing tires, and I laugh to myself as I head inside. I shut the door behind me quietly, listening intently.


    I hear the noise upstairs in the bedroom.


    I creep up the stairs slowly, not making a sound as I head down the hall, pausing in the open doorway. I lean against the doorframe, crossing my arms over my chest, and watch as Brandy digs through the closet.


    My closet.


    She shifts through my clothes before focusing on the top shelf, zeroing in on the metal shoebox-sized container. She grabs it, and I cringe as she pulls it down, nearly dropping it, the contents clanking. She sets it on the bed, trying to pull the top off.


    Through the darkness, I see her make a face when she realizes it's locked. "Damn it," she grumbles. "Where's the key?"


    She turns around and freezes when she spots me standing there. Her eyes widen in horror as she inhales sharply, holding the breath. She looks like she's about to piss herself.


    "Wrong closet."


    She exhales shakily. "I, uh… I just, I thought… I mean…"


    She continues to stammer as I push away from the doorframe, pulling my hands from my pockets. She starts trembling when I come closer, her eyes fixating on the gloves I'm wearing.


    "You know, Karissa once asked me what was in this box," I say. "I told her nothing. Not true, of course, because there's obviously something in there, but it wasn't exactly a lie. It's nothing she needed to worry about."


    "I didn't know," Brandy says right away. "I was just looking, and I saw it, and I didn't know."


    She has no excuse. We both know it.


    She's just hoping I'll let it slide.


    "Ask me what's in it," I say. "Go ahead… ask."


    "What's in it?"


    "How about I show you."


    She tenses when I reach past her to open the drawer on the bedside stand, pulling out one of Karissa's discarded bobby pins. I bend it, holding it up toward Brandy.


    "You see, there is no key to this box… there was, once, long ago, but I got rid of it. The only way to get into it is to force your way in."


    It takes a moment for me to break into it, finding the right combination of movements to get the lock to disengage. It pops open, and I pull the lid off, setting it aside. I watch Brandy as her eyes curiously shift toward it, her brow furrowing when she looks inside.


    "It's my life," I tell her. I haven't opened the box in a long, long time, since I locked it years ago. "Or the life I used to have, anyway. After my wife died, I locked the little we shared in this box and tucked it away. The rest I burned. I buried the memories under a mound of rage, and I continued on, forgetting this man." I motion toward the box. "Because I became this one instead." I motion toward myself.


    She eyes me warily.


    I shift the papers around on the top of the box—marriage certificate, Maria's death certificate, the deed to the house we owned—to weed through the rest of the contents. Maria's something old, something new, something borrowed and something blue from the wedding, and a few of her prized possessions, pieces of her I wasn't yet ready to let go of back then. There's a rattle in here, the only thing we ever bought for the baby… the only thing Maria had a chance to pick out. Photos, lots and lots of photos, and finally, at the very bottom, I fish out our wedding bands. I hold her engagement ring up, the diamond shining as it hits the moonlight streaming through the window.


    "You know what I did to buy this ring?" I ask. "Do you know what an eighteen-year-old kid does to afford a diamond this big?"


    She shakes her head.


    "I promised things to Ray," I say. "Anything he wanted, anything he needed, and I was there. I told him I'd do anything for the money, so I could give his daughter the ring she deserved, and he made me work for it. I'd come home at night with bloody knuckles and lie right to her face about how it happened. But I never killed a man. I never took a lie. He never asked me to… until after I got the ring. After we were married, he told me there was a rat that I needed to deal with for him. I didn't know what that meant then. Deal with them. But I do now, and I'm sure you do, too."


    She nods.


    She's trembling, scared about why I'm telling her this.


    Good.


    "He told me I still owed him, for the money he gave me for the ring, but if I did this one thing, my debt would be paid. So I agreed. And he looked at me that day, and he said, 'Ignazio, you have to kill your best friend.' And I couldn't do it. Rats had to go, but man… my best friend?"


    Shaking my head, I slip the engagement ring in my pocket before closing the box again, leaving it lying on the bed. I stare at the top of it, trying to contain the emotion opening it conjured inside of me.


    "I couldn't do it, but I guess Johnny could. It took me almost twenty years to return the favor, but I did it, finally, and now my debt is paid. And I learned a valuable lesson that day, one I'll never forget."


    "What?" she asks quietly.


    "You take out the rat before it can jump ship."


    Before she can react, my hands are around her throat. I shove her into the wall, knocking her head against the plaster so hard it makes a dent. Her eyes bulge as she fights me, but I don't waver. I hold tight until her blood vessels burst and her heart stops beating, stealing her last breath.


    I put her in the trunk and drive north, to the house tucked into the woods. I knock on the front door well after midnight, much to the dismay of Carter. He stares at me with disbelief before wordless getting the key to the incinerator, passing it over before going back to bed.


    I'm not doing this to cover my tracks or conceal my crime.


    Ray will figure it out.


    I want him to.


    I just want to make sure there's nothing left for the man to grieve.


    He toyed with me.


    I'll take his Baby Doll from him.
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    Grief doesn't go away.


    You can ignore it all you want, shove it down or swallow it back, pretend it doesn't exist, but it's there. It stays there, lurking in the shadows, living way down in the depths, feeding off of anger, just waiting for the day it can rise up and take control.


    No, grief doesn't go away, ever, because grief becomes a part of you.


    It roots into your system, infecting your bloodstream. Grief pulsates in every beat of your heart and clouds around you with every breath from your lungs. Grief swims behind your eyelids every time you blink. It lives in every word you speak.


    Grief is a fucking leech.


    I know, because I'm grieving.


    I ignored it for years, masked it with rage, but nothing I did made it go away. The moment I stopped and opened myself up again, dropping my guard to let myself feel, the grief seized hold.


    The grass is an unnatural vibrant green that seems to glow brighter under the dismal gray sky. Water glistens from the ground, the wetness seeping through my shoes as I stand in it. I've been here for twenty minutes, I think. Twenty hours. Twenty days. Does it even fucking matter?


    It's the first time I've come here in twenty years.


    I know that for a fact.


    The marble in front of me still looks brand new, the name etched on it bold. Maria Angelo Vitale. Fresh flowers lay on top of it. A few long stemmed pink roses. They were her favorite, I think. I'm not sure anymore. My memory's failing me. Today, it's her favorite flowers. Tomorrow, it's her face. I've already lost the sound of her voice. I've lost so much. Why couldn't I keep that?


    The rage took it, I think. It got misplaced in my pursuit of revenge.


    It didn't do her memory justice, like Ray said.


    It did us all an injustice, but especially me.


    It stole the only bits and pieces of her that I could keep.


    I take a few steps closer, pausing right where I stood the day she was lowered into the ground. I'm wearing the same suit again.


    I might burn it after this.


    "Been a long time," I say. "A long, long time."


    My voice is low but it seems to carry with the breeze. There's no one else here this morning, no one in this old cemetery, but it seems wrong, like the wind is stealing the words only meant for her. It pisses me off. Irrational, maybe, but since when am I rational?


    I wanted to kill an innocent young woman simply for being born.


    "I don't know why I'm here," I admit. "I don't know if you'd want to see me, or what you'd think of me if you were still here. I don't know, Maria… but I know I miss you. I've spent twenty goddamn years missing you, angry that you never had a chance… I've been so fucking angry that I forgot how to live. I'm trying to remember, but it's harder than I thought. I feel guilty. Guilty, because I let myself be happy again. It wasn't for long, but I felt it. It's easy to forget the grief, you know, when you ignore its existence. But it came back, and now I'm fucking grieving."


    Pulling the diamond ring from my pocket, I stare at it under the dull sky before stepping forward, setting it on the headstone beside the flowers. I wonder who left them. Her mother? Her father? A friend who actually remembered things about her?


    "You should keep the ring," I say. "You should've been buried with it. I wasn't thinking back then… they took it off of you, and you were already in the ground when I remembered it. Someone will probably come along and steal it before the day is out, but that's nothing new. They steal everything. It's yours, though, not mine, so I'm giving it back to you, but this time with no vows."


    I take a step back, once again eyeing the flowers. They feel wrong somehow. Maybe it's because they're pink.


    Peach flowers were her favorite, I think.


    "Goodbye, Maria," I say. "Part of me will always love you, but it's time for me to go now and finally try to deal with this grief."


    I give the gravesite one more look before walking away. I trudge through the damp grass to where my car is parked along the curb and start the drive home.


    It's been one week.


    One week since Karissa left.


    In seven days, she could be anywhere, deep in the south or way out west, somewhere that's not here.


    Somewhere far away.


    It's been a long week.


    I can't sleep.


    I'm numb physically, emotionally spent. I have nothing left to give. Paranoia consumes me. Every gust of wind is a warning; every rustling leaf is a threat. I'm tired, so tired. I just want it to end.


    I park in the driveway when I make it home, climbing out and closing the door. I slowly make my way to the house, pulling out my house keys and unlocking the front door. Carefully, I push it open, freezing with my hand on the knob when I hear a noise in the distance, animated voices coming from the den.


    The television.


    It's on.


    I haven't turned it on all week.


    I don't watch it.


    It doesn't interest me.


    Nothing here interests me.


    My skin crawls, sickness brewing in the pit of my stomach as I let go of the doorknob. Slowly, I take a step back. I'm so fixated on the goddamn television that I hardly hear the rustling behind me, the faint sound of someone shuffling through the grass.


    It's close when I hear it, too close.


    Too fucking close.


    I'm unarmed.


    I'm too late.


    Turning around, the first thing I see is the muzzle of a gun, pointed right at my face from just a few feet away. Ray holds it, gripping tightly to the weapon, his finger on the trigger.


    I stare him in the eyes.


    He looks unfazed.


    Anger.


    All I see is anger.


    I recognize it, because for a long time that was all I felt, too. It's the look I saw every time I encountered my reflection in the mirror.


    "You've been in my house," I say. "Looking for me, I suppose."


    He shakes his head. "I didn't go in there. Didn't have to. Your car was gone. Knew you'd be back eventually."


    He's lying, I think.


    He has to be.


    Somebody's been in there.


    It wasn't me.


    "I'm surprised you're here," I say calmly, trying to buy myself a moment to think. "I thought it would be Kelvin, maybe one of the others. Getting your hands dirty isn't really your thing."


    "Yeah, well, a man does a job himself when he's got a personal claim to it."


    "So it's personal."


    "You know it is."


    His hand is steady. It doesn't shake.


    He's going to shoot me.


    I know it.


    And he's not going to miss his target.


    This isn't an idle threat or meant to send some message. He's a man on a mission and his mission is murder. The end always comes at the hand of a friend. I should expect no less than the man who was like a father to me.


    "Go on," I say, my voice steady. I feel no fear. I probably should. Maybe it's the monster in me that isn't afraid of death. Living terrifies me more. Living is fucking hard. I've already died once. "Do it if you're going to do it. Put a bullet in my head. Make your daughter proud."


    His anger flares. "She was too good for you."


    "She was," I agree, "but she loved me, nonetheless."


    Ray's finger presses against the trigger, close to squeezing it, as I continue to stare him in the eyes. There's something wrong with me, I think. I should be pleading for my life. I should be praying I live. My heart should race. I should break a sweat. Something. Anything.


    But I feel nothing.


    Again, there's nothing.


    Nothing until I hear my name.


    It's hesitant, spoken behind me in the house, a faint whisper in that familiar voice I never thought I'd hear again. Naz. It's just my imagination, I tell myself. I didn't really hear it.


    Except I did.


    I heard it, and I hear it again. Naz.


    This time Ray hears it, too.


    It's real.


    His gaze shifts past me, into the open doorway, his anger giving way to surprise. I turn quickly, catching a pair of soft brown eyes, hesitant but devoid of fear. She can see me but she can't see him. She thinks I'm alone. She thinks I'm just standing here.


    She isn't afraid of me.


    Not anymore.


    Karissa.


    She isn't sure what to think of my silence as she takes a step toward me and speaks yet again. "Ignazio?"


    My heart skips a beat before hammering hard in my chest, my thoughts suddenly racing. There's the feeling. There's the fear. There's the adrenaline. It washes through me all at once until I'm drowning in it, but it's not for me. No, not in the least. It's for her.


    No.


    No.


    Fuck, no.


    She's not supposed to be here.


    Karissa steps toward me.


    So does Ray.


    My gaze bounces between them, frantic.


    It's only seconds, those brief seconds where the world stops turning, when you stare down the barrel of a gun that you know is going to take everything from you. Your life, maybe, but certainly your reason to live. But it only lasts seconds before the gun shifts.


    Ray aims over my shoulder, into the doorway. His finger squeezes the trigger as I scream, lunging at him. The gunshot goes off, loud in my ear, a small explosion that rocks the air around me. I hit him a second too late, knocking him to the ground, familiar rage consuming me. We struggle as I fight him, getting my hands on the gun, beating him with it to get him to loosen his grip before turning it around on him. I don't hesitate. I don't even think about it.


    I grip the gun.


    I pull the trigger.


    A second after the gunshot goes off, I hear the sharp inhale, the sucking in of air from lungs desperate to breathe. My eyes are on Ray, as he lays on his back in the grass, immobile. He's not breathing.


    It didn't come from him.


    No.


    God, no.


    My eyes dart to the doorway of the house when the sound hits me again. I don't see Karissa. She's not standing there anymore. But I can hear her.


    I hear her when she gasps.


    When she tries to breathe.


    Pushing away from Ray, getting to my feet, I drop the gun in the grass and rush inside, nearly collapsing as soon as I step in the foyer. Blood streaks the white linoleum surrounding Karissa. She lays flat on her back, clutching a wound on her chest, trying to keep the blood in but it's seeping out too fast. Dropping to my knees, I pull her into my arms, forcing her weak hands away from the wound. I tear her shirt open, getting it out of the way. The wound is near her rib cage and it's sucking air every time she inhales.


    Shit.


    I put her hands tightly against it again, looking down at her. "Hold right there, okay? I'm going to get something to stop the air."


    I run to the kitchen, throwing things around as I sort through cabinets, finding a roll of plastic wrap. I grab some medical tape from the drawer and run back to Karissa, grateful she's exactly how I left her. I drop to the floor, pulling her hands away, and tear off some plastic wrap. I cover the wound, taping it tightly, before I search through my pockets to find my phone.


    With one hand, I press firmly on her wound, while I use the other to dial 911. My heart still races as her bloody hands grasp my arm, holding on to me. Tears streak her cheeks, her breaths panicked gasps as she stares up at me. The dazed look is already in her eyes.


    "Deep breaths, baby," I tell her, my voice cracking, as I cradle the phone in crook of my neck. "Try to relax. The more excited you get, the faster your heart pumps and the more blood you lose."


    "911, what's your emergency?"


    "I need an ambulance right away," I say. "Nineteen year old female with an open chest wound from a gunshot."


    I rattle off the address, and the dispatcher tries to give me instructions, asking me to stay on the line until help arrives, but I drop the phone, letting it hit the floor beside me, not bothering to hang it up. I still clutch tightly to her wound, trying to slow the bleeding, as my free hand brushes the hair from her face.


    "Naz," she whispers. "Naz…"


    "It's okay," I tell her, continuing to smooth her hair as I stare down at her. "I've got you. Just keep breathing, okay? You're going to be okay just as long as you keep breathing for me. You think you can do that?"


    She nods weakly.


    "Just keep breathing," I whisper, relishing every breath she takes, no matter how strained. "Just keep breathing."


    She tries. Fuck, I can tell she's trying, but each inhale brings on a grimace of pain. Her face contorts with a cry as I brush away her tears. "Naz…"


    "No," I say, shaking my head. "Don't try that bullshit. Don't Naz me. You just keep breathing and you're going to be fine. I promise. You can't… I can't lose you. I need you to keep breathing, Karissa. Help is coming soon. Just hold on for me."


    Two minutes.


    Four minutes.


    Ten minutes.


    A fucking century.


    I don't know how long it takes before I hear the sirens in the distance, the lights flashing as they pull up in front of the house. It's the police first, then the EMS. People swarm the house, officers and medical personnel. Someone grabs ahold of me, pulling me away from her. Karissa turns her head my way when I'm dragged from the foyer, and I don't hear her voice, but I watch as her lips move, mouthing my name.


    Naz.


    I'm dragged outside. It's chaos.


    Another century passes.


    Maybe it's just a minute.


    I don't know.


    I don't know anything.


    "Just keep breathing," I whisper to myself. "Keep breathing."


    I blink, and officers surround me.


    Another blink, and Karissa's being hauled away.


    I try to force my way past the crowd, trying to get to her, but I'm restrained. There are too many people here. Where the hell did they come from? No matter how much I scream, how much I fight, the ambulance leaves without me, tearing through the street at full speed, sirens blaring.


    A few more blinks. People are talking to me. Their voices are garbled. I can't fucking think. I grip my hair tightly, pacing in a circle, not saying a word except "keep breathing."


    I don't know when it happened, but suddenly Jameson is there. Crime scene tape surrounds my house. I'm standing on my front step, covered in blood, my hands shaking. He stands in front of me, a concerned expression on his face. He's a blurry mass, and I blink to clear my vision, realizing I'm crying.


    I'm fucking crying.


    Again.


    "I have to go," I say, trying to step around him. "I have to get to the hospital. I have to be there."


    He steps in my path, half a dozen officers flanking him, blocking my way. I glare at him, nostrils flaring. I can feel the tears burning my eyes. It's pissing me off more than I'm already pissed.


    "You want to stop me?" I ask, taking a step toward Jameson. "I dare you to try. I dare you."


    The man shows no sign of anger, his troubled gaze leaving mine to look around. His attention settles on the lump in the grass covered in a white sheet.


    "Just tell me what went on," he says before turning to me again, his expression earnest. "What happened?"


    I hesitate.


    "He shot my fiancée," I say. "He wanted us dead."


    "So you killed him."


    "So I stopped him," I correct him. "Justice was already served, Jameson. Not like you'd get any for me, anyway, but your work here is done. I did it for you... again."


    He nods before stepping aside. "Go ahead. I'll have some questions for you later, but go on, get to the hospital."


    I step past him, grabbing my keys as I head for my car.


    "You're just going to let him go free?" Andrews asks with disbelief. "He just confessed to killing him, and you're letting him walk?"


    "It was self-defense," Jameson says. "I want him behind bars as much as you, but we don't want to look like the bad guys here."


    I get in the car, spinning tires as I speed away. I left my house wide open, crawling with police, but I don't care. Not anymore.


    They can search every inch of it if they want.


    They can burn it down for all I care.
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    Hospital waiting rooms are Purgatory.


    It's that place, between Heaven and Hell, where you're forced to wait for your time, for word as to where you go next. It's not pleasant. In fact, it's torture. But you sit there, and you cling to hope, telling yourself it's not that bad, because you know it could always get worse.


    Because you know it just might.


    The room is brightly lit, the florescent lights above me flickering and hurting my eyes. Every blink burns. Every muscle in my body aches.


    A kid screams in the corner. His mother sobs. An old man keeps sneezing. A woman won't stop talking. The noises surround me, a haze of chaos that makes my ears ring as I grip my hair tightly and stare at the door.


    I stare.


    And stare.


    And fucking stare.


    Just waiting for it to open, and for them to give me the final judgment.


    Heaven or Hell.


    Life or death.


    It feels like I'm strapped to a gurney with a needle in my arm, except I don't know if it's a hospital room surrounding me or if it's actually an execution chamber.


    A few more minutes.


    I keep breathing, in and out, over and over, praying she is, too. Just keep breathing.


    The door swings open eventually and a doctor steps out. Everyone around me stares at him, looking hopeful, but he stares right at me, his expression blank. He pauses before stepping toward me, appearing nervous.


    My stomach sinks.


    No.


    No.


    Don't say it.


    Don't tell me she's gone, too.


    Don't tell me her last word was my name.


    "Mr. Vitale? Can I speak to you in private?"


    I look away from him, glancing around the room. The mother is crying again. The kid is still screaming. The old man blows his nose as the woman tells him about her goddamn canker sores.


    It's already Hell, I've decided, not Purgatory.


    "Just say it," I tell him. "Get it over with."


    "If you insist."


    "I do."


    "She's in recovery."


    It takes a few beats for those words to sink in. I look at him again. "Recovery?"


    He nods. "It was touch and go for a bit… punctured a lung, fractured some ribs, but we repaired the damage. She was lucky you were there when it happened. Your quick thinking saved her life."


    I should feel relief from that, but I don't.


    I didn't save her life.


    I almost had it taken from her.


    "Thank you," I say. "Can I see her?"


    "Soon," he says. "She's still unconscious, but she'll be moved to a room in a little while. The nurse will come for you as soon as you can go in."


    It's three hours later when they come get me.


    I know for a fact this time, because instead of staring at the door, I stared at the clock. In that time, the old man got good news, the chatty woman fell asleep, and the mother was told her world would never be the same again.


    The nurse leads me to a dim room in the ICU. I pause in the doorway, staring at the bed. Karissa lies completely still. She's breathing, but not on her own.


    She's on a ventilator.


    "You can have a few minutes," the nurse says, "but then I'm going to have to ask you to leave. Visiting hours are already over, so you'll have to come back tomorrow."


    The nurse walks away, and I stand there in the doorway, watching her, listening to her heartbeat on the monitor. I don't wait for the nurse to come back.


    I just leave.


    I don't go far, though, ending up back in the waiting room. I camp out in a chair in the corner, getting no sleep. People come in and out all night long and well into the next afternoon. I wander around the hospital occasionally, passing the minutes in a daze.


    I'm standing along a far wall near the ICU twenty-four hours after Karissa was brought in, still wearing the same clothes, covered in her blood. I stare out the window, into the parking lot, watching as the cars come and go, when someone approaches from behind. "Mr. Vitale?"


    I turn around, coming face-to-face with the doctor who delivered the news to me yesterday. He stalls when he gets a good look at me, stammering a moment. "You've been here this whole time?"


    "Yes."


    "You should go home," he tells me. "Get some rest."


    I glance down at myself and shake my head. "There's nothing there for me."


    "At least get cleaned up," he says. "Let me get you a pair of scrubs. We have showers you can use."


    I want to argue, to refuse, but a shower sounds good right about now. I follow the man to the locker room on the next floor. He hands me a pair of dark blue scrubs, telling me to take my time.


    I stand under the warm spray for a long time, washing the red tint from my skin, trying to absolve myself of the memories but they haunt me. Every time I close my eyes, I see her ashen face, the stunned look in her eyes, the blood gushing from beneath her skin.


    I shut the water off eventually, drying off and pulling on the scrubs. I discard my suit right in the trash before walking out. I stroll around the hospital again and head back to the ICU. I make my way to Karissa's room, pausing outside the doorway.


    She's awake.


    The machines are still beeping but the ventilator is gone. A nurse stands beside her bed, checking her vitals, as Karissa shifts around a bit. I watch curiously, quietly, waiting until the nurse is done. The lady walks out, flashing me a smile.


    Once she's gone, I slowly step inside the room, watching her. Her eyes drift toward me. I'm not sure what to say. An apology is on the tip of my tongue, another fucking apology, but she breaks the silence and speaks first.


    "Stealing scrubs again?"


    Her voice is scratchy and faint, but she's joking around. It instantly sets me at ease, relieving the tension I've carried in my muscles since yesterday. I stroll closer, encouraged by the fact that she didn't tell me to get the fuck out. "You said we borrow them, remember?"


    "I remember."


    "So I'm trying out this look again. The black suits just aren't doing it for me anymore."


    "I like it," she says, smiling softly. "You look… doctor-y."


    "Doctor-y," I repeat, pulling a chair closer to her bed and sitting down. "I'll have to remember that."


    Her smile wavers a bit as she stares at me. She reaches her hand out toward me, and it shakes when she tries to hold it there. Sighing, I grasp ahold of it, pressing it between both of my hands. Her skin is ice cold.


    "You scared me, sweetheart," I say quietly.


    "I'm sorry."


    "Don't apologize," I say. "Never apologize to me. This isn't your fault… it's mine. If anyone should be apologizing, it's me."


    She slowly shakes her head. "The doctor says you saved my life."


    "I put you in that situation to begin with," I say. "You shouldn't have been there. You left, and I told you not to come back… I said if you walked out, to keep going, to never come back. Why were you there? What were you thinking?"


    Her voice is even quieter now as she answers. "I missed you."


    "You missed me," I say, laughing with disbelief. "Seriously… you missed me?"


    "Yes."


    "Why?"


    She stares at me again. She doesn't answer.


    "You should've been rejoicing. I told you I wouldn't come after you, and I didn't. You were free and clear."


    "That's the problem," she says. "I knew you weren't coming."


    "I thought that's what you wanted, Karissa. You wanted me to let you go, so I let you go."


    "I thought that's what I wanted, too, but what I wanted was the option. I wanted to have a choice. I wanted you to ask."


    "I did ask."


    "No, you didn't. You said you were asking me to stay, but you never asked. You never do."


    It makes no sense to me. It's a petty argument. It doesn't matter how I worded it… if she wanted to go, she would go, and she did. She left.


    And I don't understand why she would come back.


    "I missed you," she says quietly as I stroke her hand. "I didn't expect to miss you as much as I did. I missed talking to you… missed the way you tease me, the way you look at me. I hate the things you do… I hate parts of you, monster you can sometimes be, but I don't hate the man I fell in love with. And he's the one I missed."


    "I'm not a good man, Karissa."


    "You're not a bad one, either, Ignazio."


    It's the same argument all over again.


    "I thought you hated the way I look at you."


    "I do," she says, "but I love it, too."


    Shaking my head, I let out a deep breath and lean down, kissing the back of her hand. "You should run far, far away from me."


    "I know I should," she says. "I wish I could."


    "You can."


    She shakes her head and looks away from me, staring up at the ceiling. Her blinks are slow, heavy.


    "I don't know why I came back," she says. "I don't understand any of this, but maybe I'm not supposed to. I shouldn't be here, but I am… I shouldn't love you, but I do. You have problems, Naz. There's something seriously wrong with you. But maybe there's something wrong with me, too, because no matter how much I try to hate you, or how much I want to stay away from you, I can't. I love you, but I don't understand… I don't understand why you'd do it, why you'd do that to me, how you could bring yourself to hurt me when you're supposed to love me, too."


    "It wasn't about you."


    "How can you say that?" she asks, her voice growing a little louder, stronger. "She's my mother."


    "I didn't want to do it, Karissa," I say. "I didn't enjoy a second of it."


    "And that's supposed to make it better?"


    "No," I say, looking down at her hand in mine, my eyes tracing the IV stuck to her arm. "Nothing I say will ever make it better, Karissa. What's done is done, and it can't be taken back. I don't expect your forgiveness… I'm not even sure you should forgive me. Forgiveness… that certainly wasn't something I was capable of."


    She's crying, quietly, silent tears streaming down her cheeks as she continues to stare at the ceiling. "She didn't know… about what he planned, about what he did, until afterward. She told me that, and I believe her. She didn't know until it was too late."


    "That might be true," I reply, "but she spent years after it with the knowledge of what he'd done, and she protected him. She chose him. Despite what he did, she refused to turn her back on that man."


    "Like mother," she whispers, "like daughter."


    I stroke her hand for a moment, my thumb rubbing circles along her skin. "I'm not saying what she did warranted what I did. I'm not trying to justify it. I'm just saying, your mother made her decision. She knew what it would mean for her. She shot me. She knew this game would end with one of us dead, and I'm regretful it was her, Karissa… I am… but I can't be sorry it wasn't me."


    She inhales deeply, as if to calm down, as she closes her eyes. "I don't know what I'm supposed do. They're holding her… she's in Watertown, and they tell me I can come, that I can… have her, but I don't know what I'm supposed to do."


    "You lay her to rest."


    "Where?"


    I'm quiet for a moment, mulling over that question, before I let go of Karissa's hand. She lets it hover there for a second before pulling it back onto the bed, resting it against her chest.


    "I have a place," I say, running my hands down my face.


    She turns her head to look at me. "You have a place?"


    "St. John's Catholic Cemetery in Queens. I own a plot there."


    "You do?"


    "Yes," I say quietly. "I think your mother would like it. Johnny was buried there months ago, so she wouldn't be far from him."


    Karissa says nothing, but she isn't arguing against it, so that counts for something.


    "I'll make the arrangements for you," I say, standing up. "You shouldn't have to do it."


    I start to walk out when she calls my name.


    "Naz, why do you have a plot there?"


    "I bought it long ago," I say hesitating near the doorway to look back at her. "It's where Maria was buried."


    "But don't you—?"


    "I don't need it," I say before she even has to ask that question. "I don't belong there. Not anymore. Maria's life was marked by violence… she should be able to rest in peace."
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    It's two weeks later when Karissa is released from the hospital.


    Two weeks later when we stand in the damp grass of the quiet cemetery, in front of the shiny black casket placed over the freshly dug grave. The reality of the situation surrounds the gravesite, a stark reminder of where life led us all. Carmela lived her life in hiding, and her death feels much the same.


    Isolated.


    There's nobody here.


    Nobody to share memories.


    Nobody to say goodbye.


    Nobody, that is, except me and Karissa, along with a preacher and the guys from the funeral home. In the distance, over the hill, I can see the unmarked police car, but they're not going to come closer.


    They're just watching.


    Watching me, because despite it all, they're still determined to bust me for something.


    "Shall we, uh, get started?" the preacher asks, as the strained silence surrounding us grows thicker.


    Karissa doesn't respond. She stands right beside me, wearing a plain black dress, so close her arm brushes mine. Her head is down, eyes fixed on the grass, hands clasped in front of her. She sways a bit. She shouldn't be on her feet. But she's stubborn… so damn stubborn.


    She ignored me when I told her to find somewhere to sit.


    Tears linger in the corner of her eyes. She just wanted someone to care, someone to show up… somebody else who wasn't me. She wanted her mother's life to matter to somebody other than her.


    Sighing, I turn away from her and glance around, freezing when I see someone approaching in the distance. Surprise runs through me.


    My father.


    He wears his usual work clothes, khakis and a white shirt, his grungy apron still tied around his waist. He came straight from the deli, I realize, and he forgot to take it off in his rush. He's clutching a bouquet of flowers, and when he gets closer I see they're pink roses.


    Pink roses.


    My gaze shifts toward the adjacent gravesite. The ring is long gone, unsurprisingly, but the roses remain in place. Wilted, sure, but they're still there.


    And I think I know who gave them to her.


    My father keeps his head down as he walks up, grumbling to himself as he approaches. Karissa's head snaps up at the sound of his voice, her eyes widening as she stares at him.


    "Sorry I'm late," he says to nobody in particular. "Time got away from me."


    "Not a problem," the preacher says, taking his hand to shake it, seeming damn relieved to have somebody else show up. "We're glad you could be here."


    My father nods, turning away from the man, and places the flowers on top of the casket before stepping back. He clasps his hands in front of him, refusing to meet my eyes as he stands there, waiting.


    The preacher starts.


    There isn't much to say.


    He reads off the skewed facts of Carmela's life, making the woman a caricature none of us standing here recognize, before clearing his throat and looking at the three of us gathered, struggling for something more to say. "Do any of you have a story you'd like to share about Carmela?"


    "I got one."


    My father's voice draws my attention back to him. The preacher waves his direction, giving him the floor.


    "I knew Carmela since she was just a little girl," he says, motioning toward his knees. "She was about this high, you know, a short little thing, and spunky. She used to come by the deli every day on her way home from school and I'd ask her how her day was, and it didn't matter how good of a day she had, she'd always tell me something bad. She was a complainer, that one. And I'd give her a cookie, you know, one of the ones we make fresh. I'd tell her no worries, tomorrow will be better. It's been a lot of years since I saw her… last time, she came by the shop, and I asked her how her day was and she said she'd just found out she was having a baby, so she wasn't gonna complain even if she could. She took a cookie and left. Never saw her again. To this day, every time we make Snickerdoodles, I think about her. Those were her favorites."


    Tears stream down Karissa's cheeks, but she smiles. "She used to make them for me."


    Silence overcomes the air around us again. The preacher clears his throat before moving on.


    It's over as quick as it starts.


    Afterward, my father approaches, taking Karissa's hands in his own. He kisses her cheeks, smiling, giving her the warm greeting she didn't get last time.


    "Come by the deli sometime," he tells her. "I've got some cookies with your name on them."


    "Thank you," she whispers. "I will."


    He lets go of her, motioning toward me with his head. "Just leave this one at home next time."


    The preacher pulls Karissa away then, and my father turns to me, meeting my eyes. He stares me down for a moment, not a stitch of apprehension.


    "Pink roses," I say.


    He shrugs. "They're your mother's favorite, so I figure I can't go wrong with them."


    He turns, hesitating when I call out to him. "Look…"


    He holds his hand up to stop me. "Save it, Ignazio. Whatever it is, I don't want to hear it." His gaze flickers to Karissa briefly before he turns to glare at me. "Just don't make me visit another woman's grave because of you."


    My father walks away, and I think, as he disappears from the cemetery, that this is probably one of the last times I'll ever speak to him.


    "Naz?"


    I turn around when Karissa says my name and immediately pull her into my arms, hugging her tightly.


    "Are you ready to get out of here?" I ask.


    "Yes."


    She gives one last long look at where her mother will forever rest before turning away. We head to my car and climb in, and I watch the rearview mirror as we pull away, waiting for the police cruiser to follow me, but it turns the other way.


    They don't come after me.


    Someday, but not today.


    I breathe a sigh of relief, reaching over and taking Karissa's hand, giving it a squeeze.


    I don't go home.


    Karissa doesn't question it.


    I drive north, out of the city.


    She watches out the side widow, still holding my hand, but she remains silent. Maybe she's afraid to ask questions. Maybe she just trusts me to take her somewhere safe.


    I don't know, but I appreciate her silence.


    It's more comfortable than I expect it to be.


    Dr. Carter's place is dead quiet, no cars around, no people anywhere. I pull the Mercedes right up front and cut the engine as Karissa eyes the building with confusion. There's only a small sign along the side, but her eyes zero in on it.


    Dr. Michael Carter


    Veterinary Services


    "You're kidding me," she says, her eyes turning to me. "I thought he was a doctor."


    "He is," I say. "A doctor of veterinary medicine."


    "You got shot, you nearly died, and instead of calling 9-1-1, you made me call a fucking vet?"


    Her disbelief makes me laugh, but I don't comment. Instead, I open the car door. "Come on, there's something I want to show you."


    She gets out of the car after me and I lead her straight out back. The moment I round the corner, I hear the growling and pause, glaring down at a pair of beady brown eyes as they glare at me.


    "Killer!"


    Karissa gasps, pushing away from me to run to him. His growling ceases instantly as he grows excited at the sight of her, jumping up and down. Karissa drops to her knees, wrapping her arms around the dog as she starts sobbing.


    She loses it.


    She cries long and hard.


    She's in pain.


    Torture.


    I can feel it emanating from her.


    It exists deep down in her soul.


    It's not about the dog, I know. It isn't even really about her mother, and it certainly isn't her father. It has nothing to do with him. It's not about me, or her, or anyone else. Not about Daniel, or Paul, or Ray. It's about life, and how cruel it can sometimes be.


    How unfair life is.


    All of us have a hand in it.


    We do what we have to do, take what we have to take, and sometimes we hurt people we swear we won't hurt, but we do, because life makes us.


    It's a dog eat dog world.


    We're all monsters, when it comes down to it.


    Her eyes meet mine.


    She mouths the words 'thank you'.


    I do nothing but nod.


    I don't deserve her gratitude.


    But she's the kind of woman who is grateful, anyway.
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 I'm going to tell you something that a wise man once told me: it's not the darkness that's terrifying, it's what you might find in it.


    I was always afraid of the dark as a child, afraid monsters would sneak into my room at night, but now I know there's nothing to fear. Not because monsters don't exist. They do. I've seen them. I've encountered them. One attacked me as I slept.


    I even became one myself afterward.


    No, the reason there's nothing to fear in the dark is because real monsters lurk in the light, too. They hide in plain sight. The trick is to find them before they can get you.


    I'm not a good man.


    I'm not.


    I know.


    But Karissa tells me maybe I'm not a bad man, either. I'm the kind of man who easily slips between the dark and the light, the kind of monster who walks along the shadows.


    Through the darkness, I stare at where Karissa lays beside me in the bed. She regards me warily, eyes guarded and nervous as she waits for a reaction. I'm panting, trying to catch my breath, trying to calm down and purge the memories from my head.


    I hate these fucking nightmares.


    Seconds pass as she waits me out before there's a noise out in the hallway, something scratching against the bedroom door.


    Panicking, I don't even think about it as I protectively grab ahold of Karissa, forcing her behind me. My heart stalls as I stare at the door, feeling her hands on me.


    "Relax," she whispers, grabbing my arm. "It's just Killer."


    Killer.


    It takes a moment for that to sink in, but I don't relax, my muscles taut and shoulders tense. I offer Karissa a small smile as she leans over, lightly kissing my lips.


    I kiss her back as she runs her hands along my face, wiping the sweat from my brow. She questions nothing. She asks nothing of me. I give her the world and for that, she offers trust. We both know I don't deserve it.


    I never will.


    But I'm grateful, and I show her.


    I climb on top of her, kissing her deeper, more frenzied. It's instinctive, as she opens herself up, spreading her legs to accommodate me. I'm inside of her right away. With her, there's never any hesitation.


    I've learned my lesson.


    I find peace in the darkness sometimes now. I find peace with her. I'll never forget, but she makes me feel like it's okay to remember. It's okay to remember the pain and fear. It's okay to admit the darkness terrified me.


    Because I found some light in it.


    I found her.


    The scratching at the door continues, followed by growling when Karissa starts to make noise. She might trust me, but Killer certainly doesn't. He takes her moans of pleasure as signs of distress and tries to break the door down to get at me.


    Since you're so good at keeping secrets, I'm going to tell you another:


    I had another fear as a child.


    Just one other.


    Goddamn dogs.
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    Karissa


    

    
 The sports bar is utter chaos.


    Every booth is packed, asses planted in all of the stools, as servers run back and forth and bartenders dish out beer after beer. Naz is still sipping on the same one he ordered over thirty minutes ago. I imagine it has to be piss-warm by now, but it doesn't seem to bother him.


    He doesn't seem to notice, for that matter.


    He sits across from me in the small wooden booth, posture relaxed but expression faded. The man's here physically, but his mind is somewhere far, far away. Where? I don't know. I'd ask, but he probably wouldn't answer.


    He'd just tell me not to worry about it.


    That's what he always says these days when I ask things, when he can tell I'm starting to overthink everything again. Don't worry about it. I try not to, but it's hard, given what we've been through, given who he is.


    Or who he used to be…


    "You're out?"


    "About as out as a man like me can possibly be."


    "What does that even mean?"


    "Don't worry about it. Just know I'm done with all of that."


    Out.


    Done with all of that.


    Hardly.


    Over the past year, there have been incidents. Quiet phone conversations and middle-of-the-night disappearances, none of which he ever offers explanations for, leading to days of obsessively cleaning his finally-fixed car or being more paranoid than usual. The cops have come around more times than I care to count, asking about situations and people Naz always feigns ignorance about.


    Out, for Naz, certainly hasn't been cold turkey.


    Clearing my throat, I pick up the bacon cheeseburger the waitress shoved in front of me a moment ago when she ran past. I take a bite, dramatically rolling my eyes back in my head. Jesus Christ, it's Heaven on a bun. I'm surprised I don't hear trumpets playing in the distance as I chew, wiping the grease from my face when it runs down my chin.


    Best burger ever.


    "I swear, I could eat these every day," I say. "Breakfast, lunch, and dinner."


    Naz's eyes drift my way at the sound of my voice. He's not eating. He says he's not hungry. "I'm not sure that would be good for your health."


    "Yeah, but you'd still love me if I gained, like, seven hundred pounds, right?"


    A small smile tugs the corner of his lips as he regards me, just enough to show off a hint of his dimples. "Right."


    "See? No problem."


    "Sure, until you had a massive coronary from the clogged arteries. I already worry about you getting diabetes with as much chocolate as you eat."


    I roll my eyes instead of commenting, taking another bite as he laughs. I swallow it down with what's left of my Coke just as the waitress comes speeding by. She skids to a stop, grabbing my empty glass with a smile. "Refill, darling?"


    "Yes, please."


    She turns her attention to Naz. "Another beer?"


    He shakes his bottle. Empty. "Sure."


    The waitress scurries away, returning moments later with our drinks. The cap is already off Naz's beer bottle, but he barely gives it a look before taking a sip.


    I smile, unable to help myself, as I stare at him. His mind drifts again, his attention elsewhere, but I don't mind. Not really. It gives me a chance to watch him like he usually watches me.


    I'm sure, if people knew us, if they knew our history... if they read the fine print that accompanied our story... they'd wonder how I could even be here right now. How I could sit at this table, across from this man, and breathe the same air he breathes, sharing the same space that he occupies. They'd wonder how I could look at him and feel anything besides hatred. How I could see him and not wish him dead.


    The truth is, sometimes I wonder those same things.


    It makes me wonder if there's something wrong with me. Is it some sort of sickness I've caught? Delirium. Delusions. Maybe it's Stockholm syndrome, or maybe it's a disease I was born with. Not contagious, but genetic, something my mother passed on to me. I see an echo of her in myself. I'm stumbling down the same path she long ago got lost on, a path that reaffirmed her undying love for a man that had been marked for death.


    I wonder if this is how she felt, facing the realization that the man she'd chosen to give herself to was the same man who took so much away from her. I wonder if she felt as I feel, if she saw what I see: a flawed man, a tortured soul, a shred of hope inside what everyone else finds utterly hopeless. I wonder a lot, but I'll never have any answers, never get a chance to ask my questions, thanks to the man sitting across from me.


    Some days, I'm still so angry about what he did, about how he hurt me, but other days… days like today, when I watch him in silence and see a hint of the vulnerability he usually keeps locked away… I'm afforded a sick sense of relief. Relief that I'll never have my questions answered, that I'll never have to know just how fucked up we all really are.


    I finish eating as he sips his beer, staring off toward the nearest television screen. Football is on, the noise from the crowd loud but the silence that surrounds the two of us is comfortable.


    After my burger is gone, I shove my plate aside and gaze at the screen. I know nothing about sports. There's a green team and a blue team and they smash into each other like the waves of a tumultuous sea, mixing and mashing and doing whatever the hell they do to score points.


    I don't know.


    I don't get it.


    "I need a job."


    My attention darts right to Naz when he says that. "What?"


    Sighing exasperatedly, he leans back in the booth, his eyes shifting to me. He stares at me, hard, but his expression remains passive.


    After a moment, he shrugs.


    "A job," he says again. "Something."


    "Do you…? I mean, if it's about money, I…"


    He cuts me off with a laugh and takes a swig of his beer. "We're good on money. Our children are good on money, as are their children, and their children's children. It isn't about money."


    I gape at him. That was a whole hell of a lot of hypothetical children he just threw in there for a man who hasn't uttered a word to me about us potentially having a family since the last time we stepped foot in Sin City. "If it's not money, then…"


    "I just need something," he explains, not looking at me now, his eyes drifting along the wooden tabletop between us. "You have school. You're going to have something someday, a career, and I've got nothing."


    "You have plenty," I say, although I know exactly what he means when he says he has nothing. He has no focus, no goal, nothing he's working toward anymore. The man spent his entire adulthood hunting something, and now that it's been caught, he's just standing there, stagnant, unsure which direction to go.


    "You asked me once what I would've done with my life had I not lost everything," he says. "I was thinking about that earlier… thinking about what kind of man I'd be if Johnny hadn't turned on me."


    "Did you figure it out?"


    "I don't know," he says, finishing off his beer before setting his bottle down. "I was a punk kid. Sure, I was in college, but who knows how long that would've lasted, considering I was already working odd jobs for Ray back then. I just wanted to be everything my father wasn't… I didn't want to have to work myself to the death just to pay the bills. I didn't want to turn out like Giuseppe Vitale. So I think maybe, regardless, when all was said and done, this is exactly who I'd still be. Even if Johnny hadn't done what he did, somebody, somewhere, probably would have, and I still would've become this man."


    His voice has a dejected tone to it, like that realization knocked the wind from his sails.


    "You think it was fate? That you were just born to be this way?"


    "No." He meets my eyes again. "I'm saying my choices would've eventually led me this way. I can only blame myself, and I'm sorry what me being this man has done to everyone I've ever loved."


    Those words send a shockwave through me.


    Never, in a million years, did I expect to hear him say that.


    I'm not sure how to respond.


    "So yeah…" He motions toward the waitress, requesting our bill. "I need something."


    He pulls out some cash, tossing it on the table, before standing up. He reaches for me, and I stare at his extended hand for a moment, shell-shocked.


    Did he seriously just say that?


    Holy shit.


    Ignazio Vitale actually accepted blame.


    Naz lets out a light laugh as I shake off my stupor and take his hand, climbing to my feet. He links our fingers together, squeezing gently, as the two of us stroll out of the busy sports bar and onto the floor of the MGM Grand.


    I didn't expect to come back here, to see this place again so soon after our last visit. The casino is busy, and it's still pretty early on a Friday night, but instead of hanging around down here with the crowds, we head up to our Skyloft penthouse.


    Same exact room as last time, too. It all feels familiar, yet so utterly different. This time, there's no Brandy, no Ray, and no guy Naz is going to murder at the end of the day (one can hope, anyway). There's no business to attend to (that I'm aware of), nothing planned (that he tells me about), no expectations except just existing in the moment.


    No expectations except for being together.


    I like it so much better this way.


    As soon as we reach the room and Naz opens the door, I see a bottle of champagne in a bucket of ice sitting on the table, a platter of chocolate covered strawberries beside it. Smiling, I stroll over to the table, plucking a strawberry from the platter and holding it up, waving it toward Naz as he approaches.


    "For someone concerned about my impending diabetes, you sure spoil me with this stuff a lot."


    He smiles as he pops the top off the bottle of champagne and grabs two glasses, pouring a bit in each. He holds one out to me, keeping the other, as I take a bite of my strawberry. "I'm not in the business of denying anyone anything. I definitely don't deny myself. Sure, it might kill you someday, but I'm certainly not one to judge. Everything I do is bound to catch up to me, and when it does…" He shrugs, taking a sip of the champagne before smiling playfully. "I'm sure there will be hell to pay."


    "For you?"


    "Or them."


    "Who's them?"


    He steps toward me and I instinctively tense, glass of champagne in one hand and half-eaten strawberry in the other, as he grasps my chin, pulling my face up toward him, his thumb tracing my bottom lip. His expression changes right before my eyes, the playfulness draining as that look creeps into his eyes. That look.


    The monster.


    He's peeking out at me.


    "Them is anybody who dares get in my way," he says, voice low, and I can't help but shiver as those words wash over me. Fear. Excitement. Terror. Exhilaration. The sensations battle for control of my body, twisting my insides and making my knees weak. I'll never for a moment doubt he means that, and as frightening as it is, knowing what he's capable of, knowing what he wouldn't hesitate to do, my sickness relishes the security. He'd kill the whole world, burn it to the ground, but that part of me believes him when he says he'd protect me from harm.


    He's not bulletproof. I know he's not. But I think, now, he's grown shatter-resistant. After everything, Naz isn't an easy one to crack. Someday, when he dies, whether it happens tomorrow from a bullet or sixty years from now from old age, Naz will go out standing, fighting. Nobody will ever break him again.


    His eyes scan my face, slowly and methodically, like he's studying every contour, before his gaze settles on my mouth. He licks his lips, and mine part in response, releasing a shaky exhale. My eyes drift closed as he kisses me softly, and I moan from anticipation, expecting him to deepen it, but instead I'm met with laughter against my lips.


    Opening my eyes, I watch as he takes a step back, his expression once again light. The monster is gone. Naz tips his glass toward me before downing the rest of it and turning away.


    "Enjoy your strawberries," he says. "I'm going to take a shower."


    Fucking tease.


    I gape at him until he disappears before eating the rest of my strawberry. I hear him moving around on the second floor of the suit, hear the water turn on in the bathroom. I stand here, listening to the noise for a moment, scowling.


    I should stay down here.


    Really.


    I shouldn't follow him.


    Shouldn't bother him.


    It's not like he asked me to come along.


    Not like he invited me.


    So I should stay right where I am. I should drink all the champagne and eat all the strawberries and just say fuck him, the teasing bastard.


    I should.


    I don't.


    I guzzle what's in my glass before setting it down and heading for the stairs. I tread lightly, tiptoeing toward the upstairs bathroom. The door is cracked open, and it doesn't make a sound when I slowly push on it to slink inside. The lights are dim, the air hazy from the steam from the shower, the mirrors and glass coated in a thin layer of fog, but I can make him out standing beneath the spray.


    His back is to me as he lathers his hair with shampoo, the strong, all male, all Naz scent wafting toward me. Jesus, the man always smells as good as he looks. It's sinful, like just breathing him in is enough for a girl to need to shout out some Hail Mary's.


    Hail Mary, full of Grace, let this man fuck me tonight...


    "I'm not surprised."


    The sound of his voice causes my muscles to tense. His back is still to me. He hasn't so much as even glanced my direction, but I can't help but wonder if he knows I'm here.


    I say nothing.


    I don't know what to say.


    I'm not surprised?


    Is he talking to me?


    He rinses out his hair, as casual as can be, like he hadn't said a word. After a moment of silence, Naz turns around, his eyes meeting mine. He steps toward the glass, using his hand to clear away some of the fog.


    I try to keep eye contact.


    I do.


    I try.


    Really, I try hard.


    Hard.


    But my traitorous eyes have a mind of their own; my body does whatever the hell it wants. My gaze drifts down his chest and along his scars, following the trail of hair right to his cock.


    Yep, definitely hard.


    His laughter is sharp, drawing my eyes right back to his, knowing I've been caught ogling him.


    "That's you," he says. "Exhibitionism is your kink, jailbird, not mine."


    I feel my cheeks flushing. He curves a finger, motioning for me to come closer as he pushes open the glass door. Hesitating, I step toward him, as he casually leans against the wall of the shower, crossing his arms over his chest. I feel like a child about to be scolded for spying, with the way he's looking at me, expression serious, eyebrow cocked. He looks almost irritated.


    Ugh, why does that excite me more?


    "Is there something I can do for you?" His eyes scan me like I did him just a moment ago. "Is there something you need?"


    The insinuation is clear, although his tone is anything but playful. There's a hard edge to the words. When he meets my eyes again, I see his have darkened. The monster's back, and he's feeling testy.


    The rational part of me screams to get the hell out of there and leave the man to shower in peace, but I won't listen. I know it, and so does Naz. He cocks an eyebrow, waiting on my response.


    I can't get any words to form.


    "Well?" he says after a moment. "Are you going to answer the question, or am I going to have to force it out of you?"


    I open my mouth to saying something, anything, barely getting out a syllable when Naz snatches ahold of me. Oh hell, he's not even waiting on my answer. The words morph into a shriek as he yanks me fully clothed into the shower with him. The water is hot… Jesus, it's practically scalding. I'm surprised it doesn't burn my nipples off.


    He shoves me under the spray in front of him, slamming the glass door. The water clings to my dress, weighing down the material, soaking through to my skin. I try to push past him, to get away, but he's too strong. His body pins me there, forcing me back against the wall. His hands grasp my thighs, pulling me up, and I gasp from surprise, wrapping my arms around his neck as I hold on for dear life.


    "Like I said…" His lips ghost along my jawline before pausing beside my ear. "I'm not surprised."


    "Are you ever?"


    "No."


    He pins me against the shower wall, one hand firmly around me, keeping me in place, while his other snakes between us, finding its way beneath my soaked dress. My breath hitches when he rubs me through the thin fabric of my panties before his hand slips beneath.


    Oh shit.


    Oh shit.


    Oh holy fucking shit.


    His fingers are rough, calloused, and he's not at all gentle about his movements, rubbing hard, sending strong jolts of electricity through my body.


    "So wet," he murmurs.


    "Well…" My nails dig into the skin at the back of his neck as I cling to him, my body tense from the sensations running through me. "We are in the shower."


    Naz laughs darkly. "You know what I mean, sweetheart."


    He pushes a finger inside of me, then another, as his thumb finds my clit. I bite the inside of my cheek, trying to be quiet, but it's pointless. I bite so hard I taste blood. He knows every button to press, every inch of skin to touch, to shove me right over the edge and into oblivion. With just a hand, the man has me climbing the wall, panting, squirming, desperate for more.


    More.


    More.


    More.


    "Is this what you want?" he asks. "Is this what you need?"


    I shake my head, closing my eyes, as I relax back against the wall. Water streaks my face, raining down on me, my eyes burning, mascara running and makeup streaking, but I'm so damn close to orgasm already I can't even care. "More."


    "How much more?"


    "So much more," I murmur, feeling the pressure mounting, every inch of me tingling. Heat viciously attacks me, inside and out, battering my skin while straining my muscles. Naz's lips find my neck, and he sucks on it, making me gasp as he bites the tender spot below my ear. His fingers pump with fervor as I grind against his hand, getting closer… closer… closer…


    "Oh God, so close," I groan, tilting my head more as his lips make their way around to the front of my neck. He bites my throat, hard, the skin vibrating around his mouth as I let out a piercing scream at the unexpected jolt of pain. My body tenses in reaction as he curves his fingers, finding that spot.


    That spot.


    I explode, pleasure and pain and tension and release and every fucking thing my body has ever contained igniting in a ball of flames that sparks right between my legs. I bang my head against the tile, pain shooting through my skull.


    Before the pleasure even wanes, Naz lets go of me, dropping me back to my feet. My knees buckle, and I nearly hit the tile, unprepared, but Naz keeps me upright. He drags me to the other side of the shower before I can even catch my breath, spinning me around so my back is to him.


    Naz presses me up against the massive glass wall that looks down onto the first floor of the suite. The material of my dress slaps against it, adhering to it just like it clings to my trembling body.


    He says not a word—not a syllable, not a sigh, not even a whisper against my skin, as he yanks down my panties and lifts me up enough to thrust inside of me. I gasp, and he pauses at the sound, before steadying himself, stabilizing me there, to pound into me. He fucks me so hard, so brutal, I almost cry, the mix of pleasure and pain intense, unexpected. Jesus, I wasn't prepared for this. One arm pins me to him at the waist while his other hand finds my throat.


    I suck in a deep breath, shakily exhaling when my lungs feel like they might burst, over and over. It's torture, waiting for something, waiting for the dizzying sensation of him blocking the flow of air, waiting for his fingertips to press against my jugular. I'm distracted, waiting… waiting… waiting… for the asphyxiation.


    It doesn't come.


    I feel like screaming.


    "Naz…" My voice is a growl. "Please."


    I don't even know why I'm begging. Do I want him to do it? I don't know. I don't know. I just wish he'd put me out of misery, Jesus Christ, just do it or don't. The taunting is too much, the imminent threat of his hand on my throat stirring up the adrenaline until my vision blurs.


    Fuck, I don't know what I want.


    He seems to know though, his hand shifting, squeezing just enough to make me gasp for air.


    Within seconds, orgasm rocks through me, and he lets go as I suck in a deep breath, crying out his name. He thrusts into me so hard I'm surprised the glass can sustain the force, surprised it doesn't crack under the weight of the two of us, as his body shudders.


    He drops me fast, letting go of me and backing away. I'm caught off guard, hitting the tile with a bang. I wince and look over at Naz, watching in shock as he strokes himself, fast, hard, coming down the shower drain.


    It's been a long time since he's done that, pulled out like that, coming somewhere except for inside of me. A long, long time. His eyes are closed, mouth parted, head tilted back as his breaths come out haggard. He's stunning, there's no doubt about it, but the sight of him nags at me.


    Something's wrong.


    He's holding back.


    After his body calms down, he opens his eyes, dropping his gaze to look at me. The faded, distracted look from earlier is back, his brow furrowing at the sight of me on the shower floor. "Are you okay?"


    I nod slowly. "I think I broke my ass, but otherwise…"


    He reaches for me and pulls me to my feet, dragging me back under the spray of water. He strips me, yanking off my heavy, soaked dress, discarding it in the corner of the shower, before his hands explore my skin. He caresses and massages, grabbing the soap and gently washing every inch of me before shampooing my hair.


    I just stand there, letting him do it.


    He doesn't speak, but this feel a hell of a lot like an apology.


    Afterward, he takes a washcloth and runs it across my cheeks, wiping the skin around my eyes. I can see the black smears on the cloth from my makeup. "I look like a raccoon, don't I?"


    A smile touches his lips. "You're beautiful, baby. Don't fret it."


    I roll my eyes, but he doesn't give me much of a chance to argue. He shuts off the water and opens the shower door, stepping out. Grabbing a robe from the hook on the wall nearby, he drapes it around me, rubbing my arms as he kisses my forehead.


    "Why don't you go pour us some more champagne?" he suggests. "I'll be right behind you."


    I head downstairs, just as he told me to.


    It takes him a while to follow.


    Naz is distant the rest of the night. Again, he's here physically, but his thoughts are far away. I ask him more than once if he's okay, but he just repeats his mantra. Don't worry about it.


    Naturally, I worry.


    And worry.


    And worry.


    I lay in bed that night, still worrying.


    I fall asleep worrying.


    I dream about it.


    I'm worried.


    Something jolts me awake in the middle of the night. The room is dark, shadows befalling everything, the only light from the crack between the curtains letting the glow from the strip shine through. I'm on my back, and roll over, blinking away the sleep, but freeze when I see Naz's side of the bed is empty.


    This isn't the first time I've woken up to find him missing.


    Every time, I hope it'll be the last.


    Sighing, I sit up, rubbing my eyes. Working, I assume. I guess he's here for work, after all. I'm about to climb to my feet when something shifts, startling me. I gasp, faintly making out the form in the darkness. Naz is sitting on the edge of the bed, still stark naked, his head down as he stares at the floor, hands clasped in front of him.


    It takes a moment for my heart to calm down, for me to push back the swell of alarm. I swallow thickly, my voice cracking when I call his name. "Ignazio?"


    He lets out a deep sigh, shifting position, turning his head my way. I can't make out much of his face in this darkness, but I know what it would look like if I could.


    Troubled.


    "I was a fool, Karissa." He speaks low, just above a whisper, the words strained. "Such a fucking fool."


    "Why?" I pull the blanket up around me as my chest starts aching, tightening at his distressed tone. "What did you do?"


    "Nothing," he says, sighing again before amending. "Everything."


    I wait, but he doesn't elaborate.


    He offers no explanation.


    "I don't understand."


    Shaking his head, he looks away from me. "I'm not surprised."


    My confusion runs deep, my worry only growing as he stares at his hands fisted in his lap. The silence is stifling. There's so much more to say. I know there is… I just don't know what.


    What am I supposed to say?


    Before I can come up with something, Naz stands. I think he's going to leave, that he's going to walk away, and his name is on my lips to stop him when instead he turns my way.


    All that escapes is a gasp of surprise.


    Naz drops to his knees. No, to a knee. Just one. Right there, beside the bed, completely naked in the darkness. The man gets on a single knee beside me. My thoughts are a hellacious blizzard I can't see through to get a grasp on my surroundings. I don't know where I stand. I feel like I'm floating, hovering, my feet no longer on the ground. Knocked on my ass by this man for the second time today.


    "Naz," I say, my voice with a panicked edge to it. "Oh God, Naz, what are you…?"


    "Just be quiet and let me do this, okay?"


    "But—"


    "Please, Karissa."


    Please. The man said please.


    That alone silences me.


    "I've been thinking about doing this all day," he says. "All fucking day it's been pestering me. Should I do it? Should I not do it? I didn't know what was the right choice. I still don't know. But I can't think about it anymore. So I'm doing it, and hoping like hell you know the right choice, because I don't."


    I'm speechless.


    Fucking speechless.


    Naz opens his hand, and in his palm is a ring. I can't see it in the darkness, not really, but I can tell it's modest, not at all like the ring he gave me once before. That ring was gaudy and extravagant. This ring looks nothing like what he'd choose.


    It looks more like what I would.


    "You threw away the last one I bought you," he says quietly. "I could buy a hundred more like it. A hundred more flashy diamonds, bigger, brighter, each ring more expensive, but it would mean nothing, because it would just be a ring. A ring I bought with money I earned doing things I'd never want to admit to you. I wouldn't marry me with a ring like that either. I wouldn't marry the kind of person that bought that kind of ring."


    "Naz…"


    "Just… don't."


    I shut up again.


    "So I went to my father," he continues, "and I asked him for the ring he used. He worked himself half to death saving up to buy it, and it took him years. Decades. I was a teenager by the time he could finally afford a real ring. And it was nothing, barely a carat, but it was a lot for them."


    My stomach sinks. His mother's ring. Michelle Vitale died a few months ago, passed away unexpectedly in her sleep. I never got the chance to meet her, but I went to the funeral with Naz… and although he kept his distance, not going too close, never once approaching his father or participating in the services, I know it meant a lot to him that he could be there. That he got the chance to say goodbye.


    He blames himself, though.


    I know he does.


    Death takes away everyone I love, he said to me that day. My only response was, I'm here to stay.


    "I went to him, and asked him for this ring, because this ring means something. This ring was bought with money a man worked hard to earn, for a woman he loved more than anything. This ring is a sign of respect, and loyalty, and honesty. This is the kind of ring given by a man with integrity, a man like my father… a man, I realize, I was a fool for not wanting to be like. I asked him for it, and I expected him to say no, but he gave it to me. He gave it to me, and he said, 'if you do it, you gotta mean it, and it's gotta be right'. And I mean it… God knows, I mean it… but I don't know if it's right."


    He stares at the ring for a moment before meeting my eyes.


    "I'm not a good man," he says, "but I'm trying. I'm trying. I can't make you any promises of perfection. I can't promise I'll be what you deserve, or what you need, or even what you always want. All I can promise is that I'll love you until the day I die, and I'll spend every moment I'm alive trying for you."


    He pauses, eyes studying my face.


    "So I'm asking you to…" Shaking his head, he lets out a groan, backtracking. "Will you marry me, Karissa?"


    He looks at me like he thinks I might say no.


    Like he expects me to say no.


    I should.


    I know I should.


    Rationally, I should reject him, run away from him, stay as far away from the man as I possibly can. But love is anything but rational. Love is ugly, and messy. Love makes no fucking sense. And I love him, as impossible as that may be.


    I love him.


    It's ridiculous.


    But when I think about my life now, I can't imagine him not being in it. When I think about my future, I always picture him. This man is down on one knee, stark naked and vulnerable, and I could kick him while he's down, I could hurt him just a fraction of how he hurt me, but I would only regret it, because this, I think, is right. As wrong as it actually is, it still feels right to me.


    "I will," I whisper. "I'll marry you."


    Relief overcomes his expression as I hold out my hand. He slips the ring on, and it's slightly too big, but it feels like it belongs on my finger. Standing up, he leans toward me, hands on both sides of the bed beside me, as he smashes his lips to mine. He kisses me hard, kissing me deeply, climbing over top of me.


    "Now," I whisper against his mouth, wrapping my arms around him. "I want to do it now."


    "You want it?" he asks, lips leaving mine to trail my jawline, down to my neck. He kisses the center of my throat, where he left a bite mark earlier, as he presses himself against me. He's hard. "You want that, baby?"


    I shiver, running my fingers through the hair at his nape. "Uh, yeah, but I meant I want to get married."


    He pulls back, raising his eyebrows. "Get married? Now?"


    "Yes," I whisper. "Tonight."


    "But—"


    "Be quiet," I say, cutting him off, covering his mouth with my hand as I laugh. "You want me to pick a date, right? Well I pick one. Today."


    He looks stunned, but he doesn't argue, a small smile tugging the corner of his lips. He leans down toward me, leaving a light kiss against my lips. "Anything you want, Karissa. It's yours."


    Hours later, after the sun has risen, Naz and I stand in the small chapel at the MGM Grand. There are no guests, no friends, no family, just strangers as witnesses and a man licensed to marry us. I don't wear a wedding dress. Naz doesn't even wear a suit. Just me, and him, and the simplest vow.


    I promise to love you forever.


    It's the only promise we've got.


    After the man declares us husband and wife, Naz grabs a hold of me, yanking me toward him, and kisses me deeply, nipping at my bottom lip. I pull away, blushing, as Naz starts to tug me toward the exit of the chapel.


    "Come on," he says. "We have a marriage to consummate."


    "Is that right?"


    "Absolutely," he says, his voice low, gritty. "I think I'm going to fuck you outside the Bellagio, in front of the fountain, somewhere where the whole world can see."
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        To Leonardo DiCaprio...


        I'm sorry for what I said.
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      I'm going to tell you a story, a story about a lion that was killed by a callous hunter not long ago. This lion was the king of his pride, and this hunter? This hunter didn't even think twice about pulling the trigger, consequences be damned.


      And consequences there were.


      You see, when a king is killed, anarchy reigns as the next strongest male steps up to take his place. Sometimes that male is considerate, compassionate, but more likely he's a ruthless beast. To secure his place at the top of the food chain, to assert his dominance in a time of chaos, the lion annihilates anyone he considers competition, starting with his predecessor's cubs.


      His offspring, the ones he created, the ones he raised to follow his lead... one-by-one they fell, victim to the new cruel tyrant, until the former king's pride was no more. In the hunter's mind, it was over the second he put down the gun, but in reality, that was when the real trouble began.


      And trouble?


      It came with a vengeance.


      The pride lands were knee-deep in it.


      Midtown Shooting Leaves One Dead


      I stare through the darkness at the bold headline deep in the middle of yesterday's newspaper. It didn't make the front page. Not even close. It was tucked in along with the petty crimes that plague the city, like a shooting means nothing to these people nowadays.


      Maybe it doesn't.


      Who am I to judge?


      Bullets certainly don't faze me anymore.


      But this one stalled me. This one made me hesitate. My eyes drift from the vague headline to the lone victim's name: Kelvin Russo.


      I know him.


      Well, I knew him.


      Kelvin is no more.


      Once one of Ray's favorite street soldiers, Kelvin caught a bullet to the back of the skull. He was young, just starting out… couldn't have been any more than twenty-three or twenty-four. The paper doesn't say much about what happened, but I know an execution when I read about one.


      Another of the former king's cubs has fallen.


      I didn't pull the trigger this time, but when it comes down to it, I still shoulder the blame. He's dead because there's a new king of this concrete jungle, a king that's sending a message to everyone.


      Bow down.


      The thing is, though, I don't kneel for anyone. I get on my knees for no fucking man. I walked away a year ago, before pulling that fateful trigger, but that won't be good enough for someone like him.


      It's only a matter of time before he comes for me.


      Before he wants me.


      Whoever he is...
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      "A leopard doesn't change its spots."


      Giuseppe Vitale isn't usually a man to mince words. He speaks in riddles a lot of the time, something his son inherited from him, but his point is always there, front and center. He knows what he knows and feels how he feels, and when it comes down to it, he won't hesitate to tell you how it is.


      A leopard doesn't change its spots.


      He's talking about Ignazio.


