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For my Darklings.

My friends in the darkness.



Prologue
[image: image] 

I’m not the first to want what I can’t have, but my problem runs irreparably darker than that. My dark lust can’t be sated by normal means, or even slightly less-than-normal means. Role playing and dominant games with their bullshit negotiations and imposed limits don’t do it for me.

I’m not interested in love or the endless complications of a relationship. I don’t even want respect or mutual understanding.

I want pain because pain is the only thing real—the only thing we control and share. The only result of every relationship—every life.

Pain is inevitable, and I’d rather jump to the chase and wrestle it by its thorny horns than wait for it to sneak up on me.

Chapter 1
[image: image] 

I wrung my hands—they were clammy and cold despite the oppressing heat backstage. The music thumped through my body, embedding its rhythm deep into my bone marrow, until it felt like every cell thrummed and vibrated under the invisible assault. The resulting tension was the only thing keeping me upright.

Devlin sauntered up next to me, freshly pressed in his expensive black suit. His naturally tanned skin looked even darker in the dim lighting while his dark brown eyes bore through me as he handed me a mini-bottle of water. I took it with both shaking hands—afraid that with the state of my nerves I might drop it.

Everyone talks about the consequences of making stupid decisions—this wasn’t one anyone had ever mentioned to me.

“You’re up in fifteen,” he said impassively, his warm hand stroking my jaw as I took a long swig of water. To all outward appearances, he was a walking oxymoron—hot and cold rolled into one. His touches perceived as caring, his voice as if he couldn’t give two fucks. But there was no dualism about him. His intentions were refined and single-minded—every action was carefully concocted.

I ignored his touch as much as possible, but I’d learned long ago that trying to avoid his passes was futile.

“Try to look like you’re enjoying yourself,” he said.

Beyond his shoulder, I watched the other girls, gathered along the wall on the opposite side of the stage entrance. A clique that I didn’t belong in and never wanted to. I was here for one thing, and then I was gone—utterly convinced that I was not and would not ever be anything like them. Their robes hung open revealing their tiny and glittery stage costumes underneath. Most of them had already performed and now they giggled—usually glancing sideways at me and making crinkled expressions that looked less than amused at my presence.

As if I wanted to be here dressed in this gaudy costume that pinched my boobs, poked at my ribs, and chafed everywhere it touched only to barely qualify as decent. I expected a boob to pop out before I even made it halfway across the stage, and I wouldn’t be surprised at all if at least one nipple made a premature appearance—not that anyone would complain. To make matters worse, the whole ensemble was brought to a painful close by the tall stilettos that pinched my feet and left me as wobbly as a drunken teenager.

I still wore far more than I would be when I came back off stage after my eight-minute routine. That thought did little to calm my nerves. I wanted to be done with it all, and yet I dreaded the end more than anything. I may have a body appropriate for the stage—as Devlin assured me in his sugary sweet tone—but did I have the confidence, poise, or coordination? Not at all.

This would be my first night on stage, but it wasn’t my first night waiting in the wings. The atmosphere was different, comparatively calm and quiet—as if all attention was focused on me, waiting for me to screw up, to break an ankle, or fall on my face. Devlin had given me a week to train with one of the more experienced girls. She refused to refer to me by anything except Sway because I could barely stay upright in the heels they gave me to practice in.

One week. A seven-day orientation into the pit of torture.

That wasn’t long enough to master walking in stilettos, let alone to learn to “dance” in them.

And I don’t mean wiggle your derriere and toss bits of your costume into the crowd kind of dancing. Half of the moves these girls performed, I would never be able to perfect in flat shoes with months of practice. If anything, I had to give them that.

All I had to do was get through that eight minutes. That was my only goal for the night. One dance at a time.

Pivot. Dip. Twist.

Don’t break an ankle.

Smile. Tease.

Not too slow. Not too fast.

I barely remembered a damn thing from my routines.

I should’ve run, but the time for that had passed long ago—before I realized there was something I should be running from. I spent too long trying to hold my head high and prove I could do things my own way. And in essence, that’s what I was still doing. I convinced myself that all I had to do now was put my serious face on, fulfill my end of the bargain, and get out.

I would pay my own dues—shitty as they were. But it wouldn’t be that easy. I basically needed a bulldozer just to consider balancing my finances, especially once Devlin stampeded his way into every facet of my life.

I thought I could get ahead. Yet every time, the opportunity slipped away like the first snow spoiled by a warm spell, until I found myself owing more than I could imagine making in a year to a well-dressed, smooth-talking businessman.

A rat.

One with less than auspicious “business” interests and more connections than the mayor.

“Sway,” Devlin patted my cheek, and I jumped back, balancing myself against the wall before my ankle rolled out from under me.

I was going to be his first dancer to walk out on stage and kill myself. Especially if my nerves didn’t calm.

Hell, even if they did.

Imagine the bill he’d come up with then. Even in death, I’d never escape this man.

I can’t do this. But I also couldn’t let those words hit my mouth. I owed Devlin, and I’d seen what lengths he’d go to collect, or even worse, what he’d do to punish someone who tried to run. This was my out and all I had to do was walk out on that stage and do as I was told.

He pressed against me, flattening his hands against the wall on either side of my head. “You remember what you have to do?”

The subtle smell of his expensive cologne and aftershave stung my nose, and his closeness made it hard to breathe or swallow. I had felt the same way the first time I’d seen him. Before I knew who he was and what he was capable of.

He seemed innocuous then. Overwhelming in his wealth and power, but polite and reserved. I later learned that this was all a shell that he hid behind for the public eye. The real Devlin was far from reserved and only polite when it best served his interest.

I’d fallen hard for his quick glances, subtle smiles, and unerring attention. His gaze could make me quiver and lose sight of reality. Even when I knew it was too good to be true, he captivated me. Promised me things my imagination couldn’t comprehend. And I wanted to play along just a little while to see what it was like, but before I knew it, he held my own life in his hands as blackmail.

“Don’t screw it up and you have nothing to worry about.” His voice was still like a purr that stirred in my stomach—except now that stirring was nausea inducing.

It was tempting to ignore the first part of his statement—to pretend his words were an attempt to be reassuring, not threatening. Then again, that fantasy world that my brain created to cope was probably how I let myself get in so deep in the first place. Positive thoughts, shooting for the stars, and rose-colored glasses only got you so far without a map and a safety net. Now, I was spiraling back down to earth with only one man to catch me—and he was only willing to do that because I was currently worth a lot of money to him.

The music died down, and the burning need to vomit rose in my throat, but I couldn’t imagine how much being sick all over Devlin’s suit would add to my time in torment.

I felt like I was swimming through time, the world around me distorting and rippling as Devlin stepped back, took the empty water bottle from my hands, and pushed me toward the stage.

The dancer exiting glowered at me as she yanked her robe off a hook and covered her mostly naked form. The chatters and cheers of the large—I assumed mostly male—crowd roared in my ears, overwhelming my senses.

I took a step toward the curtain waiting for my cue, but I was jerked back.

My robe.

I loosened the sash and felt the material slide down my shoulders, leaving me cold and bare to the onslaught of the club air. An unseen hand pulled the fabric away—Devlin, I assumed. Here to either watch me make a fool of myself or to ensure that I was returning his “investment.”

I twisted in my costume—attempting to cover as much of myself as I could—useless as it was.

The music kicked up again. My song. My cue.

I moved toward the curtains, but my movement disconnected from my mind somehow. Bright stage lights flashed and beyond that, I could barely make out the crowd—distant faces, waving hands. Too much movement to take in. Instinct took over, and I just hoped it would serve me well.

I sauntered to the front of the long stage at the mercy of the crowd’s gaping mouths and hungry eyes. Whistles and catcalls filled the air under the steady stream of music as I concentrated on keeping my steps in time with the rhythm. My fingers connected with the cold metal of the pole, and I used it to center myself and find balance as I flipped forward, throwing my blonde hair over my face. I twisted and swayed, moving with the music while the club and the reality of the situation faded. I wasn’t myself—I was simply a leaf caught on the wind of the melody, losing tiny parts of myself as that breeze yanked and pulled my fragile form.

As the music died, I picked up the last of the cash and made my way backstage. The ground beneath me continued to buck and sway as a new tune overtook the sounds of the rowdy crowd. I braced myself against the wall for an instant, but before I could slip on my robe, Devlin plucked the cash from my hands and shoved me toward his office.

“You call that a strip tease?” he said dryly as he counted the bills. “You know the deal can only work while your tits are still perky, right?” He copped a feel to illustrate his point.

Staring down at the cash, I dragged the robe up my arms and cinched the sash around my waist. It was never enough. It never could be.

“Unless you want me to finance a boob-job next.” Devlin stared at my chest and frowned. “It couldn’t hurt.”

Despite the water, my throat was so dry I was certain it would crack open if I swallowed or spoke, so I shook my head, still feeling like the situation was surreal.

“Well, you’re going to figure out how to do better than this.” He jerked an apron off a wall and shoved it at me. “Go wait tables.”

I hugged my robe around myself. Surely he meant for me to change first since I was only wearing a tiny bra and G-string.

“Leave your robe in the dressing room.”

“But the waitresses wear—”

He hooked his index finger under my chin, hauling me mercilessly forward with just a delicate touch. “They’re my waitresses, I know what they wear.” He smirked. “And you’ll wear exactly what you have on—might be your only chance at tips.”

He reached into the small fridge near his desk and tossed me another bottle of water. “Stay hydrated. You don’t get sympathy points for passing out.”

I chugged down the water—focusing on not crying since I couldn’t afford to spend another hour fixing my makeup. Not to mention the flack I’d get from Devlin and the girls.

My only salvation was that by the time I hit the floor, I was too worried about a hundred other things to think about what I was wearing. After all, I had hundreds of customers to avoid tripping over or falling into.

Within ten steps, a broad-shouldered man stopped in my path. He wore a short-sleeved V-neck that revealed muscular arms and a hint of chiseled chest that were from what I could tell covered in detailed tattoos. I raised my eyes as high as his shoulders where his slightly wavy brown hair ended, but shame and insecurity prohibited me from proceeding to his face.

“Excuse me,” I began. “I have to—” Actually, I had no idea where I was supposed to begin.

He flicked up a fifty-dollar bill, holding it in front of my face. Excitement ran through me, followed by suspicion and dread. What the hell would he expect me to do to earn that?

“I caught your performance.” His finger touched my chin, lifting my face, but I jerked back.

Rule number one, no touching—that was the rule, right? Maybe the first rule was no sex, but I was sure touching was in there somewhere. My brain seemed to be doing somersaults in my head as I searched for the answers.

He tilted his head, looking me over with his cool green eyes, then he took a large step to close in on me again, still holding the bill firmly within my reach. “Want this?”

I nodded reluctantly. I couldn’t take my eyes off of it as if it were some mirage that would vanish at any moment.

“Take it,” he said.

I half expected him to tackle me in the middle of the club or to do something equally threatening. This was too easy. He pulled it back a few inches and desperation kicked in so I grabbed it.

He smiled, his gaze raking across my naked skin and making me shiver.

“See that curtain,” he said, pointing to a red curtain flanked by mirrors on the side wall. One of the private viewing rooms that lined the long stage. “Pick up two scotches, neat, and bring them into that room.”

“Right away, sir.” I expected him to ask for something ridiculous given the amount of money, but I wasn’t going to argue.

He caught my wrist before I could rush away. “Don’t call me sir.”

I nodded and slipped away, my skin warmed against the air by sheer embarrassment alone. Walking out on stage and performing was a different beast to being on the same level as the gawking and handsy crowd.

Once I fought my way across the room, I stared at the bar for a moment. I wasn’t a server—hadn’t been trained as such and I had no idea where to begin.

The bartender put up his hand and waved me to the empty end of the bar. Like most of Devlin’s employees, he kept his hair cut almost to the scalp and wore a white dress shirt that hugged his intimidating, muscular build. “Ya got an order?”

“Uh, yeah. Two scotches, neat.” Neat? I didn’t even know what that meant. Why would someone order a drink messy?

He grunted and walked away while I fingered the stiff bill in my money pouch. The bartender sat the glasses down, but as soon as I reached for them, but he shook his head and waved my hands away with one swift downward motion.

Maybe I was supposed to pay first. I jerked back, and his mouth flattened. He reached over the bar and pulled a serving tray from a cubby near me, then sat both glasses on napkins, placed them on the tray, and slid it to me.

Lovely. Added to the list of things I hated about this place—being schooled by a silent and grumpy bartender.

Brushing it off, I grabbed the tray and fought my way back through the crowd, feeling intentionally misplaced hands all over my body as I passed. Until finally, the red curtain was a welcome sight, offering a momentary respite from the sea of hot-bodied men.

I hoped he already had company based on the second drink, but when I pushed aside the fabric, he sat alone on a long plush couch. Sprawled back and enjoying the view through the one-way glass, he looked like he didn’t have a care in the world.

I glanced around, paying particular attention to the dark corners of the room, suspicious that he had a friend or two lurking.

“Expecting a ghost?” he asked with a lilt of humor.

The question danced around in my brain before triggering an answer. I shook my head both to answer his question and in attempt to shake away the murky fog that had settled over me.

“You’re quiet.” He waved me nearer, taking his time to watch and ogle before accepting the glass I offered. He sipped slowly, leaving me standing there awkwardly with the tray balanced on one hand and no tables to sit the second drink on. With the first glass finally empty, he sat back and rolled the glass between his fingers. His eyes never left me, moving up and down until my body felt heated as if I was standing next to a fire. Stinging ripples overtook my skin as it rose to goosebumps, leaving me helpless to the knowledge that he could also see my hardened nipples easily through my thin top.

“You want the second one, right?” I asked, hoping to hurry him along.

He lifted his eyebrows briefly. “I’ll get around to it.”

“I need to get to work.” I shifted my weight to relieve the pain in my feet and to keep myself going. No one mentioned the post-dance adrenaline crash could be so intense.

“You are working.” He leaned forward, putting his elbows on his thighs. His breath moved against my stomach and up between my breasts as he stared up at me and spoke again. “I believe what you mean is that you need to earn your share. Would you rather be standing there looking tasty or outside rubbing skin with the crowd while doing it?”

He had a fucking point there, but I wasn’t fond of being described by a stranger as “tasty” and it didn’t make standing under his accessing gaze any more desirable.

His hand grazed my side and I stepped back. “No touching.”

“I touch what I want.” Grabbing the pocket on my apron, he pulled me closer and kept me there. “We can call in Devlin to set that straight.”

Contest it, my brain shouted, but his expression was unchanging and calm, and all I needed was to piss off Devlin. Again.

“You’re friends with him?” I asked.

“When it’s convenient,” he said with a slight scowl darkening his face. It quickly faded as his gaze settled on my face. “And you? How did you get involved with him? Tell me how he convinced you to work in his club.”

“I needed the job.”

“You needed the money—you suck at the job.”

I tried not to take the sting of his insult too personally. I knew he was right, but hearing the truth from the mouth of a stranger was a blow to my tenuous grasp on self-confidence.

“You’re not like the other girls.” He reached to touch my hair, but I swatted his hand away.

“It’s just first night jitters.”

“Jitters.” He made a sound in his throat. “Pick up that glass,” he said gesturing to the second glass on my tray. I did as he said, but he didn’t move to take it. He simply stared at it, so I instinctively followed his gaze, curious as to what was so interesting. The liquid sat there, steady in my outstretched hand with barely a ripple of movement that was more likely a result of the deep bass of the music rather than a shaky hand. We both stared in silence for a moment—and I wondered if he’d been testing me the whole time.

Why?

“You sure are steady for someone so ‘jittery.’” His hand shot out and grabbed the glass. The quick motion startled me for a second, but I didn’t move from my spot. Then, he downed the liquid in one gulp and returned both glasses to the tray before lifting everything from my hand and setting it on the end of the couch.

I felt everything passing around me in a muted haze. Maybe jitters wasn’t the right word, but it was something. Anxiety weighed down my senses and made it hard to think straight. I felt hands on my sides again, pulling me closer.

“Stop.”

He raised his eyebrows but didn’t listen, pulling my knees up so I straddled him on the couch.

“Please, I’m—” I struggled, but even in this position, I felt too relaxed. Too out of control.

“I’m keeping my pants on, darlin’. I’m smarter than to screw random strippers. Can’t say that for most of the other people here.”

My stomach rolled again, pushing me toward violently ill, but he didn’t seem to notice as his hand traced the shoulder strap of my top.

Run. Fight. Make him stop. But I didn’t move. His touch simultaneously heated my skin and stimulated the painful goosebumps.

“First night,” he nudged my chin. “Possibly the first time doing makeup as well.”

I turned my face away, considering feeding him some line about stage makeup being much harder to pull off than the everyday stuff, but he directed my gaze back to him, and I lost my train of thought.

“Why are you so interested?” I asked.

“Things that are out of the ordinary catch my attention.” His fingers traced my jaw, down my neck and shoulders to the edge of my top. “It’s a survival skill that you could use.”

“Please, stop.” I grabbed for his wrist and straightened to climb off his lap, but he held me in place and fielded my defenses faster than I could move.

“Didn’t Devlin tell you to never say no to a customer?” He was so close that the liquor on his breath assaulted my nose the way his hands and eyes assaulted my skin. “That’s why we pay so much to get in.”

My chest ached, making every breath a delicate fight for control. In. Out. In. Out. I repeated the words in my head, searching for balance or some shred of normalcy. I grasped on to the conversation to pull myself back to the present. “What makes me so out of the ordinary?”

“You’re a nice girl.”

Why did that seem like the biggest insult of all?

“You’re not exactly a performer,” he continued. “Yet Devlin threw you up there. And he doesn’t ask strippers to serve drinks—especially not in this getup. So, he has a particular interest in getting you out in front of his customers.”

“And humiliating me.” The words slipped out too easily.

“What’s your name?” He seemed to be taking advantage of my verbal diarrhea as his hands moved to my hair, twisting it through his fingertips and letting it brush softly over my skin. He was distracting me further, but I managed to keep my mouth closed.

“Your real name”—he tilted his head to look under my lowered eyelids—”I can ask Devlin.”

“Aubrey,” I whispered. My eyes and limbs were immovable and numb to my pleas for control, but every touch was amplified a hundred fold as if I’d drank a dozen too many espressos. He caressed my face and without thinking, I leaned into his hand, desperate for warmth. Something was very wrong.

But he hadn’t given me anything to drink so he couldn’t have slipped me something. For a fleeting second, I considered that it might be something on his hands—absorbed through his touch, but that only happened on movies and TV, right?

“And where did you used to work?” His voice was calm and smooth—the only thing keeping me tethered to this room. The music of the club still pounded through me, but it was more of a physical sensation than a sound.

“Empire Hotel. Front desk.” There was no stopping it now. Not even the slightest attempt.

“Ah,” he said, tucking my hair behind my ear and pulled out a C-note. “Want this?”

“Depends.”

“No. You either want it or not. Yes or no.” He tilted his head with the options. “What you’re willing to do for it is another question entirely.”

I squinted, fighting my way through the cloud. “Yes.”

He traced my jawline with the edge of the bill. “Course you do, darlin’. Why else would you be here?”

His touch felt like burning coals against my skin—assaulting, rough, and yet pleasant. Coarse fingers moved over my breast and squeezed it. Hard.

“Ah.” I gasped, snapping back to reality for a moment and pushing his arm away. “Stop. I don’t—I can’t.”

The heavy fog slammed back into place just as quickly as it had lifted.

“Should I keep my hands to myself?” He put them on my thighs, smiling slightly. The positioning drew my attention between my legs where a strange hot tension was building.

This couldn’t be turning me on. Something was seriously fucked up. The man patted the empty seat next to him and slid the money in my apron. “That’s enough, I reckon. Although I’m not so sure Devlin will be so easily convinced.”

I moved off his lap, rolling to the empty seat because I didn’t trust my legs. Dropping my head against the back of the couch, I watched him as keenly as he’d been watching me when I entered. His cryptic statement left me on edge, but I didn’t have enough energy to think about it for long. The room blurred to the beat of the music. I blinked trying to clear my vision—to clear my mind, but my head felt heavy. At least I didn’t feel like vomiting anymore.

What’s wrong with me?

Before I could voice my words, there was nothing more than whispered voices, lights, and hushed touches.

Chapter 2
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The last song of the night faded while the bartender cleared up after final orders, and I watched Aubrey stumble back toward the employee only door.

Damn, naive thing had no idea what she’d gotten into—or did she?

I popped a piece of gum in my mouth to get rid of the stale taste. I knew exactly what Devlin had in mind. I’d watched it happen—and it never ended well. He backed them into a corner, teased and taunted until they’d do just about anything to be free from him. This time, he’d gone a little heavy on the drugs, meaning she was more sensitive than he anticipated, or he had big plans for the evening.

Why did I care?

Why did I look into those clouded grey eyes and feel a pang of desire? Desire to have her bent over a table, taking my cock—a desire to keep my brother from getting there first.

It wasn’t as if I was leading any moral high ground. The things I wanted to do to women, well, that was an entirely different matter—one that didn’t require drugs or sweet talk.

One that propelled me toward the employee door. No one would stop me—they all knew better. Backstage had already erupted into the traditional post-closing party. Most days, I was shocked that anyone survived working at Addiction. Not that I was one to talk, but I wondered if any of the employees experienced a sober moment inside the building. The club lived up to its name—a constant stream of debauched activity even when doors were closed to the public. Devlin found ways to get medical records of every single employee since there wasn’t a damn thing they were above sharing.

And that’s why I never touched the girls.

Until now.

I told myself it didn’t count if I got there first.

Two strippers stood in the hallway hungrily making out with each other—much to the satisfaction of Tank, Devlin’s head of security. After a few moments, he hauled both of them into the bathroom, clearing my path straight down the hallway to Devlin’s office.

I slipped away from the crowd, hugging the wall as I approached Devlin’s office—I didn’t want him to see me until I was good and ready.

“Two hundred in tips—all in large bills—you’ll have to do better than that.” Devlin’s voice was snappy and cold. His true nature was devoid of humanistic traits. For him, emotion was an act. Always a means to an end and under perfect control at every moment.

Almost every moment—I lived to see the cracks in that control. Even the thought of it brought a smirk to my lips.

Aubrey stuttered something incomprehensible. She was still out of it.

“Check all the tills and make sure they balance before she leaves the building,” Devlin said to someone else in the room.

“I didn’t steal it,” she said quietly. It didn’t take too long for her to catch on, so her little brain was working on some level. Thuds and scrapes echoed against the hard surfaces of the room.

“It was the man in the room.” Her voice was still soft, but high-pitched with fear. “Two scotches.”

There was a loud thud and she grunted. A normal person would have been fighting anger by that point, fists clenched ready to barge in and save the girl. My fists were clenched alright—because I was fighting back the hard on tightening my pants. The erection spurred on by the entire situation. I waited a bit longer, wondering how far I would let him go. How long I’d let the sounds tease at the deepest parts of my desire.

It all, of course, would be ruined if I let him have her first, so I exhaled and rounded the corner, leaning against the door frame. He had her pushed over his desk on her stomach with her bare ass in the air. She struggled against the solid oak desk but with the drugs still dominating her system, she didn’t stand a chance.

And she had no idea how much her struggles simply made things worse. My pants grew unbearably tight, and I shifted to relieve some of the pressure as it became more and more uncomfortable.

“She really didn’t steal it,” I said.

Devlin’s head jerked up and he squinted at me, a snarl growing on his lips. “And you know about any of this, how?”

“One, I was listening.” I took a casual stride, only letting my gaze break from Devlin’s for a split second to gauge Aubrey’s reaction to all of this. She blinked like she couldn’t focus and pressed her palms against the desk again. “Two, I gave her the money.”

Devlin glared at me, pinning her legs to the desk with his knees and holding one hand against the small of her back. “And what did she give you?”

“Nothing more than expected.” I shrugged, keeping my answer vague and encouraging him to use his imagination.

Her eyes were on me, but they were vacant. Devlin really didn’t know how to have any fun. He liked them drugged out and easy to manipulate for the first few times, at least—until, as he put it, “they learned to enjoy it and accept their fate.” It did make his game more effective, but it was the opposite of what I enjoyed. And I’d enjoy taking her twice as much if it came with screwing him over.

This fuck was going to be brilliant.

Even Devlin knew it. I could see it in his scowl.

“Looks like your employee could use a ride home,” I said.

“Mind your own damn business,” he growled. “Don’t you have your own job tonight?”

“Filled that order ahead of schedule and figured I deserved some fun.”

“Overachiever.” His jaw barely moved as he ground out the word.

Aubrey moaned, still trying to push herself up or squirm away from my brother and out of the uncomfortable position he held her in. Between her sounds and the sight of her, there was no relief for my erection.

“You play your game. I play mine,” I said, unable to take my eyes off of her.

“Since when does your game involve my girls?”

I shrugged. “She didn’t do anything wrong—thought I should set that straight.”

“You don’t know anything about her or our agreement.”

“Doubt it involves this.”

“Since when do you fucking care?” He straightened and moved away from the desk, at the moment, more concerned with me than her. He flipped his hand at me. “Stick with boosting cars—that’s what you’re good at. Stay in the shadows, tinker with your engines, and hang out with your damn bitch where you belong. Damn dog is the only one who can stand you.”

To him that was demeaning, but I was used to his mouth. Used to the constant stream of poison. Maybe my job didn’t get me laid as often, but getting it from a bunch of horny or drugged out strippers wasn’t my hit of choice. “Everyone has their night, ya know. And besides, I figured you’d be more concerned with the banging going on in the girls’ bathroom—”

Perfectly on cue, something crashed from the direction of the bathroom. The manager who’d been quietly waiting for our altercation to end ran out first. Devlin paused only long enough to poke me in the chest. “This isn’t over.”

Not by a long shot. I chuckled. Every once-in-a-while the universe played in my favor.

The girl straightened, dragging a hand through her tangled blonde hair. Her face was ashen and lax, and against her pale skin, her light eyes looked muted and dull like a lifeless corpse. “Who are you?”

“Why bother asking when you won’t remember any of this tomorrow?” I picked her robe off the floor, but she stepped back, wrapping her arms around herself.

“But it’s not like you realize that, do you?” I wrapped her robe around her. It barely grazed her thighs, but it’d have to do until we got outside. I wasn’t taking my time and waiting around for Devlin to return. I pushed her toward the back door and picked her up before her bare feet could hit the cold pavement. She was probably so out of it that she didn’t even register the cold.

“What are you doing?” She mumbled kicking out her feet as if she stood a chance at causing any real damage.

“Prefer Devlin?”

She eyed me for a minute, her brow furrowed—this was an unfair fight, but I wasn’t sure she grasped that. I stuffed her into the back seat of my car and tossed my jacket over her legs. It was a straight shot to my downtown apartment and in her current condition, I wasn’t afraid of her finding her way past the child locks or doing anything entirely stupid. And once I got her to bed, I had no doubt that she’d sleep through the night.

Chapter 3
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My head seemed full of sand when I woke, so I didn’t dare open my eyes. Everything was strangely quiet—given that my apartment complex was usually a hotbed of parties, loud music, drunken sex, and children fighting around the clock. As I lay there, all I could hear were the sounds of the busy city streets and that seemed like crickets compared to a normal morning. I took advantage of the uncharacteristic peace and pulled the sheets tighter around me, the world wasn’t infringing on my rest and so I wasn’t ready to face it yet.

Then, glimpses of the night before began seeping in around the edges. The last thing I remembered with clarity was getting ready to walk out on stage. I didn’t remember leaving the club—or even how I got home.

I rolled over and noticed that the sheets smelled musky and unfamiliar, so I slowly opened my eyes, taking in the pale room. Blinds covered the large window at the side of the bed where muted light streamed in, broken up by the dark shadowed lines of the fire escape.

My heart thudded as I clenched the sheets—naked and alone in a foreign room.

Sitting up, I held the sheet to my chest. A pair of men’s jeans were tossed over the side of a hamper, and a T-shirt hung from the footboard. They were the only clothes in sight, so I quickly pulled the shirt over my head. At least it gave me some covering. Then, I slid my leg over the edge of the bed, but the floor let loose a tiny squeak announcing my movement as soon as my foot hit the floor.

Slow, steady footsteps approached the bedroom door, and it opened revealing an oddly familiar man. My brain clunked like a computer searching through a damaged drive. The information was there somewhere but fragmented among images of men, flashes of lights, and the sounds of loud music.

The man in the private room.

“Two scotches,” I said softly.

“You remember,” he lifted an eyebrow but didn’t seem all that pleased. In fact, for someone who I assumed had brought me home, he looked rather irked for me to be there. Unless he had been nearly as out of it as I apparently was.

“Did we...?” Stupid question. Naked in a man’s bed—I’d know. I’d have to know.

He shrugged, his eyes traveling a slow path down my form to my naked legs. It didn’t matter that I was half covered, his gaze—that look on his face—made me feel vulnerable, utterly naked, and violated.

I tried to remember—to put the pieces back in place. “Did you give me something? I don’t—”

Sure, start off by accusing the strange man who has you trapped in his bedroom of drugging you.

His laugh was dry, but the edge of his lip crinkled up as if amused by the accusation. “No, I don’t play that rouse.”

“I wasn’t drinking.” My mind continued in slow motion, but my heart thudded in a quick juxtaposition, filling my ears with a pounding static that made the room spin.

“You were drinking something I’d wager.”

“Only water....” I dropped my gaze to the bed, tucking my leg back under the sheet—my only protection. The bottle of water...that’s when I had begun to feel hazy. “Devlin. Why?”

“Ah, she’s catching on,” he mocked, walking in a long, lazy arc around the bed, never taking his eyes off of me. “You are on birth control right?”

My heart stuttered and I gasped for air. Oh, Lord. “What—I—No.”

His face twisted into a scowl, but his intimidating approach continued unfettered.

What had I done? Somehow, yet again, I landed in deeper. And I couldn’t even for the life of me remember how.

“No birth control and working for Devlin. You’re looking for trouble.”

“I just dance.” I tried to match his snarky know-it-all tone but fell short by a few miles.

He made a sound in his throat, slowly closing in on me. “He’s a smooth talker, isn’t he? Always says the right things—of course, that doesn’t mean he says the truthful things.”

My fear was impossible to hide, but I kept my gaze directed at him while trying to assess the room for an escape route. But then what? Call Devlin and ask for help again. I needed more information, some leverage, a smart way out. “And you?” I asked. “What about you?”