      "But he's different," I say, my eyes drifting to the small wooden table between us, like maybe subconsciously I doubt my own words. He has been different, that's true, but I know that doesn't mean he has actually changed.


      Can he change?


      I don't know.


      Should I even want him to?


      It has been over a year since a bullet tore through me in the foyer of the home in Brooklyn, although my chest still aches like it happened yesterday. The physical wound healed but my heart is another story.


      Part of it remains broken.


      It probably always will be that way.


      Six weeks ago, Naz asked me to marry him. Really asked me, unlike before. This time, when I said yes, I knew exactly what I was committing to. I know what kind of man he is. I know the things he's done, the things he wanted to do. We said 'I do' that very night, in the chapel at the MGM Grand in Las Vegas, and I've spent every night since then convinced I'd made the right decision.


      Because he's different.


      He is.


      But what exactly does different mean?


      Giuseppe reaches over, placing his rough, calloused hand on top of mine, squeezing lightly to draw my attention back to him. He's got a smile on his lips, but it's not a smile of happiness. It borders somewhere on pity.


      I can almost hear what he's thinking.


      Poor little girl, you don't understand what you've gotten into.


      "You know, they say if you put a frog in a pot of boiling water, it'll jump right back out," he says. "But if you put a frog in a pot of cool water and steadily raise the temperature, it'll stay right where it is, like nothing is happening. You get where I'm going with this?"


      My brow furrows at the jump in conversation. "No."


      "You're the frog, girl, and Ignazio? He's boiling you alive without you even noticing."


      I want to argue against that. I want to tell him he's wrong. Because he is. He's wrong. But the only words I can come up with are 'he's different' and I'm not even entirely sure how to explain what that means. He's still Naz, still the same intimidating Ignazio, but Vitale hasn't shown his face... not around me, anyway.


      I know Giuseppe can't differentiate between the masks, though. He looks at his son and only sees the monster he turned into over the years. He can't see the man he was, or the man he is, the man he swears he's trying to be.


      He still disappears at night sometimes. There are still the occasional whispered phone calls. He's still paranoid, and overprotective, and extremely careful, but what he isn't is cruel. He isn't deceitful. I understand him. He understands me. He doesn't handle me with kid gloves, but he doesn't give me more than I can tolerate, either. He treats me like a person, not a possession, although, okay… his possessive streak can sometimes still be pretty fierce.


      The man is an enigma. A beautiful, sometimes terrifying puzzle that I'm still piecing together, little by little.


      Giuseppe, though, has no interest in his son's healing. He has no interest in him being different. As far as he's concerned, Naz is the kind of broken you just can't fix.


      Before I can think of something to say to Giuseppe, something other than the usual 'but he's different' bit, the door to the deli opens, the bell loudly jiggling. I don't even have to look over to know it's him. There's something about the way he enters, a chill in the air, a heat in the stare, that tells me Naz is here.


      Giuseppe doesn't turn to look, but I know he senses it, too.


      "Porca vacca," he mutters, sighing loudly as he pulls his hands from mine and shoves the chair back, standing up. His eyes remain on my face, the pity now more frustration. "You want some cookies? How about some Snickerdoodles?"


      He doesn't wait for me to respond before walking away.


      A few seconds later, the chair across from me shifts again, another body planting in it. I glance up at him, smiling when he mutters under his breath, "just like a whore in church around here."


      They're a lot alike, Naz and his father, but you won't catch me telling either of them that. Stubborn men.


      "Of all places," he says, raising his eyebrows as he stares at me across the table. "I could've gotten a table at the last minute at Le Bernardin, could've even taken you to Paragone again, but no… you ask me to meet you for lunch at Vitale's Italian Delicatessen."


      I shrug. "The food's good here."


      "I won't argue with that, but the atmosphere leaves quite a bit to be desired."


      Giuseppe returns then, sliding a small plate of cookies onto the table in front of me. They're so fresh I can smell the warm cinnamon sugar. "Uh, you are heaven-sent," I say, snatching up a cookie and taking a bite of it. Delicious.


      Naz rolls his eyes. He rolls his eyes.


      I don't think I've ever seen the man rolls his eyes before.


      "Are you going to order some lunch?" Giuseppe asks impatiently, glaring at his only child. "Or are you planning to just loiter for a while?"


      "Depends," Naz replies.


      "On what?"


      "On whether or not you're willing to serve me."


      Giuseppe grumbles to himself as he stalks away, heading straight back behind the counter, roughly shoving the swinging door open.


      He disappears into the kitchen.


      "So, uh, does that mean we're eating?" I ask.


      "It means I'm ordering," Naz says. "He's either gone back there to make the food for us, or he's calling the police because I'm trespassing again. But considering how hungry I am, I'd say it's probably worth the risk."


      Getting up, Naz heads for the front counter, ordering two Italian specials.


      After paying, he goes to return to the table but pauses. "You wouldn't happen to have today's newspaper, would you?" he asks the young guy running the cash register, one of only three employees Giuseppe pays to help him out around here. He tends to do the brunt of the work himself for whatever reason. Pride, maybe. Probably pigheadedness.


      Before the guy can answer, Giuseppe hollers from the kitchen, "Buy your own damn paper!"


      Shaking his head, Naz retakes his seat. "I suppose it's obvious by now where I got my asshole genes from."


      "He's not an asshole," I say, still shoveling the cookie in my mouth. "Neither are you, for that matter. You're just, you know... a bit intense."


      "Intense," Naz repeats. "That's one way to put it."


      Intense, he is. His intensity is unrivaled. His bright blue eyes burn through me as they slowly, carefully, scan my face, watching me eat my cookie like he's getting off on it. I can feel my cheeks warming with blush. "Why are you staring at me?"


      He leans a bit closer, a smirk tugging the corner of his lips, flashing his dimples. "Why not?"


      It only takes a few minutes for our food to be ready. As it turns out, Giuseppe decided to serve him, after all. I dive right in the second mine is placed on the table, but Naz hesitates. He stares at the sandwich, picking it apart with his fingers, eyes slightly narrowed as he inspects the contents.


      "For Christ's sake, Ignazio," Giuseppe shouts, coming out from the kitchen. "Just eat the damn thing!"


      A second passes.


      Then another.


      And another.


      I don't think he's going to eat it, but then... he does. He picks it up and takes a small bite, chewing carefully. Holy fuck.


      I don't want to make a big deal out of the fact that he's eating at his father's deli, food that, not long ago, he wouldn't even touch. I don't want to rock the boat, so to speak, by pointing out that Giuseppe hasn't once actually threatened to throw his ass out on the street. I don't want to gloat, but I can't help it. I can feel myself smiling with satisfaction. He's different. He is.


      'I told you so' is begging to come from my lips.


      "See?" I say, almost giddy as I watch Naz eat. "I knew the two of you—"


      I don't have a chance to finish whatever smug thing it is I'm planning to say. My words die on the tip of my tongue as loud bangs echo through the deli, one after another.


      BANG


      BANG


      BANG


      Before I even have a chance to react, Naz is on his feet, grabbing the table in front of us and flipping it over, shoving me to the checkered floor behind it. I hit the floor. Hard. Wincing, stunned, I peek around the table, watching in horror as the glass covering the front of the building cracks from the force of the flying bullets.


      Bullets.


      Fucking bullets.


      Someone is shooting at the place.


      Everyone else drops to the floor, scrambling away on instinct, everyone except for Naz… and his father, for that matter. Both men just stand there, staring straight ahead, as the tinted glass ripples and splinters between the metal bars but never breaks inside.


      Bulletproof.


      A few seconds. That's all it lasts. A dozen gunshots in quick succession before a car speeds away outside, the tires squealing, smoke flying. I can barely see it through the destruction, but I can tell the car is black, a shadowy mass of metal hauling ass to get away before it's caught.


      My heart is hammering, my chest aching from the force of the thumps. Gasping, I try to catch my breath, but it's hard. So damn hard. Stark silence overtakes the deli in the wake of the gunfire. It seems to go on forever. We're all stunned. Eventually, Naz turns his head, calmly looking down at where I'm still crouching on the floor, carefully offering me his hand.


      "Are you okay?" he asks, although he doesn't actually sound alarmed. I don't know if the man is just desensitized to this sort of thing, or if maybe he knew we were safe where we were.


      "I, uh…" My voice shakes, my body trembling as I let him pull me to my feet. "Yeah, I think so."


      He looks me over, still gripping onto my hand, before turning his attention to the window. People around us are getting to their feet, some fleeing from the fear of it all, while Giuseppe still just stands there, silent, staring.


      He's in shock.


      I don't know what to say. I don't know what to do.


      Someone just shot up the fucking deli.


      Something tells me there will be hell to pay from a Vitale for it.


      I'm just not entirely sure which man at this point.


      "You," Giuseppe growls, his voice laced with an anger I haven't heard since the first day Naz brought me to this place. It's the sound of simmering rage, of fury, of disgust. His head turns, his eyes going straight to his son. Naz turns to his father at the sound of the man's voice, his expression stoic. "Get out! Get out, and don't come back!"


      I'm too stunned to do anything but stand there and watch. Naz, on the other hand, doesn't look surprised at all. He looks his father over for a moment before turning to me, pulling me toward him. He wraps his arms around me, and I hug him back, gripping tight.


      "Next time," he whispers, "pick somewhere else to eat."


      With that, he lets go of me.


      With that, he's gone.


      It happens in a blink. The bell over the door is jingling, and Naz is no longer beside me before I can even make sense of what's going on. Brow furrowing, body still trembling, I dash for the door, shocked my legs can even hold me up. I pull the door open and dart out onto the sidewalk, calling his name. "Naz? Naz!"


      I turn around in circles, looking, but he's gone. That fast. He disappeared from the deli, leaving me there.


      He just… left me here.


      Like I said, he's different.


      The old Naz would've never done that.


      Sirens blare in the distance, coming closer as I stand there, my eyes drifting to the front of the deli. Shards of glass litter the sidewalk, as well as a few bullets that had ricocheted off. The glass kept them from getting inside, but it wasn't immune to destruction.


      It's a mess.


      People are running down the streets, shouting at one another, the neighborhood in utter chaos.


      A drive-by shooting in broad daylight.


      It's one of those things my mother warned me about, the horror stories of monsters that run these streets. Naz always told me never to be scared, that I had nothing to be scared of, but I am… I'm scared.


      What the hell just happened?


      I step back into the deli just as the police start to arrive. Giuseppe is finally moving around, helping people to their feet, trying to calm down his remaining customers. His voice is quiet, almost soothing as he talks, all traces of his anger gone out the door with his son.


      Leaning back against the wall by the door, I slide down to the floor, wrapping my arms around my knees as the police descend upon the scene. I'm in a daze, listening but not hearing anything going on around me, the world just a big blur until someone calls for me.


      "Miss Reed?"


      I look up, seeing a familiar face staring down at me. He's so close his shadow covers me, swaddling me in a gloomy cocoon. It's ominous. Detective Jameson.


      The last time I saw the man was when I'd been shot. He came to the hospital while I was in recovery, asking to hear my side of the story. It was as if he'd expected me to refute Naz's statement, to tell them he'd somehow done something wrong, but I couldn't. Naz, for as many times as he might've endangered me, saved me that day. The doctor had said it himself. Naz saved my life. The detective had gone away, saying his door would be open if I wanted to reconsider, but never once did I ever think about turning on the man I love.


      Because even with everything that has happened, God help me, I do love him.


      I love him more than I ever thought possible.


      I clear my throat, surprised my voice works when I say, "Mrs. Vitale."


      Jameson's brow furrows as he squats down in front of me, like he thinks maybe if he's more on my level, I'll somehow make more sense. "What?"


      Holding out my left hand, I show him the ring on my finger. "I'm not Miss Reed anymore."


      I can see it in his face when it clicks, his cool demeanor dissolving. Reaching out, he snatches a hold of my hand, tilting it to get a better look at the ring. It's simple, relatively speaking… as simple as Naz gets, anyway. Just a gold band encrusted with a few small diamonds.


      It had been his mother's wedding ring.


      "You… you actually married him." His voice matches his expression. "When did that happen?"


      "A few weeks ago," I say quietly, pulling my hand away, not liking him touching me, and I know for a fact Naz wouldn't like it, either. He wouldn't like the guy even talking to me.


      "Well, then, Mrs. Vitale," he says, standing back up, his unruffled façade back as he towers over me once again. "I'd like to ask you a few quick questions, if you don't mind."


      "She does mind," a voice chimes in, butting into the small space around us. Giuseppe. The man's got a few inches on the detective. "Got any questions, you can ask me. She doesn't know anything. She was just here, eating. Innocent bystander."


      Jameson narrows his eyes at the intrusion. "If that's the case, I don't see why she can't just tell me that."


      "She's traumatized enough, having to have her lunch busted up by some schmuck," Giuseppe says, motioning behind him, toward my now flipped-over table, the food scattered all over the checkered floor. "Last thing she needs is some pushy no-good detective breathing down her neck about it, like she did something wrong."


      I still wouldn't call either man an asshole, but I definitely see where Naz gets his intensity. Whoa. Even the detective seems to balk for a moment, silently contemplating his next move. Before Jameson can say anything else, someone calls for him from outside the deli, and he excuses himself to go join whoever it is.


      Giuseppe watches the man walk out, shaking his head, before turning back to me. "You all right?"


      I nod. "Thank you."


      "Ah, it was nothing. If Ignazio gets mad at anybody for squawking, let it be me."


      I stand back up, grateful my legs seem more stable now. "I don't know why that guy's even here. He's a homicide detective. Nobody died, right?"


      Oh God, nobody did, did they? We were all fine inside, thanks to the windows, but out on the streets might've been a different story…


      "Nah, everyone's fine," Giuseppe says, brushing off my concern. "Shaken up, maybe, but no spilled blood today." He pauses, looking around. "Not here, anyway."


      "So why's he here then?"


      "Why do you think?" Giuseppe looks back at me, raising his eyebrows, his voice incredulous like I should probably know the answer to that question. And I do. The second our eyes meet, it clicks. He's here because of Naz. That's why he's anywhere. Doesn't matter if it's his jurisdiction or not… the man's got a personal vendetta against Naz. "Isn't the first time they've come sniffing around here and it won't be the last, not as long as Ignazio's out there, walking around scot-free. They come by with their questions, and I tell them the truth."


      "Which is?"


      "That I haven't seen him, and I don't intend to."


      Something strikes me then, something I hadn't really considered before. Giuseppe constantly keeps his son at an arm's length, and Naz figures it's because the man hates his guts. And not to say he likes the things Naz is involved with, but maybe, just maybe, part of Giuseppe does it so he can claim ignorance.


      So he can't be used to hurt his son in any way.


      Plausible deniability.


      It's selfless, in a sense, like he's sacrificing any sort of relationship with his son to do what he can to keep him safe, and while I don't know Giuseppe as well as I'd like to, it seems to me like something he just might do.


      "You should get out of here," Giuseppe says then, not looking at me, his eyes fixed through the fractured glass of his deli. "Use the back door, through the kitchen, so they don't try to stop you."


      I hesitate, but something about the tone of his voice tells me not to argue. I don't think Giuseppe is open to negotiation on these situations any more than Naz usually is. The cops are so busy collecting evidence along the street that nobody is bothering to cover the back of the deli. I slip into the alley easily, undetected, hugging my still-aching chest as I quickly make my way past the graffiti-ridden Dumpsters, away from the scene.


      A cab sits on the corner, parked along the street. I hail it as soon as I get close enough, grateful nobody else beat me to it.


      "Brooklyn, please," I tell the driver, rattling off our address, my voice strained. I settle in, snapping on my seatbelt, keeping my head down, afraid to look out, feeling almost like I'm running from the police. Please don't come after me. The driver's young, in his mid-twenties, maybe. He flashes a set of bright white teeth at me in the rearview mirror as he pulls out into traffic.


      If Naz has taught me anything in our time together, it's to always be aware of my surroundings, to watch and learn. More is caught than taught. He's told me that a few times. My eyes instinctively gloss over the cab driver's license pinned to the dashboard of the car. Abele Abate.


      Unfortunate name.


      Naz doesn't like me taking cabs. He doesn't trust others to keep me safe from harm. But given the situation, I imagine he wouldn't have much to say about it right now.


      My mind wanders during the drive, wondering where he might've run off to, what he might be doing right now.


      Part of me is afraid to know.


      It takes almost an hour to get home with traffic, and it costs sixty bucks for the trip. Ugh. I give the driver a hundred-dollar bill, telling him to keep the change. He seems surprised by the gesture, flashing me another smile and thanking me in a quiet voice.


      He didn't try to talk to me the whole way here.


      I appreciate it.


      The house seems still, almost creepily so. I don't like being here much anymore, especially alone. The place is haunted by memories, a lot of them not-so-good… memories of times we fought, the time I drugged Naz's food… memories of the time he considered taking my life, the time I realized there was a monster inside of him. We both almost died in the foyer on separate nights, and although it was long ago cleaned up, sometimes, if I look just right, I think I can still see remnants of the blood.


      We talk about moving… we talk about it all the time… but for some reason, we haven't pulled the trigger, so to speak, too caught up in every day life to make a decision.


      Too caught up trying to adjust to our new realities.


      Him, as out as someone like him can be.


      Me, now his wife.


      Crazy.


      I use my keys to unlock the front door before stepping inside and relocking it behind me. Killer, my dog, is asleep in the living room. He looks up when I enter, on alert, before happily dodging toward me, wagging his tail, wanting to play. I rub his head, scratching his big ears, but I'm too exhausted to do much more today.


      Sighing, I kick off my shoes right then and there and head for the den with the dog right on my heels. Maybe I'll take a nap on the couch, if I can even shut my mind off to fall asleep. God knows when Naz will get home. Could be hours. Could be days.


      "Didn't take you long."


      A scream rips out of me the second I hear the unexpected voice, startling me more than even the gunshots did. What the hell? My knees buckle and I almost drop to the floor, panicked, as my eyes seek out the source. Naz sits in the den at his desk, clutching a newspaper open, his eyes on it.


      "Jesus Christ, Naz, what are you doing?"


      "Reading today's paper."


      "Reading today's paper," I repeat.


      He's reading a fucking newspaper? Really?


      "Yes," he says. "I picked one up on my way home."


      "You picked one up," I say incredulously. "On your way home."


      His eyes flicker to me then as he cocks an eyebrow. "Why are you repeating everything I say?"


      "Why am I repeating everything you say?"


      He can't be serious, can he?


      Jesus Christ, he's actually serious.


      Seriously?


      Naz shakes his head, setting his newspaper down on the desk before leaning back in his chair, turning slightly to angle toward me. "Now I see why you hate it when I do that. It's quite annoying."


      "I just…" Seriously, what the hell? "I don't even know what to say to that. I don't know what's happening. You just… what are you doing?"


      His brow furrows, like I'm the one not making sense, and maybe I'm not, but I'm absolutely baffled. Why is he here? He disappeared from the deli, leaving me there to fend for myself, just to come straight home and read the goddamn newspaper?


      It makes no sense.


      "How did you get home?" he asks, eyeing me suspiciously.


      "I took a cab."


      "I thought I told you—"


      "Yeah, well," I interject before he can even try to lecture me for not listening to him. "How the hell else was I supposed to get home?"


      "You could've called for the car service," he says. "Would've taken them twenty minutes, tops, to get to Hell's Kitchen where you were."


      "Well, it wouldn't have been an issue in the first place had you not just left."


      "He told me to leave," Naz says casually, picking up his paper again as he turns back away. "What else was I supposed to do?"


      "Uh... take me with you. You didn't have to just leave me there."


      "You were safe."


      "I was safe?" I scoff. "How do you know?"


      "Because I wasn't there anymore."


      His voice is matter-of-fact. I'm not entirely sure what to say to that. "But how do you know—?"


      He sets down his paper again, this time with an exaggerated huff of annoyance, like he doesn't want to have to talk about this. I probably shouldn't press the matter, but I want to hear what he has to say.


      I want some sort of explanation.


      I deserve one.


      "You're not dense, Karissa, so don't act like it," he says, staring at me pointedly. "You continue to refuse to look at the big picture when it's always right there. How do I know it was me they were gunning for? Tell me something, sweetheart… who else in the place has a target on their back? There's only one reason someone would do what they did, and you're looking at it." He motions to himself. "So, yeah, I knew you were safe, because I wasn't there. Is that a good enough answer?"


      I want to say no, it isn't good enough, but I know he'll never accept that. Still, though, I can't help myself. "It's not your fault, you know."


      "Then whose is it? Yours?"


      "Why does it have to be anyone's fault?" I ask, walking over to where he sits, perching myself on the corner of his wooden desk. "Things just happen sometimes."


      "Look, I appreciate what you're trying to do, but just… don't," he says. "I've made my bed, and I've long ago accepted that I'll someday have to lie in it. Nothing I do—or don't do—today will erase what I did yesterday."


      "What did you do yesterday?"


      He cuts his eyes at me, and I know I need to watch myself at this point, because he's not in the mood for my antics. He looks angry. He almost looks like Vitale. "You know what I mean, Karissa. The present doesn't make up for the past."


      "Yeah, I get it," I say. "Just because you apologize doesn't mean you're automatically forgiven."


      "Exactly," he says. "And in my case, I didn't even apologize."


      "Are you sorry?"


      "No."


      I shouldn't laugh, because it's not funny, but I do. I laugh. Ever the blunt one. Naz looks at me, and he doesn't even crack a smile, but I see his expression soften a bit, his posture relaxing.


      We sit in silence for a moment—me watching him, him looking at his newspaper—before it gets to be too much. "That still doesn't mean it's your fault, though."


      He slaps his paper down on the desk with a groan before running his hands down his face. "Karissa…"


      "Look, all I'm saying is we're responsible for our own actions. We're not responsible for what other people do." He doesn't look like he's at all buying what I'm saying, but I continue anyway. "So whatever you did yesterday, yeah, that's on you, but what someone does today because of it? That's on them, Naz. No one has ever been forced to retaliate."


      "We'll have to agree to disagree on that."


      "Pfft, I'm right and you know it," I continue. "Retaliation is a choice, plain and simple. You choose to get revenge. You always have the option of being the bigger man."


      Naz stares at me like I've sprouted another head out of my neck. I don't know if I'm getting through to him or not, but I hope so. Because all of this? I really just want it to end. Maybe that's like asking for a miracle in our lives, but it doesn't hurt, I think, to just… ask.


      "You know," he says after a moment, looking away from me. "You were a lot more submissive before I married you."


      Again, I laugh.


      Again, I probably shouldn't.


      "Whatever," I say, rolling my eyes as he goes back to reading. I regard him curiously as he does, my words still bouncing around in my skull. Retaliation. Part of me figured that was what he'd been off doing, why he'd left the deli so quickly, leaving me behind. "How'd you get home, anyway?"


      "Drove."


      "Really? Your car wasn't in the driveway."


      "I parked it in the garage."


      My brow furrows. "Did you make any stops on the way home?"


      He shakes his paper at me, continuing to read. He stopped for the newspaper… he said that earlier.


      That's it?


      "You didn't go anywhere else?"


      Carefully, his gaze slides my way, eyes narrowing slightly. "No."


      I drop the subject then, knowing I'm pushing his buttons. We've got a policy now, one we both adhere to: I don't ask questions I can't handle the answers to, because he's not going to lie to me, no matter what it's about. Ignorance, he says, is most definitely bliss, but if I want to know, he's going to tell me.


      Call it a perk of marriage.


      It's bitten me in the ass before, though, especially with his bluntness.


      Like when I brought up Professor Santino and he'd told me, point blank, the pointer stick broke off in the man's ribcage.


      So if he says he didn't make any other stops, I'm choosing to believe him.


      Choosing it, like I fear he's still choosing retaliation.
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      Karissa's dreaming.


      Or having a nightmare, rather.


      I can hear her as she lays beside me, whimpering in her sleep. Her body is tense, jacked up like a live wire. I think if I try to wake her now, she might electrocute me.


      I wonder, sometimes, if her dreams are about us. Are they ever the happily ever after variety? Or are they always about all the things I did? The hurt I caused, the pain she went through, the horror of falling in with a man like me. I wonder, but I don't ask her, because I'm not sure it matters.


      I'm not sure she ever remembers.


      She never mentions her dreams to me.


      Besides, dreams mean nothing when it comes to reality.


      Life is what it is.


      You can't escape it.


      The ceiling fan lightly spins, blowing her hair. Reaching over, I carefully brush the wayward hair away from her face, watching her for a moment, before leaning in to press a small kiss to her cheek. She sleeps right through it, deep in the throes of the dream, oblivious to my presence, hopefully just as ignorant to my upcoming absence.


      I don't want her to worry about it.


      As carefully as possible, I slide out of the bed, making sure not to disturb her. I grab a pair of black sweatpants on my way out the door, slipping them on out in the darkened hallway before making my way downstairs.


      I'm grateful I manage to make my way past the mutt. He still doesn't like me... not that I blame him. I did shoot his owner right in front of him once. But he makes it hard to sneak around sometimes. Makes it hard to maintain peace in this house.


      It's a warm, fall evening, nearing midnight, but the marble kitchen floor is cool against my bare feet. My footsteps falter as I near the sink, and I reach over, plucking the boning knife from the wooden block on the counter. The handle is black, the narrow blade eight-inches long, the point sharp enough to pull flesh from bone.


      That's what it's meant for, after all.


      I grab my keys from the hook near the side door before stepping out into the garage, mindful to close the door behind me again. Open doors are invitations I don't want to extend to anyone right now, but especially not Karissa.


      I want her to stay right where she is, fast asleep.


      Oblivious.


      I pop the trunk on my Mercedes before shoving my keys in the pockets of my pants. The moment I do it, I hear whimpering as something shifts around inside the car. Pushing the lid open, I stare down at the form in the darkness, illuminated by the dull lights of the trunk.


      Sweat covers him from the top of his bald head to the tips of his bare toes, his face drenched, dripping beads of it, his filthy white shirt clinging to him. And it stinks… Jesus, it fucking reeks. It'll take me a month to get the stench of piss out of my trunk after this. Anger surges inside of me at the very thought of him pissing himself, the spineless coward. He's lucky I don't plunge the knife into his neck, right here and right now. Lucky he might… might… live to see another day.


      For his sake, I hope he does.


      He looks like he wants to survive.


      He stares at me, wide-eyed, panicked. The moment he catches sight of the knife, he breaks out into tears. He's hyperventilating, sucking air through his nose, trying to breathe but the duct tape covering his mouth, wrapped around his head, is damn near suffocating. His wrists and ankles, too, are bound, but it doesn't stop him from flailing around in the trunk, making a ruckus.


      "What did I tell you, Armando?" I hold the knife to his throat, the action making him tense and stop moving so much, so not to cut himself. "You let my wife hear you and I'll have no choice but to slit your fucking throat."


      He tries to quiet his cries, going mostly silent, but the tears continue to fall. I hate it, the sight of someone crying, be it man or woman, but especially men who are supposed to be a part of the family. Men who pledge to live by the gun shouldn't fall apart the second it's hinted they might die by it, too.


      Or in this case, by knife, which arguably, when I'm wielding it, might hurt a hell of a lot more.


      Armando Donati was one of Ray's street soldiers, the kind who did dirty work, who roamed in the trenches and wasn't opposed to bending rules off the books to win wars. Kidnapping, extortion, and assault were his specialties, as well as the average every day drive-by shooting. The parts of the life that had no honor. The parts of the life that none of them talked about. Armando had a knack for making a hit look more like a random act. Ray kept eyes and ears all over the street, and most of his information came straight from Armando and his band of bloody thieves.


      So, naturally, the second gunfire lit up my father's business, I thought of him.


      "No screaming," I tell him. "If you want any chance of going home, you'll listen. You got me?"


      He nods frantically.


      "Good."


      Using the knife, I slit across the duct tape on his mouth, watching as blood flows around the hole, the blade slicing into his lip. He grunts, letting out a strangled cry as more tears fall, but he doesn't scream. He sucks in a large gulp of air through his mouth, immediately begging the second he exhales.


      "Please, Vitale, it wasn't me! I swear to God! I swear on my wife, my children! I swear on the family! I didn't do it!"


      I want to jab the knife into his larynx to shut him up, but instead I clamp my free hand down around his mouth and nose, squeezing. He starts to thrash, but settles down the second I say, "Don't."


      He can't breathe now. I know he can't. His face is turning red, his eyes bugging out.


      "I know it wasn't you," I say. "So don't waste your breath trying to explain that to me, or next time I'll take your breath away permanently."


      I let go, and again, he gasps for air. His blood is on my hand and I absently rub it on my pant leg, not realizing what I've done until it's too late.


      Shit.


      I'll have to burn them now.


      Get rid of the evidence.


      He's quiet this time. Well, he's hyperventilating, and sobbing, but at least he isn't trying to beg anymore.


      Armando lives in Hell's Kitchen, not far from my father's deli, in an apartment above the convenience store Ray used to own, the same one I stole from when I was sixteen years old. I stopped there on my way home to grab a newspaper… and I just happened to grab my old acquaintance while I was at it.


      I know he didn't do it. I know, because he was sitting in a recliner, in his boxers, watching soap operas like the little bitch he is. But just because he didn't do it doesn't mean he wouldn't know who did. His kind are like wolves… they run in packs.


      I'm gunning for the alpha.


      The one brave enough to come after me.


      "I want to know who shot up the block in Hell's Kitchen this afternoon," I say, continuing before he can give me the 'it wasn't me' spiel. "The streets talk, Armando, and you're about as close to a gutter rat as there is in this business. You hear it all. Ray's people are dropping like flies. Everyday, it's someone else. But somehow, you're still alive, and I can probably guess why. So I want to know who's behind it… I want to know who you're working for now."


      "I'm not—" The words slip from his lips instinctively before he silences them with a gulp of air, swallowing back the lie he's trained to say. We're all taught to deny any involvement whatsoever, but he knows better. He knows giving me the lie will only get him killed. "Look, I haven't met the guy… he hasn't come to me yet, I swear! I'm nobody. I'm nothing. He probably doesn't even know who I am! But people talk, you know… they talk, just like you said. A guy came to me last week, came to me about some information, said he heard that I might know some things. He asked about you, but I didn't tell him anything he didn't already know!"


      "Who was the guy?"


      "I don't know his name."


      As soon as the denial is out of his mouth, the knife slams down, right into the meaty part of his thigh. I yank it right back out, again clamping my hand down around his mouth and nose as he lets out a shriek of pain, muzzling the sound. His face turns bright red, and I let go, immediately regretting it when he screams, "Joe! They call him Fat Joe!"


      He catches his mistake right away and starts pleading quietly, sobbing, as a stream of blood runs from the wound in his thigh. It's not much. Nothing he can't easily survive. I hold the knife up, telling him to be silent, as the damn dog starts barking in the kitchen, hearing us out here.


      I listen for a moment, making sure Karissa hadn't been disturbed. The dog stops barking finally, giving up on finding out what's going on outside.


      "Who does this Joe guy work for?" I ask when I'm sure we won't be interrupted. I need to get this over with and get my ass back upstairs. "And don't tell me you don't know, because next time, I'm aiming for the artery."


      "There's a guy, he's new in town."


      "I know that much."


      "Joe, he didn't say who he was working for, and you know, Vitale… you know we're never supposed to ask! He kept saying 'my boss this, my boss that', but it's gotta be the new guy!"


      "Does this new guy have a name?"


      "They call him Scar, I think."


      "You think," I repeat. "You better think right, or you'll come to regret giving me bad information, Armando."


      "I'm sure," he corrects himself. "I'm positive that's it."


      Scar. Huh.


      "And Fat Joe's working for this Scar guy?"


      I hate even asking that sentence.


      My life has turned into a cliché Mafia movie.


      "Has to be," Armando says. "Don't know who else would do it."


      I stand there, trying to figure out what I'm supposed to do with this information, when Armando starts whimpering again, quietly begging for mercy. The sound grates on my nerves, and I step away, tossing the knife down on the top of my toolbox as I snatch up the roll of duct tape. I rip a chunk off and slap it over the bloody slit across his mouth, silencing him again.


      "You're lucky, Armando," I say. "You see, I'm trying to do better these days, trying to be a better man, trying to be the man my wife thinks I can be, so I'm not going to kill you tonight. I'm going to give you a chance. If you survive until morning, I'll take you home; I'll drop you off right where I picked you up. You understand?"


      He can't respond, not with his mouth taped again, but I take his muffled frantic mumbling for confirmation that he understands. Before, things would've been non-negotiable. Cross me, and you die. That was the way it was. But I can't do that anymore. I can't keep that up. If I'm not flexible, I'm not commendable.


      And I'm trying to be commendable for her.


      "But remember… you let my wife find you and the deal's off."


      I slam the trunk closed, hearing his startled cry, but then he goes silent again.


      The gutter rat wants to live.


      Grabbing the knife, I head back into the house, making sure to lock up behind me. Killer retreats a few steps when he sees me, his chest rumbling as he starts growling.


      In the kitchen, I reach up into the cabinet beside the sink, digging into the bag of pepperoni-flavored dog treats. I toss a few to the mutt, and he gobbles them up, too distracted by the treats to bother with me anymore.


      I wash the blood from the blade and toss the knife in the dishwasher before heading toward the stairs, veering to the laundry room on my way. I pull off my sweatpants, burying them in a pile of dirty clothes, making a mental note to remember to do something about them later.


      I head upstairs then, back to the bedroom.


      Karissa is still asleep. It doesn't look like she's even moved an inch. I climb in the bed beside her, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her to me.


      It worried me today.


      Thank God she's safe.


      I just need her to stay that way.


      She stirs then, briefly waking up, before nuzzling against me and going right back to sleep in my arms.


      She starts dreaming again.


      This time, though, she's smiling.


      She wouldn't be smiling if she knew what I was thinking, if she knew where my mind was venturing, the things I was yearning to do. I'm trying, for her, I'm trying my damndest, but I'm not sure how much more I can give. She says retaliation is a choice, and maybe she's right. Maybe it is a choice.


      But maybe I want to choose retaliation.


      Is it so wrong to want vengeance?


      I don't think so.


      

      


      "Good morning."


      Karissa's voice is a sleepy mumble, her words broken around a yawn. I glance over toward the doorway as she steps into the kitchen. Her hair is a tangled mess. She's wearing nothing but a too-big black t-shirt that I'm guessing she stole from the back of my closet.


      Half of her wardrobe comes out of there.


      "Morning." I'm not sure yet if I'm willing to call it good. I haven't had a wink of sleep and I'm probably not getting any until sometime tomorrow. "You're up early."


      It's seven, maybe eight in the morning. Clocks are still quite scarce around the house, and I don't feel like looking at my watch, so I'm not entirely sure. I'm dressed for the day and have been since around four.


      "Yeah," she mumbles. "Had a hard time sleeping."


      I consider pointing out how much she actually slept last night, but I think better of it. "Pity."


      "I know, right?" Karissa tinkers with the coffee machine on the counter, brewing herself a cup, as I unload the dishwasher, making sure everything, including the boning knife, goes back where it belongs. She watches me as she waits on her coffee, rubbing Killer's head as he nudges against her, wanting her attention. "Looks like you've been busy this morning."


      I've done a load of laundry, burned a pair of pants, and scrubbed the kitchen from top to bottom, all to distract me while waiting on her to wake up. "I suppose you're not the only one who had a hard time sleeping."


      She regards me curiously, picking up her coffee cup when it's finished, blowing on the steaming liquid. "You know, it's still not your fault."


      Pausing, I close my eyes, forcing myself to not react to that. I don't want to have this conversation again. She's starting to sound like a damn self-help tape with her constant reassurances. It's not your fault. After a moment, I press on with what I was doing and change the subject. "So, what are your plans for the day?"


      "Oh, you know, a little of this, a little of that."


      I shoot her a look as she sips on her coffee. She's purposely trying to provoke me. "Care to elaborate?"


      "I've got class most of the day," she says, pausing before adding, "Which you already know. Other than that, nothing much… might stop by and see Melody later on. Been a while since we hung out. You?"


      "Nothing."


      "Nothing?"


      "Nothing."


      "Sounds exciting."


      "I'm sure it will be as thrilling as it sounds," I reply. "Do you want me to drive you into the city?"


      "No, it's okay. I can just grab a cab."


      I pull my phone from my pocket as soon as she says that. "How about I call a car for you instead?"


      She shrugs, like it doesn't matter, as she guzzles her coffee now that it's cool. It does matter, though. The drivers with the car service are vetted. I know their names and addresses.


      I know where their parents live.


      "Whatever you want to do," she says, pushing away from the counter to leave the kitchen. "I'll be ready in about forty-five minutes."


      "I'll have them pick you up then."


      An hour later, the car is sitting by the curb in front of the house, patiently waiting as Karissa dawdles around the house, feeding the dog and making herself another cup of coffee—this one to go. When she's finally ready, all of her things together, she rises up on her tiptoes and pecks a kiss against my lips before heading for the door. "Have a good day doing nothing."


      "I'm sure I will," I tell her, watching as she walks out, leaving me alone. I hate it, whenever she leaves, but I find myself relieved today to have her gone. I feel like I can breathe deeply without risking her realizing what I've been up to and having to see that look on her face.


      The look that says I still terrify her sometimes, even to this day.


      It's been a while since I've seen it.


      I've certainly been trying to keep it at bay.


      Sighing, I look around the spotless kitchen, smelling the harsh bleach scent that clings to everything, as I lean back against the counter near the sink. Killer stands in the doorway, ears laid back as he regards me. The second our eyes meet, I hear the grumble, a low growl resonating deep in his chest.


      "Don't look at me that way," I say. "I do what I have to do."


      He barks once without moving. Reaching up into the cabinet near my head, I grab a treat. I toss it to him, the growl instantly ceasing, his tail suddenly wagging as he gobbles up the treat, forgetting—at least momentarily—that I'm supposed to be the enemy.


      He's easily trained.


      Easily tricked.


      If he keeps this up, I might eventually start to like him.


      Or not.


      Grabbing my keys, I leave, heading out into the garage. It's a little warmer now than last night. It's going to be a hot day.


      Popping the trunk on the car, I grimace as the stench again hits me, waving it away as I recoil. Son of a bitch, it's even worse this morning. I'm going to need a ton of bleach to tackle this disaster.


      Armando is out cold, but I can see his chest moving. He's still breathing. He survived the night.


      Lucky bastard.


      "Rise and shine," I say, slapping his cheek a few times, rousing him from his slumber. It's amazing… he got more sleep in a fucking trunk than I managed to find in my own bed. It takes him a moment to come around, a moment to realize where he is, to remember what I did to him. He balks when he sees me, blinking rapidly, his face contorting with pain. "Well, nothing, it seems you made it to morning. Congratulations."


      He probably cried himself to sleep last night, thinking this was the end, thinking this was just me prolonging his death, torturing him a bit before taking his life. He probably passed out thinking it was the last time he'd see the dawning of a new day.


      I still have half a mind to kill the bastard just on principle. Don't leave witnesses. He certainly witnessed what I was up to yesterday. But I'm not going to. Instead, I'm going to give him his second wind. "I won't kill you today, Armando. A deal is a deal, and I'm a man of my word. But that doesn't mean I won't kill you tomorrow. The first time you slip up or get in my way, I'm going to end you, and it's not going to be as merciful as a knife to the neck. You understand?"


      He nods as he starts to cry again, tears streaming from his eyes. Disgusted, I slam the trunk closed and walk over, climbing in behind the wheel. I'll take him home, just like I said I would, and I'll let him go, like I said I would, too. I'm going to give him a chance to live out the rest of his days.


      He better not disappoint me.


      I'm already low on patience.
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      The café near NYU is pretty dead at two in the afternoon on a Tuesday, most students off in class somewhere or already headed home for the day. There are only a handful of tables occupied, nobody waiting in line for a drink. I sip on my chocolate mint tea as I glance around the place, tapping my foot on the dark linoleum floor. I've had a ton of caffeine already today, enough to revitalize a tranquilized horse, but that isn't what has me so antsy.


      No, it's what happened at the deli.


      I can't get it out of my mind.


      I wonder how Giuseppe's feeling, wonder what he's thinking. His life's work shut down because of a hail of random gunfire in the middle of the afternoon. I remember Naz said his father added the extra security years ago, after his son fell in with Raymond Angelo, but for the first time, the precautions actually became necessary.


      I can only imagine what it means for whatever sort of relationship the two of them were starting to form again.


      Is there any coming back from this?


      "Earth to Karissa!" Fingers snap right in my face, startling me. "Are you having an episode?"


      I flinch, my eyes meeting Melody's across the small, round table. "What?"


      "Jesus, I thought you were having a psychotic break or something," she says, shaking her head as she regards me. "I've been talking to you for like, thirty goddamn minutes, and you haven't acknowledged the fact that I'm even here."


      Ignoring the fact that we've been here for only ten minutes, tops, I lean back in my chair, gripping my drink with both hands, giving her my undivided attention. "What were you saying?"


      "I don't even know anymore." She groans, her head dropping down right onto the open book on the table, her words muffled as she mumbles into the pages. "Why do I keep doing this to myself?"


      "Maybe you're a masochist," I suggest. "You need a good sadist in your life."


      That earns me a slightly raised head and one hell of a glare. Laughing, I shrug. Who knows? I never, in a million years, thought I'd be an exhibitionist, but Naz swears I might be, and I'm not going to deny the thrill I get at the idea of being watched. "Hey, you never know. We've all got our kinks."


      "I'm an idiot," she counters, ignoring my suggestion. "I'm one-hundred percent a fucking dumbass. There's no other explanation. I'll never learn my lesson."


      She dramatically bangs her head against the brand new textbook a few times before sitting back up. Another philosophy class, her fourth so far. This time it's Philosophy of Mind, whatever that means. I don't even know the difference.


      Isn't all philosophy, you know, from the mind?


      She's passed every single one of the classes, her grades just getting better and better, but that doesn't stop her from complaining every time.


      Me? I gave up with the second one.


      Philosophy is just not for me.


      Melody, on the other hand, had the bright idea to make it her major.


      A degree in philosophy… what does one do with that?


      "Don't be so hard on yourself," I say. "It's all just opinions, remember?"


      That earns me yet another glare.


      Man, I'm on fire today.


      "Whatever," she says. "This is it. I'm not doing it any more. I'm drawing the line."


      She literally uses her finger to draw a line across the table, her red-painted acrylic scraping against the whatever-the-hell-the-table-is-made-out-of.


      "Yeah, right," I say, reaching over and snatching her book from her. She protests and tries to snatch it back, standing up like she's about to pounce and attack me over the damn thing, but I push her off as I look at it. Functionalism. I read the definition at the top of the chapter twice, but it's nothing but gibberish to me. "Whoa, is this even English?"


      She rolls her eyes, once again trying to take the book, but I thwart her attempt as I flip pages. A few chapters in I run into a stack of papers—notes. I'm about to hand it back to her, not wanting to mess up whatever kind of chaotic system she has with the thing, when my eyes gloss over the top paper. It's a stream of definitions, notes written around them in the margins, but up top, front and center, is a little scribble, a boy's name is a lopsided heart.


      Leo


      "Leo?" I squeak. I fucking squeak. "Who the hell is Leo?"


      As soon as the words are out of my mouth, she forcefully removes the book from my hands, closing it and shoving it right into her backpack, like she hadn't needed to study in the first place. Functionalism be damned. I stare at her incredulously as her cheeks flush, turning bright red.


      She's blushing.


      Melody Carmichael, ever confident and controlling, is blushing.


      Holy shit.


      "Who is he?" I ask. "Oh my God, Melody, you better spill it right now, or I'm going to think you've got a thing for DiCaprio."


      She shrugs. "He's not so bad."


      "No, not Titanic DiCaprio," I tell her. "Not Romeo and Juliet DiCaprio. Not even Wolf of Wall Street DiCaprio. I'm talking real DiCaprio. On his yacht DiCaprio. Full beard DiCaprio."


      Melody makes a face of horror, shuddering as she turns to me. "No way."


      I cock an eyebrow at her. "You got a thing for dad-bod's?"


      Laughing, she throws a balled up napkin across the table at me. "Oh, God, shut up!"


      "Who is he?" I ask, grabbing the napkin and throwing it back. "Tell me!"


      "Okay, okay!" She holds her hands up. "He's just… he's nobody, really."


      "Nobody? You're drawing his name in hearts and he's nobody?"


      "He's just a guy I met," she says. "We've been out for coffee a few times."


      "Coffee?" I gasp, grabbing my chest in mock horror. "But coffee is our thing!"


      She continues to blush. I'm absolutely baffled. First, Naz rolls his eyes, and now Melody is blushing. I woke up in the Twilight Zone yesterday, and I don't know how the hell to get out of it. I don't know if I even want to.


      "It's not serious or anything," she explains. "I don't even know if that's something he's looking for."


      "But you hope."


      "But I hope," she admits, sighing as she leans closer to the table, smiling giddily. "He's just… wow. He's perfect in every way. Absolutely perfect."


      Uh-oh. I've heard this before.


      I heard this about Paul.


      "Perfection isn't real," I point out.


      "Puh-lease," she says, waving me off. "You married perfection, did you not?"


      A sharp bark of laughter escapes me at that. "Hardly. Naz is… he's great. Naz is what I want in life. But perfect? No way."


      I'm sure he'd agree with that.


      "But he's perfect for you. You're both, you know…" She waves toward me, like that's supposed to make sense of it all. "In the words of Meredith Grey, you're dark and twisty, okay? He's all intense and you're all complex and you're frankly weird, okay? You both are. But it's a good weird; you know… it's a mutual weird. Sometimes he scares the hell out of me and sometimes you confuse the hell out of me, and together the two of you just… you make sense."


      I stare at her as she finishes babbling. "We make sense."


      "You do," she says. "And Leo… I don't even know how to explain it. He makes me feel like I'm the only other person in the world, like nothing matters more than me in the moment. He listens to me… really listens. And it's crazy, I know, because after what happened with Paul, I didn't think I'd ever feel this way again, but I do." She sighs. "I do."


      I don't even know what to say. I'm happy for her, of course, but it worries me at the same time. Paul was the first guy she'd ever kept around for a while, and well, we all know how that turned out.


      Well, I know how that turned out.


      To most, he's just missing, vanished into thin air. They still hope he might someday come back.


      I know better.


      Another one of those bite-me-in-the-ass questions I asked Naz.


      "That's great," I tell her, meaning it for the most part. I'm glad she's finally moving on with her life. "When do I get to meet the lucky guy?"


      "Uh, I don't know," she says. "Maybe we could double sometime."


      "Double? Like in a double date?" I ask. "I think me and Naz might be kind of beyond the whole double date thing."


      Or rather, Naz is beyond dating.


      "Yeah, you're right." She laughs. "Besides, I should probably get him to do more than take me for coffee before I start making plans."


      "Probably," I agree, smiling as I watch her pack up her things. "I've got my fingers crossed."


      "Me, too, girl… me, too."


      "Leo," I muse over the name. "He's not like a, uh, tubby mountain man looking motherfucker, is he?"


      "DiCaprio? Nah, he's not that bad."


      "No," I laugh. "Your Leo."


      "Oh, no way." Standing up, she slings her backpack on her back. "He's gorgeous, way out of my league."


      "Nobody's out of your league, Melody."


      She smiles, giving me an awkward one-armed hug, before planting a sloppy kiss right on my cheek. "And that's why you're my best friend, Kissimmee… you truly believe that. I'll see you later, okay?"


      She's gone before I can even respond, jetting out the door to class so she isn't late for her Philosophy test. I sit there for a moment, sipping my tea, before getting up and heading outside with it. I'm done for the day and consider just grabbing a cab, as one is just sitting there, begging to be grabbed, but at the last second, I think better of it.


      Pulling out my phone, I request a car instead.


      They're there within a few minutes, a man I vaguely recognize. I've ridden with him before, but I don't know his name. He opens the back of the car for me and I climb in, settling into the seat for the trip back to Brooklyn.


      When I arrive, I let him open the door for me again, because these guys get kind of angry when I do it myself. I don't know if it's policy or if they're just afraid of what Naz will do if they don't, so I oblige it, annoyingly, for the sake of keeping peace.


      I watch as the car pulls away and turn to head for the house when I catch sight of another car parked in front of the place. The four-door unmarked black Ford sticks out like a sore thumb, with its darkly tinted windows and half a dozen antennas.


      Detective Jameson is leaning against the bumper, his arms crossed over his chest. The moment I look his way, he pushes away from the thing, heading right for me.


      Awesome.


      "Miss Ree—uh, Vitale," he says as he stops in front of me. "Mrs. Vitale."


      "Detective," I say. "What are you doing here?"


      "We didn't get a chance to really talk yesterday, so I thought I'd stop by."


      "And what, interrogate me?"


      "Hardly," he says, feigning offense. "I simply wanted to take a moment to offer my congratulations."


      "For what?"


      He nods his head toward my hand. "Your marriage."


      "Oh." Absently, I tinker with the ring on my finger. "Yeah. Thanks, I guess."


      "I would've said it yesterday, but you disappeared before I could. Your husband did, too, for that matter. He was gone before I even arrived. He was there with you, wasn't he?"


      "You tell me," I say. "You'd know."


      Turning, I start to leave when his voice stops me again. "Curious, though, how it all happened so fast."


      I should keep walking. I know I should. But I want to know what he means by that. "What?"


      "It's just that, well, the two of you rushed into marriage," he says. "So it's just a bit curious to me, you know… makes me wonder if it has anything to do with marital privilege, if maybe he made it so you'd never have to testify against him about anything."


      I recoil when he says that, almost like he slapped me right in the face. How dare he belittle what we have? "Are you accusing him of something?"


      "Should I be?"


      "Naz didn't do anything," I say. "He was eating lunch like the rest of us. Just another innocent bystander."


      The detective shakes his head. "If that's the case—"


      "If you'll excuse me, I'm done with this conversation," I say, moving to leave, not turning back around this time. "Goodbye, Detective. You can see yourself off our street."


      I don't give the man a chance to try to goad me into more conversation. When I reach the front door of the house, I chance a peek back, seeing he's gaping at me. Guess he didn't like what I had to say. Going inside, I make sure to lock the door behind me, dropping my things right in the living room as I stomp through the house.


      Jackass.


      The moment I step into the kitchen, my footsteps falter. Naz is leaning back against the counter by the sink, exactly where he had been when I left hours ago. It's as if he hasn't moved an inch all day.


      "So what did Jameson want today?" he asks right away.


      "You knew he was out there?"


      "Of course."


      Of course he did.


      I grab a bottle of water from the fridge, cracking it open to take a sip. "He wanted to know if we got married so I'd have some kind of immunity from testifying."


      Naz seems genuinely surprised by that. "Oh really? What did you say?"


      "I said I didn't need immunity because you weren't guilty of anything."


      Immediately, Naz laughs, the kind of loud laughter that can't be contained.


      "This time," I elaborate, narrowing my eyes at him. I'm glad he finds this funny. "Regardless of what you think, you did nothing wrong yesterday."


      "Whatever you say."


      "Anyway…" I roll my eyes. "I can't believe you knew he was out there and you didn't do anything about it. You didn't even try to stop him from talking to me."


      "You're a big girl. You can handle yourself."


      I nearly choke on a drink of water when he says that. For the second day in a row, he let me fend for myself when it came to the police. Old Naz would've never risked it. Old Naz would've micromanaged that shit. "You're sure putting a lot of faith in me these days."


      "I trust you," he says.


      "You trust me?"


      "Of course."


      Those words stun me. Maybe they shouldn't after everything, but they do. Trust was always shaky between the two of us, and part of me figured it would just always be an issue, so to hear him say, point blank, that he trusts me, is almost mind blowing.


      Although, truthfully, I suppose I've come to trust him, too.


      "I married you, Karissa. I wouldn't have actually done that if I didn't trust you with my life. My faith in you was sealed the moment I put that ring on your finger."


      "Because I belong to you now."


      "No, because you belong with me. I decided to keep you that day, for better or for worse."


      "And what happens if I decide someday to no longer keep you? What then?"


      "Huh." He stares at me. "Haven't thought about it."


      "You haven't?"


      "No."


      "You seriously haven't considered what would happen if I tried to leave?"


      "Not at all," he says. "Back… before… I would've just dragged you right back. But now, if you walk away from me, I suppose I just hope I don't miss you."


      "You hope you don't miss me?"


      "Yeah, but I don't think it would be a problem," he says, pushing away from the counter, strolling toward me. "After all, I'm a pretty good shot."


      I gasp when it strikes me what he's saying, and he grabs ahold of me, wrapping his arms around me, laughing. He's laughing.


      "Not funny, Naz," I growl, trying to push him off, but he refuses to let go. "Not funny at all."


      "Ah, come on," he says, kissing the top of my head before loosening his hold. "Admit it… it was a little funny."


      I glare at him, not at all amused, which only makes him laugh even more.


      "Look, you really want to leave me, Karissa? Then I suppose I just… watch you walk away." He shrugs, as if it's just as simple as that, as if he'd just let me go. "Are you trying to tell me something? Planning your escape?"


      "No, of course not," I say, shaking my head. "I don't even know why I'm asking. I think the detective just threw me off with what he said."


      "Well, it's nonsense," he says. "You've had ample opportunity to send me up the river… you could've easily gotten me locked up long ago just by opening your mouth. I didn't need to marry you to gain your silence. You've given it to me from the start. If you didn't turn on me then, when you had plenty of reason to, I trust that you won't do it now, ring or no ring. I married you, Karissa, because I love you. Nothing more, nothing less."


      As many times as he's said those words… I love you… it still makes my stomach flutter to hear them come from him. The butterflies soar. He's not an outwardly emotional person, not at all, so when he says it, I know he means it.


      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I reach up on my tiptoes and kiss him. His lips are soft, sweet. His tongue tastes like peppermint. "I love you, too, you know."


      "I know."


      My gaze shifts past him, out into the backyard. Killer is running around, excitedly chasing butterflies, wanting to play with them. He'd never dare hurt one. Naz usually puts him out there whenever it's just the two of them alone.


      My guys, they still aren't quite fond of each other.


      "So I guess you really did do nothing today," I say, turning back to Naz, looking him over, as my fingertips tinker with the hair at the nape of his neck. He's dressed nice. He smells like Heaven, woodsy and aquatic and so very him. He even shaved this morning. It's a rare occurrence, Naz being completely clean-shaven. "I don't know why you bothered to even put on a suit."


      "I've told you before… I don't need to do anything to put on a suit. I'll put one on to answer the door, to order take-out, to sit at my desk… hell, I'll put one on just to fuck."


      A chill rolls through me, tingling creeping up my spine. "That sounds nice."


      "Which part?"


      "Fucking."


      "Huh." He leans down, his nose brushing mine. His cheek comes to rest against my cheek as he whispers in my ear, "Is that what you want? Me to take you upstairs and fuck you silly, Jailbird?"


      It still gets to me whenever he calls me that. Jailbird. I can feel my body flushing, every inch of me warming in anticipation. "Uh-huh."


      I can barely get the response out. My voice is breathy, needy. He chuckles quietly at my obvious reaction, his lips lightly skimming along my skin, his teeth grazing my earlobe. My eyes close, feeling his hands slip beneath my shirt, stroking the skin along the small of my back before his rough fingertips trail up my spine.


      I lose myself in the moment, practically panting and close to just climbing him like a fucking mountain, when a loud noise echoes through the kitchen around us, startling me. My eyes snap open. I instantly pull away.


      It's a song, I realize, after a second, as it continues blaring.


      Hotline Bling.


      What the ever-loving fuck?


      Groaning at the interruption, Naz reaches into his pocket and pulls out his phone. The ruckus... the song... is coming from it.


      Seriously. What?


      He casts me a look as he presses a button on the phone, silencing the sound. I think he might've hung up on the caller, with the way he just stands there, but he brings the phone to his ear after a moment. "Hello."


      I can't hear whoever is on the line, but Naz listens intently, his expression guarded. "Give me about twenty minutes and I'll be on my way."


      He hangs up, slipping the phone back into his pocket, and advances toward me but I hold out my hands to stop him. "What the hell was that?"


      He hesitates. "What?"


      "That song," I say. "That ringtone."


      "Oh, you don't like it?"


      "I, uh..." What am I supposed to say? "I don't know, do you?"


      He shrugs. "It's not the worst I've heard."


      He tries to kiss me, leaning in, but I move my head out of the way. "No, seriously, Naz, what the hell? Where did it come from?"


      He gives up, at least temporarily, and takes a step back, cocking an eyebrow at me. "I downloaded it today. Figured I could use a new ringtone."


      "But that?"


      "What's wrong with it?"


      "Nothing, but..."


      "But what?"


      "But it's not you."


      "Not me?"


      "Besides, you don't even like music. You told me it was just noise, and pointless, and you didn't like it."


      "True."


      "So what the hell? Is this, like, some kind of mid-life crisis?"


      "Ouch," he says, laughing. "I'm not that old."


      "Okay, you're not, but really... what gives?"


      Different.


      So goddamn different.


      He stares at me in silence for a solid minute, long enough to make me start to squirm under his gaze. Finally, he steps forward, his hand slipping around the back of my neck, gripping it as he steers me toward him.


      "I'm down to fifteen minutes before I have to leave," he says, his voice stone cold serious. "So do you want to talk about Drake some more, or do you want to go upstairs and fuck?"


      Well, when he puts it like that...


      "Fifteen minutes," I say. "Is that long enough?"


      His expression cracks at my question, a cocky smile turning his lips as the dimples come out. "Sweetheart, all I need is five."


      "I'll take the second option, then," I tell him, "but I see no reason to have to go upstairs for it."


      Naz's face hovers in front of mine, his mouth so close I can practically taste his breath. Softly, his lips brush against mine, as he whispers, "I like the way you think."


      I go to kiss him, but before I can, he spins me around so my back is against him, his arm snaking around my waist, gripping me tight. He drags me across the room, shoving me against the kitchen counter so hard that it knocks the breath from my lungs.


      I gasp, inhaling sharply, as he unbuttons my jeans and tugs on them, yanking them down my legs. I try to help, try to kick them off, and manage to get one leg free before he gives up. One of his hands slips down the front of my panties, his fingers roughly stroking my clit, as his other works on his own zipper, doing nothing more than yanking it down to free himself. He strokes his cock a few times before pushing my panties down my thighs, giving up when they reach my knees.


      His hand is on my back then, pushing me down against the cold countertop. I brace myself, gripping the edge, as he pushes into me from behind. It's tight, since I can barely spread my legs apart, but he doesn't seem to mind a bit. I was ready the second he touched me, my body always reacting instantly to him.


      The first thrust is gentle, careful, but after that all bets are off. He pulls out and shifts his hips forward so hard that I bang against the counter, almost knocking the damn coffee machine apart.


      "Shit," I curse, but that's the last word I manage to speak, because he's driving into me so ferociously that I'm fucking lucky I can still breathe. I arch my back as one of his arms snakes around me, once again finding my clit, as his other hand still presses hard against my back, pinning me in position. He fucks me like he's sprinting toward a finish line, the bang-bang-bang of my body hitting the counter amplified in the otherwise silent house.


      Fuck.


      Fuck.


      Fuck.


      I'm gasping and moaning and groaning, grunting like a goddamn cavewoman who doesn't know how to speak.


      Uh. Uh. Uh.


      I'm barely holding on and my legs are shaky, but he's keeping me in place, like I'm not much more than a rag doll. I can feel the tightening in my stomach, can feel the tension taking over my muscles, gripping hold inside of me. It builds like I'm going up on a roller coaster before I hit the drop.


      Whoosh.


      A noise bursts from my chest, a growling scream. Fuck. My knees almost buckle from the intensity of the orgasm, but his strong grip keeps me up. He doesn't let up his movements at all, rubbing and thrusting, giving me all he's got, until my orgasm starts to taper off. My cries turn to whimpers, but he doesn't stop, grunting behind me as his body tenses.


      I can feel it as he lets loose inside of me.


      But in a blink, he's gone.


      In a blink, he's out of me.


      In a blink, he lets go.


      His hands are no longer touching my body.


      I instantly miss the warmth.


      It's so quick I don't have a chance to adapt to the change. My legs give out on me, and I slip away from the counter, plopping my ass right down on the floor. There's a throbbing between my legs and a tightening in my chest, and I don't know how he did it, but I feel like I've gone twelve rounds in a ring and lost.


      I stare up at him as he backs away.


      "I've still got a few minutes," he says, his voice calm, composed, "if you want to go again."


      I hold my hands up, waving him off. "I'm good."


      His expression cracks with a smile as he tucks himself back away, zipping his pants up, straightening his belt. It takes him all of thirty seconds to pull himself together.


      It's going to take me all night.


      Stepping back toward me, he crouches down so we're eye-level. His hand gently rests on my knee as he slowly rubs circles on my skin with his thumb. He's quiet as he stares at me for a moment. I'm still trying to catch my breath… my panties are like shackles around my calves and my jeans are just fucking gone.


      "Are you going to be alright?" he asks, looking me over, his smile growing as he does.


      Smug son of a bitch.


      "Fine," I say, nodding. "I'll be just fine."


      Not if he doesn't stop stroking my knee, though.


      Tingles are starting to course through the lower half of my body.


      Is it possible to get off just from someone's touch?


      Leaning over, he presses a brief, chaste kiss to my forehead, before he stands up.


      "I don't know when I'll be home," he says. "You probably shouldn't wait up."


      I want to ask him where he's going. I want to know what he's going to do.


      I want to know exactly what he's up to.


      I want to, but I don't ask, sitting in silence as he walks out.


      He's right, you know… I'm not dense.


      I could riddle out his plans if I really wanted to.
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      It takes a lot to get a meeting with the five families in New York.


      Once upon a time, they used to have this thing called the Commission, the organization above all organizations. Membership was limited to the heads of the New York families, as well as the leaders out of Chicago and Buffalo. The seven most powerful men in the country met in secret, making decisions, like delinquency was a democracy. Wanted someone murdered? Ask the Commission. Wanted to invite someone into the fold? The Commission was the only way to go.


      Acting without permission would get you killed.


      The Commission went the way of all flesh years ago. You're lucky to find two bosses willing to meet now, much less all of them. There are still rules, though… rules they insist we all follow.


      Rules I broke when I killed the head of one of those families.


      Raymond Angelo.


      I stand on the front porch of an old brick mansion in Long Island. It's still light out, but dusk is creeping up. There's a hint of orange in the cloudless blue skyline. It looks almost like fire burns off in the distance somewhere.


      The whole neighborhood can see me standing here, but I'm not ready to move yet, even if I am about to be late for the biggest meeting of my life. Because I know there's a chance, when I walk through that door, that it might be the last time I walk anywhere.


      They might carry me back out, wrapped in a tarp.


      Drop my body in the East River.


      I'd never resurface.


      The fact that they called me here during daylight doesn't mean a thing. I'm no fool. I never have been. Someone shot up my father's business while the sun was brightly shining.


      These men don't let the earth's rotation dictate their schedules.


      The white wooden door cracks open as I stand there. I turn toward it right away, slipping the peppermint in my mouth over against my cheek, still sucking on it, trying to calm my nerves. A young burly guy stands in front of me, his face rippled with craters. One of Genova's enforcers, I imagine. The guy has a type. Beasts. I'm not as versed in the inner-workings of the other families, although I've done business with all of them a few times in the past.


      They had a job and I handled it, no questions asked.


      That was how they knew how to get ahold of me this afternoon, how they knew how to call me in for this meeting. Apparently my number was still on speed dial.


      I probably ought to do something about that.


      "They're waiting for you," the guy says, his voice high-pitched, almost comically so, like his balls haven't dropped yet. Or maybe they shoved them back inside whenever they fucked up his face. "Follow me."


      Should've known they were watching.


      No need to knock.


      I don't like taking orders from people. I never even liked taking orders from Ray. I'm inclined to resist, but I push back my instinct, following the guy instead.


      Now's probably not the time to try to assert my dominance.


      Someone shuts the door behind us. Glancing back, I see a guy standing guard right inside the foyer, trying to stay out of sight. Huh. I turn back around, following the burly guy through the house, turning down a long hallway. The second I round the corner, I see we're heading straight for a set of doors, two more guys standing guard outside of them.


      The AK-47s over their shoulders tell me these ones are purposely trying to make themselves seen.


      Guess they're trying to intimidate me.


      They open the set of doors as we approach, and my footsteps almost falter. I don't let them see my hesitation, though.


      The guy guiding me stops on the outskirts, but I keep walking. There's no backing out now. It's a dining room of sorts, or more like a meeting space. A long mahogany table runs through it, chairs surrounding it.


      Only four of them are filled.


      One of the men, boss Frank Genova, waves toward the doors behind me. "Leave us."


      Right away, the man obeys. Not surprising that Genova's taking the lead. It's his house this meeting is in. I just stand here, awaiting something. I'm not entirely sure how this is going to go.


      Like I said, these meetings are rare.


      Once the man vacates the room, Genova motions toward the table between us. "Gun."


      I hold up my hands. "I don't have one."


      His brow furrows. "You came unarmed?"


      "I never carry a gun," I say, "but that doesn't mean I'm unarmed."


      Everything's a weapon if you look at it the right way.


      "Knives, then."


      "None of those, either."


      "Then what do you got?"


      "Not much." I consider it for a moment. "Some spare change, a peppermint, my wallet... oh, and I've got a pen in my pocket."


      He looks at me with disbelief. "A pen."


      Reaching into my pocket, I pull out a simple black ballpoint ink pen.


      Probably cost a dollar.


      "You gonna kill somebody with that?" he asks.


      I shrug, setting it on the table. "You never know."


      That seems to confuse him for a moment, as he stares at the pen, before he shakes it off. "It's just a formality anyway. Doesn't really matter. Go ahead, take a seat. Join us."


      I sit down right across from them and regard Genova, the chairman of this defunct board, prepared to speak for everyone. I don't like the way he worded that.


      Join us.


      "I'm sure you know why you were called here this afternoon," he says, diving right into it. "We need to discuss the murder of Raymond Angelo."


      Ray's hypothetical seat at the table is glaringly vacant. I half expected the new guy in town to already be filling his shoes, so to speak, but no… the chair's empty. Guess the fabled Scar has yet to be invited in.


      Pity. I would've liked to meet him.


      "I wouldn't call it a murder," I say. "It was more of an untimely death."


      "That's an interesting way to look at it, Vitale, but it doesn't change the fact that a boss was killed. We can't have those kinds of things happening, you know. It's bad for business. Bad for order. People start forgetting where their place is and we're all in trouble. You get me?"


      I nod.


      "So you see how this is a problem for us," he continues. "You see how you killing a boss is bad news. See how we can't really tolerate it happening on our watch. It's nothing personal, you know, but..."


      He trails off with a casual shrug of the shoulder, as if to say 'no hard feelings when we kill you for it'.


      "With all due respect," I say. If I'm going to die today, I'm going to die. Nothing I do in this room will change their minds. "You call me here to talk about these rules, but where are you when rules are being broken every other day?"