“I...” he traced his fingertips along the footboard, and I flashed to the night before when it had been my skin under his touch. “I have the luxury to be a bit more blunt. My clients don’t really care how sweetly I talk.”

Blunt. Then why the hell did he avoid my initial question? Because it should be obvious, my brain pointed out.

“Who are you? I don’t....” I cleared my parched throat. “I don’t remember your name.”

“Because I never gave it to you—although I do assume there are still plenty of things you don’t remember.”

His fingers left the footboard, moving to find my feet through the sheet. His touches were faint, gentle, and yet overwhelming as if each contained a forgotten memory.

“Colt,” he said, paying more attention to where our skin nearly met, separated only by a layer of fine fabric.

“You knew I’d been drugged—or whatever—when you brought me here?” I jerked my feet away but his smile only deepened.

“Yes. Next time you’d have me leave you at the mercy of my brother?”

“Brother?” I inventoried his features again. His skin was a touch paler and his eyes sparkled green—nothing like Devlin’s cold, dark eyes. Maybe a touch of the nose was the same, but Colt had fuller lips, a longer face, and long brown hair, currently pulled back in a short ponytail. Every second I spent taking in the details hardened the pit in my stomach and brought back quick flashes of him holding me. Touching me. “Devlin?”

“I’ll take your shock as a compliment.” His knuckles grazed my arm, reminding me of touches shared between lovers, not strangers.

I knocked his hand away. “Will you just tell me what happened?”

He drew back and crossed his arms. “In short. He drugged you—obviously an attempt to ensure that you’d have a bad night and he’d have you exactly where he wanted you. I was amused by the situation and took my own pleasure in cutting his enjoyment short.”

“Amused? This is all entertainment to you?” My throat protested my high-pitched words, but I ignored the course pain. “Where are my clothes?”

“You’re a stripper, darlin’—hope you didn’t forget that part as well. You weren’t really wearing much to begin with.”

I shook my head. “Can you lend me some sweats or something and point me to the nearest bus stop?”

“No.”

My blood thickened at his short and emphatic answer. Playing some kind of mind-fuck with his brother—fine. Knowing Devlin, I couldn’t fault Colt there. I wasn’t remotely okay with him dragging me into it, but true fear didn’t kick in until I saw the look in his eye when I mentioned leaving.

I rolled off the opposite side of the bed and ducked through the door. My feet slid against a living room throw rug as I navigated the unfamiliar room and bolted for what I truly hoped was the exit.

When I reached for the doorknob, his arm came around my stomach and a cold blade pressed into my neck stealing my defiance.

“First,” he said. “Let’s cover all the bases. You can run out of here wearing nothing but my shirt and take your chances with the people out there. Granted the people around here know better than to call the cops—also a strike against screaming your fucking lungs out. But I also wouldn’t guarantee how long you’ll last before someone else tries to take that nice ass of yours.”

I shuddered and felt the blade loosen slightly.

“But you may find a phone, you may find someone honest, or you might just run into a cop on your own. Then what?”

I clenched my jaw.

“That’s right,” he whispered, his breath catching my ear as his voice softened to a low growl. “No cops for you, or you would’ve taken that route long ago.”

I had tried. How much could he possibly know? And how much would Devlin have told him?

He’s just playing mind-fuck, I assured myself, but then, I wasn’t sure how or if that made the situation any less threatening.

He flipped me around, pressing my back into the door and holding the knife firmly at my neck. “You were running from something long before Devlin blackmailed you into stripping at his high-dollar lion’s den.”

Holding me with only the blade to my throat, he shifted, drawing his other hand up the side of my leg.

“Please,” I whispered, trying to shake him free without the blade cutting into me.

The way he grinned, the Cheshire Cat had nothing on him. And I was utterly at his mercy.

“What do you want?” Every word was like a ball of razor blades passing through my throat.

“I think you’ve figured that out.” He licked his lips and cocked his head as his hand continued its journey up my side, inching up the shirt. “Just a little bit?”

I gasped for air, but a buzzing like thousands of insects filled my head. Just as I thought I might have a panic attack, Colt eased the knife back, giving me space to breathe—almost enough space to run, but as he’d pointed out, I didn’t have many viable options.

“Are you going to kill me?”

“No.” His answer was again simple and direct. “I have no reason to.”

“Rape me?” My voice shook more with that question.

The muscles around his mouth strained as if he was trying to hide a smile. “No. You’ll agree.”

The air rushed out of my lungs with a rugged, choked gasp, leaving me lightheaded. “I don’t think so.”

“You will agree.” He lifted his eyebrows and drew the knife tip down my throat to my collarbone. “You’ll still hate me. Fight me. Fight every sensation. But I’ll win. And in the end, you’ll beg for it.”

The touch of the knife sent my senses into overdrive, but I wasn’t as terrified as I should have been—Devlin had already shocked that out of my system. “I don’t think that’s actually considered consent.”

“Ah,” he reared his head back. “We’re going to debate the finer points of the law, are we? But you see, none of those details matter unless you’re willing to use the law. Would you like to call a lawyer to debate semantics?”

Part of me did wonder what would happen if I just had sex with him and got it over with. “No.”

“I have an offer for you,” he said. He folded the knife and tossed it onto a table. Then, he grasped my wrists and pushed me into the wall, prying my legs apart with his knee and pressing his thigh against my naked sex. “I’ll take care of whatever it is you owe my brother—no more stripping and no more playing his game.”

My body shook. Did he have any idea how deep I was in? How much Devlin had over me?

How many times could I lose myself before there really was nothing left?

“What do you want?” I barely managed a whisper.

He pinned both of my wrists under his massive hand, holding them above my head while his other hand lifted the fabric of the shirt. “Agree.”

“To what? What do you want?” I repeated.

“I told you,” his breath was heavy as his lips moved against my ear. His hand squeezed my breast and rubbed my bare nipple until it hardened to a point.

“For sex you’d repay what I owe your brother? Get me out of his hold?” Freedom. It was too good to be true. I’d simply be trading one captor for another and I knew Devlin was bad—I had no idea how bad Colt could get.

“I assume you have a substantial debt to cover—more than a debt I imagine, but you give me what I want—someone to,” he paused as if considering what would come next, “play with.”

I hated how “play” sounded vile and filthy coming out of his mouth. “How long?”

“Until I get bored. I guarantee that’ll be significantly less time than you worked out for serving my brother.”

“You want me to agree to....” Every word I could think to use made my stomach roll. “Serve you as long as you want—all undisclosed terms subject to only your discretion.”

“Now’s not the time for bargaining, darlin’. How much are you in for?”

I swallowed. What would happen if I admitted the full number? I had agreed to at least two years of working for Devlin to even appease him while still being able to afford rent and food in this damn city.

“Fifty-K,” I whispered. And that was just what I owed Devlin.

Colt whistled then pressed harder against me until I felt his erection.

“Why should I take your offer over working it off?” My voice was barely more than a squeal.

His eyes hardened, losing their malevolent spark. “Because I won’t be sharing you with a club full of strangers. Should I remind you who drugged you? Why do you think that was? Do you think that even if you manage to be a model dancer that he’ll ever let you walk away?”

I tried to look away, but Colt pressed his forehead to mine. “He won’t let you go.”

That wasn’t the part I needed to be convinced of. “I’m supposed to believe that you’re better?”

“I’m me. No fancy suit or flashy tongue to hide behind. But I’ll give you some time to think on it.” His lips brushed against my neck, moving up to my ear. “I still can’t let you leave yet. If you decide not to take the offer, I’ll drop you off at the club tonight, and we’ll pretend this never happened. Until then—” He hoisted me up and flipped me over his shoulder, sliding his hands between my legs to hold me as he carried me back to the bedroom.

I expected him to take me right then, but he flopped me on the bed and snapped a handcuff around my wrist, securing me to the bed.

“You could just ask a girl on a date, you know?” I didn’t know where the boost of confidence came from considering I was helpless and handcuffed to his bed, but it helped knowing that his knife was in the other room, and there was little he could do that would be worse than Devlin.

“A date.” He snorted. “I don’t want a date. And even if I did, once a girl finds out what I want, she either disappears to the ladies’ room and never returns or she enjoys it a little too much. If you know what I mean.”

“I—” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what he meant, so I shook my head since my voice was nearly gone. “Can I have water—not spiked preferably?”

He nodded and returned a few moments later with a large plastic cup filled with water. “I won’t be gone long, but you might want to go easy on it—I won’t be very agreeable if you piss in my bed. I’ll order food when I get back.”

I couldn’t imagine home much less agreeable. “You’re seriously leaving me handcuffed to your bed?”

“Unless I can give you something else first,” he said, prying my legs apart. I squeezed them closed trying to roll away from his reach, but the more I fought, the rougher and more aroused he became. He reared away from me, then slapped my inner thigh hard enough to leave a large red handprint. I bit the inside of my cheek, drawing blood as I forced back a shriek.

“I have my own business to take care of. If you need a cop, be sure to yell really loud.”

Fucking asshole. I glared as he walked out of the room. It made me feel temporarily better but didn’t do much good for my situation one way or the other.

Two years entangled in his mess, and I’d never even known Devlin had a brother, but it’s not like he was known for sharing anything personal. I had to wonder if any of what came out of his mouth was truthful.

I closed my eyes and listened. No people yelling, no stomping feet—I could hear the traffic outside, but this wasn’t even close to the city I was used to living in. The rooms here were probably soundproofed and far more expensive than I could even imagine.

Of course, it was.

Colt had a loft, expensive furniture, nice things. Whereas I moved into the first apartment I could afford, confident I’d save up enough to find something better. And yet, two years later my staple furniture still consisted of cardboard boxes, a cheap couch, and a mattress on the floor.

I could make do without a crap load of possessions. It wasn’t even greed that had landed me in this mess, but maybe that would have made it all easier to accept—knowing that I’d done something to warrant it.

No. I got screwed just trying to live my life—surprise bills, cuts at work... there was always something.

And there was always Devlin.

At first it was simple, he had a friend here or there who’d give me an extension when I needed it. Then, as soon as I’d get ahead, it’d all get worse again. Like the relentless assault of waves before a storm, they grew bigger, more violent, and each time it was harder to dig myself out of the resulting mess.

With a promotion, things started looking up, but mounting bills would no longer wait for my checks so Devlin gave me a loan. I’d known him for six months and never questioned his intentions, but I did wonder what a rich guy who looked like him would see in a struggling small-town girl like me.

Mom always said not to look a gift horse in the mouth, though. And everyone talked highly of him. Everyone said it’d all work out. But the more pay, more bills cycle didn’t let up. A kidney stone put me out for more than a week and left me with reduced hours at work for over a month. Then, on top of my regular bills, I had new ones for the surgeries and hospital stay, and once again, Devlin strode in to help. He even ran errands, but a few months later, his helpful, protective façade faded and he laid on the pressure. It had taken more than a year to see the real Devlin.

With the sadistic grin he wore when he saw that I had no way out, he could have challenged Marquis de Sade for his title.

Tired of dwelling on it all, I rattled the handcuff against the headboard to test my limits. I had nowhere to go, and I wasn’t hesitant to admit that the warm, quiet room and soft bed were a welcome escape from what I’d come to know as my world.

For the moment, I was alone. Only faced with the threat that Colt would return. Or possibly that Devlin would somehow find me.

He’d already drugged me just to watch me fall again. To assure me that he’d never let me go.
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A pounding on the door woke me from my restless nap. I had hoped, by some miracle, to wake up in my own bed, but I woke to the same room, still cuffed to Colt’s bed.

“Ashville City Police.” The next round of bangs came louder.

Holy mother.... I jerked the handcuff, then rolled over. Desperate to find a way to get free, I jerked open the nightstand drawer—I didn’t expect anything helpful, but a rolled piece of black fabric caught my attention and I grabbed at it.

Lock picks. The fucker had left me right here with lock picks.

“We have a warrant to search the premises.”

I assumed that meant they intended to enter with or without Colt.

Fuck. I jammed one of the picks into the mechanism until I felt it pop. Then, I slid my wrist free, wrapped a blanket around myself and headed for the window—and the fire escape. As I slid out on to the high perch, the cold air stung my bare skin, and I pulled the blankets tightly around myself and closed the window. Hugging the lock picks to my chest like a teddy bear, even though they’d do nothing to protect me, I curled up at least ten stories above the city.

Movement filled the room behind me, but I hadn’t heard any crash to indicate they’d broken down the door. The glass next to me rumbled as thuds and voices emanated from the apartment. I clutched the blanket tighter as four loud bangs shook the wall at my back—probably the drawers in the dresser near the window.

What if they look out?

What if someone looks up and sees me?

I squeezed my eyes closed, shutting out the hustle and bustle of the city and the vertigo that was setting in from being so high.

The room behind me grew quiet again, and I hoped they’d run out of things to ransack and called it quits.

I sat on the fire escape weighing my options for who knows how long before the window opened and I jumped, ready to bolt.

“Coast is clear, darlin’, if you want to come back in.”

“Colt?”

He gave me a crooked grin—not the expression I’d expected from a man whose house had just been trashed by the police—unless he was used to it. “Who’d you expect?”

“I don’t know, maybe the cops who were rampaging through your place.”

He offered a hand and helped me through the window, snatching the lock picks from my grasp as soon as my feet touched the solid floor.

The bedroom was trashed with clothes and linens strewn all over the floor. The bed was flipped and torn apart, but Colt barely had a noticeable reaction to any of it. Instead, he stared for a long moment at the lock picks and then me before stuffing them back in the drawer where I’d found them. “I’m going to assume you don’t want to discuss your obvious lock-picking prowess.”

I shook my head but didn’t move from my spot in front of the window.

Then, he gathered the clothing that littered the floor and dumped it into drawers without bothering to fold any of it. He also didn’t bother to explain the police visit or anything else really, so I pushed the conversation. “What was that about?”

He glanced in my direction and shrugged, turning the brunt of his attention to straightening his bed instead.

“The police trash your apartment and all you do is shrug?”

“Could have been worse.”

“Well, can I have clothes now? You know, in case someone else shows up?” I reached for one of the drawers to find something for myself, but he caught my arm and flipped me around until I was facing the side of the dresser. I planted my hands against the edge of the solid wood to keep my balance as his fingers dug into my hips pulling my ass backward against him.

“You’re wearing far more than you were last night,” he grumbled into my ear, pressing himself against my back.

I tried not to think about how good his warmth felt after sitting outside in the cold, but the panicked rush of chemicals to my brain quickly took care of that problem.

I twisted my hips trying to throw him off, but his fingers dug into bone until I gasped.

He moaned into my ear, his hot breath catching my hair and dancing around my exposed neck. “I like that sound.”

I clenched my teeth, holding my place and refusing to move to keep from exciting him further. “Remind me again how you’re better than your brother.”

“Better for you,” he said, “because at least I have a shorter attention span.”

His hardness pressed against me and my stomach twisted. “You’re disgusting.”

“More so than him?” He nipped my earlobe.

I didn’t have an answer for that.

“Have you slept with Devlin?”

Bile rose in my throat and I wondered how much it mattered. In the beginning, I’d thought about it. Fantasized about the strong, rich man showering me in pleasure and every wanton desire. But it never happened. And once I saw his true side, I vowed it never would. “No.”

Colt’s voice dropped to a primal level—rough and vibrating against the side of my head as he spoke. “Do you have any idea how close you were to having a very different answer to that question this morning?”

His touch suddenly disappeared and he spun me around, catching me by my hair and holding me in place.

I knew Devlin was capable of despicable things. I didn’t for a moment put it past him, but he’d never tried anything despite multiple opportunities, so I struggled to figure out what Colt had been talking about.

Colt traced his index finger down the side of my face. His skin was rough and calloused, just like his personality.

“How much do you remember about last night?” he asked, his voice less rough this time.

“Dancing,” I said. I didn’t have a coherent stream of memory, but I could put most of the pits into a reasonable order. “Devlin sent me out to wait tables. I ran into you and brought you two scotches.”

“When did things get fuzzy?”

“Devlin gave me a water before I went on stage. I think that’s when it started, but I assumed it was stage fright.”

“I think you assumed wrong, darlin’.” His face softened, but his grasp on my hair didn’t. If he pulled any harder, I’d have a bald spot for sure.

“No shit.”

“See...,” he leaned into me, still holding me in place. “That is where my brother and I differ.”

“I’m not a hooker. I’m not—”

“Not yet.” He cut me off, but his voice remained even and effortless. “How long have you been trying to get out from under him?”

I tugged at the bottom edge of the shirt, tired of having my decency stripped away. “Too long.”

He didn’t have to keep rubbing it in, I already knew I’d never escape.

“And how long do you have to stay at the club—if you’re lucky?”

“Two years,” I whispered. It had only been one night and I couldn’t imagine facing two years.

His lips twisted like a hungry beast ready to feed. “You think you’ll survive?”

It’s just dancing, I thought, still trying to convince myself. But Colt knew far more about Devlin than I could imagine in my worst nightmares. “I don’t have a choice.”

“I’m giving you one.”

“Even if I....” The words died in my chest choking me of oxygen.

Colt caught me, holding me to his chest, as my knees shook and went weak. “Six months,” he whispered. “Then, you walk away free and clear.”

The touch of his skin against mine ignited more bits of memories—or delusions. Sitting on his lap. His confident and intrusive touches. The building heat between my legs.

It must’ve been the drugs.

“I know too good to be true when I hear it,” I said. “And I don’t think I can do what you want.”

“Of course you can. I’m not asking you to do anything except agree. I’ll take things from there.”

I still wasn’t convinced. “Are you going to hurt me?”

“Yes. But I won’t leave any permanent damage. In fact, I’ll make sure you enjoy it.”

I squinted back at him. “Thought you didn’t like it when women enjoy it?”

He released me and straightened the hair around my face. “I like it when they enjoy it on my terms.”

That sounded remarkably like Devlin. “So, you’re a control freak?”

His face twisted as if he was considering the question. “Not really. No, I don’t think so. I’m just particular in what turns me on.”

“You want me to fight you, so what if I hurt you?”

“It’s all fair in my game.” He shrugged, adjusting a lamp that had been knocked over. As casual as he acted, I wondered how many times he’d had similar conversations. How long he’d been planning something like this that it could seem so every day to him. “In fact, if you can manage it, I might enjoy it.”

I wanted away from Devlin, that was for damn sure, but I wasn’t sure if this was a step up or a plummet into a deeper hell.

Chapter 4
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She still wasn’t sure about me, and I liked it that way. I wanted her to know full well what I was asking before she agreed. And, most of all, I wanted to toy with her a little longer.

I knew exactly how to make her sure—that was easy. All I had to do was push until she cracked then let my brother do the final convincing.

I dragged a hand through my hair and left her sulking in peace while I ordered up Chinese from one of the only nearby places I trusted—remotely. I didn’t much trust anyone anymore.

The bedroom remained silent so I picked up the trashed living room, then lay down on the couch, unconcerned with whatever she was or wasn’t doing.

She wasn’t running—that part was certain.

I picked up my phone and scrolled through the contacts, selecting my brother’s name to send him a quick message.

Thanks for the company asshat.

Devlin: Don’t mess with my business.

Yeah, I thought, just wait until you find out what’s in my bedroom. I was lucky that I got tipped off to their little charade—and lucky that I had a master lockpick for a captive. The police were my brother’s damn farce of a warning. He knew I didn’t keep anything incriminating in the apartment but sent them to muck up the place just to be a damn inconvenience. He probably didn’t even expect me to be in the area. He just wanted to shake me up and remind me who had the bigger connections.

Fuck his connections.

A tap on the door announced the arrival of food, so I opened the door and traded a wad of bills for the brown bag. Then, I sat the white boxes out on the coffee table and popped open the container of fried rice.

“Get your ass out here and eat,” I yelled.

The floor creaked as I sat back with my box of rice and Aubrey peeked through the doorway, still bundled in the blanket. “Can I steal some clothes?”

“No. Get over here and leave the blanket.” I shoveled a fork full of rice into my mouth. It was the first thing I’d eaten since before going to the club the night before, and as good as it was, I honestly wouldn’t have cared if it tasted like sand.

“I want to go home.” She was much more demanding when the space of a room separated us. This false sense of security thing must have been a common problem for her.

“So full of demands and questions,” I slammed the rice down on the table. I couldn’t even enjoy a simple lunch—maybe this was a terrible idea. Taking responsibility for another person who, worst of all, I’d then have to put up with on a daily basis.

But then I looked at her standing there, vulnerable but with a determined look planted on her face. She’d survived Devlin for how long? Yet she still wasn’t completely broken. Desperate, maybe, but there was still fight and that’s what I wanted. My body was coiled and tight waiting for a full release I didn’t often find.

“Sit down and eat, unless my brother is your final decision.”

She didn’t move.

“Fine.” I picked up my phone. “I’ll call Devlin and have him come pick you up.”

“You want me to make this decision and I don’t even know what the hell is really going on.”

She was already exhausting. I tugged at the back of my hair, resisting the urge to scare some sense into her. That would be too easy. “No. I want you to eat.”

She reluctantly took the seat next to me, pulling down the hem of the T-shirt, but it wasn’t going to get any longer or cover more than a smidge of her ass and thighs. Before I could shove another bite of rice in my mouth, someone else knocked on the door.

“Mother fucking—”

Aubrey started to bolt and would have jumped over the back of the couch like a skittish puppy if I hadn’t grabbed her arm.

“Sit,” I growled, and she sunk back into the sofa, pulling her naked legs up under her. Damn. My mouth watered, but with her looking like that, food was irrelevant. I wanted to spread her over the back of the couch and answer all of her questions with my dick buried in her ass.

Jace stood outside the door with a large brown sack as if he was carrying a load of contraband. He was my longtime friend—and came in handy more often than he found pleasurable since he had just worked his way through residency at a local hospital. His connection to me was a blessing and a curse. A lot had changed, but he tended to stick by me.

And he’d taken a few more walks on my side of the tracks than he cared to admit—and made more visits to Devlin’s bar than that. More than me in a typical week, that much was certain.

He handed me the bag and glanced passed me, leaning around the door to catch a glimpse of my latest reason for calling in a favor. “You owe me.”

“Never ending,” I mumbled.

Aubrey’s eyes widened and she dug her fingers into the arm of the couch when I pushed the door the open allowing Jace to step inside.

“I guarantee he’s seen more, darlin’. Keep dancing and he definitely will.”

Jace punched me in the arm, then pulled a case of pills from his pocket and a folded piece of paper. “I need your signature,” he said, handing her the paper.

“What?” Her gaze darted back and forth between us. “Why?”

“Patient release,” he said with a touch of impatience. This was one of those moments he was probably cursing answering the phone when he saw my name pop up.

“Patient?” She balked and seemed to momentarily forget about her lack of clothing.

“Birth control,” Jace said tapping the package.

“I... don’t...” Her eyelids fluttered as she searched for words. “What?”

Jace ignored her babbling. “Take the first—”

“I know how it works”—she snapped away the package and paper with shaky hands—”I haven’t agreed to anything.” She gave me a flat look as she tucked back into a protective ball on the edge of the couch and started to read.

“Consider them a gift,” I said. “Regardless of your answer, you’ll need them.”

I swear the color in her face faded at least three shades before she took Jace’s pen and scribbled her name. I probably shouldn’t have played that wild card so early, but it got one hurdle out of the way. I tossed the paper bag toward her and it landed on the next cushion, dumping over and spilling out the clothes inside.

Her eyes widened like a kid who’d just been introduced to chocolate. “Clothes? I can put them on?”

Reluctant to lose my current view, I shoved my hands in my pockets as I debated. It was more fun forcing her to sit around in my shirt, but I wasn’t sure how much longer I could resist with her in this state, so I nodded. “Get dressed.”

She grabbed the bag and sprinted toward the bedroom. Stubborn girl—that’s probably what got her into this mess in the first place.

“You sure you want to do this?” Jace whispered.

I grinned, already excited by the prospect, and my cock twitched in agreement. “Yes.”

“You’re walking a fine line with this one. Liable to do something you regret—I know your predilections well, but is this about messing with Devlin or getting your rocks off?”

“Both.” Jace did know me too well—sometimes that made our relationship more difficult on both ends.

“Why her?”

He had to ask the question I’d been struggling with, so for the time being I went with the easy answer. “It was opportune.”

“Right,” he sighed. “Just keep it clean and don’t get her or yourself killed.”

After he left, I locked the door behind him and joined Aubrey in the bedroom. The tight black jeans were a perfect fit—they were the only things that had worried me since I’d gotten the size of the bra from her costume right before I’d thrown it out. I had considered returning the costume to Devlin, but that wouldn’t have been keeping with the spirit of this whole plan to piss him off. The dark red T-shirt hung loose, but the low cut neck showed off her chest perfectly.

“The shoes suck,” she said.

“Picky, picky. I’m sure they’ll make your legs and ass damn good though.”

She rolled her eyes and tossed the stilettos on the bed, even fully dressed, she was no more at ease with being in close proximity. She kept her eyes slightly averted—even though she put on the show of trying to make eye contact—her shoulders slumped, and her disheveled hair fell around her face. I caught her before she could walk by me.

“Thought you wanted me to eat,” she said, jerking at my grasp as her stomach rumbled, joining her in opposition.

I was starving too, but I also had some fun in mind, so I tugged her closer. Before I had put her to bed I had taken a washrag to her face to remove the makeup—I didn’t want to deal with getting it out of my sheets. Even I had to admit she looked better without it caked all over her pale skin. On the other hand, her long, golden hair was still a mess—even more so since her stint on the fire escape—and she still reeked of the club, but on her, I found the combination particularly enticing.

“I thought you wanted to know more about the deal? What I want?” I pulled the button on her jeans open and slid my other hand into the top drawer of the side table.

“I didn’t mean a demonstration,” she said, her voice high and slightly frantic as she pushed at my chest.

“Come on, darlin’. You’re about to go back to work where you’ll have men’s hands all over you. One feel isn’t going to hurt—this time.” I trapped her calves against the bed and, holding a small vibrator between my fingers, I slid my hand down her pants and pressed the inactive toy against her clit. Leaving it there as I pulled her pants tight and refastened them.

“What are you doing?” she breathed.

“Let’s eat.” I smacked her ass, causing her to jump forward on impact.

She shook her head, but I pushed her toward the living room, grabbing the remote from the same drawer as I passed. I wasn’t a huge fan of toys, but anything with a remote usually caught my attention. It was a sure-fire way to draw out the anguish and uncertainty.

Aubrey kept her motions slow and deliberate, keeping a watch on me from the corner of her eye. She shifted a little when she sat down and picked up one of the containers. I waited for her to stab a piece of chicken with her fork and flipped the switch.

“Fuck,” she yelled and struggled not to spill the food. She probably wouldn’t have bothered if she wasn’t starving—in fact, she might have dumped the whole container over my head, but she cradled it in her tight, protective grasp. She rose, but I grabbed her shoulder and pushed her back into her seat.

“You get up, I take away the food.”

“You,” she clenched her teeth against whatever else she was going to say. I traced the back of her neck and she shuddered. Then, she took a deep breath, visibly steeled herself and took a bite of chicken.

We ate in relative silence—apparently she finally thought better than to play twenty questions. But I had my own thoughts to contend with as I saw her squirm every so often seeking relief. Her cheeks flushed with the rise of heat in her body, probably a delicious mix of embarrassment and desire.

A desire she wanted very much to fight.

So fucking perfect.

I fought against my own drive to take her, even knowing that I could without much consequence since, as we’d addressed, she wouldn’t run to the cops. But that wasn’t part of my somewhat carefully laid plan. I didn’t care if she wanted the sex, didn’t care if she argued, but I wanted to push her into the deal to ensure she was in my pocket and not Devlin’s.

This girl had some kind of serious issue—some load of shit that polluted her past to the point that she was more willing to put up with this than risk running home. I wagered she already knew about Devlin’s connections—his insane ability to drag anyone back with the press of a button on his cell—but there was something else as well.

She knew better than to piss off Devlin—which was exactly what I intended to do. And exactly why I needed her commitment first. It was a conniving and particularly demented plan. And I was sharing lunch with a possible casualty of that plan.

It should have bothered me more.

Once upon a time, it would have. But Devlin had a cure for that as well.

When I finished my meal, I switched off the vibrator and her muscles relaxed, even her eyes fell closed for a moment. A brief moment of raw vulnerability.

I bided my time for the rest of the afternoon, leaving her to her own devices while I planned for my evening job. She opted for a long bath, for which I was grateful since she would no longer smell like a club girl, but even then, I kept myself occupied, maintaining my distance. I wouldn’t have a lot of time before my job tonight—even if everything went perfectly as planned with Aubrey—so I had to have everything lined up perfectly: tools, scouting, alarm codes, all of the information to keep it smooth.

I was being overly cautious, though. Tonight’s job was an easy boost. The car was hot as hell—a sleek, beautiful classic Ford street rod. But not a challenge.

That’s the part of the game I lived for. I wanted the challenge—yearned for it as much—maybe more than sex. But I had an idea that might make the job more interesting. Maybe my most interesting yet.

[image: image]

By evening, Aubrey was pacing around in my bedroom, stopping every few minutes to lean her face against the window frame and stare out at the city.

“Time for work, darlin’. Make your decision.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and cocked one hip. As long as she kept that edge of determination, I had high hopes that my night would be fun.

“I’m not a fuck toy.”

“Are you prepared to tell Devlin that?”

“I won’t drink any more of his water. I know his game so I’ll just avoid it and pay my dues.”

“You—” Oh, youthful, stupid, naive, optimism. Or she had an entirely different plan in mind. Yet, she’d made the very decision I expected—and wanted her to make. I freaked her out—but she was exponentially more afraid of pissing off Devlin. And by the end of the night, I intended to capitalize on that very fear. I had a small window for that to happen if I was going to make my ten o’clock deadline with my partner.

The club opened at nine, but the party started even earlier than that. Of course, that party wasn’t open to the public. Technically, the hour gave the girls time to practice and get into costume and makeup—a warm-up for the night to come. And that rationale worked just fine on paper and for anyone who might stumble in and didn’t have the use of their senses.

In reality, however, it was a glorified orgy.

Devlin turned a blind eye to it all while the staff hung out up front, sneaking drinks—usually body shots—and having some personal fun in the private viewing rooms.

The ones who weren’t oblivious knew that Devlin was aware of every single detail. To him, it was a small price to pay for completely pliable employees. Hell, I’d been there while he watched the whole thing on video cameras—and I’d ducked out before he started pleasuring himself to the freak show. He wasn’t bothered by connotations of modesty, but I still had a few firm lines drawn—mainly that my sex life and Devlin’s would never, ever, even remotely cross. I had no interest in his sloppy seconds or his demented fantasies. 

But he didn’t give a damn one way or the other. Seconds, thirds, he’d fuck anyone and anything with no regard to who might be watching.

I parked in front of the club with Aubrey fidgeting in the seat next to me, cloaked under my leather jacket. Let it never be said that I couldn’t pretend to be a gentleman when it served the greater interest.

“I’m supposed to go in the back,” she said, staring toward the front door. Her features were drawn down like simply looking at the building exhausted her.

There was only one reason she didn’t want to go in the front—the party—and that’s why I intended to drag her through it. “Isn’t that a pity? I’m going in this way, and I’m taking my coat.”

There was the greater good.

She muttered something under her breath and I hoped for an instant that she wouldn’t just chuck the pile of leather at me. But today was even colder, and I knew her shirt was thin which would make a long walk around the building with no coat particularly uncomfortable. Clinging to the thick coat, she followed me to the front of the building, slowing only when we neared the front door.

I took her by the forearm and tugged her forward. “Step it up, darlin’. I have other places to be tonight, I certainly don’t want to be loitering out here.”

The music was audible before we even opened the door, and just inside, the warm smell of stale beer and assorted alcohols acted like a thick force field that warned away anyone who treasured their liver or ability at higher reasoning.

Two strippers were laying across the bar while the bartender and a couple of bouncers took turns pouring liquor and lapping it off of their skin.

“Never been invited to the launch party?” I asked as Aubrey moved closer to my side.

“Not my thing. Can we just—”

Her words faded to nothing in my ear as a tall brunette stepped out of one of the side rooms and adjusted her skirt. No one followed after her, so I assumed that whoever had accompanied her had already moved on to some other party. Her eyes were glassy and distant, evident of another pre-party ritual—coke.

The girl stopped short when she saw me, then darted off to the side of the stage and out of sight.

“Colt.” Another girl’s voice lifted behind me. Coming in this way also had dire consequences for me. At least during business hours, I could blend in and enjoy the show.

“Lissa,” I said dryly as I turned to meet her.

“Finally joining the party?” She shot eyes at Aubrey then cozied up to me, grabbing at the collar of my shirt.

I swatted her hands away and took a step back. “I don’t do my brother’s strippers.”

“Really?” She looked to where my fingers still closed around Aubrey’s arm.

“Really,” I said. I’d met Lissa a few months earlier during a private party. It really was a pity that she’d found her way into Devlin’s club. She was filled out in all the right places, and she knew how to use every inch of it. From what I heard, she also enjoyed it rough. Those kind of girls could fulfill the rush of a one-nighter, but got boring real quick.

I didn’t want someone who begged me to hit harder or squeeze tighter.

The bartender rounded the corner, bringing with him the biting smell of fresh booze. “You never turned in your tab for the scotches,” he said to Aubrey.

“Those were mine,” I said, tucking her farther behind me. I still couldn’t explain the urge to stay between her and anyone who threatened her, but there was no way to enjoy a girl who was already broken.

“Figured as much,” he grumbled. “I take it you also monopolized her time for the rest of the night?”

“I don’t answer to you. Neither does she. Get back to your mini-party and I’ll settle my tab with Devlin.”

He snorted and waved his hand toward the back. “I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to see you, as always.”

Sometimes I wondered why I ever set foot in my brother’s club, but I could rarely resist the urge to irk him—even if it was just running up a bill and never paying. I had considered letting Aubrey sit and weigh her options for a bit longer, but I was already sick of the company so I pushed her toward the back of the room. Her movements were stiff and clunky, knowing she was damned if she stayed and damned if she moved.

Just past the employee door, Devlin stood with the young brunette who’d scampered away after seeing me.

“I’ll find you later,” he whispered to her, copping a feel as she moved away. His glare settled on us. His mouth flat and unamused. “Sway, good to see you back. You’re up for three tonight.”

“What?” She jerked her arm out of my grasp.

“Need I remind you how you’re earning your keep?” His voice was even, but lower than normal—more forced. Aubrey wouldn’t be seeing any more of his silver-tongued promises now that he had her right where he wanted her.

He didn’t know that he was playing perfectly into my plan though.

“Get ready,” he said, dismissing her with a wave of his hand.

She paused for a moment, lingering at my side, then she dropped my jacket over my arm and the heat from her presence faded with the retreating footsteps.

“Since when do you take more than a passive interest in any of my girls?” Devlin asked. He held his chin high—always the superior in his mind—but his nostrils flared as he stared down at me.

“She needed a ride,” I adopted the most mischievous smile I could manage.

“And you think anything you do will deter me?” He closed in on me until barely an inch separated our chests. “I’m not like you. You and your stupid rules. I don’t give a damn if you’ve already fucked her, but I hope you enjoyed it while you could. I guarantee your interest in her will pass by the end of the night.”

I wasn’t so sure about that.

“What’s your game, Colt?” His voice was a grating whisper. He may not have had any moral objections to getting my leftovers, but the thought of it still heated his cold blood.

“No game. Just having some fun where I can get it.”

He made a sound in his throat, glancing briefly past my shoulder to the changing room. “Sticking around again?”

“I plan on enjoying the show for a while. Then, I have other plans.”

“Then I guess she’ll have to collect her tips elsewhere.” He clicked his tongue and knocked into my shoulder, shoving me sideways when he passed.

It hadn’t escaped me that I was making Aubrey’s life worse—dangerously worse. Especially if things didn’t pan out exactly as I had planned.

But even if it did, I had still insured that she was on Devlin’s shit list.

Chapter 5
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It never failed.

Three sets. How the hell was I supposed to pull that off? Especially when the girl who was supposed to show me the ropes was up front getting tipsy.

And what was with her reaction to Colt? Rubbing up on him and grabbing at his collar.

Fuck Colt. I didn’t care—but the fact that I had to tell myself that unsettled me.

I’d spent all day debating over which was worse. Stripping for a crowd and putting up with whatever ridicule Devlin intended to put me through or offering my body to some strange man at the offer of taking care of my debts with Devlin.

But it was more than that. More than money. The last time I’d tried to get away, Devlin had sent his cop friends after me—I suspected that’s what happened at Colt’s apartment, too. Whether or not they knew I was there, Devlin’s network was one I didn’t want to test again.

All I had to do was avoid being drugged and keep my head together until I found my own way out.

My three costumes and set list were hanging from my locker. My first dance was still later in the night—probably scheduled to take advantage of the more drunken customers. I traced my fingers along the soft feather lining of one costume, then over the rough studded texture of the next. The tiny outfits nothing more than straight jackets binding me to my new life.

It wasn’t as if I ever expected life to be a cake walk. I didn’t want to be catered to or waited on. I didn’t expect my next meal to be served on golden plates with goblets, but this was too much. For just one second, I’d let myself dream of being courted by the stunningly rich and handsome man, and look at where that had landed me.

I came to the city expecting to work hard to get where I wanted. I went out, got a job, worked extra hours when I could and fought to make ends meet when it got rough. Wasn’t that supposed to be the ideal work ethic? The big dream of everyone who’d pulled themselves up by their bootstraps.

I didn’t even have to wonder where it all went wrong. The answer was simple. The first time I talked to Devlin. When I’d answered his questions and told him about my dreams—stunned by the delusion that a man like him was genuinely interested in anything I had to say.

I pulled myself out of my personal mental hell. Soon the room would be crawling with other dancers, and I wanted to take advantage of my time alone.

Leaning against the lockers, I rubbed my eyes and tried to visualize all of the steps to my first routine.

“Sway.” I recognized Devlin’s voice, but I hadn’t even heard the door open. “What happened to you last night?”

I clenched my jaw.

“You didn’t seem to be feeling well, and then you disappeared.” His voice was nothing like it had been with Colt. Whatever was going on with those two, I wanted to be far away when it hit the fan. Yet, I suspected I was going to be right in the middle.

I took a deep breath. “I’m not playing. I’m here. I’m working. I’m fulfilling our deal.”

He put up his hands and backed away. It wasn’t a good idea to confront him directly, but I was tired of the endless runaround.

“Is this about my brother?” he asked. “Did he say something? Do something? I can keep him away from you.”

“No need.”

Devlin snorted, and I clenched my hands against the wave of anger set off by the sound.

“He can be relentless. I’m not sure what he’s capable of.” His audacity to pass it off as if any wrongdoing had to be perpetrated by someone else wasn’t a surprise, but it ripped at my brain like a wild dog trying to escape a cage.

“And what are you capable of?” I snapped. Without waiting for his reaction or looking at his face, I grabbed my first costume and stormed off into the bathroom before I got in more trouble. One of the stall doors had been half ripped off since the day before, but I definitely didn’t want to know what the hell had gone on. When I heard the dressing room door open and close again, I slipped out of my clothes and into the damn feathery costume I had been assigned. The tight bra was padded and unforgiving. It pushed my breasts up until they were pinched in an unnatural and uncomfortable position. The only benefit was that they wouldn’t be bouncing around while I was on stage—not in the beginning anyway.

After dumping my clothes in my locker, I sat down at my dressing table and fastened the absurd sparkling platform heels to my feet. Added to my problems was the fact that I’d probably need physical therapy after all of this was over. What were the chances that Devlin would kick in a killer insurance plan to cover my declining mental and physical health?

Leaning over the table, I buried my face in my hands. I had to do my job—do what earned the money and do a damn good job of it if I wanted to keep Devlin off my back. I didn’t know what Colt was capable of, that was true as well, but Devlin was the immediate threat and I imagined he was quite pissed off.

The back door opened again, and I straightened in my seat like a grade schooler who’d been caught off guard by a teacher. I was so overwhelmed, I already felt like curling up under the table and bawling my eyes out, and if Devlin or one of his men walked in I just might do it.

Instead, the girl who’d skittered away when Colt and I entered the building came in and sat down at the table next to me. I watched her out of the corner of my eye for a moment, wondering if she had something to say, but she pulled a makeup kit out of the top drawer and laid it out on the table in front of her.

There goes my time alone to run through a number—or two.

I sucked up my pride, but when I stood my feet wobbled underneath me worse than a newborn colt’s legs.

“You’re going to break something,” the girl said.

“No shit, but thanks for the observation.”

“I wasn’t—” she shook her head and went back to her makeup. She didn’t have the same smug face as the other girls when they teased me. In fact, she didn’t really have much of any look. The skin was sagging and discolored around her eyes like she hadn’t slept in weeks. She caked on concealer to hide the dark circles and smoothed out her skin, before using a darker powder to add contour and definition.

Her makeup skills made mine look like a child’s attempts at mimicking her mother.

“I’ve been the estranged new girl,” she whispered. “I can show you a few tricks, if you want.”

My face warmed with the realization that I’d been caught staring at her. “I really—” I assumed it had to be a trick. “I can manage.”

“Fine.” She leaned toward the mirror, starting on the more detailed lines and shading around her eyes.

“My name is Aubrey,” I said, caught in an instant of guilt for brushing her off.

“A.K.A. Sway, I hear.”

I scowled.

She caked on thick ruby red lipstick that stood out against her pasty skin. “They nicknamed me Lurch, consider yourself lucky.”

I snorted and covered my mouth. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“It’s good. I prefer Alex, though.” She glanced around again. I wasn’t sure what she was looking for, or waiting for, but it made me uneasy. “You have to watch your back around here.”

I continued watching as her makeup took shape. There was still nothing behind her eyes, as if it had all been stripped away until she was nothing more than a semi-autonomous puppet.

That’s going to be me, I thought.

“How long have you been here?” I asked, but what I really wondered was how long it’d take me to lose everything.

“Six months.”

“Hard club to break into,” I muttered. Not that I cared for anyone’s acceptance, but it’d be nice to know the entire staff wasn’t anticipating my downfall.

“Well, there are dancers and there are dancers.” She dropped her brush on the table. “Want my help or not?”

“Sure,” I said. I figured I couldn’t end up anymore on the outside.

“To start. You need shoes that are the right size.”

I frowned and looked down, twisting my feet in the clear straps that held them in the torture devices.

“Then, you need to keep your weight forward on your toes. Your muscles will hurt like a bitch until you get used to it, but it’s better than a sprained ankle or broken leg.” She led me back to the wardrobe room, and we sifted through about twenty pairs of shoes before finding a pair that met her seal of approval. Maybe she saw the millimeter of difference, but my feet and legs sure didn’t seem to notice.

“Run through your dance,” she said, pointing to one of the practice poles the girls used to test out their costumes and shoes.

“Um,” I looked at her, then at the pole, knowing I was going to make an utter fool of myself.

“Really? You can’t dance for me, but you think you can walk out on stage and do it? That’s your problem.” She shoved me toward the pole and spent the rest of the hour walking me through my moves with instructions I’d be lucky to remember without the stress of having to perform.

She showed me how to swivel my hips and balance on my toes to keep everything more fluid—and she looked damn good doing it, but she may as well have been trying to teach a panda how to eat with chopsticks.

Don’t leave your mouth hanging open.

Weight on your toes.

Keep your curves smooth.

My brain was going to combust from the overload of information. I hadn’t made it halfway through the night and my knees burned with a splintering pain that traveled up my thighs and into my hips.

There was no way that I was ever cut out to be a dancer, let alone a “sexy” one. Although, I might have made for a good comedy act on Vaudeville if I had been born a century earlier.

“You’ll get the hang of it,” she said as we both returned to our seats in the dressing room. When I looked in the mirror, I barely recognized myself. I guess that’s where I’d been going wrong all along. Holding on too tight to my own dreams and expectations—trying not to lose myself.

Most of the other girls had filtered into the dressing room, but their stilted silence prickled at the hairs on my neck, and I didn’t dare look over my shoulder to find out why or acknowledge their distant faces in the mirror.

“Do you know Colt?” I asked.

Despite her thick makeup, it looked like her face flushed. She avoided looking at me and merely shrugged. “Most girls here do.”

“But your look—”

She glared at me through the mirror we shared. “Drop it, Sway.”

Her face relaxed into neutral indifference that seemed like a schooled reaction rather than a genuine one.

I slumped in my seat and stared down at the black eyeliner tube in my hand. Even though I told myself the whole thing was settled, my mind still waged a bitter back and forth battle between the man who dangled freedom in front of my face and the man whose prison bars had already surrounded my life for what seemed like an eternity.

Serve my sentence or break free.

Dance for the demoralized crowds.

Or, offer my body to one man.

Either way my path forward was intrinsically linked with either Devlin or Colt.

Colt in some ways was easier to stomach. He didn’t have the same smug face as his brother or a haughty attitude that said he believed the world owed him everything. But seeing as he’d held a knife to my throat only hours earlier, as far as I knew, he was just as untrustworthy and may well be another cog in his brother’s game.

The dressing room door opened and one of Devlin’s “managers” walked in. There were no formalities around here and certainly no privacy. Which made me really wonder where they would draw the line when patrons got handsy.

Unless I wanted to take Colt’s answer which made it quite simple—we were here to give the men anything and everything they wanted. I wondered whether there was even a concept of harassment within these brick walls. All of the rules and regulations were probably another of Devlin’s lies used to comfort newcomers and appease outsiders who might cause problems.

I regretted climbing out of Colt’s car, but I didn’t know which way to veer when it seemed like an inch of difference in either direction would send me plummeting off a cliff. I sympathized with the sailors in old tales, forced to navigate the choppy waters and avoid disastrous run-ins with obstacles both obvious and unseen.

The man approached the area where Alex and I sat. The swirl of nausea twisted my insides and squeezed my throat. I assumed that Devlin wasn’t quite happy about what I’d said, but instead of coming for me, he dropped his hand on Alex’s shoulder.

“Boss wants to see you before you return to the stage.”

She kept her eyes lowered as she stood—she was an empty shell—moving, obeying, but there was nothing more. No emotion, no energy.

Like there was no soul left in her.

My body went cold and I had to wrap my arms around myself to keep from shivering uncontrollably.

The other girls wandered in and out of the dressing room. The clicks of their heels, high-pitched laughs, and jovial voices added nausea to my chills.

My thoughts went back to Colt. Maybe he’d at least hide me away. Hide me from all of this. The glaring eyes. Handsy men.

Was I really considering becoming one man’s... I didn’t even know what term to use.

Sex slave.

Whore.

Possession.

What would I be to him? Something he kept around for entertainment?

That was certainly no worse than what I was to Devlin. To him, I was no more than a tiny animal he kept in a cage only to torment and harass.

Even my decisions weren’t my own.

Maybe I could guard myself against him. Be extra cautious of everything I ate, drank, said... did.

For how long?

Until I looked in a mirror and saw someone like Alex staring back at me?

Longer than that?

The other girls took their places at the dressing tables, but their chatter didn’t diminish.

I pushed myself up, feeling my strength wane but refusing to show it. Even in my heels, I remained steady as I paced across the room to my locker. I spun the combination lock and yanked the handle free. My mess of clothes toppled forward, but I slid my hand underneath the mess to where I’d left my phone. A nest of strings caught my hand and I yanked it back. Blue cotton strings like shredded jeans hung from my fingernails where they’d caught on the rough edges.

“No.” I breathed the word silently to myself.

I flipped through the pile of clothes—everything I’d left in my locker the day before had been ripped and shredded until nothing was left.

Behind me, the room fell silent aside from the hushed whispers that were lost to the influx of music from the lobby.

Without acknowledging anyone. I tossed my ruined clothes to the trash can and continued digging through the mess until I found my phone—also shattered.

My heart fluttered then lodged uselessly against my stomach. It’d be months before I could afford a replacement.

I rolled the clothes Colt had given me into a tight ball and squeezed the fabric between my hands. At least no one had had the opportunity to destroy those as well. I was so tempted to leave.

What if the opportunity for escape was over?

If Colt was already gone, Devlin would easily chase me down. Not that I was convinced that Colt could even keep him away, but the chance was better than nothing. There probably wasn’t anyone who knew Devlin better—who had managed to avoid his wrath longer.

I had wondered if they were somehow working in tandem to trick me, but the way they looked at each other....

If anything, I was part of some crazy plot for Colt to piss off Devlin. I was smart enough to figure that out.

What if I walked out and pissed off Devlin with nowhere to run?

May as well go down in flames.

I stripped off the costume and slipped back into the crinkled clothes that Colt had given me. Meaningless whispers crashed against my ears like gentle waves, but although I couldn’t understand their words, I knew they were anything but gentle.

I picked up my phone, even though it was useless, in hopes that it’d be cheaper to fix than replace. It was then that the whispers turned to cheers and chants of “Run, Sway.”

Rage burned at my skin, empowering my willpower as I walked out with my head held high. Then, all I had to do was slip by Devlin’s office door and escape out the back.

To what? My unappeasable brain taunted me with the question. I also considered slipping out the front where Devlin certainly wouldn’t catch me, but then I’d be faced with a wall of employees and a bouncer or two who would stop me just as quickly and drag me straight to my doom.

Shoes in hand, I crept down the hall. My stomach turned in on itself when Devlin’s open door came into view. Strange noises, grunts, smacks, and thuds emanated from the room raising the hair on my arms as I neared and peeked through the opening.

Alex stood, bent over in the center of the room, surrounded by Devlin and three other men. One doing her from behind while she sucked Devlin and stroked the two who flanked her. My breath caught with a gasp and I hoped no one heard me as I spun around and planted my back against the wall.

My mind filled with a fog again, then released, leaving me clinging to the wall and my tenuous grasp on the present.

Flashes filled my mind with images of being bent over Devlin’s desk with his hands on my ass and back, pinning me there. My knees buckled and I wanted to slide down the wall and wrap my mind around everything. But at the same time, I wanted to run as far and fast as I possibly could.

I had to get out.

Shoes squeaked on the tile floor of Devlin’s office, and before I could get my feet moving, I heard my name lilting off of Devlin’s tongue.

He seemed in a better mood, but there was nothing like a gang bang to cheer you up.

“You’re still not dressed,” he said.

“I don’t feel well.” It was the only thing I could think to say, even though I knew it’d make no difference.

“I’ll get you some water.”

I should have known he’d leap at that opportunity. “And drug me again?”

“Is that what this is about?” He remained calm and nonchalant. Drugging me didn’t seem the least out of the ordinary—nor did whatever the hell I’d just gotten an eyeful of. “You were too tense and anxious. I was making sure you’d relax and have a good time. Protecting my investment.”

I shook my head. “I can’t remember most of the night.”

As soon as I said that, I was hit with another flash of being bent over his desk. I wasn’t sure if my brain was making it up, given what I’d just seen, or if it all really happened. “You drugged me without my knowledge or consent.”

“I didn’t want you to think you’d have to rely on drugs every time. Maybe it was a tad strong—”

A tad? My eyes widened before I could school my reaction, but I bit my tongue. I’d never match his penchant for explaining everything away.

From inside the office, the grunts and groans increased in volume and frequency while I stood outside facing down the man who was in charge of it all. “That why you had me bent over your desk?”

His eyes turned wild, staring down at me with a terrifying intensity. I really should have kept my mouth shut. I wanted him to understand I wouldn’t be run over so easily, but as always, that was a huge mistake.

He came at me, his cool demeanor shattering. Before I could react, his hands were around my neck pressing me into the wall until I couldn’t breathe.

“Is that the game you want to play?”

I tried to shake my head, but his hand didn’t give me the freedom to do much except gasp futilely for air. He yanked me away from the wall and shoved me into the room. Right into the middle of his screwed up sex fest.

One of the other men grabbed me, turning away from Alex and pinning me to Devlin’s desk. “Free for all?” he asked, raising an eyebrow and glancing to Devlin.

My body was frozen in shock and disbelief.

“Alex,” Devlin barked. “Go get cleaned up.”

Fuck, fuck, fuck. My brain was stuck on repeat.

I kicked and tried to get away by crawling over Devlin’s desk, but soon, I was surrounded by three more men—including Devlin. “You could have had it the easy way,” he purred. “Obviously, you’re too strong-willed for that.”

He grabbed my hair and dragged me across the desk until his mouth was at my ear. “You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for this. Relishing the anticipation of having you right here.”

I twisted and kicked, a sob swelled in my throat making it difficult to breathe.

“Dev,” another voice from the hallway interrupted with a knock, and the four pairs of hands paused. “Your father is here.”

Devlin muttered a string of curse words, then yanked my head back again, wrapping his other hand around my throat again. “Get your pretty ass into costume and on stage when your cue comes on.” His angry words carried droplets of saliva and the stench of alcohol. “Don’t make me find a new payment plan. You do not question me unless you want me to stop playing nice.”

If any of our history involved playing nice, I didn’t want to see his idea of dirty. He held my throat tighter and tighter until the room darkened with the threat of passing out. Then, he jerked up part of my top and squeezed my nipple until I could barely see through the tears that welled up.

“Understand?”

I tried to grunt out an answer, but I didn’t have any air to work with until he finally released me. I gasped for air. Cool sweet air. Life.

This time, he allowed me to taste it again.

This time.

There was no surviving this—Devlin would see to that, and it was written all over Alex. I wondered if she’d been recruited the same way as me.

Like a good girl after a scolding, I put my head down and inched my way back toward the locker room door. Then, I glanced over my shoulder to gauge my distance before I darted across the room and out to the lobby, hoping they wouldn’t cause a ruckus in front of customers.

Nothing stood between me and Devlin and no one would—aside from one possibility.

I scanned the crowd, feeling the heated eyes of onlookers assessing my hurried entrance, but my feet kept moving. I had to keep moving.

An arm caught me, and I spun, ready to fight to get away, but it only caused me to lose my balance.

“Having a worse night?” Colt asked, sitting me back on my feet before I tumbled.

“Colt,” I said. Even my monetary relief at seeing him was disconcerting on some level. “Please, get me out of here.”

One of the men who’d been in Devlin’s office stepped through the door, straightening his long, black sleeves as he looked out over the crowd. Looking for me, no doubt.

“Please,” I begged, but Colt just stared down at me with an impassively blank expression. I urged him on, pawing at his chest and pushing him toward the door. “I agree, okay?”

I refused to be turned into a drugged-up zombie sex toy. So of course, I was agreeing to become someone else’s fuck toy—that made perfect sense. But deep down, I knew I stood a better chance with Colt.

“And I was just beginning to get into the show,” Colt murmured in my ear. “You might have some serious making up to do later.”

“Can you keep him from coming after me?”

“I’ll make him a deal he can’t refuse.” He smirked and led me towards the front. I didn’t remember my lack of shoes until my feet hit the frigid pavement. The bouncer saw me and darted after us, but with one swing, Colt bloodied his nose, then dragged me to the car.

“Colt,” I hissed. His fingers dug into my bicep, and I feared I was going to wake up with bruises all over my body after he and Devlin got through with me.

As long as I wake up, I told myself, it’ll be worth it.

“You’re going to have to trust me a little here.” He jerked open the passenger door and shoved me inside. I caught a glance of the front door of the club as Colt ran around the car to join me inside. Two of the men from Devlin’s office joined the bloodied bouncer, who pointed out Colt’s car as we sped away from the entrance.

Chapter 6
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“Where are we going?” Aubrey pleaded again, adjusting in her seat as I tore down the highway, putting some distance between us and the club.

“Wherever I want.” The gas pedal vibrated beneath my foot, sending more fiery power to the engine with just a twitch of movement. That was why I enjoyed cars—when you cared for them properly and tuned them up just right, they didn’t ask stupid questions or go around behind your back. They simply purred under the slightest touch and followed orders.

Aubrey’s eyes fell closed and she leaned against the window, her forehead pressing into the cold glass. “You said you had somewhere to be, so why were you still at the club? Were you just waiting for something to happen so you could—could take advantage of it?” Despite the accusation, much of the fight had drained from her voice as the adrenaline cleared from her system.

“I didn’t figure it’d be any different from any other night around there. I said you’d agree, and you did—almost exactly when I predicted you would. Except I expected you to make it through one dance. Was actually looking forward to it.”

“You....” She gritted her teeth. “You and Devlin are both jackasses. Conniving. Arrogant. Self-serving conmen.”

“Touché. But there is one difference,” I said softly, letting my voice fade into the vibrations of the car. I didn’t need to raise my voice to get my point across, since as far as my deal with Aubrey was concerned, I’d already won. “I’m upfront about what I want. And it seems you understand that difference, seeing as how you just chose me over him. Just like I said you would.”

“You just met me last night,” she yelled. “You don’t know a damn thing about me.”

Didn’t I? I’d known enough to get us this far. “I know there’s a good reason you haven’t run or gone to the cops long before now. You don’t talk like a city girl and probably grew up on one of the back creek roads outside of town. Your nails are a mess even with the fresh acrylics that you applied yourself. Most girls around here wouldn’t dream of walking out on stage without a professional manicure—broke or not. But I’d wager you’re not even concerned with how your nails look.”

She looked down at them, then fisted her hands and tucked her arms around herself.

“You barely fussed with your mane of bed hair all day, but you’re physically fit. Probably from staying active, but not necessarily obsessing over working out. You’re bright, but not street smart—otherwise you wouldn’t have gotten wrapped up with Devlin. You could have chosen another small town, but like most people, you probably moved to the city hoping for anonymity. A place to start over where you could fade into the background. Well, darlin’, I hate to break it to you but it’s equally hard not to stand out in a city like this one when you obviously don’t belong. A bit stereotypical, I admit, but Devlin always targets a certain type and you fit it. Feel free to tell me which part I got wrong.”

The muscle around her jaw pulsed as she shook her head and glared out the window at the passing lights of the city. And that’s what made her so fucking vulnerable around here. Devlin did this for a living, he could spot girls like her even quicker than me. Not that I was in that business. I preferred to reserve my scouting for expensive things with four wheels and internal combustion engines.

They were easier to steal and they certainly didn’t come with so much baggage. They were also less likely to backfire.

“How do you know Alex?” she asked. She sure had some kind of crazy timing with her questions. An attempt to get a jab in on me, no doubt.

I shook my head. “I remember when she was a lot like you, but I never knew her outside of watching her dance.”

As soon as I’d said it, I hoped that Alex hadn’t told her different, but I doubted it. Lexi rarely talked to anyone about anything since Devlin got his claws into her.

“Did you try to save her?”

“I’m not trying to save anyone, darlin’.” I peeked in the rearview mirror. There were plenty of headlights in the distance, but it was impossible to tell if any of them were following me. I slowed as the ramp dumped us back in the middle of the city and headed down a side street. “All I’ve done is give you the facts. You know there will always be something with Devlin—always a catch.”

“What’s the catch to this deal?”

“It’s on me,” I said, keeping it simple. The truth was, I didn’t know for sure. But whatever it was, I was going to take care of it because that was my end of the deal with her. I may have been everything she said, but as far as I was concerned, this was a business deal and I always kept up my end of the bargain.

She squirmed and fished around for something in her pocket. “They demolished everything that I left in my locker last night, cell, bus pass—” she held up the phone showing off its shattered screen.

“Well,” I clucked my tongue. “Seems you made some friends. But you certainly won’t be needing a bus pass for the next few months. When I said you’d be mine, I meant entirely.”

She stared at me, her eyelashes quivering like she was about to cry. If she did, I might not make it until after the boost to take her.

“What about all of my stuff—my apartment—my life?”

“That apartment is a big part of how you got into this mess, but we can pick up whatever you want in the morning.”

“If Devlin doesn’t take care of it first.” Her voice cracked. The reality of everything she’d just done sat heavy in the car. “He’s not going to let me go.”

“That’s my problem, then. I have you now, and you’re staying with me until our deal is over. Do what I say—that’s our agreement. You give me six months—depending on how much of a pain in the ass you are—I’ll keep you alive and then you’re free to go and torture someone else with your questions. I may have a sadistic streak, but I won’t do any permanent damage so you can walk away and figure out your own life when we’re done.”

Before she could respond, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I didn’t have to glance at the screen to know exactly who it was.

“Bring her back.” My brother’s voice exploded from the speaker as soon as I accepted the call.

“I’m a little busy at the moment,” I said.

“This isn’t a negotiation.”

Questions and fear marred Aubrey features and her skin turned a pasty color until she looked like she was about to throw up.