      One of the other bosses chimes in then. Michael Grillo. "What are you talking about?"


      "Forgive me if I'm wrong, as I've never personally taken the vows, but don't you gentlemen lecture your men when they're brought in that women and children are never to be harmed? So where was the meeting when Raymond Angelo was out there hunting someone's wife and daughter?"


      Grillo scowls. "And forgive me if I'm wrong, Vitale, but wasn't it you actually doing that hunting?"


      He's got me there.


      "I wasn't the one who gave the order," I say. "Ray was the one who planted that seed. If you put a man in charge that turns out to be a monster, you shouldn't be surprised when someone makes the monster go away. I killed Ray, and I don't regret it. I won't. He shot the woman I love right in front of my face."


      Genova chimes in now. "Wasn't it Johnny Rita who did that?"


      Anger surges through me, and maybe it's irrational, but I want to ring the man's neck for saying that name. "Karissa. Ray shot Karissa."


      I don't know if he's truly dumb or he's just feigning ignorance, but a look of surprise passes over his face. "That's the woman you love, is it?"


      "Are we here to discuss my relationship, Genova, or can we get back to business?"


      My voice is sharp, but he laughs it off. "Yeah, you're right. I can't keep up with you kids. Hate 'em one day, love 'em the next. But I digress... I'll agree that Angelo, too, took some questionable action, so I can't say I blame you for what you did. Still... we can't tolerate those kinds of things, Vitale, so I'm warning you now: if you forget your place again, you'll have to be dealt with."


      I don't like being threatened.


      Talk is cheap.


      I'd rather a man try to kill me than threaten my life.


      At least in that case I can defend myself. Here, I just have to sit down and take it, nod my head like the submissive little soldier I don't have it in me to be.


      The submissive little soldier they want me to be.


      The one I've never been.


      "And what about Ray's replacement?" I ask. "I can't help but notice he's absent from the meeting."


      "Angelo hasn't been replaced yet."


      I almost laugh at that.


      The full metal jacket ammo from the AR-15 that lit up my father's deli just days ago tells me otherwise. Family in New York is dropping like flies. So what he means to say is they haven't voted, but Ray's most definitely been replaced.


      And whoever he is, he's probably worse than the rest of them.


      He doesn't ask permission.


      He doesn't care about these rules.


      Voting doesn't mean shit to him.


      "Who is he, the new guy?" I ask. "Nobody seems to know much about him."


      They look like they don't want to talk about this. The other three remain stone cold silent, while Genova at least pretends to humor me. "Scar, they call him. Young guy. Ruthless."


      "How young?"


      "About your age," he says. "Came from the south."


      "Philadelphia?"


      "Nah, much further south."


      There isn't much of a family presence past the Mason-Dixon Line, so I'm not sure how southern he can be. I don't press it, though. I can tell I've already pried too much.


      We don't ask questions in this business.


      It's probably the biggest rule.


      "Is that all?" I ask. "Am I free to leave?"


      "Not yet," Genova says, folding his hands on the table in front of him. "Before you go, I want to talk to you about some business. Got a couple of jobs I need you to do for me."


      Jobs.


      Things I told Karissa I wasn't doing anymore.


      "What kind of jobs?"


      "Oh, you know... the usual."


      The usual. "I'm not doing that anymore."


      The men mutter amongst themselves. You see, when a man with a penchant for killing anyone who denies him asks you for a favor, well, it's kind of ballsy to say no to that… especially when that man just gave you a pass.


      "And why's that?" Genova asks. "Decided to go straight? Get a life? Get a real job?"


      They laugh at that, laughing at my expense.


      "Or maybe you're retiring," Genova continues. "Next thing you know, you're wearing penny loafers and got a house down in Boca Raton. Is that what you're going for?"


      I say nothing.


      I take the ridicule.


      He thinks he can break me with it, bend me to his will, get me to do what he wants me to do.


      I won't do it.


      By the time the meeting finally concludes, it's pitch black outside, darkness long ago setting in. Genova waves me away from the table, sneering. "Get out of my face, Vitale. Think about it. Come back when you finally come to your senses."


      The same guy from earlier shows me to the door, the armed soldiers trailing behind us, not a single man at ease.


      I guess my reputation precedes me.


      It isn't until I'm in my car and driving down the street, away from that house, somehow still breathing, that I allow myself to sigh with relief.


      It always pays to be worth more than you take.


      I may have denied him tonight, but Genova isn't done.


      He won't give up.


      When I get home much later, the house is still lit, even though it's nearing midnight. I head straight for the den, finding Karissa fast asleep on the couch. Schoolwork is scattered all around her. I told her not to wait up for me, but she was never very good at listening.


      It would've been a long night for her had I not made it out of that house alive.


      Kicking off my shoes, I grab her legs, picking them up so I can slip beneath them, sitting down on the end of the couch. She stirs from the movement, eyes opening. Blinking rapidly, she looks my way, a sleepy smile overcoming her face. She shifts onto her back as I place her legs back down, her feet right in my lap.


      "You're home," she says, her voice gritty from sleep.


      "I am," I say, running my hands along the tops of her feet before my thumbs graze the soles. She squirms, like she's about to yank her feet away, when I start massaging one of them. That stalls her, her toes curling as she lets out a sigh.


      She likes it when I do this.


      I learned that back in Italy.


      It's quiet, except for the sound of the television she'd left on when she passed out. Food Network, as usual. She still spends her free time studying that nonsense.


      "Really?" she says after a while, an incredulous note to her voice. "Of all things? Hotline Bling?"


      "We're going to talk about this again?"


      "Of course. I mean, I just expected if you ever got down with any music, it would be something else… something like, I don't know… Frank Sinatra?"


      "How stereotypical." I shoot her a look. "Maybe I should've chosen the Godfather theme."


      "Yes!"


      I shake my head, continuing to rub her feet. "I just wanted something different."


      Something that didn't make me think about that time of my life.


      Something that didn't remind me of working for Ray, of being that man, every time my phone rang. Karissa loves music. The way she describes it, it's almost like it owns a piece of her soul.


      Part of me wanted to know what that felt like.


      Wanted to know if I had it in me to by that kind of person.


      To feel that kind of thing.


      "So you went with Drake?"


      Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my phone and toss it to her. It lands right on her chest, and she huffs as she picks it up.


      "Find me something else," I say. "But so help me God, Karissa, if you choose that Bieber twit…"


      "Ugh, gross." She grimaces. "I would never."


      She browses music as I continue to rub her feet.


      It only takes a minute before a loud ruckus breaks the silence, high-pitched piano notes mingling with what sounds like kids shouting over a drum beat. It's obnoxious. Karissa tosses my phone back, and it bounces off my lap, hitting the floor.


      Instinct takes over, and I almost step on it.


      I almost stomp on the fucking thing just to get it to be quiet.


      "What is that?" I ask, reaching down and snatching it up, pressing the button on the side to silence it right away.


      "One Direction," she says.


      "Seriously?" I shove her feet off of my lap. "That's even worse!"


      She gasps as she sits up, grabbing her chest. "No way! Take it back!"


      "Please stop."


      "You're crazy! One Direction is the greatest band to ever grace the stage!"


      "You're being ridiculous."


      "They're utterly brilliant, the best thing to ever come out of the UK," she says, grabbing ahold of me when I try to stand up. Before I can move, she pushes herself across the couch and climbs into my lap, straddling me. "Rolling Stones, what? Beatles, who?"


      My hands find their way to her hips, holding onto her, as I stare at her pointedly. "You're embarrassing yourself, Karissa."


      She laughs, like I'm not being dead serious, and presses her lips to mine before I can say anything else. She kisses me passionately, deeply, tongue gliding out and meeting mine. After the night I've had, it's a welcome change. I couldn't think of a better distraction. She hums against my lips as my hands move from her hips, sliding around the curve of her ass. I groan when she shifts in my lap, rubbing herself right against my crotch. It doesn't take much, just a warm brush against my cock for it to stir, standing right at attention for her.


      I shift my hips up, slowly grinding against her, eliciting a gasp from her as she breaks the kiss. My lips trail down her jawline, making their way to her neck, as she whispers something.


      Something I don't quite hear.


      "What was that?" I ask, my teeth grazing the sensitive spot just below her ear.


      She repeats herself again, and again, her voice breathy, almost melodic. It takes a moment before the words strike me, for me to realize what she's doing.


      She's singing the fucking song my phone was just playing.


      "That'll be about enough of that," I say, grabbing her hips and shifting her right off of me, back onto the couch, as I get to my feet. She tries to cling to me, laughing, but I peel her off and walk away.


      "Wait, where are you going?" she asks, turning to watch me.


      "To take a shower."


      "But your, uh, situation," she says, motioning right toward the crotch of my pants. "Don't you wanna take care of that first?"


      "I'll handle it myself."


      I walk out, and all I hear is laughter… loud, carefree laughter. Shaking my head, I can't help the smile that fights to break free. It's completely ridiculous. It's probably the most absurd few minutes of my life. But the sound of her laughter, of her happiness, does to me something nothing else can.


      It cuts straight through my darkness.


      With her, I almost feel light.


      I head upstairs and strip out of my suit as soon as I reach the bathroom. I don't bother to turn the light on, navigating it in the darkness. A small nightlight is plugged in above the sink. It's really all I need. My eyes fix on my reflection in the mirror as the water warms up for my shower.


      I'm not sure if it's just my perception, but I look older than my thirty-eight years.


      I certainly feel older, too.


      I feel like I've lived more than one lifetime, each of them lasting an eternity. An eternity of rage, and resentment, and wrongdoing… it takes its toll on a man, that's for certain. But none of it had half as much effect on me as this past year. Something I learned was sentiment can take it out of you. I used to have no regard for myself—or anybody, for that matter. I had no reason to live anymore. But now that I care about what happens to her—and for her sake, me—I'm growing exhausted from the constant worry.


      Worry my past will catch up to us.


      Worry that she'll be the one to pay for those sins.


      It's the consequence, I think, of loving me.


      The consequence of being with someone who lived so carelessly.


      As steam starts to fill the bathroom, I step into the shower, letting the scalding spray wash away today. It can't be more than a minute or two later when a sudden blast of cold air surrounds me.


      Somebody opened the bathroom door.


      The shower curtain is pushed aside, and I glance that way, my eyes meeting Karissa's. She's not laughing anymore, but the amusement is still etched all over her face. Without a word, she starts to strip, flinging her clothes behind her onto the floor.


      "Is there something you need?" I ask, raising an eyebrow as my gaze trails along her exposed skin. Brave woman she's turned out to be. "Something I can do for you?"


      "Maybe," she says, climbing into the shower with me, flinging the curtain closed again. It's so dark I can barely see her. "Or maybe it's something I can do for you."


      She drops to her knees in front of me, right there, under the water. Her hand wraps around my cock, stroking it, her grip firm. A voice in the back of my mind tells me to stop her, reminds me she doesn't belong on her knees, reminds me that after everything I've done, I should be the one worshiping her. She deserves it. But her mouth is on me before I can say anything, her lips wrapping around my cock as she takes me in, and I forget.


      I fucking forget.


      I forget I've ever had a worry in the world.


      It's just that good.


      "Jesus, Karissa," I groan, running my fingers through the wet locks of her hair. "I wish I knew what I did to deserve you."
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      "Today, ladies and gents, we're going to dive into the topic of war."


      Adjunct Professor Rowan Adams stands in the middle of the classroom, his hands absently drumming against his pants legs, as he looks around at all of us. We're in a familiar classroom… the same classroom I once took philosophy in. They seem to think enough time has passed that people wouldn't be affected anymore, and maybe they're right, I don't know. All of the makeshift memorials that popped up after his death are long gone. But what I do know is that I'm freaked out by it, even if nobody else around here is.


      Three weeks into the semester and it still gives me the heebie-jeebies.


      Professor Adams, who insists we call him Rowan, is a far cry from the kind of teacher Santino had been. He's open, and kind, and patient. I've never heard him belittle anyone. He's also young, late 20s at most, barely out of college himself with a degree in something or other. Okay, I hadn't exactly paid attention, but I'm guessing History¸ since that's what he's teaching. So maybe it's his age, or maybe it's just his temperament, but he runs this room vastly different than Santino had.


      "Give me some reasons why people go to war."


      Answers are shouted out all around me.


      "Revenge."


      "Pride."


      "Stupidity."


      "Fear."


      "Protection."


      "Love."


      Rowan acknowledges the answers one by one, smiling as he points toward the source of it, before zeroing in on that last one. He swings toward the guy who shouted it… a guy who happens to be sitting right behind me. Ugh. "Ah, yes, love. But the love of what specifically?"


      "Country."


      "God."


      "Women."


      Again, it's the guy behind me who shouts out the last one, the one that gets the professor's attention. He turns back to him, grinning. Most eyes in the room shoot that direction, almost like it's instinct, and I slouch down further in my seat, not wanting them to notice me. I learned my lesson last time. I'll never draw attention to myself again.


      "The love of a woman," Rowan says. "There's no more valiant reason, is there? Whether it's to defend her honor or prove their own worth, men have been fighting wars since the dawn of time all because of the love of a woman. Cleopatra… Helen of Troy… we all know their stories… but today we're going to talk about Bathsheba."


      He wanders by the desk at the front of the classroom—a desk he never sits at—and snatches a Bible off the top of it.


      "During the fight for the Holy Lands, King David found himself transfixed by a woman named Bathsheba. Problem was, Bathsheba was married to one of his soldiers—Uriah. That troubled King David, but not enough to keep him from sleeping with her. The two had an affair, but King David, deep in love, wanted her all to himself, especially... especially... after she became pregnant. Imagine the scandal! So come the Battle of Rabbah, David ordered Uriah to the most dangerous position on the battlefield, knowing the soldier wouldn't make it out alive. His enemies took care of his rival for him. Problem solved."


      Rowan pauses, looking around to see if we're getting the point of it.


      "Pride, revenge, protection, fear, love," he continues. "Probably a healthy dose of stupidity on top of it. It's all right here in this book. King David married Bathsheba when it was all over, and she gave birth to their son, but the child died afterward. Punishment, he thought. You see, there are always consequences to war, even after we think we've won."


      He tosses the Bible back down on the desk. A few people throw out questions that he happily answers. He's got a 'don't bother raising your hand' policy on top of an 'I'm not going to call on you if you don't want to speak' philosophy that makes for a fairly peaceful class period.


      If only we weren't in this damn room.


      I wait out the rest of the hour, jotting down a few notes, waiting until we're dismissed to haul ass out of my seat. I'm the first one to the door, the first one out of there. It's my third year at NYU, although I'm technically still a sophomore.


      I missed a semester while in recovery.


      Wandering outside, I pause and look around, not sure what to do. I've got about an hour before I have my next class, and usually I'd just head over to the library, but for the first time in quite a while I'm caught up on everything.


      Down the block, I cross the street, heading over to Washington Square Park. It's a nice day out, the summer weather insisting on lingering. I find an empty cement bench along the path and plop down on it, dropping my bag on the ground by my feet. I slip in my pink earbuds and plug them into my phone, pressing play on some music, as I look around.


      Enjoying the view.


      Enjoying the sense of solitude.


      It's somewhat busy out here, with students coming and going, but nobody bothers me. Nobody even seems to notice me, for that matter.


      It's nice, surprisingly, feeling invisible.


      I used to yearn for someone to look at me, to see me.


      Some days I wish I could just disappear again.


      Not to say I don't love my life, because I do. I love it. But I don't love some of the things that happened. I don't love all of the memories that haunt me here.


      I just always wanted a normal life.


      None of this is normal.


      I've been sitting here for about twenty minutes when something catches my eye. Familiar blonde hair bounces my direction as people weave along the path. Melody. Smiling, I tug an earbud out and am about to call for her when someone beats me to it, someone standing nearby. The voice is all male with a strange sort of accent, almost like they don't really have one. Weird.


      Turning my head, I spot a young guy.


      A gorgeous young guy.


      Holy shit.


      I watch as Melody turns to him, her expression brightening, eyes lighting up like the Forth of July. And I know it instantly, just by the look on her face… that smitten, speechless, one of a kind expression.


      Leo.


      Tubby mountain man motherfucker he is not.


      He looks like something off of a runway.


      He's tall, and skinny, but not lankily so. Broad shoulders and tanned skinned, a sharp jawline and dark, dark features. His hair is as black as midnight, and his eyebrows might be a tad bit bushy, but he rocks them like it's the latest thing in fashion.


      And hell, what do I know?


      Maybe it is.


      His teeth are so white they're dazzling as he flashes a smile at her. He's wearing jeans and a black button down, the sleeves shoved up to his elbow, which come on, is the hottest thing imaginable.


      I love Naz. I do. I love him more than anything in this world. The first time I laid eyes on him, the man left me speechless, and looking back, I knew that moment that life as I knew it had been over. Naz is the kind of guy that, once he walks into your world, he throws it off its axis, so even if he walks back out, nothing spins the same anymore.


      I love him, despite everything, with every fiber of my being.


      But Leo.


      Whoa.


      I can appreciate beauty when I see it.


      That's the kind of face women would go to war for, I think.


      They approach each other, and he wraps an arm around her, pulling her to him for a hug. It's brief, but I can see the blush on her cheeks from him doing it. When he pulls back, he says something to her, chatting for a moment, but they're too far away for me to hear any of their words. The more he talks, though, the more her eyes light up, before she eventually nods enthusiastically. He kisses his fingertips and presses them to her lips. The action is so quick I barely catch it.


      He's gone then, walking away, looking back at her once and smiling before disappearing into a crowd of people. Melody stares at him, waiting until he's out of sight before she lets out a loud squeal.


      She jumps up and down in place, like she's having a fucking fit.


      "Melody?" I call out.


      The sound of my voice stalls her. She swings my way so fast she nearly falls over. "Karissa!"


      She jogs over to where I'm sitting, wordlessly shoving me over on the bench. I make room for her, shifting my bag out of the way so she can drop hers by our feet.


      "That must've been the infamous Leo," I say, motioning the direction he disappeared. "Gotta say, Mel, I totally get it now."


      She grins, shoving me excitedly. "Told you! Isn't he everything?"


      "Yeah, he's something, all right."


      "He just asked me out," she continues. "Like, really asked me out, and not just for coffee. I'm talking dinner and a movie. A real date."


      "That's awesome! When is it happening?"


      "Tonight." The moment she says it, her expression drops. "Oh my god, it's tonight! What time is it? I gotta go! I've got my hair to do, and makeup, and oh shit... what am I gonna wear?"


      "Whoa, calm down," I say. "It's like, one in the afternoon right now."


      "That only gives me six hours to get ready!"


      I laugh to myself, amused by her panic, before she grabs ahold of my arm and yanks me out of my seat. Reaching down, she grabs both of our bags, pulling me along with her. "Let's go!"


      "Whoa, wait, I've got class in a bit."


      "Jesus Christ, Karissa, class can wait! Didn't you hear me? I have a date!"


      I'm not sure if she realizes she rhymed there. Usually she'd point it out, like she's some kind of rapper in training, but I think she's too frazzled to find the humor in it right now. "Okay, okay, relax, Dr. Seuss. I'll go with you. Just... give me a second."


      She stops pulling on me, and I take my bag from her, situating it on my back before motioning toward the path. "After you."


      Melody still lives in the dorms, the same room we used to share together, back before I moved out and, you know, got married. A sense of nostalgia hits me when we reach the thirteenth floor, and I stare at the door as she unlocks it, smiling. 1313.


      So many memories happened here, but unlike the classroom, these are mostly all happy.


      My smile dims, though, the moment she pushes open the door and my eyes fall right upon her latest roommate. It's her fourth since me… they never last long. The new girl turns, her eyes narrowing, and she glares at us as we enter, the kind of hostility you shouldn't ever get from a stranger. Slamming her book closed, she snatches it up and storms from the room, brushing right past us without saying a word.


      Melody seems, for the most part, unaffected. I watch as the girl goes straight for the elevators, slapping the button for it like the damn thing offended her. She's a pretty girl—ginger with green eyes and freckles—but the scowl on her face is kind of ugly.


      "Trouble in paradise?" I ask, stepping into the room behind Melody and shutting the door.


      She sighs dramatically. "They can't all be as understanding as you were."


      "Uh-oh, you didn't pick up a guy in a flight suit at Timbers and bring him home to screw, did you?"


      Shit. Shit. Shit.


      The moment the words come from my lips, I instantly regret them. I'm an idiot. Of course I'd bring up Paul at a moment like this.


      She frowns, flopping down on her bed... or what appears to be just a gigantic pile of clothes currently. "She says I'm messy."


      "Yeah," I say, looking around. Melody's side of the room is, as usual, akin to a natural disaster. "So?"


      "So she says I'm careless, and loud, and ugh, she says I snore. Can you believe that? Me? Snore?"


      "Well, uh... only when you've been drinking."


      "I haven't been, though. I've done nothing to that girl! But all she wants to do is sit here in silence and eat her frickin' protein bars and meditate. Do you know she's never been to Timbers? Who hasn't been to Timbers?"


      "I guess she hasn't, whatever her name is."


      "Kimberly," Melody says, her face scrunching up. "Kimberly Anne Vanderbilt. Rich snob of a name if I've ever heard one."


      I refrain from pointing out that she's a Melody Priscilla Carmichael, which isn't any more common-folk sounding. I can tell she's getting in a funk now, though, so I change the subject. "Now, about this date..."


      It's like a switch is flipped. That quick. The spark is back in her eyes as she lets out another squeal.


      Man, I still envy how she bounces back so easily.


      She's off the bed again, digging through her closet, flinging more clothes onto the mountain on the bed.


      I'm not much help. I mean, come on... does anybody expect anything different? I have more stuff now than I ever could've imagined, but I'm still wearing my favorite pair of old jeans, black boots, and a black top, one I'm about ninety-percent certain I found in Naz's closet. It's way too big for me. So I just sit there, trying to distract her from her panic, as she strips willy-nilly in front of me, trying on half of what she owns.


      An hour passes, and I miss my class, but it's nice to just hang out and laugh with my friend again.


      Besides, it's just math.


      Who really needs to know how to do that?


      The door to the room opens, and Melody is standing there in a bra and her panties, not giving any sort of fucks when her roommate walks in. The girl lets out a noise of disgust as she plops down at her desk, her back to us.


      "I have nothing to wear," Melody say, shaking her head, ignoring that I've given the thumb's up to at least a dozen outfits. "Like... nothing."


      "Well, where's he taking you?"


      "I don't know," she says, pulling on a pair of leggings. "But he said something about reservations, so I'm pretty sure it isn't Wendy's."


      "Huh, is there even a Wendy's here in the city?"


      "There are a couple." She shoots me a look. "That's not important here."


      Some fries dipped in a chocolate Frosty sound pretty damn important to me at the moment, but I let her slide on that.


      "Look, come on," I say, standing up from the bed. "It's obvious we're not getting anywhere here so let's go somewhere else."


      "Thank God," Kimberly mutters, not even under her breath, obviously not caring if we hear.


      Melody shoots daggers at her roommate before turning to me. "Like where?"


      "My closet."


      She scoffs, looking me over, judging my outfit, before something seems to strike her. "Oh! That's right! Naz updated your wardrobe! I mean, can't really tell it…" She scowls at my shirt, reaching over and tugging on it. "I was about to say, ain't no way I'm wearing one of your scarf-y ensembles on my date tonight. You can keep your damn Crocs."


      I roll my eyes. "I don't wear Crocs."


      "But you own some."


      I have half a mind to come to my own defense, but what's the point, really?


      Besides, I'm pretty sure she's right here, so I let her slide on that also.


      She throws on a long shirt and slips into her shoes, not saying a single word to her roommate as she stalks out the door.


      "Uh, bye," I mumble, giving an awkward wave, but the girl doesn't even look at me, much less say anything back.


      When we step outside, I pull my phone out to call for a car, but Melody waves me off. "Look, come on, there's a cab right there."


      She flags it down.


      Who am I to argue?


      I'm not taking it alone.


      That means it doesn't count as breaking Naz's rule, right?


      I slide in beside her and she rattles off the address, flubbing up the street numbers, but I correct them. As the cab pulls into traffic, I glance in the front out of habit.


      It takes a moment, but recognition strikes me.


      Abele Abate.


      Man with the unfortunate name.


      He drove me home just the other day from the deli.


      He glances in the rear view mirror, smiling just like last time. I don't know if he recognizes me, but it's doubtful. He certainly doesn't say anything. He probably drives hundreds of people around every day.


      When we get to the house, the first thing I notice is it's empty. Naz is gone. Killer greets me as soon as I open the front door, wagging his tail excitedly.


      "Hey boy," I say, rubbing his head. "You all alone?"


      Melody skirts right past the dog, holding her hands up. "Oh my God, don't jump on me or I might smell like you."


      I laugh. "He doesn't smell that bad."


      "Really, Karissa? When's the last time you bathed the poor thing?"


      "Uh, it's been a while."


      I have a hell of a time doing it myself, and Naz is no help. He's nice enough to drive him to the groomers for me in the Mercedes when I ask him, but Killer doesn't like getting in that car.


      "Seriously, hose the poor puppy off out back if you've got to," she says. "He's starting to smell like my roommate's feet. Ugh, they reek."


      Rolling my eyes, I head to the back door of the house, opening it to let him run out. The yard isn't very big, but that never seems to bother him. I've tried to take him to the park before, but that requires getting in the car, and well... like I said, that doesn't make him happy, so the backyard it is.


      "I'm sure you can figure out which one's my closet," I tell her. "Upstairs, first door on the right."


      Melody disappears while I put out some food for Killer, making sure he's satisfied before I join her upstairs. Less than ten minutes have passed, but half of my clothes are already scattered around the bedroom. She slips on a little black dress, one I've never had a reason to wear. "God, this thing is gorgeous. Who's the designer?"


      She glances at me like I'm supposed to have an answer to that. "Uh, that guy, you know... the one who did that thing that time. Him."


      She cracks a smile. "You're so full of shit."


      I am.


      "It looks great on you," I tell her. "You should wear it."


      She squeals, dashing for the closet again. "Got any shoes to go with this thing?"


      Five minutes later, she's standing in the bathroom, fixing her hair in the mirror and borrowing my little bit of makeup. I leave her to her primping and head back downstairs. Man, just watching her get ready makes me all frazzled. It's exhausting.


      "You're home early today."


      The unexpected voice startles me. Grabbing my chest, I take a step back, looking toward the front door. Naz stands in the foyer, hands in his pockets, newspaper tucked beneath his right arm. After all this time, how does he still sneak up on me?


      "Jesus, Naz, I didn't hear you come in."


      "I didn't think you did," he replies, his voice flat. "You seem to be quite busy."


      "I was just... I mean, we were... you know."


      I motion behind me, up the stairs. I don't know if that's enough for him to go on, for him to riddle out what I'm saying. But my nerves are suddenly completely shot, waves of nervousness running through my body, as I look at him. He's not moving, not at all. He stands there like he's standing guard.


      I wouldn't say he looks angry, because he doesn't, but something feels off.


      "Yes," he says. "I know."


      "Melody has a date tonight," I tell him, as if he actually cares, but if he's upset that she's here, maybe he'll understand if I explain why. He's always been weird about people being inside the house. "She needed something to wear, and well, she didn't have anything. I mean, she had stuff, but nothing, you know... to wear. So we came here, to see if I had anything, and I did, so she's wearing it, because, well, she didn't have anything."


      As I babble like an idiot, his expression shifts, his brow creasing. "Why are you nervous?"


      "I'm not."


      "You're lying."


      I sigh. I am.


      He breaks his stance, stepping toward me. "What's wrong?"


      "Nothing."


      "Another lie."


      "Ugh, okay," I say, waving his way. "You're just, you're being all you and it's throwing me off."


      "I'm being me," he says, "and it's throwing you off."


      "Yes! I didn't expect to see you here."


      "You didn't expect to see—"


      "Ugh, and there you go!" I say, cutting him off. "You're doing it!"


      "I'm doing it."


      "You're repeating everything I say."


      That stalls him for a moment.


      Yeah, he knows now how annoying that is.


      "I'm just trying to understand what's got you nervous," he says. "Other than me being me, whatever that means."


      "I don't know." Not a lie this time. "You're just standing there and it caught me off guard because you weren't here and then suddenly there you were."


      "Ah." He steps closer as his posture relaxes a bit. "I was just off getting the car detailed. I didn't expect you home until later. Thought you had classes."


      "I did," I say. "Or I do. I skipped them."


      After Math was English, but really, who needs that either? I already speak it pretty good.


      Or...well?


      I speak it well?


      Who knows?


      He steps even closer, pausing right in front of me. He nudges my chin with his hand, tilting my face up. "Skipping classes? How very delinquent of you, Jailbird."


      After kissing me, a simple peck on the lips, he steps back, snatching hold of the newspaper he's carrying, lightly tapping me with it as he walks away, heading for the den. I stand there for a moment before following, stopping in the doorway. I lean against the doorframe, watching him as he sits down at his desk and opens the newspaper in front of him. He skims through pages quickly, stopping somewhere in the middle, and stares down at it. I don't know if he's reading or what, but he's certainly transfixed by something he sees.


      Curiosity gets the best of me.


      Carefully, I stroll over to him, half expecting him to close the newspaper and throw it aside when I approach. That's what Old Naz would've done, anyway. Old Naz kept secrets. Old Naz sometimes shut me out. Instead, though, he simply pushes his chair back, putting a bit of room between him and the desk, as he looks away from it. His eyes turn to me, and he opens his arms, inviting me into his space.


      I don't know if I'll ever get used to the openness.


      I perch myself right on the arm of his office chair.


      My gaze goes straight to the newspaper.


      
        Fire Destroys Historic West Village Building


        Seven reported injured, two dead in the blaze.

      


      I'm not sure what I expected to see, but that certainly wasn't it. There's not much in the way of details, just that it happened the day before and the cause was still under investigation. I turn my head, glancing at Naz. He's staring at a fixed point on his bookshelf along the wall, that expression again on his face, the same one from the foyer.


      Not angry, no… more troubled.


      "You didn't?" I ask quietly. Okay, I shouldn't be asking at all, but I can't help it. This is bothering him. "I mean, did you…?"


      "No."


      "I didn't think so, but you know…"


      "But I wasn't home when it happened." It was when he'd left, telling me not to wait up because he had things do to. "I was somewhere else then."


      I turn back to the paper. If he says it, I believe him. "Did you know the people?"


      "Yes."


      "Were they friends of yours?"


      He lets out what sounds like a sharp bark of laughter, but there's no humor to it. "I wouldn't exactly say I have any friends, Karissa."


      "Then maybe you need to make some."


      I'm serious, but he laughs again, this time like it's the funniest thing he's ever heard. "I'm afraid my days of finding friends out on the playground are long over."


      "Well, what about the neighbors?" I ask. "This is a nice neighborhood. They look like they might be the dinner-party-on-the-weekend types. I could hang out with the Stepford wives while you, I don't know, go golfing or something."


      "Golfing."


      "Yeah, I bet you have a killer swing."


      He shakes his head. "With as many times as the police have visited this house, Karissa, I don't think that's going to work. I step one foot on their property and I guarantee they're already calling 911."


      "Well… then I'll go golfing with you."


      Raising his eyebrows, he glances at me. "You want to go golfing?"


      "No."


      "Me, either."


      Thank God.


      "We could always double with Melody and her new guy sometime."


      Naz reacts to that just as I expected he would the first time Melody suggested it. He stands up, laughing again, as he shuts his newspaper, balling it up and throwing it in the trashcan. "I've seen her taste in men, so I'll have to pass on befriending anybody she takes up with."


      "I don't know," I say. "This new one might be different."


      "Have you met him?"


      "Yes," I say, quickly correcting myself. "Well, not technically, but I've seen him."


      "You've seen him."


      "Yep."


      "Looks can be deceiving."


      "I know that," I say defensively. "I've just got a good feeling about this one."


      "Did you have a good feeling about me when we met?"


      "No." I hesitate. "I don't know, maybe? You were kind of intimidating, but I didn't have bad feelings about you, if that's what you mean."


      Naz strolls across the room, over to his bookshelf. His fingers graze the spines of a few books before he pulls one out. He turns back to me as he clutches hold of it, and I catch a glimpse at the cover. War & Peace. He pauses in front of me, tilting his head slightly as he studies my face. "This new guy, he's what? Nineteen? Twenty? Probably not even old enough to legally drink."


      "Probably."


      "And you think I'd have something in common with him?"


      His question is serious.


      He thinks I'm being ridiculous.


      Hell, maybe I am.


      But not for the reasons he thinks.


      "I'm only twenty, you know," I remind him. "My age didn't stop you from getting to know me."


      I think it's a goddamn good argument, personally, but I can tell he still thinks I'm just being ridiculous.


      "Karissa, baby, I love you. You know that. But do you honestly think, if I hadn't had other reasons, I would've even given you a second look?"


      I blanch. "Ouch."


      I stand up from the arm of the chair and attempt to walk away—because ouch—when he grabs my arm. "Don't act like that's anything more than it is. You're beautiful and wise beyond your years. But I'm pushing forty here, sweetheart. It wouldn't have even crossed my mind to pursue you. You're everything I'm not. Everything I'll probably never be. And just the simple fact that you honestly think it's possible for me to make friends in this city, after the things I've been involved in, proves what I'm saying."


      I almost do it, because part of me thinks he wants it. I almost bring up moving, the possibility of getting away from New York, like we've talked about before, when Melody shouts my name from somewhere near the foyer.


      Now's not the time for this conversation, I realize.


      "I'm in here," I yell back as Naz lets go of my arm. It only takes Melody a moment to appear, bounding into the doorway, her hair pinned up.


      "How do I look?" she asks, spinning, showing off the getup.


      "You're wearing the Moreau," Naz says.


      Melody looks down at herself as she stops. "The what?"


      "Moreau," he says. "He designed the dress."


      She looks at him with surprise. Hell, I do, too.


      "How do you know that?" I ask.


      He shrugs. "I know the guy. He owed me."


      "He owed you."


      Okay, now I'm doing the repeating thing, which Naz notices and narrows his eyes at me for. "Yes, he owed me, and that was his repayment."


      He motions toward the dress.


      "Oh shit," Melody says, swishing the bottom part of the dress. "Should I take it off?"


      "No," Naz and I say at the same time. I glance at him as he shrugs, continuing. "Karissa will never wear it, so you might as well. I just made sure he paid. That was all that mattered."


      Melody shoots him a questioning look but doesn't ask what making him pay means. We never broach the subject of what Naz does for a living. I'm pretty sure she's got most of it figured out, considering everything that happened last year. His name hit the newspaper when he killed Ray. Even though it had been done in self-defense, it didn't stop the reporters from speculating, dragging up every nitty-gritty detail they could get their hands on to insinuate he wasn't, exactly, the hero in the situation.


      She read the article. I know she did.


      The girl has probably never bought a newspaper in her life, but she certainly knows how to use Google. She would've sought out information.


      "Thanks," Melody says, smiling. "I hope Leo likes it."


      Before I can tell her I'm sure he'll love it, Naz chimes in. "Leo?"


      "Makes you think of DiCaprio, doesn't it?" I ask.


      He shakes his head. "I thought of the lion."


      That gets Melody's attention. "You believe in astrology?"


      "No."


      Her expression falls. Melody's a horoscope-in-the-inbox kind of gal, the one who doesn't do shit when Mercury is in retrograde, whatever that means. She cheered herself up after Paul's disappearance by reminding herself that their signs weren't compatible, anyway, so it never would've worked.


      Naz and I?


      Total soul mates, she says.


      I thought it was all bullshit hocus-pocus until she said that.


      "I have some errands to run in the city," Naz says, tucking the book under his arm, his gaze flickering to me before settling on Melody. "Do you need a ride back home?"


      Melody shrugs. "Sure."


      "Do you, uh… do you want me to ride along?" I ask curiously.


      "Nonsense," Naz says, leaning over and kissing my cheek before heading for the door. "I won't be gone long."


      Melody grabs her things, waving goodbye. "Coffee in the morning?"


      "Sure."


      She jets toward the door behind Naz. I just stand there in the den, listening as they head outside.


      I don't think the two of them have ever been alone together before.


      And I trust them both, of course, but to be a fly on the wall of the car during that drive…
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      It's only six miles from the house in Brooklyn to the dorms of NYU where Karissa used to live, but it takes more than a half hour to get there with traffic.


      Sometimes it's even an hour.


      I know, because I've clocked the drive numerous times.


      And traffic, at this hour, is on the heavy side, the Manhattan Bridge packed almost bumper to bumper. For the first time in as far back as I can remember, I actually turn on the radio.


      If there's noise to fill the silence, maybe Melody won't feel compelled to try to talk to me.


      It's a trick I learned from Karissa.


      I've transported plenty of people in this car, but other than Karissa, Melody's the first person to climb into it of her own free will. And I didn't necessarily want to invite her to, but I was heading that way and it would've been wrong of me not to offer.


      I'm trying to be better, remember?


      Besides, I might not have friends anymore, but Karissa does, and it would probably suit me well to at least be civilized to them. Things at home are much more agreeable when I'm not making a big deal about her having people over.


      Still, I don't like it.


      I never will.


      "This is a nice car," Melody says, slouching in the passenger seat as she tugs on the seatbelt. She's been fidgeting the entire drive so far, staring out the side window. She's nervous. I'm not sure if it's the impending date or me that's getting to her at the moment.


      "Thank you," I reply, impatiently drumming my fingers against the steering wheel. I'm not sure what kind of music is playing, some current top 40 nonsense. I just pressed the button on the thing, stopping on the first station that came in. I want to shut it back off, but it might be doing the trick, since we've been in traffic for thirty minutes already and that's the first time she bothered to speak.


      "What does one of these run someone, anyway? Sixty, seventy grand?"


      I smile at that. "Add a hundred to it."


      "A hundred and seventy grand?" She gasps. "Are you serious?"


      She turns her head, looking at me like I'm out of my mind.


      "That's the starting price," I say. "I paid quite a bit more for mine."


      "Why?"


      Why? I hate that word.


      Karissa never asks it.


      "Because it's armored," I say. "It costs to stay safe."


      She scoffs. "I could eat for my entire life on what you spent on this car."


      Now she sounds like Karissa.


      I'm pretty sure she's said that same thing to me before.


      "About a dozen lifetimes if you only eat Ramen noodles."


      "Ugh, who would do that?"


      "Karissa, if I let her."


      Melody laughs. "Yeah, she probably would. Wouldn't even complain about it, either. You're good for her that way, you know. Not saying you aren't good in other ways, but definitely that. She never had anything really, I guess. Her mother… hell, I don't even know what to say about Mama Reed. Not to talk ill of the dead, but she was a bit of a whack-a-doodle. Karissa couldn't even breathe without the woman questioning it, and she just… accepted it, you know? Karissa acted like that was normal. So it's good, seeing her be happy and have things and do things."


      I could say a lot to that, but I keep my mouth shut, grateful when the traffic starts to loosen and we can go more than ten miles an hour.


      "So basically, what I'm saying," Melody continues, "is that Karissa could do worse."


      "She could," I agree.


      Probably not much worse than the man who killed her parents, but I think the extenuating circumstances count for something to my benefit.


      Melody turns back to the window, looking out of it again, still shifting around in the seat like she can't quite get comfortable. The music seems to do the trick again, as she quietly mouths the lyrics to whatever is playing on the radio, as I weave through the streets toward NYU. When we approach her dorm, she lets out a dramatic sigh, glancing back my way, like she's struggling hard to think of something to say.


      I guess it's normal, chitchat with people, small talk, but I hate it.


      "War & Peace, huh? Isn't that, like, a billion pages?"


      I take my eyes off the road for a second, glancing down at my lap where the book rests. "It's around thirteen hundred, give or take."


      "Favorite of yours?"


      "I wouldn't exactly call it my favorite, but it's been there for me in times of need."


      She smiles, like she knows what I mean. "I've read some stuff like that."


      "Like?"


      I almost expect her to say the Bible, when she spouts off with, "Cosmopolitan."


      Pulling into the entrance of the parking garage beside the dorms, I put the car in park as I turn to her. She gets out, not hesitating, and while I really want to just let her go, I feel compelled to say something. "Be careful on your date, Miss Carmichael. Not everyone is worthy of your time and attention."


      She seems taken aback as she pauses beside the car, the door still open. Leaning back in, she smiles. "You sound like my dad, you know."


      I try not to grimace.


      I'm quite aware of who her father is, and I'm nothing like that man. Wall Street schmuck. He's more of a crook than I am.


      She shuts the door, jogging away, toward her dorm, as I put the car in reverse and swing back out into traffic, ignoring the blowing horns from the intrusion.


      I head toward West Village.


      It's only a few blocks away.


      The Cobalt Room.


      Once upon a time, this was where dreams were made. Deals were concocted in the office in the back, schemes that netted more money than most people would ever see in a lifetime. I spent more nights than I can count within those walls, plotting my revenge, questioning my future.


      The Cobalt Room was like my home away from home, back when my home was nothing more to me than a shell, but the Cobalt Room is nothing now.


      Yellow police caution tape flaps in the wind as it surrounds the building, once the greatest structure on the block, now a burned out slab of nothing. The shell of it still stands, the outside charred, but it's easy to see, even from a distance, that the inside is gutted. Whatever flowed through it burned hot and fast… so fast that two people couldn't even get out.


      Seven others had been burned, some of them damn near unrecognizable.


      It melted their skin off, like they'd personally been doused in gasoline. And maybe they had been, I don't know. The ones capable haven't uttered a word about what went on. All any of them have said is, "I don't know what happened."


      But I know… or well, I have an inking.


      Because this kind of fire?


      This was done by someone who knew what they were doing.


      I park my car in the first spot I find down the street and reach down, opening up War & Peace, pulling the small silver handgun from the well created in the cut out pages. I slip it in my coat. I don't anticipate needing it, and I don't even like carrying it, but I'm not about to take any risks today. Reaching into the glove box, I pull out my black leather gloves and put them on.


      Getting out of the car, I keep my head down as I make the trek back toward Cobalt. I slip beneath the flimsy caution tape that blocks the alley beside the place, making my way to the back of the building where passer-byers can't see.


      It isn't hard to break in. What's left of the back door is locked, but a simple push against it knocks it right off the hinges. Grimacing, I lean back, turning my head away to avoid the puff of ash that rises up when the door hits the floor. It reeks, like fire usually does. It smells like smoke and accelerant, a hint of sulfur, like a lit match slapping me right in the face. And I know it's not safe… barely safe enough for me to even step inside, but I do, treading carefully.


      I only make it a few feet before I stop, not really needing to go further. I can faintly make out what I'm looking for. Holes litter the floor, but not ones caused by the fire. These are man-made, drilled in the foundation, probably when everyone was asleep. They would've been covered during the daylight, so nobody would've been any the wiser, before a fire was started down in the cellar.


      In the cellar, where all the alcohol is stored.


      I'd guarantee all of the windows were shoved open, to let even more oxygen in, but there's no way to tell that, not from where I'm standing. Still, I'd guarantee it.


      Because that's what I would've done, had it been me.


      It's peculiar. I almost would've said it was my doing, looking at it, but I was in Long Island with the Five Families when the fire started.


      Or well, I was with four of them.


      I suspect number five was right here.


      Lingering is pointless. I saw what I came to see. I don't trust police reports or what I read in the newspaper. Those are skewed by human error, tainted by perception. I needed to see with my own eyes that this was what I suspected it to be.


      Another attack.


      Another message.


      I slip back out of the building and make my way to my car, my eyes studiously scanning the neighborhood. It wouldn't surprise me if someone were watching, if eyes weren't still on the building.


      I never looked back.


      I didn't loiter.


      But I know others like to watch.


      They like to stick around and bask in their destruction, to oversee the aftermath.


      The sun is starting to set as I head back to Brooklyn. By the time I reach the house, it's dark outside. It has only been about two hours since I left her, but Karissa is already in her pajamas, like she's ready for bed. When I walk in, she's standing in the kitchen, leaning against the counter, holding a bowl of something in her hand.


      "You're back already," she says, sounding surprised.


      "I told you I wouldn't be long."


      She blows into her bowl, stirring whatever it is with a fork.


      "What are you eating?"


      I can't remember the last time I actually sat down and ate something.


      It has been a long week.


      Too damn long.


      "Noodles," she says, holding up a forkful to show me. "Want some?"


      "I'd rather starve."


      She laughs, shrugging, and takes a bite. "I saw some recipes on the Internet of how to jazz them up with like, cream of chicken soup and cheese or whatever. Thought I'd give it a try."


      She's jazzing up noodles that cost a quarter.


      What am I going to do with her?


      "Is that what you plan to make for these hypothetical dinner parties when you miraculously befriend people in this neighborhood?"


      "Pfft, no," she says. "They're doing the cooking. We're just going to eat."


      "Eat their cooking."


      "Yes."


      "Food prepared by strangers."


      "No, they're going to be our friends, remember?"


      "Even worse," I say. "You've got to watch the people you let near you. They can't stick a knife in your back if you don't let them get close enough to do it."


      She doesn't say anything to that, just staring at me as she takes another bite of noodles. She's staring hard, like she's looking for something.


      "What?"


      "There's soot on your shirt."


      I glance down when she says that, seeing the smudge. Shit. I try to brush it off, which is impossible. The shirt is white and it only extends the black streak.


      "Or at least I think it's soot," she says. "Either that or it's makeup, like dark eye shadow or maybe mascara, and if that's the case then I think you have some other kind of explaining to do."


      "It's not makeup."


      "Yeah, I didn't think so."


      She's staring at me again.


      When did this woman get so fearless?


      The minute I convince her I'm never going to kill her, suddenly she's the one trying to intimidate me.


      "I didn't do it," I tell her, knowing what she's thinking, "but I went to see."


      "Did you find what you were looking for?"


      "Yes."


      "Well, that's good." She pauses. "I think."


      She shovels another bite into her mouth.


      As much as I don't want to admit it, it's making me hungry.


      But I'm not eating what she's eating.


      Never doing that again.


      "Look, let's go out for dinner."


      "I'm wearing pajamas," she says. "Besides, I'm already eating."


      "You can't change?"


      "I could," she says, "but why can't we just stay in? I have class in the morning, and I'm already kind of tired, and the last time you and I ate somewhere... well, look what happened. I'm just not in the mood for another shoot out tonight."


      "It wasn't a shoot out."


      "What was it?"


      "A drive-by."


      She sighs loudly. "What's the difference, honestly?"


      "I didn't shoot back."


      She shakes her head, muttering, "Maybe you should've."


      It takes a moment for those words to register.


      I almost don't believe my own ears.


      "What did you just say?"


      "Nothing, just ignore me... I don't know what I'm saying." Sighing again, she tosses her bowl of noodles onto the counter, ignoring when some of them splash out, making a mess. "Maybe we should go get some food, but I get to pick the place."


      Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my keys. "That's fine by me. Just let me put on a different shirt."


      "Don't bother," she says. "I'm not changing."


      I think she's joking.


      Really, I do, because she's wearing a pair of my plaid lounge pants that are about three sizes too big for her. But instead of changing, she just slips on a pair of shoes and says, "Okay, let's go now."


      I look her over once before motioning toward the door. "After you."


      Who am I to tell her what to wear?


      We get in the car and I pull away from the house, waiting until I reach the end of the street before asking her which way I'm supposed to turn.


      "Uh, depends," she says, looking both ways, her brow furrowed.


      "On what?"


      "On which way the closest Wendy's is. You don't happen know, do you?"


      I just look at her.


      Sighing dramatically, like I'm being irrational by not answering that question, she pulls out her phone and asks Siri, hitting a button when Siri answers to open up a map. "There, just follow those directions."


      I do it, because I agreed to let her pick.


      I don't like to go back on my word, not if I can help it.


      So that's how, ten minutes later, I end up standing inside a busy little Wendy's, ordering French fries and a Frosty for Karissa and some kind of chicken sandwich for myself.


      After I order, I stand there.


      And I wait.


      And I wait.


      And I wait.


      Karissa is sitting at a small plastic table, as I continue to stand here, about to lose my patience. I'm three seconds away from snapping when they slap my food down on a tray, shoving it toward the edge of the counter. I grab the tray and join Karissa at the table, watching as she snatches up the Frosty and immediately, without hesitation, dips a fry into it.


      She eats it then.


      I don't know what to say.


      "What?" she says, noticing my expression. "Come on, you can't tell me you've never done it."


      "I haven't," I say. "But then again, I don't make a habit of ordering ice cream with my dinner."


      "You should. You don't know what you're missing."She grabs another fry and dips it into her Frosty before holding it out to me. "Here, try it."


      My natural instinct is to deny her, not because I think it might be tampered with, but because it frankly sounds disgusting. But I'm turning over a new leaf here, and I've already ended up at a fast food restaurant with my wife in her pajamas.


      Why not humor her?


      I take a small bite, chewing slowly, as she pops the rest of it in her mouth.


      It's not terrible.


      It's just... chocolate.


      And cold.


      A chocolate, cold potato.


      Okay.


      I don't like it.


      She laughs at my expression.


      "You're such a snob," she says. "It's good!"


      "Whatever you say."


      I eat half of my sandwich before throwing the rest out. It's not that great, either. I could go for a steak, or maybe some lobster, or even some real chicken, but Karissa seems quite content with what she's eating.


      It makes me think of what Melody said in the car.


      When you've got nothing, I suppose you appreciate the little things so much more.


      We head back to the car after she's finished, and once we're inside, she reaches over and grabs my hand. "Thank you."


      "You're welcome," I say, "but next time, I pick."
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      Security at the dorms was always worthless.


      I can't count how many times Naz slipped in and out of the place undetected when I lived there. So I'm not at all surprised that I'm able to just walk right inside, bypassing check-in to head upstairs.


      It's late morning and people are steadily coming and going. I've called Melody a few times only to get her voicemail. The damn thing doesn't even ring. She was supposed to meet me for coffee this morning, but she never showed up at the café.


      Late night, I'm guessing, considering she was out on her date.


      I pause in front of room 1313, quietly listening, but there are no sounds inside that I can hear. Tapping on the door, I hear some shuffling before it's opened, someone appearing in front of me. Red hair, dozens of freckles, and the angriest scowl I've ever seen greet me. The second she lays eyes on me, she literally grimaces, letting out a sound of disgust like she's actually repulsed by me.


      What the fuck?


      "Uh, hey... Kimberly." I think that's her name. "Is Melody here?"


      "No."


      No.


      That's it.


      No greeting.


      No explanation.


      Before I can say anything else, the door slams right in my face. I stare at it for a moment before shaking my head, turning to leave.


      "Karissa?"


      I glance up at the sound of the voice, locking eyes with Melody as she steps onto the floor from the elevator. Her hair is a rat's nest on top of her head. Old makeup streaks her face. She's still rocking my black dress.


      Good ol' walk of shame.


      "What are you doing here?" she asks, smiling sheepishly as she tugs on the dress, knowing damn well I notice she hasn't changed.


      "I came to check on you," I say. "You stood me up this morning."


      "Oh, shit!" Her eyes widen. "Coffee! I'm so sorry! I forgot!"


      "No big deal." I motion toward her. "I can tell you were, uh... otherwise occupied."


      Blushing… yet again… she grabs my arm and drags me back to the room, not offering a word in the way of explanation. She unlocks the door and waltzes in, yanking me inside behind her before shutting the door again. Kimberly is sitting at her desk and doesn't bother turning around as we enter, but I can see her back straighten like she's preparing for an attack or something. I plop down on Melody's messy bed, relaxing back on a pile of clothes, as Melody whips the dress off over her head, tossing it at me.


      "I'm seriously so sorry," she says, rooting through her dresser drawers. "I would've never stood you up like that. It completely slipped my mind."


      "It's fine," I assure her. "I just wanted to make sure you were all right."


      "I'm more than all right," she says, snatching up a shirt and a pair of pants before turning to me. "I'm perfect. He's just... wow. He's perfect. He took me to dinner last night at Paragone... you know, that fancy ass place over near Central Park? Can you believe it? I've always wanted to eat there!"


      Can I believe it?


      I don't know.


      I ate there once before.


      Naz took me on our first date, I guess you could call it. He dropped thousands on tiny plates of food and crazy overpriced champagne. He had to intimidate the staff to get a table because they book up weeks in advance.


      "Wow," I say. "How'd he get a reservation?"


      "Who knows," she says, "but we showed up and there was one in his name! We ate and talked and laughed... and then we went back to his place and we slept."


      "You... slept."


      "Yes." She turns to look at me. "We both fell asleep. It was the first time in my life I just slept with a guy all night long, you know? No hanky-panky."


      I seriously don't know what to say.


      Boy crazy Melody Carmichael is standing in front of me, half naked, telling me she kept her clothes on last night?


      "So you guys didn't, you know... do it?"


      "Oh, pfft, of course. Fucked his brains out first thing this morning."


      She laughs.


      I just shake my head.


      Kimberly, across the room, slams a book closed and runs her hands down her face.


      Melody shoots her roommate a look, rolling her eyes, before focusing on me again. "So that was my night. I had to make the trek back here from Brooklyn looking just like this."


      "Brooklyn?"


      "Yeah, like, Bensonhurst or something. Took forever. Anyway, I'm going to take a quick shower. Don't go anywhere, okay?"


      She doesn't give me time to respond before jetting off to the bathroom, leaving me here. I sit in silence, absently smoothing and folding the dress to occupy my time, as Kimberly shifts things around on her desk, arranging her books. She pulls one out of her bag, and I catch sight of the black and white cover. History: A Definitive Guide.


      I have that book, too.


      "Are you taking Rowan's class?"


      The question is out of my mouth before I can even talk myself out of asking it. Kimberly continues what she's doing as she answers flippantly, "You sit three rows behind me."


      "Oh."


      I didn't notice.


      I don't pay attention to my classmates.


      I've been too busy trying to fly under the radar.


      "He's a nice professor," I say, not sure what else I can say in response to that. "Better than most, anyway. I've definitely had worse."


      She shoves her chair back, turning to look at me. The screech of the legs against the floor silences my babbling. The scowl is still on her face, but it's deeper now, etched with a stark sort of anger.


      "Can we not do this?" she asks, motioning between us. "Can you stop trying to engage me in conversation like we're friends so I can pretend you're not here? It would make my life so much easier."


      I blink a few times, balking at her tone. "Excuse me?"


      "You heard me. It's bad enough I have to live in this hellhole with that… girl. I don't need whatever bad karma you bring on top of it."


      I'm utterly flabbergasted.


      Did she really just say that?


      "Look, you don't even know me, so I'm not sure what I've done to make you—"


      She laughs, cutting me off, but it's sort of a maniacal laugh, like the girl has a bit of Joker in her that's dying to come out. She's three seconds away from painting her fucking face and going after Batman.


      "You can't be that stupid," she says. "Maybe you're a nice person, I don't know, but stuff happens when you're around, stuff I'd rather not happen in my life. Maybe it's all a coincidence, but maybe it's not. And people talk. The Reed girl, the last person to see Professor Santino alive. The girl whose roommate's boyfriend disappeared. The girl who was shot by a frickin' gangster last year. That stuff... it's not normal. It doesn't happen to normal people. So please, take whatever baggage you have elsewhere, because I'd rather not help you carry it."


      She swings back around, going right back to her books, as if she hadn't just raked me over the damn coals. I stare at her, my stomach tied up in knots. I feel like I'm going to throw up.


      Melody waltzes back in then, returning from the quickest shower she's ever taken, and is yammering away about something. I don't know. I'm not listening. I can't focus. My mind keeps replaying Kimberly's words.


      People talk.


      People talk about me?


      "Earth to Karissa!" Melody snaps her fingers in my face. "Jesus, girl, what's been wrong with you lately? You always seem so far away!"


      I glance at her.


      I still don't know what to say.


      A ringing shatters the silence, though, saving me from having to come up with some words yet. The room phone. Kimberly huffs, standing up and storming out, while Melody grabs the phone to answer it. "Room 1313."


      The call only lasts a minute before she hangs up, telling whoever it is she'll be there in a minute.


      "Package or something," she tells me, even though I didn't ask. She quickly finishes dressing and brushes her hair. "Walk with me downstairs?"


      "Uh, yeah... I should get going, anyway."


      "Right, you've got class."


      "Yeah."


      Melody continues her yammering on the way down to the lobby. I catch a few of the words—she's gushing about Leo. I smile and nod, trying to be a good friend. But is that even possible?


      I don't know, honestly.


      Because all those things Kimberly mentioned?


      Definitely not a coincidence.


      "Are you okay?" Melody asks, grabbing my arm to stop me when we reach the first floor and step off the elevator.


      "Yeah, uh... I don't know." I shrug, because really, I don't know. I'm not an idiot. I'm not stupid. I know people gossip. But I've ever had someone blatantly bring it up. "Have you heard…? I mean, do people really talk about me?"


      Melody stares at me in confusion before her expression shifts, a knowing look overcoming her face. I wouldn't call it pity. Melody isn't the kind of person to pity anybody. But it is sympathetic, like she knows exactly what I mean.


      Like she's heard rumors.


      "People are assholes," she says, waving it off. "They like to make up stories like this is General Hospital and Sonny Corinthos is out there running the streets. I don't even pay them any attention and you shouldn't either."


      Easier said than done, I think.


      She smiles, like she means what she says, and I smile back, because maybe she does. Regardless, I know I don't deserve a friend like Melody. She's better off without Paul in her life, sure, but that doesn't forgive me for my part in his absence. I didn't lay a finger on him, personally, but that doesn't make me innocent.


      I walk with Melody to the front desk, where she flashes her school ID. The lady working, in turn, hands over a bouquet of white lilies. Melody squeals excitedly, flashing me the tag. No message written on it, just the words: x, Leo.


      "What did I tell you?" Melody says, clutching them to her. "Perfect."


      I leave her still basking in her post-date glow, telling her I need to get to class, but I stroll the opposite way instead, heading for the subway. I rarely take it home, because it's always so crowded, but I'm so much in my head I barely notice the others.


      The front door is locked when I get home, but Naz's car is in its usual place in the driveway, so I'm guessing he didn't go anywhere. I let myself in, heading to the den, and find him sitting behind his desk, reading today's newspaper.


      I'm starting to sense a pattern.


      He looks up when I enter. "You're home early again."


      I plop down on the couch, dropping my bag by my feet. "Is that a problem?"


      "For me? No. For you? Maybe."


      "Why?"


      "All this skipping class can't be good for your grades," he says. "So I guess we'll see if it's a problem when report cards come in."


      I laugh at that. "What are you going to do, ground me?"


      "No, but I might spank you."


      "Promise?"


      He stares at me.


      He's not laughing.


      His eyes search my face, looking for something. I'm not sure what, but I don't think he sees it, because he folds his paper and sets it aside, leaning back in his chair to regard me. "Come here."


      "Why?"


      He cocks an eyebrow before repeating himself. "Come here."


      Part of me wants to resist, simply because he ignored my question, but I don't have it in me at the moment. I get up and walk over to where he sits, scooting between him and the desk. I climb up on it, sitting down, my legs dangling. He continues to stare at me, like he knows something's wrong.


      He probably does.


      He doesn't ask me if I'm okay.


      He doesn't have to.


      "You're beautiful," he says, "even when you're not smiling."


      It's so out of the blue that I can't help but smile at the compliment. "Thank you."


      He nods, his hands coming to rest on my calves. He strokes my legs through my jeans. "Do you want to talk about it?"


      "Not particularly."


      He nods, yet again, and that's the end of it.


      His hands roam further up, caressing my thighs, before he reaches for the button of my jeans, easily undoing it. I wordlessly watch as he tugs down the zipper, his hand slipping right inside. My jeans are tight, barely giving him any access, but his fingertips still somehow manage to stumble upon my clit.


      His fingers are magnetic, drawn right to it.


      He rubs, and strokes, working instant magic, the kind that makes my toes curl and my skin tingle, setting my insides on fire. I close my eyes, tilting my head back, as the tiny jolts of pleasure ripple through my body, coursing up my spine. I don't know how the man does it, taking my body from zero-to-sixty in half a second flat. I lay back on the desk, almost falling off the thing when he yanks on my jeans, pulling them down.


      One second it's his hand, the next it's his tongue, pressing flat against my aching clit, tasting me as he rids me of my clothes. I help him out, pulling them off and tossing them across the room, not caring when I'm completely naked and he's still fully clothed in his suit. I reach for his coat, to try to help him out of his, when he grabs my wrists and pins them to the desk.


      "Relax," he whispers. "I've got this."


      Who am I to argue?


      I forgot what the hell I was about to do, anyway.


      Because his mouth is on me once again, licking and sucking, his teeth grazing my skin. I'm writhing and moaning as he increases his pace. It takes me forever to get myself off, but somehow this man can accomplish it in seconds, like my body just knows it's all for him. I can feel the pressure building and building, faster than I know how to deal with. My heart is racing. My fists are clenching. My back is arching. A scream is building in my chest that I try to swallow back, to keep down, but I can't. I can't. I let it out, a rough, strangled cry, as orgasm rips through me, making my legs shake from the intensity of it.


      I'm panting, clutching my breasts, my muscles like jelly beneath my skin. Opening my eyes, I instantly meet Naz's gaze as he stands there, leaning over me.


      It's almost instinct as I wrap my legs around his waist, trying to draw him closer as my hands reach for him. His serious expression cracks with a small smile, and he grabs ahold of me, pulling me off the desk and onto his lap as he sits back down in his chair.


      I'm straddling him.


      He still has all of his clothes on.


      Mine are God-knows-where.


      His hands start at my hips and slowly run up my back before slipping around to the front. He palms my breasts, his thumbs stroking the nipples, as he stares at me. Again.


      He makes no move to take it any further.


      No indication that this is going anywhere.


      "What was that for?" I ask, my voice still breathless.


      He shrugs a shoulder. "You looked like you could relieve a bit of stress."


      That's an understatement, I think, but it certainly did the trick. The tension I've felt all morning has lessened. I almost feel at ease sitting here with him. Just the two of us. Just me and him. It's all still there, though, in the back of my mind, but for the moment I let go of the guilt over it all.


      Guilt is an ugly thing.


      It slowly eats away at your insides.


      I wonder how Naz does it, how he makes it through his days without feeling the nagging sensation deep within him, the ugly reality of regret. Because he's done things... a hell of a lot more than I ever did. He ended lives. He took away futures. He destroyed dreams.


      Hell, he almost murdered me.


      But yet he gets up every morning and goes to bed again every night, and he survives the hours in between without ever buckling.


      He's trying to be better, yeah, but I think, when it comes down to it, he's doing it for me. He's not doing it because he wants to repent for his actions. He's not doing it to make up for his sins. He's doing it not because he's tired of being the man he has been. He's doing it because he thinks it's what I need.


      He wants to be a better man to ease my guilt for loving someone like him.


      A leopard doesn't change its spots.


      That's what Giuseppe said.


      You can dress a wolf up in sheep's clothing, but the son of a bitch will still eat you alive if you let it.


      Naz's hand shifts to the necklace around my neck. The pendant lies low, almost between my breasts. He rolls the small, round encased crystal between his fingertips, gazing at it. "You never take it off."


      "No," I whisper, even though he hadn't actually asked it as a question. He knows I don't. He sees it on me every day. "Well, I mean, I take it off to shower, and when I go to sleep, but I put it right back on in the morning."


      He's given me a lot, but the necklace has special meaning. I still remember the day vividly, the words he said to me after he fastened the necklace around my neck.


      It could be like this all the time, Karissa, every moment of every day. I can give you the best of everything. You just have to let me.


      Those words have stuck with me. Even when we were at odds with each other, I never forgot what he said. Because that night, for the first time in my life, I felt truly worth something. I felt like I mattered, like maybe I was somebody. And it's not because of a silly piece of jewelry, although, okay... it's gorgeous. It's because, even if he hadn't said the words that night, I truly felt loved.


      Carpe Diem. The words are etched in the metal pendant. Tomorrow isn't a guarantee. Nothing is promised. So today? Seize the Day.


      That's how Naz lives his life.


      That's how I want to live it with him.


      He glances at me, letting go of the necklace. "Let's go upstairs."


      "Why?"


      He cocks an eyebrow at me... again... but this time he answers that question. "Because you still feel a little tense. I think you've got some kinks we can work out, if you know what I mean."


      I laugh, gripping onto him tightly as he stands up, clutching hold of me. Once he's upright, I drop down to my feet, pushing away from him.


      "I could've carried you," he protests.


      "Pfft, and have you throw out your back, old man? I don't think so."


      "Ha-ha," he says, trying to grab a hold of me, but I slip away from his grasp. Laughing, I dodge through the doorway, heading for the stairs. I take them two at a time, grasping my breasts so the damn things don't bounce, almost out of breath when I reach the bedroom.


      I can hear Naz as he comes upstairs, his footsteps measured, methodical, intentionally loud. The man is damn good at sneaking around, but he's making sure I hear him. He's taunting me.


      Anticipation is a bitch.


      He heads down the hallway, right for the bedroom, and pauses in the doorway.


      Instinctively, I back up a few steps, toward the bed.


      "You think you're funny, don't you?" he asks, taking a step toward me, not hesitating when I retreat some more.


      "Maybe."


      "Maybe," he repeats, pausing in front of the dresser, opening up the top drawer. Every muscle inside of me freezes up, my stomach in knots when he pulls out a thick leather belt. He wraps it around his fist as he turns back to me.


      The look is on his face.


      That look.


      It has been a while since I've seen it, since he's looked at me that way. Since he let his guard down and let the monster come out to play.


      It's thrilling.


      Titillating.


      Terrifying.


      Maybe it's sick that I've missed this side of him, but I have. I've missed it. I haven't admitted that even to myself until now. There's something exciting about living on the edge, about inciting what I know he keeps buried inside of him. He's not going to hurt me. I know he isn't. But he's passionate and primal. Ferocious.


      He steps closer.


      And closer.


      And closer.


      I back up until I run into the nightstand, wedged right beside the bed. Naz stops in front of me, the tips of his black shoes against my bare unpainted toes, his body almost pressing against mine as he towers over me. He leans toward me, his face coming close to mine, the slight stubble of his jaw rubbing against my skin.


      It's dead silent.


      My heart is racing.


      The thump-thump-thumping is all I hear.


      "I was going to take it easy on you," he says, his voice low. "Lay you down on the bed and worship you, all day and all night. Kiss and caress every inch of you. Taste you with my tongue until you can't take anymore. And then I was going to give it to you, deep and slow... make you come over and over again, until all you can do is whimper, cry my name." His free hand, the one not clutching the belt, slowly ghosts along the front of my body, his fingertips brushing against my flushed skin. He runs the hand along my breasts before settling on my chest, over my heart. "You like it that way, don't you? Like when I make you feel all of my love."


      I nod, tingles erupting all over. "Uh-huh."


      "And I was going to love you right, remind you what it feels like to be cherished, to be idolized, to be treated like the queen you are. I was going to make serious love to you, baby." I let out a shaky breath, and before I can even inhale again, his hand shifts. It's a split second, barely a blink. His hand is around my neck, tightly squeezing, as he yanks me toward him, flush against him. "But now I think I'll just fuck you instead."