Not in my damn car, I warned her with a pointed glare. I had enough to worry about with Devlin, I didn’t want to deal with a girl vomiting in my car. “You have her for what? Two years? Working off the debt you coerced her into—and I know you’ll find a way for her to do that whether dancing or not—but I want to make a deal.”

“She and I already have a deal. Why don’t you have one of your business lectures with her and—”

He was worse than her questions. “Wilson might be willing to negotiate.”

That was my wildcard. Devlin had been trying to talk business with Wilson for a few years. I’d managed to get an in with him through my own means. Whether or not Wilson would agree—which was doubtful given their overinflated egos—wasn’t up to me, but all I needed was for Devlin to say deal.

“Why do you give a fuck?” His deep voice vibrated from the phone.

“I’m bored,” I said casually. “And I’ve found myself in the market for an assistant.”

“Buy a hooker.”

“Boring,” I said. Not that I’d really want to touch one anyway. “You get practically everything you want—a meeting with Wilson and your money—and you have plenty of playthings around. Hard not to notice that Alex was back.”

“Two-hundred grand,” Devlin said.

I choked on his ridiculous proposal. “You want nearly a quarter of a million dollars for one stripper?”

Aubrey’s jaw dropped and the color drained from her skin even more.

“Interest,” he said. “Early pay off fees, and such.”

I pretended to mull it all over while Devlin mumbled things on the other side of the phone and Aubrey stared at me with her mouth still gaping open. I couldn’t let him think I’d happily pay that—or worse, that I’d be willing to pay more.

But he also knew that it wasn’t as if I couldn’t afford it, and negotiating with my brother wasn’t one of the more enjoyable parts of life.

“Don’t you think the meeting with Wilson covers some of those fees,” I asked.

“Only if he agrees to play ball on my terms. Otherwise....” he hummed, knowing I didn’t need words to fill in the rest.

“Fine,” I said.

Aubrey’s eyes were impossibly wide, and from the looks of her shaking body and erratic breaths, she wasn’t going to take much more of this whole thing before passing out.

It did, for a moment, make me question what I had planned for her for the night, but that was a different matter.

“Since when are you into buying women anyway?” Devlin asked just as I thought he’d already disconnected the phone.

“We all have to change things up every now and then.”

“Right.” He cleared his throat. “We’ll pretend that’s the case. Get me that meeting and my money, or I’ll make you both pay a much higher price.”

I disconnected the call and sent off a text at the next stoplight.

Beside me, Aubrey buried her face in her hands. “We are so dead.”

“Not yet, darlin’. You better be worth two hundred thousand, though.”

Her breaths were shallow and labored, and her eyes fluttered frantically as if she hoped to blink away her new reality.

I gunned the engine, sending a plume of smoke from the tires and filling the car with a deafening squeal. Aubrey’s fingers clutched at the door handle, her other hand at her side, holding onto the seat for dear life. I could almost taste the mix of fear and adrenaline that coursed through her body. The desire was already building, tightening around my spine and tempting my cock with what was to come.

Foreplay. Long, bittersweet, grueling foreplay.

When I got up to speed, I felt for the smooth skin of her stomach, inching her shirt up. Her muscles hardened under my touch, threatening to pull from my reach, but she let me continue. I traced the top of her jeans, slipping a finger between the material and her skin. Then, I trailed my hand down and between her legs where the looming heat of her core tempted my restraint.

I didn’t readily admit it, but there were some things that not even the most luxurious car could stand up to—the sensations aroused by the touch of a woman.

Her breaths became audible, low rumbled growls that entwined with the sound of the engine. She wasn’t aroused—not yet—she was fighting, trying to hold back. Whether or not she knew it, that was the most arousing reaction she could have. But by the end of the night, I’d guarantee that she would be so needy, so wet with lust, that even as she fought, she’d be yearning for me to bury my cock in her for sweet release.

With my hand firmly planted between her legs, I didn’t want the ride to end. But we were only a few minutes from the warehouse, and soon my partner would be there to meet me so we could complete our job for the night.

He was usually tolerable, but that was the best I could say about him. He didn’t stand for lateness, incomplete plans, or anything that aggravated his sciatica—which he insisted meant that something was about to go terribly wrong.

It rarely did where I was concerned.

He wasn’t going to be happy about Aubrey, so I didn’t intend to give him two things to bitch and moan about. I had to be early. And I needed enough time to get Aubrey ready for the evening.

I drove around to the backside of the large warehouse we used to hold the cars until they were ready for transport. I didn’t deal with that shit—the boring logistics part. I just cased them, stole them, and delivered them. The kind of planning I was good at.

Too good sometimes. It was getting boring and tonight’s boost would be easier than half of Devlin’s strippers.

That’s why I brought along some entertainment. The lively and unpredictable kind.

I pulled into one of the open bays of the warehouse and parked my car to the side, off in the shadows where there wasn’t a chance of anyone stumbling upon it while I was gone. I checked my watch—we had about fifteen minutes before Buck arrived. For a criminal, he was entirely predictable—always exactly where he was supposed to be, right when he was supposed to be there.

I grabbed two black duffle bags from behind Aubrey’s seat as we climbed out of the car. One was filled with any equipment I might need for the night, and the other held a special surprise for my newest partner in crime.

Still in high heels, Aubrey’s steps were timid as she navigated the cracked and rock covered pavement. Up a short flight of stairs, we headed through a door that led to a closed off room—we rarely used it for anything, but it’d make a decent enough changing room.

“You going to give me one last strip tease?” I asked, tugging her closer.

She rolled her eyes and looked at the bag. “You going to drag me around a warehouse naked?”

I chuckled. She still had so much to learn about me. “Probably. But I have a meeting in a few minutes, and unless you’d also like my associate to see you in your skivvies, you best pull down your pants.”

She gnawed on her bottom lip for a moment, then undid the button and zipper on the tight jeans.

The jeans slid down her thighs, revealing her smooth pale skin. Her body was already shivering from the cold, but her discomfort only fueled my depravation. She was the hit I yearned for. The drug that’d momentarily free me from the iron-clad prison I kept around my cock and purge my brain of the constant overflow.

I licked my lips and flipped my hand toward her top, ushering her onward. She lifted the top over her head, then reached behind her back and unfastened the bra, avoiding my eyes as she let it slip down her arms and to the floor. Her nipples were taut and pointed in invitation. My gaze lingered there, as my hand slid into my pocket and fingered the metal accoutrements that waited for her. I swallowed quickly, my mouth was watering to be on her, but time was the enemy.

“Hurry it along, and I’ll let you get dressed again,” I said, shaking the bag. Not that I wanted to hurry anything along. I wanted to take her in, steal her warmth and replace it with my own twisted perversions.

She slid off the skimpy thong and kicked it away, wrapping her arms around herself.

May as well get this over with before she freezes. I dropped the bag and felt around in it until I found the bra, which I tossed over my shoulder. She shook and shuddered, furrowing her brow as I approached and pulled one of the metal clips from my pocket. It was guaranteed to feel overwhelming on her ice cold nipple, but instead of warming and preparing her skin as my tongue twitched to do—I squeezed the ends of the clamp and let the metal circle snap over her nipple.

She squealed and tried to back away, but I caught her by her ass before she could get far and popped the second clamp over her other nipple. Her face twisted and she tightened her jaw and fists, holding back any further reaction.

That wouldn’t last long.

Despite the tension on her face, I heard her teeth clattering and felt her skin vibrating under my touch. I slid the bra off my shoulder and snapped the strap against her ass.

She yelped and jumped, toppling sideways against my other arm. Then, I held the bra up on one finger, tempting her to take it. With a huff, she snatched it away.

“Leave on the clamps,” I warned, pulling the next item of clothing out of the bag, a lacy black thong that matched the bra. I wasn’t a connoisseur of fashion—I didn’t care what the lingerie really looked like, whether they matched or had lace. But I always enjoyed the show.

And I hoped that the lace would be a little itchy. It’d add to the fun.

Before I handed over the thong, I pulled one final toy from my pocket. She exhaled audibly still trying to adjust the bra to be somewhat comfortable.

Good luck with that, I thought.

I hooked my finger in the front of the bra—essentially undoing any of her work—and pulled her forward. Holding her there, I parted her legs with my other hand. She jerked, her breath catching in her chest.

I wagered she wasn’t used to being touched in such overt ways. I circled her clit with my middle finger, but she’d take more warming up before she really reacted to my touch. This time, I eased the clamp closed, securing it around the bundle of nerves. Her nails dug into my jacket as her breath sizzled through her clenched teeth.

She jerked the thong away when I offered it, then I kicked the bag so it slid across the floor toward her. Giving me a quick glance, she pulled out the black top. This one was tighter than the last, but still gave me a full view of her cleavage—which was nicely displayed by the bra. And finally, the tight black leather pants and black shoes that had been buried in the bottom of the bag with a leather jacket.

I considered bringing another pair of high heels, just to make her miserable, but it wouldn’t be practical to drag along a hobbling girl when I needed to be discreet.

Although I was a sucker for a challenge, I had my limits.

Once she had shimmied into the pants and slid on the boots and jacket, I took a moment to admire the ensemble. Until the roar of an engine from the other side of the door cut my enjoyment too short.

“Put your other clothes in the bag,” I ordered.
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“You weren’t lying about the sadist part,” I mumbled as Colt led me back into the large warehouse room where we’d left his car. I continued trying to adjust my clothing, but nothing relieved the sensations that seeped into my nerves and shot through my entire body. It was as if he’d hooked each of the clamps to a direct line that tapped into my spine and ran up to the base of my brain.

“And I have a feeling you’re going to be fun.” His hushed words brushed through my hair and into my ear.

A second car was now parked behind Colt’s and a tall man with long blond hair—much longer than Colt’s—reclined against the driver’s front panel. He cleared his throat when he saw us, giving me an extra once over before speaking. “What the hell are you thinking this time?”

“Buck, meet my apprentice. Apprentice, this is my partner, Buck.”

“Apprentice?” Buck grunted and scowled at me. He was the first person all day not to look at me like a piece of meat. Instead, he looked like he wanted to stuff me in the trunk of the car and leave me—not much an improvement. “You’ve lost your fucking marbles. Why can’t we just have a clean, easy run?”

“You’re just dropping me off and keeping lookout. If it all goes to hell, cut bait and you won’t have anything to lose.” Colt pushed me toward the rear passenger door of the beige sedan.

Easy run. Lookout. What the hell did people need lookouts for? It was far too late to be robbing a bank.

I hoped.

A convenience store?

My lungs refused to draw in my next breath, and my heart thudded wildly in my chest. I never imagined—I may have gotten away from Devlin and the club, but now I was about to be a criminal.

I followed Colt’s direction, so wrapped up in my thoughts that I forgot about the clamps until I sat down in the back seat of the car and the one between my legs shifted and pinched harder. I cried against closed lips and bit down on the inside of my cheek, hoping to hide my reaction as much as possible.

Colt’s eyes glinted and he wiggled one eyebrow. “Be good. Leave them alone and do exactly as I say,” he whispered before closing my door.

My hand inched toward the handle, wondering if I could get out at a stoplight and run, but if Colt didn’t find me, with my luck, he’d tell Devlin and I already knew he would have no problem tracking me down.

My pants pressed uncomfortably against the clamp as I adjusted my legs while Colt settled into the seat in front of me. I tried to keep my motions to a minimum, hoping not to alert Colt to my distress—he’d enjoy it too much.

Instead, I closed my eyes, sinking into my happy place—blissful ignorance—I didn’t want to know where we were going. At least that gave me an out later.

If anyone would believe me.

Colt and Buck were silent up front so I wouldn’t have learned much from their conversation even if I hadn’t zoned out. Buck punched the radio and suddenly the car buzzed and thudded alive with the deep throb of music that reminded me of being back at the club.

Then, the buzz moved between my legs, growing in intensity until I had to shift. I adjusted, twisted, and pulled to loosen my pants as I realized the buzzing had nothing to do with the music, but whatever Colt had planted in my underwear.

Another damn vibrator. I should have guessed. In my alarm, I accidentally kicked the back of his seat, and he chuckled, ducking his head to watch me in the passenger mirror while Buck adjusted the rearview mirror to look back at me. I pushed their attention to the farthest part of my mind, slumping down and focusing gaze on the passing scenery.

What seemed like an hour later—thanks to the torture—the car came to a stop on a dark back road in a sparse residential area. Buck turned down the radio and without a word, Colt climbed out of the car.

“I’ll keep eyes out,” Buck said. “I don’t know what the hell you’re planning with the girl but—”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Don’t worry about it. I wondered if that was his motto, or just his way of shutting other people out so he didn’t have to deal with an entire conversation. My door opened and Colt dragged me out by my arm.

“Just do your job,” he said to Buck before adjusting his black duffel over his shoulder, closing my door, and pulling me into the shadows.

Was this really better than the club?

At least the vibrations had stopped and my body felt mostly numb to the pinching—until I had to power walk just to keep up with Colt’s long strides.

“Where—” I snapped my mouth closed, and Colt pressed his fingers to my lips, giving me a sideways glare that I didn’t dare question.

The cold evening was nearly dead silent except for the dull crunch of loose pavement under our feet. Colt pulled on a pair of black leather gloves as we approached the side door of a small garage.

My eyes darted around the darkness, expecting someone to jump out at us at any moment. I waited for spotlights, police sirens, an alarm of some kind.

Breaking and entering.

Theft.

What the hell were we getting into? The not knowing was as bad as the potential consequences.

Just outside of the narrow garage door, Colt dropped to his knee and pulled something out of his bag. He fiddled with some electronic device for a moment, and then unrolled his lock picks, springing the lock in seconds.

“You brought me on a break in?” I whispered as he yanked me inside and closed the door behind us.

The room was pitch black so I couldn’t even see Colt standing right in front of me. The panic of the situation exacerbated by my own inability to control my body had me doubled over. My chest ached, the pain spreading and making it harder to get any air.

I had never been perfect, and I’d done my share of acting out which included sneaking out with my best friend and breaking into his stepdad's garage in the middle of the night. We hadn’t been informed of the alarm until the police showed up and busted us for underage drinking and breaking and entering. My friend’s step-dad didn’t let us off easy but we were stupid teenagers and none of that really deterred us.

We were invincible then, and in our minds, smarter than all of the adults in town.

But this wasn’t a petty juvenile crime by two teenagers reeling over recently absent fathers who’d both been called to active duty at the same time. This was the real deal. No slaps on the wrists, sit-downs with our parents, or recommended counseling. We were talking prison.

“Breathe, Aubrey,” Colt said—I wasn’t sure if he was trying to be gentle or simply quiet.

He flicked on a small penlight and pointed it at me. “Now would be a very inconvenient time for a panic attack.”

I ruled out gentle.

“You brought me on a break in,” I repeated, my voice shaking with a growl of emotions.

“You never told me how you learned to pick locks. And this isn’t just a break in.” He directed the light to the car in the center of the room.

I had no idea what kind it was—aside from being old, but with its glossy black paint and spotless chrome finishes, it didn’t look its age. It was huge by modern comparison with whitewall tires peeking out from under the sweeping fenders. The curved bumper and squinty windshield made it look like something out of an old cartoon—the cranky old grandfather with little spectacles and a mischievous smile on his face. Whoever owned it probably poured more money into its upkeep and maintenance than the thing had cost brand new.

“We’re boosting a car.” Even in the dark, Colt’s gleeful smile was evident in his tone.

I slapped my hand over my mouth and bent forward again, propping my other hand against my knee to keep myself mostly upright. “We really should have discussed more terms of this agreement. You could have mentioned you’re a car thief.”

He hoisted me up by my hair and shoved me toward the car. “Guess what. Now you are, too.”

I stumbled and landed with my palms against the hood. The long skinny hood came up high to my midsection and was nestled between the protruding wheel wells which helped keep me off balance, prohibiting me from getting my feet under myself to straighten.

With a hand to the small of my back, he kept me pinned there while pulling my hair—and head backward. “You really expected me to be an upstanding citizen who agreed to pay two hundred grand for the pleasure of your company for six months?”

“No.” The vibrations started again and I squeaked, biting my lip. My core tightened, attempting to pull my body into a protective ball, but Colt’s grasp was unrelenting.

He let go of my hair and slid his hand up the front of my shirt—I realized he’d taken off the leather gloves. Apparently he wasn’t too worried about either of us getting busted. The swell of sensations made it hard to stand and I pressed my weight into the car.

“Here?” I whispered.

Pulling my hips back against his growing hardness, he shoved up my shirt and explored my skin with rough fingers, pinching and squeezing flesh and muscle. He leaned over me, pressing his hard chest to my back and holding me against him. The heat from his breath warmed my neck for an instant before leaving it icy cold again.

Between the adrenaline, his close contact, and the buzzing between my legs, my body didn’t know how to respond. My brain felt almost as fuzzy as it had the night before—except this time I was certain I’d remember every detail.

“Colt,” I pleaded again, but it only caused his touch to roughen.

You’ll still hate me. Fight me. Fight every sensation. But I’ll win. And in the end, you’ll beg for it.

“Stop,” I couldn’t let him be right about everything, but my fight fueled his desire, spurring him on and hardening his erection.

And it made me wetter.

I really did hate him for it. Point one for him.

He growled and suddenly backed away, leaving me cold and off balance.

“Fuck,” he whispered, glancing around. With a motion quicker than I could fully register, he pulled a flat bar out of his duffle and slid it against the glass of the passenger door, popping it open quicker than an average person could unlock it with a key. “Lay down in the back.”

I didn’t dare argue. Considering his tone, I was terrified to do otherwise.

He flipped off the penlight and disappeared, leaving the car door slightly open. Then, the room went black again, the only things I could hear were muffled footsteps and the sound of my heart. Minute after minute passed and I struggled to hear anything.

What if something happened?

What if he just left me here?

Something cracked and the overhead lights came on in the garage. Holy fucking—I didn’t know enough curse words to thoroughly compensate for the situation. As quietly as I could, I slid down the seat and flattened myself against the floorboards.

“What do you want, Tank?” Colt asked. His voice was tense, but not overbearing. More like an old, annoying family member had shown up for an unannounced dinner.

“Devlin wants insurance.”

I dug my fingers into the rough carpet until I felt something snap and a shot of pain radiated up my middle finger. I bit my lips together and rolled to my back cradling my hand, and inspecting what remained of my natural nail. The offending acrylic jutted out of the carpet next to me, a taunting warning that the rest of its friends could do the same.

I blocked out the stinging pain and concentrated on the much larger threat outside the car.

“I’m a little busy here.” Colt’s voice wasn’t as smooth this time. “What the hell kind of insurance does he want?”

No answer. Soft soled shoes scuffled against the concrete floor and flickers of shadows reflected in the windows of the car, but I couldn’t tell exactly what was going on.

“How the hell did you find me here?” Colt finally spoke again.

Paper rustled then crunched as if it was snatched away.

“The baloney search on my apartment,” Colt said, and another tense silence followed. “Now, do you mind making yourself invisible so I can finish this job without getting caught—that is the only way Devlin’s getting shit from me, you know.”

The other man grunted and with a few quiet steps, the lights flicked off and the side door opened and closed again. I dropped my head against the floorboard as all of the excess tension poured out of my muscles at once.

I might be immune to adrenaline by the time this is all over.

The infernal buzzing began again and my leg twitched. Then, it switched off just as quickly as scraping footsteps neared the car, and the driver’s door creaked open. He leaned over the steering wheel and seconds later, the car purred to life.

The driver’s seat flipped away from me, and Colt grabbed my arm, hauling me out of the back of the car.

“What’d he want?” I asked.

He fidgeted with his collar and kept his gaze on the car—not me, for once. “To rile me.”

I opened my mouth, but only guttural noises came out. Whatever it was, it was hard to tell if it worked or not, but there was something different—a tiredness in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. Possibly the effects of a long day, but the off-kilter detail niggled at me.

He righted the seat and shoved me into it. “You’re driving.”

“What—” Before I could say a second word, the door was closing on me and I had no choice but to tuck in my arms and legs before they were taken off in the process. Colt braced himself against the outside of the car, pausing a moment before stumbling around the front and collapsing into the passenger seat.

“You don’t look so good,” I said slowly—knowing that his reaction would be anything but good.

“Drive,” he growled.

“Garage door, lights,”—I waved my hand at the dash—”I know nothing about this car.”

He jabbed something on the visor above my head and the garage door groaned and squealed open behind us. “There’s a knob on the left. Pull it.”

I did as he said, more fearful that Tank might be somewhere outside waiting for us than the eventual repercussions of my actions. He shifted, bumping into my arm as he pulled a gun from his coat and released the chamber.

My body straightened, muscles hard as concrete as I held on to the steering wheel.

“Not for you, darlin’. Unless you get a stupid idea to go anywhere except back to the warehouse.” He dropped the gun against his leg and laid his head back. His forehead was pinched as if in pain, but his chest rose and fell at a steady slow pace.

“You need a doctor.”

“Warehouse. We’ll pick up my car, go home, and I’ll be fine in a couple of hours.”

Tank had undoubtedly given him something—what, I had no idea. Nor did I understand how it acted as any kind of insurance. As always, I was in over my head, and answers were far too much to hope for. So, I took a deep breath and backed the car out of the driveway, glad we were in the middle of nowhere while I adjusted to the stubborn steering and brake pedal that felt like there was a brick planted under it. Then, I turned right and drove back the way we’d come with Buck. My gaze concentrated on the mirrors as much as the road. Waiting for someone. Waiting to see a cop.

If Devlin already knew where we were and what we were doing, we were one phone call away from being arrested. And I certainly wasn’t a hapless, clueless, bystander anymore.

Colt was silent, but far from still. Every few seconds he clenched and unclenched his fists, ran his hands over his face or through his hair, sat up, slumped down, and generally squirmed like a five-year-old trying to stay awake on his first ride to an amusement park.

“What the hell did he give you?” I asked.

“Turn left,” he grumbled as if I had just woken him from a nap.

Why did I even bother looking for answers?

I felt like a ninety-year-old lady driving through town. Slow around every corner, braking early for every light, and leaving extra distance between myself and anything else. It was almost like driving a school bus—except with the added pressure of waiting for a policeman to pop out around every turn. As we cleared the central part of the city, and the streets opened up to the industrial district, we passed a cop waiting at a gas station.

My heart jumped into my throat and heat crept down my arms and through my chest, clenching it in pain as I watched the rearview mirror.

No lights. Still no movement.

Colt’s hand came over mine and inched the steering wheel left. “On the road. Unless you want him coming after us.”

“Can you please leave me at home next time?”

“What if I need a spare driver?” He chuckled and settled back again. “We’re going past the door I used. When you see one open pull in.”

The tires chomped at the old pavement until I finally reached the open garage door at the edge of the building. I guided the car to a stop inside and dropped my head to the steering wheel while Colt reached over and killed the engine.

“Well, you didn’t get us shot, ticketed, or arrested,” Colt said dryly, repacking his duffel bag and tossing it over his shoulder as we climbed out of the car.

“Does that mean I get the rest of the night off?”

He smirked and slid his hand into his pocket. I pressed my legs together knowing what was coming—as if it would prevent the intrusion. In fact, it made it more intense. I doubled over, grabbing my knees while he walked calmly toward the open garage door. My mind had been so focused on the drive and not getting arrested that, until we got back to the warehouse, I’d forgotten about the tumultuous sensations he could arouse.

“You coming, Sway?”

My jaw pulsed, but it was nothing compared to the twitching and tightening my core was doing. At this rate, I’d never have to worry about doing a crunch again. “Don’t call me that.”

The vibrations eased away, not fading completely, but to a tolerable buzz that allowed me to straighten and get the fuck out of the damn warehouse. “That’s it? We’re just leaving it?”

“I just pick up and deliver, but yes, I had the codes so tonight was simpler than most—aside from a certain visitor.” Colt slammed the door closed behind us, and we followed the exterior wall until we came back to the bay we’d left his car in.

I’d gone from stripping to stealing a car—a car that was probably worth near as much as I owed Devlin. No wonder Colt had barely blinked an eye about paying his brother off. “Who do you work for?”

“None of your business.” His voice was thick, but his words were clear. He had improved since the encounter with Tank, but he still wobbled on his feet—no worse than me in heels, but he looked weak as he opened up the trunk of his car and dropped the bag inside.

I took another step, figuring he was pretty much incapacitated, but I figured wrong. One step was all it took for him to snatch me into his grasp again like an unsuspecting insect taking a stroll on a carnivorous plant. He wrapped his arm around me, pulling my back to his front and he pressed his other hand between my legs. I moaned without thinking, apparently still riled up by the whole ordeal and the vibrations that had yet to cease. Once again, like there had been no interruption, every nerve and skin cell burned to life as if they’d absorbed some kind of energy I’d never encountered before. Even the brush of his breath on my neck sent waves of sensation down to the bottom of my stomach.

“Hungry?” he asked, throwing me off balance even farther with the unexpected question.

I nodded. The Chinese food hadn’t stuck with me, and I had been starving by the time we got to the club.

“And speechless.... That’s interesting.” His teeth grazed my neck and my body reacted, pressing into his before I could stop it.

Then, as quickly as he’d snatched me up, he left me standing there in the cold void created by his absence. He waved me toward the passenger door, but I refused to move.

“You’re not driving,” I said. This was one time I certainly wouldn’t back down.

“I’m fine now,” he shrugged me off but staggered backward.

“Then walk a straight line.”

“I’ll still be a less conspicuous driver than you.” He leaned toward me again. “Unless you want to occupy me until it wears off.”

I shook my head. “What’d he give you?”

His eyelids fell and he took a long, slow breath. “Heroin.”

“You are not driving.” I grabbed his keys and moved away from him before he could grab me. “Why? What was the point? And why’d you take it?”

“One question at a time, Sway.” Even through his strong front, every word, every motion—even simply standing—strained him of what little energy he had left. “He just wanted to fuck with my night like I fucked with his. My guess is that he would have preferred that I screwed up the job to prove how far he could reach and what he’d be willing to do to screw me. I took it because it was the best option at the time. It was a low dose. I’m fine.”

“Heroin,” I repeated, though I wasn’t sure why. He obviously knew what it was and what it could do.

“I’m aware, darlin’”—he threw up his arms and turned away—”I just saved you from a life of stripping and being Devlin’s bitch, so I don’t really think now is the time for you to take some moral high ground and lecture me. I’m going to be very pissy tomorrow, so think carefully whether or not you want to add pissy to the itinerary for tonight as well.”

I moved toward the driver’s door, putting some distance, and the car between us. “You do this often?”

His glare was icy, creeping under my skin until I was afraid to move or speak.

“No. If you’re driving, get in and let’s go.” Every word was hard as a rock pelting down on my head as he spoke.

I held my tongue and climbed into the car. He slid in next to me, picking up my busted cell from the floor where I’d left it and dropping it in the glove box. I guessed I wouldn’t need that anymore either, but I couldn’t bring myself to argue with him being so close—and high.

Chapter 8
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I drove out the way we’d come in, taking the road back toward town where I had to follow Colt’s usually last-minute and non-descript directions. Without warning, the vibrations buzzed against my clit again, and the car swerved as I struggled to keep it on the road.

“You cannot do that while I’m driving,” I said through clenched teeth, still working to keep the car steady.

“No? I figured I could do so much more, seeing as how I don’t have anything better to do.” He pressed his hand between my legs, sitting the vibrations firmer against my nerves.

My back straightened violently, and I swatted him away, but he smacked at the device making me wince more. “Keep your hands on the wheel.”

What was left of my acrylic nails dug into the black wheel cover until I felt another one snap free.

Colt’s pressure turned to rubbing, and I clenched the wheel tighter despite the pain. He kept me so distracted that I didn’t notice the approaching stop sign until I had to slam on the breaks to avoid oncoming traffic.

“You should really pay more attention.”

“You’re going to get us fucking arrested.” I shoved his arm away again, but he merely laughed.

“You agreed to my fun.”

“Grand theft is not fun,” I muttered flatly.

He rolled his head against the headrest. “Few things are more fun.”

Considering his current condition, I hoped he’d just fall asleep—once I no longer needed him to navigate, that is. As far as I could tell, we were heading in the opposite direction of his apartment, and I thought maybe he was leading me somewhere to pick up food until we ended up on a wooded road.

“Pull into that driveway,” he said, pointing toward a mailbox.

“We’re not... again....” I said, hoping he didn’t have another job—or wasn’t planning to steal dinner.

He only smirked.

At the end of the drive, I parked in front of a small grey house. The porch light flicked on as Colt opened his door, and I jumped, ready to hide.

“They’re automatic, darlin’,” he said in a teasing voice.

“This is your house?”

“Well, I do have a key,” he winked.

My gait was still awkward, although the device didn’t seem to pinch any longer, it still felt strange when I walked. As soon as Colt opened the door, an enormous, white Saint Bernard barreled toward us.

“Holy—” I stepped clear of its path. The dog must have weighed more than I did.

“I need to let her out.” he gestured toward the back of the living room.

I scratched the back of my head, while the dog trotted after Colt, wagging its massive tail as they crossed the room.

Colt was domesticated—slightly. Who would have known?

He must’ve caught the perplexed look on my face because he laughed out loud when he turned around. The instant of humor was short lived, though.

“Take off your pants,” he said.

The uneasy tension settled in again. But we were alone, out of danger, and I was finally warm. None of that meant I wanted whatever he had in mind.

“Not going to make anything easy, are you?” Before I could move, he had me pinned to the wall. With one hand, he held my wrists over my head while the other pulled the front of my pants open and yanked them down along with my underwear. “I thought you’d be dying for some relief by now.”

I didn’t believe for a second that his idea of relief involved simply removing the clamps.

His fingers parted me and, mortified, I turned my head to the side to avoid looking at him. The clamp loosened, leaving a burning sensation like he’d poured boiling water on me. The intense pain infected my nerves and surged up my spine. I bucked and shook, but my imbalance allowed him to push my legs apart. He dropped my wrists and sank to his knees taking the sore, tender nub in his mouth and sucking at it. Lost to the waves of pain and pleasure, my fingers dug at the wall as his tongue lapped me, sending quivers up my back and drawing the tension in my stomach into a tight, focused ball.

One final lick—so close to the edge—and he pulled my pants up and stood.

“Is this really your idea of fun?” My voice was hoarse and shaky. I was never going to last six months with this, and if I did, they’d be locking me up for insanity.

Or quite possibly murder.

His tongue darted out and traced his lips. “We’re getting there.”

Fuck. Why did I want his tongue on me? I wouldn’t let him be right—couldn’t let him be right, but I wanted relief so bad. And, on another level, a level I didn’t want to acknowledge, I wanted his touch. I hadn’t let myself give into the illusion as I had with Devlin. The daydream that just beneath his sadistic, tough-man façade he just wanted to save me. I knew it wasn’t true.

For years, I’d lived on the outside—where I’d put myself. I wondered how badly I wanted attention. Even if it was with some man I couldn’t understand—a puzzle that needed to be put together. That’s where I filed him in my mind. I could never leave one unfinished, no matter how hard or how long it took me to find the final answers. If I thought of him like that, he seemed easier to handle, and working it out would give me something to do.

“What are you so lost in thought about?” he asked.

“Can I use the bathroom?” I needed a minute—or several—to myself.

“Through there,” he pointed to a doorway at the back of the living room. “But if you’re considering finishing yourself off—”

“No,” I snapped. My face burned so hot it must’ve been a shade of crimson.

He jerked his head toward another doorway. “I’ll be in the kitchen. Join me when you’re done.”

That was it? I was free to roam? Well, relatively free. I crept through the house, self-conscious of every movement because every brush of my legs together, every touch of my hair against my shoulders, even the movement of air across my exposed skin reminded me of everything Colt had done. He claimed this would be better, that he was less a monster than his brother. But he was still a monster and a criminal who only looked out for himself.

By choosing him, I rooted myself even deeper in a game I didn’t yet understand. But was allowing his grubby hands and tantalizing—I hated myself for even thinking that word—tongue all over me, better than ending up a zombie in Devlin’s office surrounded by him and who knows how many of his male employees?

My answer was a resounding yes.

I closed the door and let out a long breath. Finishing yourself off, he’d said. As if he thought I’d slip into his bathroom and masturbate—an open admission that he’d gotten me riled up.

But he already knew that—and so did I. It was pathetic.

It irked me most that he acted like that was some simple thing, as if I could go in and be done with it. Even as worked up as I was, release was still a million miles away—a distant goal that seemed like a never-ending war with myself. A battle that could only be won with a powerful vibrator and at least a couple other toys and tricks.

It had never happened during sex, and it sure as hell wasn’t happening in Colt’s bathroom. But it did make his intense effect on me even more unsettling.

I supposed if he was some kind of sexual sadist that made me his perfect toy. Except that I was still convinced that I’d never beg him for anything. I’d dealt with enough sexual letdowns that the thought of not getting release didn’t seem that intimidating. That is until he brought me right to the edge and taunted me with the possibility.

Shaking my head, I pushed those raw emotions to the side. I couldn’t let myself think like that.

After I finished my business, I leaned over the sink, wondering how long he’d really give me before he suspected something and barged in. I splashed water over my face and stared into the mirror. Taking my time and testing the boundary as I considered how the situations I got myself into were getting more ridiculous by the day.

The first time I’d tried to get away from Devlin, he’d sent a couple of his “cop friends” after me.

Had me arrested on some fucked up charge then came along with one of his lawyers to pay the bail. Whether I played along or fought, I ended up in deeper. I already knew the cops were no use to me. Even before my experience with Devlin, they’d never been my favorite people. I always ended up on the wrong sides of those conversations. And now Devlin had enough to make sure that’s where I stayed. Even with Colt, I felt his brother lingering over me. He knew where I was, and it was only a matter of time before he came calling again.

Choosing Colt could take me either way. The possibility that he’d land me in deeper was about equal to the chance he might get me out. If he didn’t get me killed or arrested while stealing cars, I could be his plaything for six months. I could resolve myself to that—to not having to directly deal with Devlin or working in his club. And apparently, I wouldn’t have to worry about food or living arrangements either. Autonomy hadn’t worked out so well for the naïve young girl I’d been when I moved to the city. Colt was on the money when he said I didn’t have street smarts, but you don’t really get that in a town with less than five thousand people.

What you do get there are suspicious glares every time something goes wrong. The questioning looks when your family doesn’t show up to any of the big events. Hushed whispers behind your back while everyone tries to solve the big mystery, when usually there wasn’t even anything to solve. Imaginations run much wilder than reality—at least, that’s what I fully believed then.

Now, I wasn’t so sure. I don’t think that in my craziest thoughts I could have ever imagined the last two years—and maybe that in itself was my problem. I never took the time to consider all of the worst-case scenarios. I took far too many things at face value. And now here I was, twenty-three and I’d willingly given myself to a car thief. All because at the moment, he seemed like the lesser evil.

I was searching for the optimistic side of it, but I knew all of this—the moment of respite, Colt fixing dinner, tending to his dog—was the calm before the storm. The brewing, quiet tension that thickens the air and makes your hair stand on end. I didn’t need vibrators, looks, or intimate touches to keep me on edge—the not knowing did perfectly well at that.

After a few more minutes, I was finally convinced he wasn’t coming in after me and my stomach was desperate for food, so I walked slowly toward the kitchen. Aside from the dog hair and chew toys, the place was immaculate and simple. I might have wagered that he didn’t spend much time here, but then I had to wonder who took care of the dog. Furthermore, Colt had a dog. That whole reality still blew my mind. My car thief, abductor had a house, an apartment, and a dog—and possibly a heroin addiction, but I hadn’t jumped on that ship yet.

In the corner stood a tall curio cabinet that was entirely dedicated to a collection of model cars. I stopped to check it out, just as Colt came around the corner.

“I was just looking—” I waved at the cars.

“I’m just getting the dog,” he said, mocking my tone of voice. “Food will be ready in a minute.”

“So, is this what you do? Steal cars and women, then come home like nothing is wrong?”

“Well, nothing is wrong.” He shrugged and leaned against the back of the couch. “You agreed to be here, remember?”

“After you stole an unconscious me and dragged me home,” I reminded him.

He snorted, he already seemed to be feeling much livelier. “It wasn’t my fault you were unconscious, and I didn’t have anywhere else to take you.”

I crossed my arms and cocked my head at him. “So now you’re honorable.”

“I think we’ve already acknowledged that is not the case.”

“You claim to be transparent but you’re harder to figure out than Devlin.”

“You seemed to have a decent grasp on it earlier: self-serving, arrogant, conman....” He shrugged and stared out the back window. “What else do you want to know?”

“Why are you really doing this?”

“Just like I told Devlin, I’m bored.”

“So I am just a pawn to create some exciting game with your brother?”

As soon as he smirked, I knew I nailed it. “Yes, but I’m trying to give you compensation. And rest assured, I get bored of my toys far quicker than him, so once we’re done, I won’t keep pulling you back in.”

“Nice.” It was moments like this that I almost missed Devlin’s charm. Almost. Although Colt’s bluntness was stifling sometimes, I hoped his supposed honesty would prove to be a more useful tool.

“Like I said”—he threw up his hands—”I’m not pretending to be a damn hero.”

The dog yelped and Colt gave me a final passing glance before heading to the back door to let her in.

“Dog have a name?” I asked, returning my attention to the model cars.

“Isabella.”

I raised an eyebrow and peeked over my shoulder. “So what does a heartless criminal do with a dog?”

That one earned a smile—not a smirk or a pleasant scowl—a real smile. “She keeps me company.” The smile faded just as quickly. “People aren’t usually my preferred companions.”

“What about Buck?”

“Him least of all.” Colt knelt and scratched the back of Isabella’s neck. “He and I work together, that’s it. He’s decent at his job, so we leave it at that.”

“So, no one else lives up to the Colt standard of excellence?”

“Pretty much.”

And what a high standard of excellence that must be, I thought.

Chapter 9
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It hadn’t taken her as long as I thought it would to figure out my plan. I’d underestimated that, but it wouldn’t matter in the end. She wasn’t arguing with me about it—more like she’d already resigned herself to it, so I assumed she wanted to see if I could make Devlin squirm.

She turned back to the model cars, examining them for the third time. At least something held her interest. I had something like fifty models around the house, but I’d put together more than that. They gave me something to do between jobs—something that unlike most of my interests, kept me out of trouble.

I rubbed at my nose, but nothing eased the burn which worsened the more I tried not to think about it. Devlin was throwing gasoline on the fire in a way only he could stoop to. It hit my system like a bomb, warming my veins, my body, reminding me how good it felt when I was carved out and hollow inside.

The only time I can stand to feel is when I’m numb to the world. When there’s nothing left to experience within my own scarred body and mind. Until my escape became something I had to escape from.

I spiraled out of control, and for a long time, I refused to listen to Jace and his multiple attempts to pull me out before I crashed.

But then, I literally crashed.

Ran one of my favorite cars up a light post and walked away with barely a scratch.

I was lucky in some ways.

Devlin and our “father” kept the police off my back. But the next weeks and months were still hell. Even after the physical withdraw passed, I lived in a torment of my own making.

I was never the best at staying clean, but at least it had been a year since I had touched the hard stuff. My family wasn’t thrilled with that. They preferred me high out of my mind. But Devlin was more concerned with launching his new business enveloped in sex, and as long as I stayed out of their affairs, they kept a slight distance from mine. In our family, drugs were never more than a single phone call away. And Devlin knew how hard it would be to climb out again—he’d get his sick twisted jollies off by watching.

Isabella sat at my feet, glaring up at me like she registered that something was off as well. Something more than our unexpected guest.

I clicked my tongue at her, and she followed me into the kitchen where I’d left beef and vegetable soup warming on the stove. I poured Isabella out a bowl of dog food, then stirred the soup.

Aubrey peeked in the room. The skeptical look on her face seemed like she expected me to be building a bomb or cooking meth.

“What happens when Devlin comes after us?” she asked quietly.

That infernal question again, but since I had already admitted to using her as a pawn, what was I supposed to say? “I told you. You may have figured out my intentions, but that doesn’t change our deal. How did you get involved with Devlin, anyway?”

She hedged, pushing her hair out of her face, then wrapping a strand around her finger. “I came to town, got a job and an apartment and thought I was set. Time to start over. A lot of things happened and it doesn’t really matter anymore.”

“Guess not.” Once someone was in with Devlin, it didn’t matter how they got there, but I wanted more, a string to pull, some piece of information that I could jam in his back later. “But for you to be worth two hundred grand to him, it had to be something hefty that went down.”

Granted, some of that inflation was due to my interest.

“Wasn’t so bad until I tried to run,” she said. “He set his cop friends on me, set me up, and then came to my ‘rescue’ because he’s oh so kind.”

“And since then, you’ve been under his thumb?”

“Something like that,” she shrugged. “Guess it could’ve been worse—I could have been taken by a pimp.”

She was trying to be funny, but I glared over my shoulder at her. It was a pathetic attempt at humor, but it showed in bold red colors how oblivious she was to his real intentions.

“I didn’t want to know what was behind his closed doors,” she said quietly. Her eyes pooled with tears and she stared up at the lights. “I just wanted out.”

“But you did see, and you realized that you were well on your way to finding out where the rest of his money comes from,” I said. The panic on her face had showed it as soon as she came running out of the back of the club.

Her expression went flat and she grabbed at the wall for support.

I grabbed her arm and dropped her into one of the sturdy oak dining chairs. “Don’t tell me you’re a fainter.”

That would make things quite inconvenient.

“Never before,” her voice was faint. “But we’re in uncharted territory here. I saw them in the office with Alex. Devlin caught me.”

She lowered her head, letting her hair fall over her face. “They all grabbed at me, pawed at me”—she swallowed audibly—”They only stopped because someone said your dad was there.”

My dad.... I scoffed.

Peeking through the matted tendrils of hair, she whispered, “Devlin sent me back to the dressing room, and I ran.”

When I was convinced that she was stable enough not to fall out of the chair and crack her head on the stone tile, I went back to the stove and poured us each out a bowl of soup. I’d wagered on Devlin to seal my deal with her, but now, I didn’t have anything to say. No explanations, no apologies.

Had I completely lost the ability to feel anything? Or was it the drugs?

Aubrey eyed me as I set a bowl and pack of crackers in front of her, but she was too lost in her own thoughts and regrets to annoy me with any more questions. Of course, that would happen the moment I didn’t want to deal with my own thoughts. When I didn’t want to think about the drugs coursing through my veins.

She emptied her bowl and pushed it away.

“More?” I asked.

She shook her head and wrapped her arms around her stomach.

“Then go get a shower,” I said. “And remember—”

“No pleasuring myself,” she said dryly. “Got it.”

I had a feeling she rolled her eyes as soon as she turned her back. This was going to be fun.

Within seconds of her exiting the room, her steps turned to stomps and approached again. Stopping just short of the table, she tossed a manila folder onto the surface, and it slid into the side of my bowl.

I raised my eyebrows and waited—curious to what barrage she could come up with.

“You stole my medical records?”

I shrugged and pushed the folder away. “You signed a release.”

“Not for you to be able to get ahold of anything.”

Leaning back in my chair, I crossed my arms. I almost wondered if I should have a closer look considering her reaction, but my only concern was that she didn’t have anything I might catch—the same things Devlin had been concerned about. I snorted. “Maybe you should ask where I got them.”

She glanced at the folder, then back to me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

I pressed my lips together. “Wrong question, darlin’.”

She huffed and propped her hands on her hips. “Where did you get them?”

I picked up my empty bowl and stood, leaning toward her ear as I whispered the answer. “Devlin.”

Dropping her arms and slapping her hands against her thighs, she spun to keep an eye on me. “Why would he give—”

“Ah,” I held a finger up to silence her. “He didn’t. He keeps them on all of his employees, and I figured since he’d already done the work, I’d just slip in and have a look.”

Her jaw dropped open. God, I loved the shocked look on her face.

“You happened to be distracting him in the dressing room at the time, I believe.”

“You—” she stuttered and tripped over whatever she was about to say. “Fine. You have my records. What do I get?”

“Birth control pills,” I mumbled. I sure as hell wasn’t having a kid on the loose. “I’m clean, and I don’t intend to go near you without a condom at least until the birth control has taken effect.”

She made a sound in her throat. “And why should I believe you?”

“I don’t care if you do or don’t. I haven’t lied to you yet, and you weren’t worried about any of this until now.”

“I had plenty of other things to worry about,” she yelled and threw her arms over her head as she paced in front of the doorway. “You just dragged me across town to steal a car, and you took heroin.”

Her words felt like tiny annoying tap dancers parading through my brain reminding me of what I’d done. Of what was coming. “Tomorrow, I’ll have Jace run any test you want—within reason. Will that make you shut up and go take a shower?”

Her nostrils flared, but she spun on her heels and left me. I leaned over the counter and closed my eyes. Every time I glanced at a clock, I recalculated how long I had left—like an insomniac watching the clock and knowing morning was coming, except I knew the pain was coming.

How much different would it be after just one small hit? A tease. A reminder of how good it felt in the beginning. How many hours until the euphoria wore off and I felt stripped raw with the burning desire to find it again?

The shower kicked on, pulling my attention away—reminding me of a beautiful distraction waiting for me under its stream. Foreplay was nearly over.

I grinned and turned for the bathroom, but Isabella skidded into my path and sat down.

“Sorry, girl,” I mumbled, scratching her head. She followed after me as I passed until I kicked her favorite toy and she ran across the room to get it. I was surprised any of the furniture survived.

With Isabella distracted and entertaining herself in the corner, I slipped into the bedroom and closed the door. Stripping off my shirt, I pulled an old travel bag out of the closet. I’d picked up a few travel packs of soap and shampoo from hotels when I needed a break from this town. I figured any of them would smell better on Aubrey than my body wash—a girl that smelled like a man simply wouldn’t do.

Aubrey jumped as soon as I opened the door, but in the large walk-in shower, there was nowhere to hide.

“I’ve already seen it all, darlin’. Get used to it.”

She smacked at the wall, still using one hand to cover her breasts. “Can’t you just let me shower in peace?”

I popped open the shower door and sat the bottles and bar of soap on the shelf, but she didn’t take her eyes off me as she reached to grab them. It was some citrus herb junk, but I could never let free amenities go to waste—eventually they came in handy.

Leaning my shoulder into the wall, I watched and bided my time. As much as I wanted to touch her, to have my hands on her and be buried inside of her, some things were more fun to observe from a torturous distance. With a small shake of her head, she turned her back to me and massaged the shampoo through her hair.

I popped the button open on my jeans and slid the zipper down painfully slow. I didn’t want her to notice until I was ready. Until my jeans and boxers had joined her clothes in a pile on the floor. The water streamed down her smooth back, over the arch of her ass, and down her legs. My tongue burned to lap it up—to replace the drugs in my veins with something more manageable.

I didn’t need euphoria when I could have bittersweet pain.

She jumped again at the sound of the door popping open, but this time, her eyes widened and fell straight to my engorged cock.

“Um,” she mumbled and swallowed, grabbing for the bar across the back of the shower. She still hadn’t taken her gaze off my dick—and if not for the wall she would have taken a few steps back when I joined her in the shower and closed the door.

“Are those—” she stuttered. “Safe for—they look painful.”

I lifted my cock, grazing the ladder of frenum piercings down to the Prince Albert that hung from my head. “For me or you?”

Her brow was tight and knitted into worry lines above her wide eyes. She definitely had not gone anywhere near my brother’s junk—not that I hadn’t believed her, but the shock was intoxicating to watch.

“I—” Her mouth fell open and stayed that way.

“Relax, darlin’. Your head is going to explode. I wouldn’t have guessed that genital piercings are big where you’re from, but it’s not that shocking.”

“It is if you’re going to be shoving—” Her face turned red and she turned away without finishing.

Bad move.

Perfect for me, but it was always a stupid idea to turn away from a predator.

I pushed her shoulder forward, so she had to brace herself against the shower wall. Beneath her soft skin, muscles tightened and shook under my touch. My cock pressed its way between her legs as I held her hips firmly against mine.

“I’d recommend holding onto something,” I whispered in her ear.

“Colt, please.” She squirmed and bucked, but couldn’t get any firm footing against the wet shower.

I pulled the shower head off of its hook and stretched it down between her legs where I could angle it up at her sex.

She squealed and jumped, like a determined rabbit trying to skitter away, only to realize it had already been caught in the trap. Every twitch and flick of her body against mine tightened my erection and tugged at the long buried strings of my desire.

Her fingers dug into the wall, and for the first time, I noticed she was missing three of her acrylic nails. Maybe we could shoot for more.

I pressed a button on the back of the shower head, changing the water to a hot pulsing stream.

Aubrey’s squeals turned to moans and coos as she tried to catch her breath and regain control of her feelings. I bit her neck and pressed my hips against her, trapping my cock against her skin where it pulsed for release.

Not so fast.

I pulled back, but Aubrey’s hips rocked against me. Her self-control lost to physical sensation. Taking her nipple in my free hand, I alternated between pinches and soft caresses until I had assaulted every inch of sensitive skin on her right breast. Her breath came in quick gasps, then escaped in a long moan as I sucked her earlobe into my mouth and bit down.

She fisted her hands against the shower wall, pulling away from me one second only to give into the pleasure the next. Her stomach tensed and the stiffness spread throughout her body. She was so close, and with her head thrown back, resting against my shoulder she didn’t have the strength to fight anymore.

I reached around her and turned off the water.

Aubrey cried out and smacked the shower wall.

“Problem, darlin’?” I asked, rubbing her back.

“You,” she growled. Digging her fingers into the tile wall until two more nails popped off. She leaned forward and pressed her face to the tile, but that still left her ass for my pleasure.

I smacked her right cheek and she cried out, scrambling for the door, but I pressed my knee between her legs and pushed her forward again. Left cheek, right cheek. Aubrey squealed and pulled away with every blow, reaching around and trying to block, but I pinned her arms behind her back and I kept up the invigorating pattern until her ass was hot and pink.

She moaned and huddled against the wall when I finished. I had to hand it to her—she’d managed to hold off crying this long.

I pushed open the shower door and waved her toward it, but she didn’t trust me at all.

“Get dried off, darlin’.”

She edged around me, keeping an eye on me and her back to the wall as she grabbed a towel.

I watched every movement, the jiggle of her breasts as she rubbed the towel over her hair, her body as she twisted and turned to dry every inch—all without taking her gaze off of me.

Her breath still came in sharp pants, and her pink cheeks nearly matched the decoration I’d given her ass.

All of it furthered my desire and made my cock pain for release—as I was sure she pained, too.

Chapter 10 
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My ass stung, but that sensation was easily overcome by the pulsing and throbbing between my legs—the need exaggerated by every movement. I wanted to be back on stage. To have the façade of untouchability. Knowing that Colt could do anything he pleased at any moment... it should have made me uncomfortable, but instead, it quickened my pulse and heightened my awareness. It excited me and damned me to more torment.

Something had to be better than this. Damn it, a homeless shelter had to be better than this, but I wasn’t so stupid that I hadn’t considered all of those options. No matter where I ran, Devlin would swoop in and ruin my life again.

Holding the towel around my vulnerable body, I watched as Colt finished drying off, but I didn’t dare let my gaze fall to his cock again. It was sizable, yes, but that I could deal with. The protruding metal, on the other hand, was another story. Instead, I concentrated on the tattoos that covered his shoulder and left arm. Thick black lines twisted over his muscular form and a tire pattern circled his forearm, leading to stars and more black lines that drew to points near his wrist.

In a split second, Colt went from drying himself off to charging toward me. Before I could think, I found myself tossed over his shoulder again. One hand held my leg across his chest and the other opened me up and rested on my sensitive sex. Every tiny movement sent piercing fire through my nerves.

I’d never wanted to come so badly, but I bit the inside of my lip. Maybe if I just let him finish he’d stop tormenting me.

And in the end, you’ll beg for it.

I wouldn’t stoop to that, so I concentrated on the pain in my lip, the taste of blood in my mouth—even the stinging pain on my ass, but that brought me back to Colt.

In front of the bed, he sat me on my feet and ripped away the towel, letting it fall to the floor. Then, he shoved me face first into the mattress. I heard a drawer open, then a vibrator dropped to the bed a few feet from my head.

No, I couldn’t take anymore.

Then, something rustled behind me, and his cock pressed at my entrance. I felt swollen as he entered me. I waited for some kind of splitting pain, but he’d worked me up so much over the course of the day that the head of his cock slid in without resistance, followed by the raised lumps of the piercings that ran along the underside of his cock.

I fisted the blanket, snapping off yet another acrylic—at this point it didn’t even hurt and I was increasingly glad to be rid of them. I moaned into the blanket as he filled and stretched me. The piercings didn’t hurt, but with every thrust, they stimulated nerves that I didn’t realize existed.

The burning tension twisted through my muscles and pulsed through my nerves until it all concentrated in my lower stomach. My hips bucked, allowing him deeper access, and I screamed into the mattress and clawed at the blankets. The building wave broke free, and Colt pulled out, leaving me empty to squirm with the remainder of my orgasm.

Before I could catch my breath, he picked up the vibrator.

“No,” I muttered, trying to push myself up, but he knocked my legs out from under me and twisted both arms behind my back holding them with one hand against me while he switched on the vibrator.

“Come on, baby,” he growled. “All of that build up. Give me one more.”

He pressed the vibrator to my clit, and I twisted to get away. It hurt, yet felt like ecstasy. The brutal duality between pleasure and pain. I wanted to get away, but I wanted more. It was all too much.

My body writhed against his hot damp skin and my throat burned, but I couldn’t hold back the guttural noises that escaped as he filled me again and continued ripping me apart from behind.

I pressed my toes into the floor, lifting my ass higher in the air. His cock hit even deeper, harder, faster. And in this position, the texture of the piercings bumped against my g-spot with every thrust.

The pain shattered my senses and then the pleasure flooded through in its wake. The room exploded into nothingness. My body shook so hard he had to grab my hips to hold me steady as he continued pumping with erratic motions. He no longer mattered as I sailed down from the turbulent ride until I smacked back into reality and opened my eyes.

I couldn’t feel Colt around me anymore.

I was cold, shivering, and still bent over his bed.

I pushed myself up, grabbed my towel from the floor, and wrapped it around myself, it was still wet and cold as well, but it gave me some comfort.

Colt was standing just a few feet away. Watching. Waiting for something.

To see how I’d react?

I didn’t even know how to respond. My thought process was gone. When I pressed my legs together, I could still feel him there, but now I didn’t know whether to run and hide, shield my blushing face, or curl up under the blankets and pass out.

Did he not expect me to get off again?

What if I’d ruined our deal?

He licked his lips and closed his eyes for a second and smirked. With two steps, he was on top of me again. He reached for my cheek, but I arched my back and pulled away, so he grabbed my hair instead and clasped his mouth over mine. His tongue flicked at my lips, but I pressed them tightly closed until his hand slid under the towel and I gasped. I had half a mind to bite his tongue as he filled my mouth, assaulting me with his taste.

Even then, I knew I’d never forget his taste or touch for as long as I lived.

I was a whore—a very expensive, and comparatively speaking, well-cared-for whore, but that was the reality nonetheless.

“Please,” I whispered when he broke away.

“Please, what?” He traced my swollen lips with his thumb.

“Can I go to sleep?” Everything had been drained from my body, and if he wanted to go at it again—oh lord, I’d never make it.

“Yeah,” he backed off and pulled down the covers. “Think you can sleep with so much quiet out here?”

His agreement left me in stunned silence for a moment, but I needed sleep. “I don’t think much could stop me right now.”

With a chuckle, Colt pulled away my towel and watched me climb into his bed. He disappeared into the bathroom, then flicked off all of the lights before sliding in next to me, but I was out before his head hit the pillow.
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In the middle of the night, a body-consuming shiver pulled me from quiet sleep, and I rolled toward heat—without realizing that “heat” was Colt. As soon as I nudged his arm, he inched away, and I opened my eyes at the sudden movement.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “It’s cold.”

Colt took a long breath, then threw his covers off and disappeared.

So much for hospitality. I burrowed under the covers, pulling them over my head. Colt’s footsteps returned, and another thick blanket landed on top of me.

I considered thanking him, but for being an ass he didn’t deserve it. And I was still cold. Footsteps and quiet movement continued across the room, followed by soft tapping and then the bed shifted and shook as large paws dug into my leg.

Perfect, I get a damn dog for a heater. But it was better than nothing. Isabella curled up near my feet, then shifted again, and I expected Colt to climb back into bed. When nothing else moved, I peeked out of my cave of blankets. The room was dark, but there was no Colt.
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Thanks to the extra blanket and the humongous dog at my feet, I slept through the rest of the night without being disturbed. But Colt never returned, and by the time I woke up, Isabella was gone as well.

He hadn’t left me any clothes either, so I crept across the room and helped myself to a t-shirt out of his dresser, and a pair of pajama pants with a drawstring. I peeked out the door before I dared step out. Colt was stretched out on the couch with his arm over his eyes and Isabella laying at his feet.

The dog perked up instantly and alerted Colt to my presence as well. He looked me up and down and snorted. “We’ll empty out your apartment and get you some clothes this afternoon.”

“You sleep out here?”

“I didn’t actually sleep,” he mumbled, disturbing Isabella as he rolled over and grabbed something from the end table. “Catch.”

He chucked it in the air and I stretched out and barely snatched it before it clattered to the ground.

“My phone?” I pressed the power button and it booted up to my familiar home screen. “You fixed it?”

“Not personally,” he said. “But I needed something to do.”

Still struggling to get over the fact that he’d not only fixed my phone but given it back, I also had to wrestle with the realization that he’d left me alone.

“I was gone for thirty minutes. I knew you’d be fine and surprise”—he waved his hand at me—”you were. I figured if you dropped completely off the face of the planet with no warning someone might worry and call the wrong people. I don’t need any extra problems to deal with.”

“And you’re convinced I won’t call for help, right?”

He jerked his arm in a motion I assumed was a shrug.

“So, you left in the middle of the night to get my phone fixed—not to score some drugs.”

As he adjusted again, Isabella got fed up and moved to the nearby armchair. “If I had more drugs, you’d know it, darlin’. I’d be in a much better mood.” He gestured toward my phone. “Return the favor by cooking breakfast.”

I groaned. “So now I have to be your concubine and cook?”

“If that’s what you want to call it.” He draped his arm over his face again.

With him looking like that, I actually felt sorry for him. On the way to the kitchen, my phone vibrated with missed messages—at least half a dozen from my brother.

Aiden: Call me now.

Shit. My stomach jumped into my chest and squeezed the air out of my lungs. All of his texts were vague and nearly the same. I peeked back into the living room and opted to send a message instead. As siblings go, it had been a long time since we’d been close. We both went through our young adult rebellious phases, I earned a juvenile record, but he ended up with a kid who was now going on five. It seemed like everything in our lives exploded at once—Aiden and his constant battles with Breanna’s mom, me and the stupid drama I didn’t want to remember. The only things people in small towns can do is sit and talk—whether it’s true or not, it spreads and morphs until the only escape is to get out. That’s what I did, but Aiden refused. He wanted his chance at a family, but he ended up a single working dad. I wanted a chance at freedom, and I ended up with Colt.

Life had certainly found a way to fuck us both.

Sorry phone broke, just got it fixed. What’s going on?

The message went through, so I left my phone on the counter and started searching the refrigerator and cabinets for something to cook. Before I made it to the third door, my phone buzzed insistently with a call.

I wiped my clammy hands on the loose pajama pants and picked it up. “Hello.”

“What are you tied up in?” His voice was low and crackly—the tone he usually got during an argument.

“I—” I jerked my hand through my tangled hair. “Nothing, I—”

“Nothing?” he yelled. “You’ve been up to nothing with a guy named Devlin?”

My knees buckled and slammed into the cabinet in front of me.

“He said to tell you that you better play the game his way, or he’s skipping right over you and your new fuck buddy and coming for Breanna.”

[image: image]

Prologue
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I never expected life to be easy, but this....

It’s no dream

It’s no nightmare.

It’s the reality of a girl who was determined to make it on her own.

I shot for the moon, got fucked by gravity, and landed in the underworld of the city. Caught between two men—brothers—both equally handsome as they are dangerous. Sex, drugs, and alcohol are the only recognized currencies. Stealing and deceit aren’t just a way of life—they’re a survival skill. A requirement to make it through the next night alive.

People say that looks can be deceiving, but what they fail to realize is that often, even the truth is deceiving.

Devlin promised to help.

Colt promised the truth.

The only thing they really want is to see me suffer—each in his own demented way.