      I gasp as he shoves me onto the bed, flipping me so I'm on my stomach. He easily pushes me around like I weigh nothing, an arm snaking around me, beneath me, and pulling my ass up into the air. I try to adapt quickly, my vision blurring from the adrenaline rushing through my veins. I push up on my hands and turn my head to look at him in just enough time to see him loop the belt together.


      His eyes meet mine.


      It can't be more than a few seconds.


      Before I even realize what he's doing, he slips the belt down over my head. Gripping the end of it, he tugs, tightening it around my neck like a collar.


      I gasp.


      He tightens it more.


      Oh fuck.


      I can't breathe.


      I can't breathe.


      I try to grasp my neck, to loosen the belt, to give myself some fucking air, but it just tightens more every time I move. Five seconds. Ten seconds. A minute. A fucking eternity. My chest is burning, my eyes are watering, and I viciously start bucking, raising up on my knees. Before I can do much to fight him, Naz is shoving me back down against the bed, his grip on the belt loosening. I inhale sharply, desperately, barely able to take a breath before he pushes inside of me hard, knocking the air right out of me again.


      I cry out as the force of his thrusts shove my face into the mattress. He holds onto the belt loosely, so I can feel it pressing on my throat, but he doesn't cut my airflow as he starts to fuck me brutally. He's still wearing his suit, and he tries to pull it off between thrusts, yanking his shirt open but not getting very far before giving up. His hand that isn't holding the belt digs into my hip as he holds me in place, keeping me from moving away.


      Not that I would.


      No, not today.


      I'm pushing back against him, meeting his thrusts, grunting as he goes deeper and deeper, annihilating a part of me while still, he builds me up.


      "You fucking love this, too, don't you?" he asks, his voice low, strained. "You don't need me to treat you like royalty to know what you mean to me. I can fuck you like this, fuck you like you're nothing, and you still know you're everything to me."


      I want to answer him.


      I want to tell him that's true.


      But the words are lodged deep in my chest, blocked by the belt pressing against my throat. All that seems to make it through the barrier are grunts and cries, screams that sound like his name, as he fucks me.


      And fucks me.


      And fucks me so much I'm on the verge of trying to beg.


      Beg for him to stop.


      Beg for him to keep going.


      Beg for him to fuck me into oblivion.


      Beg for him to give me more... more... more.


      I don't know how much time passes, or how many orgasms rip through me, before my entire body starts to tremble, while he continues to push inside of me. My breathing is labored, my heart hammering hard, as something inside of me seems to break and I give up. I stop fighting. I stop bucking. I give in and let him do what he wants. My body goes limp on the bed, while Naz's body grows taut.


      The belt tightens around my neck, cutting off my airflow once more, as another orgasm tears through my spent body. Naz thrusts hard a few times before coming himself, growls echoing from his chest as he lets loose. The second he finishes, he completely stops, dropping the belt, letting it fall.


      I inhale sharply, collapsing into the bed when he pulls out.


      He sits there behind me, on his knees, not making a sound or even moving. I'm panting, still catching my breath, as I drown myself in the soft comforter. Holy shit, I can't move. I can't do anything but lay here.


      My body is nothing but an aching ball of tingles.


      I'm thoroughly fucked.


      Literally.


      Figuratively.


      Who really knows?


      After a moment, Naz tucks himself away before reaching over and undoing the belt, pulling it from around my neck. He climbs off the bed, and I hear his quiet footsteps crossing the room.


      Rolling over, I look at him.


      It baffles me how he looks so unruffled.


      His shirt is open, sure, but that's all that's askew. I don't even think he broke a sweat. How the hell is that possible?


      He puts the belt away before carefully stripping out of his clothes, tossing them aside, before joining me in bed again. Lying beside me, his hand makes its way to my neck, and I tense, but he doesn't squeeze.


      He rough fingertips gently caress the skin.


      "Probably shouldn't have done that," he says, thumb stroking my throat.


      "Why?"


      My voice is hoarse, laced with confusion.


      "Because," he says, eyes meeting mine, "you're probably going to have to wear a turtleneck tomorrow."


      I laugh lightly, reaching up to lay my hand on top of his. "Yeah, well, I'm afraid I don't own any of those. I don't think anybody does."


      "I do."


      I gape at him. "You do?"


      He nods. "A black one."


      "I, uh... what? How come I've never seen it?"


      "Because I don't wear it," he says. "It's in my closet somewhere."


      I've scoured that closet and stolen clothes.


      I can't believe I've never noticed it before.


      "Why am I not surprised?" I mutter. "I mean turtlenecks were all the rage long ago... you know, when you were my age."


      He squeezes my neck playfully as he glowers at me, and I laugh. He gets so worked up when I pick on his age.


      "Keep it up," he says, "and I might end up spanking you before this day is over."


      Rolling my eyes, I scoot over in the bed, moving closer to him. He wraps his arms around me, pulling my head onto his chest. Neither of us says anything else for a while. Silence overtakes the room. It isn't long before I'm lost in my head again, thinking about everything.


      "Do you ever feel guilty?" I ask eventually, curiosity getting the best of me. Okay, maybe I do want to talk about it.


      "Guilty about what?"


      "Everything," I say. "Anything."


      He pauses before saying, "Why are you asking?"


      "I don't know," I say. "I guess I'm just wondering."


      "You're wondering if I feel bad about the things I've done."


      "Yes."


      He's quiet again.


      I don't really need him to answer.


      That silence tells me everything.


      "If I had the chance, I might do some things different," he says finally. "But most of it, I'd probably still do. Do I feel guilty? No, not really. I don't think I have it in me to feel that kind of remorse."


      That response doesn't surprise me.


      It's about what I expected to hear.
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      Joseph Gladstone.


      They call him Fat Joe.


      That's all I really know about the man in front of me—his name—but it's more than enough. Armando dug up an address where I could find the guy, which—lucky for him—turned out to be credible. I don't know when he was born or where he's from, don't know if he has a family or if he lives alone, don't know how much money he makes or if he even has any in the bank. Don't know, and don't care, because at the end of the day, it doesn't make a difference.


      All that matters, frankly, is that he somehow crossed the wrong path, walked the wrong line, and offended the wrong man.


      Me, namely.


      But poor Joe doesn't know that yet.


      He doesn't know I'm watching him.


      He doesn't know I've been following him.


      Waiting for the perfect moment to strike.


      He walks leisurely¸ like he's got nowhere to be, like he isn't afraid of anything out on these streets. And maybe he isn't. I'm certainly not. But he should be.


      It's nearing midnight on a Wednesday. Karissa is at home, in bed, asleep, oblivious that I'm even out here, picking up old habits, prowling the streets. If I'm lucky, she won't wake up until morning, won't even know I left the comfort of our bed to come out here and do this.


      Do something I told her I wasn't doing anymore.


      The kind of thing good men don't do to other people.


      Stepping out of my car, I quietly shut the door, keeping my head down as I follow Joe down the mostly barren street. He walks this route almost every night at this time… every time I've been out here, anyway. I'm not sure where he's going. I never stick around that long to see. He leaves a shitty little apartment above a small grocer in the Lower Eastside and cuts down a few side streets on his way to a park over by the East River.


      Tonight, he's not going to make it there.


      He cuts down the first alley, and I'm right on his heels. He doesn't notice me in the shadows, doesn't hear my footsteps until it's too late. He starts to turn around, sensing my presence, words on the tip of his tongue that barely break through from his lips when I hit him.


      I punch him.


      Son of a bitch, his face hurts my fist.


      It stuns him but he doesn't drop. Not fat, like his nickname suggests, but the man is massive. It catches him off guard enough to give me the upper hand. I put him in a chokehold, cutting his airflow, strangling him.


      He fights.


      He's strong.


      I can barely keep my grip on him.


      He claws at my clothes, trying to hit me, trying to break free. His eyes bulge, his face turning bright red as he panics. He knows he's in trouble.


      A lot of trouble.


      "You're lucky I don't feel like killing anyone today," I tell him as he starts to fade.


      Once he's out cold, I let him drop.


      He hits the alley hard, banging his head on the asphalt. A nagging feeling claws at me, taunting me, urging me to finish it. To kill him. I should. I could. Part of me obviously wants to. And as I stare down at him, I almost do it. Wouldn't be hard.


      It's never that hard.


      I'm just here to send a message. To let them know I'm not just rolling over and taking it. If I wanted him, I could have him, but this pathetic coward isn't worth getting more blood on my hands.


      Less than a minute and I'm turning to stroll away, heading back out of the alley. I make it a few steps, no more than ten, before I hear something behind me, the sound of a running engine.


      A car is pulling into the alley at the other end.


      I toss a quick look that way. It's all black, small… looks like a BMW. I can't make out much of it in the darkness. The lights are blacked out.


      It's trying not to be seen.


      I hurry my steps as I turn back around, needing to leave.


      I make it barely another five, almost to the end of the alley, when another car whips in right in front of me, so close I have to make a quick retreat, a few steps back, to keep it from ramming me. My heart stalls in my chest, stalls at the identical black car with the blacked out lights and tinted windows facing me.


      I'm blocked in.


      And I know it instantly then.


      And I'm pissed.


      I'm fucking pissed.


      Because I wasn't the only one sneaking around tonight.


      Wasn't the only one watching, stalking, waiting for the perfect moment.


      I'm pissed I didn't catch it sooner, that I didn't realize I was being followed, too.


      I freeze right where I am, slipping my hands into my pockets as I stare down the car, not letting the fact that I'm alarmed show. Never let them see your fear… it's rule number one. And it's not that I'm afraid. No, I'm not.


      I don't fear death.


      I've already died too many times before.


      I'm a cat with nine lives and I'm already on number twelve. I'm living on borrowed time. When death wants to take me, it'll take me.


      But I'm so pissed that I'm off my game, pissed that I might not be able to kill whoever is in that car before they can kill me, and that's just unacceptable.


      If I die, you can be goddamn sure I'm taking everyone around me out, too.


      Everyone that might ever try to go after her.


      Three of the car doors open—both front and the rear passenger. Three men step out, stalling right where they stand, shielded by the doors. I don't recognize any of them, not that I expected to. They look like the typical roughnecks who run in our circles, dressed in all black, a leather jacket thrown in here and there. Dark hair, dark features… Italian, obviously, or close enough to pass as one. I don't see any weapons, but that doesn't mean they're not carrying.


      Men like that don't leave home without a gun.


      The fourth door opens after a moment, another man appearing. The second I lay my eyes on him, a sense of familiarity hits me.


      Son of a bitch.


      I know him.


      He's older than I remember, but I suppose I'm much older now, too. It's been almost two decades since we crossed paths, an entire lifetime, but I would never forget a face that fucked up.


      I get it now, why they call him Scar.


      I almost laugh at the absurdity of it.


      A grotesque jagged scar runs the whole way down the right side of his face, slicing through his eye. It's discolored, a lighter shade of blue than the other. He's blind in it, has been for as long as I've known him, but it has never gotten in his way. His other senses make up for it. He's a stealthy motherfucker.


      He ought to be.


      I taught him a lot of what he knows.


      He learned how to survive by watching me.


      He strolls toward me… saunters, really. The bastard has not an ounce of fear or alarm written on him anywhere. His eyes burrow right through me as he approaches, and he pauses a foot to my right, hesitating, as his gaze trails over me, like he's sizing me up. He's assessing.


      He steps past then, walking down the alley behind me. I don't move my body, but I do turn my head, watching as he approaches Joe lying on the asphalt, bleeding from where he hit his head.


      "Friend of yours?" I ask.


      Lorenzo shakes his head as he kneels down beside the guy. "He's still alive."


      He glances at me as he says that, raising his eyebrow.


      "For today," I say.


      "For today," he repeats, turning back to Joe. Shaking his head again, he stands back up and starts toward me. "It's been a long time, Ignazio."


      "It has."


      "It's good to see you."


      "I wish I could say the same."


      He laughs at that.


      I'm not surprised.


      Most people probably find him charming, even alluring, despite the scar on his face. He can be so charismatic, so manipulative, that they overlook it. But me? I know a predator when I see one. I can spot one a mile away. There's nothing innocent about the guy, nothing harmless about his intentions. He draws you right into his web with every intention of trapping you for life.


      For however long, it is, he decides to let you live.


      I told Karissa before that I wasn't the most dangerous thing out there, and I hadn't been lying. Because him? The one they're calling Scar?


      He might just be the worst of the bunch.


      Lorenzo Gambini.


      When Genova said he was from the south, he'd meant it.


      Florida.


      Kissimmee.


      "Oh, don't be that way," Lorenzo says, stopping beside me again. "We're friends, are we not?"


      "I have no friends."


      "None at all?"


      "None, and you know that," I say. "There are no friends in this business. There are only people who need you, until the day comes when they don't need you anymore."


      He smiles at that. "Ever the cynical one."


      "More like realistic."


      "It's nice to see you haven't changed," he says, slapping me on the back, hard, making me take a step from the force of it. My hair bristles in response, my hands clenched into fists in my pockets. If he doesn't stop touching me… "But I still think you and I could be friends… or at least the kind of people who need each other for the long haul. You get me?"


      I get him.


      I get exactly what he's saying.


      He can dress it up in pretty words like ‘friends' but I'm not an idiot.


      He wants me to do something for him.


      I knew it was only a matter of time.


      "I'm of no use to you," I say. "I'm not in the business anymore."


      He laughs yet again as he motions down the alley. "Looks to me like you're still hard at work. Or, wait, is this personal? More quests for revenge? Pray tell, who killed your wife this time?"


      I don't even think about it.


      The second I hear those words, I react.


      I lunge toward him, but he's quick, like he expected this reaction from me. Hell, he probably did. He takes a step back, holding his hands up defensively, as I grab the front of his shirt, yanking him back toward me. In an instant, guns are cocked, all three guys standing guard whipping them out and aiming. Lorenzo stares at me, looking more amused than anything, while I fight to keep from pummeling him in the face.


      "Testy," he says, prying my hands off of him. He straightens his shirt, smoothing the wrinkles from it. He's not dressed like the rest of them. He's dressed like he's nobody. Jeans and a t-shirt. Makes it easier to blend into crowds that way. Casually, Lorenzo motions toward the guys, telling them to lower their guns. They listen to his silent order, no hesitation. "You always did have a bit of a temper, Ignazio."


      "Cut the bullshit," I tell him. "Tell me what you want from me."


      He shrugs, taking a few steps back. "I told you… I just want to be friends, but if you don't want to be my friend, so be it."


      "So, what, you're going to kill me? If that's your end game, Lorenzo, I'm right here. There's no reason to put it off. You got me. But do it now, if you're going to do it, because I'm not playing these games with you."


      He ignores that, turning around to walk back to the car. Pausing by the door, he glances at me, his expression serious for the first time since stepping out of the thing minutes ago. "You told me something a long time ago, something that stuck with me. You said, ‘if you're not standing by my side, you're just standing in my way.' So I stood by your side then, Ignazio, and it'll do you well to remember that."


      He gets in the car, shutting the door. Seconds later, the others follow suit. The car pulls out of the alley, gunning it to speed down the street as the car on the opposite side of the alley does the same, disappearing.


      I don't hesitate.


      I've already been here for far too long.


      Any longer and Joe will be awake.


      Ducking my head, I make a speedy exit, heading back toward my car. I leave the neighborhood, my gloved hands clutching the steering wheel tightly, my knuckles hurting from the strain. I have half a mind to track Lorenzo down right now, to kill him in his sleep for even thinking of talking to me that way, to even think of sneaking up on me, but I know I can't. I shouldn't.


      He's on guard. He's surrounded.


      There's no way I'm getting close to him.


      Not tonight, anyway.


      Besides, he could've killed me, but he didn't, which means he wants something from me, something to make him value my existence, but I'm not deluded to think it has anything to do with sentiment. Despite what he might claim, Lorenzo doesn't have friends, either.


      He wouldn't bat an eyelash if I died.


      He wouldn't even hesitate to pull the trigger.


      It's after one in the morning when I make it home. I tread lightly heading inside, making sure to be quiet, but the dog hears me the second I step through the door. He appears right there in the foyer, his hair bristling, a low growl rumbling his chest.


      "Don't start with me," I mutter as I head to the den, pulling off my gloves, tossing them on my desk. He follows me, stalling in the doorway. "I've dealt with enough shit tonight. I don't need you hassling me on top of it."


      "Me or the dog?"


      Her voice is close.


      Too damn close.


      I didn't even notice her in here.


      My eyes glance across the room, at where Karissa sits on the couch in the darkness. Her bare feet are propped up on the coffee table as she eats from a small carton of Ben & Jerry's ice cream, wearing nothing but a too-big t-shirt.


      "The mutt," I say, strolling over and sitting down beside her. "I married you, so it's sort of your job to give me a hard time."


      "Good to know." She points her spoon at me before scooping up a big chunk of whatever the chocolaty flavor is she's eating. "You were gone for a while. I woke up and you know... you weren't here. Wasn't sure where you ran off to."


      "I didn't expect you to wake up," I admit. "Had something to take care of."


      "And did you get it taken care of?"


      "I did."


      She nods and continues to eat her ice cream.


      She doesn't ask me to elaborate.


      Doesn't ask anything else about where I've been.


      I can feel the tension, though. I've felt it coming off of her since yesterday when she got home. It's like a wall surrounding her, one I'm not sure how I'm supposed to break through.


      "I'll tell you," I say, "if you really want to know."


      She pauses eating, slowly pulling the spoon from between her lips. "I know you will."


      She still doesn't ask.


      Smart girl.


      Sighing, she discards the spoon in the nearly empty carton and sets it down on the coffee table. Tugging the shirt down over her knees, she tucks her legs up toward her on the couch, wrapping her arms around them. She lays her head down on her knees, facing my way. Her eyes are cautious as they scan me. "Maybe we should move."


      "If that's what you want."


      "But I want you to want it, too."


      "I've got what I want," I say. "I've got you. I couldn't care less where we live, whether it's here in New York or halfway around the world. So if you want to move, we'll move. I go where you go. End of story."


      I don't know if she likes my answer.


      It's true, yeah, but it's no help with her decision.


      "Is there anywhere we can even go where I'll be able to sleep all night without you slipping out to handle things?"


      I shrug. "Alaska."


      "Alaska?"


      "I'd never leave the house. It's too cold up there. My balls might shrivel up."


      She laughs.


      Her laugh is one I love.


      It's soft and feminine and completely genuine.


      "That would be tragic."


      "Tell me about it. I kind of need those things."


      "Well, there's always Nevada. California. Ohio. Florida."


      "Not Florida."


      "No?"


      "I'm not a fan."


      She regards me cautiously again. "Maybe we should just stay right here."


      "If that's what you want."


      "I don't know," she says. "I don't know what I want."


      "Let me know when you figure it out."


      She rolls her eyes, standing up and grabbing her carton. "I'll be sure to do that."


      Reaching out, I grasp her arm, stopping her before she can walk away from me. "I'm trying, Karissa. I don't know what more I can do."


      "I know," she says. "It's not that."


      "Then what is it?"


      She hesitates, like she's considering not answering, before she lets out a resigned sigh. "Do you think I'm a bad person?"


      Out of everything in the world she could've said, that wasn't even on my list of possibilities. I'm stunned to even hear her ask that. Her? A bad person? "Of course not. Why would you even think that?"


      "Because I'm here."


      Her answer is automatic.


      Her panicked expression tells me she didn't mean to say it out loud.


      "Because you're with me," I elaborate for her, "and because I'm a bad man."


      "No, I didn't mean--"


      I pull her to me, silencing her before she can even try to explain herself away. It's pointless. I know what she means. I don't need her to backtrack about her feelings. "Look, I make no apologies for who I am, or for what I've done, but none of that is a reflection on you. The fact that you love me doesn't make you like me."


      "But what if I am like you?"


      "You're not."


      "But—"


      "You're not," I say again. "You love a sinner. If anything, that makes you a saint."


      She smiles, leaning down to kiss me softly. "I'm heading to bed, Naz."


      "Is that your way of getting out of this conversation?"


      "Maybe," she says, before whispering, "good night."
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      "Did you know... and this might be shocking... but Napoleon Bonaparte wasn't short at all?"


      A few people murmur in response to Rowan's declaration, but most, like me, are just listening in silence. While I'll give him credit, he's a more interesting professor than most, there's only so much he can do to excite us about the Napoleonic Wars.


      "He was actually, by modern measurements, just shy of five feet seven inches, so he was as tall as I am," he continues. "The rumor likely got started for a few reasons, one being he's listed at only five-two on his death certificate, but those were French increments. He was actually above average height of his time, but he surrounded himself with much taller guards, which just made him look smaller. Fascinating, isn't it?"


      Fascinating?


      Not the word I'd use, but whatever floats his boat.


      Class is over, technically, and people around me are packing up to leave, but the professor is still speaking, clearly passionate about the subject.


      "For next Tuesday, I'd like a paper on why his height even matters. Two pages, double spaced!"


      That gets a reaction from everyone, but it isn't a good one.


      Honestly, I don't know why any of it matters.


      Short, tall, big, small… it doesn't make him any less of a dick.


      People are already jetting out the door when I slip my history book into my bag. My attention is fixed three rows in front of me, to the redheaded nightmare packing up her things. She looks all around me, making a point to never look at me, like maybe if ours eyes don't meet she can pretend I don't exist on the same plane as her. It's childish. Ridiculous. Rude.


      It's probably exactly what I'd do in her shoes.


      I'm almost the last one out of the classroom today. It's uncharacteristically warm, and I've been sweating all morning.


      It probably doesn't help that I'm wearing a thick black scarf.


      It was the only thing I had to cover the faint bruise along my throat. I tried using makeup, but well, I've never been good at matching skin tones. It was like drawing a freaking bull's-eye right on my neck.


      So scarf it was.


      Strolling outside, I pause in front of the building, considering my options. I've got another class in a little over an hour, so as usual, I've got a bit of time to waste.


      Honestly, I kind of want to just go home and say to hell with it.


      I'm not really sure what's gotten into me, if people are all up in my head or if I'm just too exhausted to really care. I feel like I'm just going through the motions with no real direction, having no idea what I want to do when I grow up.


      I'm supposed to declare a major soon.


      I'm nowhere near ready for that kind of responsibility.


      Getting married was an easier commitment.


      I start to walk away, to do just that—leave—when I catch sight of Melody in the distance, heading this way from class. She's not alone today, no… someone's right beside her, holding her hand.


      Leo.


      I stay right where I am, waiting, as they approach.


      Jesus, he's even prettier up close.


      Melody notices me standing here and dodges right for me, dragging Leo behind her. He laughs, seeming confused for a moment, before he notices me, too. The confusion melts from his face, replaced with some sort of understanding that tells me he knows exactly who I am without needing an introduction.


      He gets one, though… Melody makes sure of it.


      "Kissimmee!" She yanks me into a hug, still holding onto Leo, so we're in some awkward ass triangle embrace that only Melody would think is acceptable. "This is Leo… Leo, this is my best friend, Karissa."


      "Nice to meet you," Leo says, holding his free hand out toward me. I stare at it for a moment before shaking it weakly. "I've heard a lot about you."


      "I was afraid of that," I mutter, pulling away.


      Melody laughs, nudging me. "It was all good, promise."


      "It was," Leo agrees.


      "Well, in that case, it's nice to meet you, too."


      "We were just heading to grab some coffee," Melody says, smiling radiantly. "You want to join us?"


      "I shouldn't…"


      "You should," Leo chimes in.


      I shrug, conceding, not wanting to be rude. "Sure, I guess."


      I walk with them the few blocks to the café, feeling like one hell of third wheel, as the two of them stroll hand-in-hand, touchy-feely the entire way.


      It's nice, though, seeing her look so happy.


      "I'll grab the drinks," Leo says as soon as we arrive, pulling his hand away from Melody's. "You two find us some seats."


      "I can get my own," I say.


      "Nonsense," he replies.


      Nonsense.


      I hear that word all the damn time.


      It's one of Naz's favorites.


      I start to protest some more, because he doesn't need to buy my coffee when he doesn't even know me, and besides, I'm not entirely sure how Naz would feel about another guy fronting a bill for me, but Melody yanks on my arm, pulling me toward a small table over along the side, not letting me fight it. I grumble, sliding into the chair across from her, saying something about paying him back that she completely ignores.


      Typical.


      "By the way, I totally nailed the test the other day," she says. "Only fucked up one question."


      "The philosophy one?"


      "Yep."


      "See? You were worried for nothing."


      She shrugs, nodding at the same time, like she's agreeing but doesn't want to admit I was right. Leo returns then, juggling two coffees and a small chocolate mint tea. He sets the warm tea in front of me and I glare at it while he settles into his seat beside Melody.


      "Problem?" he asks hesitantly. "That is what you drink here, right?"


      "Yeah, it is," I say, glancing at him suspiciously. "How did you know?"


      He seems taken aback by my question and just stares at me, while Melody chimes in, waving it off. "He just said like two minutes ago that he's heard a lot about you, which means he's probably heard everything about you by now. We've come here a few times. I've mentioned how you drink that pissy chocolate thing."


      "Oh."


      "I may have also mentioned how scarf-y you usually are," she says, motioning my way. "Jesus, it's like, eighty fucking degrees out today. Aren't you hot?"


      Reaching up, I run my fingertips along the scarf. "No."


      I'm lying. Obviously.


      I'm sweating like a pig.


      The heat radiating from my drink sure isn't helping.


      It feels like a sauna in this place.


      Ugh, I think I might be running a fever…


      She shrugs it off, like she believes what I'm saying, and turns her attention on Leo. Thank God. I sit in silence, watching the two of them converse, a natural ease between them as they talk and laugh. I don't drink my drink. I don't really know why. The thought of doing so almost nauseates me.


      Fifteen minutes.


      I don't know.


      They're encased in a bubble of whatever the hell it is that's radiating off the two of them. I don't know that I'd call it love, since it's still so brand new, but there's certainly a healthy dose of lust mingling with something bigger. Something more.


      Hell, maybe it is love.


      What do I know?


      I fell in love the moment I laid eyes on Naz outside of Santino's classroom.


      I didn't know it then, but it happened.


      It happens.


      So maybe it happened to them, too.


      A ringing phone shatters the moment, the sound of Tupac blaring through the café. Amitionz Az a Ridah. My eyes instantly settle on Melody, but she makes no move to answer whatever's ringing. No, beside her Leo fumbles in his pocket instead, pulling out a gold iPhone. He glances at the screen of it, frowning, before pressing a button on the front. The song instantly cuts off as he brings the phone to his ear. "Yeah."


      I'm stunned.


      Absolutely flabbergasted.


      Somebody other than Melody is still rocking Tupac.


      That was always her thing.


      "Did you do that?" I ask quietly, waving toward his phone, as he turns away from us, not getting up, but definitely muffling his conversation. Not that it matters, you know, considering all he's doing is a lot of agreeing with whatever the person on the line is saying. Uh-huh. Yeah. Okay. Sure.


      He's so damn… agreeable.


      "What?" Melody asks, glancing at me before laughing. "Oh, no… wasn't me. It's actually how we met, if you can believe it. I was walking by him one day over in Washington Square. His phone started ringing. I started signing. The rest is sort of history."


      "Oh, I figured you met him in class or something."


      "Nah, he doesn't go to NYU."


      "Where does he go?"


      She laughs. "Wherever he wants to go, I guess, since he isn't in school."


      "He's not? What does he do, then?"


      "Whatever he wants," she says. "Right now, he's sort of just working with his brother."


      "What does his brother do?"


      "Oh, uh… I don't know. It's a family business or something. He's just doing odd jobs for him to make a bit of money."


      So many red flags are going up I'm surprised I can still see past them.


      This all sounds familiar… so, so familiar.


      He's practically unemployed, doing odd jobs to help out family, yet he can afford a meal at Paragone? Either he's a trust fund baby with a heart of gold or his dealings aren't exactly above board.


      Ugh, I don't know what to think.


      He couldn't be, could he?


      "Alright, alright, yeah… give me a few minutes." Leo hangs up his phone, slipping it in his pocket. His focus turns back to us, and he smiles, but there's something off about it. I don't know if I'm just being paranoid, after everything that has happened, or if he's really acting the way I think. Either way, my hair bristles when I look at him. "Ladies, I hate to jet, but I have some things I need to go handle for my brother."


      Melody frowns. "Will I see you later?"


      "Of course," he says as he stands, leaning over to press a quick kiss to her forehead. "I'll call you." He turns to me, nodding. "Nice finally meeting you, Karissa. We'll have to hang out again sometime."


      "Yeah," I say. "I'm sure it'll happen."


      He's gone, just like that, giving a brief look back before disappearing.


      Melody sighs once he's out of sight. "So?"


      "So?"


      "So what do you think?"


      What do I think?


      I'm not sure that's something she's open to hearing.


      Not yet, anyway.


      "I think you like him," I say, "a lot more than I've ever seen you like anybody."


      Her smile grows. "I think you're right."


      "How much do you really know about him, though? I mean… who is he, really?"


      A cloud of confusion takes over her face. "What?"


      "I'm just saying, you know, you haven't known him long…"


      "It feels like I have, though," she says, shrugging. "It feels like I've known him my whole life. There's just so much about him that seems… familiar."


      "I know the feeling," I mutter.


      "I'm not trying to sound cliché or whatever, but when I look at him, I feel like I'm looking at myself… like, a part of me. You know?" She laughs. "Ugh, I sound like a damn Nicholas Sparks romance novel."


      "He actually writes tragedies," I point out. "They call it romance, but someone usually always dies, and that's sure as shit not where this is going…"


      I don't think, anyway.


      Ugh, God, please don't let it be.


      I don't want our lives to be a damn Nicholas Sparks story.


      "Really?" She grimaces. "How is that romantic?"


      "I don't know. I guess it can be, if you're dying for someone you love, or someone loves you even knowing you're going to die. It's selfless, sacrificing yourself for someone else, so someone you love doesn't have to suffer as much as they might otherwise."


      "Wow, that's…" She pauses. Loving? Compassionate? Noble? "Morbid."


      Morbid.


      "That's one way to put it." I laugh. "It's kind of like the Plank of Carneades."


      "The plankton of what?"


      "The Plank of Carneades," I repeat. "Jesus, you're in your fourth semester of philosophy and I still know more than you do about it."


      She makes a face, sticking her tongue out.


      "It's a thought experiment," I continue. "If two people are shipwrecked and there's one board floating in the water, big enough to hold only one person, so only one of them lives, who gets it?"


      "Kate Winslet," she says right away. "Didn't you see the movie? Hello! Pre-Dad Bod DiCaprio, remember?"


      I laugh. Titanic. Of course her mind went there. Mine had, too.


      "And didn't you think that was romantic?" I ask. "The fact that he gave it to her, that he let her have it, knowing he was going to die in the water because he did?"


      "It was stupid," she says. "I would've pushed that bitch right off and took it."


      "No, you wouldn't have."


      "Uh, yeah, have you seen You, Me, & Dupree? The movie? Absolutely terrible. We'd all have been better had she not been around to make it."


      I stare at her. Is she serious? I can't tell if she's being serious. "You know that wasn't her, right?"


      "Of course it was."


      "No, that was Kate Hudson, not Kate Winslet."


      She waves me off. "What's the difference?"


      What's the difference?


      Seriously?


      "They're different people," I say. "Like, they're not even the same person at all."


      "Are you sure?"


      "Uh, yeah… positive."


      "Huh… and which one was in Almost Famous?"


      "Hudson."


      "Well, what the hell has Winslet done?"


      "Plenty," I say. "Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, for one."


      Her brow furrows. "Isn't that a Dr. Seuss book?"


      "I just…" I think she's serious. Like, honestly serious. "I don't even know what to say to that."


      "Me, either," she says. "But you know, like Dr. Seuss said, we all make mistakes, so I guess we can forgive hers."


      "I don't think he said that," I point out. "I don't think Dr. Seuss said we all make mistakes."


      "How do you know? He's been alive for like, a hundred years… I'm sure he probably said it at some point."


      There's so much wrong with what she's saying that I'm not sure where to begin, so I don't even bother trying to correct her. It's not like it matters, anyway. We've gotten so off topic that I can't remember what the hell we were talking about to begin with.


      "I should get going," I tell her, shoving my chair back to stand up. "I'm going to be late for class if I don't get out of here."


      "Boo… you sure you can't skip? We hardly get to hang out anymore."


      "I skipped it last time," I say, "and one day last week."


      "Well, what are you doing this weekend?"


      "I don't know… the usual, I guess."


      Sitting at home.


      Doing nothing.


      "Let's go out," she says, her expression brightening. "We can go to Timbers. It'll be just like old times! Oh my God, I think it's even eighties night!"


      I want to argue.


      I try to argue.


      I try to tell her it's the worst idea in the world, the two of us going to Timbers again, especially on eighties night. I remember what happened last time, and although things have worked out since then, I certainly don't want a repeat of that night. But she doesn't give me a chance, doesn't let me get in a word edgewise. She's already on her feet, planning, giving me a quick hug as she rushes toward the exit.


      "I'll call you," she says excitedly. "I can't wait!"


      Sighing, I watch her disappear from the café. Picking up my still warm, untouched drink, I walk over to the trashcan, dumping the thing in. Pity, you know, wasting it, but I've got a feeling in the pit of my stomach I can't quite shake.


      If Naz taught me anything, it's that sometimes coincidences aren't really coincidences.


      Sometimes they're orchestrated.


      

      


      My entire life was chaos growing up.


      New places, new faces, never the same thing twice. We were on the run from the day I was born until the day I finally put my foot down and moved to the city, wanting nothing more than to actually experience New York. I craved stability. I was desperate to find something of my own.


      I have it now.


      I have those things.


      I have permanency. I have somewhere to call home.


      I have a routine.


      But sometimes, I realize, that's really fucking boring.


      Don't get me wrong… I love the life we're building.


      And, God help me, I certainly love Naz, too.


      But there's something to be said about predictability, about rarely being surprised anymore. Naz has become a creature of habit. Hell, maybe he was always this way. I don't know. But when I come home from class, he's always here, sitting in the den, reading the day's newspaper. He's always wearing the same black suit. His hair always looks the same. He never has the TV on, never listens to music, which okay, is probably a good thing if what he'd listen to is Hotline Bling.


      But doesn't he ever get bored of things just always being the same?


      It's like I'm living out Groundhog Day.


      "Anything interesting today?"


      His gaze flickers to me when I ask that question before he turns back to his newspaper.


      "More of the same," he says. "Corrupt politicians… tax evaders… bomb threat in a school. A pub caught on fire in the meatpacking district. The New York Rangers are actually doing good. A man shot his lover's husband in Harlem. Oh, and a guy was found unconscious near the East River."


      "Awesome," I deadpan.


      He closes the newspaper, folding it up, and tosses it right in the trashcan beside his desk. "What about you? Anything interesting happen today?"


      I drop my bag to the floor beside the couch. "I met Melody's new boyfriend."


      "She has a new boyfriend?"


      I look at him incredulously.


      And he accuses me of not paying attention.


      "Uh, yeah, remember? She was here getting ready for her date."


      "I remember," he says. "I was just unaware it was that serious. You can date without being in a relationship. In fact, I took you out a few times before you were anything more to me than just a date."


      "I was never a date," I tell him as I plop down on the couch. "I was more of a target."


      "And I hit my mark, didn't I?"


      "Depends on who you ask."


      "I'm asking you."


      "Then sure." I unzip my bag to pull my schoolwork out. "You hit it."


      "Over and over again."


      I shake my head, deciding not to respond to that.


      I know a sexual innuendo when I hear one.


      Turning on the TV for some kind of background noise, I grab my things for History class and settle in to write my paper, to get it over with, before I forget about it. Napoleon Bonaparte, average-sized dictator with one hell of a complex. I skim through some sections in my book, nearly dozing off at the boring text, before resorting to searching him on my phone, looking for something even remotely interesting.


      "So, tell me about him."


      "Uh, he probably wasn't afraid of cats, even though some people seem to think so," I mumble, scrolling through some Wikidepia-esque website, "and God help us, but apparently he wrote a romance novel or something."


      Naz is silent for a moment. "He wrote a romance novel."


      "Yeah," I say. "Or I guess it's more of a short story, since it's only like, twenty pages. I don't know. I don't even know what to do with that information."


      "Me, either," Naz says. "And is this literal cats you're talking about, or are you speaking metaphorically about pussy?"


      Whoa.


      That gets my attention.


      I blink a few times, glancing over at Naz. "What?"


      "Is he afraid of pussy?"


      "Oh, uh…" I grimace. "I'm gonna say no, since he fathered some kids."


      That seems to surprise him. "He has children?"


      "Yeah, a couple."


      "And Melody's okay with that?"


      "Melody? Why would she care?"


      "Well, he is her boyfriend, isn't he?"


      My brow furrows. "What are you talking about?"


      "The fact that children are a big deal," he says. "No offense, but that doesn't seem like the type of responsibility your friend is prepared to take on."


      I just stare at him.


      He stares right back, waiting for some kind of response about Melody raising children. Yeah, right. I don't even know how she keeps up with herself.


      "I think we're talking about two different people here," I say eventually. "I'm talking about Napoleon Bonaparte. I'm thinking that isn't who you mean."


      He laughs. "No. You said you met her boyfriend today."


      "Oh, yeah, right…"


      "Why are you talking about Napoleon?"


      I hold up my book and the blank piece of paper, showing it to him. "I have to write a paper about why anyone gives a crap about how tall he was."


      "Huh."


      Huh.


      That word can get so annoying.


      "You got a theory on why that is?" I ask. "If so, I'm all ears."


      He shrugs. "It's all about perception."


      "Perception."


      "Yes," he says, getting up from his desk and strolling across the room, to his bookshelves. "His short stature sort of made him a joke, a caricature in a sense… a tiny man compensating for his shortcomings by trying to take over the world. It's hard to take him seriously when he's viewed that way. It's emasculating. Is he really that intimidating if he's characterized as looking like a child? Hardly." He pauses, scanning the spines of a row of books. "But it's vastly different when you find out he was just an average guy. Because that makes him less of a toddler throwing a tantrum and more of a mastermind hiding in plain sight. His enemies didn't want that. They didn't want him taken seriously, and still, to this day, he often isn't. But the fact is, Napoleon was one of the greatest military leaders of all time, but that's often overshadowed by the debate about his height."


      Tossing my phone down on the cushion beside me, I dig in my bag for a pen. "You want to repeat all that so I can write it down?"


      "I'm sure you got the gist of it."


      He pulls a small book off of his shelf before walking over to where I'm sitting. He taps me on the head with it, smiling, and drops it onto my lap, right on top of my paper.


      I glance down at the cover.


      
        Clisson and Eugénie


        Napoleon Bonaparte

      


      He owns the book.


      Unbelievable.


      "It's actually decent," Naz says, picking up my phone from the cushion to move it out of his way so he can sit down beside me. "You should give it a read."


      "I'll keep that in mind," I say, setting it on the arm of the couch as I focus on my paper. I can't even lie—I write down exactly what Naz just said, having no shame that I'm using his words. It makes sense, after all… reality is all a matter of perception. We see what we want to see.


      "He's good looking," I say after a while.


      "We said he wasn't short," Naz says. "Good looking might be pushing it."


      "No, I mean Melody's boyfriend." I laugh. "He's good looking… like, really good looking. I'm talking cover of GQ kind of good looking. It's like, wow…"


      "If you're trying to get me to kill him, all you have to do is ask."


      Gasping, I elbow Naz. "Not funny. I would never. I'm just saying…"


      "You're saying he's good looking." He waves me off, like he doesn't really care what I think about the guy's looks, but I can tell by his expression that he does. Holy shit, is that jealousy I see? "Like I said, it's all about perception."


      "Yeah, it is," I agree quietly. "And yeah, he's good looking, but he's almost too good looking, you know? And he's smart, and nice… really nice… generous…"


      His tone is clipped as he cuts in. "I get the picture, Karissa."


      A smile tugs my lips. Definitely jealous.


      "I mean, I just met him, so I don't really know him," I continue, "but there's something about him… something that feels familiar."


      Naz perks up at that, raising his eyebrows. "How so?"


      "He took her to Paragone for their first date."


      "Nice place."


      "I know… that's where you took me and spent an ungodly amount on overpriced food. Like, way more than a person should ever pay. It's insane. And he took her there at the last minute, just like you did, somehow managing to get a table… like you did."


      "Maybe he knows somebody."


      "Like you did?" I shake my head. "And he works for family. That's what Melody said. Family. And today he got a call and had to leave quick, had to slip away to handle some things. Sound familiar?"


      "Somewhat."


      "Somewhat, my ass. He's practically you."


      "Nonsense," Naz says right away. "There's only one of me."


      "Maybe so, but there are plenty like you," I counter.


      "Are you insinuating he's in the mob?"


      His blatant question stalls me.


      Am I?


      That's a serious accusation.


      "I'm not insinuating anything. I'm just saying, you know... I think it's all kind of weird, how he comes out of nowhere and does these things that are so familiar to me. Like, he sent her flowers after their first date, just like you did. He insists on paying the tab, just like you do. She sees him around, near campus, even though he's not a student, just like I used to see you."


      "You know, Karissa, there's a reason I did all those things. It's because they're natural things someone in those circumstances might do. Not everyone has ulterior motives."


      "But sometimes they do."


      "Sometimes," he agrees. "And sometimes we're just being needlessly paranoid."


      He sounds so calm, matter of fact, like I'm being ridiculous. And, hell... maybe I am. But it's hard to shake the feeling that there's more to this all than meets the eye.


      "His name's Leo," I point out. "As in, Leonardo. That's Italian, right?"


      A slight smile turns Naz's lips at that question. "Yes. So are Michelangelo and Donatello. He's more than likely a Ninja Turtle in disguise."


      "Ha-ha. Funny. I'm just saying..."


      "You're saying you think he's in the mob," Naz says. "Look, what's his last name? Maybe this family of his is a family I know."


      "I, uh..." Shit. "I don't know."


      "You didn't think to ask?"


      "No."


      "Can't be too worried about it, then."


      "I'm not worried," I say, rolling my eyes and elaborating when Naz shoots me a look of disbelief. "I don't think it makes him a threat, or that he really has ulterior motives, or anything. I'm not worried about that part. I'm just a little concerned about Melody. She's been through enough with guys. After what happened with Paul, I don't want her to get hurt anymore."


      "I hate to break it to you, sweetheart, but that's not something you can control."


      "I know," I say. "I just think she should know what she's getting into, you know? And if he is in the mob..."


      "Then, what? You sit her down for a heart-to-heart?"


      "I don't know... maybe?" I shrug. I have no idea what I'll do if my suspicions are true. "Maybe you could talk to him, scare the guy straight, so he doesn't hurt my friend?"


      Naz's earlier smile erupts again, with it a laugh this time. He shakes his head, toying with my phone, running his fingers along the edges of the pink glittery case, but says nothing.


      "Something funny about what I said?"


      "There's a lot funny about it."


      "Like what?"


      "Like the fact that you want me to warn a guy away from Melody. And not just any guy... someone you suspect is connected."


      "So?"


      "So you say you supported me walking away, but you still think I have the same kind of pull I had when I was in. I hate to break it to you, but it just doesn't work that way. People listened to me because they were afraid of the consequences if they didn't. The downside of that is, in order to get my point across, sometimes those consequences had to happen. I have to be a man of my word. So you want me to scare him? Sure, I will. But if he doesn't listen, I'll have to take him out."


      I flinch.


      He notices.


      A look of disappointment crosses his face.


      "Empty threats will only get me killed," he explains. "It's one thing to go radio silent in the business. It's another to make the kind of promises I'm not planning to keep."


      I get it.


      I do.


      I don't like talking about it, but I know it's true.


      He's out... as out as someone like him can be. But that doesn't mean he's free of his own consequences. Doesn't mean the rules don't still apply to him.


      It's a dangerous game he used to play.


      I guess, in a way, he'll always have to play it.


      "Yeah, I guess we don't want that," I mumble.


      "I'm quite positive we don't," he says. "Besides, Melody's an adult. She doesn't need anyone meddling in her affairs. So unless this guy in any way endangers your life, what he does for a living is none of our business."


      I scowl but don't respond to that assertion, even though I whole-heartedly disagree with it. She's my friend. Sure, she has to make her own decisions, but that doesn't mean it's not my business who she's hooking up with.


      Friends look out for each other.


      I turn my focus back to my paper, scribbling some more about perception, before packing my stuff up and putting it all away. I grab the book off the arm of the couch, the romance story written by Napoleon. "What's this about, anyway?"


      "A soldier falls in love with a woman."


      "Does it have a happy ending?"


      He glances at me. "What do you think?"


      I think not, because Naz would enjoy tragedy a hell of a lot more than he'd enjoy a happily ever after. Fictionally, of course.


      I flip through the pages before settling in, tucking my feet beneath me as I open it at the beginning. It'll only take me like half an hour to read it, so why not?


      "You don't happen to have any Nicholas Sparks on your bookshelf, do you?" I ask curiously.


      "Of course not," he says, his voice tinged with disgust. "Although, A Walk to Remember was a decent film, so I might consider reading that book."


      "Seriously?"


      "Sure."


      Shaking my head, I mutter, "I don't even know who you are anymore."


      "I'm the same man I always was," he says, standing up. "Just a little less preoccupied with murder."


      I scowl.


      Again.


      Naz starts to walk out but pauses in the doorway of the den. "A word of advice?"


      "Uh, sure."


      "Judge him by his actions and not your suspicions," he says. "Because if the only measure of a man's worth is what he does to make money, a lot of good men would be judged unfairly."


      "Like you?"


      "Not like me," he says. "Not sure how many times I have to tell you... I'm not a good man, Karissa, and try as I might, I probably never will be."
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      The deli is once again open.


      In fact, it only really closed for one day.


      Repairs are underway, what looks like a decent remodel, but that's as far as it has gotten. The glass has been replaced, new locks and bars installed. There's no florescent neon sign out front, beckoning people in, but lights shine from back in the kitchen, so I know my father's here.


      He probably never left, frankly.


      Ever since my mother died a few months ago, her heart stopping in her sleep, he's stayed away from the home they shared as much as possible.


      I have no idea where the man sleeps, if he even does.


      He always said he'd sleep when he was dead.


      The way he's going, I can see that happening.


      I linger in front of the place for a moment, checking out the repairs, before heading for the alley that leads behind the building.


      I shouldn't bother him.


      I know I shouldn't.


      He doesn't want to see my face anymore.


      Can't say I blame him.


      But something drew me here, early this morning, the sun barely starting to rise. Maybe it's some form of masochism where I get off on my father berating me on sight. It's probably sick, but I almost find it refreshing these days, someone not afraid to tell me what they truly think about me. Especially when Karissa is always in my ear, trying to convince me I'm a better man than I believe.


      My father? He certainly doesn't think so.


      He thinks I'm a callous, menial piece of shit.


      He sees the ugly that still bleeds from me.


      The ugly that Karissa just doesn't see.


      He makes me feel like me.


      "I thought I told you to leave."


      His voice is flat, emotionless. He's leaning against the graffiti-riddled brick wall beside the propped open back door, a dirty white apron tied around his waist. Cigarette smoke surrounds him like fog as he breathes it in before letting it back out. Not sure when he traded the cinnamon toothpicks back in for the Marlboros... same kind he smoked when I was a kid. Maybe it was when he lost the love of his life.


      Maybe it was when I started coming back around here.


      "You did," I say, stalling in the alley near him. "I'm not very good at listening."


      He lets out a bitter laugh. "You never were."


      "Yeah, my mother used to say I inherited that from my father."


      "You got a lot from me," he agrees. "Shame it was all of the bad and none of the good."


      I nod, not disagreeing with that, and watch him as he continues to smoke. He draws the smoke in deep, holding it in his lungs before letting go of it, savoring every breath, cherishing the nicotine. I never understood it… picking up a habit that would kill you so easily.


      But hey, what do I know?


      I killed people for a living.


      There's no quicker way to get you on Death's guest list than by meddling in his affairs and taking part in his game.


      "So, when did you start smoking again?" I ask curiously.


      "When someone tried to destroy my life's work," he says, motioning beside him, toward the back of the deli. "You figure out who that was?"


      I'm surprised he's asking me that.


      "I've got an idea."


      He takes another drag of his cigarette before tossing it down and stamping it out. "Yeah, well, when you catch up to them, tell them they owe me ten grand. Had to wipe out my savings to get everything fixed."


      "I—"


      I would've paid for it.


      Those words stall on my lips.


      I know better than to offer.


      He doesn't want my money.


      He'd be offended by the offer, and I've offended the man enough as it is.


      "I'll be sure to tell them."


      He nods before turning, yanking open the deli door to go inside. It bangs against the cement block propping it open when it closes again. He didn't offer an invitation to join him. I didn't expect one. But that doesn't stop me from doing it anyway, from grabbing the door and stepping inside the kitchen where he is.


      He's gotten straight to work, slicing tomatoes. I'm quiet, as I join him, but he hears me.


      Senses me.


      Knows me.


      "Something you need from me, Ignazio?" he asks, frustration tingeing his voice. "Because I don't remember inviting you to come hang out this morning."


      Or any morning.


      "I just wanted to check to see how you were."


      He laughs at that.


      Laughs.


      "You didn't come around here for years. Years. You didn't care how I was doing when you were out running these streets, causing problems. Didn't care how it affected anyone else when you were making these enemies. Why should I believe you suddenly care now?"


      "I've always cared."


      He turns around, using the knife to point at me. "Bullshit. The only people you ever cared about were the people who could do things for you, so tell me, Ignazio… what do you need from me?"


      My skin prickles at that accusation.


      I don't like it.


      It might be the truth, I don't know, but it feels like a lie.


      I certainly care about Karissa. Maybe, at the start, it had been about what she could do for me, but it's more than that now. A lot more. Even when she wasn't giving me the time of day, when she wanted nothing to do with me, I cared about what happened to her. I worried about her. And not because I knew it would destroy me to lose her… because it would. There would be no coming back from that. But when it came down to it, I worried for her, because of her. I didn't want her to get hurt. I would've sacrificed myself to make sure she walked away unscathed.


      And I did.


      I let her go.


      I told her to walk away.


      But she came back.


      "She says you're different, you know," he continues, turning back around to continue slicing his tomatoes. "I've been trying to see it… to see what she sees… but you don't seem any different to me."


      I want to tell him it's because he's not looking hard enough, but that's a lie and I know it. The problem is, he's looking harder than Karissa is. She thinks I'm different because she wants me to be. And I'm trying to be. But I'm still me.


      I can't be anybody but me.


      At some point, every part of me became every part of that. The life isn't just something I lived… it was how I survived. It infused itself into every one of my cells, infecting every mitochondrion. It's in my blood and my bones, and unless you drain me dry and rip me to pieces, you'll never rid me of all of it.


      It's like expecting a man to survive without a beating heart in his chest.


      Expecting him to breathe without lungs.


      Expecting him to fight when he has no reason to live.


      It's like expecting a man to still be a man after taking away everything that makes him who he is.


      I can be good to her.


      I might even be good for her.


      But that doesn't mean I'm good.


      My father knows that.


      "I love her."


      "I know you do."


      That wasn't the response I expected from him. Figured he'd fight me on that, say I wasn't capable of loving anybody.


      "You do?"


      He nods. "Figure you must, since she's still alive."


      Hearing him say that makes my chest tighten. "What makes you think I ever planned to kill her?"


      He shoots a look over his shoulder, his eyes narrowed. "I never said you did."


      Huh. I suppose he didn't.


      I can tell by the look of disgust that crosses his face that I just gave a key piece of information away. He thought I'd get her killed. Hell, he still thinks I'll get her killed. But until now, he never realized I'd sunk so low that I would've killed her myself.


      "People started shooting and the first thing you did was throw her out of harms way," he continues, turning back away from me. "Then you stood there, where they could see you, because you knew who they were after. You knew you were the target."


      "We were safe," I say. "I knew the glass was bulletproof."


      "Doesn't matter," he says. "It was instinct, and it wasn't the first time that kicked in. You killed Angelo last year. You always said he was a father to you… more of a father than me. But you killed him, for her… you chose her over who you called family. You and me… we love differently. But that doesn't mean you don't love her, in your own twisted way."


      That almost sounds like a compliment.


      Almost.


      "I got myself in something," I say, "something I can't get out of."


      He's quiet for a moment, continuing what he's doing. I almost want to fill the silence, to try to explain, even know I know there's no point in elaborating. He knows what I mean. But something about the man makes me feel like a kid again, a kid trying to ward off a whipping by explaining it all away.


      Never worked then.


      Wouldn't work now.


      I could try to make him feel sympathy for what I'm going through, but I'd never succeed. The only thing I might rouse is a tad bit of pity.


      Pity that I'm pathetic, probably.


      Pity that I can't save my own ass.


      "Is that what you came here for, Ignazio? Some fatherly advice?"


      "Maybe."


      "Then I'll tell you the same thing I told Johnny all those years ago," he says. "Run."


      Coldness rushes through my body at those words, starting at the top of my head and flowing straight toward the tip of my toes. My fingers tingle, my skin prickles, pins and needles all over my body. "You told him to run?"


      "I did," he says calmly, matter of fact, like those words are no more potent than as if he were recounting yesterday's deli special. "He came to me, scared, said he was in too deep to ever get out, and he was worried… not for himself, but for her. The girl."


      Carmela.


      "Did you know?" My voice is low, so low I don't even know if those words even come out. The cold rage that flows through me makes my body shake. "Did you know what he'd done to me? To my wife? To my baby?"


      "I had an idea," he admits. "You were still in the hospital. You weren't talking yet. I didn't think he'd pulled the trigger. I didn't think he could've. But I thought… I suspected maybe he knew. Maybe he knew too much. Maybe he was somehow involved."


      "So you helped him?"


      "No, I was trying to help you."


      "How? How was telling him to run helping me?"


      He turns around, his expression blank, like he's not at all affected by the anger in my voice, the anger I'm fighting really hard to contain. My mother, God rest her soul, would never forgive me if I stole that knife from his hand and jammed it through his throat. "Because I didn't want my son to become a murderer. It was bad enough, thinking maybe Johnny fell that far, but you? My kid? I still had hope for you then. I hoped you'd wake up, and you'd realize what that life did to you, what being Angelo's son got you, and you'd walk away before it was too late."


      He turns back around, yet again, returning to his tomatoes, yet again. Like that's his biggest priority here. Tomatoes.


      "Lot of good that did," he says. "Look at you now."


      Bitter tension hangs in the air.


      I have no idea what to say.


      What to do.


      Ray tried to induct me into his organization after what happened. He said I'd earned my place. He said I belonged with them. In another life, I probably wouldn't have hesitated, but in the world I woke up in after losing my family? None of that mattered. All I cared about was revenge.


      I tracked Johnny to Florida eventually, found him and Carmela staying at an orange grove. I knew the place. Knew it, because we'd gone there before. The two of them looked happy, planning their lives together, settling in with the help of a family friend. Edoardo Accardi, former enforcer for the Genova crime family. He'd moved on to bigger things: the black market. If you wanted something, you went to Accardi.


      I told him I wanted Johnny.


      He refused my request.


      I realized, quickly, that there were no friends in this business.


      So I killed Accardi for it… among other things.


      A sense of betrayal carves into me as I stand there, stewing on the memory. It slices me apart like my father slices those damn tomatoes. "You should've convinced him to turn himself in."


      "Like that would've ever worked."


      "You never know."


      He stops what he's doing. "Tell me something, Ignazio… are you going to turn yourself in? Johnny killed one person in his entire life. One."


      "It was my wife! And our baby… he killed our child!"


      He looks at me. "Two, then. And I get it. It wasn't right. But how many people have you killed? How many lives have you ruined? How many families have you torn apart? I'm venturing to guess it's a lot more than him."


      "But this was my life he ruined. My life he tore apart!"


      "He killed your family, and that's unforgivable, but your life, Ignazio? You ruined that yourself. You ruined it by doing exactly what I hoped you wouldn't do. I told him to run, and he listened, because it was the only way to save his family. So I'm telling you the same thing… you in something you can't get out of? Run."


      My head hurts.


      It really fucking hurts.


      I don't even know what to say anymore.


      "It didn't work for him. What makes you think it would work for me?"


      "It probably won't," he says. "But it gave him quite a few years, didn't it?"


      I shake my head—not that I'm disagreeing, because running did give him almost two decades, but because I can't believe what he's saying. I came here for… hell, I don't know, but it wasn't for this conversation.


      "I'm not a coward," I say. "I don't run."


      "Then walk."


      I laugh, despite the seriousness of his voice. This conversation? It's not funny. It's downright ridiculous. But that? That was funny. "How is that any different?"


      "It's not," he says, "but walking away doesn't make you a coward. It makes you smart. You keep it up, you're going to die, and she might die, too. You leave, you'll still die… someday. But it probably won't be as soon. That's reality… the reality you created."


      I think I've had about enough of this back-and-forth.


      "Well, it's nice to know where you stand," I say. "I should probably be going."


      "You should," he agrees.


      There are no goodbyes, no see you laters, nothing but the sound of his knife hitting the cutting board as I turn around and walk out. It's a cool morning, like fall might finally be upon us, although the sun is shining bright. Karissa's probably up by now, probably wondering where I ran off to while she was asleep.


      Being lectured by my father is probably the last thing she'd suspect.


      

      


      For the second time in such a short amount of time, I find myself at this place, this old brick mansion over in Long Island, once more uneasy about it. When did I become this person? What turned me into this kind of man?


      The kind of man who is hesitant to knock on a door.


      This isn't me.


      I step up on the porch, giving a brief glance around the quiet neighborhood.


      Steeling myself, I knock.


      The door is opened almost at once, a young guy appearing. He's big, somewhat muscular, and ugly to boot. A street soldier, I'm guessing. I was that kid once. I remember hanging around Ray's house, running errands, answering doors.


      "I need to talk to Genova."


      The kid says nothing, merely nodding before shutting the door again. I stare at it, my eyes scanning the chipped white paint of the wood as I wait.


      A minute later, the door opens again.


      This time Genova himself greets me.


      "Vitale," he says, his voice hesitant. It's still so early he's wearing what I suppose are his pajamas, but it looks more like something Hugh Hefner might lounge around in—white undershirt, silk pants, and matching robe. He's even barefoot. I caught him before he was ready for company. "Nice of you to drop by… unexpected, but still… nice. What can I do for you?"


      His voice tells me my dropping by unannounced is anything but nice, but he's tolerating it, like I figured he would, because his curiosity is piqued. "I was hoping you could spare a few minutes to talk."


      "About?"


      "Things."


      I don't have to elaborate.


      Not right here, anyway.


      He knows things are the kind of things we don't talk about in public, so he doesn't have much choice but to invite me in. Stepping aside, he wordlessly motions his head for me to come in. The sound of some type of Italian opera music wafts through the downstairs as I follow him not to the room we met in days ago, but instead to a small den on the same floor. It's the source of the music... it's much louder in here. Genova turns it down a bit before taking a seat in a black leather chair.


      "Join me," he says, motioning to another chair a few feet across from him. Join. There's that word from him again. "Tell me what kind of things you want to talk about this morning."


      "My father has a deli," I tell him. "It's over in Hell's Kitchen."


      His expression lights up. "Oh, of course! I know all about Vitale's. Best mozzarella I've ever tasted. Great place."


      "Yeah, well, the other day we had an incident there."


      All at once, his expression shifts. "What kind of incident?"


      "Somebody shot up the place."


      "Ah."


      Ah. That's all he says. That's his only reaction.


      "I talked to some people who steered me in the direction of a guy they thought was capable of doing it, so I confronted him—"


      "You confronted him."


      He sounds almost alarmed by that word.


      "He's still alive," I elaborate, not wanting him to think I'm in any way back in or wanting to play his game. "But after our little confrontation, I had another encounter... this time with the guy you call Scar."


      I stare at him when I say that, hoping to riddle out his reaction, but his expression stays blank. No surprise. No fear. No intrigue. Nothing.


      "What kind of encounter are we talking here?"


      "Just more or less an introduction."


      Or rather, a reintroduction, but I leave that part off.


      I'm not ready to give away all of my cards.


      "First impression?"


      First impression? Same one I got so many years ago. "Curious."


      "Curious," he echoes, reaching into a humidor on a table beside him, pulling out a cigar. It's long, deep tan in color, with a brown label. Cubans, I'm guessing. He wordlessly offers me one but I wave him off, declining. He lights his, taking a deep puff before continuing. "He's not going to be a problem, is he?"


      Maybe.


      "For me? Not at all."


      "And for the rest of us?"


      Knowing Lorenzo like I think I do? The rest of them are screwed. It all depends, though… depends on what I do about him. Depends on how hard he makes life for me.


      "Hard to say," I reply. "He's determined; I'll give him that."


      "Seems that way," he says, puffing away on his cigar. It has a strong smell to it. It makes my nose twitch. "He's been wreaking a lot of havoc, the kind of havoc that draws attention to us all."


      That he has.


      Genova stares off in the distance, like he's pondering that. He flicks his ashes right onto the floor, letting them drop to the tan carpet. I pity his housekeeper.


      "Tell me, Vitale," he says after a moment. "You planning to do something about him?"


      "I'm thinking about it," I reply. "Is that going to be a problem?"


      "For me? Not at all."


      It doesn't escape my notice that he's using my exact words. Genova's a smart man. You can't just take him at what he says… you have to consider how he says it.


      Standing up, I brush the wrinkles from my suit coat. I came to test the waters. That was all I really wanted. I hold my hand out toward him. "Been a pleasure."


      He takes my hand, shaking it. "Pleasure's been all mine. If you decide to handle your little problem, I'd be happy to offer—"


      I cut him off before he can finish what he's saying. I don't want anything from him. "Don't worry about it."


      He looks surprised. "You're certain?"


      "Handling it will benefit everyone. We'll simply call it a parting gift."


      The surprise on his face only deepens at those words. "Oh? Going somewhere after all?"


      I half-shrug. "I'm getting too old for it all."


      "Nonsense, Vitale… you're still young. Get to be my age and then we'll talk."


      I don't respond to that. There's no point. Nodding my goodbye, I turn to walk out, finding the young guy lingering in the hallway right outside. He trails me, a few steps behind, following me to the front door of the house.


      He locks it up the moment I step outside. I can hear the clanging as he secures the door, keeping anyone from being able to come in. Genova always was more paranoid than the others. More locks. More security.


      It's probably why he lives alone, why he has never been married.


      He doesn't trust anyone enough to lie beside him when he's sleeping.


      Stepping off the porch, I head to my car, but my footsteps stall as I approach. The muscles in my body grow tense, on alert. A few feet away, I pause, hands in the pockets of my black pants, clutching my keys.


      Someone is perched on the hood of my car.


      Not just any someone, either.


      Lorenzo.


      Unbelievable.


      He sits there, relaxed, right foot propped up on the corner of the front bumper, his arms resting on his knee. He's peeling an orange, pulling it apart and tossing his scraps right into the street.


      My eyes scan the neighborhood, looking for any black sedans that might account for the cars I encountered last night, but the street is quiet, nothing out of the ordinary. He seems to be alone.


      Huh.


      "Littering's illegal, you know."


      He glances my way when I say that, raising his eyebrows. "Assaulting men in alleys is illegal, too… or so I've heard."


      "It is, but the trick is to be careful. The cops in this city are always looking for a reason to take us down. One dropped receipt on the sidewalk can earn someone like us ten days in lockup."


      "You spend many days in lockup?"


      "No," I say. "I'm careful."


      He laughs, turning back to his orange, and peels another piece, again tossing the scraps into the street. He's not worried, not a bit. Fearless. "Ah, life's too short to always be cautious, Ignazio. Sometimes you've got to put yourself out there and take risks."


      "True, but you have to be smart about what kind of risks you take."


      He pops a wedge of the orange in his mouth, chewing slowly as he regards me. I don't know why he's here or what he wants, and I'm pretty sure I'm not going to get a straight answer out of him about it if I ask. He's playing some sort of game, a game I have no desire to play, but he's going to force me to, anyway.


      "You've got balls," I tell him. "It takes them, to be sitting out here, in front of this house, in broad daylight."


      "Oh, you mean old man Genova's place?" Lorenzo motions toward the brick mansion. "He's not going to do anything to me."


      "How can you be so sure?"


      "Because he swore it himself," he says. "Had a meeting with the five families late last night. Or well, the four that are left." He shoots a look my way that tells me he knows exactly what happened to number five. "It was… enlightening, I guess you could call it. Temperamental bunch. Burn down one silly little building and they get their panties all twisted, but I managed to straighten them out… for now."


      The hair on the back of my neck bristles at the casual way he says that.


      A meeting with the families?


      I'm not sure what to make of it.


      I'm not sure if I believe it.


      Genova certainly didn't mention it when suggesting I kill the guy.


      "Come on, Lorenzo… we both know that's not all you've done."


      "What makes you say that?"


      "The streets talk."


      He ponders that for a moment, continuing to eat his orange, dripping juice all over the hood of my car. I want to snatch a hold of him and rip him off of it, slam his face against the mess and make him lick it up, but I'd also like to go home today. And even though I can't see any recognizable cars around us, I'm not entirely convinced he's out here alone.


      Is he really that brazen?


      "How'd you get here?" I ask curiously.


      "Friend dropped me off."


      "Friend," I muse. "You got a lot of those? Friends?"


      "I've got ten of them," he says. "Eleven, if we're counting you."


      "We're not."


      "Ten, then."


      "And you're sure one of them isn't Fat Joe?"


      His response is immediate. "The rapper?"


      "The man in the alley."


      His eyes seek me out when I say that. He's still sitting casually, like he's not bothered at all, but there's something in his eyes now, a deep kind of suspicion, like he knows I'm on the tip of an accusation. "You got something you're trying to get at here, Ignazio? Never thought you'd be one to beat around the bush. Just spit it out."


      "You had someone shoot up my father's deli."


      He shakes his head. "Wasn't me."


      I take a step toward him, reacting on instinct, but I manage to stop myself before doing something. His denial grates at me, though, burrowing under my skin. It's cowardice. Ridiculous. If you're going to attack a man so personally, the least you can do is take credit for the act.


      "So I guess none of it was you, huh? Ray's men being picked off, one-by-one?"


      "Nope."


      "Not even the men who died at Cobalt? The ones who burned alive that night? Still not your fault?"


      "Now, okay, that was me," he says, pushing away from the car to stand up, popping another wedge of orange in his mouth. "I warned them first, though. Not my fault they didn't take me seriously. Guess they will now."


      "Yeah, the ones who survived."


      His brow furrows as he steps around my car, toward the passenger door. "Don't tell me you had some sort of emotional attachment to that place."


      "I spent a lot of time there," I say. "I wouldn't say I was attached, but it hit a little too close to home for my liking."


      "Oh, well, then in that case..." He holds up his hands, smirking. "Innocent."


      He's a lying son of a bitch.