Chapter 1
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With Aubrey out of my hair and in the kitchen cooking—hopefully, that was all she planned on—I covered my face with my arm, letting my exhausted body sink back into the couch.

I couldn’t sleep. All night. I couldn’t sleep.

The damn heroin was all I could think about. Even with Aubrey in my bedroom. Even after pinning her body to my bed and fucking her until she could barely hold her head up.

Heroin. Devlin. Heron. Trying to convince Wilson to play along. Heroin.

Screwing the fuck out of Aubrey.

Heroin.

My next hit.

My next high.

Fisting my hands, I pressed them into the cushion beneath me. I wouldn’t let it take me again. Not now.

Now, I had too much to do. Too much to look forward to. I had a girl to keep me entertained. A different kind of high. The fear and indecision in her eyes. The rush of adrenaline through my veins. The kind of high that wouldn’t get me killed.

Not so easily, anyway.

It wasn’t even that I valued life so much anymore. Or feared death. The reaper was always staring over my shoulder at everything I did—just waiting for his opportunity.

He’d taken my mother.

For all I knew he’d taken my father too.

Not that dipshit bastard who’d stepped into my father’s place, though. Oh no, even the reaper was afraid of Merc. Devlin’s lord and master, the origin of his twisted DNA.

Half of it, really. But that half was lethal enough to taint the other fifty percent with pinpoint accuracy. Nothing good was ever left behind after Merc got involved.

No, the reaper hadn’t taken him yet. Hell, the reaper was probably in that little red book of gullible yaps who owed the man. It was possible the reaper’s name was right above mine and he’d never get a shot at the man I was forced to call my step-father.

I scrubbed my hands over my face. Every part of my body still felt detached even though the drugs had faded from my system. I was too tired. My own mind was turning against me and sending me down a never-ending trail of regrets, pain, and the multitude of things I could never change.

Aubrey’s quiet voice carried out of the kitchen. Likely talking on her phone. That was fast. I tuned in on her hushed words and went over the logical reasons for fixing and returning her damn phone again.

First, keeping anyone who might have noticed her disappearance off my tail.

Well... that was it really. The only perk—aside from the possibility that it might keep her occupied and talking to me less. And, fixing it had also given me the opportunity to take a leisurely stroll through her messages and contacts before giving it back. Less than a dozen entries in her address book. A few unreturned calls—all local numbers and a few nondescript, sporadic conversations with someone named Aiden.

I suspected that most of her calls and messages had been recently deleted since nothing went back more than two weeks. Not many names, a few local businesses—pizza, taxies, and the usual services. And no indication of anyone who might be close family. Actually, there were no indication of any close relationships at all.

Devlin knew when he’d found a perfect mark. And that perfect mark was causing a ruckus in my kitchen. Isabella perked up in her chair, staring toward the kitchen doorway and cocking her head.

She hadn’t been fed yet this morning either, and she definitely wasn’t used to strange women pattering around the house. I had a special place for those meetings. I didn’t bring them home, and seldom even brought them to the apartment. Women and me were best kept separate, especially considering how nosey they could get. I didn’t need them sticking their noses in my work. Or my personal life—what there was of it.

It had been thirty-six hours since I had made the decision to bring Aubrey to my apartment, nearly twenty since I offered her the deal. Despite the fact that I had practically no ground to stand on and no real plan.

This wasn’t me.

This wasn’t my game.

Why was it so tempting this time?

I needed something new. Something dangerous and forbidden. I couldn’t resist the temptation to take some semblance of control. That was Devlin’s game... big talk. Big promises.

If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.

I sat up and stretched my back, drawing Isabella’s attention by clicking my tongue. She put her ears back and flopped her tail against the chair arm, anxiously awaiting breakfast. Inside that giant Saint Bernard’s mind, she probably figured she should be the only female in my life. Granted she was the only one I trusted. I patted my leg and she jumped down, trotted to my side and nudged my hand with her nose until I scratched behind her ears.

At least she couldn’t ask me what the hell I was thinking. She never bombarded me with questions, just stayed quietly near as I did whatever I needed to do. Even if sometimes she gave me that look that said she knew I was up to no good. I paid it no mind. Of course, she was often needy in her own little ways, but those were forgivable offences for being an unquestioning companion.

I rose, and she trotted after me into the kitchen.

Aubrey stood over the stove, bludgeoning what I guessed were once scrambled eggs while another pan sizzled with sausage patties.

She didn’t even look up, so I didn’t acknowledge her either. I was perfectly fine with us ignoring each other until I wanted her attention again.

I poured out a bowl of food for Isabella—after two years, the shock of how much a Saint Bernard could digest in a day still hadn’t worn off—and she dove in, nose first, chowing down while I refilled her water bowl. A dainty eater, she had never been.

Aubrey continued on as if we weren’t there.

“You’re good at ignoring your problems,” I said, cupping a feel of her ass.

“You want burnt eggs?” she asked sharply, pressing me away with the back of her shoulder.

“Wasn’t aware they took that much concentration, but I guess if you’re looking for an excuse—” I grabbed her hips, and she elbowed me in the side, then swung the spatula at my face.

Ducking her attack, I grabbed her wrist and swung her around, pinning her against the counter near the stove. “That’s no way to thank me for fixing your phone.”

I dipped my head toward her neck, but she raised her shoulder to block me.

“Let me finish cooking breakfast.” She pushed each word through clenched teeth. “Take back the damn phone if it makes you feel better.”

“What do I want with a phone?” I stared down at her pouty face and felt a rush of heat down my back. “I can’t sink my cock into a phone.”

She grimaced and tried to shove me back again, pressing her body against the cabinet for leverage.

Isabella growled, crouching next to us and barking. Aubrey froze, her eyes darting to the dog, then back to me. I stepped away, so Isabella sat down, still wary and watching us both.

I moved toward Aubrey again, and Isabella growled, jumping between us and raising up on her hind legs until she was nearly as tall as me.

“Whose fucking side are you on?” I held out my arm and Isabella grabbed ahold with her front paws. Using my arm for balance, but barely putting an ounce of her weight against it. She stared me straight in the eye, wagging her tail.

Damn dog. Not even an animal should get to me the way she did.

While I was occupied, Aubrey slid past and tended to the food, moving both pans to cool burners and turning off the stove. I pulled my arm away from Isabella, so she dropped to the floor and trotted toward the back door to be let out. Apparently she was either convinced we’d both behave ourselves, or she didn’t want to see what was coming up next. She was also a smart dog.

“Breakfast,” Aubrey muttered as I returned from letting Isabella outside.

“Who were you talking to before I came in?”

She slammed two plates onto the counter and tossed sausage and eggs on both. “Thought you didn’t care.”

I crossed my arms, watching her jerk open then slam the same drawer closed, looking for silverware. “I’m just wondering who put you in such a mood.”

Aubrey grabbed one of the plates, spun around and pressed the edge into my chest. “You.”

“No.” I took both plates and sat them back on the counter. Then, I grabbed her before she could react and flipped her around so she landed on her stomach on top of the table. She squirmed and kicked at my shins until I knocked her legs out from under her and twisted her arms behind her back. With every jerk and subtle movement of struggle, her ass rubbed against my cock. Tempting. Arousing.

Even her shallow breath rocked her body against mine. Her whole damn body would be mine.

I leaned forward pressing my front to her back. “I seem to remember seeing you in this position before, but I wasn’t the one who put you there, was I?” I whispered the reminder in her ear, but she didn’t answer. Her jaw pulsed, and she stared across the room.

“Do you remember?” I asked with a thick rumble to my voice, warning her to answer.

She closed her eyes. Her lips were tense, pursed with anger despite the fact she was helpless to act on it. “Some.”

“And do you remember why you’re not there?”

“Difficult not to.” Her tone dripped with scathing annoyance.

I wrenched her arm until she grunted. “Then, answer me when I ask you a damn question.”

“It was just an old friend, pissed because I hadn’t been answering messages.” The pain drove some of the tense anger out of her voice and replaced it with a tight, high-pitched squeak.

“Aiden?” I guessed.

Her muscles contracted under me, answering my question.

“An ex?”

“No.” She groaned with her answer, as she adjusted minutely against the pain of her twisted arms.

“Didn’t think so. Messages didn’t seem very ex-like.”

Her eyes widened, and she twisted, trying to look back at me.

“Of course, I went through everything before I gave your phone back. I was rather surprised there were no messages from Devlin.”

“I delete them,” she said quickly.

I didn’t blame her—it wasn’t like she could ever use anything he sent against him. Devlin was far too smart for that. “But I did notice you have him in your phone as Douche Canoe. I give you props for that one.”

“Thanks,” she said flatly. “Are we going to eat now?”

I bit into the flesh at the base of her neck and she squealed, kicking out her legs. In her panic, she bashed her knee into the table leg, grunted, then stilled again.

“If you left the pain to me, you’d end up far less injured.” I trapped her wrists with one hand, then pushed the long baggy shirt that she’d borrowed from my dresser up her back.

She jerked again, just enough for me to pin her legs apart and slip my hand down her pants—also borrowed and far too large. She gasped, then tightened her jaw as my hand slid around her hips and pressed between her legs. She tried to squeeze them together, but my fingers had already found her wet hole and slid inside.

“Full of surprises, aren’t you?” I pressed my lips to the back of her ear. “All wet and ready, and all I had to do was pin you to a table. Maybe you would have enjoyed Devlin.” I knew she wouldn’t have, she was all mine. No one truly enjoyed Devlin, unless of course they were high out of their minds or tripping to get money and another high.

“Jackass,” she muttered.

I jammed my fingers inside her, stretching her tight hole until she gasped and jerked. “That all you have with my fingers burrowed in your hot pussy?”

She pressed her forehead into the table while my thumb circled her clit, and I continued finger fucking her. She could try to hide it, but the growing wetness and her erratic breaths told me only one thing. “It won’t be long before you’re begging for it.”

Begging through the tension and anguish for me to finally get her off.

“No,” she grunted against the next thrust, tightening around my fingers.

“Really? Because everything about your body says something very different.”

“Stop.” Even her voice betrayed her arousal—mixing it with anger and humiliation—the perfect cocktail for my depraved mind. “I want you to stop.”

“You want me to stop teasing, and slam my cock into you?” I rubbed against her ass.

“No, I just want breakfast.” Her tone was breathy and low, a teasing symphony to my arousal.

I released her arms and grabbed a fist-full of hair, yanking her upright and pulling my hand out of her borrowed pajama pants. “You want to eat?”

“Yes.”

“Then, open your mouth.” I pressed my wet fingers to her mouth, and she jerked against my hold, shaking her head. I pulled her head back and down until she curved backward like a taught bow.

“Open your mouth, or I’ll stretch you across the table and fuck you until you’re a quivering mess with no interest in eggs or sausage. I think option two sounds amusing.” I yanked harder. “What do you think?”

She glared at me but opened her mouth. I shoved my fingers in until she gagged. She jerked and squirmed, but to no avail.

“Suck,” I said, taking in her erratic breaths, wide eyes, and hard, deadly stare.

She closed her lips around my fingers and sucked, helpless while I finger-fucked her pink lips. Slowly in and out, wet with her saliva mixed with her own sweet sex juices. Next time, I’d be the one tasting her.

Shades of crimson dotted her neck and cheeks by the time I pulled my fingers away with a slick plop and let go of her hair, shoving her breakfast plate into her hands while she righted herself.

Chapter 2
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I felt like a balloon released into a wind storm. I couldn’t feel the ground under my feet and I didn’t even know what direction to look in to find it. I sat my plate on the table and dropped into the nearest chair.

Devlin had taken me in, then betrayed me, but that was nothing compared to the betrayal of my own body. I was sore. Already hurting from Colt’s assault the night before, but when he put his hands on me again.... When I knew what was coming. Feared what was coming. My body sided with him.

A fork clattered against my plate, then Colt sat down across from me.

“You wanted to eat, so eat,” he gestured at me, then scooped up a fork full of his own eggs like nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

I picked up my fork and stabbed a piece of egg, imagining it was Colt. Then, I shoved it into my mouth. They were no longer hot, but I didn’t really care. I ate to fill my stomach simply because I didn’t want to listen to it groan, but I was bitter about every bite and the thought that it nourished the very body that not even ten minutes earlier threw me at the mercy of my enemy.

I ate to cover the taste of my own pussy that lingered on my tongue through every bite.

What the fuck was wrong with me?

Drifting in and out of my own thoughts, which mostly consisted of nasty things I wanted to scream in Colt’s face, I looked down at my plate to take another bite and realized that I had already eaten everything. Then, Colt’s voice shattered my quiet world.

“I’ll let Isabella in, then we can go clean out your apartment.”

My apartment. What a thing to forget. At least then I might have clothes that fit—if Colt didn’t end up ripping them all to shreds within a week. I nodded and cleared the table while Colt let the dog in. I was moving on autopilot and in need of something to keep myself occupied.
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I threw on the only clothes I had—the ones Colt had given me the night before. Car thieving clothes. I felt him staring at every curve on my body when I wore them—not that he didn’t any other time, but somehow wearing clothes he had picked out made it seem more intrusive and intimate. Then, with Isabella curled up on the couch, taking up nearly as much room as Colt had when he’d been stretched out, we headed into town to clean out my rat’s nest of an apartment.

It was more like a snake pit than a rat’s nest, really. And I was the small animal stupid enough to try and make a home there. Drager House was a ten story apartment building, and from the outside, it looked fairly unassuming. Simple, well maintained, and in the perfect price range of a single young girl from out of town who wanted to make a new start.

Looking back, I knew exactly where it all started. It seemed so simple to me now. The apartments themselves were slightly less appealing than the exterior façade. They showed the true age of the building, but anything had to be a good start. That’s what I believed back then.

The building manager had come by to check on me while I was moving in. He seemed like a nice, older man, and I assumed that the apartments were his life’s work. That day, he told me about a hotel downtown looking for help at the front desk. Feeling like it was my lucky day, I immediately pulled out my nicest clothes and rushed over to the hotel where I was hired on the spot.

I had thought of it as my lucky break. A new place to live. A new job to support myself. Everything was working out even better than I had ever imagined. If only I knew then what I had figured out over the last couple of years. They all worked for Devlin—maybe not directly, but he threw them all a bone for helping new girls fall right into his trap. It was all so convoluted and insane, and yet unbelievably simple.

My apartment hadn’t really changed that much since that day. I barely had more than a few boxes and bags of clothes when I moved in, and over the years, I managed to pick up a cheap couch and a new mattress to replace the futon I got when I moved in. I slowly stocked the kitchen, confident that I was building up a new life, but the blank canvas full of possibilities I saw when I moved in, had become a barren wasteland. A reminder of not only the disappointment I had faced in the city but everything I left behind for this overrated new beginning.

I pushed open the apartment door and faced down the empty shell of my life. I didn’t have much to be sentimental about but abandoning it felt like giving up everything I’d been working so hard for. I grabbed my ID and cards, stuffing them in my jacket pocket. At least I hadn’t been stupid enough to take them to the club. Who knew what the other girls would have done with those when they trashed everything in my locker.

Colt hovered over me while I began packing up the important bits into two boxes. I had hoped he would wait in the living room—or better yet the car—while I packed up, but there was no shaking him even for a second. When he wasn’t watching intently, he began going through my things on his own. Colt nosing through everything—that was the last thing I needed, but every time I got flustered or tried to redirect him, it only encouraged him to dig deeper into whatever drawer, cupboard, or box had caught his attention.

Once the boxes were full, I started stuffing my clothes into garbage bags. I didn’t even sort, I just wanted to get it over with and get out before Colt stumbled on something embarrassing, but I couldn’t pack fast enough.

When I turned around, I found Colt going through the box next to my bed, and I dropped the bag I was working on. “Will you leave shit alone?”

My heart stuttered, threatening to stop.

“What does it matter?”

I went to pull away the box, but he shoved me onto the bed. It cracked and bounced me up uselessly as Colt pulled a Hitachi vibrator from the box.

My day could not get any more mortifying.

“So what do you use this for?” He waved it back and forth, then bent to plug it in while I jumped up, trying to wrestle it away.

It was useless, just like every other attempt at fighting him.

As usual, he manhandled me, wresting my small body until my back pressed against him, and his arm tightened around my neck.

He flipped on the Hitachi.

The loud buzz filled the room as he pressed the powerful vibrator between my legs. My mouth opened but nothing came out. The fucker had set it to high.

My body tensed, twitched and jerked, trying to find an escape from the overwhelming sensation that traveled up my most sensitive nerves. I clawed at the arm around my neck, but he shoved me face-first into the bed again. When I pushed myself up, a thin black belt came around my neck and tightened. I dug one hand into the bed, the other arm flailed, trying to get at Colt as I struggled for air.

The belt tightened even more. “Palms on the mattress, and I release you.”

I didn’t want to listen but, fearing he wouldn’t let me breathe otherwise, I did as he said and allowed him to push me up so I knelt on all fours before he loosened the belt.

With one hand holding my makeshift “leash,” he reached around and unfastened my pants, pulling them down over my hips and exposing my bare ass.

This is what I agreed to. I had traded Devlin, his drugs, and the men in his club for this.

I tried to rationalize it as the lesser of two evils, but rationalizing anything was difficult with a belt around my neck and an extra-strength vibrator buzzing close by.

Colt pressed the Hitachi against my clit, and I cried out, pulling against the belt and choking myself.

I had to remain still to prevent the belt tightening against my throat, but my body refused to stop jerking and bucking.

Finally, Colt took the Hitachi away and I gasped for one good breath of air.

“What other toys do you have in here?” he asked, and I heard rustling and clicking behind me.

Mortifying, beyond mortifying. Something pressed at my entrance and slowly a dildo slid inside, filling me. He thrust it inside me a few times.

I wanted to disappear, to fade into the bedsheets, to melt away and hide. But there was nowhere on this earth I could run from Colt. He repositioned behind me, moving slightly over me before the Hitachi buzzed against my clit again.

Somehow he was still holding the belt taut around my neck while his two hands worked me. One thrusting the dildo inside me, the other teasing my nerves with the Hitachi. And my mind couldn’t work fast enough to even fathom what he was doing or the terrifying sensations it gave me.

My muscles spasmed and the explosion built, ready to tear through my body and rip my soul apart. Just as I thought I would collapse, he pulled both toys away and left me there, shaking and painfully close to the edge.

He switched off the Hitachi and laid it next to me.

“So close,” he whispered, pushing my hair away from his face and leaning down to look at me. “Remember when I said you’d beg?”

“I won’t,” I said, even more determined despite the throbbing pain.

With his left hand, I felt him part my ass cheeks and I tensed up. “No.”

But he jerked the belt, taking up any slack I had to breathe. “Hands on the bed.”

I pressed my fists into the mattress, but the panic didn’t fade when he loosened the belt.

“Ever shove this dildo up your ass?” His voice lilted with curiosity.

“No.” My voice was shaky. No. No. No fucking way. Anything to make it stop. I considered begging him just so he’d get it over with and I could crawl away and hide—even if it was only temporary.

“How about a finger?” His words were thick and deep, tinged with growing arousal and excitement that only terrified me further.

“No.” My answer turned into a whimper as he pressed against my asshole.

“No. No.” I repeated.

“Anal virgin, huh?” His finger slipped past the tight muscle and I gasped. He moved it slowly in and out. It didn’t hurt nearly as much as I expected it to. As much as I wanted it to. I didn’t want him to have one more thing over me. To turn one more part of my body against me.

“Relax,” he said softly. The belt loosened more, but I couldn’t relax.

He pulled his finger out and the absence left me feeling even more violated, as if he’d taken away something that was supposed to be there. My last shards of dignity were gone—or so I thought. Then, two fingers pressed inside of me, the more he stretched, the more I wanted to fight. Run. I pulled at the belt, not caring that it cut off my air and threatened my life. Blacking out would be better.

He moaned above me. “I’m going to enjoy sinking my cock in that tight hole.”

I shook my head. My voice wasn’t even capable of launching an argument. I imagined the searing, ripping pain and agony that would have to accompany something as big as his cock inside a small hole. That fear didn’t even begin to take into account the piercings. No. Fucking. Way.

He pulled the belt tight again, lifting my head and bending my back into a nearly impossible position, then flipped on the Hitachi. I twisted enough to see that he was holding the end of the belt in his teeth. I thought about jerking it hard enough to get away, but he pressed the Hitachi to my clit and all thought disappeared.

I grunted, losing control as my hips rocked, pushing his fingers deeper into my ass.

“No,” I grunted, but sensation overtook me and words turned into meaningless sounds. “Ah—Fuck—Oh....”

I should be fighting.

If only I could at least bury my face in the blanket. I stared down at the red striped blanket under me. My best friend during the coldest winter months, and it could do nothing to save me now.

His fingers left me again. “Any condoms in this toy box?”

“No,” I grunted through my raw throat. Yet, I was relieved for the first time. I hoped that meant he’d keep his dick caged.

“Good thing I travel prepared.”

Fuck.

The belt cut off my air as he rustled behind me, unzipping his pants. The condom wrapper landed next to me, and he moved to stand behind me.

“Please, don’t.” I tensed, wanting to curl up into a tight ball with the expectation that he was about to try and rip through my ass.

“That’s not what I’m working to hear right now.” He smacked my ass, then rubbed the hot, sore skin. I waited for the splitting pain. There was no way his dick and all of its metal accessories would fit there.

“Roll on your back,” he said.

I was almost thankful, but now I had to see his face. As I moved, he adjusted the belt around my neck so he could still hold it tight.

“Hands above your head.” He twisted the belt in warning even though I only hesitated a split second. Then, he ripped my pants off my ankles and forced my legs apart. I expected him to be rough and savage, but he kept one hand at the base of his cock as he slowly pressed inside of me.

Only a few inches. If that.

I gasped, pressing my body into the bed so my back wouldn’t arch into the sensations.

Then, he pulled out.

In again, just up to where his hand gripped.

He wasn’t intending to get this over with. He was going to continue teasing until I couldn’t take it anymore. His smirk grew, then he released his cock and pressed the whole length inside of me until it was painfully tight.

I grunted, squeezing the blanket between my fingers as his hand reached across the bed.

Not the Hitachi again. My clit felt numb, but he flicked the vibrator on and held it just above my clit, barely touching as he thrust—his movements still slow, controlled, and shallow.

I wanted to thrust against him. One good thrust, one good rub against the vibrator and I could end this painful pulsing. But I dug my hips into the mattress and focused on the ceiling while he continued above me.

I fought my own body, and by doing so, I fought the very thing that would get me off and end the torment.

I wanted to explode.

To see stars.

To black out.

Anything.

His movements became quicker and more erratic. I waited for the end, hoping that he might take me with him over the edge—and hoping that he wouldn’t at the same time. I couldn’t take it.

Instead, he pulled back so that only the head of his cock penetrated me and traded the Hitachi for using his hand for his own pleasure. Stroking his shaft while the tip teased me with everything I couldn’t have.

I stared up at him, trying to hide my bitterness in simply knowing that the damn, fucking asshole was going to come while I suffered. To make things worse, he was going to come because I suffered. He dropped the belt when his mouth fell open, and then, he jerked with the final movement before he climaxed. I couldn’t even fathom how much I hated him.

My eyes burned with tears, so as soon as I had the opportunity, I rolled away and ran to the bathroom.

His footsteps came after me.

Of course, my useless, cheap-ass bathroom didn’t have a lock, and he easily pushed the door open.

“What?” I yelled, sinking against the tub wall.

“Making sure you don’t finish yourself.” He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. He was so smug and satisfied.

“That’d give you far too much pleasure to be worth it.” The tears still fell but only because I was too angry to hold it in. I wanted to pick up the metal toilet paper stand and bash it over his chiseled jaw.

He cocked his head. “You are going to be more fun than I imagined.”

“Fuck you, asshole.” I needed to think of some more original things to call him, but my brain was in a fog.

“So much fun,” he continued grinning.

Hands fisted, I shook my head and stormed past him to yank on my pants. I had to get some distance before I did something stupid. I grabbed the bag and continued stuffing it with clothes.

I wouldn’t let him rattle me.

I wouldn’t.

But I ached and throbbed.

“Tell me more about your phone call this morning,” he said.

I snorted and glared over my shoulder. Five minutes. I just wanted him to shut up for five minutes so I could regroup my thoughts. “Tell me more about how you intend to keep Devlin from coming after me.”

“I’ll take care of it this afternoon—get him something he wants more.” His eyes narrowed. “Is that what the call was about?”

That damn call. I was torn between telling him and doing what I was supposed to do. The whole situation—there were no “supposed to’s” or rules that I could make any sense of. Colt was the only ally I knew, as fucked up as that situation was. But if Devlin found out...

“Fuck off,” I yelled, unable to think of a better comeback. At least it would buy me some time.

“Just did. It went nicely.” Colt pulled a thong out of a drawer and held it up on his finger before dropping it into the box with the Hitachi. “I’m going to take that as a yes. Who is Aiden?”

“My brother,” I whispered.

His smirk faltered.

“Devlin found him, threatened his five-year-old girl. Either I play his game, or he takes it out on her.” I threw the bag of clothes on the bed and glared at him. “How are you going to fix that?”

“I’m not. You’re going to play his game.”

He said it so simply. The obvious answer. How was I supposed to play both sides of a field I didn’t understand at all?

Chapter 3

[image: image]

Devlin using Aubrey’s family for leverage wasn’t surprising. The only shock to me was the news that she had a brother and he hadn’t come up before. I thought my family was fucked up, but what kind of brother let his sister end up in such a mess. It explained the distant ambiguity of their texts, but I could only imagine what had driven them so far apart.

Aubrey stood across the room blinking her eyes at me as if I was supposed to give her a better solution. As if better solutions existed.

“What does Devlin want?” I asked.

“He hasn’t told me.” She looked like a pressure cooker that just blew a seal and expelled all of its energy. There was nothing left. Her voice softened, her body went lax.

“Why’d you tell me?”

The tension came back, she fisted her hands and turned her back to me. “I thought it might get you to leave me alone.”

“What?” I chuckled. Did she really think that playing double agent would put me under her control? “You expect to use it as your own leverage?”

She looked over her shoulder and grimaced—she hadn’t even thought of that. Amateur. But if it wasn’t that, then why? What did she hope to gain?

“He’s your brother,” she said, dropping her face toward the floor. She groaned and shoved a handful of clothes into the bag she’d just tossed on the bed. “As we’ve already demonstrated, I suck at this game, and you said you’d get me out. I figure you know how to deal with him better than anyone.”

“So, there is some strategy in that head.”

She chucked a shoe at me, but missed by at least a foot, leaving a dent in the wall above her bed. “Stop talking to me like I’m a naïve moron.”

I brushed the offended shoe to the floor and sat down on the edge of her bed, lounging back against the wall and propping my arms up behind my head. “You did get into quite a mess, darlin’.”

“So, maybe we can skip pointing out the obvious.” She spun away before I could see the full change in her expression.

I smirked. “How is it that your brother hasn’t come up before now?”

“We’re not close.”

No kidding. “Thought we were avoiding the obvious.” I had a feeling she was avoiding something more.

“Then, what do you want to know?” She shrugged, her attempt at keeping her movements cool and nonchalant, however, didn’t reach her face, which she kept slightly angled away. “I never talked to Devlin about my family. Told him there wasn’t anyone to go back to. It was mostly true.”

“Is your brother who you’re running from?”

“No,” she said defensively, but as soon as she met my gaze, she looked away again, feigning interest over a top before shoving it into the already stuffed bag. “I—we just don’t see eye-to-eye.”

“Your parents?”

She spun around and put her hands on her hips. “Why don’t you tell me about your parents?”

Avoiding again, but she’d also happened to hit my pressure point in the process. I shrugged, trying to keep her out from under my skin while blocking her control over the conversation. It never failed, she always tried to hook back the conversation to get at me—or get something from me. “Nothing to tell.”

“Well, Devlin seemed fairly concerned when your Dad showed up last night.”

Was that the distraction she used to get away? “Devlin’s dad. He was ‘kind’ enough to adopt me. My dad has never been around.”

Kind enough, right. It was a power move, and I knew it then as much as I do now. Everything with Merc was some kind of power play. Adopting me, well, it added to his “nice businessman” front and gave him what he saw as another henchman to control. I was simply meant to add to his growing army. Mom had been under his control for as long as I could remember. That’s the environment I was born into. She tried all of my life to shield me from it, but it never failed to seep in around the edges.

Like Aubrey, she’d tried to run. She’d tried to get help. And she’d tried to build her own independence. But she understood exactly how the game was played and learned to leverage all of the pieces to get what she wanted—even if she never got freedom. She was always scheming to make sure I had that freedom and falling back on her exploits to make sure I had a trust fund set up. One that Merc, no matter his connections, could never touch. A fund that paid for college, paid for me to get out of this damn town. And, of course, the key piece—blackmail that could keep anyone from pulling me back in.

I, however, had fucked that trump card. With my own stupidity and negligence, really. I didn’t run far enough or keep my own brother at a safe distance. I fucked where I wasn’t supposed to fuck. Snorted what I wasn’t supposed to snort. Stole what I wasn’t supposed to have. And landed right where my family’s fate wanted me to be.

“And he’s in on all of this? The club...?” she asked.

For such a nitwit, she sure had a way of taking hold of the conversation to lead it on an endless string of questions, but I let her continue for the time being. It might help her to understand exactly what she was dealing with. “Where do you think we got our start? Devlin is Merc’s right-hand man.”

“And you?”

And me... If only I was half as good at playing from all sides as my mother had been. “I find my own way. I prefer cars over dealing with people.”

“I’m sure you do them proud,” she rolled her eyes.

“Not even close,” I said out of annoyance. I didn’t care to elaborate any further. Jumping off the bed, I sat the box of her sex toys on top of one of the boxes she’d packed. They’d come in handy later. I was tired of the walk down memory lane, I didn’t want to remember how Mom raised me to be a very different person. How I fought long and hard to be that person and still ended up here.

Maybe Aubrey was my outlet for all that hatred and regret.

Maybe...

I didn’t really care. I wondered how far I could go and still not care.

Maybe my body had survived this long, but what else had?

Certainly not my conscience.

Right. Wrong.

Pain. Pleasure.

Good. Bad.

It was all a matter of perspective. Fate doesn’t care if you’re a good man. It’ll fuck you over or give you the ride of your life regardless. Rich man. Poor man. We’re all life’s victims from beginning to end. Fate has no conscience, no remorse for ass fucking you without lube. No remorse for throwing you off a cliff just to let you live and suffer the consequences.

Hollywood is wrong. The bad guys win. And we look better doing it, too.

We win because we don’t worry about dragging people like Aubrey down with us.

The underworld holds the power.

That was fate. Life is pain. Pain is life. All any smart man can do is attack it with everything he has and enjoy the ride as long as it lasts.

“Are you done?” I groaned, slamming an empty drawer closed. “Or are we waiting for Devlin to show up?”

“I’m ready, but you haven’t exactly been reassuring about this new problem.”

“New?” I shook my head and threw a bag over my shoulder. “Devlin hasn’t pulled a new scheme since he was fifteen. Play along and give him what he wants.”

“Oh, sure, like he’s not likely to ask me to kill you or anything.”

“Just warn me first,” I said flatly as I headed toward the door with a load of her stuff.

She laughed, but I glared back. I wasn’t kidding.

“You’re supposed to make him go away.”

If she didn’t shut up soon, I’d take her right back to Devlin. Sure, I told myself, she has quite the reason to ask questions and worry. But it wouldn’t fucking get her anywhere. “Next time I find a magician, I’ll do just that.”

I took another step, hoping she’d grab the rest of her things and follow, but she didn’t move.

“He’s... If you hate him so much...” She looked shocked at her own words—or her own thoughts.

“You want me to kill him?” I almost laughed out loud. “Didn’t think you had murder in you.”

“I don’t. I didn’t....” With every word her argument grew weaker. “What if I’m trapped forever—or worse, he goes after my family?”

Fucking family. A fucking liability I didn’t need. “I’m talking to Wilson this afternoon. If he joins the game, I should have all the leverage I need.”

“And what makes you think he will? I assume that experienced men in your industry aren’t as easy to con as I am.”

I almost had to appreciate the self-deprecation, but I still hated having to explain every detail of my plans. Especially since—in this case—I was making it up as I went along. When boosting a car, I got every detail in advance. When, where, schedules, codes, escape routes, contingency plans—nothing went unaddressed. I knew how to get each car in the shortest amount of time possible. How to render alarms completely useless in seconds. How to start any engine without anyone ever being the wiser to what was going on.

This was different.

This was spur of the moment, running on instinct and pulling ideas out of my ass. “Just do as you’re told,” I said. “You took the deal so stop questioning me.”

“I agreed before your douche bag of a brother threatened my niece. She’s five and you may not care about anyone, but I can’t let him hurt her.”

I dropped the bag of clothes to the floor, grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her close. “Are you saying I’m heartless?”

The bag of clothes fell out of her hand and splattered against the floor. “Aside from cars and dogs, yes.”

I pulled her up until she balanced on her tiptoes. As much as ninety-nine percent of my consciousness wanted to revel in that compliment, there was one tiny cell in my brain that twinged with her observation. It’s reaction echoing through the rest of my more rational thoughts like nails on a chalkboard.

I released her and she took a step back. “You do have a lot of toys,” I said, taking back control over the conversation. “I didn’t expect that.”

She took two steps back, picking up the clothes and shoving them back in the bag. “At least I got something unexpected over on you.”

I turned away before the urge to torture her more became too much. Then, I picked up my load again and headed for my car. I wasn’t stopping this time. No matter what she said. No matter what she did. It was time to get her back home so I could deal with getting the rest of this plan set.

We stuffed the boxes and bags into the back seat of my car—the trunk was filled with tools and junk Aubrey didn’t need to be rifling through yet.

I was moving a girl into my house. That was a definite turn of events I hadn’t seen coming.

Not after last time.

I caught her expression as I straightened my back. She was still eyeing the toys I’d brought along, and I wondered what else I might find in the box.

She didn’t come across as the sexually experimental type, so I had to wonder about the collection. Especially that vibrator. I would have a lot of fun with that thing.

When we hit Main Street, my phone buzzed. I held it up, expecting Devlin’s name, but E.W. flashed on the screen.

Eli Wilson. The town’s second largest con-man. Devlin only wished he had the man’s talents, even though Devlin’s holdings were already much larger in comparison. That was only because of his connection to Merc. Both Devlin and Wilson wanted what the other had. And they both hated each other enough to prevent the other from gaining the advantage one way or another. And so they grew and battled it out, every day a struggle for more, better, shinier.

A deal between them had the potential to rip the city apart. It also had the potential to rival Merc’s empire if played properly. One little agreement could upset the balance of power. Devlin would want to show the world what he was capable of. He’d never pass up that opportunity. I was banking on it.

“Hello,” I answered.

“Something came up,” he spoke slowly as if it took effort to think up each word before he said it. He was probably cock deep into something else he’d rather be doing. “If you want to meet, swing by now.”

“Now?” I repeated. Taking Aubrey anywhere near his place was a headache I didn’t need.

“I’m a busy man. Whatever you have going on can surely wait.” Pleasant and self-inflated as ever.

Ego. That fucking ego. The only thing worse than sinking down to their level was bowing down before them and stroking their damn egos to get what I wanted.

I swallowed and kept my voice reasonably even and agreeable. “I can be there in ten.”

Disconnecting the call, I pulled into a parking lot to turn around.

“What now?” Aubrey asked.

“Your day is about to get a lot more interesting.”

“I’d settle for a quiet day on a couch staring at the ceiling.”

“And given the choice, I’d rather leave you there, too. But I have a meeting with Wilson now. The more I give in and do things his way, the more appeasable he’ll be.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “You don’t talk like a car thief.”

The base of my skull tingled. “What does a car thief talk like?”

She shrugged. “You’re just always talking strategy and deals.”

“What do you think stealing cars involves, darlin’?”

Sinking into the seat she stared out the window. “It’s... I don’t know.”

But her observation still left me on edge. Like she’d seen some buried secret of mine—impossible. She wasn’t the observant type, there was no way she was climbing into my brain and figuring out any of my secrets or plans.

Chapter 4
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There was more to Colt than I could put my finger on. Something that he kept avoiding and tucking away when I dug to find it. If I could just figure it out, maybe I’d have an advantage to use later. I was his leverage and fuck toy, but I was determined to find a way to make sure I didn’t end up the victim in all of this. I wanted my own insurance. At least some kind of guarantee that I could get away and my family would be safe.

Safe? As if I even knew what that meant anymore. My mind was so fucked up I’d gone as far as considering murder—or at the very least asking whether Colt had considered it.

Who was I kidding? If I had considered murdering Devlin, Colt surely had. But we went from one crisis right on to the next. Escaping Devlin, stealing a car, surviving night one of one hundred sixty with Colt, and now, I was helplessly on my way to meet yet another crime lord of some sort. Even worse, my future was dependent on his decision whether or not to jump on Colt’s insane plan.

Colt sat hunched sideways with his left arm propped against the door, and right arm draped casually over the steering wheel. He’d left his long brown hair down, and it twisted with messy waves nearly down to his shoulders. I hated him, but why did I also feel bad for him? Because he’d survived a lifetime of Devlin? Because he offered to get me away from all of this? Eventually.... But only if this plan worked. “What if Wilson doesn’t agree?”

His distant eyes hardened with my question. “Then, I convince him.”

He always had a simple answer. Simple and unconvincing. “You over-promised, didn’t you?”

My stomach and lungs collided. Colt had seemed so confident in his offer while he was on the phone with Devlin, but now I saw the glimmer of apprehension shining through the cracks. What if Colt couldn’t deliver on his promises? Where did that leave either of us?

“I’ve built a good rapport with Wilson.” He shrugged one shoulder. “I knew he might be a key to getting to Devlin one day.”

“And you’re using me that key for me—oh, no, you’re using me, too.” Sometimes, the more I dug, the more he didn’t seem that much different from Devlin. People were just tools, keys, or stepping stones in a bigger plan.

His expression froze somewhere between a scowl and a smile. “You knew what you were getting into.”

“Did I?” I whispered. Challenging him never turned out well, but I continued doing it despite my better judgment. It was a defense mechanism. More than that, he was getting the brunt of all my anger and frustration at being helpless for so long. Digging for knowledge and pushing him for the truth were the only ways I really felt like I could survive—or even matter—in this world. “I’m getting tired of being dragged deeper without knowing where the exit is. And I didn’t know Devlin would go after my family.”

That was partially a lie. I’d never talked about them at first because it was too hard, and then, I just didn’t want Devlin to know about them. I wanted to keep them out of the hell I’d dug myself into.

“Well, surprise, darlin’. What would you put beneath Devlin?”

Good question. Colt and Devlin shared many similarities—especially in how they treated and dealt with people. I loathed them both for it, but at the same time, despite Colt’s jackass tendencies, he frightened me far less. It unnerved me to think about it. To see him as anything except the enemy.

I wanted to keep a thick line of hatred distancing myself from him—sometimes that was far easier than others—but I couldn’t escape the reality that we were in this together. Siding with him was the only way to keep myself and my family safe.

How did I ever end up in a situation where I had to wager my body just to protect my family?

I had come to this town so I didn’t have to think about my family. Mom getting remarried was the final straw. A blow to everything I had held so tightly to. Part of me understood her need to rebuild and move on, but watching her play Mommy to three new kids and wifey to a stranger was too much.

I wanted the parents I’d grown up with. Not a monument to a father who’d never returned from the military, a step-father I barely recognized, and a brother constantly battling it out with his “baby momma.”

I loved them. I really did. So much that it hurt. And yet, I refused them a place in my life.

I couldn’t. I just couldn’t do it. My emotions remained stuck in some place I didn’t understand. They were there, I felt them. They burned and seared at my soul, cauterizing it and cutting off the connections with my brain. I carried them around like a suitcase, feeling their weight as they tested my muscles but never connecting with them in a meaningful way.

I felt like I hacked them all away when Dad was called to active duty. I tied up my anger at the reserves, with the pain of watching him on that bus, the sadness of reading his letters, and the helplessness of life continuing while he was away. When he didn’t return, I never bothered to unpack any of that. I just kept adding more and more to the case. Cutting myself off from everyone.

Almost everyone.

I was a daddy’s girl, a tomboy. I didn’t speak the same language as mom. I understood running to blow off steam, knew more about firearms than shoes. Dad always talked about rebuilding a car, but Mom would never agree to let him get it. Sometimes I blamed her for taking that away from me even though I never had it in the first place.

I found comfort in a teacher. Without my dad, he became a part of my support system. He was easier to talk to than Mom. But that was too good to last as well. The mess that erupted during his divorce was as bad as any political smear campaign. Worse because that sinking ship pulled me down with it.

With whispered rumors that he’d had an affair, all eyes fell on me. The girl who stayed after school to talk to him.

That wasn’t us. What we had wasn’t like anyone assumed, yet the talk got worse and worse until he finally moved away to get away from it all. I never knew if the rumors or reputation followed him, but I was stuck with the whispers long after I graduated.

Even at home, I always felt surrounded by the suspicious glances. While the entire town was staring at me, it was my brother who ended up as a single father.

And I ended up running away from it all.

Now, here I was with a car thief, running even faster. Maybe the experience of rebuilding that car would have come in handy—not that I’d ever know.

As we pulled up outside a large house on the east side of town, all of that faded from my brain. I always thought this was where all the doctors and CEOs lived. Never really considered that it might just be a hub of crime. But then, what in this town wasn’t?

“I’ll wait here,” I grumbled, sinking into my seat and hoping that no one would notice my existence.

“Not in this neighborhood, darlin’.” Colt parked the car and cut the engine as simply as he’d reassured my dark feeling about this place. “You’re staying with me. I already have enough problems.”

I still felt like the car was much safer—less exposed. And staring down the front of the mansion was less intimidating from behind a windshield. Instead of arguing, however, I decided to play Colt’s tactic. Maybe keeping him appeased would put me in his good graces and keep his hands off of me. Even if only for a little while.

As we met in front of the car, Colt’s fingers locked around my wrist like a shackle and pulled me toward the large front door. An obviously armed man in a suit pushed the door open and wordlessly nodded to the stairs.

It was like we’d stepped into the great hall of a house I’d only seen on TV. The walls hung over us, as intimidating as a line of guarded soldiers. I would have sworn the architecture could spy on us. Colt focused on the stairs and hallway, leading me without pause to the right where a large red door waited for us.

My guts jumped into my throat. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t escape the feeling that Colt was pulling me deeper into hell. My lungs burned for oxygen. For freedom I feared I’d never experience again. Colt pushed open the door and we stepped into a dimly lit office. The large windows flanking the desk were covered with thick curtains to block out the light.

“Didn’t expect you’d bring company,” said the man standing next to the desk with a tumbler of amber liquid. His gaze raked over me like a seasoned salesman appraising a new car.

Say something. I mentally willed Colt. Something that will take his attention off of me.

The man raised his glass, pointing to me. “I assume she’s the object of this little deal you’re trying to drag me into.”

“She is,” Colt said, taking a step forward and halfway in front of me. I was grateful for the deflection but still uneasy.

The man finished his drink and slammed the glass down on the corner of his desk. “Why do I care?”

“I just need you to meet with Devlin—”

“No,” Wilson said with a tilt of his head.

Colt kept his shoulders squared, eyeing down the man across the room. “I’ve done a lot for you, Eli. Runs that you know you couldn’t trust anyone else with. You owe me.”

“I always keep my debts paid—I owe no one.” Wilson peeked behind the curtain then shrugged flippantly. “Even if I did, few things are worth dealing with Devlin. I already know him well enough to know that a meeting isn’t what he wants. He wants a piece of my business and I’m not that stupid. If that’s all you came to waste my time over, I have better things to do.”

Given a choice, I would have darted out of the room, but Colt stepped forward undeterred by the glare Wilson gave him. “You want more too. My family is the only thing standing in the way of that. A true businessman would see the personal advantage in this.”

“Devlin doesn’t compromise.” Wilson smirked, returning his attention to me. “What makes her so special? It’s been a long time since you’ve been stupid enough to get wrapped up in a girl.”

So, Colt had once been involved with someone. I shoved my hands into my coat pockets and waited for Colt’s response. Maybe getting dragged out of the car wasn’t the worst thing to happen today.

“I have my own scores to settle.” Colt crossed his arms, shifting his weight to the front of his feet.

Wilson scoffed, grabbing his glass and walking to the bar at the edge of the office for a refill. “And they’re adding up like an avalanche. Think you’ll survive when it comes crashing down on you?”

“I’ll manage.”

Wilson returned to his desk, sat down, and kicked up his feet, sipping the amber liquid in silence for a few moments before setting the glass aside. “A true businessman knows death isn’t an ideal endgame.”

It was like watching a couple of posturing vultures dancing around a carcass to see who got the first bite. Screw this. I wasn’t learning anything helpful and the longer they carried on, the harder my heart pounded until I felt like I’d black out.

Colt strolled over to Wilson’s bar, leaving me fully exposed. I took half a step backward then froze, hoping neither of them saw my timid retreat.

Colt poured his own glass of whatever Wilson was drinking, then leaned against the bar and took a sip. “Death is really the only endgame we get.”

“A guarantee, not a goal,” Wilson sneered. “But that’s your problem. I want more if I’m going to invest.”

Wilson’s attention flew back to me like a searchlight focusing on an escaped prisoner. I stood straight, holding his gaze. My mom had always told me that works on dogs, but I’d never been stupid enough to get into a situation to try it. Not against a four-legged dog, that is.

Never be the first to look away.

Wilson grinned. “How about a test drive?”

My stomach fell and I barely resisted the overwhelming need to look to Colt for help, assurances, anything. Please. No. I could barely handle Colt, but this man...

I wanted to vomit.

“I don’t share,” Colt growled, returning to stand between Wilson and me. “Thought you had your own girl for that.”

“Pity,” Wilson said dismissively. “I had to get rid of that cunt.”

“Devlin has plenty to choose from.”

Wilson grunted. “So he does. I’m going to assume this little scheme of yours involves revenge, which is the only reason I’m even entertaining this insanity. I enjoy a good show as much as the next man.” Wilson leaned back in his seat, staring toward the covered windows and stroking the stubble on his chin. “But dealing with your brother is more than I care to stomach on a good day—let alone making a deal with him. But I might be convinced if you do a job for me.”

Wilson slid a slip of paper across his desk to the corner near Colt, then picked up his glass and finished it off.

Colt lifted up the paper, then a growl rose from deep in his throat. “You have to be kidding.”

“If that’s how you feel, you might want to kiss your girl good-bye. I want it tonight or no deal. And no one outside of this room is to know a thing either way.”

What the hell could he be asking for? I felt like I’d swallowed a ball of glass. All I wanted was for all of this to be over with, but deeper and deeper I fell.

No way out.

Soon the only thing I’d be able to breathe would be Sulphur fumes.

“Even if I agreed,” Colt said. “I can’t do this alone.”

Again, Wilson eyed me. “I hope she’s a fast learner and worth the trouble.”

The door behind us opened and a large muscular man led in a blonde and redhead in tube mini-dresses.

“Now if you’ll excuse me,” Wilson said leaning back. “I’m auditioning my new whore.”

Chapter 5
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Aubrey didn’t say a word until we were back on the road. I figured she was torn between wanting to know what my deal involved and fear of the same thing.

“What do I have to do now?” she whispered.

“Just drive.” I hadn’t intended to take her on another boost. The last one had been simple. Too simple and I needed some fun. This one would be anything but simple. Even with an experienced partner, it’d be a crapshoot, but I couldn’t let her know that. “Pretend to be Buck for a night and let me do my thing.”

“You’re stealing another car? From your reaction, I thought he asked you to murder someone.”

“He wants me to steal an unstealable car, tonight. Unstealable because Merc owns it.” A 1962 Ferrari GTO that was probably worth more than Devlin’s business assets tripled. He’d picked it up shortly after Mom died. Never told anyone how or why, but it was his prized baby. The envy of everyone on both sides of the law. He drove it every time he wanted eyes directed on him and jaws on the ground. It was a reminder of everything he’d built and every life he’d taken in the process.

And one life he’d never admit to taking.

Thankfully, I didn’t have to explain further, Aubrey’s elongated features said that she understood perfectly. “We have to steal your stepdad's car?”

Step-dad. I groaned. “I wouldn’t put it that way.”

“He’ll fucking kill us. Or kill you and give me back to Devlin.”

She was dead right. Even Devlin, Merc’s perfect little henchmen, feared him. “We won’t get caught.”

“Oh right. I assume you’re the last person he’ll suspect.”

“We’ll give him a reason to think it was someone else.” This required more than one night of planning, but Merc had plenty of enemies to exploit. He’d have to have someone stupid enough to steal a car on that list, so I just had to sell it.

First, I needed to make some calls and go on a little scavenger hunt.

“I’m really hoping you have some idea of how to do that,” Aubrey said. “Preferably something a little more than running on instinct and hoping for the best in this case.”

I needed more sleep for this shit. A clear mind.

But I didn’t have time for that. Fuck.

I dragged my hand through my hair and yanked. The pain igniting my cells and driving my brain to work faster.

“Colt?” Aubrey prompted me to respond.

Her voice sounded annoyingly like the throbbing pound in my head. “You’re not going to like what I tell you, so why rush the news?”

“I—” she stuttered for a moment. “Just tell me you have some kind of plan.”

“More or less. Merc usually isn’t home during the evening, so we hope that he doesn’t get some insane idea to drive the car we need. We take the car we need and let someone else take the fall.”

“Sounds like a lot of hoping—I ran out of that a long time ago.”

I scoffed. In this case, we had no choice except to leave a few things up to chance, however, there was far more to it than that. Merc was never far from his car. It was one of two that he kept at home in his personal garage. Very few people would be stupid enough to try and break in to steal from him. Apparently, I had just been corralled into that category. “It’s more talent than hope. I’ve never botched a job and I won’t start tonight.”

“Comforting.” She crossed her arms and leaned against the door.

I slid my hand between her legs and she pressed them together.

“How does it feel?” Sore, I imagined. I needed something else to concentrate on.

“Stop.”

“Spread your legs,” I demanded, sinking my fingers into her muscle.

“No.”

I jerked her leg. “You’re mine, darlin’. You do what I say, and now’s a good time to start practicing that.”

“Fuck you,” she spat, knocking my arm away.

“Soon. Soon you’ll be begging for that release.”

“You’re a deluded asshole,” she scoffed, pulling both legs away and angling her knees toward the door.

“Very soon. The more you fight it, the more you’ll want just that one more push.”

“I’ll manage.”

I had no doubt that she would. I loved her struggle. Reveled in it. She’d fight it to the last straw. And that’d make it so much more powerful. The moment when, overwhelmed by the sensations coursing through her body, she’d finally succumb to everything she wanted and didn’t want to admit.

Even if it was only to escape the pain for a few seconds, to escape the binding, pulsing flood of thoughts and sensations.

Escape.

I let her go and rubbed my nose.

Escape.

Motherfucker, Devlin. He was doing the same thing to me. Taunting me with my escape. Dangling it in front of my face.

Someday he’d be the bitch. As long as I lived to see that, it might all be worth it. Pitiful to think that dragging down my brother was the sole reason I kept breathing.

I didn’t care how or why, even if he dragged me down with him. I was no better, but at least I could admit that.
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Aubrey and I carried her stuff into my house and piled it in a corner of the bedroom so Isabella wouldn’t get any ideas about digging through it in search of new toys.

I picked up the box of vibrators and sex toys again, and Aubrey flushed.

“Don’t you have planning to do?” she asked.

“As soon as I figure out what a seemingly unassuming girl like you is doing with all this stuff. A lot of lonely nights?”

She turned away.

“But a rabbit will usually take care of that. This”—I picked up the Hitachi—”is serious shit.”

“Why do you need pain to get off?” She spun around and stared me straight in the eye.

“Touché.” I didn’t have an answer for that. Not one I could put into words. I knew the pull, the drive, the need. I got off on the edge of fear and pain and madness.

Maybe it was a classic power trip. I’d never concerned myself with those questions.

Anger management. It popped into my head. The only way I could channel everything I felt into a few moments of erotic bliss.

I popped a piece of mint gum in my mouth. In some strange way, it helped with the cravings—although they never relented completely.

I dropped the box on the dresser.

I needed more.

I always did and always would.

“Take off your clothes.”

Aubrey stomped her foot. “You have work to do.”

“Afraid you won’t be able to hold out?”

“I’m afraid that Devlin is going to kill us. Or even worse, go after my family. Remember?”

Back to that again. Legitimate fear I reckoned, but I refused to be controlled by fear. Anger, hatred, lust, ecstasy, now they were feelings I welcomed. Temptation and I were good friends. “I won’t let it happen.”

“You keep saying that but I can’t help feeling like you’re digging me in deeper.”

I grabbed her wrist and flung her on the bed, she landed face down and I leaped on top, pressing my knee into her back.

“Colt. Fucking Asshole.” Her muddled words sank into the bed.

She kicked up her legs, but I twisted her hands behind her back. Rope... I looked around the room. I needed rope...

I grabbed my cell phone charger from the nightstand and wrapped it around her arms, pressing my knee into her spine every time she struggled against me. Once her arms were secured behind her back, I flipped her over.

She moaned, her back arched up as she laid on her own bound arms. I had a box of bungee ties in a box at the top of the closet, so I left her wriggling like a worm on a hook while I dug them out. She inched herself to the side of the bed, and tried to roll off, but without her arms, I was back before she made it far.

I dragged her back across the bed. She kicked one leg up and I caught her ankle, slipping the bungee cord around it and stretching it down to the leg of the bed. Then I did the same with her other leg, spreading her out in front of me. Now that I had her tied and spread, I had quite a predicament. As much as I enjoyed her in the dark, skin-tight pants I’d bought her, I couldn’t have much fun with her clothed, and the way she bucked and pulled at the restraints, I wasn’t untying her yet.

This scene was far too entertaining.

So, I pulled out my pocket knife, flipped it open. Her eyes widened as she stilled, staring at the glinting silver blade.

“Smart choice,” I said. “Moving with this against your skin might not be the best idea. I freed the bottom of her pants from the bungee cord and starting at the inside seam, I cut slowly up the material. Her moans turned to whimpers as the back of the knife pressed into her skin, closer and closer to her awaiting pussy. When I got to the crotch of the pants, I started over on the other leg. Then, I pressed the back of the knife against her pussy and ripped through the last of the material—aside from the dainty thong, but that wouldn’t be much of a deterrent. Starting at the crotch of the pants, I cut up to the waste line, and flipped the material off of her, then I cut each band of the thong and jerked it away.

Chapter 6
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I hadn’t even lasted forty-five hours with him and I had run out of curses. What do you do with a madman, when he has you tied to a bed with a knife pressed to your most intimate regions?

Listen.

I had no idea what he was planning, but I could imagine. And I didn’t want that knife coming anywhere near my skin more than necessary.

More than necessary? I couldn’t believe where my thoughts had begun to take me.

I’d rather be stripping.

The thought hit me like a speeding semi-truck. But I’d rather be here than stretched out over Devlin’s desk with all his “friends” pawing at me. My life had become nothing more than searching out the lesser evil of every situation.

Six months.

One hundred and eighty days.

Give or take.

Or did yesterday count?

I didn’t agree until the evening. That meant I was less than twenty-four hours in. I imagined that in a few days, twenty-four hours would mean nothing.

Would the days and weeks bled together to form something incomprehensible?

Would the novelty of having me wear off for Colt?

He stood above me. Green eyes drilling into me. His tousled hair falling around his face.

I waited.

Waited for his ferocity.

His anger, and lust, and sexual greed. But he simply stared down at me.

Then, his calloused fingers lightly graced my skin. I froze into a statue while his gentle stroke moved up my leg, to my stomach and barely under my shirt leaving a tingling trail as my skin rose in goosebumps.

My arms and hands ached beneath me as my blood struggled to flow through the compressed extremities.

He grabbed my hips and dragged me to the edge of the bed. I squeezed my eyes closed.

Just let him get it over with.

Spread wide and on display, I waited. My core burned with embarrassment and anticipation. My shoulders ached and my arms tingled. But still, Colt did nothing.

I felt his hot breath between my legs and my eyes popped open. He stared up at me, his face inches from my pussy with a smirk on his lips and one eyebrow quirked up in anticipation. His tongue parted me. Hot tender movements. 

I pressed my back into the mattress. No. Fuck. No.

Every time I thought I knew what to expect, he fucking changed his tactic. He sucked my clit with almost reverent gentility.

It was so much easier to fight when he was brutal.

This...

This was a different kind of brutality, and he knew exactly what he was doing.

His warm touch melted the walls of security I held to with every bit of strength I had. His gentle touches, licks, and hot probing thrusts teased until every bit of strength was tested.

I held back. Digging my body into the bed. Biting my lips together to hold in the sound.

My forehead ached from concentrating so hard but I couldn’t give him the satisfaction of giving in.

“You can try to hide it,” he whispered against my clit. Even the vibrations of his voice was nearly enough to push me over.

It felt too good. My body continued to betray me. To act outside of my control.

“But I know how wet you are,” he teased.

The one thing I very well couldn’t hide. His tongue pressed inside of me while his thumb circled my clit.

I grunted managing not to moan, but my body quivered giving up control. My eyelids fluttered.

I had to hold back.

But what if I just gave in and fell over the edge?

So close.

Dangerously close.

What if I let him push me just a little farther?

Temptation grew. All I had to do was ride the pleasure to a place where I didn’t care about reasons.

Every lick ruined me.

My hips shook. The building orgasm was going to claim me for the darkness. Then, he stood over me. “Do you want it?”

Fuck. I stared up at him. Aching. Burning. But I refused to open my mouth.

If I did it might betray me too.

“Tell me what you need, darlin’.”

“I won’t beg you for anything.” I knew it was a mistake as soon as I’d said it. I had just laid down a counter challenge.

Colt cocked his head and smiled. “We’ll see.”

He headed for the door. Leaving me bound and immobile. My arms burning with growing numbness, and my core aching for more. I tried rolling to my side to take the pressure off my arms, but the movement felt like it’d dislocate a shoulder.

What the fuck had I just gotten myself into?

after Colt left, I composed myself just enough to test each of the bindings. I couldn’t free either leg because the cords stretched just enough for me to move, but the way they were hooked, they tightened around my ankles every time I pulled.

The cords around my arms didn’t budge at all, but the burning pain was quickly becoming unbearable.

Hold it in, I told myself. But unless I could free myself, the longer I held it in, the worse it would get.

My other option was begging.

Where had needing help gotten me thus far?

Help from a teacher left me alienated in my own town. Help from a landlord landed me at Devlin’s mercy at every turn. Help from Devlin got me farther in debt with every breath. Help from Colt landed me in a stolen car, being dragged deeper into the underworld, fucked every which way in the matter of a day, and tied to a bed in absolute agony.

My track record was un-fucking-deniable.

I twisted and moaned, trying every way possible to take the pressure off my arms.

How could I have agreed to six months of this?

How could I have agreed to two years of stripping in Devlin’s club?

My mind felt as numb and useless as my arms. Maybe it wasn’t getting enough blood either. I almost couldn’t stand it.

Colt. Fucking Colt. I hated him. I was convinced he’d turn my heart into charcoal if it wasn’t already.

But I couldn’t deny that he gave me something that I hadn’t had in a long time—hope.

And in some dark, twisted way, power. I saw the look on his face. The repulsive smirk. The animal in his eyes as he took control of my body. I had that over him.

Something that he wanted that he couldn’t get just by drugging some girl in a club. That gave me some kind of control for the first time in years.

Devlin.... He obviously had a type too, but anyone is easy enough to control with drugs, money, and enough threats.

Colt gave me something back that Devlin never would. I hated him, and deep down could be thankful for him in the same breath. While tied up in absolute misery, that revelation went a long way toward showing just how far I’d fallen and just how deep I’d buried myself.

Chapter 7
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The ropes should keep her entertained for a while, I thought with sadistic pride.

I pushed open the back door, letting the cold air rush in. Clicking my tongue, I motioned for Isabella to follow me. She pranced around the yard, sniffing every inch of the fence, while I collapsed on an old wooden Adirondack chair and rubbed my hands over my face. The cold air cut straight through me, but it was exactly what I needed. I pulled out my phone and scrolled through the contacts. I clicked on the name of an old acquaintance who ran a chop shop and auto body place across town.

“Hey,” he answered. His voice was rougher than the last time we’d spoken, but given his tendency to chain smoke nearly a pack of cigarettes a day, that wasn’t the most surprising thing.