      I know he's being sarcastic, but by no means do I find it funny.


      "In my defense," he continues, lowering his hands, "well, you know, there's really no defending it. You know as well as I do that sometimes things just have to be done. You've been there."


      I have.


      He knows it.


      I know it.


      I've done more than my fair share of bad because I felt it was just what had to be done. I never bothered trying to defend my actions.


      I'm not surprised he isn't bothering, either.


      "And yeah, okay, maybe I picked off a guy or two," he says, holding his hand up like a gun and shooting. Pew-pew. "But I have no reason to target you, Ignazio."


      He doesn't need a reason, I think, and I start to point that out, when a loud, obnoxious ruckus shatters the air around us. My pocket vibrates, and I reach into it, grabbing my phone. The song... it's coming from it. Shit.


      The fucking boy band.


      I silence it, pressing the button on the side, just to stop the annoying blaring. Karissa's face is plastered on the screen, and as much as I hate doing it, I ignore her call.


      Now's not the time for it.


      Slipping the phone back away, I glance at Lorenzo. His eyes are wide, the orange halfway to his mouth, like he's forgotten about everything else for the moment.


      "Was that...?" He gapes at me. "What was that? Do I even want to know?"


      "No," I admit, "you don't."


      He shakes his head before tossing what's left of his orange right into the gutter beside my car. He wipes his hands on his black pants like they just don't matter. He's dressed casual, his light blue button down halfway open, exposing part of his chest.


      At least it's not jeans and a t-shirt today.


      "Great seeing you, as always," he says, just as a black car whips around the corner of the block, heading our direction. Bingo. "We should get together again soon. I'd love to meet this wife of yours. I've heard so much about her."


      "From who?"


      "The streets talk, remember?" He steps off the curb behind my car just as the black sedan pulls up beside us, blocking me in. "Besides, you seem to forget I once knew her parents. You aren't the only one."


      With that, he's gone, yanking open the passenger door and ducking inside before it drives away. I stare at it as it accelerates, my eyes scanning the Florida license plate.


      No, I haven't forgotten he knew her parents.


      I was just hoping like hell it wouldn't come up.
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      High-waist jean shorts.


      Pastel pink leg warmers.


      Matching distressed sweatshirt, hanging off my right shoulder.


      I feel utterly ridiculous and completely out of place, even though, okay, I just bought this outfit today. It was all there, in the store, waiting on the rack. Apparently the eighties are making a comeback.


      Who knew?


      I certainly didn't.


      Clothes surround me in my bedroom, some with the tags still on, others dragged here from Melody's closet… or her floor… or bed… or whenever they'd last been. Enough crazy outfits to dress a dozen people.


      I'd managed to nab the most modest get-up of the bunch.


      The faint bruise around my neck has mostly faded. I can barely see it anymore. Nobody around me has mentioned it, not even Melody, who I know for a fact would've rang the alarm had she noticed.


      I'm looking myself over in the full-length mirror beside the dresser—another one of my purchases today. The only mirror Naz ever had in this place was the small one in the bathroom, and well, let's just say Melody noticed last time she tried getting ready here. "Ugh, no wonder you're always so… you," she'd said, motioning at me. "How do you pick out pants in the morning without, you know, checking out your ass?"


      Wasn't sure how to answer that question.


      Wasn't sure there was even an answer for it.


      But still, I bought a mirror this afternoon, because she had a point somewhere in there, I think.


      And okay, I have to admit… my ass does look kind of nice in these shorts.


      Looks bigger than it used to be.


      "You got anything lace?" Melody asks, walking right over to my drawers to scour through my things. She starts with the top drawer, shooting me a smirk as she yanks out a pair of my underwear. "Anything other than this thong?"


      She shoots it at me, like it's a damn slingshot, before turning back to the rest of my drawers and opening them to find nothing she wants.


      "Don't wear much lace," I admit. "It itches."


      "So?"


      "So I like to be comfortable."


      She looks at me again, closing the last drawer. "Sometimes we have to suffer for fashion, Kissimmee."


      I grimace. "You, maybe. I'll pass."


      Rolling her eyes, she gives up her search for lace and dives into the pile of clothes strewn around my bed, finding a pair of leggings with a stich of lace on the bottom of them. "Ha!"


      Apparently leggings are back, too.


      And harem pants.


      Hammer pants.


      Melody bought a pair of them today.


      I don't know what's wrong with her, honestly.


      She shimmies out of said pants right where she stands beside the bed, tossing them onto the pile, already regretting that purchase, I think. She's situating the leggings, about to pull them on, when a voice calls out through the room.


      A voice that isn't ours.


      "Do you—?"


      Naz steps into the doorway, cutting off mid-question. His reaction is automatic, his expression shifting to one of surprise as he turns his head, away from us, and closes his eyes, raising his hands as if to ward of whatever the hell he'd just seen.


      Melody is in her underwear.


      I don't know why, but I find it pretty damn funny.


      I laugh, seeing his distress over walking in on that, especially when Melody groans. "Geez, Ignazio, never took you for a voyeur."


      "I can assure you," he says, "that was the last thing I wanted to look at."


      Melody scoffs, leggings finally on, and playfully nudges him with her elbow as she jets out of the bedroom, heading for the bathroom down the hall. Naz cautiously turns back my way when she's gone, his eyebrows raised as he approaches. His eyes scan the room around me, taking in the utter mess, before settling on the mirror. He regards my reflection as he pauses beside me, eventually turning right to where I stand. "Another venture into the eighties, I gather."


      "How'd you guess?"


      "You look like someone I used to masturbate to when I was in my teens."


      My face heats at that, blush taking over my cheeks.


      Naz's eyes scan me, from my head to my toes, before settling on the piece of black lace by my feet. He reaches down and picks it up. It isn't until it's in his hand that he realizes exactly what it is. His face pales just a bit as he whispers, "Please tell me this is yours."


      "Of course it is."


      He breathes a sigh of relief, smirking, as he takes a step back, wordlessly shoving the thong in his pocket. I laugh and am about to say something about it when Melody waltzes back in, brush in hand, steadily teasing her blonde hair. Naz looks her over quickly, not at all the same way he looked at me.


      He almost looks confused.


      "You know, we didn't really dress like that in the eighties," he tells her… same thing he once told me. "I don't know where you girls got that idea from."


      Melody looks down at her outfit, her black lacy leggings and what looks like a neon pink sports bra with matching tutu. She's even got on a pair of jelly sandals… something else we found today at the store.


      She said she wouldn't be caught dead in a pair any other time.


      They shouldn't make them for anyone over the age of nine.


      "Really?" she says. "What did you wear?"


      "Acid-wash jeans," I chime in. "The also really liked shoulder pads for some reason."


      Melody pretends to gag. "Even I'm not crazy enough to go down that path."


      Naz shakes his head, like he disagrees, and turns back to me without commenting. Melody disappears again after grabbing her bag full of make-up, as usual the last to ever be ready.


      "Do I, what?" I ask, running my hands over my hair. It's poufy from being crimped. Another thing we stumbled upon at the store—a hair crimper. I didn't even hesitate before grabbing that one.


      "Excuse me?"


      "When you walked in," I say. "You were asking something."


      "I was wondering if you had any plans tonight," he says, glancing around. "Sort of already answered my question."


      "Oh, yeah… Melody wanted to go to Timbers, and I mean, I didn't think it was a good idea… I still don't know, but I figured, well… no harm, right?"


      I'm babbling, because I'm not sure how to explain it or what I'm supposed to say, if I'm supposed to ask how he feels about me going out. I'm barely twenty, and this is prime ‘going out' age, but we're married now.


      I've never exactly seen an example of how normal married life is supposed to be.


      "Right," he says. "You don't need my permission. If you want to go dancing, by all means, go dancing. I'm not going to tell you no."


      "Are you going to follow me, though?"


      A slow smile spreads across his face.


      Of course he is.


      I'm not surprised, and it's not like I planned to do anything he wouldn't approve of, but still, I roll my eyes. Now that is old Naz. As much as I might hate it, I've got to admit—it's good to see him being himself again.


      "I would," he says, "but I have a few other things I need to do tonight."


      "Like?"


      "Like," he says, stepping closer, so close our toes touch, as he leans down slightly toward me. "Things."


      He leans in to kiss me, closing the distance, but I turn my head, trying to contain my smile when he groans because of my rejection. I glance at him in the mirror. "Promise me something."


      "What?"


      "Just… something."


      "You want me to promise something without knowing what the something is?"


      "Yes."


      "It doesn't work like that," he says. "I can promise to always try my damnedest to come home to you at night… I can promise to love you for the rest of my life… but I can't promise whatever this something is without knowing more about it."


      "Why?"


      "Because I don't break promises," he says. "I have to know it's something I can keep."


      I glare at his reflection. "If you follow me tonight, after you're done with your things, promise me you'll at least come in."


      "You want me to come inside the club?"


      "Yes," I say. "If you follow me."


      He hesitates. I can tell by his conflicted expression that he wants to say no. Timbers is hardly his kind of scene. It's loud, and crowded, filled with drunken college kids. I know he used to go to that place called The Cobalt Room to drink, but I'm pretty sure that place was like a nursing home compared to the nursery room of Timbers.


      "Fine," he concedes, his voice strained, like he had to force the word for his lips. "If I show up tonight, I'll come in."


      "Promise."


      "I promise," he says, grabbing my hips and turning my body, forcing me to look at him and not his reflection. "But I need you to promise me some things. No drugs, no drinking, no flirting, no fighting, and for god's sake, no fucking."


      "Uh, no fun," Melody says, appearing in the doorway. "Way to be a spoil-sport."


      He ignores her, staring at me, his expression dead serious. He's waiting for my promise. He already knows he has nothing to worry about with the last few, and I'm certainly not one to do any drugs, but drinking?


      Ugh.


      "One drink."


      "None."


      "Just a sip."


      "No."


      Ugh. Ugh. Ugh.


      Compromise sucks.


      "Fine," I mutter. "I promise."


      He kisses me then. This time I don't turn my head. It's soft, and sweet, and way too brief.


      "What about me?" Melody chimes in.


      "You can do whatever you want," Naz says, turning toward her. "As long as you don't get my wife caught up in it, that is."


      Melody playfully salutes him. "Got it, boss."


      Naz walks out. I can hear his footsteps on the stairs, and then he's just gone. I'm not sure where he's off to, what sort of the things he has planned tonight, but I'm hoping he's safe, wherever he is, and not doing anything that can get him hurt.


      "I swear, the two of you…" Melody says, shaking her head. "I still can't get over it. You're both just so cool about everything, like, whatever about it all."


      I know what she means. It's hard to explain, but I guess when you jump over a hurdle like the murder of your parents, everything else sort of just pales in comparison. It's been a while since we've fought about anything, since I've been genuinely angry with him. He's frustrating, sure, but I understand him.


      And I like to think, after everything, he understands me.


      "Are you ready?" I ask, looking at Melody. It's well after dark, and we've still got to make the trek to Manhattan.


      "Ugh, just like, five more minutes," she says, swinging around to jet out of the bedroom. "I'm almost done."


      Five minutes turn to ten, which turn to twenty. Half an hour later, she's finally done. We take the subway back into the city, and Melody seems to enjoy the attention she gets on it, wearing her ridiculous outfit. The eighties are back, yeah, but I guess most of New York hasn't gotten the memo yet. She stands in front of me, clutching the bar, while I slink down on a bench beside two seat-hogging businessmen.


      The line outside of Timbers is long when we arrive, but it only takes us a few minutes to make it inside. I hand my driver's license to the guy working the door, a beefy guy that looks like he's carrying a pack of hot dogs on the back of his neck, and scowl when he draws a big black ‘x' in permanent marker on the back of my hand.


      Melody, as usual, gets her lime green wristband complimentary of the fake ID she carries. Pretty soon, she won't need it. She'll be twenty-one in just a few weeks. The bouncer glowers at it, though, bending it and studying it, like he knows the thing isn't real.


      "You remember that other guy that used to work the door here?" she asks once we're inside. "You know, the hot guy… Kevin or something?"


      It was Kelvin.


      I remember.


      He worked with Naz.


      "What about him?"


      "I heard he died," she says. "Some of the girls in my class were talking about it a few weeks ago. He got shot or something. Nobody knows who did it."


      "That's… wow."


      "Right? He seemed like such a nice guy."


      I don't have a response for that, but her words nag at me.


      Kelvin. Shot.


      I don't think that's something Naz would've done.


      I don't have a chance to dwell on it, though, as Melody grabs my hand and drags me through the club. Madonna blasts from the speakers, vibrating the floor as energy hums in the air. It's muggy, crowded out on the dance floor, but Melody doesn't hesitate to pull me deep in the crowd, wedging us into a small space in the center. It's some techno remix of Like a Prayer, the bass thumping through my body as I start to move, like it's almost instinct. Melody and I are jumping around, singing at the top of our lungs, screaming the lyrics like our lives depend on it.


      Madonna turns to New Kids on the Block, which turns to Michael Jackson somewhere in there, before Madonna comes right back around again. Over and over, a continuous pouring of old songs. It all blurs together in a mix of bass thumping and eighties loving hysteria. Melody disappears to get herself a drink but by then I'm to the point I just don't care.


      Bad idea? Pfft, fuck that.


      It's been a while since I've had some carefree fun.


      I'm dancing on my own, voguing, laughing as I sing along.


      Sweat drips down my face.


      Jesus Christ, it's hot in here.


      Melody's there and back and then there again, guzzling drinks and giggling as she shakes her ass on anybody who comes near her. At one point, she appears, shoving a clear plastic cup at me. "Here."


      I take it, stalling as I look at the thing. It's filled halfway with something. Bringing it to my nose, I sniff the liquid, earning a laugh from her as she dances against some gangly boy that probably looks nice with her beer goggles.


      "It's just water," she says. "I promise."


      Shrugging, I guzzle it down, my throat dry.


      It tastes like water to me.


      She's busy grinding on the guy, so I slip away, squeezing through the crowd to the nearest trashcan, tossing the empty cup in. I turn around, still signing at the top of my lungs—Paula Abdul now—when I run right into someone standing there, almost knocking them over. "Shit! Sorry!"


      Hands grab my arms as whoever it is steadies himself and laughs. I glance up at his face, about to apologize again, when somebody I know greets me.


      Well, sort of.


      I recognize him.


      Leo.


      Conflicted feelings run through me. I smile kindly in acknowledgment, because holy shit, Melody's going to be happy, but another part of me bristles at his presence. Because no matter what Naz said, I still can't just shake the weird feeling, especially with him being here.


      "Hey!" I say, motioning over to the dance floor. "Melody's over there."


      He glances back that way the same time I look. We've got a perfect viewpoint of his girlfriend… backing it right up on the weird dude. Ugh. Not good.


      I expect some sort of angry reaction from him, an intense surge of jealousy, but instead he just laughs and shakes his head.


      Okay, that's not like Naz, not at all.


      He pushes his way over to her, and I follow his path. Melody looks up, spotting us, and squeals, instantly abandoning the guy she was dancing with, thrusting herself at her boyfriend. She wraps her arms around him, jumping, so the only thing keeping her from hitting the ground is his grip.


      Shit, she's really drunk.


      He almost falls trying to hold onto her, but he doesn't seem to mind it.


      They start dancing together, slowly, not at all on beat to the music playing. I turn away from them, shrugging it off, and start dancing, too. I don't know what song's playing but I remember it from The Breakfast Club, so I sing what I know and just go with it all.


      Time passes.


      I'm pouring sweat.


      My feet hurt and my muscles burn, but it doesn't stop me from dancing.


      Melody drinks more.


      Leo drinks nothing at all.


      Another cup of water is forced in my hand, and I'm grateful for it, because I'm parched. I don't know how many songs have passed, how many hours we've been here, but the crowd has thinned just a bit, giving me more room to move. I'm singing the last verse of Tainted Love when I turn around, my footsteps faltering, lyrics stalling on my lips.


      Holy shit.


      He's here.


      I have to blink a few times, because I can't even believe my own eyes.


      Naz.


      He promised. He did. But I never actually expected him to show up, to walk his ass on inside the club.


      He's not at all dressed for the place, but he's toned it down a bit, taking off the jacket and tie, loosening his collar. His sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, which, once again, is the hottest thing there is.


      He's looking around, looking for me.


      He's looking at everybody, dressed in their fake eighties clothing.


      He looks utterly disturbed by it.


      Carefully, I slip to the edge of the dance floor, watching him, waiting for him to approach. When he's within earshot, I raise my voice, so he can hear me over the music. "Come here often, stranger?"


      He turns toward me right away, and all at once I can see the tension leave his shoulders as relief replaces it. Wow, I don't think I've ever seen him look so uncomfortable.


      Talk about stepping out of the box.


      "Can't say I do," he says, looking past me, at the dance floor, before focusing on me again. "Can't say I'll ever come here again, either."


      "But you came," I point out as he steps closer, pausing right in front of me.


      "I did," he says. "I made a promise."


      The song changes again.


      "Dance with me," I say, grinning as I grab his hand and try to pull him onto the dance floor. It doesn't work. He doesn't budge at all. He's a hell of a lot stronger than me and he's infinitely more stubborn.


      "Nobody said anything about dancing."


      I stall, glaring at him as I let go of his hand. "You remember that time you took me to that dinner party-slash-political fundraiser-slash-whatever the fuck that was at the hotel in Manhattan?" I reach into my shirt, pulling out the necklace concealed in it. "It was the same night you gave me this."


      "Of course I remember."


      "You told me to dance with you that night, and I hesitated, and do you remember what you said to me? You told me to stop being chicken shit."


      He laughs, loud and genuine, when I say that. "I'm not sure I used those words, sweetheart."


      "Whatever," I say. "I danced with you that night, so now it's your turn to pay me back."


      "Fair enough." He motions for me to go out on the dance floor, but I just gape at him. He conceded way too quickly. I was prepared for more of a fight. I was conjuring a whole argument to win that one. I was prepared to bring out the tears. "Go on, then."


      Shaking it off, I turn around and slip out onto the dance floor, him right behind me. I start to turn around when we reach an open space, but his hands grasp my hips tightly from behind, pulling me back against him.


      I dance.


      Naz mostly stands there, but I can feel him slightly swaying along, in tune with the beat. Two songs pass, or maybe it's three, before the sound of Bell Biv DeVoe rocks through the speakers.


      Poison.


      I'm surprised he's giving me this much, but I know it won't last, and I'll probably never get a repeat, so I'm going to make the most of it. Pulling from his grip, I turn around in his arms, glancing at him.


      He's singing.


      Holy shit, he's singing.


      Okay, so not really, because not a sound is coming from his lips, but he's damn sure mouthing the lyrics, which means he knows them. He stops when he realizes I've seen it, and he just stares down at me, but it's too damn late.


      I caught him.


      "Ignazio Michele Vitale," I say playfully, intentionally flubbing the middle name, just to get more of a rise out of him. "I can't believe you were singing a song from the eighties."


      "You were seeing things."


      "I don't think so," I say. "I think maybe you like that song. I mean, I know it's no Hotline Bling, but..."


      His eyes narrow slightly as his hands slip down, around, resting on my ass. "It's also not from the eighties."


      "Of course it is."


      "No," he says. "It came out in 1990. I was in middle school. I remember it."


      I want to argue but he's probably right, and well, I hadn't been born yet, so I certainly don't remember it. "Well, whatever... doesn't change the fact that you were singing, old man."


      His eyes darken when I say that.


      It sends a chill down my spine.


      "Keep talking to me like that," he says, "and I'll fuck your throat so hard you'll never speak again."


      There's no emotion in his voice.


      It's matter of fact.


      Jesus Christ, that's almost terrifying, but for some reason, I get a thrill out of it. "What if I like that idea?"


      "Me destroying your voice box?"


      "No, you fucking my throat," I say. "Sounds like it could be a good time."


      I don't know what's come over me.


      Hell, I'm turned on by the thought of it. Goose bumps cover every inch of my sweaty skin. He's always been one to turn away from a blowjob. I've never had him take initiative in that department.


      He stops moving and stares at me, eyes scanning my face, like maybe he isn't sure what to say. After a moment, he pulls away, snatching the drink from my hand. He sniffs it just like I did before taking a sip.


      "Water," he says, like he thought maybe I'd broken my promise and had been drinking tonight.


      "Yep."


      Nodding, he downs the rest of it, before grabbing my hand and pulling me off the dance floor, tossing the empty cup in the trashcan as we pass it. I think maybe we're leaving, like he decided it was time for me to go home, and I look around for Melody, to say goodbye, having no idea where she ran off to with Leo.


      But once outside, Naz diverts a surprising direction, veering away from the street, instead into a small nearby alley. Oh my god, he can't be serious. He stops about halfway down it, but I've still got a wide-open view of the street, where anyone can walk by anytime and see me.


      "Are you...?" I stare at him incredulously as he starts undoing his pants, unbuckling them. "You're serious. You want to, I mean... here?"


      "Figured it wouldn't be a problem," he says, "since you like the idea of being watched and all."


      Somewhere, deep inside of me, resides a prim and proper lady, one with a sense of modesty, one who doesn't say 'fuck' very much... if ever at all. She's pretty, and kind, and blushes like a virgin at the very idea of ever dirtying her reputation. That girl is frantically shaking her head, shouting that this is preposterous. We can't just do that here. It's completely insane.


      But another is holding that girl captive.


      This one has a bit of a wild streak.


      This one says, "Fuck it."


      "You sure about this?" he asks. "I need you to tell me."


      "Uh, sure," I say. "I'm sure."


      He gets his pants unbuttoned and grabs my arm, pulling me around, pushing me back against the side of the brick building, into the shadows. He's rough as he shoves me down to the ground, and I hiss when my bare knees hit the filthy asphalt.


      Shit, that hurts.


      He grabs my head, wrapping crimped hair around his fist, jerking my head toward him as I cringe.


      "Open your mouth," he growls, and I'm so damn surprised I can do nothing but oblige. He pulls himself free with his other hand, stroking it, before guiding my open mouth at him.


      Whoa.


      One thrust, one stroke, and I'm already struggling as he forces me down onto him, sliding the whole way down my throat. I'm trying not to gag... trying... and trying... but he's too big and a hell of a lot harder than I remember him being. I choke as he bucks his hips, fucking my throat, his balls slapping against my chin. I don't want to bite him but my jaw clenches in response, and I can feel my teeth grazing against him, over and over. He growls at the sensation, and I know it has to hurt, but instead of easing up on me, it just sends him into a bigger frenzy.


      Fuck.


      Fuck.


      Fuck.


      He's watching me the whole time. I can feel his eyes on my face. I peek up curiously, meeting his stern gaze. There's something in his expression, darkness I can't shake. His grip on my hair tightens as he pulls my head up, forcing it back, opening my throat more to him.


      "Relax," he whispers. "Relax your throat."


      I try to listen to him, but well, how? How the fuck can I relax when I can barely breathe, when my eyes are starting to water because of it. He looks almost angry, like I'm disappointing him, but I don't know what to do.


      I've never done this.


      It's only a minute.


      Maybe two.


      I don't know.


      He yanks me off of him, and I inhale sharply, sucking in a gulp of air. I'm breathing heavily, frantically, as he strokes himself, fast and hard.


      He's not messing around.


      His hand is still tangled in my hair. I watch in awe as he pleasures himself. It can't be more than another minute before he pulls me back to him, again thrusting down my throat.


      One stroke, and that's it.


      I can feel it when he spills in my mouth. The bitterness gags me, but I force it down. Tilting his head back, Naz groans, loosening his hold and pausing his movements as I suck him.


      There's a noise near the alley. Movement. Voices. Naz moves away from me, and before I can even get a grip on what's happening, he pulls me to my feet. He's tucking himself back away, fixing his pants, while I just stand there, startled, unsure what to do about anything. I run my fingers through my hair... not like it'll make a difference.


      Before I can stress over any of it too much, Naz pulls me toward him, putting his arm around my shoulder as he steers me down the alley, toward the disruption. The club is getting out already.


      Where did this night go?


      I'm nervous, maybe irrationally. I don't know. My body is trembling as I tuck in at his side, almost like I'm shrinking away. Did he even enjoy that?


      "You did good," he whispers, like he can sense my worries. Naz was always good at reading me.


      I peek up at him, seeing a lazy smile on his lips. It's like a burden was lifted from the man's shoulders. Okay, maybe he did enjoy it.


      "Yeah?" I ask, surprised. "I wasn't sure. Never had my throat fucked before..."


      He laughs quietly, pausing at the end of the alley as a crowd of Cyndi Lauper look-a-likes starts to form. He pulls me around, so I'm in front of him, and it's almost like instinct, but I wrap my arms around him, hugging him. I lay my head against his chest, feeling his warmth, smiling when I feel his hands on my back, holding me to him.


      It's like being wrapped in a cocoon.


      Public displays of affection aren't really Naz's thing, but he seems at ease--for the moment, at least.


      "So you like it like that?" I ask. "You've never tried to do it to me before."


      His hands rub my back. "You know I like it when you struggle."


      I should probably be worried about that statement, but I get it. I do. He likes pushing me to the brink before pulling me back, shoving me under before letting me resurface. It's like it gives him life again, being there, watching me breathe.


      "Yeah, you like that damsel in distress routine," I mumble. "Get your rocks off being my hero."


      His hand snakes up my spine, grabbing my hair, and he pulls on it, playfully jerking my head back so I'll look up at him.


      "You're no damsel in distress, sweetheart," he says. "And I'm the furthest thing there is from a hero."


      "Whatever," I say. "How about for your birthday this year, I let you hog-tie me, maybe even ball-gag me, and have your way with me all night long?"


      "That's not going to happen."


      "Why not?"


      "Because it isn't safe." He looks at me, dead serious, almost admonishing, like somehow I should already know this. "If you're tied up, you can't fight me. If you're gagged, you can't use your safe word. If you're completely incapacitated, Karissa, you're liable to get hurt. The only reason we play around as much as we do is because I know, if it's too much for you, you'll find a way to stop me."


      "You wouldn't really hurt me."


      "Not intentionally," he agrees. "But just because you call me a good guy doesn't mean I am one. It just means I've sufficiently Stockholm'ed you."


      Laughing, I elbow him, just as someone calls my name. Melody. Turning around, I settle back against Naz, his arm still wrapped around me as she approaches, staggering, dragging Leo along. He looks hesitant, like he's trying to pull her the other direction, but she's not having it.


      "Karissa!" she screeches, looking me over. At this point, I'd be surprised if she weren't seeing double. "Oh my God, what happened to you?"


      I glance down at where her eyes have settled, feeling blush rising through me, settling in my cheeks. My knees are skinned from the alley.


      "She fell," Naz says, tucking me further into his side, as he turns from Melody, instead settling on her boyfriend. I can practically feel him as he puffs out his chest, like he's trying to be intimidating, but okay… he doesn't have to try. Leo senses it, too, it seems, because he keeps a bit of distance between them, damn near flinching when Naz holds out his hand. "Ignazio Vitale."


      Whoa.


      He's introducing himself.


      I'm kind of proud.


      I don't know if this is some ridiculous show of arms or something, or if this is his way of trying to make friends to appease me, but either way, it's nice to see.


      Leo reaches out, taking his hand, shaking it. "Nice to meet you. I'm Leo."


      "You got a last name, Leo?"


      Leo nods, and I think maybe that's the only answer he's supplying, before he clears his throat. "Accardi."


      "Like Bacardi!" Melody chimes in, giggling. "Which is totally what I've been drinking tonight!"


      I laugh at her.


      Naz nods before tugging on me. "If you'll excuse us, we should get going."


      He pulls me away before I can even say goodbye to my friend.


      Not that she notices, really.


      A quick glance back tells me she's already too wrapped up in Leo.


      She's nuzzled into his neck, while he's whispering something, something I imagine is probably scandalous based on the way she reacts to it.


      It's sweet, I have to admit.


      Even kind of cute.


      Okay, maybe I'm being ridiculous with this whole weird feeling thing.


      Leo seems really good for her.


      Shrugging it off, I follow Naz just down the block, to where his Mercedes is parked. He unlocks it, opening my door for me. I start to get in but pause, looking at him. He senses my attention and looks at me, wordlessly raising his eyebrows.


      "Thank you," I tell him, "for coming tonight."


      A sly smile takes over his lips.


      "You're welcome," he says, "for both meanings of that word."


      Rolling my eyes, I climb in the car. I watch out of the windshield, down the block, as Leo leads Melody away from the club. A black car pulls up, coming to a stop, double-parking the cars right out front. Leo opens the back door to the car, motioning for Melody to get in, and she does without hesitation. He gets in after her, closing the door before the car again takes off.


      Naz is about to get in but pauses, watching them. He stands there, not moving, his eyes fixed to the black car as it slowly drives by us. It isn't until then that he finally gets in beside me, but something is wrong.


      I know it is the second I look at him.


      His posture is tense, his expression blank. Anger, sadness, and happiness are one thing with this man, but when he goes completely blank, I know we've got a problem.


      "What's wrong?"


      "Nothing."


      His tone is clipped.


      Before I can question it any more, he turns the car on, shoving it in drive. He gives a quick glance at the mirrors before pulling out in traffic, instantly making a U-turn in the middle of the street, eliciting some car horns as people slam on their brakes to keep from hitting us.


      I don't question it, though.


      Not to him.


      No, I clip on my seatbelt instead as my heart hammers hard in my chest. He passes cars, weaving through traffic, driving in a way Naz usually doesn't drive. It isn't until we pull up to a stoplight a few blocks away, right beside a black car, that I realize exactly what he'd been doing.


      He was following the car Melody got in.


      The light stays red for what feels like forever, the glow of it bathing us in the car. I'm watching Naz, on edge, while Naz is turned to the side, watching the other car. It's a BMW from what I can gather from the emblem on the hood. The windows are blacked out, darkly tinted, illegally so. New York has laws. You have to be able to see in.


      I can see nothing.


      The red turns to green, and the car takes off, heading straight through the intersection. I stare at it as it does, seeing a Florida license plate.


      Naz sits there for a second, until the car behind us blows the horn. The sound seems to jar him back to reality as he turns, facing straight ahead, and hits the gas, heading the direction of Brooklyn.


      "What's wrong?" I ask again, my voice hesitant, when he says nothing by way of explanation for whatever just happened.


      I need to know, though, if it involves my friend.


      "Nothing," he says again, glancing my way. "Just thought I recognized the car."
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      It's a small, two story house in Bensonhurst, a neighborhood in the southern part of Brooklyn, not too far from where I live. Brick with pale pink trimming, it appears unassuming, bright and airy, surrounded by a white railing, the closest we get to a white picket fence around here. There's a small driveway right off the sidewalk, barely big enough for one car to fit.


      And there it is.


      The black BMW.


      It wasn't hard to track down. One unannounced visit to Armando and not only did I have an address, but I was given directions right to it. It's amazing to me, the information a man can produce, when you stick a knife to his throat and threaten to slice if he doesn't tell you exactly what you want to hear.


      I walk around the car, surveying it, before leaning back against the passenger door and crossing my arms over my chest.


      I wait.


      Ten minutes pass, then twenty, but it doesn't matter. Patience has always been a strong suit of mine. I'll stand here all day if I have to, but I know I won't.


      He'll come out sometime.


      It's been about thirty minutes when the front door to the house opens and out he waltzes. Lorenzo. Dressed down, in jeans and a black t-shirt, clutching an orange as he hums to himself. He looks up out of habit, glancing toward the car. His footsteps falter, a look of surprise passing across his face that he quickly straightens out.


      I caught him off guard, but he's good at this game, because he didn't let it show for long.


      Carefully, he steps off the porch and heads toward me, pausing on the other side of the white railing. Only a few feet separate us. I could reach him if I wanted to.


      We both know that.


      "Ignazio," he says, nodding in greeting. "What can I do for you?"


      "I'm just curious what you're up to."


      "Uh, checking the mail," he says, motioning toward the mailbox. "Thinking about what to eat for lunch."


      "You know what I mean, Lorenzo. You blow into town and start making waves. You've got people nervous."


      "You wouldn't be one of those people, would you?" he asks. "Nervous I might spill some of your secrets?"


      "You don't worry me," I say. "I have no secrets left for you to spill."


      He stares at me hard for a moment before his expression cracks and he laughs. "Right, right... so you want to know what I want, Ignazio?"


      "Yes."


      "I want the entire world," he says, "but I've decided to settle for New York."


      He says that like it's just that simple, like all of New York can just be his if he wants it. That's not how this works, though.


      "That won't be easy," I say. "You'll find resistance here."


      "So I've learned," he says. "It's curious, though, considering I haven't gone after any of their territory. Everything I've done has been fair game."


      He's right, technically. He's done nothing but take over Ray's old stomping grounds, places that were ripe for the picking. Anybody could've claimed them. He's messed with nobody except Ray's men.


      "You planning to stop there?" I ask.


      "Of course not," he says.


      I'm not surprised by that answer.


      I can only imagine what he's planning.


      "It's a problem, because they don't like outsiders. You're a stranger to them."


      "Maybe you should vouch for me, then."


      "I'm afraid that's not happening."


      Not now.


      Not ever.


      I won't vouch for anybody.


      Not anymore.


      Because once upon a time, I made a grave mistake and vouched for a man that I thought was my best friend. A few months later, he paid me back for that gesture with a shotgun blast to the chest.


      "Didn't think it would," he says. "I can't even get you to admit to yourself that we're friends."


      I ignore that.


      I'm not going to be goaded into that conversation.


      There's movement in the house behind him, something dropping in the front room, a curtain shifting. It's just a brief flicker as a face appears before vanishing again. Lorenzo glances that way, frowning, before turning back to me.


      He nods his head toward the house. "You remember Leo?"


      I do, but I don't. I never knew his name. Never cared to learn it. They called him Pretty Boy back then. He was nothing more than a whiny little toddler the last time I saw him.


      Lorenzo's little brother.


      They shared a mother.


      "Somewhat," I admit. "He's grown a bit."


      "Yeah, a bit. He's still a pretty boy, though. He's soft. This life... his heart ain't in it like mine is."


      "If that's true, why's he here?"


      "Because I'm all he's got," Lorenzo says.


      That's the only explanation he gives me.


      It's probably the only explanation he's got.


      I'm not sure if it's enough, though, not in this situation. Because he's tangled up in something dangerous and he's getting too damn close to my personal life.


      I don't like it.


      He's dragging me back in.


      "Look, I'm only going to tell you this once," I say, pushing away from the car, taking a step toward the railing. I'm already tired of this conversation. It's exhausting. "If my wife gets hurt in any way, I'll kill you, and I can promise it won't be merciful."


      He knows I mean it. He's seen me do it before. He stood beside me, in his stepfather's home, and watched as I took the man's life without an ounce of sympathy or remorse.


      He nods. "Understood."


      "Good."


      I start to turn, to leave, until his voice stalls me.


      "But I've already told you, Ignazio... I have nothing against you, no reason to target you, no reason to hurt this wife of yours."


      "I heard you."


      "Yet you don't believe me."


      No, I don't.


      I don't have to verbalize that.


      He knows.


      "He means her no harm, either," Lorenzo continues. "My brother, he's smitten by the Carmichael girl. I assure you, it's purely coincidental. Has nothing to do with me or you. So I'm asking you not to mess that up for him. A favor for a favor. Leave my brother out of this, and I'll make sure nobody hurts what's yours."


      "Fair enough."


      He smiles the second I agree and tosses me his orange. I damn near drop it, not expecting it, and grip the fruit tightly in my palm. Lorenzo backs up a few steps, pointing at me. "Have it... it's yours. Straight from the grove in Kissimmee. I'm sure you remember. Best oranges in the world."


      I glance down at the orange, squeezing it, and nod in gratitude. It's an olive branch he's extending. I don't trust him, but I know how to play this game.


      I'll give him something, too. "Piece of advice, Lorenzo?"


      "Yeah?"


      "Do something about your car," I tell him. "You still have Florida plates. It sticks out like a sore thumb. Made it easy for me to find you."


      He glances at the car, that look of surprise returning, like he hadn't even considered that. "How did you find me?"


      I shrug, turning to leave. "Streets talk, remember?"


      

      


      The second I open the front door of my house I hear the growl.


      It's a low rumble, completely menacing. I don't have to look at him to know he's baring his teeth. It's the same greeting, every single time. He remembers what I did.


      Unlike Karissa, he hasn't forgiven me yet.


      Although, forgiveness may not be the word for it. More like she's choosing not to hold it against me when it comes to our relationship. It's complicated. Doesn't make much sense.


      It is what it is.


      But Killer?


      He's holding it against me still.


      For the moment, anyway.


      Stepping into the foyer, I pause there, taking off my jacket as I stare at the mutt. Rolling my sleeves up, I waltz right past him, eliciting a small retreat out of panic. He follows me, though, still lightly growling, as I head into the kitchen and fix myself something to drink. I take a few swallows of ice water before reaching up into the cabinet, grabbing a dog treat.


      I toss it at him.


      All at once, the growling ceases. He gobbles it up, suddenly wagging his tail, before looking at me like he wants another.


      In all, I toss him three.


      Walking out of the kitchen with my water, still clutching the orange Lorenzo gave to me, I make my way into the den where the television plays.


      It's the middle of the afternoon, but Karissa is fast asleep.


      Sprawled out on the couch, huddled under a fuzzy black blanket, the remote lying on her chest as she snores quietly. I snatch up the remote before settling in on the edge of the couch cushion near her feet, careful not to disturb her.


      Food Network.


      Shaking my head, I quickly flip through the channels, stalling when I come across The Godfather on one of the cable stations. It's cut down and edited, diluted for the masses, but it's a hell of a lot better than what she'd been watching.


      Setting my water down on the coffee table, I start peeling the orange, my eyes on the screen. Sonny Corleone's black car speeds up to the toll plaza, blocked in by another. The tollbooth worker? He ducks and hides.


      Even he knows it's an ambush.


      BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG


      A rapid succession of gunfire lights up the screen, annihilating the car with Sonny still in it. He climbs out, prepared to fight back, but he knows he's in over his head. Men like Sonny? Men like me? We know when it's too late.


      Help comes, but not soon enough.


      Spoiler alert: Sonny's dead.


      If I ruined it for you, well, that's your own fault. The movie has been out longer than I've been alive. I've watched it a few times, mostly fueled by curiosity, picking out the shreds of accuracy that relate to my life. It might be cliché, but it's not all bullshit.


      I've considered that might be how I die someday.


      Wouldn't exactly be surprising, would it?


      Except, unlike Sonny, I don't think I'd have a father show up to mourn me afterward.


      Laughing to myself, I look away from the television as Sonny's father, the Don, weeps over him in the morgue. Yeah, not in my lifetime...


      "You know, most people find this part sad, not funny."


      As soon as I hear Karissa's voice, I glance her way, meeting her eyes as she regards me warily from where she lays. She's awake now, but barely. Her face is flushed, eyes bloodshot, with sleep-lines marking her cheek.


      "It's not funny," I say, continuing to peel the orange. "I was just thinking about how, if that were me, Giuseppe would probably be dancing."


      She rolls her eyes and shifts around on the couch, pushing the blanket off of herself. "He would not."


      "Yeah, you're probably right," I mutter. "He's told me a few times that I'm already dead to him. I died two decades go. This?" I motion toward the television, where they've all already moved on, the plot moving forward. "This would probably just be a relief."


      "You dying wouldn't be a relief to anybody." She pauses, her face scrunching up. She's not stupid. She knows I have enemies. "Well, I mean except for, you know, anybody who truly hates you, but that's not your father."


      "If you say so."


      "I do," she says, her voice stern. "So no dying. I forbid it. You've gotta stick around and grow old."


      I wait for it, as soon as she says that.


      As usual, she doesn't disappoint.


      "Well, older, anyway," she mumbles. "You're already kind of old."


      Smiling, I pull the orange apart, breaking off a wedge to eat. It's sweet and juicy. You can find navel oranges in any grocery store, but there's nothing quite like one pulled straight from a tree in Florida.


      "I didn't know we had oranges," Karissa says, still eyeing me. "Hell, I didn't know you liked oranges."


      "I do, but we don't," I say, pulling off a wedge and holding it out to her. "Got this while I was out."


      She doesn't hesitate to snatch it right from my hand, eating it before motioning toward me, silently asking for another piece. Or more like demanding it, since she knows I'll give it to her. She doesn't need to ask. I break what's left in half, forfeiting part to her, as my attention turns back to the movie.


      I'm not paying her any attention.


      That's why it catches me off guard when she throws her part of the orange down and jumps up from the couch, accidentally kicking me to get around where I'm sitting. I jolt, startled, and turn to her, but she's gone.


      She's already out of the room.


      She's running.


      I'm not one to fall victim to herd mentality, but I'm on my feet without a thought, following her. She's up the stairs and down the hallway.


      I catch up to her in the bathroom.


      The door is wide open, and she's on her knees in front of the toilet, losing everything in her stomach. Panic sweeps through me. It's a rare sensation. It makes me sick to my stomach.


      That's all it is, isn't it?


      I look at my hand, at the remnants of the orange that I'm clutching. Son of a bitch. I should've known better than to actually eat something he gave me. The thought didn't even cross my mind that it might not be safe.


      I'm getting soft.


      Too soft.


      This isn't like me.


      This soft, flawed idiot I've become is nothing like the strong-willed man I always prided myself as being. That man didn't take candy from strangers and just fucking eat it like he had no reason to be worried. That man knew the cost of being soft.


      I toss what's left of the fruit in the trashcan before crouching beside Karissa, my hand on her back. It seems to have let up already, and now she's just laying there, against the toilet, her head down, like she's planning to go to sleep.


      I'm trying hard not to be disturbed by that.


      I scrubbed it not long ago, one night when I couldn't sleep.


      But, still... I piss in that thing.


      "Karissa, baby..." My voice is quiet. I'm not trying to alarm her. "Talk to me."


      She turns her head, opening her eyes. "I think I'm coming down with something."


      "What makes you think that?"


      Her face contorts at that question. "Other than the fact that I'm laying halfway in the toilet?"


      "Other than that."


      "I've felt like crap all day. I'm queasy. Exhausted. I almost feel hung-over, but I didn't drink last night, so…"


      "So you're coming down with something."


      "Yep."


      I rub her back a moment longer before standing up, offering her a hand. She lets me help her stand up, not at all arguing when I grab her, sweeping her right off of her feet, and carry her down the hall to the bedroom. Yeah, must be coming down with something to not put up a fight over that.


      I get her settled into the bed and run my hand along her forehead. She's clammy but not hot. "How about some soup?"


      "You going to have some delivered?"


      "No, I'm going to cook."


      "We don't have any Campbell's."


      "I don't need any," I tell her. "I know how to make soup from scratch."


      She stares at me with disbelief as she throws the covers off that I just got on her. "If you're cooking, I'm watching."


      Laughing, I force her back into the bed and once again put the covers over her. "Relax. You can watch some other time. Right now you need to take it easy."


      She pouts but again doesn't argue, staying put. I plug my phone in to charge, laying it on the bedside stand, as I leave the bedroom.


      Killer stands in the hallway between the bedroom and the stairs, watching me. He growls a bit as I pass, but I ignore him, heading downstairs.


      The pantry is loaded with ingredients, thanks to her incessant desire to learn how to cook everything she sees on television. I want to make her my mother's Italian Chicken Soup, and pull out everything I remember her using for it when I was a kid, but I'm drawing a blank and having to wing some of it.


      Or most of it, rather.


      It has been a long time since she last made it for me.


      I spend a while getting it together and letting it simmer on the stove before heading back into the den, this time alone. The theme from The Godfather echoes through the room as the credits roll on the television screen. Grabbing the remote again, I flip through channels, stalling when I reach the local news, catching a breaking report about a small corner store in Hell's Kitchen exploding, taking out the entire apartment building above it.


      Gas leak, they're calling it, but I know better.


      Because I know that store. I know those apartments.


      I was just inside them, visiting Armando, threatening him for information.


      I'm staring at the live feed playing from the site, barely listening to what the reporter's saying, but I catch a few of her words, the tail end of her segment.


      A black car seen lurking near the business, missing a license plate.


      I wonder why that is.


      I turn off the television and sit in silence for a moment, letting that sink in.


      I didn't give up any names, but I wouldn't be surprised if Lorenzo riddled it out. If he figured out where I got my information and decided to silence the source.


      I may have very well gotten Armando killed this afternoon.


      And I might've even helped Lorenzo get away with it.


      When the soup's finished, I carry a bowl of it upstairs, finding Karissa lying in bed, playing on a phone. My phone.


      The sight of it stalls me.


      Not that I've got anything to hide from her. I try not to keep any secrets. If she wants to know, I'll tell her. But still, my natural instinct is to balk. "What are you doing?"


      She looks up at me, smiling, and sets the phone down. She doesn't look alarmed, like she's been caught doing anything she shouldn't have been doing. "Just changing your ringtone to something more you."


      "More boy bands?"


      "Does it count if they're boys in a band?"


      "Pretty sure that's the definition."


      "Then yep," she says, as I hand her the soup. "But hey, at least it's still not Bieber."


      "Thank God," I say, taking the phone from her and again plugging it in. "I'd hate to have to divorce you."


      "You'd divorce me?"


      "Or worse."
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      "Miss Vitale? A word?"


      It's still strange to me, going by that last name. So strange I don't respond to it sometimes, because it doesn't click it's me they want until they say it again.


      "Miss Vitale?"


      Glancing up, stalling the packing up of my backpack, I look at Rowan as he stands at the end of the aisle, beside my desk. Most of my classmates have already jetted out of here, but I'm running a little behind the crowd today.


      Like an idiot, I fell asleep in class.


      I dozed right through his entire lecture, missing all of it. I remember siting down and well... here I am, an hour later, getting ready to leave again.


      Oops.


      I clear my throat. "It's Mrs."


      That takes him aback. "Excuse me?"


      "There's a Mister, so I'm not a Miss."


      "Oh. You're married."


      "Yeah."


      He seems genuinely surprised by that tidbit.


      Must not have read my file.


      Thank God.


      "Oh, well, Mrs. Vitale, I was hoping I could have a word with you."


      I want to say no, because having a word with me leads to more words, which leads to me saying words back, and judging by how the last conversation I had with a professor in this room ended up being one of his last, I'm going to go out on a limb and say having a word with me probably isn't wise. Another thing he'd know if he read my file. But how can I explain that without actually explaining anything?


      I don't know.


      I can't.


      So I merely shrug and continue packing up my things to leave, figuring if he wants to have a word with me, there's really nothing I can do to stop him.


      "I just wanted to tell you that I graded your Napoleon paper."


      "Oh?" Putting on my backpack, I eye him warily, feeling this strange sense of déjà vu about this conversation. "Let me guess... unimaginative? Mediocre? Pretentious?"


      That's what Professor Santino always said about my papers.


      His brow furrows as he pulls the paper out of a folder he's carrying, holding it out to me. "I actually found it to be refreshing."


      That word stalls me for a moment. Refreshing. I take the paper from him, glancing at it, seeing the red A+ written on the top of it.


      Whoa.


      "Thanks," I say, unsure what I'm supposed to say in this situation. "I wasn't sure..."


      "Most people were literal about the assignment," he says, like he knows where I'm going with what I'm saying. "But you explored the concept deeper, and it's appreciated. I know history, to most people, is rather boring, so it's refreshing to have a student actually attempt to analyze things. That's how we learn from history, so we don't find ourselves repeating it... if you know what I mean."


      "Yeah..." I know exactly what he means. "Thanks again."


      He smiles kindly. "I should be thanking you."


      "Well... you're welcome, I guess," I say with a laugh, turning to leave. He's right beside me, walking along with me. "I don't really have a good track record when it comes to writing analytical essays. I sort of bombed my first philosophy class because of it."


      "Daniel Santino's class?"


      "Uh... yeah. That's the one."


      "I never met the guy, but I heard he could be quite difficult."


      Difficult. Hell of an understatement.


      "I wasn't exactly his favorite person," I tell him as we head outside. "We had some issues, so that probably had something to do with it, too."


      "Probably," he agrees. "Because I doubt your essays did you in, especially if they were anything like this."


      Reaching over, he shakes the paper I'm holding onto, giving me another smile before walking away. I stand there, in front of the building, watching him.


      Weird.


      "Friend of yours?"


      I jump at the unexpected voice behind me... right behind me. So damn close I can practically feel the warm breath against my neck. Swinging around, I look at Naz. "Oh, hey! What are you doing here?"


      "Came to see you," he says casually before motioning down the street, in the direction Rowan jetted off to, repeating his question. "Friend of yours?"


      "Rowan's my history professor, actually."


      "Huh. On a first name basis with a professor, are we? And what exactly did Rowan want?"


      "He was just talking to me about my paper."


      I shake it in his face, showing off the fat, red A+ on top of it. Naz snatches it from my hand, eyes glossing over the paper. "You wrote down exactly what I said."


      "Yep," I say, absolutely no shame.


      He laughs, handing it back. "It's nice to know I've still got it."


      Taking my bag off, I fold up my paper and shove it in. I try to put the bag back on then, but Naz grabs a hold of it, taking it from me.


      "I can carry my own stuff, you know."


      "Nonsense."


      Nonsense.


      That's his response.


      I almost take offense to it.


      Reaching over, I snatch my bag back, ignoring him as I put it on.


      Nonsense, my ass.


      He laughs again, reaching for me, pulling me toward him. "I'm glad to see you're feeling better."


      I roll my eyes at that.


      I was feeling queasy earlier, and I still feel like I could sleep for a damn year straight, but at least I haven't thrown up today. Knock on wood.


      "So do you have any classes this afternoon?"


      "Math... English..." I eye him warily. He knows my schedule. He had it memorized before me. "Why?"


      "Thought we could spend some time together this afternoon," he says, "if you weren't too busy."


      I'm equal parts flattered and suspicious. I love when he wants to spend time with me, but I'm not an idiot. I know when Naz is up to something.


      I have enough practice at this point to tell it.


      "Never too busy for you. Do you want to grab some lunch or something? Hang out? Maybe take a walk?"


      "A walk is perfect."


      Yep, definitely up to something.


      We don't take walks.


      I motion past us, down the sidewalk, toward Washington Square Park on the corner near the school. It's as good of a place as any to walk to. Naz takes my hand, something that surprises me, even though it probably shouldn't. We're married, for Christ's sake, but still… he takes my breath away sometimes with the little things.


      It's busy in the park, as it usually is at this hour, as students come and go between classes. We find an empty bench near the entrance and sit down on it. I drop my bag by my feet, kicking it to the side, away from Naz, so he doesn't get any bright ideas about trying to carry it again.


      He takes care of me enough as it is.


      "Have you thought about it any more?"


      His question catches me off guard.


      I'm not sure what he means.


      "Have I thought about what?"


      "About leaving New York."


      "Oh." My insides twist at that. Have I thought about leaving? Sure. I think about it at least once a day, sometimes more. But have I made up my mind about whether or not I want to? Well, that's where I'm just not as sure…


      Memories haunt me here. Every time I turn a corner, they're there, lingering, lurking, a reminder of everything that happened, the things he did, the things I caused. I know it's not all my fault, not at all, but I'm not blameless. Silence implies consent. I've heard that said so many times. If you don't speak up about something, you're letting it happen. Acquiescence. Living here, there's no way we can ever really have a fresh start. We're covered in permanent marker. We can't erase our black marks… not in New York.


      But to actually leave means walking away from the only place I've ever thought of as home. It means leaving the people I care about, leaving my best friend, saying goodbye to Naz's father. Am I ready for that? It means leaving behind the good memories I've had here along with all of the bad. Because there's been a lot of bad, yes… but there was still so much good.


      "Oh," he repeats after a moment of silence. "Should I take that as a no?"


      "I don't know," I say with a sigh. "I just... is it a mistake? I don't want it to be like we're just running away from our problems, because eventually they'll catch up to us whenever we stop running, you know?"


      "Yeah," he says. "I know."


      "I just wish someone would give me some sort of sign so I know what the right thing to do is."


      "The right thing, Karissa, is whatever you want to do. There's no wrong decision here."


      I want to believe that.


      But it doesn't feel that way.


      "I don't know," I say. "I don't know what I want. I'm happy here, but I just wonder if maybe we'd be happier somewhere else."


      He says nothing to that.


      I don't know what he's thinking.


      I wish he'd be the one to make this decision.


      But he puts it on me, and that's a lot of pressure, because despite what he says, I fear there might be a wrong decision here.


      And knowing me?


      I'd be the one to make it.


      "Hey! Guys!"


      Melody's voice is unmistakable. By the time I look up, she's already right in front of me, dragging a flustered looking Leo along with her, her hand locked in his so tightly he nails dig into his skin. He doesn't put up a fight, but he doesn't seem very enthusiastic about it for some reason.


      "Miss Carmichael," Naz says casually. "Nice to see you again."


      "You, too." She gives him a brief once-over. "Stylin' and profilin' as usual, I see."


      Naz glances down at himself, brow furrowed slightly, like maybe he doesn't know what the hell she means.


      "Hey, Mel," I chime in, to spare him from that conversation. If he asked, she'd probably only confuse him more. "What are you guys up to?"


      "Heading to grab some lunch," she says. "Oh! Why don't you join us? That would be awesome, wouldn't it?"


      I start to decline, as Leo nervously rubs his neck with his free hand, but Naz interjects before anyone else can say anything. "I think that's a wonderful idea."


      Uh… okay.


      Not the response I was expecting, especially after the conversation we'd had about him making friends. He glances at me, raising his eyebrows, awaiting agreement. I shrug, because really, who am I to decline at this point? He's already said yes.


      "Sure," I say. "Where are we going?"


      Melody turns to Leo, smiling proudly, knowing she accomplished one hell of a feat getting Naz to agree. "Where to?"


      He hesitates, glancing between Melody and me, his eyes never greeting Naz. "Wherever you want to eat, love."


      "I know a place," Naz says, getting to his feet. He stands right in front of Leo, a mere few feet between them. He casually fixes his tie, eyes right on the boy, not once looking away. Leo still doesn't look at him, but it's obvious he notices, with the way he fidgets, pulling Melody closer, trying to look unflustered, but man… he's a mess.


      Naz says I'm not intuitive, that I'm terrible at reading people, and it's obvious to even me that Leo is uncomfortable around my husband.


      "The deli?" I ask, hopeful. I haven't seen Giuseppe since the incident. I miss the guy. Would be nice to see him again.


      Naz laughs. "No, the pizzeria in Brooklyn."


      "Oh, uh…" I look to Melody for her reaction, knowing we ate there before with Paul, but she merely shrugs, like that doesn't bother her at all.


      "Sounds great to me," she says, looking to Leo for his reaction, but he says nothing. No objections. No confirmations. Nothing.


      "Wonderful," Naz says, reaching into his pocket for his keys. "I'll drive."


      I see it then, the panic in Leo's eyes. The color drains from his face as he quickly shakes his head, locked in place, tugging Melody's hand to stop her when she tries to walk away. "We'll just meet you guys there."


      Naz raises his eyebrows. "Nonsense, my car's right over there."


      "Yeah, but, you know…" Leo stammers, like he's searching for a reason not to get in that car. "It's just that, well…"


      "Come on," Melody says. "We'll get there faster if we just ride with him. Besides, ugh, I don't really feel like taking the subway today."


      "But…" Leo stalls, taking a deep breath, before shaking it off. "Okay, I guess."


      Naz doesn't seem offended by the boy's hesitance, but I almost am.


      I think I get it, though.


      He's intimidating.


      He still makes me nervous sometimes.


      The Mercedes is parked less than a block away. We climb in it, and Naz starts the engine, the locks automatically clicking in place the second he puts the car in drive. My eyes are fixed to the side mirror, and from my peripheral I see Leo flinch in the backseat, his gaze on the door. He looks like he wants to jump out, like he's already considering tucking and rolling in the middle of the road, when Naz pulls into traffic.


      Melody seems oblivious, though.


      When we reach the first stoplight, Naz reaches up, adjusting his rearview mirror, angling it so he can look in the backseat.


      Melody talks incessantly during the drive. I haven't seen her so carefree in a long, long time…


      Leo, on the other hand, looks wound tight.


      Naz's eyes flicker between the road and the rearview mirror the entire way to Brooklyn. I try to humor my friend, chatting back to her, but my attention is on him.


      A sinking feeling is settling in the pit of my stomach.


      I'm starting to think this was a bad idea.


      A terrible fucking idea.


      And I'm absolutely sure of it the second we make it to the pizzeria and Naz, as usual, secures a table right away. We follow the hostess to the small, round table in the back, isolated away from the other diners. Naz pulls my chair out for me, eyeing Leo as the boy does the same for Melody.


      "Bottle of your best wine," Naz tells the woman.


      She brings it promptly, preceded by the owner of the restaurant. Andretti, I think his name was. He approaches the table, a wide smile on his face, greeting Naz like Giuseppe greets, well… everyone except for Naz.


      "Ah, Vitale!" the man says, grinning as he squeezes Naz's shoulder affectionately. "Che piacere vederti!"


      Naz responds with something I don't comprehend, and they go back and forth for a minute, spouting off Italian, as the cork is popped on the bottle of wine. I listen, even though I have absolutely no idea what either of them are saying, and can feel my face heating when both men look my way.


      "Ciao, bella," the owner says, reaching over and grabbing my hand, kissing the back of it. "Come stai, uh… special someone?"


      "Karissa," Naz says. "Her name's Karissa."


      "Karissa," the man repeats, raising his eyebrows as he waits for me to answer whatever the hell he'd just asked me.


      "Uh… hey," I say, pulling my hand away.


      I have no idea what I'm supposed to say.


      "He asked how you're doing," Naz interjects, pouring wine into his own glass.


      "Oh, I'm good," I say. "Great, really. Wonderful."


      The man's eyes narrow as he starts firing stuff off, fast and fluent and right over my fucking head. I stare at him as he animatedly talks with his hands, motioning toward me, before stalling, eyebrows raised, like he again expects me to answer some kind of question that was in there.


      "He said you're lying," Naz chimes in, pouring a bit of wine in the other three glasses. "He says you look… how can I put this nicely? Run down."


      "Nice," I mutter. "Tell him I said thanks for the compliment. I appreciate it."


      Before Naz can say anything, the man continues, spouting out something that makes Naz choke on thin air. He coughs, laughing, and shakes his head. "No, no… she's just been under the weather."


      The man eyes me for a moment before shrugging it off, looking to Melody. He greets her warmly in Italian, also taking her hand and kissing the back of it, before his eyes gloss over Leo. It's subtle, the shift in the man's demeanor.


      He says nothing to him.


      No hello.


      No nice to have you.


      Nothing.


      Instead, he turns to Naz, leaning closer, mumbling something I can't hear. Not that I'd understand it, anyway, but the man is intentionally trying to conceal it from prying ears. Naz nods in confirmation to whatever it is, and the owner again squeezes his shoulder before simply walking away.


      "Tell me something, Leo," Naz says, picking up his glass and swirling the red wine around before taking a sip. "Are you fluent, or do you just know a bit?"


      Leo looks over at him, for the first time meeting his eyes. "What?"


      "Mi avete sentito," Naz says, his tone clipped. "Tu parli Italiano."


      Leo hesitates before mumbling, "Just a bit."


      Naz nods, like he's not surprised by that answer, but I am. I know enough to grasp where this conversation is going and son of a bitch… Leo speaks Italian?


      I glance at Melody. She seems just as surprised by that. "You know Italian?"


      Leo looks at her, a slight flush on his cheeks, like he's embarrassed to be having this conversation. "Some… the basics, I guess, but not much more than that."


      "Wow." Melody leans toward him. "Say something dirty to me."


      I laugh at that, as does Naz, but Leo's flush only deepens.


      "Drink," Naz says, shoving Leo's glass toward him. "You'll probably need to with that one there."


      Melody rolls her eyes at that, grabbing her glass, and guzzles down all of her drink before reaching out, asking for more. Naz obliges, pouring her some wine, before setting the bottle in the middle of the table, telling her to help herself to as much as she wants.


      It's strange, seeing him so… nice.


      He's nice to me, sure. He spoils me. And he's always tolerated Melody, to an extent, for my sake. But right now he's being hospitable, like maybe he is actually trying to make friends. He's trying.


      We order food.


      They drink wine.


      I take a sip, but it's too bitter for my taste buds, and I'm not really feeling it, whatever it is. So I drink water instead, watching as they grow at ease, Leo's posture not as tense, but it doesn't escape my notice that he still tries not to look at my husband.


      "Tell me, Leo," Naz says when the food arrives. "You got any goals for the future?"


      Goals.


      For the future.


      Is this a job interview?


      "Uh… I'm not sure, really. Still trying to get used to living here," Leo says. "It's so fast-paced compared to where I grew up."


      Naz doesn't ask where that is, and starts to question him some more about the future, but I chime in. Call me curious. "Where did you grow up?"


      Leo looks at me and hesitates. "Florida."


      "Where at in Florida?"


      He doesn't answer, but Melody jumps in, her voice raised with excitement. "Oh my God, I can't believe I forgot to tell you… he's from Kissimmee! Isn't that crazy? Kissimmee…" She points at me. "Kissimmee!"


      That sinking feeling from the car settles back in. I glance at Naz, and he doesn't react to that. He doesn't look surprised at all, like he already knows all of this.


      He probably does.


      After all, he knew who I was before I even did, so why wouldn't he learn Leo's life story the second they were introduced?


      "That is crazy," I say. "Small world."


      Naz reaches over, putting his arm around me. "Small world, indeed."


      Lunch is awkward, as Naz fires off question after question, all of them aimed at Leo. He asks about his family (one brother, no parents… been an orphan since he was just a kid). He asks about his work (right now washing dishes at Paragone… his brother knew a guy who knew a guy who got him the gig). He asks about his living situation (staying in a house in Bensonhurst with his family).


      He all but asks, 'what are your intentions with this woman?'


      Although, okay, I kind of want to ask that, so I wish he would.


      Leo takes it all in stride. Or, well, he tolerates it, really. He doesn't look happy to be getting interrogated, but he answers everything Naz throws at him.


      I eat a few slices of pizza, my appetite somewhat returning, as the three of them finish off the bottle of wine. Melody and Leo chat quietly to themselves as Naz relaxes back in his chair, having not touched a bite of food.


      "I'm ashamed, Jailbird," he says, grabbing my glass from the table. "You're letting the wine go to waste."


      "Then drink it," I say. "Really… you should drink it. It probably costs as much as my tuition for the year."


      Smiling, he sips from my glass. "Not quite."


      "Ugh, don't even tell me," I say. "You know, there are people starving in America, people with unclean drinking water, who barely have heat in their homes to stay warm. There are people in frickin' New York who are out there freezing because they can't even afford clothes."


      "Maybe we should give them yours," he says playfully, his hand drifting down my chest, fingers dipping below the neckline of my shirt, stroking the skin around my bra. "I'll keep you warm all by myself."


      I smack his hand when he tries to cup a breast. "Jesus Christ, Naz, keep it in your pants. We're in public."


      "Thought that was how you liked it."


      Rolling my eyes, I grab my glass of water and take a sip, trying to conceal the ferocious blush on my cheeks. Melody clears her throat then, thankfully distracting Naz, as she checks her watch. "We should get going. We've been here a while now."


      Naz nods. "I can drive you back to the city."


      "Don't worry about it," Melody says, waving him off. "You guys live, like, right down the street from here."


      More like across the borough, but close enough.


      "Besides, we're going to go to Leo's for a bit, so he's just going to have his brother pick us up in a few minutes. No biggie."


      Naz stares at her.


      He says nothing.


      Something tells me, to him, for some reason, that is a biggie.


      "What do we owe you?" Melody asks, standing up.


      "Nothing," Naz says, holding out a hand and stopping Leo when he pulls out his wallet. "Your money's no good with me."


      I expect a fight on that. I expect these two men to have a pissing contest over the check. Instead, Leo hesitates before putting his wallet away, nodding.


      "You're a cool dude, Ignazio," Melody says. "I don't care what anybody says."


      Naz blinks a few times. I see his lips move as he incredulously mouths the words cool dude.


      Melody walks away, and Leo starts to follow, but Naz's hand darts out, tightly gripping Leo's arm, stopping him. They stare at each other in silence for a moment... a moment that feels like it lasts forever... before Naz loosens his grip.


      Gone is his casual demeanor.


      For the first time, in a while, I'm seeing Vitale again.


      "Send my regards to your brother," Naz says, his voice hard.


      Leo pulls his arm away, saying nothing as he rushes away, disappearing from the pizzeria without a word in response to that. I gape at Naz as he relaxes again, finishing the wine from my glass.


      Send my regards to your brother.


      Holy shit.


      "I'm right, aren't I?" My voice is low, like the words don't want to come out. "I was right about him. He's a... you know... he's like you."


      "He's nothing like me."


      I don't know if he means that.


      I don't know what to think.


      Naz wouldn't lie to me, not now, but something is off about this.


      "Promise me something," Naz says.


      I glance at him. "What?"


      "Just promise me," he says. "Whatever I'm about to say, you'll listen. Promise you'll trust me on this."


      Ugh. "I promise."


      "Keep your distance from him."


      My brow furrows. "What?"


      "I'm not saying you can't be friends with Melody," he says. "All I'm asking is you keep your distance from her boyfriend. No more dates with them."


      "Why?"


      He looks at me, pausing as his eyes survey my face, studying me again like there's going to be another test. He'll pass this one, too, just like he aced the last.


      He knows me.


      He knows me better than anyone.


      "Because I don't want to have to kill another boyfriend of hers."


      Those words stall me.


      He says it so matter-of-fact, like it's actually a prospect. Like he actually might kill him, and it might be my fault for not listening to him. "But—"


      His hand darts up, covering my mouth, silencing my protest. "You promised."


      Reaching up, I yank his hand away. "But you said he wasn't like you"


      "He's not," he says. "But that doesn't mean he's harmless, sweetheart. Some of the most dangerous people are only dangerous because of what they mean to others, not because of who they are."


      Like you.


      He doesn't say those words, but I know he means them. I'm dangerous because of Naz. Naz would kill for me. He'd kill because of me. I know he would.


      He's done it before.


      And he's telling me now, if I don't keep my distance, he might have to do it again.
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      There's a difference between a fight and a battle. A fight is isolated, usually over as quickly as it started. But a battle? A battle is part of a bigger war.


      Battles can go on forever.


      Long, drawn out, bloody, and merciless... it's the kind of battle we find ourselves in the middle of now. The city is burning and people are falling as the devastation spreads through the boroughs, touching places it hadn't infected before.


      The new king decided it was time to claim more than just the pride lands. He wants those shadowy bits that don't belong to him. He wants the entire kingdom.


      The problem, you see, is that most people don't seem to notice. They go about their days like nothing has changed. The casualties barely make a blip in the newspaper, treated as isolated incidents, like they're not even connected.


      But they are.


      They all add up to a fucked up situation.


      One I'm caught smack dab in the middle of.


      "He's got to go."


      Genova sits across from me in the den of his brick house, frantically puffing away at one of his cigars. Smoke permeates the room. It's locked up tight and has no place to go. My eyes sting from the haze, my chest tightening with every breath. I can feel it scorching my lungs and I'm not even the one smoking.


      "Who?" I ask, not entirely sure why I'm here. He asked me to meet him on short notice, saying he had something important to discuss with me.


      "The guy," he says. "Scar."


      Ah.


      Scar.


      "He hit one of my safe houses this week," he continues. "Robbed me of a whole gun supply. Took out three of my guys!"


      Pity, I think, but I don't say that.


      Don't want to piss off a boss any more than I already have.


      "He's certainly persistent," I say.


      I wish I could say that I was surprised.


      I'm not.


      "He's a pain in my ass," Genova counters. "He's a fuckin' cockroach I wanna squash! He's got to go, there's no away around it. So I need you to take care of that for me, like you said you were gonna."


      I just stare at the man after he says that.


      "I never said—"


      "You said you were gonna handle the problem."


      "I handled it."


      "Yeah? So why the fuck is he still breathing?"


      Good question.


      "He's a boss now," I point out. If what Lorenzo said is true, that he'd been called in to meet with the families, like it or not, he's now one of them. He's off limits. "I can't kill a boss without permission from the others."


      I did it once and got away with it.


      I won't be so lucky if I do it again.


      There are three other families out there who would need to give permission before I could ever touch a man in his position. They're unwritten rules, ones they've admonished me on before.


      I can't risk it.


      I would.


      But I can't.


      Not while staying out of it all.


      "He's nothing," Genova spats, flicking the ashes from his cigar right onto the floor. "He's nobody! Nobody! He'll never be a boss!"


      I don't know if he means what he's saying or if it's the anger talking, so I nod noncommittally and just hope that's enough to get him off my case about this.


      "So?" he asks. "You going to take care of this for me or not?"


      Or not.


      "I'm out," I say. "I've told you that."


      He scoffs. "The only out in this life is in a fuckin' wooden box. You've been in for as long as I've known you. Just because you belonged to Angelo—"


      "I didn't belong to anybody," I say, cutting him off. "I'm not a made man, Genova. I never took an oath. Never said those vows. Never swore myself to anybody."


      "Except your wife, right?" He laughs bitterly. "Or wives, I guess it is. Took oaths for them, didn't you? Swore yourself to them. They're good enough for your loyalty, but what, none of us are?"


      He's twisting shit, trying to manipulate me. "It's different."


      "As far as I'm concerned, Vitale, it's all the same. It's all love, and respect, and family. You make a vow to a piece of pussy to worship it forever, but you never were man enough to take a vow to commit yourself to the brotherhood with us. After all Angelo did for you, after all he lost… gotta say, that always rubbed me the wrong way."


      I can hear the anger in his words, the deep-seeded resentment I always suspected he felt. I declined their sacred invitation, probably the only one who ever did it.


      The only one who lived to tell about it.


      I got a pass for the rejection because of who I am.


      Or rather, who I was.


      But I'm not that person anymore.


      I'm no longer Angelo's golden boy, the bloodthirsty son-in-law eager to take on the entire world for the cause. I've said it before… there are no friends in this business. There are just people who need you until they don't need you anymore. Either you're on their side or you're standing in their way, and the last place you want to be is in the way of a war.


      And I'm standing in the middle of the battleground with nowhere to go.


      Pick a side, they're all screaming.


      It's a tug-of-war I can't win.


      "What would you do now?" he asks. "If I invited you to join us, to be one of us, to vow your loyalty to us after all these years, would you deny the family again?"


      "I'm not your enemy," I tell him, evading that question, because he wouldn't like my answer to it. I'm not joining.


      "You're not my friend either," he says, "not if you turn your back on us."


      Silence permeates the room then. Guards stand in the corners of the space, falling into the darkened shadows, watching, waiting, protecting the man they swore themselves to, a man I'm very clearly pissing off by refusing to join them. But that just wasn't me, despite what they all might've thought. I wasn't made to be a street soldier. I wasn't built to follow orders. I'm not afraid of a man with a gun. Giuseppe Vitale's blood pumps through my veins. As much as the man might hate it, that's an undeniable fact. There's nothing coded in my DNA that makes me a passive pushover… nothing that makes me one of his brainwashed monkeys.


      "I knew him," I say.


      Genova stares at me. "Who?"


      "Scar." I stare back at the man, waiting for a reaction, to see if he knew that. His expression remains blank. I'm not sure if he's just that damn good at wearing a mask to hide his surprise or if he did his homework, too, if he made the connection. It couldn't have been that hard. You see, while Lorenzo's blood came straight from the Gambini family, an Accardi raised him, and the Accardis were always loyal to Genova. That's got to burn. This is personal. "I knew him, long ago. I knew him, and I saw something in him, something that reminded me of myself."


      "Why are you telling me this?"


      "Because it won't be easy to squash him, Genova," I say, "not when I helped make him the monster he is."


      Genova nods.


      No, he's not surprised at all.


      "That's why I'm asking for your help, Vitale." He leans toward me, flicking even more ashes onto the floor. "Join us. Help us. Let's put all of this animosity behind us, and let's finally embrace each other as friends."


      I stare at him for a moment, considering how to answer, before I just say the words. "I have no friends."


      

      


      There's somebody at my front door.


      Scratch that. Two somebodies—a woman and a little girl. The woman is dressed in a pantsuit with heels, tall and blonde and too attractive to be natural. The child, maybe seven, is pulling a red wagon, wearing a green vest.


      A Girl Scout.


      They're easily recognizable.


      I whip my car into my driveway and pause for a moment, watching as they talk to Karissa. She stands on the porch with them, the front door wide open behind her, Killer wagging his tail excitedly in the yard, being doted on by the little girl.


      I'm not sure how long they've been here, but I'm guessing a while.


      They all look so comfortable.


      The moment I step out of the car, though, that changes. The visitors quickly depart, heading the opposite direction, while Killer's stance turns defensive.


      Karissa turns my way. "Where'd you run off to this morning?"


      It's afternoon already.


      She's still in her pajamas.


      It's obvious she hasn't gone anywhere.


      Huh. "Didn't you have class today?"


      "I asked you first."


      "Had stuff to do."


      "Well, me, too," she says, waving behind her, into the open house. "Lots to do like… sleep."


      I laugh at that, stepping up onto the porch with her. My gaze drifts down the street in the direction the people scurried off. "So you had some visitors today?"


      "Uh, yeah… they were selling cookies. I bought a few boxes."


      Shaking my head, I step past her into the foyer and freeze. At least a dozen boxes of cookies are stacked up right inside the front door.


      "A few boxes," I repeat as Karissa joins me inside, ushering Killer in.


      She shuts the door. "Yeah, I mean, I would've gotten more, but this was all they had left."


      "More?" I ask incredulously. "You bought them out."


      She pushes past me, grabbing the box from on top, and rolls her eyes dramatically, making sure I see it. Opening the box, she tears into it, pulling out one of the peanut butter Tagalongs, not even hesitating before eating the thing. "You know these things are hot commodities, and they only sell them, like, once a year. We need to be stockpiling them like it's the fucking apocalypse."


      I glance at her, raising an eyebrow. "I don't think they're that serious."


      "Come on, don't even act like those people on The Walking Dead wouldn't be a billion times happier if they had some Thin Mints."


      "I think they'd rather have showers, and clean clothing, and maybe even the occasional steak to eat."


      "Well, then, they're stupid," she says, pulling out another cookie and pointing at me with it. "These things are the key to survival. Mark my words... the Girl Scouts are geniuses. They're saving the world, one Samoa at a time."


      Grabbing some boxes, I take them into the kitchen, finding room in a cabinet to shove them in. Karissa follows me, carrying the rest of the boxes, but she doesn't bother trying to help me put them away. She guards the open box, devouring the things, as she hops up on the counter beside me, just sitting there, swinging her legs.


      "I always wanted to be a Girl Scout," she says. "Really, I think it was just for the damn cookies, but still... it's as good a reason as any.


      "Why didn't you do it?"


      "My mom wouldn't let me."


      "Huh."


      "Yeah, something about it being too dangerous," she says. "Guess she thought the boogeyman might've found me easier if I wore that green vest."


      "He might've," I offer, not sure if my honesty will make her feel better about that. "Would've been another piece in a paper trail."


      "So basically, what you're saying is, it's your fault I'm hoarding cookies."


      I close the cabinet and look at her. She's being playful about it. There's nothing accusatory in her tone. "You seem to be in a good mood today."


      "Yeah, I'm feeling better," she says. "I think I was burned out, you know? Between school and life and you... it's just been a lot of stress."


      "Nice of you to include me."


      She kicks her foot out, hitting me with it. "You know what I'm saying."


      "I do. And I'm glad you're feeling better."


      "Me, too," she says. "And Cherry and Destiny bringing me cookies was just the icing on the cake."


      Cherry.


      Destiny.


      What the hell?


      "Cherry and Destiny," I repeat.


      "Yeah, the Montgomerys," she says. "They live just down the block. Cherry's a stay-at-home mom. Her husband, David, is an investment banker. Isn't that cool? I told her you do all that stuff, too."


      "All what stuff?"


      "Like trade stocks and portfolios or whatever."


      "You're thinking of a stockbroker. An investment banker helps companies raise money."


      "Same difference," she says, waving me off as she grabs another cookie. "It's all about money, isn't it? You know about money."


      "So, you talked about me?"


      "Of course," she says, like that's not a big deal at all. "She asked what my husband did for a living."


      "And what did you tell her?"


      "Same thing you told me."


      "Which is?"


      "Freelancing."


      I laugh. Freelancing. I remember telling her that. It was true, albeit misleading, I'll admit. I left off the part that what I was doing was illegal.


      I suppose she left that off, too.


      "You know, her husband goes to a club," she says. "One of those men-only, non-stripper kind of clubs that you used to go to. Bunch of rich guys drinking liquor and having pissing contests or something, I don't know... whatever you do at those places. I told her you might be interested—"


      "Karissa, just… don't." Stepping to her, I cradle her face in my hands and stare at her pointedly. "I love you, I do, but so help me God, the next person who talks to me about making friends is going to have their tongue ripped out for it. You got me?"


      She clamps her lips closed.


      "I'm not interested in hanging out with investment bankers," I say, letting go of her. "I'd rather spend my time with you."


      She opens her mouth, like she's going to say something to that, but instead she just shrugs and finishes her cookie.


      Once it's gone, she closes the box up and sets it aside before hopping down onto her feet. "Ugh, I'm starving... you want to head into the city and grab something to eat?"


      I grab her hips, pulling her to me. "I've had a long day and I'm tired. Why don't we just order some delivery, instead?" My hands travel down the curve of her ass as I press myself against her. Dipping my head, my lips find her neck. Her skin is soft and warm, slightly tangy, as my tongue makes its way along her throat. "We can eat and then I can... eat."


      My teeth nip the base of her throat, and she hisses, pushing away from me. "Thought you were tired?"


      "Never too tired for you, sweetheart."


      As soon as those words are out, I'm yawning.


      "Ugh, as great as that sounds, I've got a meeting with my advisor a little later, so I've got no choice but to head to the city."


      I sigh, letting go of her. "You can't skip it?"


      "Afraid not," she says. "The time has come to declare a major finally."


      Huh.


      I'm not exactly surprised. She's been in school for quite a while now and she's running out of time. But she hasn't mentioned it before this moment.


      Hasn't brought it up at all.


      "So what are you declaring?"


      "Dunno."


      "You don't know."


      "Nope."


      "No idea at all?"


      She shakes her head. "Thinking about playing eeny-meeny-miny-moe at this point."


      I don't know what to tell her.


      She's been indecisive for as long as I've known her.


      "You shouldn't do something just for the sake of doing something," I tell her.


      "Says the guy who just a few weeks ago told me he needed a hobby for something to do."


      I guess she got me there.


      I'm still trying to figure out my something.


      Because this life? This tug-of-war? It isn't it.


      "Get dressed and I'll drive you into the city," I say, motioning toward the stairs.


      She heads upstairs, to the bedroom, and I make my way to the den, taking a seat on the couch to wait. My chest is still tight from my visit to Genova's. My lungs feel like flames have charred them. Someone punched holes in me before setting my insides on fire, making sure that every inch of me burns.


      I'm in a daze, staring at the wall, going over the conversation this morning, again and again stewing over his words. My eyes sting, and I close them as I lay my head back, stealing a moment of darkness to try to find some peace.


      Peace.


      Peace.


      All I fucking want is some peace.


      "Naz?"


      My eyes open at the sound of my name, meeting Karissa's gaze. She stands right in front of me, already dressed, her hair fixed and a bit of makeup on her face.


      Sitting up, I groan, rubbing my eyes. "That was quick."


      "Uh, not really... it took me like forty-five minutes."


      I look at her with confusion. Forty-five minutes? "I must've dozed off."


      I start to stand up when she presses her hands to my chest, shoving me back against the couch. "Why don't you just get some sleep?"


      "What about lunch?"


      She scoffs. "I can feed myself."


      "I told you I'd give you a ride to the city."


      "I can find my own way there."


      I debate that, and almost refute it, but truth is, I'm exhausted and could use some rest. "Call a car."


      "I will," she says. "I'll look both ways before I cross the street, and I won't even take candy from strangers, even if it's chocolate."


      Grabbing her, I pull her down toward me, giving her a kiss. "Good girl."
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      The moment I open the door to the deli, I'm greeted by a sound.


      Whistling.


      It's loud and enthusiastic, downright cheerful, echoing overtop of the usual chatter. The sound makes me pause, my eyes seeking out the source over behind the long counter.


      Giuseppe.


      He's cutting meat at the slicer, his back to everyone. It's like he's in his own world... a world full of rainbows, and sunshine, and whatever else makes people happy.


      Puppies?


      I don't know.


      Happiness to me these days is orgasms.


      Weeks have passed since the last time I came here, since the day gunfire tried to rain on the man's parade. I'm not sure when Giuseppe reopened the deli, but my fears of it hurting his business were obviously unfounded.


      The place is chaotic.


      People pack the tables, eating lunch, as the boy working the cash register helps customers, orders piling up. Giuseppe doesn't at all seem concerned about that, though. He's not rushing in any way.


      He's enjoying it.


      The cashier glances at me as I approach and smiles warmly. "Your usual?"


      I have a usual.


      Naz would lecture me about that.


      "Sure," I say, pulling out some cash to pay, leaving the change with him at the register, like usual, for them to keep as a tip.


      There's only one small table empty, a two-seater along the wall that somebody just vacated, leaving their scraps just lying there. Ugh. I clean it off, throwing the trash in a nearby trashcan, and turn back around to take a seat when one of the chairs pulls out and somebody plops down in it.


      Un-fucking-believable.


      "Excuse me," I say loudly, approaching the table. "I was sitting there."


      The guy looks up, and something inside of me twists. I blanch. It's wrong, I know it, and I feel terrible right away, but I physically recoil.


      I don't know him, have never seen him before, but he's got a one-of-a-kind face. A horrid scar cuts down the whole side of it, right through his eye. The color of it is milky, cloudy, the blue sort of like a murky lake. It seems to stare right through me.


      Vacant.


      He notices my reaction. Ugh, he notices. I can tell it in his expression, the way his lips draw into a hard, thin line. It's like he toughened up in just those few seconds, like he's steeling himself because of my reaction to his face.


      God, I suck.


      I'm a horrible person.


      "Apologies," he says. "There was nowhere else to sit."


      He roughly shoves the chair back to stand up, but I stop him as I sit down across from him. "No, wait, it's totally okay."


      He pauses, halfway out of the seat, and raises his eyebrows.


      "There's no reason you can't sit here, too," I say. "I mean, I don't need that chair, and you're right... there's nowhere else to sit. So, really… have a seat."


      He looks like he might still leave, and just stares at me in silence, his expression strained, before he settles back into the chair.


      Digging through my bag, I pull out a beat-up catalogue of NYU. It'll probably be a while before I get my food, so I might as well go through it again and try to make some kind of decision about what I'm doing.


      "So, I'm guessing you're a student?"


      He says it quietly as he tinkers with a watch on his wrist, running his fingers along the metal band. It looks crazy expensive, like it might even be a Rolex, but he isn't exactly dressed like a wealthy businessman. Jeans, and a t-shirt, with a pair of white sneakers on his feet. He almost looks like he could be a student, except he's a bit older than me.


      Thirty, maybe even older... I don't know.


      I'm not good at judging age.


      "Yeah, I am."


      "What are you studying?"


      "Uh, I'm not sure. I've just been kind of taking whatever. I'm actually supposed to declare a major in like, two hours, and I still have no idea what I want to do."


      He laughs, the sound low and casual, like that genuinely amuses him. "Not easy deciding your future, is it?"


      "Not in the least," I mutter, flipping through the pages of majors. "I've always sucked at making decisions, though, so this really is nothing new. It's just... I guess I have a hard time imagining myself doing any of this forever."


      "That's because forever could be a very long time," he says. "Nobody wants to do the same thing forever. Nobody I know, anyway."


      "That's what worries me," I say. "I like going to school, and learning, but I'm just not sure where it's going, and if I don't know where it's going, I'm worried there's no point, you know?"


      Does he know?


      I don't even know this guy and I'm asking him personal existential questions.


      "Nah, there's always a point," he says. "So what if you don't do it forever? That's what's great about life... you can always change your mind and do something else instead. So don't think about forever. Think about today. Today might be all the forever you get, anyway."


      "Is that how you decided a major?"


      "Ah, no… never found myself in that position," he says. "Never went to college. Never even graduated from high school."


      "Really? Why not?"


      "There was nothing school could teach me that I cared to know," he says. "I found a better teacher out in the real world. I learned how to survive… how to thrive… and that was what mattered to me."


      "So what do you do for a living? I mean, if you don't mind me asking…"


      "I took over the family business."


      "And what exactly is your family's business?"


      He hesitates, a small smile tugging the corner of his lips. I think maybe he doesn't intent to tell me, but after a moment he simply says, "Produce."


      Produce.


      Like… farming?


      "So, you grow things?"


      "Sure. Well, the workers do… I more so just sit back and enjoy the fruits of their labor, so to speak. Not a bad position to be in."


      "I bet," I say, turning back to my catalogue. "Sadly, I'm a bit lacking on the family front, so I wasn't lucky enough to inherit any business… or anything, really… so I'm on my own here."


      From the corner of my eye, I see his face cloud with confusion. "No family?"


      "Well, I mean, I have a husband." Holding my hand up, I wiggle my ring toward him. "And I've got a father-in-law now. He actually owns this place. Otherwise, no… I had a mother, but she died over a year ago, and my father, well, he was a real piece of work. I never knew him, and he's dead now, anyway, so it doesn't really matter. I heard he had a mother that was still around, but I'm pretty sure she wants nothing to do with me considering she wanted nothing to do with him."


      "And that's it? No brothers or sisters? No aunts or uncles? No cousins?"


      "Nope, no nothing. Not that I know of, anyway. I mean, it's hard to say, considering until a year ago I didn't even know my own last name."


      "How did you not know your own last name?"


      "Long story," I tell him. "But it boils down to my parents changing their names."


      "Like, witness protection or something?"


      "Or something," I mumble. "Like I said, long story, but it doesn't really matter, since I'm a Vitale now. I don't have to worry about whether or not I was ever a Rita to begin with. Family's about more than blood, anyway. That's what my husband says."


      He stares at me.


      And stares at me.


      And stares at me some more.


      He stares at me like he can't quite understand what the hell I'm going on about, and really, I can't blame him. It's certainly a convoluted story. I'm not even sure why I bothered to tell him that much, why I'm even talking to this guy, except that I feel bad for the way I reacted to him earlier.


      Ugh, does it make me an even worse person that I'm humoring his company out of guilt?


      "Fascinating." He holds his hand out toward me. "I'm Lorenzo, by the way, and you are…?"


      I take his hand, shaking it. "Karissa."


      "Pleasure to meet you, Karissa," he says. "You're certainly one interesting girl."


      He lets go, pulling his hand away, and sits back in his chair, tinkering with his watch again when my food is finally delivered. The boy slides it onto the table in front of me, giving me a small smile, before scampering away to deal with others. I look down at my sandwich, my stomach growling, before I glance at the guy across from me.


      I debate for a moment before saying 'fuck it' and pick up my sandwich, taking a bite of it. It's rude to eat before everyone else is served, but it's not like we're here together. We're just sharing a table.


      The food is good, so good I damn near moan. It's an Italian sub, yeah, and maybe you can get them all over the city, but nothing tastes quite like the ones here. Giuseppe cooks with love, and that always rings through with his food.


      I devour it in just a few minutes. Not even five, and the damn thing is gone. Lorenzo sits across from me, not paying attention, acting like I'm not even at the table with him anymore. He pulls out a phone and is typing away on it, texting or emailing or doing whatever the hell it is people who work in produce do on their phones. Getting up, I walk over to the trashcan, throwing my trash away, when the door to the place opens, a breeze filtering through. My eyes look that way just as the door closes, and I see the back of Lorenzo as he disappears outside.


      Guess he got his food to go.


      Sitting back down, I shove the catalogue back into my bag, as the whistling in the deli grows louder, closer to me. Standing up, I put my bag on my back when Giuseppe pops up in front of me. "Did you finally get smart?"


      My brow furrows at the question. "What?"


      "Did you finally get your wits about you and leave my son?"


      "What? No, of course not… why would I?"


      He shrugs. "Saw you sitting here with someone who certainly didn't look like Ignazio."


      "Oh." I'm almost embarrassed and feel my face heat at what he might've thought when he saw that. "No, the guy just needed somewhere to sit, you know, since it's packed in here, so we shared a table."


      "Huh."


      Huh.


      Jesus Christ, I hate that word.


      I hate it when Naz uses it, and it's even worse when Giuseppe does. He sounds like maybe he doesn't believe me, like he thinks I'm lying about that. "I'm serious… he just said he needed somewhere to sit."


      "I believe you," he says, holding up his hands. "It's just kind of funny."


      "What's funny?"


      "The fact that he needed somewhere to sit, yet he didn't even eat."


      "Oh, I guess he decided to take it to go or something. Nothing weird about that."


      "No, except he didn't order anything. He just came in, sat down, and then he left again. That's why I figured he was with you… wouldn't be the first time you brought someone in who refused to eat."


      Giuseppe reaches over, patting my back, and offers me a smile before moving on to some other customer, the conversation dropped. I glance at the table, confused by that, before shrugging it off.


      Guess he just needed to take a load off for a few minutes.


      Doesn't really matter, so I shove it from my mind, heading outside. Cabs linger in the neighborhood, but I ignore them, heading for the subway to take it to Greenwich Village, using the time to think.


      I've got a decision to make, and I've only got an hour left to make it.


      

      


      "And you're absolutely sure about this?"


      The advisor's voice is skeptical as she regards me across the small, brightly lit office. The fluorescents makes my head hurt, and I squint a bit as I look at her. It feels almost like I'm caught in a pair of headlights and I'm not sure which way to run.


      "I'm sure," I lie, because truthfully? I'm not sure at all. I could be making the biggest mistake of my life. Hell, I probably am making the biggest mistake of my life. I should probably feel shame… I should probably be ashamed… but I feel nothing but a strange sense of relief.


      And, ugh, annoyance at the bright ass lights.


      Really, is this a goddamn interrogation?


      "Well, if you change your mind, Karissa, it can easily be reversed in registration," she says, rearranging my paperwork in a folder before handing it to me, "but otherwise, I suppose we're done here."


      "Thank you."


      I don't wait to hear if she says I'm welcome.


      It has been a weird day, and honestly, at this point, I'm just ready to go home.


      It's five o'clock on the dot, probably the worst time in existence to try to get home to Brooklyn. The streets are crowded, and the subway will be packed. I call the car service as I stroll down the block, toward the nearest intersection.


      "It'll be about a thirty-minute wait," the dispatcher says.


      I sigh, pausing, and glance around at the sea of cabs flying by all around me, most of them darkened, not in service. I'm about to tell her that's fine, that I'll just wait, when a cab suddenly flips its light on right in front of me.


      "Never mind," I tell the dispatcher, hanging up the phone, as I throw my arm out. The cab halts suddenly and whips over toward me. I jump in the back of it before someone can try to steal the damn thing. Thank God.


      "Brooklyn," I mumble, before rattling off the address, settling into the back. It whips back into traffic, and I glance up toward the front, my brow furrowing. It takes only a second, as my eye gloss over the license hanging from the dashboard, for recognition to dawn.


      Abele Abate.


      I catch his gaze in the rearview mirror, and he smiles softly but says nothing, weaving in and out of lanes as we head south. Traffic is heavy, so I settle into the seat, opening my folder to look over the paperwork.


      
        Term Withdrawal


        Leave of Absence

      


      No, I'm not sure about this at all…


      But I've been struggling, ever since everything that happened… struggling to find my footing, to find meaning in any of it anymore. It's hard to walk into those classrooms, to face those people, to know they look at me and think those things about me. So maybe I'm not sure about leaving New York… yet… but I think I'm right about leaving NYU.


      It left its mark on me in the best way possible, but I've left my mark on it, too, and the mark I've left hasn't been beautiful. There's a story I heard, right after I moved into the dorm, about the ghost of a young artist haunting one of the university buildings after he died in it, and I'm not a fool to think I haven't had a part in creating more legends for the future.


      The kind meant to scare others.


      The kind that taints the image of the school I love.


      The kind that turns good things dark.


      Sighing, I glance out the side window as we pass through an intersection. I get a glimpse of the street sign, barely a blurry glance, but my brow furrows at what I see. E. Broadway. We're heading east, through the Lower Eastside, when we should've stayed south, toward the Manhattan Bridge.


      My stomach twists and my heart seems to drop, my chest tightening from that knowledge. I try to keep calm as I glance toward the front of the cab, but panic is surging through me when I meet Abele's eyes.


      "Heavy traffic," he says right away. "Bad accident on Canal, so I'm taking a different route."


      That's logical, I guess.


      Maybe?


      I don't know.


      Fuck, how am I supposed to know?


      What I do know is Brooklyn is south from here, and the cab is pointed in a different direction. And that, Naz would say, is nonsense. Especially considering the driver doesn't look sure about any of this, himself. His eyes are darting between the road and the rearview mirror as he weaves through lanes, looking like he doesn't plan to turn south again anytime soon.


      Glancing behind me, I see a black BMW right on our bumper. There's another one a few cars back. I don't know if they're related, but I know enough to say that being tailgated for any reason is never good.


      Spinning back around, I watch as we near the end of the road.


      Right or left. They're his options. Left, north, will take us up toward the Williamsburg Bridge, while right, south, will take us down to the Manhattan one, where we should've gone to begin with. At this point, both directions put us out of our way, but at least, over one of them, I might make it to Brooklyn today.


      We reach the intersection and I hold my breath.


      Right. Left.


      Right. Left.


      Right. Left.


      He looks like he's going to go left, and swings over into the lane, but at the last second abandons his path and cuts cars off, ignoring the incessant horn blowing as he takes a right. I grip onto the seat, my heart hammering erratically, and look behind me, out the back window. The BMW hesitates, coming damn near to a complete stop in the middle of the intersection. The cab cuts down another street, doing a loop, before driving right toward Corlears Hook Park. He jumps a small curb, driving onto a path, going where I'm pretty fucking sure cars aren't supposed to go. He makes a few turns, cursing under his breath. "Shit, shit, shit…"


      "Look, whatever's happening, I've got nothing to do with it… so please, just let me out… slow down and I'll jump out… just, please…"


      "Shut the fuck up," he growls, whipping the car around. "I'm thinking!"


      He heads right for a concrete building. It's small, but big enough that he can pull behind it, out of view. He throws the car in park, and I go to say something, but there's no time.


      He's not quick enough.


      He's not slick enough.


      Whoever was after him, found him.


      Oh God.


      Before either of us can say another word, before I can try to run, to escape, a car whips around the building behind us, slamming right into the cab. BAM. I jolt, slamming into the back of the seat in front of me, my folder falling, papers scattering all over the cab floor, as my phone goes flying toward the front seat. I blink a few times as my vision goes black. It's only a few seconds before it all comes back to me. My head is pounding… pounding… pounding… and sounds are muffled… but I can see again.


      And what I see nearly makes me pass out.


      Men, dressed in all black, wearing ski masks surround us. Abele, frantic, cursing, locks the cab doors, but it's pointless. It's fucking pointless. A gun aims right at the window, pressing against the glass.


      Abele cries out, but it's barely half a word before they silence him.


      BANG BANG BANG


      Three shots, right to the head, no hesitation, the trigger pulled in quick succession. Glass shatters and blood flies, and I duck my head, curling up in the backseat, letting out a scream. It originates in my chest, and I try to be silent. I try to be compliant. I don't want to die. Fuck, I didn't do anything to deserve this, whatever the hell this is. But it's too hard, and I'm too weak to keep it inside. I scream, and the window above me is shattered, a gloved hand reaching inside, undoing the lock, before ripping the door open so hard he almost tears it off the hinges.


      Strong arms grab ahold of me, pulling me right from the back of the cab, yanking me around like I weigh nothing. Tears stream down my cheeks, and I can't seem to breathe. I'm hyperventilating, as he pulls me back against him, his hand wrapping around my neck, pinning me there, his gun pointed to my temple.


      Another car pulls up behind us. I can't see it, but I hear it… can hear the engine, the doors open, and footsteps against the concrete before a door slams. The guy holding me turns, and I squeeze my eyes shut, my vision blurring.


      I can barely stand on my own two feet.


      "Easy-peasy, boss," the guy holding me says with a laugh. "Told you it wouldn't be a problem."


      I open my eyes, blinking to clear my vision, even though I'm terrified to see. And the first thing I see, beyond the masked gunmen, is a familiar face regarding me. He looks me over casually as he approaches. There have to be maybe five, six guys dressed in all black, but he's still looking laid-back… jeans, t-shirt, sneakers.


      Lorenzo.


      The guy from the deli.


      He says nothing, stepping past me, glancing in the car at the dead cab driver.


      It's gruesome, but Lorenzo doesn't seem bothered by that.


      He turns back to me, looking me over again, and steps closer, so close that I can feel the warmth from his body. It's suffocating. He raises his hand, and I flinch, thinking he's about to hit me, when instead he brushes the hair back from my face. His hand cups my chin, his thumb stroking my cheek. I wince, his finger grazing over what feels like a cut.


      "She's injured," he says simply.


      "Yeah, guess some glass got her when I pulled her out," the guy holding me says. "Not a problem."


      "I told you not to get the girl hurt," Lorenzo says. "Problem."


      Before the man can respond, Lorenzo pulls out a gun from beneath his shirt, aiming it right past me. No hesitation. No second-guessing. He pulls the trigger.


      BANG


      I let out another scream as the masked guy drops. I drop. He takes me down with him, hard. I can feel the blood splatter hitting me as I collapse to the ground in sobs. Oh, God… I'm so stupid. So fucking stupid. How could I not see him for what he was?


      What the fuck is wrong with me?


      Naz taught me better than this.


      "Please," I cry, the word breaking when I force it out. Please… please… oh, God, please… "Please don't hurt me."


      "You shouldn't beg," Lorenzo says.


      I can't help it. The word comes bursting out of me again. "Please."


      Lorenzo stares down at me, still clutching his gun. After a moment of silence, he raises a hand motioning past him. All at once, the men disperse. They rush back into the car, and Lorenzo stares at me for another moment, before putting his gun away and kneeling down.


      "I knew your parents," he says. "Carmela and Johnny… I knew them both, once upon a time. And I've got to tell you, sunshine… not having them around? You're definitely better off." He stands up then and steps past me. "Send my regards to your husband, Mrs. Vitale."


      I hold my breath, staring straight ahead, as the cars speed away, leaving me there crouching on the ground, beside a bleeding body. Trembling, I push away from the guy, crawling along the concrete back toward the cab. My legs are weak. There's no way I can stand. I look in the back of the cab, shoving my strewn-about papers around, blood from my hands smearing all over them.


      "Don't look," I whisper to myself, trying to ignore the blood. So much blood. Don't look. Don't look. Don't look. I reach under seat, wincing as shattered glass jabs me, and start crying harder.


      I can't find my fucking phone.


      Pulling myself up, I take a deep breath, trying to steady myself on my feet, as I reach around, unlocking the passenger side front door. I move to the front seat, opening the door, and lose it the second I glance inside.


      Dropping to my knees, I heave. It's violent, and my stomach churns, purging everything inside of me. Oh God. Oh God.


      Jesus, fuck, don't look.


      Don't look.


      Don't look at the guy with his head blown off.


      Glancing at the floorboard, relief mixes with the adrenaline in my system when I see the hint of glittery pink peeking out from under the seat. My phone. Snatching it up, I crawl around to the front of the car, away from them, away from it, away from everything, and plant myself in the grass.


      My hands are shaking so hard I can barely hold onto the phone.


      Blood covers my hands and it smears all over my phone. I can't get the fingerprint authentication to work to open it, and the fucking numbers just don't want to work. Why won't they work? I punch them frantically but it keeps saying it's wrong, they're wrong, so I hit the 'emergency call' button.


      Because this?


      This is an emergency if I've ever seen one.
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      The blaring of an old, familiar pop song rouses me from my nap. The second I hear it, I jolt upright, startled. Poison. Bell Biv DeVoe. Groaning, I dig around in my pockets.


      The ringtone's a lot better than the last one, but I'm already sick of hearing it.


      Grabbing the phone, I pull it out and glance at the screen, sighing. Karissa.


      I hit the button to answer the call. "Why aren't you home yet? I'm starting to get lonely here."


      Silence. Sniffling.


      Men are talking in the background.


      There's a siren in the distance.


      I hear a police radio.


      Shit.


      "Karissa?" Panic brews inside of me. "Answer me, sweetheart."


      There's a ruffling, the phone moving, before a voice breaks in. "Mr. Vitale?"


      "Yes," I say. "Who the fuck is this?"


      "Detective Jameson," he says, "with the NYPD—"


      "Homicide division. I know. Why do you have my wife's phone?"


      I can feel it, can feel it pecking at my core, the anger, the devastation, the goddamn fear.


      No. No. No.


      "I just want to notify you that there was an incident this evening—"


      "Don't do it," I say, my voice cracking, interrupting him.


      Don't you do it.


      Don't you say it.


      Don't make a notification over the phone.


      Don't make a notification, period, because I refuse to believe you need to notify me about anything. Tell me this is all a mistake, tell me you just happened upon her phone, but don't you tell me the one thing… the one fucking thing… a homicide detective would notify someone for.


      "Don't tell me something happened to her," I say, "not unless you want the world to burn."


      He hesitates.


      He knows I mean it.


      He's dealt with me enough.


      He made the notification twenty years ago in the hospital.


      Showed up in that room, as I lay in that bed, and told me Maria was gone.


      I knew it already then, knew I lost her.


      But I refuse to believe that will ever happen again.


      I refuse to let it.


      "Your wife's being seen by a medic right now, but she seems to be just fine," he says. "As I said, though, there was an incident, and she asked that you be notified."


      "Where are you?"


      "Well, we're at Corlears Hook Park but—"


      I don't let him finish, hanging up and shoving my phone in my pocket before running out the door. Corlears Hook. What the hell was she doing there? It's not near NYU. It's not on her path home. It's nowhere she should've been.


      Traffic is a mess.


      A nightmare.


      I speed around cars, cutting through lanes and running red lights, even driving the wrong direction, all in the name of getting there faster. I sideswipe a parked car but keep going, cursing under my breath, hoping nobody got my license plate number for it. For most, it would be nothing more than a fine, a slap on the wrist, but they'd find a way to send my ass upstate for life for it.


      Corlears Hook Park runs along the shoreline. It's a small park, compared to some of the others in the city, so it isn't hard to find where I need to be. Dozens of cop cars surround the area, lights on, a section quartered off by crime scene tape. I pull my car up toward the entrance, jumping the curb and just leaving it there.


      They're lucky I bother to shut the damn thing off.


      "Sir? Sir! That's not a parking spot!"


      "Tow it, then," I say, walking right past him, grabbing the police tape and ducking under it, heading right for the crime scene. I can see an ambulance not far from me, near a small concrete building. The officer tries to stop me, grabbing my arm, but I yank away from him, continuing on.


      He radios for help. I hear him, desperately shrieking that someone's entered the perimeter, and I see others turning their focus my direction, like they're about to come after me. Detective Jameson steps around the side of the building then, directly in my line of sight, right in my path, and calls them down. "It's fine, gentlemen. He's the victim's husband."


      Victim.


      "Where is she?" I ask.


      "Like I said, she's fine." He motions toward the ambulances. I can make out two, which tells me she wasn't the only victim here. "She's still being seen."


      I walk right past him, but he jumps in front of me, in my path. "Wait."


      "So help me God, Jameson, don't try to stop me from seeing her."


      He holds his hands up defensively. "I'm not. I'm only asking you go that way."


      He points the long way, around the other side of the building, and I start to argue, but I get it. If I keep going, I'm going to trample right through his crime scene, and he still pretends to care about integrity and justice.


      So I do it, this small concession, because he's well within his right to throw me to the ground and arrest me right now for interfering, and I've got more important things to worry about.


      The first ambulance is locked up tight, the lights off. The one right beside it is wide open, officers surrounding it. Dead center, standing in front of the back door is Jameson's partner, Andrews. I can't see Karissa past all the cops and medics, but I'm guessing that's where I'll find here, so I head right there.


      They part when they see me coming, like they're afraid of what I'll do if they don't. They all move out of my way except for Andrews, but it doesn't matter, because I shove right past him. The moment he moves, the moment I get a good look at the ambulance, my heart drops right to my fucking toes.


      She's sitting there with her feet dangling, a dazed look on her face. Blood stains her clothes. Her hair's even matted with it, but I don't think it's hers. Thank God it isn't hers. There's a bandage on her cheek, and her eyes are bloodshot as they seek me out.


      The moment she sees me, she closes her eyes.


      She closes them, and breathes deeply, like she's overwhelmed with relief.


      I don't hesitate. I grab her. I yank her off the back of the ambulance and pull her right into my arms. Her feet can't touch the ground, and I'm probably going to break her back with as hard as I'm squeezing, but I can't help it. Because I feel it, the relief she's feeling. I feel the deep breath she took. I feel it in my soul.


      She starts sobbing as she nuzzles into my neck, clinging to me right back.


      "It's okay," I whisper. "Just keep breathing and you'll be all right."


      "Mr. Vitale?" Andrews chimes in. "If you don't mind, we still have a few questions for your, uh… wife."


      "Does she look like she's in any condition to answer your questions?"


      Karissa pushes away from me, and I loosen my hold, setting her on her feet.


      "It's okay," she says, her voice strained as she tries to pull herself together. She wipes her tears away with the back of her hand, grimacing as it tugs on the bandage. "It's fine. I just… I don't know what else I can tell you. I was in the cab, I was taking it home from school, and I wasn't really paying attention… next thing I know, we're going the wrong direction, and a car is following us. He came here; I don't know why… to hide, maybe? But there they were, and here we are, and there he is, and here I am."


      I glance over toward the building, seeing the yellow cab, windows busted out with blood surrounding it. A body lays on the ground beside it, covered in a sheet, the crisp white material soaked with red.


      "And the other deceased gentleman?" Andrews asks. "Where did he come from?"


      "Other guy?" I chime in. "What other guy?"


      "The cab driver is still in the car," Andrews offers. "The second was found deceased beside the cab when we arrived."


      Karissa's eyes dart my way nervously. "He was one of them… one of the guys following us. There were five of them, maybe six. I'm not sure. He pulled me out of the back of the cab, and he had a gun to me, and I thought he was going to shoot me." She lets out a cry, but holds her hands up to stop me when I try to pull her into my arms again. "No, it's okay, I'm okay… he had me and then he said something to another guy, something about it not being a problem, it being easy, and then the guy shot him. He just shot him!"


      "So his own friend shot him," Andrews says, jotting that down. "Why would he do that?"


      "How's she supposed to know?" I ask. "She's not psychic."


      "How about you let her answer, Vitale."


      I step toward him. "How about you stop interrogating her while she's distraught."


      "And how about you don't tell me how to do my job."


      "Your job is to get justice, not traumatize women… unless, of course, you get off on that sort of thing."


      He doesn't like that. His cheek twitches, eyes glazing over with anger. "You want to talk to me about traumatizing people? Let's talk about the things you've done! In fact, it wouldn't surprise me a bit if you were involved in this!"


      "Me?" I glare at him, raising my voice. "You think I'd do this? That I'd hurt my own wife? I'd never."


      "How am I supposed to know?" he asks, throwing my words right back at me. "Not a psychic."


      I almost swing.


      I almost hit him.


      If Karissa weren't standing between us, I would.


      "Guys, guys... can't we all just get along here?" Jameson asks, coming around the side of the building, approaching the ambulance.


      Andrews mutters something, something I can't make out.


      "What was that?" I ask him. "Couldn't quite hear you."


      "I said we'll get along when your ass is finally behind bars." He closes his notebook, shoving it in his coat pocket. "Your wife, too, if she's withholding evidence."


      "Relax," Jameson says, slapping his partner on the back. "I'm sure she has told us everything she knows. Isn't that right, Mrs. Vitale?"


      "Yes," Karissa says quietly. "There's nothing else I can say."


      "So is she free to go?" I ask, "or is your partner going to hound her some more?"


      "She actually needs to be transferred to the hospital," Jameson says. "Tried to send her earlier, but she was insistent we wait for you."


      "The hospital?" I look her over. "Are you feeling all right?"


      "Yeah, I, ugh..." She makes a face, motioning to herself. "Body fluids all over me. They need to collect them. Evidence or whatever."


      Ah.


      "Which you're contaminating," Andrews says.


      "Also," Jameson interjects, "it's always better to be safe than sorry. They'll want to run some tests, maybe give her some booster shots, just to be safe."


      I appreciate Jameson trying to keep the peace.


      Appreciate him cutting in.


      Because if his partner keeps running his mouth, Karissa won't be the only one visiting the hospital.


      "Can I take her," I ask, "or do you have to?"


      "You can take her in," Jameson says. "Lower Manhattan... I'll meet you there."


      Andrews starts to object. "But—"


      "Like you said, it's already been contaminated," Jameson says. "She'll be more comfortable going in with him."


      I don't waste any time getting her out of there. I don't want to risk Jameson changing his mind and deciding to be a dick.


      "You okay to walk?" I ask quietly, taking Karissa's hand.


      "Sure," she says, even though she doesn't sound sure, but I'm going to take her at her word. I lead her around the side of the building, and she almost keeps in step with me as we approach my car, still parked on the curb. "Um, Naz?"


      "Yeah, sweetheart?"


      "What happened to your shoes?"


      I glance down at my feet... at my black socks. "I wasn't wearing any when they called."


      "So you just came in your bare feet?"


      "I'm wearing socks."


      "Uh... okay. I've just... never really seen you without shoes like this before."


      I pause beside my car, opening the passenger door for her. "Yeah, well, when I get a call from a homicide detective wanting to notify me about something happening to my wife, shoes aren't really what's on my mind."


      The color drains from her face.


      Whatever color she had left, anyway.


      "I didn't think," she says. "I didn't want you to think..."


      "But I did," I tell her, "and you could've been. Jesus Christ, Karissa... how many times have I told you not to take a cab from the city? How many times? Too many. But you didn't listen. Why couldn't you have just listened?"


      "I did." Her voice cracks as tears fill her eyes. I shouldn't be yelling at her, not now, not here, but fuck, this is serious. She could've died. "I called for a car but they were too busy, and the cab was there, so I didn't think it was a problem. I thought you were just being paranoid."


      "And yet here we are," I say. "A double homicide, in broad daylight, with you caught in the middle of it."


      She starts crying, the tears breaking free, streaming down her cheeks as she looks away from me.


      My chest tightens, and I'm nauseated from the anger and adrenaline overdose in my system. "Don't cry, okay? You're okay. We're okay. I just need you to understand how serious this is."


      I motion to the open door of the car, and wordlessly, she climbs in. I close it, walking around to the driver's side, starting the car up and pulling it back off the curb.


      She's quiet for a moment, staring out the side window, as I head the direction of the hospital. She waits until I pull into the parking lot, the car coming to a stop, before she lets out a deep sigh. "He said he knew my parents."


      Her voice is so low I barely understand what she's saying, but I get it. She's telling me what she didn't tell the detectives. "Your parents."


      She nods.


      Huh.


      "Did he say anything else?"


      "Just to tell you that he sends his regards."


      The moment she says that, I know.


      I know.


      I know who did it, who attacked them, who damn near put my wife in a grave this afternoon. "Lorenzo."


      "You know him," she says, or asks... I'm not sure. I guess it's a logical conclusion, if he knew her parents…


      "Come on," I say. "Let's get you checked out."


      Usually people can wait around hours at the emergency room to be seen, but Jameson must've called ahead, because the second they lay eyes on Karissa, they know who she is.


      They know what happened.


      They know why she's here.


      They jump into procedure, whisking her into the back to clean her up and run some tests. Time passes as I sit in the waiting room, stewing. That son of a bitch made a big mistake. He messed with the wrong person. He should've known better. I could look the other way when he attacked my father's business, and when he attacked other people, but my wife?


      He knew she was off limits.


      He fucking knew it.


      Jameson shows up eventually, but he doesn't stay long, heading to the back and returning with a paper bag full of what I assume are Karissa's clothes. He approaches me carefully, pausing out of arm's reach. I'm angry, fuming, and I think he can tell it.


      "We're going to—"


      He starts to talk, but I cut him off. "Don't tell me you're going to catch whoever did this, because I know better, Jameson. You didn't catch them last time. You won't do it now."


      He pauses, frowning, before speaking again. "I was going to say, we're going to need her to come down to the station when she gets the chance to make an official statement."


      I nod. "Our lawyer will be in touch."


      He leaves then.


      Leaves me alone.


      Alone to stew some more.


      To let my anger flourish.


      I'm damn near jumping out of my own skin, too anxious to just sit here, waiting.


      Standing up, I walk over to the desk, to the nurse in charge of this place. "Look, any chance I can go check on my wife? She's been back there for a while."


      She looks torn and picks up the phone to make a call, asking whoever answers if it was fine if I was allowed back. She buzzes me through then, offering a sympathetic smile. "Down the hall, take the first left, and it'll be the second door on the right. They're just finishing up."


      I follow her directions, and approach the door just as the doctor exists. He glances at me before averting his eyes, grumbling a greeting as he hurries past.


      I don't bother to knock, instead walking right in. Karissa doesn't even look up when I enter. The nurse is finishing whatever she's doing and glances my way before turning to leave. "We're done here, so you're free to leave. We'll call in that prescription for you."


      Karissa mouths the words 'thank you' but I certainly don't hear it. She's pale, almost ghostly white. It's like she's trapped in her own world.


      "Prescription?" I ask. "Is there a problem?"


      She shakes her head. "It's just a vitamin or whatever. I told them I hadn't been feeling well. The doctor thought... well, I mean, said I should take something."


      Vitamins.


      After what she went through, that's the least of our worries. "Otherwise?"


      "I'm okay. They'll probably have to run more tests later, just in case, but he assured me everything was fine. Got a few shots, and you know... a pair of these."


      She motions down at herself.


      She's wearing some oversize paper scrubs, flimsy plastic looking things. Guess they're tired of people stealing their real ones. "I can almost see through them."


      "Yeah, well, the alternative was the backless gown."


      She stares at the floor.


      Something's wrong.


      I can sense it.


      She won't even look at me.


      "What's wrong?"


      "You're angry."


      I pause. "Is that what's wrong?"


      "Just an observation."


      I walk over to her, cupping her chin, tilting her face so she'll look up at me. Her eyes look all around me for a moment before finally meeting my gaze. Sadness, along with a healthy dose of fear. That's what greets me.


      I hate it.


      She should be happy.


      She certainly deserves it.


      This was supposed to be her happy ending.


      What happened to it?


      "I'm not mad at you," I say. "I'm mad this happened to you, that I have to be paranoid about you going places. I'm mad that I have to be mad, Karissa, but I'm trying to not take my anger out on you, because it's not your fault. It's mine."


      It's my fault without a doubt. I got her into this.


      It's my job to get her out of it.


      I don't know if that matters to her right now, though.


      If that even makes a difference.


      It sure didn't alleviate any of that sadness or fear.


      "Can we get out of here?" she asks. "I'd like to really be anywhere but here."


      Can't argue with that.


      I hate hospitals more than most people.


      I'd like to be anywhere but here, too.


      She doesn't say anything as she's discharged and we head out to the car, but she notices right away when I start driving the wrong direction. She tenses, staring out the side mirror. "Brooklyn isn't north of here."


      "No, but NYU is."


      "So?"


      "So you should pay a visit to Melody."


      "What?" She turns to me, eyes wide. "Why?"


      "Because right now, you could really use a friend."


      Tears brim her eyes again.


      She's trying not to cry.


      I can tell it.


      And I don't want to leave her, I don't, but there's something I need to handle. And I can't leave her at home alone, not tonight, so that leaves us with Melody.


      She'll be safe there.


      Because Lorenzo would never do anything to harm his little brother, not directly, so if he's going to go after Karissa again, it won't be when she's with his brother's girlfriend.


      "You're going to do something, aren't you?" she asks. "You're taking me there so you can go after him."


      "You'll be okay there," I say, avoiding that question. "I don't want you to worry."


      "Don't want me to worry, Naz? What if I don't see you again? What if you never come back?"


      I whip the car into the parking garage beside the dorms, and cut the engine before turning to her. "Don't think like that."


      "How can I not?"


      "I'll always come for you," I tell her. "The fucking devil himself couldn't stop me. It'll just be a few hours, morning at the latest. I promise you, I'll be back."


      "But I thought you said I should keep my distance. You made me promise."


      "I just wanted to know when you were around Leo, so I could keep an eye on things."


      She ponders that for a moment before her eyes narrow, something seeming to strike her. "That's his brother, isn't it? Send my regards to your brother. That's what you said to Leo. That's what the guy said to me today. Send my regards."


      "It is."


      "That thing is Leo's brother? Seriously? And Melody is dating him?"


      "Don't take it out on your friend. Once upon a time, you fell for a monster. These things happen."


      "That's different."


      "Maybe so," I admit. "And in that case, what you did was worse. Because Leo? He's just lightly treading through a sticky situation. Me? I'm knee-deep in it."


      "But you're out," she says. "Aren't you?"


      "As out as I can be."


      It's what I tell her every time.


      I'm not sure if she gets it.


      Out only means I can sit on the sidelines, waiting until I get called back into the game. And they've been calling for me, pretty incessantly... both teams.


      So I'm out, yeah, which means I'm reluctantly still in.


      That's just the way it is.


      "Come on," I tell her. "I'll walk you inside."


      It's not hard to get into the dorms.


      It's not hard to get in anywhere, honestly.


      The trick is just to look like you belong.


      If you act like you're supposed to be there, nobody questions your presence. It's all a matter of confidence.


      We make our way right through the joke of a checkpoint and head right upstairs, to floor number thirteen. Karissa trails behind me.


      I can tell she doesn't want to be here.


      She doesn't want me to leave.


      As soon as I reach room 1313, I raise my fist and pound on the door. It's so loud that Karissa flinches, looking at me with concern.


      It does the trick, though.


      It only takes a few seconds for the door to fly open.


      In front of me stands a startled redheaded girl. Her eyes grow wide as she looks at me, and she retreats a few steps, away from the door, as I waltz right in.


      "Sorry," Karissa mumbles, stepping in behind me.


      Melody is sitting on her bed and looks up with confusion. "Ignazio?" She glances around me, at her friend. "Jesus, Kissimmee, what happened?"


      "I, uh..." She slips around me to point at her cheek. "Just a cut."


      That's putting it lightly.


      Melody stares at her like she's crazy as she gets to her feet. "Is everything okay? What are you guys doing here?"


      Karissa stammers, saying nothing coherent.


      "She's had a bit of a rough day," I say. "I'm hoping it's okay if she stays with you for a few hours while I handle a bit of business."


      "Oh, absolutely!" Melody smiles, feigning cheerfulness, but her concern hasn't wavered. "Karissa knows she can stay here as long as she wants."


      The redhead across the room sighs loudly.


      I turn to Karissa as she just stands there, arms wrapped around her chest. Nothing I can say will make her feel better at the moment, so I just press a kiss to her forehead before walking out.


      Places to go.


      People to see.


      Blood to spill.


      You know how it is.


      

      


      Music thumps from the pink-trimmed house in Bensonhurst.


      It's not loud enough to rattle the windows, not loud enough to disturb the neighbors, but I hear it when I approach the house, hear it coming from the front room. Voices carry over the sound, mindless chatter, even a bit of laughter.


      The sound grates at me.


      I wouldn't call it a party, but people are here.


      They're here, and they're hanging out.


      It's almost like they're celebrating.


      Two cars, including the BMW I'm looking for, now without a license plate. They both can't fit in the driveway, so they're spilling out onto the curb. I swing right into a neighbor's vacant driveway, stealing someone else's spot.


      It doesn't matter. I don't plan to be here long.


      In. Out. Gone.


      I hop over the white railing, not bothering to open the gate, and head right around to the back of the small lot, to the opposite side of the house from where the people are gathered. The back door is unlocked. I'm not surprised. Lorenzo thinks he's invincible. Untouchable. No reason to lock the doors if nobody is stupid enough to try to rob him, right?


      Right.


      I open the back door and walk right into the kitchen, no hesitation at all in my footsteps.


      Like I said, the key is to act like you belong somewhere.


      It's dark in here.


      In fact, most of the house is dark.


      The only light I can see is dim and shining somewhere down the hallway.


      The front room.


      I give a quick glance around, assessing, contemplating, before stepping over to the kitchen drawers and rifling through them, looking for something. It's pretty bare in here, and I come up short in the way of weapons, but I manage to find an old steak knife tucked in with the silverware.


      Fuck it. A knife is a knife.


      If it's sharp enough to cut meat, it's good enough for me.


      Before I can move, the door to the kitchen swings open and someone waltzes right in. The guy is dressed in black, from head-to-toe, and he's too preoccupied with something on his phone to notice I'm here. I don't know him, but I've seen him before. I saw him get out of the car that day in the alley.


      Right now, he's unarmed.


      I move right toward him. By the time he senses me it's too late. He's too late. He looks up, brow furrowing, eyes squinting as he tries to make sense of what he's seeing. But it's dark, and he's slow, and I don't have time to try to negotiate and convince him to keep his mouth shut.


      So I shut it for him.


      "Hey—"


      That's the only word he gets.


      Grabbing a hold of him, I pull him around, the blade of the knife going right to his neck. I cut, hard, slicing through the skin, slitting him almost from ear to ear. He gurgles, dropping the phone, and tries to scream, but there's no way anyone can hear his cries over the music in the front room.


      He drops to the floor with a thud, struggling.


      I move around him, past him, and head for the hallway, my steps quiet. Benefit of not having shoes on… it's easier to sneak. But I'm not trying to go undetected. There's no point to it.


      In ten seconds, they'll all know I'm here.


      Ten.


      Nine.


      Eight.


      I step into the hallway, and somebody's there.


      Somebody's walking right toward me.


      Seven.


      Six.


      Five.


      I grip tightly to the knife, now covered in blood.


      It drips from the tip, splattering on the floor.


      Four.


      Three.


      Two.


      He pauses and looks up.


      Suddenly, I know there's a God.


      I've doubted it, a time or two. Doubted one could exist. Doubted one would ever create someone like me. But in that one second, when those eyes meet mine, I know it… there's a God… and He just handed me the miracle I need.


      Leo freezes right there in the hallway. It's like a deer in headlights. He stops and just stands there and stares. Horror fills his eyes, the rawest kind of fear. His brother might not be afraid of me, but Leo certainly is.


      Good.


      He should be.


      I'm out of time now. I know it then.


      My seconds are up.


      I've only got one play here, and I have to take it.


      Leo's senses kick in just as I reach the boy, snatching ahold of him. I spin him around, facing him away from me, so his back is to my chest. My left hand pins him close as I drag him right to the front room, my grip tight. He struggles, and tries to break loose, but he's not nearly strong enough. I have him subdued the second we step into the doorway.


      It's weak.


      Pathetic.


      Karissa puts up more of a fight when we're fucking.


      "Lorenzo!" Leo screeches his brother's name, his voice an octave higher than any guy's voice should be.


      That gets their attention.


      They react instantly. Three guys, dressed in all black, scramble for weapons. They aim at me. Fingers touch triggers. The only reason they hesitate is because of Leo. I won't think twice about using him as a shield if I have to. Maybe he's an innocent, but he's still a part of this.


      A big part of this.


      Casualty of war.


      I don't want to have to do it, but I will.


      Reaching up, I place the blade of the bloody knife against his Adam's apple.


      The air is cloudy with marijuana smoke. I can smell it, feel it, as I inhale. It's not as bad as Genova's cigars, but my eyes still burn from the thick haze.


      I can make out Lorenzo, though, clear as a bell. He sits across the room on a small black couch.


      He's the only one who didn't reach for a gun.


      He hasn't moved at all.


      Silence befalls the room, except for the music pouring from the speakers.


      Ten more seconds pass before Lorenzo reacts.


      He sits forward, and I grip Leo tighter. The boy yelps, starting to cry, while the others seem to be struck with panic over that. The men are on their feet and yelling, throwing out threats they can't follow through with unless they plan to also kill Leo. It's chaos, and my heart races in my chest as I take it in. I'm banking on this man truly still loving his brother.


      If he doesn't, I'm fucked.


      "Relax, relax," Lorenzo says casually, grabbing a small remote from the table right in front of him. Pressing a button, he silences the music. "Why don't we all just take a deep breath?"


      The men stay on guard, but they stop yelling. They stop threatening, but I know they'll still make good on those words. They stand there and stare, waiting for permission.


      Lorenzo looks around at them before he again rests back against the couch.


      Confidence.


      It oozes from him.


      I wonder how much of it is real.


      "Ignazio, what's going on?" he asks. "What are you even doing?"


      "Thought I'd pay you a visit."


      "By sneaking in? Taking hostages?" He shakes his head. "If you wanted to talk about something, if you wanted to meet up, all you had to do was ask. I always make time for my friends."


      "Friends," I repeat. "You keep insisting on using that word."


      "Because it's true," he says, "and I always speak the truth."


      A sharp, bitter laugh stabs at my chest. "Truth? You speak the truth, Lorenzo?"


      "Always."


      "That's funny," I say, raising my voice, that anger refusing to stay at bay. "Funny, because I remember you telling me you wouldn't harm my wife!"


      His brow furrows. "Is she not all right?"


      "Don't," I growl. "Don't even sit there and pretend you weren't involved. Be a man, Lorenzo. Admit it."


      "Oh, I'm not denying anything." He raises a hand, a smile on his lips. A fucking smile. Does he think this is a joke? "Guilty. But you're overreacting."


      "I'm overreacting?"


      "You are," he insists. "You should be thanking me, honestly."


      "Thanking you?" I take a step closer, shoving Leo along with me. The boy whimpers, the knife pressing harder against him. Every sound he makes sends the others closer to the brink. I'm damn lucky nobody has popped a shot off accidentally. "We had a deal. You don't hurt her, and I leave your brother alone. But it's obvious you're no longer a man of your word, so I guess our deal's off, Lorenzo."


      He's starting to sweat.


      I can see it.


      It's building along his brow, but he doesn't let his stress otherwise show. His eyes scan us, slowly, like he's considering his options, trying to riddle out what to do here. His gaze settles on my feet eventually, and he lets out a dramatic sigh as he pushes away from the couch, standing up, muttering, "I'm not high enough for this."


      He takes a measured step toward me, then another. The third step is too close for my comfort. I yank Leo back, away from his brother, the knife slicing into his neck. It's just a cut, just a small gash. A trickle of blood flows down the center of his throat. It's not much at all.


      But they react.


      They don't wait for permission anymore.


      I guess blood gave them what they needed.


      The men lunge, coming right for me, but Lorenzo stops it before anything can happen. "Whoa, whoa, whoa! Down, boys! Did I say attack?"


      He physically creates a barrier between us, and I pull Leo away from the doorway, away from his brother, before they can get their hands on him.


      "Get out, all of you!" Lorenzo orders. "Leave Ignazio and I alone."


      He doesn't have to say it twice. The men vacate the house, heading right out the front door. I stand there, watching as he shakes his head, before he turns to me. "You gonna let my brother go now?"


      "Give me a reason why I should."


      "Because I asked nicely."


      "Not good enough."


      "You want me to say please? I'm not really one to beg."


      "I want you to tell me why you thought it was smart to attack my wife."


      "I didn't attack her."


      "Don't deny—"


      "Again, not denying anything." Lorenzo runs his hands down his face. "Look, let my brother go, and you and I will talk about this. I'll tell you everything that happened. But it's kind of hard to focus when you've got a knife to his neck."


      Slowly, I lower the knife, using my free hand to shove Leo right at his brother.


      Lorenzo grabs him by the chin, lifting his face, checking out the boy's neck, making sure the cut isn't too deep. He shoots me a look as he does.


      Clapping his brother on the back, he ruffles his hair, treating him like he's still a little kid. "You'll be just fine. No harm done. Look at it this way... you survived an attack by Vitale. Not many people are able to say that."


      He laughs about it then. He laughs.


      It's not often I'm caught off guard, but he's got me here.


      Lorenzo turns my way then, walking right toward me. I tense, preparing to react, but he walks around me.


      "Come on," he says, hitting me on the chest with the back of his hand as he passes. "I need a drink."


      He heads for the kitchen.


      Call it curiosity.


      Call it stupidity.


      Call it whatever you want.


      I follow him.


      Lorenzo swings the kitchen door open and hesitates before stepping over the guy I left in here. He's on the floor, in a puddle of blood, although he's still breathing. I tread carefully, slipping into the kitchen behind him, every inch of me still on guard.


      I watch Lorenzo as he strolls over to the counter, grabbing a bottle of Cuban rum and unscrewing the lid. He takes a drink right out of the bottle and hisses as swallows.


      Leaning back against the counter, he looks at me.


      He looks disgruntled.


      Disappointed.


      "What is this?" I ask, using his earlier words on him. "What are you even doing?"


      "Drinking," he says, holding out the bottle. "Do you want some?"


      "I'll pass."


      "Suit yourself," he says, taking another swig. "For whatever it's worth, and I don't know if it makes a difference, but I told them not to hurt her."


      "You told them not to hurt her."


      "Yeah."


      "They didn't listen."


      He ponders that before taking another drink. "I know."


      Does that make a difference? No.


      "Wrong place, wrong time," he says, shrugging it off. "You know how it is."


      "I'm not interested in your excuses, Lorenzo."


      "Aren't you?" he asks. "I know you, Ignazio. I know your methods. I know what makes you tick. And if you aren't interested in somebody's excuses, you don't give them the chance to speak. You didn't come here to kill me. You came here to get to the bottom of things."


      He says that nonchalantly.


      I don't like that he thinks he knows me.


      And maybe he's right.


      Maybe I didn't come here to kill him.


      But that doesn't mean I'm buying his bullshit.


      "So," he says, "did she tell you what happened?"


      "She told me everything."


      "Everything." Lorenzo says that with a laugh. "Did she tell you the name of the man driving the cab?"


      "What does it matter? He's dead."


      "Precisely," Lorenzo says, pointing the bottle of rum at me. "I told you, you should be thanking me."


      I narrow my eyes at that. "What was his name?"


      "Abele Abate," he says. "Ring a bell?"


      It does.


      He knows it does.


      "He was one of Ray's guys."


      He nods. "Did she tell you she's taken this particular cab a few times? That this wasn't the first time he drove her somewhere? That whenever she needed a ride, he just happened to be in the area? Did she tell you that?"


      No, she didn't.


      "I caught him sniffing around her a couple weeks ago," he continues. "It was entirely coincidental, you see, because I just happened to be sniffing around her, too."


      "Why?"


      "Why?" he asks incredulously. "Come on, I ask around when I get to town and the first thing I find out is you're married. Again. And to not just anybody. You're married to her. Never in my wildest dreams. So call me curious... I wanted to see the girl who finally thawed that frozen heart of yours."


      He smiles, but I don't find it amusing.


      "So, what... thought you'd hit two birds with one stone? Take out another one of Ray's men while going after her?"


      "Never went after her." He sounds adamant. "And Abele? Seems he's been working for someone else these days, someone who took a special interest in your girl."


      "Who?"


      He hesitates. "Hard to say."


      Hard to say.


      Either he doesn't know or he doesn't want to tell me.


      "Cut the bullshit, Lorenzo."


      "Look, all I'm saying is I stopped your wife from being truly harmed. You're welcome for that, by the way."


      I don't thank him.


      I don't know if I believe it.


      It feels too convenient.


      I look around the room, my eyes skimming over the man on the floor. He's moaning, still moving around.


      "He's still alive," Lorenzo points out.


      "For now," I say. "What happens to him depends on if you plan to help him out."


      "Oh, I'll help him out, don't you worry about that."


      I glance at Lorenzo.


      He takes another swig of the liquor, staring at the man on the floor. "When was the last time you actually killed someone, Ignazio?"


      It's a question I don't want to answer.


      It's one I really don't have to think about.


      The last life I ended was Raymond Angelo's.


      Everyone since then, I've left alive.


      I hesitate so long he knows I'm not going to answer, but that, I suppose, is answer enough for him. "That long ago, huh?"


      "It doesn't matter," I tell him. "Whether it was a year ago or an hour ago, it doesn't make a difference. There's so much blood on my hands they'll never get clean."


      "It doesn't matter, but yet you're trying."


      "For her."


      "Well, don't worry," he says, motioning toward the writhing man on the floor. "I'll make sure he's taken care of, so the last blood on your hands won't be today."


      I don't know if he expects me to thank him, but I don't. I don't say anything.


      I just slip right out the back door.


      Heading around the house, I go toward my car in the neighbor's driveway, when I hear it. I hear the lone gunshot from the back of the house.


      BANG
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      Sometimes, when I can't sleep, I just lay in bed and wonder.


      I wonder what my life would be like if Naz hadn't happened.


      If I hadn't walked into that philosophy classroom, maybe nobody would've ever noticed me. Maybe I would've continued on, undetected, building a life for myself right under their noses, living out my days oblivious and happy. Maybe I would've never known the truth of my parentage, and I could've existed in an eternal ignorant bliss. Maybe I'd be an art major, or maybe even do something in science. Maybe I'd still be living in this very room with Melody. Maybe I'd forever be eating ramen noodles while fielding a dozen messages from my mom every afternoon.


      Maybe she'd still be alive.


      Maybe.


      Maybe.


      Maybe.


      I imagine myself having another life, in another place, surrounded by other people... people I haven't met yet, people maybe I'll never actually meet. And so much feels right about it, so much feels freeing, but there's always this pang in my stomach, a tightening in my chest, like there's a big, gaping void that's growing and growing.


      Something's missing.


      Him.


      When I think about a life without Naz, I start to feel lonely. It's like I'm standing in a crowded room, screaming, but nobody is even listening. That day, outside of the classroom, when he handed me my phone, was probably the first time in my life I felt like someone truly noticed. That someone paid attention. I like to think he heard me screaming, even if, at the time, it was for the wrong reasons.


      And as I lay on the dirty floor in Melody's dorm room, a room that holds so many memories, I'm doing it again… I'm imagining a life without him.


      A world where he doesn't exist.


      It's dark. I don't know what time it is. I don't have it in me to look. I feel like I've been here forever, each tick of the clock taunting me. I'm silently screaming and tonight, nobody's listening, nobody's hearing me, nobody's coming to save me from this heartache.


      Tick.


      Tick.


      Tick.


      The longer he's gone, the greater the chance he's never coming back. He promised he would, but he's not indestructible. He's human. He's flawed. He has a heart that beats in his chest, just like me. All it would take is a twist of a knife to rip it apart. I know. I know.


      I feel it.


      The void.


      The part of me that's missing.


      I feel it.


      Tears fill my eyes as bile burns my throat, forced up by the expanding mass in my chest, the vicious darkness that's eating away at me. "Oh God," I whisper, shoving myself up, my vision blurring from a sudden rush of dizziness. "I'm going to be sick."


      I run to the bathroom, tripping over shit in the darkness, grateful to find it empty. Collapsing to the floor, I start gagging, but nothing's coming out. There's nothing left in me to give.


      Please.


      Please come back to me.


      I need you.


      The light flicks on, harsh and blinding, and I squeeze my eyes shut tightly as I continue pleading.


      Please.


      "Karissa?" Melody's voice is hesitant as she steps into the connected bathroom. "Are you okay?"


      Am I okay? No. I'm not okay at all.


      Words have been scarce from her since I showed up an hour… a day… a year ago. I don't know. I told her what happened to me, the Cliff Notes version, leaving out the parts having to do with Leo, but spilling secrets that even Naz doesn't yet know.


      Naz.


      Oh God… Naz.


      What if he never knows?


      The shock of it all rendered her speechless, and if I hadn't felt lonely enough before, now I certainly do. Nobody understands. Nobody hears me. Melody tried to listen, tried to rationalize what was going on, but no amount of 'everything happens for a reason' will ever be enough to keep me calm.


      Instead of answering, I squeeze my eyes shut tighter, trying to imagine another world again. A world where we're happy, where we're together, where we're away from all of this.


      A world without a target on our backs.


      A world where Naz comes home.


      A world where we can live in peace.


      A world that's just ours.


      "It'll be okay," Melody says, switching her course of action. "He's Ignazio, you know? He's, like… he's just him. He'll be all right."


      I really want to believe that's true.


      But sometimes, people don't come back.


      And Melody knows that.


      She knows that more than a lot of people.


      And she's trying to be positive, being the best friend she can possibly be, but I can hear the apprehension in her voice. I can sense the shred of fear. This is heavy, way too heavy for such a naturally cheery girl. But it's always a possibility, every time somebody leaves, that it might be the last time you ever see them. It might be the last time they grace your world.


      "If he doesn't come back—"


      "Don't think that way," she says, cutting me off. "You can't think that way, Karissa."


      Pushing away, I sit back on the floor and pull my legs up, wrapping my arms around my knees. Silent tears stream from my eyes. I don't even know I'm crying until I feel them on my cheeks. "I'm just… I'm just so tired of never having the ground under me. I feel like we're free falling, and everything around us just keeps moving in a blur, and I don't know how to make it slow down so we can land on our feet."


      "I know," she says quietly, "but that's what happens when you fall in love with a force of nature."


      I tilt my face, looking up at her.


      She smiles sadly. "Look, I get it… I don't know really what Ignazio is like. I know the guy he wants me to know, and really, I don't think he wants me to know any part of him, but he tolerates me… because of you. So I know that side of him. And he's… intense. I'm not saying he's not nice, because he's never been not nice, but he's overwhelming. Honestly, Karissa, the man scares the shit out of me. But you love him, and I know you do… I can tell you do… because he's all consuming. It was like he got inside of you, and he gripped tight, and there's no way to get him out again unless we rip half of you out along with it. He's a force of nature. So it's really no surprise a shitstorm follows him, you know?"


      I don't know what to say as I stare at her, absorbing those words. She's never made quite so much sense before. She does heavy better than I thought.


      "Guess all those classes are paying off," I mumble. "You'll be the greatest philosopher of our generation."


      She laughs. "I'm pretty sure Kanye already holds that title. Haven't you heard?"


      I smile at that. "I'm sure we've all heard."


      "So, yeah, I know you're fed up or whatever," she says, holding her hand out toward me, to help me up, "but you gotta keep your head up."


      I get to my feet, shaking my head. "Tupac."


      "Who happens to be the greatest philosopher of the twentieth century," she says. "Screw Wittgenstein and Sellers and Rawl… Pac is where it's at."


      I appreciate her trying to lighten the mood, and it almost works, almost distracts me from reality, but a loud banging coming from the dorm room overshadows everything.


      Oh my God.


      I push right past Melody, darting into the room, almost knocking Kimberly over as the girl heads for the door. She backs up, hands up, muttering angrily, but I don't listen to what she's saying.


      Yanking the door open, my heart stops.


      It stops for just a second.


      It's the worst pain I've ever felt.


      It's like the world stopped turning, nothing more existing, before everything kick-starts back into gear. It nearly knocks the breath from my lungs when I see him standing right there.


      Naz.


      He doesn't move. I don't give him a chance to come inside. The rush of emotions, of adrenaline, of hormones, is just too much to bottle up. I let out a cry as I fling myself at him, knocking into him hard, shoving him further out into the hallway.


      He's here.


      He's alive.


      He laughs softly, wrapping his arms around me.


      He holds me tight.


      "California," I mumble against his chest.


      He's quiet for a moment before asking, "What about it?"


      "That's where I wanna go."


      Another moment of silence. His hand comes to rest in my hair, pinning me against him as he kisses the top of my head. "If that's what you want."


      It is.


      It's all a blur after that. Naz thanks Melody. I'm too much of a mess to say anything. We leave and walk right out of the dorms, his hands never leaving me. His car is haphazardly double parked out front. It's pitch black out. Midnight? Maybe later.


      The clock keeps on continuing to tick.


      It brought him back to me this time.


      He opens the passenger door but I stall there, clutching tightly to his hand, not getting in. Tears continue to stream from my eyes, and I really want to stop them, but son of a bitch... I can't.


      He pauses, too, using his free hand to brush the tears from my face. "Hey, now... it's okay. I told you I'd be back."


      "I know, but—"


      I can't even finish.


      I just cry harder.


      My chest hurts just as much with that void again filled. Now it feels like it's going to burst, like there is not enough of me to contain all of this. My world is shipwrecked and I'm clinging to that goddamn plank, desperate to believe there's enough room for both of us to hold on. But my shoulders are heavy, too much weight pressing on my chest, and if I don't unburden myself really fucking quickly, I'm going to drown.


      "But—?"


      "I'm pregnant."


      I blurt it so fast that it sounds like one jumbled word, a word that carries the weight of the world. Pregnant. I can feel the pressure on me lessening. Secrets are hard to keep. I've only known for a few hours myself, but every second that passed it ate away at me.


      This isn't how I wanted to tell him.


      I didn't know how to tell him, period, but this? This isn't how it's supposed to be. I'm not supposed to blurt it out in a bout of frightened tears.


      I don't know how he's going to react. Don't know if he'll be happy, or angry, or just as shocked as me. We weren't trying. We haven't really talked about it. I was still on the pill, but I kept forgetting to take it, and I'd try to catch up later, but a lot of good that did.


      Pregnant.


      A baby.


      Ugh, I'm gonna be sick again.


      He stares at me.


      And stares at me.


      And stares at me some more.


      I really need him to say something, but he just keeps staring, like maybe he didn't hear me. Did he? I almost blurt it out again, but I'm still crying, and the words just aren't forming like I want them to.


      He stares so hard I think he burned right through to my soul, before he tugs on my hand, pulling me closer, and says, "Get in the car."


      That's it.


      That's all the reaction I get.


      I listen and finally let go of his hand, climbing in the car. This isn't the place for it. He shuts the door for me, and I put on my seatbelt, my hands shaking. Ugh, I wish they'd stop. I wipe away my tears and try to pull myself together, expecting we'll have a conversation any second, but instead he just gets in and drives away without a word.


      I'm trembling the whole way to Brooklyn.


      I don't know what to make of anything.


      He pulls into the garage when we arrive, locking the car up, and ushers me through the side door, into the kitchen. Killer starts barking excitedly when he sees me, jumping up and down, nearly knocking me on my ass. I head to the back door, letting him out into the yard, and am considering heading right upstairs when Naz appears behind me. I see his reflection in the glass. "How sure are you?"


      Turning, I eye him warily. "On a scale of one to ten?"


      He studies my face before saying again, "How sure are you, Karissa?"


      "Uh, pretty sure, I guess... as sure as I can be. I haven't, like, peed on a stick or anything..."


      "Then how do you know?"


      There's a hint of anger in his voice then. He's trying to restrain it, but it's coming out.


      "Because the doctor said I was."


      "The doctor."


      "Yeah, when we were at the hospital."


      "At the hospital."


      "He ran some tests or whatever, and I guess he kind of just happened upon it."


      "He happened upon it."


      He's doing it again.


      Repeating my words.


      "Yes," I say. "He happened upon it."


      Naz nods, crossing his arms over his chest, his stance almost defensive, like he's trying to keep me from getting in. His face is still passive, even stoic, but his eyes are blazing. "How far along?"


      "Eight weeks."


      "So... two months."


      He looks away from me, taking a deep breath, like he's trying to steady himself.


      "You're angry."


      "I am."


      Ugh, he's not denying it.


      "Yeah, well, maybe you're not the only one."


      I try to storm away, but he grabs ahold of me, pulling me to him instead. My instinct kicks in, and I start to fight him, shoving and trying to get around him, but he just tightens his hold, pinning me there.


      I give in right away.


      When Naz wants something, he gets it, and truthfully, I feel better in his arms. He might be angry for whatever reason, but I'm terrified.


      "A month ago," he says quietly. "I choked you."


      "So?"


      "You were already pregnant."


      My stomach drops.


      That hadn't even crossed my mind.


      Leave it to Naz to fixate on that out of everything going on.


      "You didn't hurt me... or us... or whatever."


      Us. There's an us.


      There's me and this... baby.


      "I could've," he says. "I haven't been easy on you."


      "That's because I can take it. And this... uh, you know..."


      "Baby," he says quietly.


      Baby.


      Jesus Christ, I can feel the tears coming on again.


      "It has your DNA," I say. "So obviously it's stubborn as shit and gonna be resilient."


      He doesn't say anything to that.


      I don't know if I'm making a difference in how he feels.


      Probably not.


      Naz already lost a family once. He lost a baby he never got the chance to know, so I'm not really surprised by his overbearing worry.


      I just don't want him to beat himself up about it.


      People tend to get hurt when that happens.


      He lets out a resigned sigh. "So, California, huh?"


      "Yes," I whisper.


      One of the last conversations I had with my mother, she mentioned running away there. Maybe she was onto something. It's about as far away from New York as we're going to get without leaving the country.


      "Well," he says, "better start packing then."


      

      


      Most of my life was spent living out of boxes.


      No reason to unpack when, sooner or later, I'd just have to pack it all up again.


      I never had much as a child, or even as a teenager, so it wasn't hard, living such a life of simplicity, to pick up in the middle of the night and just walk away. It's easier to disappear, to slip into obscurity, without dragging a lifetime of possessions along.


      That's something my mother taught me.


      But I have a lot of baggage now... literally, figuratively... and I'm not entirely sure how it'll all fit into our new life. Dozens of cardboard boxes clutter every room of the house, most of them still empty. It's been a few days since we made the decision to move, and I feel like I've been packing constantly since, but I've barely made a dent in any of our belongings.


      Truth be told, Naz has accumulated a lot of shit.


      Although, okay, whatever, I guess I have, too.


      I used to be able to fit everything I owned in three boxes, but now I need more than that for just shoes.


      Standing in the den, my eyes scan the massive bookshelves packed full of Naz's books. He's sitting at his desk, half-dressed, a pair of black slacks and a white dress shirt. It's barely buttoned, not tucked in, the sleeves of it shoved up to his elbows.


      He looks exhausted.


      He probably is.


      He walks around here, quiet, stoic, distracting himself by cleaning, scrubbing the same shit over and over. It's rare I catch him sitting down, like he is now, but even off of his feet, he still manages to look busy. How the hell does he do that? He's flipping through the newspaper, not paying me any attention, as I stress about how to pack up his books.


      "You're stressing," he says, not looking at me, his eyes never averting from the newspaper.


      "I'm not."


      I'm lying.


      "You're lying."


      Ugh.


      "It's just... this is a lot of books."


      "I know."


      "We're going to need, like, a billion more boxes."


      "What for?"


      What for?


      What kind of fucking question...?


      "For the books," I say. "You have a lot."


      He slowly sets his paper down as he looks at me. "Doesn't matter. I'm not taking them."


      "What? Why?"


      "Because they're not necessary."


      Somewhere out there, a bookworm's head just exploded. "How can you say the books aren't necessary?"


      "Easily," he says. "They're not."


      "I just... I don't even know what to say to you right now."


      He laughs lightly, sitting back in his chair to regard me. "There's no point in taking most of it, Karissa. It's all unnecessary... it's just things. I started over from scratch once, and I'm more than happy to do it again."


      "So, what, you'd just leave everything?"


      "Not everything," he says. "I'd still consider taking you along."


      "Funny." I resist the urge to stick my tongue out at him. "What would we do with it all?"


      "Whatever you want."


      "What did you do with everything last time?"


      "Burned it."


      I scrunch my face up at that. "What a waste."


      He shrugs. "We could toss it, or sell it, or donate it, or just leave it. I'm not planning to sell the house right now. It can all just stay where it is."


      The thought of it all staying here, collecting dust, oddly makes a pang in my stomach start to grow. It's one thing to pick up our lives and relocate them elsewhere, somewhere far away from here… but it's another to just walk away without it all, to leave who we were behind.


      "Look," he says, standing up and strolling toward me. "Say the house is on fire, and you've only got a minute to grab what's important to you. What's irreplaceable. What do you go for?"


      "This sounds kind of philosophical," I point out. "You're not going to quiz me about this later, are you? Make me write a paper or something? If so, I'm totally gonna fail this. Can I phone a friend?"


      A smile tugs his lips. "Just answer the question."


      I think about it for a moment. What would I grab if I only had a minute? "Pictures. I don't have many, but I'd like to, you know, keep a few."


      He nods. "Understandable."


      "Killer," I say. "I'd want my dog."


      His cheek twitches. "I'm not surprised."


      "You... do you count?"


      "No, I'll get myself out."


      "Then that's it, I guess."


      "Photos and the mutt," he says. "That's what we take along."


      I scrunch up my nose at him. "What about you? What would you grab?"


      "Nothing."


      I look at him incredulously. "Nothing?"


      "It's all replaceable," he says, stepping toward me, his hands finding my hips. Leaning down, he kisses me, softly, sweet little pecks.


      "Except for me?" I murmur against his lips.


      I can feel him smiling against my mouth. "Even you."


      Rolling my eyes, playfully scoffing, I shove away from him when he says that, but he keeps a hold on me. Laughing, he gazes down at me, one of his hands drifting from my hip and skimming along my stomach. He presses his palm flat against my shirt, over my belly button, as his eyes shift that direction.


      He doesn't say anything, but he doesn't have to.


      I can see the flit in his eyes, the spark, the restrained excitement. He's trying like hell not to get his hopes up. Naz isn't the kind of guy who lives his life in a cloud of optimism. He looks at the world and sees the darkness shrouding it. But light is peeking through the cracks in his armor, and it's warming some of that bitterness he's held onto.


      "We should get going," he says quietly, "get this all over with so we can move on."


      Frowning, I push away from Naz. "I'll get my shoes."


      "Good."


      "You should probably wear some shoes, too, this time."


      "I'm already on it."


      Ten minutes later, we've both got our shoes on, the two of us in the car, on the way to Manhattan. I've put it off as long as possible, but the time has come to go in and give my official statement about the attack with the cab. The lawyer told Naz if I didn't show up this afternoon, tomorrow they'd be at my door, prepared to escort me in.


      That's the last thing I want.


      The police station is busy when we get there. The lawyer is already waiting, a necessary formality, or so I'm told. They lead me back to the homicide division, to a small interrogation room, where Detective Jameson and Detective Andrews already wait.


      "Mrs. Vitale," Jameson says, smiling in greeting as I sit down across from him, the lawyer right beside me. "I appreciate you taking time out of your busy schedule to come talk to us today. I know you've probably got more important things to do."


      I almost tell him he's welcome, thinking he's genuine, when the lawyer clears his throat, chiming in. "Cut the passive aggressiveness, Jameson. She's here. Get on with it."


      Jameson shrugs it off, turning to me. "Let's go over it again. What happened that day? Start with you getting in the cab."


      "I got in the cab to go home, I wasn't really paying attention... we were driving for a while, and when I looked up, we were going the wrong direction."


      I go through it, leaving out big chunks, but repeating exactly what I told them happened the day in the park. As soon as I finish, Jameson shakes his head, leaning back in the chair, as Andrews scoffs. "You're leaving something out."


      "I'm not."


      "It doesn't add up."


      I go over it three more times. They've got me so flustered I almost slip up. The lawyer realizes it, I think, because when they start to hound me again, he speaks up. "She's told you what she knows. She's given you her statement. We're done."


      Jameson reaches into his file and pulls out a blank piece of paper, sliding it across the table.He sets a pen on top of it. "Write it down."


      I do.


      I write it down.


      My hand is cramping and my head is pounding by the time I'm done. I sign the paper, confirming it's all true, before walking out. Naz is sitting in the lobby, impatiently drumming his fingers on the arm of a chair.


      He stands up as soon as he spots us.


      He knows right away I'm upset. "What's wrong?"


      "Nothing, I just..."


      I don't know exactly what's wrong.


      I feel like I've been raked over some coals.


      I want to cry.


      Ugh, I'm so damn emotional.


      "Typical Jameson and Andrews," the lawyer chimes in. "You know how they are."


      We leave, and I'm quiet on the drive back, leaning against the door and closing my eyes, wishing my head would stop pounding. We're almost to the house when the silence is shattered, a song ringing out.


      Naz's phone.


      He grabs it, looking at the screen, his brow furrowing. I watch him as he hesitates before answering. "Hello."


      The call lasts only a minute.


      He barely says anything except for a strained, "I'll be there."


      When we reach the house, he pulls into the driveway, putting up the garage door, but he doesn't pull the car in. I know it right away. I know he's leaving.


      He walks me inside, though. He lingers for a moment. He waits until I'm settled in the den before he drops it on me.


      "I've got something to take care of," he says quietly. "You'll be okay here by yourself?"


      I hesitate. "Sure."


      "If you need me for anything… anything… don't hesitate to call me," he says. "I'll have my phone on me, and I mean it, Karissa… anything."


      "I'll be fine." I smile reassuringly. "I'm just gonna pack, maybe start piling some boxes up in the garage so they're out of the way."


      "Just don't overdo it."


      "Yes, sir."


      He nudges me before walking away. I hear Killer faintly growling in the kitchen where he's been sleeping as Naz passes through, but it's feeble, like the dog's not sure if it's worth the effort to give him hell today.


      It's ten, maybe twenty minutes later, when I hear the side door from the garage open. The growling picks up almost instantly, but this time the dog pours his heart into it.


      That was definitely quick.


      "Relax, Killer," I say, walking into the kitchen. "It's just Na—"


      Naz.


      Not Naz.


      Holy shit, it's not Naz.


      It takes only a second for that reality to strike me. The kitchen is dim. It's a cloudy afternoon. It's a man, massive, with broad shoulders and a husky build. He's probably six and a half feet of solid muscle. His leather jacket clings tightly to his biceps, like the seams around the arms are going to burst. He's twice of me and not at all my Naz.


      It was supposed to be Naz.


      Not whoever the hell this is.


      He's maybe six feet away from me, not close enough to reach me yet, but he's still too close... too damn close... close enough for me to smell him.


      My nose knew something was wrong before my eyes did.


      The scent is strong, like he's wearing piss that's been bottled as cologne, a woodsy chemical odor that makes my nose twitch. I get a good whiff and oh god, it's disgusting. It nearly takes my breath away.


      My chest burns as panic sweeps through me so fast, so intense, that I almost gag, trying hard not to breathe it in.


      I stare at him. One second. Two seconds. Three. He knows I'm here. He's already spotted me. He doesn't seem to be at all feeling the panic I'm feeling. His scruffy face is etched with a nasty kind of calm, his eyes a dark pool that lead to no soul. Some monsters hide in plain sight, wearing a mask around others, but I suspect this guy is the kind of monster that doesn't mind that everybody sees his true colors.


      He's not even fazed by Killer's growling as the dog viciously bares his teeth.


      A few more seconds... ten, maybe twenty... before he takes a step toward me. That's the only warning I need to send me into motion, fight or flight kicking in. There's no way I could ever take down that hulking figure, so I'm going to get the fuck out of there.


      I run.


      I turn and sprint from the kitchen, my heart racing wildly, thumping so hard it's vibrating in my ears. He's right behind me, running, looming, as Killer starts barking, lunging at the man. It all goes down too quick. I don't know what's happening. Killer's biting, snapping, attacking the man, but it's not enough to stop him.


      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


      He keeps coming.


      I make it to the front door. The son of a bitch is locked up tight. I fumble with the chains and deadbolts for a second, but there's not enough time to get out that way. I dart a different direction. Back door's also locked, I know. I'll have to go back around to the side door, making my way out the garage.


      I run. I fight. Hands grab me, tearing at me, throwing me around to try to get me to stop. He says not a goddamn word. He's grunting and growling in anger, trying to subdue me as he fights off the dog. A kick to the side sends Killer whimpering, but he doesn't retreat, lunging once more. Teeth clamp down on the man's leg, forcing him to let go of me.


      He grabs a hold of Killer instead, throwing him across the room, into a living room table, knocking a lamp off. It crashes to the floor, and gives me enough of a distraction and dash out of the room. I run, as fast as my legs can carry me, but I'm no match for his strides. Two steps later, he's on me, grabbing my shirt, yanking me around by it, fisting my hair. I feel a tug on my neck as the chain on my necklace snaps.


      He pulls me through the kitchen, limping, and opens the garage door, dragging me outside. Twisting me around by my hair, I flinch, pain ricocheting around my skull, as he forces me to look at him.


      "You gonna play nice with me, little lady?" he asks.


      I sneer. "I wouldn't play nice if you were the last man on earth."


      The second I say it, he pulls out a red handkerchief and shoves it right in my face, covering my nose and mouth. I inhale sharply. Oh God, it burns. It reeks.


      That stench.


      That's it.


      I struggle, I fight him, I try to breathe, but nothing I do can stop the darkness.


      I can feel it.


      It's coming quickly.
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      The pink-trimmed house is locked up.


      Seems they found a body inside of it just the other night. It managed to grace the newspaper, barely getting a small blurb. Another hoodlum murdered in Bensonhurst.


      Nobody seems to care anymore.


      It was curious, though... they called it unoccupied. The house was empty when the police arrived. According to them, nobody had lived there for a long time. Lorenzo had moved out fast, right under people's noses, just like he'd move into it without raising any alarms.


      Sounds like Lorenzo.


      The black BMW isn't anywhere in the neighborhood. I park across the street and get out of my car, but I don't approach the house, standing on the sidewalk instead, waiting.


      He'll show his face.


      After all, he's the one who called me here.


      "Shame, isn't it?" a voice says behind me. "I liked that place."


      Turning my head, I spot Lorenzo as he appears on the stoop of an adjacent townhouse. The white cookie-cutter building looks like half the others on the block. "Seems as if you've already moved on."


      He glances at the townhouse behind him, shrugging. "Actually had this one first. But that one across the street? I thought it was charming. Nobody was using it, so I figured, hey... why not?"


      That, in itself, says all you'd ever need to know about Lorenzo. He takes whatever he wants, and he uses it, and abuses it, and then he walks away when it serves no purpose to him anymore.


      "It was too pink for my liking," I tell him.


      "It wasn't pink... it was peach," he says. "You must be colorblind."


      "Must be."


      He steps down onto the sidewalk, coming to a stop right beside me. He's got an orange in his hand, and he casually runs his fingertips along the thick rind. "Did you know oranges show up in something like twenty-two scenes in The Godfather saga? They're symbolic."


      "For what?"


      "Death," he says, holding his orange out to me. "Violence."


      I stare at it for a second before turning away, looking back at the other house. "That makes no sense."


      "I think the point is things are what we make of them." He shrugs off my snub and starts peeling the orange. "They mean what we want them to mean. We see what we want to see. Signs are all around us... you just have to pay attention."


      "If there's some kind of threat in those words, I'm not hearing it."


      He laughs. "No threat. Just making small talk."


      "I don't like small talk."


      "You never did."


      "So why don't you get to the point," I tell him. "I doubt you called me here to share movie trivia."


      He laughs to himself. "No, you're right... I called you here to help you out."


      "And how, exactly, are you planning to help me?"


      He seems to consider that... maybe reconsider... as he throws some of his peel to the ground. "I got a call from a friend down in Florida. He told me something interesting."


      "What's that?"


      "He's been working with these guys down in Cuba, you know... the import-export business. Started a long time ago, back when my stepfather was still around. They'd smuggle things in, anything there was a market for, and they'd store them at the grove for safekeeping. Made a pretty penny off of it back then."


      I know all this.


      He's telling me nothing new here.


      "These days, there's not such a demand. They still do it, you know, still bring it in, but the way the economy is, nobody wants to pay. But this friend of mine, he's still got a few lucrative clients, guys willing to shell out the cash for something special."


      He pauses to eat a piece of his orange.


      "You got a point here?" I ask. "If I wanted a lesson on economics, I'd go to business school."


      He ignores my comment and waits until he swallows before continuing on. "There's this one particular guy, he's got this thing for cigars... and not just any cigars. He wanted the top of the line, these special Montecristo ones. He was willing to pay a couple hundred bucks each. So my friend, he's been bringing them in every few months, making a killing."


      "Good for him."


      "Good for me, too," he says. "He still runs it all through the grove, so I get a piece of it... and dare I say, I think it's good for you, too."


      "Are you trying to recruit me? If so, you're wasting your time."


      "This isn't a sales pitch."


      "Then get to the point."


      He shakes his head, eating another wedge of the orange. "This client of his lives here in New York. Old guy, high profile, been smoking these particular cigars for years, since back in the day, when he got them from my stepfather. He's a bit of a recluse, though, doesn't like to go out, so he sends someone else to pick them up for him and deliver them straight to his house in Long Island."


      As soon as he says that, I know exactly who he means. There's only one man around who would sell his soul for a decent Cuban. "Genova."


      "Bingo."


      He stops there, like any of this even means anything. So, what? His cigars are illegal? What about the man's life isn't? "Well, I appreciate the info. If I ever want to buy him a gift, I know where to get it."


      I turn, annoyed, and take a step toward my car. I don't have the patience for this. He's wasting my time.


      "Whoa, you're not going to ask the magic question?" Lorenzo looks at me, cocking an eyebrow. "Not going to ask who he sends to pick them up?"


      "Okay, I'll buy it... who?"


      "A big guy, I'm talking massive. My friend says he's got a memorable name, like that guy in some sitcom, but he goes by the nickname of—"


      "Fat Joe."


      Son of a bitch.


      Again, he smiles. "Bingo."


      I wish I could say I was surprised, or even that I was disappointed, but this is right up Genova's alley. The bastard has been toying with me.


      "I need a favor, Lorenzo."


      "I just did you one."


      "I need another," I say. "I want a meeting with the five families."


      "And you think I can help you with that?"


      "I think you think you can," I say, "and that just might be enough to make it happen."


      He considers that as he tosses some of his peel to the ground. "I'll see what I can do."


      I knew he would.


      Curiosity will always win out when it comes to Lorenzo. Besides, I'm sure he enjoys the challenge. That's why he's here, after all, why he even made the move to New York City. He does what the world tells him is impossible to do. Maybe it's just a game at this point, or maybe he's out to prove something to himself. To prove he's not one to ever back down.


      It isn't going to end well for somebody, that's for certain.


      I don't want to stick around and watch it play out.


      But people, they're making it hard for me.


      They're making it hard for me to live my life.


      "So," Lorenzo says after a moment. "What do you want this meeting for?"


      I glance at him. "I guess you'll find out."


      Sudden noise breaks the silence. My phone. I pull it out of my pocket and glance at it, my muscles tightening. Her name is flashing on the screen. Karissa.


      I press the button to answer and bring it to my ear. "Karissa? What do you need, sweetheart?"


      Silence.


      It's deafening.


      It screams louder to me than any words.


      "Karissa?"


      Still nothing.


      All at once, I know it's not her. It's like a feeling wafting through the line, the air wrong, too tense, too heavy. Someone is there. I can sense it. Someone's listening, someone's breathing, someone's existing on the other end of this call.


      But it's not her.


      Not again.


      "Who is this?"


      I don't expect anyone to answer me.


      And for a moment, they don't.


      But after a strained breath, a long exhale, I hear the words. "You're lucky I don't feel like killing anyone today."


      The line goes dead.


      I pull the phone away, staring at it as the call ends. You're lucky I don't feel like killing anyone today. I know those words. I've said them. I can feel the blood drain from my face, can feel it rushing through my body, bitterly cold, replaced by an ice in my veins.


      "Ignazio, you okay there?" Lorenzo asks. "You're looking kind of pale."


      My vision blurs. Everything goes black around the edges.


      I sway, damn near passing out, as it all seems to hit me at once.


      Anger. Fear. Adrenaline.


      It rushes through me, a toxic cocktail of emotion that nearly knocks my feet out from under me. Lorenzo reaches out, grabbing a hold of my arm, but it's too much. He's touching me. His tainted hands are on my skin.


      I snap.


      Grabbing him, I throw him back against the townhouse so hard he gasps from the surprise of it all. The orange drops from his hand, rolling along the sidewalk, as I pin him there. He doesn't fight. He doesn't struggle. He just stares at me, his expression blank, like he's not bothered at all.


      "So help me God, Lorenzo, if this was all you…"


      I can't even finish those words.


      If this was all just a game.


      A ruse...


      I shove him again, knocking him hard against the brick, before I turn around and walk away, moving as fast as my legs will carry me. By the time I reach my car, I'm already at a sprint.


      I drive home, speeding through the streets. It's dreary out, middle of the afternoon, but the darkened clouds make it feel much later. Everything is cast in gloomy shadows. It makes the hair on my arms bristle.


      Everything feels hollow, more silent in the dark.


      I pull the car into the driveway when I make it home, and throw it in park before pausing, my hand gripping the key in the ignition.


      The garage is wide open.


      The side door is, too.


      My hair bristles even more.


      Cutting the engine, I reach under the seat, feeling around for War & Peace. I get a grip on it, pulling it out, and flip the pages open, grabbing the concealed gun.


      The first thing I notice, when I step into the garage, is the blood on the concrete. No. No. No. It's not much, a few drops, but it doesn't belong here. It's not mine, and I hope like hell it's not Karissa's, but the alternative is there's somebody else here bleeding.


      And I don't like that just as much.


      I step through the side door, right into the kitchen. The second I do, I hear the faint growling. It's weak and strained, over in the corner. My eyes dart that way, my stomach dropping when I see Killer.


      He's cowering there, blood on his face. I don't think he's injured—not seriously, at least. He seems to be in one piece, but somebody else might not be. Carefully, I reach into the cabinet, quietly grabbing a few treats. I toss them to him, and he quiets to a whimper, but he doesn't eat them.


      Not this time.


      "Stay in the kitchen," I tell him. "Stay quiet."


      Will he listen? I don't know.


      I don't even know if he understands.


      But if there's a chance anyone else is still in the house, I'm not ready to alert whoever it is to my presence.


      The living room is wrecked. A lamp is knocked over, lying on the floor. Scanning the area, something shiny catches my eye, and I step toward it, looking down at it.


      My world stops.


      A necklace.


      Karissa's necklace.


      The one I gave to her.


      The chain is snapped, the round crystal pennant reflecting the little bit of light streaming into the room. She never takes it off. She wouldn't take it off. She certainly wouldn't leave it here, broken, on the floor.


      Not unless she didn't have a choice.


      Reaching down, I pick it up, holding it up by the chain to eye the thing.


      Carpe Diem.


      I grip the necklace tightly, fisting it, as I tear through the house, looking for her. There's no more blood, and the rest of the house is in order, but there's no sign of her anywhere.


      No fucking sign of her.


      My hands are shaking. Anger merges with fear until the red I see turns blue. I feel cold. A shiver tears down my spine.


      They're not going to take another life from me.


      They can't have my wife.


      They can't take her.


      They can't steal my happiness.


      I'm not going to let them.


      Not now. Not ever.


      Not again.


      Not again.


      "What happened?"


      The sudden voice behind me makes my back stiffen and my grip on the gun tighten, but I don't turn around. I don't look at him. I didn't hear him sneaking up, but I'm not at all surprised he's here. Not surprised that he followed me.


      "My wife," I say, my voice strained. "Somebody took her."


      "Uh-oh."


      Uh-oh.


      Lorenzo says 'uh-oh', like that's an adequate response to what I just said. He'll be lucky if I don't give him a 'boo-boo' in the form of a fucking bullet to the head.


      "For the record," he says, "it wasn't me."


      "So you say."


      Tucking the gun into my waistband, I pull out my phone, hoping like hell Karissa's is still on, wherever it is, so I can locate it.


      "Look, Ignazio," he says. "I don't know how many times I've got to say it. I've got no reason to target you, or your father, or your wife, for that matter. It's not me."


      The phone connects, and I look down at it, staring at the address.


      It's an address I know… a place I've been to before.


      "You want me to believe you, Lorenzo? You want me to trust you?" I start toward him, pausing right in front of him. "Then get me my meeting, like I asked."


      I shove past him, hearing him call after me, following me out of the house. "Where are you going?"


      "To get my wife back."


      "How do you know where to look?"


      I hold my phone up. "I've got a map."


      "A map?" He laughs. Laughs. "You ever feel like Admiral Ackbar with the Death Star plans?"


      I look at him, brow furrowed.


      "You know... Return of the Jedi? It's a trap!"


      I shake my head.


      "Really? Nothing?" He scrunches up his face as if I disgust him. "How are we even friends?"


      "We're not."


      "Look, I'm just saying—"


      "You're saying it's a trap."


      "I'm saying this is awfully convenient, so either you're dealing with a bunch of idiots, or yeah... it's a trap. And these guys… they're not exactly brilliant, but they're not stupid, either."


      He's saying nothing I'm not already thinking.


      But it doesn't matter… I've got no choice.


      Trap or no trap, I've got to go.


      "Just get my meeting, Lorenzo."


      He nods, walking out. "It's as good as got."


      Killer tries to follow me when I leave, but I lock him in the house. If he gets loose, if I let something happen to him, Karissa will be distraught when she gets home.


      Because she's coming home.


      She is.


      I'll destroy the whole world to make sure it happens.


      And I know where to start.
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      It's dark.


      So dark.


      But the darkness wasn't gradual.


      It was a sudden plunge into blackness, like the light was siphoned from around me. Gone. I was at home, terrified, fighting, then blink, and I'm here.


      I don't know where here is.


      The terror still flows through my veins.


      Where the hell am I?


      Scarce windows surround me, covered with old bars, the glass so grimy they might as well be tinted. I can't see out of them, and I know it's just as impossible for anyone to see in. I woke up lying on a cold concrete floor, pressed against a wall in the darkness.


      It's like being trapped in a void.


      A dirty, disgusting void. Ugh.


      My vision is fuzzy.


      The air smells funny.


      My head is pounding like a fucking bass drum.


      I came to just a moment ago... or maybe an hour ago, I don't know. It's all a big haze. Forcing myself to sit, I blink, and blink, and blink some more, trying to make sense of my surroundings, trying to push back my fears, but it's not helping.


      Nothing is helping.


      I'm confused.


      "You must be confused."


      The voice across the room startles me and I flinch, letting out a gasp of air, a shuttering breath. My chest burns, and I inhale sharply in response, as my eyes trail the sudden movement across the room.


      A guy.


      The guy.


      The one who was in my house earlier.


      He stands in the shadows on the opposite side of whatever room this is, watching me. Oh God. He looks like a beast. He's staring me down, awaiting some sort of response to what he just said, but I can't get my voice to work yet.


      Fuck, I can barely think.


      He gives up waiting on me to answer and takes a step in my direction, his leg almost buckling as he does. "Don't hurt yourself trying to remember what happened. If you want to know, all you've got to do is ask."


      "Who are you?"


      My voice cracks, the question quiet when it leaves my lips on a shaky breath. He hears it, though, and limps even closer. He's injured. There's blood on his ripped khaki pants. Killer tore into him good.


      Killer. Oh God, I hope he's okay.


      "Let's just say I'm a friend of Vitale's."


      I slowly shake my head, my vision blacking out around the edges, as I whisper, "he has no friends."


      He's told me that, and I believe him, most definitely, if these are the kind of people who call themselves his friends. We certainly define friendship differently.


      With friends like these, who needs enemies?


      He laughs at that, still advancing toward me, that strange smell wafting through the air. It's sickly sweet. Acidic. My nose scrunches up, my lip curling instinctively as he crouches down right in front of me, close enough that I can see his eyes are bloodshot, like the blood vessels have burst.


      Tears burn my eyes.


      I look away.


      His hand reaches out toward me, and I press my back against the wall, cowering away, but that doesn't deter him. Rough, red patches coat the skin around his palm and fingertips, rubbed raw and bleeding, like a chemical burn. He grasps my chin, roughly tilting it, squeezing my face to force me to look at him. A cry bursts from my chest, unable to be restrained, as tears start to flow from my eyes.


      His calloused thumb wipes them away as a smile touches his lips.


      He's enjoying this.


      I try to pull away, to move away, but he's too strong and fuck, I'm weak. I'd drop the second I got to my feet. My legs are shaking, my head swimming. Even at my best and him at his worst, I couldn't outrun him.


      "Please," I whisper, "just let me go."


      His smile grows.


      There's a spark in his eyes.


      I think he likes it that I'm begging.


      Ugh, sick fucker.


      "Please," I say again. If it buys me time, if it buys Naz time to realize I'm gone, to come for me, I'll do it. Because he'll come for me. I know he will. He's promised, time and time again. I'll always come for you. "I don't know who you are, or what you want, but I've done nothing—"


      His smile dissolves into a full-blown grin as he again laughs. This time it's sharp and loud, cutting off my words, as he grips me tighter. "You really think your innocent act is going to work on me?"


      "It's not an act."


      "Oh, but it is. You married a monster, little girl. Don't act like you don't know what he is, like you don't know what he does. He murders, in cold blood, and he makes it personal. That's why he uses his hands, why he uses a knife… why he suffocates, and strangles…" The man lets go of me and leans back, drawing his fingertips across his neck. "Why he slits throats."


      My blood runs cold at those words.


      "He likes to be up close," he continues. "He likes for you to look at him, for you to know who is stealing your final breath, like it makes him some sort of God, some angel of death, casting judgment while he stares you right in the face. He doesn't just kill, little girl… he robs you of your dignity, of your strength, of your self-respect. He takes it all as he toys with you. He takes it all for himself. And then he kills you, after you've got nothing left. So don't act like you're innocent, like you're ignorant, because I know who you are. We all know who you are. You were one of the hunted. He was going to do the same thing to you. He wanted you to suffer, too. And you know that… you know it, yet you gave him your heart, you gave him your cunt, and now you have the nerve to act innocent about it, like you've done nothing to get yourself here?"


      I look away from him again.


      I feel like I'm going to throw up.


      "I know he's not a good man," I say quietly, "but he's not a bad one, either."


      "Bullshit."


      He spits the word at me. Literally. He spits it. I grimace, gagging, feeling the saliva hit my cheek, inhaling that acidic odor that surrounds him for some goddamn reason. It's disgusting.


      I can even smell it on me.


      He stands back up and stares down at me. I still don't look at him, but I can feel his eyes. I can feel them pecking at me, boring into me, judging me the same way he says Naz does when he takes someone's last breath. And I've seen the look before… seen it on Naz's face, seen the cold, callous cruelty in his eyes. The day in the den, when he choked me on his desk, a day I know he could've easily killed me, a day I realize part of him wanted to. I've met the part of Naz that is a monster, but that isn't all of him, and I refuse to let anybody tell me differently. Maybe it's unhealthy, loving a man like him, staying with someone so dangerous, but I'm not his prey, and he's not my predator, and this man is fucking insane if he thinks he can poison me against him.


      "He's different," I say. I'm wasting my breath. I know I am. But I need more time. I need a distraction. I need a way out of this. "You just can't see it."


      "Different?" he asks incredulously. "Let me tell you something… there's nothing different about that man. You can capture a lion and teach it to do tricks, but you'll never change the nature of the beast. It'll still rip your fucking head off if you poke it the wrong way."


      I start to respond, to refute those words, when a flash of light cuts through the room, illuminating the filthy concrete walls surrounding me for a brief moment before shutting off again. Headlights. My stomach clenches as the man glances toward the nearest window. "Looks like company is here."


      Company.


      More men.


      More guys like him.


      "Why are you doing this?" I ask, my voice shaking. "What do you want?"


      He glances at me. "What do I want?"


      I nod.


      "I want your husband dead."


      I inhale sharply.


      The answer doesn't shock me, but it hurts. It fucking hurts.


      "But it doesn't really matter what I want," he continues. "What matters is what the boss wants."


      The boss.


      Of course he's working for somebody else.


      They always are, aren't they?


      "So what does your boss want, then, if he doesn't want him dead?"


      "Oh, I never said he didn't want him dead, but the boss? He's taking a play out of your husband's handbook. See, me? I'd make it quick and easy. Shoot up your house, kill him without ever getting out of the car. I like a good drive-by. It's timeless. But I guess somewhere along the way, this turned personal, and the boss wants Vitale to get a dose of his own medicine. Steal his pride, his hope, his dignity. Then after he's got nothing left, we take his life. Because without the rest of those things, it's not really worth living, is it?"


      He turns to walk away, limping a few steps.


      "So that's what Lorenzo wants, huh? To toy with him?"


      He pauses, glancing at me, genuine surprise flashing across his expression. "Lorenzo?"


      "That's your boss, isn't it? Lorenzo Gambini."


      I've caught him off guard. I can see it in his eyes. He stares at me like he isn't sure how to respond. The man obviously likes to talk a lot, but I've rendered him speechless.


      "Lorenzo Gambini," he echoes before shrugging and turning to leave again. "Doesn't ring a bell."


      I scowl at the door when he opens it and shuffles outside, leaving it open a crack so he can peer back in and keep an eye on me. It's the only way in and out that I can see. To escape, I'd have to go right through them.


      I don't know how many of them there are.


      I hear a few voices, fragments of a conversation. I can only make out part of what they're talking about, but very little of it makes any sense to me. They talk about trees and Park Enforcement, like any of that is relevant, before someone mentions a crime scene and something sparks inside of me. I look around the room I'm in, feeling like I'm going to be sick.


      The park near the East River.


      Could it be?


      They keep on babbling as my captor periodically glances back in at me, like he thinks he's going to catch me in the act of doing something. I'm not sure what the hell I could do in this situation. It's so damn dark and my head is still pounding and I'm so woozy it's taking everything in me just to sit up straight. I hear more words, something about cigars and borrowing a lighter, before someone yells to douse a fire before they blow us all to smithereens. I don't know… it's all beyond me… until I hear them say his name.


      "Anything from Vitale?"


      I don't know the voice that asks that… have never heard it before that I can recall. But it's the hulking man who responds.


      "I called him on the girl's phone," he says. "Shouldn't take him long."


      My phone. Of course. It won't take Naz long to track me using it, and it seems they're banking on that fact. I don't know what to do with that information, though, if I'm supposed to be hopeful, or if I should be terrified this is all a trap. I try to remind myself that Naz is smart, too smart to let them have the upper hand, but he's just a man… a flawed man… a man that probably doesn't even have a plan.


      How the hell are we getting out of this one?


      They talk some more. I don't know about what. Endless babbling that goes in one ear and out the other, as my eyes scan the small space around me. I see headlights again eventually as the car leaves, the door opening, my captor waltzing back in.


      Ten.


      Nine.


      Eight.


      I count in my head as I close my eyes, trying like hell to stay calm, to keep my heart from racing. It feels like it's going to give out on me any second. Each inhale brings about a swell of nausea as bile burns my throat. There's something wrong. I can feel it deep in my bones. I feel intoxicated, yet suffering from the worst hangover… dizzy and desperate, my head damn near explosive.


      I don't know what the hell the man did to me to get me here, but it can't be good.


      It can't be good for the baby.


      I wrap my arms around my stomach, holding myself together one lungful at a time. Inhale. Exhale. Just keep breathing.


      I remember those words.


      Remember Naz repeating them.


      You'll be okay… just keep breathing.


      The man paces the room in the darkness, his hands shoved in his pockets, his knee buckling every few steps. He's in some pain, I can tell it, and he's getting nervous.


      He should be nervous.


      He's right, maybe… and maybe Giuseppe was right, too. A leopard doesn't change its spots. That's what he told me. That's what they all say. For everything that is undoubtedly different about Naz these days, a few things will never change.


      Naz won't give up.


      He won't give in.


      He's not going to let anyone bully him.


      He's not going to let somebody else win.


      The old Naz will come for me.


      I have no idea what the hell he's going to do to get us out of this, but I don't doubt for a second that somehow, he will.


      He has to.


      Inhale.


      Exhale.


      Just fucking breathe.


      My eyelids are heavy from exhaustion. My body is screaming for me to lie down, for me to go to sleep. The offensive smell keeps haunting me, surrounding me, like it's seeping from my pores the same way it clung to him.


      Him.


      He continues to pace, muttering to himself. I don't know the man's name. Not that it matters, really. I probably wouldn't recognize it, just like I don't know the face. He's a stranger to me. He's in over his head, and I think he knows it, with the way his eyes keep darting toward the windows, with the way he seems to be jumping out of his own skin. I wonder if he's second-guessing this plan of his, if he's realizing just how stupid going after Naz is. I wonder if it's not too late to try to convince him that letting me go is still an option.


      I wonder.


      I wonder.


      I fucking wonder.


      But there's nothing I can do about it.


      Because my mouth is dry, my throat is burning, and if I try to speak, I know I'm going to lose it. I'm going to lose the last shred of my composure, and he's going to know he's got me. He's going to know he broke me. He'd love nothing more than to hear me beg again, and I just can't give him that.


      Don't let him win.


      I don't know how much time passes. I blink and blink. Inhale. Exhale. Breathe. I think I pass out, because a second later I'm lying down, startled by a loud bang… loud enough to vibrate the concrete floor beneath me. There's a commotion outside. Someone shouts. There's rustling around the building, frantic enough that the chaos creeps through the cracks in the concrete, and I know it then.


      I know it.


      Naz is here.


      My breath catches. I've got to keep breathing, but at the moment, I can't. Terror freezes the blood in my veins, everything blurry when I sit back up and stare at the door. The man does the same, stopping a few feet to the right of me, so still in the darkness it's like he's ceased to exist from the weight of this whole thing. I count in my head; I don't know what number I get to… I keep fucking it up as I stare and stare and stare.


      The door swings open, and I nearly black out from the shock of adrenaline surging through me. My eyes meet Naz through the darkness as he calmly, casually, steps inside.


      The fucker just walks right in.


      A few seconds pass. I expect the chaos to follow him, but it doesn't.


      Nothing follows him.


      No one.


      I don't know what that means; I don't know what the hell happened outside or what's about to happen in here. All I know is Naz is in front of me.


      Naz.


      My Naz.


      Oh God.


      He's holding a knife, fisting the handle of it, the tip pointing to the floor. I catch a gleam of the metal. I exhale sharply, a worried cry, as I stare at him. The noise catches Naz's attention, his eyes seeking me out. It sets my captor into motion as he darts my direction, yanking me off the ground.


      I almost do it again. I almost black out. It's only a few seconds, as I slump in the man's arms, damn near hitting the floor. He grips me tightly, though, and grunts as he forces me onto my feet, shaking me like that'll keep me conscious, but it only aggravates my queasiness.


      A massive arm is snaked around me, forcing me on my tiptoes. Naz doesn't look at the man right away, his eyes on me, studying me, making sure I'm okay.


      Am I okay?


      I see it as Naz's nose twitches, his posture stiffening, his grip on his knife tightening. Maybe I'm not. After a moment, he glances past me, above me, looking at the man for the first time.


      Something suddenly sets Naz off, almost like he's in a panic. He takes a few steps toward us, his expression darkening, when the man reaches into his pocket, pulling something out. At first I think it's a knife as I catch a gleam of metal, but as I cut my eyes that direction, I see it's a lighter.


      A silver Zippo.


      The man flips it open and holds it up in front of me, his thumb on the wheel. Naz pauses suddenly. It's like he hit a brick wall. Something flashes in his eyes, something I'm not used to seeing on him.


      Fear.


      The darkness seems to melt away as his eyes seek me out again. This isn't the cold, calculating monster the man wanted to draw here. In front of me stands a terrified man. I can tell it from the look on his face.


      I see him breaking right in front of me.


      Naz's voice is low, threatening, as he says, "You wouldn't dare."


      The man responds right away. "Try me."


      I expect Naz to do just that, but he doesn't move an inch. He does nothing. Nothing. He stands there, clutching the knife, staring at me, desperation shining through. Holy fuck, he's seriously scared. What the hell is happening?


      "Let her go," Naz says.


      "Drop the knife and I'll think about it."


      I almost fucking laugh. Yeah, right. Like Naz is going to do that. But all at once, without a second of hesitation, he opens his hand and the knife clatters to the concrete.


      He listens.


      He drops the goddamn knife.


      Whatever is making me foggy must be seriously fucking with me, because none of this is adding up.


      Why would he do that?


      "Kick it over here," the man orders, and again, Naz listens. He kicks the knife right at us. It comes to a stop by my feet.


      "Let her go," Naz repeats, his voice borderline pleading. "You want me, you got me. Just leave her out of this."


      "Naz," I whisper. "What's happening?"


      Naz looks at me but he doesn't answer my question.


      My captor, on the other hand, is eager to chime in. He pulls me tighter to him, waving the lighter in front of my face. "Do you smell it? I know Vitale does. It's on me, and on you, and since he walked in, it's probably on him now, too. It's all over the room, it's in the air, and it's clinging to our clothes, but especially yours. You're coated in it, little girl. I made sure of that. And all it needs is one little spark, one flick of my thumb, and you'll go right up. Whoosh."


      Do I smell it?


      I do.


      I've smelled it since the second I saw him.


      "What is it?" I ask, the words coming out as a strangled cry. Holy shit, he's going to burn me. He's going to burn me alive.


      "Ether."


      It's Naz that answers that time.


      Ether.


      I've taken enough chemistry in school to recognize that word. I couldn't tell you what it's used for, but I know without a shadow of a doubt, ether is highly flammable.


      "No… I just... No! You can't!" I start to struggle as tears start streaming from my eyes. "It's on you, too. You can't do it. You'll go up in flames."


      The man leans down, closer to my ear, as he whispers, "So?"


      Jesus Christ, he doesn't care.


      No wonder he was so anxious.


      It's a suicide mission.


      "Let her go," Naz says for the third time, his voice louder, more threatening.


      "Why should I?" the man asks.


      "Because she's pregnant."


      The man laughs at that. He laughs, like it's amusing. Like me being pregnant makes this all the more entertaining. And I know it then. I know he's not going to let me go. He's not going to just let me walk out of here. Maybe there was some second-guessing, but it was never about me. It was just self-preservation. But it's too late for that now. He wants to kill Naz but more importantly, he's here to torture him.


      He's going to torture him by torturing me.


      No. He can't do it. I can't let him.


      This can't be happening.


      Something snaps inside of me then. I can feel it. It's like the walls holding me together start crumbling, the panic pushing its way through like an overflowing river. Headlights flash in the windows yet again, drawing the man's attention, distracting him long enough for me to do something. Terrified, I lash out, struggling in his arms, my arm thrusting back, my elbow going straight into his gut. Hard. His grip on me slips and he loses hold of the lighter. The man goes to retrieve it, and I react in the moment.


      I have to.


      Reaching down, I grab the knife, the one Naz brought with him.


      I recognize it.


      It came straight out of our kitchen.


      One second it's firmly in my hand; the next second I'm swinging the damn thing. I don't stop to think about what the hell I'm doing, because if I do, I might hesitate.


      There's no time for hesitation, not when our lives are at stake.


      I hit him, I think, somewhere in the leg. I'm surprised by how easy the knife goes in. I always thought it took brute force, but the blade slides right through the skin. He grunts, fucking growling as I twist out of his arms and pull the knife back out, blood spurting from the gash.


      I drop the knife as I run.


      I run straight to Naz. He's already advancing toward me. I throw myself into his arms, trying to hold myself together, but I'm crying. Naz's hands frantically explore me, like he's trying to make sure I'm okay, and his lips find my forehead a moment later. It's a soft kiss, a quick kiss, before he pulls away.


      He looks me right in the eyes.


      I watch as his terror fades away.


      Something else takes over.


      An anger.


      A hunger.


      The monster.


      "Run," he says quietly.


      I cling to him, eyes widening. "What?"


      "Get out of here," he says, pulling me off of him, as he pushes me toward the door. There are car doors slamming outside. People are approaching. Oh God. No. No. No. "Run and don't look back."


      I want to argue.


      I want to tell him he's a fucking fool.


      There's no way I'm leaving here without him.


      Till death do us part.


      I want to stay here, stay with him, but I know, deep down inside, there's no way he'll let me.


      Because it's not just me now.


      It's me and a baby.


      His baby.


      Our baby.


      He gives me another look, and I know I can't hesitate. Closing my eyes, I look away from him, running for the exit just like he told me.


      Yanking the door open, I burst outside, my head still pounding. I feel sick. My chest burns, as I break into a sprint, unable to help myself as I do it... I look back.


      It's only a second, as I stare at the closing door.


      A second of hesitation.


      Oh God. Naz.


      I keep running, though, nearly fucking tripping, stumbling over my feet before crashing right into something.


      BAM


      Hands grab my arms, keeping me from falling on my ass. My head whips back around, and there I see him.


      I see that face.


      Lorenzo.


      The sight of him is like being punched in the gut.


      It's crippling.


      I'm crumbling.


      Falling to pieces.


      "Sunshine," he says casually. "Figured we'd find you here."


      "Of course you did," I whisper through my tears, trying to yank away from him, but he just grips my arms tighter. Men surround us, maybe half a dozen. I don't count them. I don't give a shit about them. They all look the same.


      Dressed in black with ski masks on.


      They blend in with the darkness.


      "Where's your husband?" he asks, but he doesn't wait for me to answer. Swinging me around, he shoves me back into one of his men, looking at the guy pointedly as he says, "Take her. Make sure she doesn't get hurt. You know the drill."


      The man starts to drag me away as Lorenzo pulls out a gun, holding it firmly in his hand. He heads toward the concrete building, and a scream bursts out of me. A scream of sheer terror, of utter desperation.


      Oh God, he's going to die.


      He's going to kill him.


      "No!" I shriek, fighting the man who's holding me, kicking and punching, trying to break free. "Naz! Please! Naz!"


      I scream his name, praying he hears me, praying he's ready, praying he walks away from this okay. I can't do it without him. I need him.


      I need him.


      It takes three of them to subdue me, to shove me in the back of a car that's only a few feet away. Two climb in the back with me, while the guy he passed me off to gets behind the wheel. I fight with all my might, grabbing masks and pulling on them, scratching faces, trying to take out their fucking eyes.


      Anything to escape.


      I scream and scream and scream, his name the only word I can now conjure. Naz. Naz. Naz.


      I don't know if he can hear me.


      I don't know if it's too late.


      I punch a guy straight in the nose before trying to break out a window, beating on it with my fists, but it's not buckling. I use my foot when they try to pull me away from it, hauling my leg up and kicking the glass, angry that it just won't fucking break.


      Why won't it break?


      It takes damn near a dozen times before the glass fractures, splintering and cracking, falling to pieces. My foot goes right through it then, and I hiss as the jagged glass slices the skin near my ankle.


      Fuck, I start bleeding everywhere.


      "Jesus Christ," the driver yells. "Get her under control!"


      I hit, and I hurt, but it gets me nowhere. The two guys pin me down in the backseat of the car as they start driving away. We don't make it very far, just through the park, before a bang rocks the area, loud enough that it vibrates the windows in the car.


      A flash of light illuminates the sky.


      I don't have to see it to know what happened; I don't have to look to know how bad it is. The man driving raises his mask, resting it on his head, as he glances in the rearview mirror, looking back.


      Don't look back.


      He lets out a low whistle.


      I'm sobbing, hyperventilating, trying to breathe, but I don't think I can survive this kind of pain.


      As the building explodes, my world implodes.


      Everything around me goes up in flames.
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      I've always been fascinated by how the body works.


      How a fist-sized muscle deep in your chest is responsible for keeping you alive every day. It steadily beats, every second of every hour, pushing blood through your arteries then back to it through your veins. And you do nothing to make it happen. It just does it, all on its own. Doesn't matter how you're feeling, what you're thinking, if your fucking heart is breaking... it keeps on beating, a hundred thousand times a day.


      But someday, it'll stop. Someday, it'll beat for the last time, and then there will be nothing.


      Nothing except for death.


      I don't know if there's an afterlife, but if there is, what awaits me won't be pleasant. Because I've stood there and watched as well over a dozen hearts stopped beating, and rarely have I ever felt anything more than fascination about it.


      Maybe, in some other life, I could've been a doctor. A cardiologist. Instead of stopping hearts, I could've got them started again. But in this life? I'm nothing more than a man with a fascination, watching as yet another heart makes its last beat.


      The door behind me opens.


      I don't turn around.


      I don't really have to.


      Call it intuition, but I know already who it is.


      I knew he wouldn't be far behind.


      Lorenzo strolls over to stand beside me in the middle of the room, his gun in his hand. He's not going to need it, and he realizes that right away. He lets out an exaggerated sigh. "Well, that's anti-climatic."


      I glance at him. "You sound disappointed."


      "I am," he says, slipping his gun into his waistband. "I was kind of looking forward to shooting someone today."


      I shouldn't laugh, but I do.


      The son of a bitch probably means it.


      "You can still shoot him," I say, motioning toward where Fat Joe lays on the concrete floor in a pool of blood, his heart no longer beating.


      "No point," he says. "You already killed him."


      "No, I didn't." Reaching down, I pick up the knife. "Karissa did."


      She doesn't know, though.


      She has no idea what kind of wound she inflicted.


      She stabbed blindly, aiming to incapacitate, to get away, but she hit him at the perfect angle. I couldn't have done it better myself. The blade went into his inner thigh, slicing right through the femoral artery, and then she twisted it.


      She twisted.


      As soon as she yanked it back out, I knew he was a goner. He was on the ground, gushing blood, his heart making its last beat in under a minute.


      "Huh." Lorenzo steps closer, surveying the guy. "He smells like we need HazMat for clean up."


      "Probably do," I say. "It's ether."


      He looks at me with surprise before turning back to the guy, hesitating when his eyes find the silver Zippo. He picks it up, shaking his head. "What an idiot."


      That's one way to put it.


      "We should get out of here before the police show up," I say, turning to head for the door, carrying the knife with me. It's got her fingerprints on it. "I give them twenty minutes, tops."


      Lorenzo follows me. I hear him clicking the lighter open and closed as he walks. The fresh air is welcoming when I step outside, after breathing in those ether fumes the past few minutes.


      It's got me feeling queasy.


      I can't even imagine how Karissa must be feeling.


      I don't have time to dwell on that, though.


      I turn toward Lorenzo and start to speak when I see him flick the wheel of the lighter with his thumb, igniting it. Son of a bitch.


      He tosses it behind him, back into the building, before running.


      BOOM


      I barely have a chance to duck before the windows blow out, glass shards flying, as the inside of the building goes up in flames. My ears ring from the explosion, the concrete walls keeping most of it contained. Fire burns, though, hot and heavy, catching the fumes and following them straight to the body, the highest concentration of it. Lorenzo rubs his ears with the palms of his hands as he grimaces. "Better make that ten."


      The heat radiating from the building is intense.


      I can still feel it as I approach my car, concealed over among some trees. I'm about to get in and leave when Lorenzo follows me, slipping into the passenger seat.


      "Where are your men?" I ask, annoyed.


      "Already left."


      "Too bad," I tell him. "Find your own way home. I've got to find Karissa."


      He ignores me, settling into the seat. "My place."


      "I told you, Lorenzo. I've—"


      "Got to find Karissa," he says, cutting me off. "Heard you loud and clear. And if you want to go out there and tear the city apart looking for her, be my guest, but it'll be much easier just to, you know, go to my place."


      Reaching over, I grab ahold of his shirt, yanking him toward me. "What the hell did you do?"


      "Relax," he says, holding his hands up defensively. "Just had my men take her there for safekeeping."


      Safekeeping.


      There's no such thing as far as Lorenzo is concerned.


      I barely make it out of the park before I hear the sirens, red and blue lights flashing in the distance, heading straight for the fire. My heart pounds ferociously at the barrage of police cars passing us. I wait for one of them to stop. Wait for one of them to recognize my car.


      But we get through without incident, and once we do, I start to speed. I weave through traffic, heading out of Manhattan, right to Bensonhurst. Lorenzo says nothing the whole way there, staring out the window, his posture casual.


      None of this bothers him.


      I park right near the abandoned pink house and follow Lorenzo across the street, to the townhouse. As soon as we step inside, I hear the chaos. His men are everywhere, scrambling and shouting.


      It stirs up a bad feeling in my gut.


      "Whoa, whoa, whoa," Lorenzo says, strolling down the hallway. "What's going on in here?"


      A guy turns to him, pinching a bloody rag to his nose. "The bitch punched me!"


      Lorenzo's eyes widen as I freeze, staring at him. Did he really just say what I think he did? "And which bitch would that be?"


      The guy looks at me, just now noticing I'm here, too caught up in his own circumstances to realize what's going on around him. The color immediately drains from his face, turning him a shade of white I'm not sure I've ever seen before on someone still living. "I, uh… I mean… nobody. I didn't mean…"


      He's stammering, starting to sweat, as he blinks rapidly, like he's about to pass out and lose consciousness. Huh. Figured a man who worked for Lorenzo would have more balls than that.


      "Yeah, so she broke your nose," Lorenzo chimes in, reaching over and grabbing the guy by the nose, roughly squeezing it. The guy screams as blood starts soaking through the rag. "Suck it up, buttercup. If you'd rather, I'm sure Ignazio would be happy to put you out of your misery."


      I nod. "More than happy."


      Lorenzo shoves the guy away and he drops. He hits the floor right away, the carpet doing nothing to soften the fall. He fainted.


      Unbelievable.


      "Incompetence," Lorenzo grumbles, shaking his head, as the others scramble to pull the coward to his feet. "I'm beginning to understand why you prefer to work alone, Ignazio."


      "You can't count on anyone," I say, turning around, glancing through the house. There's no sign of Karissa anywhere that I can see.


      "Right," Lorenzo says, stepping toward me, hitting my chest with the back of his hand as he strolls past. "Except for me, of course."


      "Not even you."


      He ignores my remark as he strolls back the way we came, instead focusing his attention on his men. "Take me to her, Number One."


      Number One.


      You've got to be kidding me.


      I watch as a guy clambers after Lorenzo.


      He gave them numbers.


      The guy rushes straight toward a door in the hallway, hesitating with his hand on the knob. He looks at Lorenzo, then me, then back at Lorenzo, like he's afraid to open that damn door for some reason.


      Like he's afraid of what we're going to see.


      Anger and impatience stirs inside of me as I push past them, knocking the guy out of the way to open the door myself. A basement.


      It's dark, pitch black. I can barely make out the pair of wooden stairs leading down into it. It's mostly silent, until I strain my ears, hearing only the faintest cry.


      It's a sound that's familiar to me.


      A gasp for air, a devastated whimper, the sound of Karissa trying her hardest to be strong, but it's not working. I don't hesitate. I head right down those flimsy stairs, down into the darkness, frantic to get to her… to find her… to see her. To let her know it's okay, that she's okay, that we're going to be okay.


      I swear it, we will, we'll make it, even if it's the last thing I do.


      I'll give her the happiness she deserves.


      No more of this grief.


      No more of these goddamn tears.


      She's huddled in a corner, her knees pulled up, her head down, shielding her face. Hands fist her chaotic hair, clinging to it like her life depends on it, like holding on is what's holding her together. She's rocking and shaking, oblivious to my presence, so lost in her head, so overwhelmed by her heartache, that she didn't even hear me.


      I stare at her, for just a second, taking her in as she collapses into herself in the darkness, feeling a deep ache in my chest. Feeling the pain I know she's been feeling. Her heart is broken, but the fucking thing is still beating. Second after second, it continues to keep her alive.


      I take a step toward her, then another, before she breaks out of her trance, realizing she's not alone. Her whimpers cease as she inhales sharply, steeling herself like only she can. Her head darts up, piercing, angry eyes cutting through the darkness, seeking out whatever she heard. Her gaze meets mine, and I watch as the rage fades away, melting straight to that goddamn heartbreak.


      I hate it.


      I hate seeing it.


      But fuck, she's beautiful.


      Happy. Sad. Angry. Terrified.


      She's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.


      She's beautiful because she's strong.


      Beautiful because she's fierce.


      Beautiful because, even when I hesitated, she didn't.


      She fought.


      She fought hard.


      And goddamn if that's not beautiful to me…


      Her mouth moves, but no words greet me.


      She's shell-shocked.


      She stares at me, silent tears falling down her cheeks.


      She's not moving, not even blinking, like maybe I'm just a figment of her imagination and she's afraid the darkness is going to erase me if she surrenders to it.


      "I told you," I say quietly. "I'll always come for you."


      That does it. That's all she needs.


      A cry echoes through the basement as she forces herself to her feet, shoving off of the floor, barely able to stand, let alone walk, but she's strong enough to throw herself at me, knowing good and well I'll never let her fall. I wrap my arms around her, pulling her to me, holding her tightly, relishing in her warmth. She's on her tiptoes, clinging to me.


      "I thought you were dead," she whispers, her voice cracking around the words.


      "Come on," I say, stroking her tangled hair. "You really think I'm that easy to kill?"


      She laughs, but it's not a happy sound.


      There's nothing funny about any of this.


      Footsteps register behind me then, just a moment passing before a harsh overhead light flicks on across the basement. Squinting from the light, I set Karissa on her feet and loosen my hold, but she winces, clutching ahold of me. My instinct is to look at her, my eyes scanning her, alarmed when I see the blood coating her dirty, bare foot. "What happened?"


      My question is lost on her as she starts to panic. Her breath quickens, body shaking, as she frantically clings to me, her attention across the room. Shit.


      I turn my head, looking right at Lorenzo, his apparent number one little soldier standing guard by his side. The guy looks nervous.


      "What happened to her foot?" I ask, motioning toward it, a touch of anger in my voice.


      He starts to stammer.


      What is it with these guys?


      "She, uh... well... she did it to herself."


      I look at him incredulously. "She did it to herself."


      "Uh, yeah," he says. "She kicked out the car window."


      "She kicked out the car window."


      "And the glass, it shattered. Cut her, I guess. She was fighting us, you know? Wasn't anything I could do about it. Like I said... she did it to her—"


      Before the guy can finish saying 'herself', Lorenzo reacts, reaching into his waistband and pulling out his gun.


      BANG


      A single shot, right to the temple, lights up the basement. It blows his fucking head apart. The guy drops instantly. Karissa lets out a scream, startled, and I pull her to me tightly, holding her as I glare at Lorenzo. "Was that necessary?"


      "Of course," he says, slipping the gun back away. "All I heard was blah blah blah I didn't follow instructions so just kill me already. Why? What did you hear?"


      "That you're a lunatic."


      Karissa tenses. She's terrified.


      But Lorenzo? He laughs.


      Unlike everyone else, he finds this all funny. Life, to him, is nothing more than a game. Product of his upbringing, maybe, but it wouldn't surprise me if it were merely coded in his DNA. He never knew his real father, but the Gambini name is one of the worst. Cold, calculated mass murderers. He was raised an Accardi, though, which arguable isn't much better. His stepfather was an abusive alcoholic with a hot temper and an itchy trigger finger, the kind of man who would beat a child unconscious and not bother to call an ambulance until after he fixed himself a drink.


      Another of those reasons I had to kill the man.


      "Naz," Karissa whispers. "We've got to get out of here. I can't... I can't do this. He's going to kill us."


      "Relax. He's not going to kill us. He's—"


      "A friend," Lorenzo chimes in, looking almost smug about it as he does.


      Karissa's face contorts at the word. Friend.


      "He's not a threat," I tell her. "Not to me."


      Not right now, anyway.


      Tomorrow is another day.


      "How can you think that? He... he was there! With the cab driver, and the man, and oh God, just right now! He did it... he's one of them. And you expect me to trust him?"


      "No," I say, turning toward her, my hands cradling her face as I look at her pointedly. "Never trust a word he says. He'll lie right to your face."


      "I'm right here, you know," Lorenzo says.


      I ignore that.


      "But trust me, Karissa. Can you do that?"


      She nods, although she looks at me like I might be losing my mind. But I don't have it in me to try to explain it right now. I'm utterly exhausted, and she needs to see a doctor as soon as possible.


      "Can you walk?" I ask her.


      "Uh, yeah… of course."


      I take her hand, turning to Lorenzo. Don't make a liar out of me. "We're leaving."


      He steps aside to give us a path to the wooden stairs, but he says nothing. I lead Karissa over toward them, letting her go up first, and cast another look at Lorenzo.


      He's watching me curiously. "You still want that meeting?"


      "You know I do."


      He nods, looking away. "I'll be in touch."


      We find no resistance leaving. The men are still scrambling around, too preoccupied to even notice us. They heard the gunshot. We slip out the front door, and I help Karissa straight to my car, waiting until she's settled before getting in beside her.


      She's still trembling.


      "Hey," I say, reaching over, stroking her cheek. "It's going to be okay, baby."


      "You promise?"


      I stare at her, wiping away a stray tear as it falls. "I swear it, Karissa. We're going to be fine."


      She smiles, a sad kind of smile, as she reaches up and places her hand over my hand. She lets go after a moment, turning her head to gaze out the side window at the quiet neighborhood.


      I start to drive away, and she stays quiet for a while, before she lets out a deep sigh. "Did you kill him?"


      "Who?"


      "The man in the building. The one… tonight."


      I pull up to a red light, sitting there for a moment, before quietly answering, "Yeah, I did."


      She closes her eyes.


      She expected that answer.


      She still doesn't like it, though. This world isn't for her. The violence, the bloodshed, the murder... it's just not her. She struggles accepting that I end lives.


      She'd never forgive herself if she knew she killed that guy.


      I hate lying to her. I hate it. But I lie to her this time.


      I lie to her to spare her.


      Because no matter what he did, or what he would've done had he not been stopped, he was still a human being to Karissa.


      He had a beating heart.


      "We should get you to a doctor," I say, changing the subject. "Head to the closest hospital."


      "No." Her voice is sharp, almost panicked, as she reaches over, placing her hand on my arm. "No hospitals. Hospitals mean police which mean questions. Questions about where I was, questions about what happened, questions about you, and me, and I'm just tired of answering questions. I just... I want to go home."


      "But I need to make sure you're okay."


      "What about that guy? Dr. Carter?"


      "He's a veterinarian, Karissa."


      "So? That didn't stop you from calling him when you were shot."


      "Don't be ridiculous. You need a real doctor."


      "For what? A few stitches on my foot? I can sew it up myself."


      I wait until we reach another red light before I respond. She's being absurd. I know it's because she's scared, but I can't risk it.


      "You're pregnant, Karissa. It's not just you I'm worried about."


      "I know, but..." She lets out a deep sigh. "How is it going to help us if you get locked up? You killed someone tonight, Naz, and the building... it blew up. What are they going to think if I show up at the hospital, smelling like a fucking meth house?"


      There's no winning this argument.


      I can already tell it.


      She has tears in her eyes, and I can't push her right now, not when she's already so traumatized. Sighing, I pull out my phone, looking through it for Michael Carter's number. He answers on the second ring, his voice hesitant. "Hello?"


      "It's Vitale. I need you to meet me at my house."


      "Is it an emergency?"


      "I wouldn't call you if it wasn't."


      With that, I hang up.


      I told him to be there, so I know he'll come.


      "A compromise," I tell her. "Dr. Carter will look you over, but if he's concerned, if he thinks there might be a problem, we go straight to the hospital."


      "Fair enough."


      As soon as we get home, we head inside, and the first thing Karissa does is call out for her dog.


      Killer comes right away.


      Ears laid down, tail wagging, tongue out, he jumps up on her, and I go to stop him, but Karissa takes it in stride. She slips right down to the floor, plopping on her ass in the living room, and hugs him as she again starts crying.


      I give them a moment, excusing myself to the kitchen. I splash water on my face from the sink before staring at my hazy reflection in the window, running my hands through my hair.


      Please be all right.


      Dr. Carter isn't far behind us. He pulls into my driveway, squealing tires, driving like a bat out of hell. As soon as I open the door, he looks me over, stepping into the foyer, carrying a black medical bag. "What's wrong with you?"


      Hell of a question.


      Wouldn't even know where to begin answering that.


      "It's actually Karissa," I tell him, pointing toward the living room where she's still sitting. "I need you to take a look at her."


      Confusion clouds his expression as he heads that way. Right away, he fixates on her foot. "Ah, why don't you come to the kitchen and we'll get you fixed up?"


      Karissa stands up, making her way toward the kitchen, with Killer protectively right on her heels. I stall in the doorway, leaning against the doorframe, giving them space. Karissa climbs up on the counter, washing her filthy foot right in the sink. Dr. Carter grabs her by the calf and surveys the gash.


      He doesn't ask any questions about how she got injured. He knows better than to pry. Wordlessly, he opens his bag and starts digging out supplies. "You're going to need a few stitches. I didn't bring anything to numb the area, because, well, Vitale never wants it, so if you've got any liquor around here, now's probably the time to break it out."


      She clears her throat, and I can barely hear her when she says, "I can't."


      Dr. Carter looks at her peculiarly. "Oh, right... not old enough, huh?"


      "No. Well, I mean, you're right, but that's not why." She pauses. "I'm pregnant."


      He freezes, eyes widening, like that shocks him. He doesn't comment, though, as he turns back to his supplies. "It'll hurt a bit. Feels like someone pushing a needle and thread through your skin, because, well, that's pretty much what I'll be doing."


      He lets out an awkward laugh.


      He's nervous, working on her.


      I figured he would be.


      The man sews me up all the time without issue. He happily takes my cash in exchange for subpar medical care. He does it, knowing I don't expect perfection, knowing his silence is what really matters to me. I've been through hell and back, dragged myself out of the pit more than a few times, toying with death because I don't fear it.


      But her? She's different.


      He has to take extra care with Karissa.


      "It's okay," she says quietly. "I'm sure I've felt worse."


      Before me, she hadn't. She'd been coddled. People were careful. But I introduced pain into her life. Don't know that I'll ever forgive myself for that.


      Carter does what he needs to, getting down to business, giving her five stitches right on the side of the foot. The second the needle goes in, Karissa grimaces, but she doesn't make a sound even though I know it stings.


      As soon as he finishes, he takes a step back, eyeing her. I know he can smell the ether. It's a potent stench. Once you smell it, it's a smell you never forget. Reaching into his bag, he grabs a stethoscope, warming it before pressing the metal to her chest.


      He's not an idiot. That's why I employ him.


      He can figure out the real issue here.


      "How far along are you?" he asks, listening to her heartbeat. His voice is casual, like he's just making conversation, but I know he's taking this serious.


      "Eight weeks... or, uh, I guess maybe nine now."


      He motions for her to turn her body as he moves to her back, pushing her shirt up, using the stethoscope to listen to her lungs. "Deep breaths for me."


      Karissa obliges.


      He seems satisfied after a moment and puts the stethoscope away. "No cramping, no bleeding, no other issues?"


      She hesitates. "My head is killing me."


      "We can do something about that," he says. "Anything else?"


      "No," she says. "Nothing."


      He smiles softly, laying a hand on her shoulder, patting it. "You're going to be just fine."


      She looks relieved, as she closes her eyes briefly, returning his smile as she hops back down off the counter, carefully not to hurt her foot more. "Thank you."


      "My pleasure."


      "I'm going to go take the longest bath known to man now, wash off this stink."


      "You'll want to be careful not to get your stitches wet for the next forty-eight hours," he calls after her. "They should come out in about two weeks."


      She nods, acknowledging she heard him, as she limps past me. Killer follows, as usual, giving me a wide berth as he leaves. Carter starts to pack up his things as I stroll further into the kitchen.


      He glances at me. "I'm guessing congratulations are in order."


      I pause beside him. "Give it to me straight."


      "I always do," he says, turning to lean back against the counter, crossing his arms over his chest. "Like I said, she'll be fine. A couple Tylenol and a good night's sleep and she'll be good as new by morning."


      "And the baby?"


      He hesitates.


      Hesitates.


      "It's so early on, there's no way to know. Ether effects at a cellular level, and at nine weeks, the cells would be rapidly changing. So much can go wrong at this stage. Chances are, it'll all be fine, but if it isn't, well… not even the greatest doctor in the world could do anything to change it."


      That's about what I expected to hear.


      "I appreciate you coming," I say. "Before you leave, I need you to do me one more favor."


      "What's that?"


      "Check to make sure the mutt is okay."


      He looks at me peculiarly. "What's wrong with the dog?"


      "Let's just say he went up against the same opponent as Karissa and he didn't fare any better."


      "Ah." He motions toward the doorway. "Lead the way."


      Killer is lying in the hallway, right at the top of the stairs. He growls when I approach, but he lets Carter crouch down and look him over, not trying to get away.


      "He seems all right," he says after a moment. "A little banged up, maybe a broken rib or two. The blood on him, well..."


      "It's not his."


      Dr. Carter looks at me as he stands back up. "I can tell."


      He's got questions he really wants to ask, questions about what the hell happened tonight, but I'm not going to answer them for him and he knows it.


      "He should probably be brought in for some X-rays," he continues. "Otherwise, he'll be okay."


      "Take him with you, check him out," I say. "I'll come by later and get him back."


      "Sure thing."


      I stand there, watching as he leaves my house with the dog. I'll pay him whenever I pick Killer up.


      I make my way down the hallway, toward the bathroom, finding the door cracked open. Quietly, I push it open further, pausing there as I look in.


      Karissa is in the tub, covered in bubbles, her injured foot propped up along the side, out of the water. She turns her head, sensing my presence, and smiles softly, like she's happy to see me.


      "Good news," I tell her. "The mutt's going to live."


      "That is good news," she says. "And what about you?"


      "What about me?"


      "Are you going to be all right?"


      Something about the way she asks that stalls me.


      People in my world only care about what you can do for them. Friends only need you until they don't need you anymore. But Karissa asks me that like my answer matters, like whether or not I'm going to be okay makes a difference to her.


      I shouldn't be surprised about it. She loves me, after all. But it's been a very long time since somebody else gave a damn about how I was feeling. A very long time since someone asked me those words.


      "My heart's still beating," I tell her. "That tells me I'm going to be just fine."
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      A cold front moved in.


      That's what this morning's newspaper told me.


      I found it crumpled up, tossed in the trashcan beside Naz's desk in the den, hastily—angrily—thrown away. He was sitting at his desk, staring at his books in silence. I had no idea what he was thinking, but I didn't ask.


      Instead, I fished out the newspaper and glanced at it, seeing the front-page headline: Corlears Hook Park Murders


      I skimmed the article, my stomach dropping when I encountered my name. Karissa Vitale. Lone survivor of the first attack. That was all it really said about me, but looking at Naz, I knew that was already too much.


      The cold front had come overnight, the temperature dropping into the fifties instead of the usual seventy-five this time of year. I could feel the cold deep within my bones, like if we don't do something quickly, I may never again be warm.


      "I'm ready," I told him, throwing the newspaper away again.


      He tore his gaze from the books, meeting my eyes. "You're ready."


      I nodded carefully. "I'm ready to go."


      An hour later, here we are, sitting in his car as he drives through the city, in no hurry to get anywhere. It's not like we really even have somewhere to be, anyway. Time to wrap up a few loose ends before we can leave the city.


      We're starting over. A clean slate.


      When we reach Greenwich Village, Naz pulls over, swinging into the entrance of the parking garage beside the old dorm I used to call home. He puts the car in park but leaves the engine running.


      I look at him, surprised. "What are we doing here?"


      He nods toward the building. "I figured you'd want to see her."


      My gaze drifts that direction, and I see her. Melody. She's standing in front of the building, leaning back against it, shivering. She's wearing shorts and a t-shirt, like she thinks it's still summertime, refusing to embrace the cold. Of course. She looks like she's waiting for something, or someone... I don't know… but I can guess. For now, though, she's just standing there, quiet, all alone.


      I watch her for a moment.


      I don't move.


      I never gave much thought to this part of it all.


      "Should I?" I ask quietly. I'm just not sure. "Wouldn't it be better to just... disappear?"


      Naz doesn't answer that right away, the car still running, his gaze out the windshield. I'm not sure if he even knows the right answer.


      "Someone she loved disappeared once," he says finally. "It shouldn't happen again."


      Paul.


      It took her a while to recover from that heartbreak, although I know some part of her probably never truly will. The what if's broke her, fracturing off a piece of her soul. Melody always lived a life of privilege, where everything was beautiful and nothing hurt. She didn't know pain and suffering. She never learned what it was like to have to let go. Love, to her, was innocent and pure. It wasn't until Paul that she realized that sometimes, no matter how hard you fight it, love is just going to hurt.


      It's hard to get over something when you don't know what happened, when you don't understand what went wrong. Without closure, the wound remains open, and it's hard as hell to get it to heal.


      I get out of the car then, wrapping my arms around my chest. I'm wearing a scarf and a sweater with a pair of black leggings, my usual getup, but I couldn't put on my boots.


      Hurt foot and all that.


      So I'm wearing a pair of black slippers, the padding softening the blow from my footsteps on the sidewalk. Ugh. I look absurd. I shuffle over toward Melody, and she looks up when she senses me, plastering a smile on her face. It's genuine. Nothing about her is fake. Quirky as she may be, Melody wears her heart on her sleeve.


      "Kissimmee!" She pushes away from the wall, looking me over, her smile dimming when she spots my feet. "Oh my God, are you sleepwalking?"


      I pause in front of her. "Nope, definitely awake."


      She meets my gaze, horror twisting her features. Instantly, her hand darts out, smacking me right in the forehead. "Jesus, girl, do you have a fever? Are you delirious? This is Manhattan and you're going all People of Wal-Mart on us, wearing slippers out of the house!"


      Laughing, I shove her hand away. "I hurt my foot, so it was either this or go barefoot."


      "Barefoot," she says right away. "You could pull off the whole bohemian hobo chic look. But this? Nobody can pull off this."


      She looks seriously distressed, like she's going to burst a blood vessel over my choice of footwear. Rolling my eyes, I playfully shove her. "Yeah, well, unlike you I choose comfort over style."


      "I know." She sighs dramatically, her smile returning. "It's your only flaw."


      My only flaw.


      Yeah, right.


      "So how'd you hurt your foot?" she asks.


      I hesitate for a moment before answering. "Kicked out a car window."


      That horror is back on her face before she cracks. She thinks I'm joking… or maybe she just hopes I am. "Seriously?"


      "Yeah," I tell her. "Thought I was being kidnapped."


      "Really?"


      "Really. But Naz came and got me, took me home… called a veterinarian he knows, who sewed me up with a needle and some thread. Hurt like a bitch."


      "Wow." She shakes her head. "Sounds like you had one hell of a night."


      "You don't know the half of it," I tell her. "You see, before I thought I was being kidnapped, I actually was. So they kidnapped me from my kidnapper, who I'm pretty sure was actually just suicidal. He was going to blow us all up."


      She laughs. "Wow."


      "Right?"


      "So… how'd you really hurt it?"


      I pause, smiling softly, looking down at my foot. "Cut it on some glass."


      She stares at me for a moment. She's still smiling, but there's concern in her eyes. She's trying not to let on, but she's worried. "But you're okay?"


      She's not talking about my foot, not directly. Melody knows so much more than she wants anyone to believe. If they think she's oblivious, that means she's not a threat. She avoids scrutiny. It keeps her safe. But I know her well by now, and she's proven time and again how smart she is.


      She probably had this all figured out before I even did.


      "Yeah, I'm… okay."


      I realize I mean it as I say it.


      I'm okay.


      Things aren't perfect, and I'm more than a little scared, but I'm okay.


      It's going to be okay.


      I believe it.


      "Well, that's all that really matters," she says, scrunching up her nose. "And I guess I'll forgive your fashion faux pass, since you obviously just don't know any better. I mean, two years later and you're still wearing that damn scarf."


      "I like my scarf," I say defensively, reaching up and stroking it. "At least I'm not running around half naked with a cold front moving in."


      She makes a face. "Don't hate the playa."


      "Hate the game."


      "Exactly. See! Finally, you're getting it! There might be hope for you yet."


      I laugh. Unlikely. I'll never be someone I'm not.


      "Anyway," I say, turning around, glancing at the idling car. "I should probably get going. Naz is waiting. I just wanted to stop by, to see you, to…"


      To say goodbye.


      Fuck, this is hard.


      Melody looks past me, straight at the car, and I can see her expression change. Somewhere, deep inside, she knows.


      She knows what this is.


      Call it intuition, or the bond between friends. She can sense the shift in the atmosphere. Everything's changing all around us as we stand here. The world is shifting on its axis, the magnetic poles pulling us apart, slowly but certainly. It won't be the same anymore.


      I used to sense it with my mother.


      I guess that part of my mother lives on in me.


      "You're moving on," she says quietly. "Is that what you're telling me?"


      Yeah, it is.


      "It's just… time, I guess." I don't know how to explain it. "After everything that's happened and with everything that's going on, it just feels right to get out of New York for now."


      "For now," she says, "but not forever, right?"


      "Do you think I could actually leave forever?"


      "No, I wouldn't let you."


      That's what I thought.


      I don't have a chance to respond to that, as she pulls me into a hug, wrapping her arms around me tightly, almost painfully.


      "Promise you won't forget about me," she whispers.


      "I promise," I say right away. "Don't have to worry about that."


      "I'll call you seventy-six times a day," she says. "I'll write you letters with those smelly glitter gel pens like they had back in middle school. I'll draw you pictures in the margins. BFF's and all that gushy shit. I'll even dot my i's with hearts."


      She pulls away, smiling, although I can see there are tears in her eyes. She's trying to hold them back, to take this in stride, but like I said... goodbyes are hard.


      "And I want to hear all about that baby," she says. "I want to be there, I want to know him… or her… Oh God, especially if it's a her. She's going to need Auntie Mel to teach her all about patterns, about fabrics, and how to coordinate without being matchy-matchy. She's going to need me to teach her all about fashion because God knows you can't do it. You'll have the poor girl wearing socks with sandals."


      "Okay, I'm not that bad."


      "Come on, your husband owns a turtleneck sweater. You need me, Karissa."


      "Don't worry. You'll know her… or him."


      "I hope it's a her."


      Me? I don't care. I just hope the baby is okay, whichever it is, boy or girl.


      "So yeah," I say quietly, motioning toward the car. "I should go now."


      She nods, pulling me into another hug. "Take care of yourself."


      "You, too."


      "I'm going to miss you."


      "I'll miss you, too, but it'll be okay." I take a step back, and then another, pausing as I smile. "Through every dark night, there's a brighter day."


      Her expression lights up. "Just me against the world."


      Who needs 'goodbye' when you've got Tupac Shakur?


      Turning, I walk away, shuffling back to the car. I climb in the passenger seat, clipping my seatbelt on. "Thank you for that. I didn't realize how much I needed it."


      "You don't have to thank me," Naz says. "Besides, you should always say goodbye to your friends."


      I stare out the window, stare at Melody, as she leans back against the building again, continuing to wait. It's less than a minute later when Leo shows up. The second Melody sees him, she throws herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck as she buries her head in his shoulder.


      She's crying.


      I can tell it, with the way her body's shaking, the way she's clinging to him like he's her plank. Tears burn my eyes at the sight of it, my chest aching.


      Leo just holds her.


      I don't think he even questions it.


      I want to think he's a good guy. I want to believe he'll never get her hurt. But it feels like I'm leaving her in the hands of monsters, like I'm walking away as my friend unknowingly plays with wolves.


      "I can't tell her, can I?" My voice shakes as I ask that. "I can't tell her where we're going."


      "No," Naz says. "You shouldn't."


      I knew that, deep down, but it still hurts to hear it confirmed. I spent my entire life running. Hiding. I know the rules. I've lived the rules. Any threads left intact connected to your past can be followed straight through to your future.


      What's the sense in leaving if you just let them all follow?


      "Do you think she'll be okay?" I ask quietly as a tear slips down my cheek. I just want her to be happy, to live the life she deserves. "With him... Leo. Will she be okay?"


      "I'm sure she'll be fine."


      "But maybe I should've told her. Maybe I should've warned her. He's… I mean, his brother… she should know how dangerous that world is."


      "It wouldn't make a difference," Naz says.


      "How do you know?"


      "Because you had all the warnings in the world, Karissa, and it didn't make a difference to you."


      Naz pulls the car out of the garage then and drives away. I watch them, as we drive past, then stare at them in the side mirror until they disappear.


      Goodbye, my friend.


      I won't ever forget you, that's for sure.


      

      


      I expect us to get on the road to go pick up my dog, but instead, a little while later, we end up in Hell's Kitchen.


      The deli is busy in the middle of the afternoon. I can see a crowd inside, enjoying lunch, as others filter through the door. Business seems better than ever, and something feels different about it all. It feels strange. It takes a moment for it to strike me what's changed.


      There's a new sign above the green awning, replacing the generic words 'Italian Delicatessen'.


      Vitale's


      It's simple, just the letters, nothing except for the name, but it's more than I've seen before. Holy shit.


      Naz isn't looking at it, but I don't doubt that he noticed the second we pulled up. The man notices everything. His hands are still clutching the steering wheel, the engine still running. He looks conflicted, like he's locked in a silent debate.


      To say goodbye to his father or not...


      "You should go in," he says after a moment. "I'm sure he'd like to see you."


      I frown. "Why don't you come with me?"


      He glances past me, at the deli, his eyes fixing on the new sign. "I have something I need to take care of, the last loose end I need to tie up."


      I get it then, why the engine is still running.


      He's just dropping me off.


      "It shouldn't take me long," he continues. "There's nobody else I'd trust to leave you with. My father… he doesn't take anything from anyone. You'll be fine here while I'm gone."


      That's not what worries me.


      I'm not worried about my safety.


      I know I'm going to be fine.


      But I don't know what he has planned, what this loose end is, and knowing Naz?


      It can't be good.


      "You'll come back?"


      His eyes shift to me when I ask that, his expression serious. "You know I will."


      I don't want to let him go but I know he wouldn't leave me, not right now, unless he thought it was unavoidable. So wordlessly, I nod and get out of the car, making my way to the door of the deli, pausing there, but I know he won't leave until I go inside.


      Hobbling in, I pause, hearing the friendly chatter, listening to the cheerful whistling. I don't know what the tune is, but it's the same one every time.


      Giuseppe is wandering around, cleaning off tables, smiling at people, obviously in a good mood this afternoon. He turns my direction, grinning, but his expression quickly falls.


      Intuitive.


      Like father, like son.


      "Karissa," he says. "What's the matter, girl?"


      I ponder that question for a moment before shaking my head. "Nothing."


      His brow furrows. He doesn't believe it. "Nothing?"


      "Absolutely nothing," I say again. "You see, I just found out I'm going to be having a baby, so even if I could complain, I'm not going to."


      Those words, they hit him hard, just like I knew they would. They were the last words my mother ever said to him before she disappeared from his world. And he knows that, as he stares at me. He knows exactly what they mean. They run deeper than just on the surface.


      They cut him deep.


      His expression shifts, from shock to sadness to acceptance, as he puts a smile on his face again, sucking it up, forcing those emotions back. He reaches over, placing his hand on my arm, and nods his head toward a nearby table. "How about some cookies? I made them fresh this morning."


      I take a seat, and he disappears to the kitchen, returning a moment later with a plate of Snickerdoodles. He's whistling again as he sets them on the table and slips into the chair across from me.


      "What song is that?"


      He hesitates for a second, like he's got to think about it. "Johnny Ray. Just Walkin' in the Rain."


      "Never heard of it."


      "Ah, it was well before your time. Hell, it was almost before mine. My wife… it was her favorite. First song we ever danced to."


      I smile at that as I grab a cookie. He spends his days whistling the song he danced with his wife to for the first time. "That's sweet."


      "Yeah, just reminds me of simpler times. Better times. When Ignazio was young, she used to sing it to him. I'd come home from a long day here at the deli, and they'd be dancing to it in the kitchen, and she'd be singing her heart out, and he'd be grinning like a fool." He pauses, laughing to himself. "He was a good kid… a happy kid. Wish I knew where we went wrong."


      "You didn't go wrong with him," I say, taking a bite. They're perfection, as usual. I'm so hungry my stomach sounds like it's trying to pick a fight. "He's not a bad man, you know."


      Giuseppe gives me a look like I've lost my fucking mind as he stands up. "You're starving. Let me make you a sandwich."


      I don't have a chance to argue with that. He's gone, disappearing into the kitchen again. By the time he returns a few minutes later with an Italian special, the cookies are all gone.


      "I'll get you some more," he says, reaching for the empty plate, but I snatch it up before he can.


      I motion toward his chair. "Come on, relax... keep me company."


      He plops back into the chair, relaxing back in it as I eat. He laces his hands together behind his head, watching me and whistling.


      "Were you being serious?" he asks out of the blue.


      "About Naz not being a bad man? Absolutely."


      "No, I know you're full of shit about that. But earlier, when you showed up, you said you were having a baby."


      "Oh. Uh… yeah."


      "Yeah?"


      "Yeah."


      He stares at me some more, his expression blank. I'm not sure how he feels about what I'm telling him.


      A baby.


      His grandchild.


      "You know yet what it is?"


      I shake my head. "Still too early."


      "You know what you want?"


      "Doesn't matter as long as it's healthy."


      He laughs, his expression softening. "That's what they all say, but me? I wanted a boy. No question about it. A son. Someone to carry on the Vitale name, to make us all proud."


      "You got what you wanted."


      "Yeah, well, the jury's still out about that."


      "You should be proud of him," I say. "He's made some mistakes… okay, he's made a lot of them… but he's strong, you know... he's tenacious. He's a survivor. And one of the greatest things about him is he's a man of his word. If he says he's going to do something, he does it. He's never broken a promise to me."


      "You just need to give him time."


      "And you need to give him a chance," I counter. "You shouldn't hold his mistakes against him forever. It does neither of you any good."


      "That's nice of you," he says, "standing up for him like that, but Ignazio would be the first one to say that he doesn't need you to stand up for him. He knows what kind of man he is."


      "Yeah, a stubborn man, just like his father."


      I don't think he finds that amusing, but he doesn't lash out. He rocks his chair back on its hind legs, regarding me peculiarly. "You remind me of someone."


      "My mother."


      "No, you look like your mother," he says, "but you remind me of my wife."


      Whoa.


      "She used to tell me that all the time," he continues. "She was optimistic, always saw the best in that boy. Didn't matter what he did, she never lost hope in him."


      "Smart woman."


      "So, where is he?" he asks. "Waiting out in the car?"


      "He had something important to take care of."


      "Of course he did."


      "Don't worry, though," I say, "he'll come back. He always does."
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      Cars surround the brick mansion in Long Island, a sea of black sedans with darkly tinted windows. It's rare seeing so many together in one place at one time. Usually, when that happens, it means someone's in serious trouble.


      Today's no exception.


      There's going to be hell to pay.


      "You sure you know what you're doing?"


      Lorenzo stands behind me, dressed in a pair of ripped jeans with a plain white t-shirt. He asks that like he's curious about the answer, like he's actually worried about anybody but himself.


      "Don't I always?"


      "Not sure," Lorenzo says. "Heard your wife once poisoned you. That true?"


      "Not at all."


      "Really?"


      "I was drugged, not poisoned," I tell him, "and besides, she wasn't my wife back then."


      "Ah, that's just the fine print," he says. "Song remains the same, my friend."


      My eyes scan the house for a moment before something strikes me. I turn around, looking at him. "How'd you know about that?"


      He raises his eyebrows, surprised by my question. "What?"


      "I never told anybody she drugged me," I say. "How'd you know?"


      He stares at me.


      He's thinking about how to answer.


      That tells me I'm not going to like whatever he has to say.


      There are only so many people who were aware of what happened, and I'm not sure any of them would run their mouths to him.


      Hell, most of them haven't lived long enough to get the chance to do it.


      "My brother heard it from his girlfriend. Guess your wife told her about it."


      "I don't believe you."


      Karissa told nobody about drugging me.


      Nobody except for her parents…


      He tries to keep a straight face but it doesn't happen. Cracking a smile, he shakes his head. "Yeah, you probably shouldn't. Truthfully, Ignazio? I heard it from Carmela."


      That answer surprises me, although I refuse to let it show. "Carmela."


      "Yeah, seems she got desperate. This was back before you killed her, of course."


      "Of course."


      "Guess she didn't get the memo all those years ago about what happened… guess she didn't know you killed my stepfather because of what he did to me."


      I cut in. "I killed him because he crossed me."


      "You can say that all you want, Ignazio," he says, "but you'll never convince me it wasn't because of what he did to my face."


      I say nothing.


      He's partially right.


      The man would've eventually killed Lorenzo if he hadn't died himself. To spare his little brother, Lorenzo willingly took the brunt of the abuse. He'd put herself right in harm's way, no matter the consequences. I respected that about Lorenzo.


      "Anyway, so Carmela sought my stepfather out, looking for help. She found me, though, told me all about everything. Told me you were still at it, hunting them. Told me you'd killed Johnny and that she was next. That's when I decided it was time to finally make my way to New York."


      I do the math in my head. "You've been in New York that long?"


      "On and off," he says. "Wasn't until after you decided to take Ray out that I saw my opening."


      "I didn't decide anything. It was self-defense."


      "Isn't it always? When it comes down to it, it's always either you or them."


      He's got a point there, although I'm not going to admit that. I'm not giving him any more credit than I have to. If any more ego squeezes into the narcissistic brain of his, nobody will be safe.


      "Almost two years," I say, "and you wait until now to say hello?"


      "Eh, what can I say? I wasn't sure what to make of you. The man Carmela spoke of sounded a hell of a lot like the friend I remembered, the one who saved my ass, but the guy I saw when I got here? He was different. So I kept my distance, because quite frankly, I was trying to decide what to do about it."


      "I'm assuming you've decided."


      "We're here right now, aren't we? Besides, it would've been a pity to have to kill you."


      "You really think you could've?"


      "Maybe," he says, casually shrugging a shoulder. "Glad we didn't have to find out."


      The conversation is over at that.


      I glance at my watch. A few minutes before noon. I'm standing here in broad day, wearing my favorite suit. The sun is shining, but it's doing nothing to provide warmth. It won't be long now until winter is upon us, blanketing New York with snow.


      I'll be long gone before that happens, though.


      Long gone.


      Although, a small traitorous part of me is worried this is a mistake.


      I shouldn't be here.


      I shouldn't do this.


      I should just go.


      Run.


      But I don't have it in me.


      People who run are being chased.


      I'm not going to let that happen.


      Not now, not ever.


      So maybe, this time, I don't know what I'm doing, but I do know I have to do it.


      There's just no other way.


      I fix my tie and smooth my jacket before setting my focus on the house. It looks quiet, still, but looks are deceiving. There's nothing benevolent about this place today.


      At exactly twelve o'clock, the front door cracks open. They're watching, waiting...


      I don't expect it any other way.


      "Go time," Lorenzo says, waltzing right past me, practically glowing with excitement as he heads toward the porch. He's going to enjoy every second of this. I know he is. There's a bulge at his hip, his oversize shirt mostly concealing it. I only know it's there because, well, it always is.


      Some things just never change.


      Go time.


      I follow Lorenzo right up to the house. A man stands there, wearing all black, guarding the door. He lets us in without a word. A few men are gathered around, coming together to lead us down the hallway, toward the thick set of doors. They stop there, but Lorenzo keeps going, shoving the double doors open and strolling right in.


      Four men sit inside, at the long wooden table, each of them dressed in their best suits. The heads of the four remaining crime families in the city have gathered together yet again for little ol' me.


      A fifth chair is still empty.


      Guess that one now belongs to Lorenzo.


      They don't seem happy about it as he plops down in it, not awaiting an invitation, not offering any sort of greeting, like there's no question about his importance. Official or not, he's one of them. He's earned that spot. He leans back, kicking his feet up on the corner of the table, crossing his legs at the ankles.


      Genova looks like he wants to shoot him right in the face.


      I've been acquainted with the man for about two decades. He's hostile, and bitter, and about as selfish as you'd expect him to be. He doesn't do dirty work, though. No, that's what his men are for. His own little bloodthirsty army. He's a ruthless general.


      He doesn't like it when others try to invade his space.


      Stepping into the room, I close the doors behind me, reaching over and locking them. Always lock the doors. The men are too preoccupied by Lorenzo's antics to even notice what I'm doing.


      "Weapons on the table," Genova demands, his voice bordering on a growl as he tries to contain his animosity.


      I step forward and stand there, right in front of the table, reaching into my pants pocket, retrieving my same black ink pen. I set it on the table, but Genova pays me no attention.


      He knows I've got nothing else.


      He's not talking to me, though.


      He's looking right at Lorenzo.


      Lorenzo, who treats his gun like American Express. Don't leave home without it.


      Sighing dramatically, Lorenzo reaches into his waistband, pulling out the Colt M1911. He waves it in the air, as if to say 'you got me', before setting it down on the long wooden table.


      Seemingly satisfied, Genova finally looks at me, but Lorenzo clears his throat, interrupting. "Weapons on the table."


      Genova glances back at him. "What did you say?"


      "I said weapons on the table," Lorenzo says. "Come on... don't even try to pretend that I'm the only one in this room packing heat today."


      "This is my house," Genova says. "I'm in charge here."


      A smile turns Lorenzo's lips. "Got me there."


      Genova tries to veer the conversation. "Vitale—"


      "But," Lorenzo chimes in, stressing the word, as he drops his feet to the floor, suddenly sitting straight up. "Correct me if I'm wrong—"


      "You're wrong," Genova says.


      Lorenzo ignores that. "But these things, these meetings, are governed by a set of rules, rules put in place long before you took over… long before these meetings were held in your house. You don't just make this shit up as you go. Even the president has gotta follow the Constitution."


      Genova shakes his head. "This isn't a fuckin' democracy."


      "So I've been told," Lorenzo says. "Word around town is you're a bit of a dick-tator."


      That sets Genova off. I can see him tense, his anger flaring. Before he can react, though, the others interject, pulling out their guns and laying them on the table.


      Rules are rules.


      We all have to follow them.


      Begrudgingly, Genova pulls out a gun from a concealed shoulder holster. He sets it right in front of him, still within reach, as he glares at Lorenzo, not liking that the man one-upped him.


      The smile returns to Lorenzo's lips.


      His feet go right back up on the table.


      "Now, if there aren't any more objections," Genova says pointedly, "I'd like to get on with this meeting. I'm not getting any younger here."


      Lorenzo laughs under his breath.


      "You find something fuckin' funny about that?" Genova snaps. "What are you even doing here, Scar?"


      Lorenzo hates that nickname. I can tell it by the look on his face. His lip twitches, the rest of him betraying his smile. It's frozen on his face. "Honestly? I don't know. All of this, if you ask me, is total bullshit. You're just whacking yourselves off under the table, getting off on the theatrics, like we're on fucking Broadway. Dance, little soldier, dance. It's a joke. I'll never understand it. But Ignazio here requested a meeting, and what kind of friend would I be if I didn't show up?"


      He's got the others completely thrown off. They're so used to order, used to people just falling in line out of fear, that they don't know how to handle Lorenzo. He brings chaos, the kind they don't like. He's not afraid of them. They don't matter to him.


      Seems Genova has nothing to say to that. His gaze yet again seeks me out. He wants this over with. He wants Lorenzo out. "What do you want?"


      He's done playing games.


      Done dealing with all of this.


      He's just… done.


      "I've been thinking about what you said to me a few weeks ago," I say. "About loyalty, and honor, and knowing who your real friends are."


      Genova relaxes just a bit. "Is that right?"


      "I've come to realize, thanks to you, that I can't just sit around anymore and expect things to happen… I need to go out there and go after them. I need to fight for them. And I need to show those around me what their friendships mean to me. So I'm ready now."


      "You're ready?"


      I nod. "I'm ready to finally see this through."


      With those simple words, it's like the last five minutes are erased from Genova's memory, his irritation and impatience gone. He's getting what he wanted.


      Or so he thinks.


      Leaning back in his chair, he regards me with a sort of awe. "So you're ready to join us, huh?"


      "I've never been more ready," I say, "to finally leave my mark."


      A smile lights his face as he holds his hand out. He's reaching toward me, extending his hand, like it's an olive branch, like a simple shake is going to erase all of the hostility in the past. I look at it for a moment. I look at his stubby little sausage fingers wedged into all those gold rings. He's got no callouses, no scars, no marks… he's got blood on those hands in the figurative sense, but literally? He's probably never even shed any blood.


      Reaching across the table, I take his hand. His grip is firm, forceful, like he's trying to intimidate me, like he's reminding me of exactly who here is boss. I tolerate it, tolerating his show of force, until he goes to pull away.


      And that's when I'm done.


      I'm done with the lies, the games, and the backstabbing. I'm done with the petty bickering, the egos, and the cowardice. I'm done with men who demand you honor family but in the next breath order the death of the ones you love. I'm done with it all, every bit of it.


      I'm done with this life.


      I'm ready for another.


      I move fast. I don't give him a chance to react. The second he tries to let go of my hand, I squeeze it tightly, yanking his hand and twisting his arm. My free hand snatches up the pen, and I fist it. Swinging with all my might, all the force I can muster, I shove it right into his neck, stabbing him with it.


      It knocks him off kilter, as I let go and instead grab the back of his head. I slam his face into the table, as blood spurts from the hole in his neck.


      BAM


      Reaching over, I snatch up Lorenzo's gun. The others I'm not so sure about, but his? It's loaded. He knows it needs to be when you're outnumbered.


      BANG


      BANG


      BANG


      It's like fireworks going off. The dim room lights up with the gunfire, and the three other heads of the families drop. A single shot right to the forehead, close enough blow their brains out the back of their skulls. They barely have time to even know what hit them.


      Because men like them, with their cushy jobs and positions of power? They never expect anyone to be brave enough to actually take them out. Because there are rules, rules we all must follow.


      You never kill a boss without permission from the others.


      Genova lifts his head up, trying to react, but he's dazed from the blow, blood still pouring from the wound. He scrambles for his gun, his eyes meeting mine. Terror like no other shines from him.


      He knows he's fucked.


      "You owe my father ten-thousand dollars," I tell him, "but I'll take payment in the form of your life instead."


      BANG


      "Now that's what I'm talking about!" Lorenzo shouts, his voice tinged with a sick sort of excitement as he drops his legs to the floor and sits up. "I knew you still had it in you, Ignazio!"


      I turn to him as soon as he says that, as soon as the man starts to stand up. I grab him by the collar of his shirt and throw him right back down so hard the chair tips over. I shove him backward, onto the floor on his back, and hover over him. I point his own gun right at his face, my finger on the trigger, lightly pressing against it.


      He goes deathly quiet, not even breathing, as he stares me right in the eyes.


      In his face, I see nothing. No emotion at all. There's no fear to be found. No worry. No alarm.


      It isn't because he doesn't think I'll do it.


      He knows I will.


      He knows I won't lose a moment of sleep over taking his life.


      It's just he's empty.


      He always has been.


      He's a shell of a man. There's no soul left inside of him. I'm not saying he's unredeemable, that he isn't capable of love… that's not my place to judge. But darkness long ago consumed him, a familiar darkness, one that I used to know. I know what it's like to be ravished by that kind of hunger, to have a one-track mind for bloodshed. There's no room left inside of him for him to see the light, not when he's so overrun by the dark.


      There's a banging on the locked doors then. Chaos is erupting in the house. None of the men have any idea what is happening, but they've been trained to always protect their boss. They're shouting, and shoving, trying to break inside. The world is crumbling all around them.


      Unlike Lorenzo, they aren't calm.


      "I'm out," I tell him. "You wanted New York? You wanted the power? It's yours. But I'm done, Lorenzo. I'm walking away from it all. And so help me God, if you ever try to follow me, if you ever try to stop me, if you ever try to pull me back in, I'll kill you… I will… and I'll take away everything you love before I do it. Do you hear me?"


      "Loud and clear," he says.


      I stand up and set his gun down on the table before extending my hand toward him. He doesn't hesitate to take it. I pull him to his feet, and Lorenzo reaches over, snatching up his gun right away. My muscles stiffen from alarm. I don't trust Lorenzo. I can't. I can't trust anybody.


      But I need him, and that makes him the closest thing to a friend as I've got.


      I need him to keep people off my trail. I need him to do exactly what it is that comes natural to him… create havoc. I need him to be such a nuisance that I play second fiddle to the hell he causes. I saved his ass once… now it's his turn to help save mine.


      I may have taken out the heads of four families, but I did nothing to bring this to an end. The callous hunter simply killed more lions.


      It won't be long before more Kings, new Kings, come in.


      Lorenzo slips his gun back in his waistband as he looks around the room, his gaze trailing along the four bodies. I don't look at them, my focus at the door. It's bucking from the force of someone banging against it.


      "You know this will never really be over, right?" Lorenzo asks, strolling over to stand beside me. "These things don't ever end. Nobody's going to just forget about you and what you've done, especially after this."


      "I know," I say, looking at him, "but I'm banking on the fact that they'll be so busy with you that by the time they come for me, I'll have lived my life."


      "And your wife? Your baby?"


      My eyes narrow. "How do you know about that?"


      "Got it from my brother. Guess your wife told his girlfriend." He cuts his eyes at me. "For real this time."


      Huh.


      "They'll be fine," I say. "I'm not worried about them."


      "Why not?"


      "Because I seem to remember us having a deal, Lorenzo… you said you'd make sure my wife didn't get hurt, and I'm holding you to that."


      "Touché."


      "Besides, I was one of the worst out there… I was out for blood, and it was personal… but when it came down to it, even I couldn't do it. Even I couldn't take out my enemy's kid. So they'll come for me, someday, sure, and when they do, they'll probably get me. But Karissa, she's under your protection, and that's the only reason I'm letting you live."


      "Not the only reason."


      "Yes, the only reason."


      "Come on." He steps around me, to stand in front of me. "After all this, you still can't admit we're friends?"


      "I'll tell you what, Lorenzo," I say, looking around him, at the door. "You get me out of here unscathed, and then I'll consider telling you how I really feel about you."


      "Oh, that's easy." He makes a face, like I'm unnecessarily worrying, as he reaches into his pocket. "I've got a grenade."


      I look at him incredulously. "You've got a grenade."


      A grenade.


      He's carrying a fucking grenade.


      And not a smoke grenade, like logic would say he meant. The son of a bitch pulls his hand out of his pocket, and he's clutching a round green grenade. It's small, maybe the size of a golf ball, but there's no mistaking what it is.


      "What, like you've never carried one before?" he asks.


      "Can't say I have."


      "Ah, well, they come in handy," he says, shrugging me off. "Just pull the pin and ka-boom, bye-bye problem."


      I don't even know what to say about that.


      I don't know where he got his hands on it.


      Cuba, probably, like everything else.


      "And how is a grenade getting me out of here? Preferably with all of my limbs."


      "Easy," he says. "Just watch."


      Lorenzo turns around and heads straight to the door, flipping the lock before stepping back. I move away from him, back toward the table, and reach over, snatching up one of the guns still lying there. I check it, finding it loaded, and turn back to the door in just enough time for it to fly open.


      Men appear.


      There are only three of them. The rest, I figure, probably fled the gunfire. They burst in, wielding guns, and I point my weapon right at one of their heads, my finger on the trigger.


      Lorenzo holds his hands up in front of him before they can think to fire, before they can see the bodies, before they even have time to riddle out what happened. He holds the grenade with one hand, a finger from the other slipped through the pin, ready to pull it.


      "Gentlemen," he says loudly, "unless you want blown to fucking pieces, I suggest you vamoose."


      Panic seizes them. Two run. The last one just stands there, staring at us. The loyal one. No, he's not afraid to die, not if it means he takes us out long with him.


      He points at Lorenzo.


      He's going to shoot.


      I aim right for him, pulling the trigger, round after round.


      BANG


      BANG


      BANG


      All three bullets hit him. He squeezes the trigger as a reflex, firing off a round, damn near hitting Lorenzo, who doesn't have enough sense to duck. As soon as the guy drops, Lorenzo looks down at him. Two bullets struck the guy in the chest, the third hitting his temple. "Nice job, Han Solo. Always knew you shot first."


      I have no desire to figure out his nonsense.


      I'm stepping over the guy and out into the hallway in the next breath, heading right for the door. Lorenzo follows me without a word. I can hear his hurried footsteps racing to keep up.


      I veer a different direction, taking the back exit instead, not wanting to be seen. I step out into the back yard and look around, turning toward Lorenzo, about to say something, when I see it.


      I see him.


      I see exactly what he's about to do.


      Clutching the grenade, he squeezes the safety, his finger snaking around the pin. Son of a bitch.


      Not again…


      "Lorenzo," I growl, but that's all I have a chance to say, before he pulls it.


      He pulls the pin.


      Motherfucker.


      I turn and run through the yard, run away from the house, as he tosses the grenade right in the back door. Four seconds. That's all the time we've got. I throw myself down into the grass, covering my head and holding my breath.


      BOOM


      The ground shakes as it explodes inside the house. It's not enough to take it down or even do that much damage, just enough to destroy the walls around it, blowing out a few windows. Lorenzo lands in the grass right beside me, laughing.


      I glare at him as I climb to my feet. "You know, sometimes I really hate you."


      He glances at me. "Only sometimes."


      "Most of the time."


      "But not always."


      I don't dignify that with a response.


      Turning around, I walk away, making a speedy escape from the yard, slipping around a few neighboring houses, to make my way to my car. Neighbors are out, gathering in the street, panicking about the ruckus, about the explosion that rocked the brick house. I know they had to have felt it. I slip through the crowd, keeping my head down, refusing to make eye contact with anyone. Lorenzo jogs to catch up with me, making a point to smile and greet people.


      "You shouldn't draw attention to yourself," I tell him, pausing beside my car. "Makes it easier for the cops to identify you."


      "I'm not worried about the cops."


      "You ought to be."


      "Nah, not when I've already got a few of them in my pocket."


      I shake my head. "Good luck, Lorenzo."


      "Hey, wait," he says when I start to get in my car. "Can you give me a ride?"


      "Walk," I tell him.


      "It's like, eight miles. It'll take me forever."


      "Then jog."


      He mutters under his breath before stepping away. "I'm gonna miss these adventures of ours, Ignazio. You sure you won't reconsider, stick around, maybe help me run this city?"


      "I'm sure."


      "Pity."


      "Piece of advice, Lorenzo? It's not the titles that honor the men… it's the men that honor the titles. It'll do you good to remember that."


      He stares at me. "You're quoting Machiavelli to me?"


      "What can I say? It's my favorite."


      Getting in my car, I start the engine and drive away without looking back.


      He wanted control of the city. He wanted to be the boss.


      I just hope when it's all over, the kingdom is still worth having.


      

      


      Stepping into the deli, I pause, turning my head to stare at the door. Silence. Ever since I was old enough to walk, stepping inside this place was always accompanied by a noise, the obnoxiously loud jingling.


      Today, there's nothing.


      The door closes when I let go of it. Still nothing.


      The bells are gone.


      Huh.


      My eyes scan it for a moment before I turn back around and look through the deli. Guess the sign out front wasn't the only change he made. Most of the place still looks the same—tables and chairs aren't any different, neither is the counter, and I imagine the kitchen hasn't changed, because I know the man would be peculiar about that, but there, along the far side of the wall, is something I've never seen before in here.


      A television.


      I blink a few times at it.


      You see, my father never saw the point of television. He always said it did nothing but rot the brain. My mother, she was more lenient. After all, she loved her soap operas. They only ever had a television in the house so she could watch them.


      Over at the deli? Strictly off limits.


      But there one is, hung up on the wall, tuned into the twenty-four-hour news station, utterly silent but still playing away. Strange.


      Shaking it off, I look around, seeking Karissa out. She sits at a small table in the middle of the deli, across from my father, the two of them chatting. What they're saying, I'm not certain, but I can make a guess that the conversation is probably about me. Because as soon as they notice my presence, all conversation ceases.


      Karissa smiles, relief shining in her eyes, as she calls for me. "Naz!"


      Slowly, I approach, pausing beside the table. I reach toward Karissa, cupping her chin, tilting it, as my thumb strokes her cheek. Leaning down, I kiss her softly. "Sorry it took so long."


      "Oh, it's fine," she says, her cheeks flushing as I pull away. She waves across the table. "Gave your dad and I a chance to chat."


      "About?"


      Karissa starts to speak, her mouth opening, but my father beats her to it, uttering a lone word: "Memories."


      Memories.


      "Interesting." I look at him. He doesn't look very happy. He never is when I'm around, but usually it's anger and disappointment I sense. Today I see exhaustion. "Care to share any with me?"


      He leans back in his chair, regarding me for a moment, before nodding. "I got one for you."


      I motion for him to go on.


      "It was twenty years ago," he says. "You were still a teenager, barely eighteen, just a kid yourself."


      Worst year of my life.


      Memories from that year are cast in a haze of pain and loss. It's hard to remember the sun even rising back then, hard to remember a day that wasn't dark.


      I almost tell him not to bother. Almost tell him not to go on. But whatever he has to say, I'm going to let him say it; I'll let him say his piece and then I'll be gone.


      "I remember the year well," I tell him. "Kind of hard to forget it all."


      "Then let me tell you something you might not know," he says. "One morning, on the way to the deli, I ran into Raymond Angelo. He told me his daughter was expecting a baby, that he was going to be a grandfather. Now, I wasn't a fool… she was your wife then, so I knew the kid was yours. I congratulated him, since that was what he wanted. And I went home that night, and I told your mother the news."


      Okay, he's right… I've never heard this story.


      I'm not sure I like where it's going, though.


      "Your mother, she was ecstatic. She said you'd be a great father, because you learned from the best there ever was. I agreed with her, you know, because she was your mother, but I didn't believe it. You see, by then, Angelo already had his claws in you, and judging by his reaction, he wanted his claws in that baby, too. Figured the kid was doomed."


      From my peripheral, I can see Karissa squirming.


      She isn't so sure about this conversation, either.


      "But, you know, what happened happened, and twenty years later, here we are… another baby. Your mother's not around now, not here for me to share the news, but I know what she'd say if she was."


      He pauses, staring at me.


      He doesn't say the words, but I know what they are.


      You'll be a great father, because you learned from the best there ever was.


      "I've got a memory for you," I say. "I was twelve or so. It was the summer you brought me here to work."


      He nods. "I remember it."


      "You taught me how to use a knife. I spent all summer in the back, chopping everything up for you. I loved it, you know, but I needed more practice. The knife slipped sometimes when I lost my focus. One day, the last day you let me back there, I made a mistake and cut my finger. Blood was everywhere, all over me, all over the table, all over everything I'd been chopping that morning. I thought I was bleeding out. I felt woozy. I yelled for you, and you ran back there. You took one look at me, and do you remember what you said?"


      He just stares at me. Of course he remembers.


      "You said, God damn you, Ignazio, you're ruining my food! Point is, based on that, my parenting's probably going to need some work."


      His expression cracks when I say that. A small smile plays on his lips. Shoving his chair back, he wordlessly stands up, leaning over and kissing Karissa on the cheek. "If you ever need me, you know where I am."


      He steps toward me then, pausing in front of me, and reaches over, squeezing my shoulder. It only lasts a few seconds, as he looks at me with the closest thing to pride as I've seen in his eyes since that summer years ago.


      Letting go, he shakes his head, muttering as he walks away. "Get out of here, Ignazio, and for everyone's sake, please don't ever come back."


      I just stand there as he walks away, disappearing into the back. My gaze shifts back across the deli, toward the television. I'm instantly greeted with a peculiar headline. It's scrolling across the bottom of the screen: Fatal Attack in Long Island


      Leave and never come back. That sounds about right.


      "You, uh... um..." I look at Karissa when she talks, stammering a bit. She's motioning toward my chest, pointing with her finger. "You've got grass on your shirt."


      "Oh." I look down at it. "Yeah."


      "Do I want to know?"


      "Probably not."


      "Well then." She stands up, pushing her chair in. "How about we get out of here?"
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      "Got everything you want?"


      Naz's voice is quiet as he asks that question, standing behind me, in the doorway to the den. A duffel bag lay at my feet, my pictures stashed in it, along with enough clothes to probably last me a week. Killer is running around out back, home from the vet, feeling much better. Nothing was broken.


      Is that everything I want?


      I'm not sure.


      But I certainly don't need anything else.


      "I think so," I reply, not wanting to lie. "Honestly, I don't really know."


      "Take your time," he says. "We'll leave whenever you're sure."


      Whenever I'm sure. If that's what we're waiting for, we'll both die of old age right here in this room. I've never been sure about much, really, except for him.


      I'm sure about him.


      He might boil me alive before it's all over with, but I'm here, with him, because I'm sure this is where I belong.


      "You really don't want to take any of these books?" I ask, glancing around the packed room. Nothing looks out of place. It's all just there, where it has always been, maybe where it'll always be, unless we come back for it. "Like... none of this?"


      He lets out a resigned sigh. "No."


      I turn to him. He's got a duffel bag, too, but it's only filled with clothes and shoes. "Not even The Prince?"


      He smiles softly at my question. His favorite book. "It's got a bit of water damage, remember?"


      "Ugh, don't remind me," I tell him. "I still feel bad about that. I almost bought you another copy for your birthday, but I figured it probably wouldn't be the same."


      He doesn't agree, but he doesn't deny it either.


      "Don't feel bad. Besides, I don't need it anymore. I've told you before, it's all up in here." He taps a finger to his temple. "Everything's up here. All of my memories, good and bad. I forget none of it. I don't have to take this stuff along with me to remember any of it. Memories are all that matter."


      Ironic, really, since some of my memories I'd love to forget. Naz, though, embraces it. He doesn't let his memories define who he is. While I always envied Melody's resilience, it's really Naz's tenacity that I wish I had. Nothing ever holds that man down.


      "I think I'm sure, then."


      He laughs. "You think?"


      I turn to him, turning my back to the bookshelves, and smile. I know how ridiculous it sounds. "Yeah, I fear that's as good as I'm getting."


      "Well then." He reaches into his pocket. "Before we go, there's something I want to give you."


      Stepping closer, he pulls something out, holding it up. It catches the bit of light streaming in through the windows, the shiny metal sparkling.


      I recognize it right away.


      My necklace.


      "I found it the other day. It was lying on the floor, the chain snapped. I took it and had it fixed. Figured you'd want it back."


      A smile touches my lips as tears burn my eyes. I looked for it, when I made it back home, but the thing was gone. I thought I'd lost it forever.


      I've never in my life been so happy to be wrong.


      Wordlessly, I turn around, pulling my hair up, out of the way. Naz slips it around my neck, his rough fingertips brushing against my warm skin.


      "There's just something about you, Karissa," he whispers, "something I've sought for a very long time."


      Jesus Christ. Don't cry. He's about to turn me into a blubbering mess. The swell of emotion that consumes me is intense. "Is that right?"


      "It is."


      Leaning down, Naz kisses the nape of my neck, before I let my hair drop. I go to turn around, to look at him, but instead he wraps his arms around me, pulling me back into him. I relax into his touch as I reach up, toying with the sparkly pendant. "I love you, Naz."


      "Not as much as I love you."


      "Pfft, yeah right." I let go of the necklace. "I don't think that's humanly possible."


      He doesn't argue with me.


      Neither of us says anything for a while.


      We just stand there, reveling in the silence, enjoying the moment. Is this what forever will feel like? Just me and him...


      And the baby, of course.


      Our own little family.


      A fresh start. A new beginning.


      "Do you wanna, you know, play around one more time before we leave?" I ask, slipping around in his arms, gazing up at him. "Go out with a bang, so to speak?"


      There's a twinkle in his eye as he looks down at me. "What do you have in mind?"


      "Maybe you can fuck me like you hate me again."


      He reaches up, nudging my chin, his thumb grazing my lips. "I think that kind of play will have to wait… for another couple months, at least."


      I smile, feeling the blush on my cheeks. "Darn."


      "I can, however, give you something even better."


      "What's that?"


      "I can show you how much I love you."


      "Hmm, I like the sound of that."


      He leans closer, pausing just a breath from my lips. "Thought you would."


      Instead of kissing me, he pulls away, grabbing my hand to lead me from the den. I follow him upstairs, my heart pounding hard in my chest, my skin prickling from anticipation.


      As soon as we're in the bedroom, he shuts the door, even though it's pointless. Killer is outside. Nobody's going to burst in the room.


      "So beautiful," he says, pulling my shirt off. I raise my hands in the air, making it easier for him. He tosses it to the floor, like its nothing, before reaching around and unhooking my bra, getting rid of it.


      Kneeling, Naz unbuttons my jeans, tugging down the zipper, before his hands slip in. He cups my ass, slipping inside my panties, and pulls it all down at once, shedding me of them. The second I kick my pants off, leaving me naked, Naz's mouth is on me.


      Holy shit.


      My knees nearly buckle.


      He licks and sucks, his tongue working magic, as he pins me there in front of him. Tilting my head back, I let out a shaky breath, spreading my legs wider, making it easier for him. My hands somehow find their way to his head, and I stand there, legs trembling, gripping tightly to his wavy hair, as he makes love to me with his mouth.


      Jesus Christ, he ravishes me.


      I can barely take it.


      Can barely handle the sensations flowing down my spine.


      It's a jolt of electricity, a strike of lightening.


      It almost takes me down.


      I'm moaning, gasping. It's heaven. It's torture. Just when I'm on the brink of losing it, Naz picks me up, moving me over to the bed.


      He throws me down on it, not wasting even a second, his lips trailing down my stomach before finding my sweet spot again. He works magic, the kind of magic only he's capable of. In less than a minute, I'm writhing, crying out his name. "Oh God, Naz... Oh God..."


      Orgasm rips through me. My back arches. My body shakes. It takes my breath away for a second before I gasp for air. As soon as the sensations start to fade, he moves up in the bed, his lips trailing up my stomach, kissing and caressing, before he finds my mouth.


      I kiss him deeply, desperately, as I paw at his clothes, and he tolerates it for a moment. Just a moment. Long enough for me to unbutton his shirt. In a blink, his hand snatches ahold of my wrists, pinning them together, pinning them down to the bed above my head. Pulling back some, he looks me in the eyes.


      He says nothing.


      He just stares.


      Studying me again.


      It's almost a minute, as I count the torturous seconds in my head. It should been awkward, but it isn't. It's erotic. His gaze penetrates me, effectively fucking my soul.


      He lets go after a moment, sitting back on the bed. He strips then, taking it all off, leaving him stark naked.


      The second he's back on me, he's stroking himself, finding his way between my legs. I feel him, hesitating at my entrancing, pausing there.


      He pushes in then, slowly, deeply, stroking a chord inside of me. My breath hitches. Oh God.


      "I love that sound," he whispers, his voice gritty. "It's the best music in the world."


      I wrap my arms around him. "Maybe that should be your ringtone, then."


      He laughs, his face nuzzled into my neck. "That wouldn't work."


      "Why?"


      "Because others would hear it. That sound belongs only to my ears."


      He makes love to me then, like only Naz can, alternating between slow and deep and rough and hard, sending me into a tailspin. It's a breath-catching, skin-slapping, soul-capturing kind of love. The man owns me. He consumes me. Every part of me was made for every part of him. It's the kind of love I can't imagine ever living without. It's raw, and real, and it's ours.


      It's ours.


      It goes on forever.


      Life flashes before my eyes.


      We're old and gray and happy. We're happy.


      Nothing is going to get in our way now.


      He shows me that, and I feel it, as he holds me tightly, making love to me. I'm sweaty, and exhausted, by the time it's over. My body is spent from orgasms, and my heart feels like it goes to explode. I say nothing, though, afraid to speak, afraid to offer him any words. Because if I do, I might spew a fucking rainbow. I might spout out the kind of nonsense found in Napoleon's romance novella.


      Naz lies on top of me for a moment after he finishes before finally pulling out. He stands up, gathering our clothes, tossing mine to me as I lay on the bed.


      "I'm sure now," I manage to say, as I watch Naz getting dressed.


      He turns to me. "Yeah?"


      I nod as I sit up, clutching a hold of my necklace. "I've got everything I want."
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      I'm going to tell you a story, a story about a hunter that killed a powerful lion not long ago. The hunter gave no thought to the consequences, gave no thought as to how it would affect the future.


      You see, the hunter only cared about one thing... her.


      To him, nothing else mattered except for her safety. He would've slaughtered entire prides, caused mass extinction, if it meant saving the one he loved. Because while the hunter might've learned his lesson, while he might've ultimately put down his gun, there's something innate about survival.


      Something instinctive about protecting her.


      I stand on the second-floor terrace at the back of the beach house, facing the dark blue ocean. The water blends into the night sky, a wall of darkness accentuated by crashing waves. This stretch of beach is quiet, very few strangers ever wandering this way. It's isolated, most of the neighboring houses vacant, used sparingly for vacations.


      It's like our own little world out here.


      Karissa stands on the beach, barefoot, no longer pregnant. She's wearing a pair of cut-off jean shorts and a flowery bikini top tied around her neck. She's beautiful, her long brown hair whipping in the wind. Even with sand clinging to her sweaty body, stretchmarks marring her tanned skin, she's still the most beautiful woman I've ever seen.


      I can hear her laughter the whole way up here. It's light and carefree. Happy. She never used to laugh that way. Not before. She's throwing a tennis ball down the beach and watching as Killer excitedly chases after it, showing no fear as he dashes toward the water.


      She glances up at the terrace, smiling, as she pushes her hair out of her face. The beach house is two-stories, open and airy, the entire back wall made of glass. We can sit in the living room and look out at the ocean, can lie in bed and stare up at the starry night sky.


      Karissa stares at me from her place on the beach, and I stare back, taking in the sight of her in the moonlight. I almost want to go down and join her, but a noise behind me, in the house, rules that out.


      Turning, I make my way inside, out of the main bedroom and across the hall, carefully heading into the only other bedroom. It's dim, only a small lamp on, illuminating the white wooden crib by the door. I step to it, pausing as I look down in it.


      Looking right at him.


      He's wide-awake, his big bright blue eyes open, zeroing in on me the second I appear. He looks a lot like his mother, I think, although Karissa claims he's a miniature version of me. He's quiet, maybe unnaturally so, rarely ever crying.


      Happiness seems to radiate off of him.


      Fabrizio Michele Vitale


      He's three months old today.


      He's perfect.


      "Hey, little man," I say, reaching toward him. "Shouldn't you be asleep?"


      He smiles at the sound of my voice, flashing his toothless grin, and grabs a hold of my pointer finger, wrapping his fist around it. Picking him up, I cradle him in my arms as I walk through the house, rocking him to sleep.


      It's so quiet in here.


      It's almost too quiet.


      I find myself humming.


      What can I say? He likes it.


      I hear Karissa come inside, hear her approaching. I stop humming and turn to her when she enters the kitchen where I am, but it's too late.


      She heard me.


      "Just Walking in the Rain."


      "Yeah, my mother—"


      "I know," she says, tracking sand all over the floor. "Your father told me."


      Huh.


      Killer runs inside then, coming right into the kitchen, dropping his tennis ball at Karissa's feet.


      He turns to me.


      He starts growling.


      Sighing, I reach up in the cabinet, grabbing a treat and tossing it at him. He silences, eating it.


      Karissa laughs. "He's totally got you trained."


      "I'm pretty sure it's the other way around."


      "Is it?" She raises her eyebrows as she steps toward me. "Come on, Naz, he's been living with you for a while now. He's had plenty of time to acclimate to your presence, but he knows, if he growls, you'll give him a treat."


      She reaches up on her tiptoes, kissing me, before snatching the baby from my arms, setting off to feed him. I stand there, considering that, as Killer finishes his treat. As soon as it's gone, he glances up at me.


      He starts to growl again.


      Son of a bitch.


      I've lied, and stolen, and cheated. I've taken lives and assaulted men. I've gotten what I wanted through coercion, through intimidation, using force when necessary. I always win.


      But a goddamn mutt managed to outsmart me.


      Unbelievable.


      "I'm on to you," I tell him, walking away. "Get your own fucking treats now."


      I make my way to the bedroom, finding Karissa lying in bed, holding the baby. I stand there in the doorway, watching, feeling my chest tighten with emotion.


      Her and him.


      My life.


      My second wind.


      I'd take on the world for them.


      And I promise you… I'd win.
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