“Jay, I need a window for a sixty-two Ferrari GTO.” Not an impossible feat, but damn close and if anyone could get me what I needed without raising a scene, it was Jay. We’d worked together since I started boosting cars. Even before that really, when all I wanted to do was rebuild cars for fun. Outside of fucking Aubrey, I didn’t really know fun anymore.

Jay coughed and took a moment to compose himself. “Ain’t asking for much.”

“What if I don’t care if it’s in a million pieces?”

“Okay... that’s an odd one, even coming from you. Wouldn’t any glass work in that case?”

“Nope.” I needed something to leave behind for Merc. A note of farewell from his pride and joy, but I couldn’t take the chance of actually breaking a window. Wilson may not appreciate that, and there’d be too much mess and unnecessary noise.

“Geez.” Jay went quiet again. “You usin’ again?”

Unfortunately, he knew me during that time too and had taken the totaled car off my hands when I nearly killed myself. “No. Can you find what I need or not?”

He grumbled, “I’ll have to call you back.”

But I had one more stipulation—and I had to hope he wouldn’t just hang up on me. “I need it by the end of the day.”

“Fuck dude,” something slammed on his end of the line. “You’re as impossible as ever. I’ll see what I can come up with and let you know in an hour or so.”

“No shitting me either, Jay. I need it to match within reason.” Not that he’d ever pulled one over on me before, but this was fucking important.

“Got it. Sure you ain’t usin’?”

I hung up. He had no idea how tempting it was and if he asked one more time....

“Colt,” Aubrey screamed. It should have been music to my ears, but I was too on edge. I wanted to collapse, fall asleep, escape into the darkness, but I couldn’t stop moving. My feet twitched, my hands clenched, every cell in my body buzzed until I wanted to rip off my skin to get away.

I rubbed the bridge of my nose and sat back. It’s all in your head. Concentrate.

No matter what my body and mind wanted, I had a job to do. I knew how to start Merc’s car. That wasn’t the issue. Not one of the major ones anyway.

I need it to look like it wasn’t me. It had to be messy. Even better would be someone specific to pin it on. A drug dealer he’d pissed off. A former employee. Someone was going down.

I may as well aim high.

“God damn it, Colt,” Aubrey yelled even louder. “Fucking asshole....”

She continued yelling but I tuned her out. There was only one word I wanted to hear.

By now her arms were probably numb. They’d hurt like a bitch when I finally untied her. That’s what she’d get for being so fucking stubborn.

Isabella ran up to the porch with a stick she’d found in the yard and dropped it at my feet. I picked it up and tossed it to the back of the yard, and she ran after it. The colder months were always her favorite time to play outside, and as large as she was, she was still young enough to act like a crazy puppy when excited.

Or when she didn’t get her way.

I had moved into this house right after totaling my car and getting sober. I had owned it for a while but preferred being in the center of everything where it was easier to score and get anything I wanted. The second night, I found Isabella sleeping in my garage. She tried to follow me into the house and scratched at the door until I finally got fed up and tossed her some scraps.

I had vowed to call the pound, but they were too close to police in my recovering mind and I didn’t want an officer of any kind snooping around. So I called Jace and talked him into picking her up and taking her somewhere. When he showed up, she hid in the corner like a beaten child, then nearly wrapped herself around my feet.

I was stuck with her and rationalized that she might make a good guard dog when she grew up. All she had to do was stand up and bark and she could scare the piss out of anyone, even if she was the most gentle dog I could imagine. And as little as I wanted to admit it, she kept me grounded and gave me something to do.

A knocking interrupted my thoughts and Isabella barked toward the front gate. I groaned, then cut through the house and peeked through the front window.

Alex.

I paused and groaned before opening the door.

“What can I do for you, Lex?” She didn’t look in any condition to be driving. Her eyes were bloodshot and the bags under them looked like they’d doubled overnight. It was pathetic to see her in her current condition. For the past year and a half, she’d looked closer to death every day.

“Devlin w—” she began.

“You can stop there. I don’t want it.”

She stared down at the manila envelope and then up at me. We both knew she was helpless to do his bidding. She and I had been friends long before she got involved with Devlin, and I had warned her time and time again to stay away from the bastard. I told her what he was capable of, but she got mixed up with him anyway. After one slip, she managed to get away, but like me, she had the overwhelming need to go numb and turn off the world.

She wanted to lose herself, and one night while she floated away from all her problems on a high, she landed right in Devlin’s web.

And then his bed. Devlin relished ending as many of my relationships as he could that way. Lex was the last one I had to lose. She knew every one of my vices and we’d fucked at least a dozen times only to go back to being friends the next day. We fucked to find a way out of the world, not to be close to someone. But after Devlin, all that was lost to the turning wind. I couldn’t look at her without remembering that betrayal. It didn’t matter that she’d been high. Didn’t matter that she’d been lost. She crossed the line that I had begged her not to. And she knew all of that from the moment it happened.

She never looked me in the eye again. Never spoke to me more than a few words. In general, she avoided me. She’d chosen drugs and months later, I’d gotten clean.

Now she was only Devlin’s slave. Empty. Obedient. A whore for all of his friends.

“I have to,” her voice was dead and empty. There was nothing left of the girl I knew.

“Whatever the fuck it is”—I leaned into her face—” I don’t want it.”

She took a step back, then another, gingerly placing the package on the banister before running back to her car.

“Colt,” Aubrey screamed, nearly shrill enough to vibrate glass. “I’m going to rip your fucking dick off.”

Alex turned back and frowned before scrambling into her car—probably figuring her escape was more important than investigating the screaming female in my house.

I leaned against the doorframe, staring at the package. My brother’s idea of a gift. I didn’t need to open it. Now, I fully understood his little “guarantee” the night before. He was going to push me over the edge.

“Colt....”

I listened to Aubrey continue her brazen rant while Lex’s car disappeared around the corner.

Aubrey screamed again, and I closed my eyes. I should have gagged her while I was at it. Or at least, duct taped her fucking mouth shut. I could shove my cock down her throat and see how loud she wanted to scream.

Staring the package down, I finally grabbed it off the banister. The last place I needed to leave it was out in the open. Back inside, I locked the door behind me and stuffed the envelope in the cabinet behind the model car supplies.

Then, I went to shut Aubrey up. “Can I help you, darlin’?”

Her jaw was clenched, and her face red, heated with anger. “My arms are killing me as if you don’t know.”

“That’s a pity.”

She squirmed and wiggled. Too stupid to know she was damned either way. The cords dug at her ankles and the wire likely dug at her wrists and arms, both making it impossible to her to find any comfortable position.

“Untie me,” she yelled.

“You’re not in a position to be giving orders.”

Her voice taunted my throbbing head, but I was having fun.

“Colt—”

“Aubrey.” I tried to act impassive, but my mind was screaming louder than her and between the two of them, I thought it might explode. “You’re not going to win here. What are you trying to prove?”

“So you’d let me lie here until my arms turn black and fall off?”

I grunted and untied one ankle. She jerked at it and tried to kick me, but I flipped her over on her stomach, then linked the bungee from the ankle through the cord holding her arms tight. “There, that should help with the problem.”

“Mother fucking asshole.” She thrashed again, bouncing on the bed a couple of times before going slack and dropping her forehead to the mattress.

“That all you got?” I patted her red arms, and she screamed into the blanket.

“Fucking,” she screamed again, flexing her fingers and jerking as circulation returned.

I rubbed the skin while she twisted and moaned in pain.

“Untie me, Colt.” Her cheek rested against the bed, tears welling in her eyes as her body quaked with the biting pain of circulation returning to her arms and hands.

“What’d I just tell you about giving orders?” I smacked her arm lightly and her face twisted in pain.

She squeezed her eyes closed and fisted her hands. Her jaw twitched from the pressure. “Please,” she grunted quietly.

I leaned closer to her face. “Couldn’t hear you.”

“Please,” she repeated louder.

“What do you want?”

She clenched her jaw and stared at me through teary eyes. “Please, fucking untie me you God damn asshole.”

Creative, but close enough. “That works.”

I jerked at the cord until it was loosened, then left her to free herself.

Chapter 8
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I stayed hidden in the bedroom the rest of the day, and aside from walking in and putting a sandwich on the side table, Colt left me alone. I didn’t want to face him. I didn’t want to see myself through his eyes again. Every emotion I had left felt like it was being ripped to shreds—twisted, pulled, turned into feelings I didn’t even recognize. Despite trying to put a positive—or comparatively less negative—spin on the situation, I was powerless and trapped.

In some ways even more trapped than I was before. At least I could escape Devlin during the day. Retreat to my apartment, and listen to my neighbors scream about their problems—but I had my own space. My own time. I could walk across town and grab a coffee, or sit at the park and watch the damn squirrels harass joggers.

Suddenly, I was completely trapped, by a man I didn’t understand. A man I’d barely known for two days. I wanted out. I needed out—to know that it would all come to an end. But Colt.... Was I wrong to think I could ever have any power over him simply because I had something I wanted? He’d shown well and good just who had the power in this house. But it was all because I had to go and be a stubborn fool again.

That’s what got you into this mess.

I curled up at the head of the bed and stared at my phone, expecting it to ring or buzz with some demand from Devlin. Why couldn’t things be simple for just one day?

I’d gotten his threat but the rules to his game were still in question. Was I supposed to call him?

And, what if Colt and I got caught stealing that damn car?

Did that make everything null and void anyway?

Or did it mean Devlin would take out my debt on my family anyway?

I pulled up Aiden’s number and stared at our last messages. Then, I typed in four characters and pressed send.

Me: Aid?

There was a long pause while my stomach nested in my throat.

Aiden: You okay, Bre?

I sighed in relief.

Me: Yeah, I think I fucked up.

Aiden: No shit.
Anything I can do?
He’d been so pissed at me. How long had it been since he’d offered to help? It seemed like an eternity in sibling years, but then again, that was my own fault.

Me: I have to find my own way out.

Aiden: You’re in over your head this time. Go to the fucking cops and just get out.

I exhaled and pulled my knees to my chest and resting my chin against them.

Me: If that were an option I would. 
I’m going to make sure you and Breanna are safe.
It took forever for the next response.

Aiden: Keep yourself safe too, shithead.

I swallowed my laugh.

Me: Promise.

Dysfunctional as we were, he was still my brother. He’d always be my big brother. Even when I screwed up beyond imagining.

Dysfunctional... we had nothing on Colt and Devlin.

I crept into the bathroom, hoping not to give Colt any reason to come check on me. Leaning over the sink, I splashed a handful of water over my face. Then, stared at my reflection.

I had bet my own body that Colt could get me out of this. Devlin upped the ante with my family, and now I had to wonder whether it was in everyone’s best interest to keep playing or fold before it got any worse.

The only problem was I didn’t understand the rules of this specific game and bowing out gracefully wasn’t an option. I stepped out of the bathroom and startled for an instant when I saw Colt in the bedroom doorway.

“I wasn’t doing anything,” I explained quickly. Possibly too quickly.

“I know. I need to pick up a few things before we case Merc’s place.”

We... case....

I rubbed my temples, staring off at the windows. The sun was already setting, and I couldn’t believe I’d spent most of the day curled up in his bed questioning everything possible about the situation. “I can’t do this. I’m not—”

“Doesn’t matter. You do what you have to do. You weren’t a stripper either, but you climbed on stage and well...” He cocked his head and grinned. “I guess that’s not a good example. Be a better driver than you were a stripper.”

With those words of advice hanging in the air like gasoline ready to explode, he headed across the room and started going through my clothes.

“What are you—?” I sighed. I really didn’t want him dressing me again.

He chucked a mini skirt at me. “Put that on.”

Then, he tossed a skimpy tank top on the bed. A lacy top that I only wore under other shirts.

“Get dressed,” he said, crossing his arms and watching me.

I was going to freeze as soon as we stepped outside. “I assume ducking into the bathroom—”

“Now,” he licked his lips. “Give me a good strip tease.”

Back to that again. I pulled off my top and tossed it on the floor. I was crankier than the worst PMS and already tired of his game.

“Come on, baby,” he grabbed my hips and pulled me back forcing me to rub against him. Then, he squeezed my breasts through my bra and pushed them together, nipping at the mound of flesh. “You really are a shitty stripper, but a damn good lay.”

He smacked my ass and backed away.

I had to take several long breaths to push down my reaction. You’ll only make it worse.

I pulled on the top, then replaced my pants with the skirt. I thoroughly felt like a hooker, but I wanted as little interaction with Colt as possible. Given my body’s recent reactions, I wasn’t sure how much longer I could take his teasing. Every touch angered me but did the opposite to my core. How long until I admitted how badly I wanted to come?

I couldn’t do that.

But, Colt got what he wanted, as he’d already proven. I could have taken that bit of knowledge as a comfort—if he was driven enough to keep pushing until he got his way, he could keep his promise. However, the things he’d do to me in the meantime....

“I’m going to freeze,” I said.

“We’ll turn on the heat in the car. Get your shoes on and the leather jacket.” He walked around me, then tugged on my hair. “But first, fix your hair and throw on some makeup.”

I gave him a questioning glower. “Planning on auctioning me off later tonight, or putting me on a street corner?”

“No, darlin’. But you never know when a distraction will come in handy.”

I truly didn’t want to know what kind of distraction he had in mind and if I thought about it too long, I feared he’d show me.
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I did as Colt ordered with what little makeup I had and twisted my hair back into a messy bun. It was going to have to do for now, and if he expected more he’d have to spring for some more heavy-duty tools for me to work with. As I headed out to the living room to meet him, I pulled at the hem of the skirt, wishing it’d stretch even a little.

“Not bad,” he said, brushing the wisp of bangs away that fell around my face. I tugged the leather jacket closed. I wanted to be wearing more, but I was already tired of arguing with him. He could make it worse—clamps, vibrators. It could be so much worse.

He held up his keys, dangling them in front of my face. “You’re driving.”

I sighed and grabbed them. That made me Buck for the evening. At least I wouldn’t be the one driving the stolen car....

Not that I knew where Colt’s car came from either. If I didn’t find a way to shut my own damn brain off, I’d drive myself insane without any help from Colt.

“Where to?” I asked, keeping my eyes lowered. I wanted to get it all over with while avoiding as much drama as possible. If I looked at him, his cool green eyes, his smug and ever-confident expression, I didn’t think I’d be capable of choosing the amenable approach.

“Jay’s Checkered Flag Car Shop on Ninth Street.”

“We need a mechanic?” Somehow I doubted that since I figured that Colt was better with cars than any mechanic I knew.

“Nope, we need a broken window.”

I squinted at him. Did I or didn’t I want to know?

“Okay,” I braced for the cold and followed Colt out. Isabella tried to follow us as well, but Colt shooed her back into the house.

I drove us over to the mechanic, and Colt left me in the car while he went in and returned with a duffel bag which he placed in the trunk before climbing back in the car.

“Waller Street,” he said.

“You’re kidding right?” Fuck not arguing. That was the scary as fuck part of town.

“Do I look like I’m kidding?”

Unfortunately, he didn’t. He never did.

Waller Street was where you went if you were looking for cheap drugs, a dirty hooker, or a not so peaceful end to your life. Otherwise, it was a place best avoided—especially after dusk.

“Anywhere in particular on Waller?” I wanted to spend as little time there as possible.

“I’ll tell you when we get there.”

As we passed by the low-income housing units—the units where only the week before I’d read about a huge meth bust—my heart raced on. People lined the streets staring us down as we passed.

“Pull in the next alley on the right,” Colt said.

Waller Street. Alley. All eyes on us. I had to keep assuring myself he knew what he was doing. These were basically “his people”.

None of that was reassuring.

Colt pointed to a house on the right. “Pull up to the back of that brick house and park.”

He looked around then climbed out of the car and opened the trunk. Through the rear-view mirror, I watched as he grabbed two duffle bags, but I was too frozen to move until he opened my door.

“Come on, darlin’. Unless you really do want to freeze.” He took my arm and led me up the back stairs and into the house.

“Have a seat,” he pointed to a wooden chair in the hallway and sat his black bags by the back door.

“Please, explain,” I said, my nerves rattling and leaving my voice unsure.

“That’s two pleases in one day. I could go for three.” He lifted a painting from the wall, pulled a key free from the back of it and tossed it into my lap. “We wait here until dark. Then, we take a car that can’t be traced to us, and take care of the job.”

“Why here?” I expected someone to burst through the door and rob us at gunpoint at any moment.

“Welcome to my fuck house.” He waved his hands in a grandiose gesture, then dropped back to lean against the wall.

My mouth fell open and nothing I could do would convince it to close. “Here?”

I looked around. It was actually a decent looking house on the inside. But if Colt had money to throw around, I couldn’t understand why he’d want a house here.

Colt watched me then took a step toward me.

“Insurance,” he said. “Keep a place where no one wants to go and most people will leave it alone. No one in this neighborhood wants to mess with me. Merc makes sure their business keeps flowing, so for me, it’s a relatively peaceful place as long as I’m not looking for quiet.”

The wail of a siren pierced the air, and I was convinced it served as a foreboding warning of what was to come.

“So,” I whispered, too caught up in shock to think about my words. “If anyone asks around, you were here having a fuck?”

Chapter 9
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Now that Aubrey mentioned it, having a fuck did sound like a damn good idea. Especially if I could fuck with her head in the process. And finally get what I wanted.

Having a fuck where I brought all of the women who meant nothing would be a perfect start to the night. I stopped bringing women where I lived years ago—that made things too complicated. Every time.

I still couldn’t explain, however, why I had dragged Aubrey straight in to my apartment only hours after meeting her in the first place. I had considered keeping her at a distance, locked up and waiting to serve my needs. But Devlin already knew about my fuck house, and if Devlin found her here alone, that’d make everything too easy. I wasn’t going to let him screw this up without a fight.

Besides the place wasn’t really equipped for living in. Nothing in the kitchen worked and aside from some new comfortable furniture I had moved in for fun, and a sex swing I had bolted to the rafters in the bedroom, the place was barren. It was for fucking and forgetting.

Or getting high....

High... I needed to forget.

I grabbed Aubrey’s arm and jerked her up out of her seat.

“Colt,” she squeaked. “Do we really need to do this now?”

“Yes,” I breathed, crushing her against the wall and hiking her skirt up. She squirmed, but there wasn’t so much fight left in her. Most of her energy was still going to fighting her own body and mind—once she let that go, we’d have more fun.

She could start fighting me instead of herself. The one barrier I wanted to break.

My mind was a confusing place to be—I hated it when women wanted it. I couldn’t get off on needy pleas and moans. And yet, I indulged in pushing Aubrey to do just that. Pushed her to beg for it—not because she wanted it, but because she needed it. Because she couldn’t take the teasing anymore. Because she felt ready to explode and only a physical release would set her free.

I wanted her to associate my pain with pleasure.

The fight with pleasure.

In short, I wanted to make her as fucked up as me.

It voided my promise that she could walk away and go back to life as usual. That would be a withering, false hope. But it wasn’t my problem. It wouldn’t be by the time I pushed her away.

If we lived....

Fuck. I had to stop thinking. I stepped back and grabbed a handful of hair, dragging her to the front of the house and flipping on all of the lights until we stood in front of the large living room window. I pulled a condom from the drawer on the end table, then shoved her into the chair in the middle of the room and unzipped my pants. In the low chair, she sat eye level with my cock, but her gaze bounced around the room, nothing to see but sparse furniture and sheer curtains over the window....

I shoved up her skirt, parting her legs so I stood between her knees. Then, I grabbed the hair at the back of her head in one hand and the base of my cock in the other.

“Open up,” I demanded.

Her quivering lowered eyebrows indicated that was the very thing she didn’t want to hear.

“Ever give head?” I asked.

She nodded, slowly opening her mouth, but not nearly wide enough for my cock.

“Tongue out,” I told her, yanking her hair back.

She closed her eyes and stuck out her tongue.

I slid my engorged cock, piercings and all into her mouth until she jerked and gagged.

Oh, to face fuck her. Just the thought sent a rush of desire down my spine.

I paused, staring down at her pleading eyes. Longing to mess up her pretty makeup. Come all over her pretty face.

If she didn’t gag and bite my dick off first. We’d have to work up to that. And take out the piercings. I didn’t need a toothless... commodity.

Fuck. Now I was thinking like Devlin.

“Suck,” I ordered. She pulled ever so slowly at the head of my cock. “Use your tongue. I don’t need you breaking off your teeth in the process. Got it?”

She moaned an answer around my dick and flicked her tongue against the underside of the shaft. She pulled and licked, sucking and coaxing until I stood shakily at the edge.

I took her chin, pushing her away from my erection, then I lifted her out of the chair, changing our positions so she stood over me. I reached up her skirt and pulled down the thong—already wet with arousal and I hadn’t even gotten started. She was too much. Her body so easily gave in where her mind fought.

I rolled the condom over my cock, then pulled her down to straddle me, impaling her hot, slick pussy. She went along with my motions, no longer trying to get away. The long day had gone a long way in wearing her down.

I brushed her hair back and forced her to face me. “Still trying to convince yourself you don’t like my games?”

“I don’t,” her teeth were clenched, but I didn’t believe her.

I forced her hips to rock against my cock and she tightened around me.

“Then explain why you’re wet,” I teased.

“It’s a biological function.” She flipped the words off her tongue, giving me a half-hooded glare.

“Accompanying arousal. You like my dirty, fucked up game.”

“No,” she said pushing herself away, but I caught her arms, twisting them behind her back until her breasts jutted forward. Every movement of her struggle rocked her against my cock. It pressed inside of her until she grunted and stilled.

“You’re not getting away,” I promised.

She kicked out her legs and I sank deeper inside of her.

Biting her lower lip, she held back everything she could until something in her coat pocket started to buzz. I felt her pocket and pulled out her phone.

Douche Canoe. AKA Devlin.

“I’m going to put it on speaker,” I rocked her again. “And you’re going to say what he wants to hear.”

She glowered down at me. We’d soon see how well she could hold her composure. I accepted the call and held it up for her.

She swallowed. “Hello.”

“Where’s Colt?” My brother asked in his too sweet conman voice.

Panic flashed in her wide eyes for a second. Then, she reeled it in. “In the shower.”

“Did you get my message?”

“Yes.”

I rocked her again, grinning as she fought to hold back her response enough to speak. “What do you want?”

“What did Colt do with the package he got today?”

Her eyes locked on mine and she squinted. “I don’t know about it. He had me tied up. I—I think he’s going to be out soon.” But I rocked her again. She knew she couldn’t move. Now she was helpless to me.

Devlin was quiet. “I’m sure you’ll find out—no matter. Keep riding him—”

She frowned.

“I want you to wear him down. That shouldn’t be too hard for you.”

I released her arms and slid my finger between us kneading her clit. She grabbed my shoulders, digging her nails into my skin. Her hips jerked and she shuddered, eyelids fluttering closed.

“Why?” she asked—somehow with a steady voice.

I shook my head and pulled her hips tight against myself.

Her face twisted, but she still kept her reactions silent, forcing her nails deeper into my muscle.

“Just do it,” Devlin growled. “No questions. Think of every punishment that he takes out on you as one I won’t take out on your family.”

The call disconnected.

Aubrey gasped. “You are....”

I rocked her, massaging her clit against me with each motion.

She rocked her head back and moaned.

“Still don’t want it?” I asked, pulling her face down to mine. “Keep in mind I can clearly feel your answer. I can see it on your face. Hear it in your voice. So can you. Who will you be lying to? And what’s more, why does it matter?”

Her muscles shook, doing most of the work for me.

Her breath was shallow and rapid. “I don’t want this.”

I pinched her clit and she gasped, leaving her mouth hanging open.

“No?” I asked.

Her hips rocked forward.

“You don’t want to come?” I whispered.

Her nails dug deeper into me.

“Yes,” she admitted on a breath. Her head dropped forward.

I jerked her hair down her back, raising her face to mine. “Say it.”

Her heavy breath and subconscious motions continued my work.

“I. Want. To. Come.”

I grinned, lifting against her. “Now ask.”

She shook with the effort of keeping her body still, fighting my imposition.

“Please, make me come.” The fight and hatred were still behind her eyes, cloaked in desperation.

“No.”

Her back straightened, eyes narrowed.

“Please,” she hissed, all composure gone. “Isn’t that what you want?”

“No,” I repeated. “But I’ll let you ride me until you come.”

The golden carrot. Only she could take it.

Her anger faded to disbelief. “If I don’t?”

“Then, we’ll have a repeat of this morning. And I’ll make it worse tomorrow.”

She closed her eyes and slowly rocked her body against mine—no doubt imagining someone she really wanted to be with.

I pressed the arch of her back, curling her body toward me, and lifted her shirt and bra so I could take her right nipple into my mouth, rolling the hardened nub. Then I did the same to the left nipple.

She moaned, riding me harder and faster, chasing her orgasm....

Chasing away my thoughts.

Her eyes still closed, I slid my index finger into my mouth, wetting it, and then I grabbed her ass, pulling her tight against me to slide my finger in her back hole. Her eyes and mouth opened at the same time. She tried to squirm away, but she was close. Too close.

I pressed her clit between my fingers and her back arched. Every pant grew louder as she tightened around my cock, thrusting and taking me deeper. She threw back her head and her pussy convulsed around me. She jerked and spasmed dropping her forehead to my shoulder as her quivering stimulated my throbbing cock. I grabbed her hips, lifting her slightly and forcing her to ride me harder as she moaned with the aftershocks of her orgasm.

The burning pulse radiated from the base of my back, engulfed my balls, and shot down my cock as she milked me of my cum. When I let her go, she collapsed forward, resting against my chest and shoulder. A heaving, exhausted mess.

Chapter 10
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I couldn’t move. I wasn’t even certain I could see and I didn’t dare open my eyes to find out. The orgasm had come so hard the whole room went black and stars exploded behind my eyes.

I hated him even more.

The hatred burned through my veins on the wave of the orgasm. My racing pulse surging it through every part of my body.

My insides felt like they’d been liquefied—that was optimistic.

How dare he?!

But what had he done really? Forced the most amazing nearly bone-shattering orgasm of my life on me. What the hell kind of offense was that?

The worst?

I didn’t want it.

I didn’t want him.

The sick, twisted, bastard who knew my body better than me. Women killed for orgasms like that, right? For flings with dangerous men who only want to drive them to ecstasy.

And then I understood. I understood and all at the same time I was more confused. He didn’t want the women who killed for orgasms like that—the women who didn’t care whose hand that pleasure came from as long as they got their rocks off.

He wanted me.

He wanted me to love it and hate it all in the same breath.

And most of all, he wanted to ensure that I hated him.

Well, he’d done it.

Torture. Pure, fucking torture.

As I laid against his chest, he didn’t move or attempt to move me. The only movement I felt was from the intake and exhale of breath. The air against my neck.

His cock was still inside of me.

Yet, I didn’t want to move.

I didn’t want to go back to reality. The reality of me and him. The job we had to do. The car we had to steal.

Merc’s car. What the hell kind of special car did he have? It wasn’t about the car. It wasn’t about me. No. It was all about proving who could fuck with the other man rougher, dirtier. Who got the last laugh. The biggest blow. The worst revenge.

Deeper and deeper I fell with a man who would no doubt wreck my mind as he wrecked my body. Colt played me.

Worse than Devlin.

Better than Devlin.

Finally, he pushed me up, and I stood, rushing to cover myself as I turned away to right my clothing. This was the part I least wanted to face. Pulling down my skirt, I reached to retrieve my thong from the floor, but he snatched it away.

“Was it really so bad?” he taunted.

“You got what you wanted.” Why did he have to rub it in?

“So did you.”

I spun and faced him. “Why does Devlin want me to push you?”

He scowled, stalking away with my underwear and slipping it into his pocket. “He wants me to start using again.”

Using. That explained Tank’s appearance the night before. “The package?”

“Didn’t open it, but I assume it’s enough heroin to keep me going for a while.”

“Why?” The word slipped out, but I wasn’t sure I really had to ask. It was all about fucking each other over—of course.

“Why do you think?” he asked, turning on his heel and pacing back toward me. “Why do I have to explain every move in this game? You know exactly why.”

I did. But that didn’t mean I wanted to face it. Somehow, I really just wanted him to simplify it for me. To make it all make sense. “It’ll keep you out of his way. Make sure you’re no longer a threat. What would he do to me then?”

He stared down at me but didn’t answer.

“When did you stop using?”

Air rumbled through his throat, like a sound I imagined coming from a rabid animal. “My past means nothing to you.”

As long as I was being pulled into his life, it meant everything. It meant a way to gauge his reactions. It meant a way to predict how things might turn out as I played their idiotic game. It gave me a better shot than chance and hope alone. “How are we going to make him think I’m doing what he wants?”

He leaned into my face. “You’re doing a damn good job of it.”

I was the first to back down and look away.

“We have a car to steal,” he said, picking up the bags he’d carried in.

I followed him out the back door but we didn’t return to his car. Instead, he led me down the dark alley to a shadowed garage and jerked open the rusty door.

“Honda Civic,” he said. “One of a million. Every street. Every parking lot. The most stolen car in America and the one no one would ever expect to catch me in.”

“Except tonight?” I said quietly. His demeanor had shifted slightly. Boosting cars was his element—exactly where he wanted to be, even if he believed tonight’s car was unstealable.

He smirked and cocked his head. “And any other time I don’t want spotted.”

“How many cars and houses do you own?” I figured my chances of getting an answer were slim to none, but of all the questions running through my head, that seemed like the safest to voice. I pulled out the key he’d given me earlier and unlocked the car.

“Depends on your definition of ‘own’.”

I rolled my eyes. It was dark, so I gave into the childish temptation. There was no use in fighting and I needed some kind of outlet I could control. I adjusted the driver’s seat and settled in. “Is this a stolen car?”

“Nah. It was a junker.” Colt pulled out a gun from the inside of his jacket. Ejected the clip, looked at it and shoved it back in. “Don’t tell Jace,” once again, he continued talking like there wasn’t anything the least bit odd about this situation, “but it’s in his name. I figured it was more suited to his image.”

“Lovely,” I muttered, starting the car and backing out of the narrow garage.

“Head down Port Street to the southeast side of town.” Colt pulled back the slide on the gun to load a bullet, then tucked it back in his jacket.

I had grown up around guns, but nothing could make this situation less unnerving. “Do I get to know any of the plan beforehand?”

“Don’t get caught.”

Why did I bother? “That’s easy for you to say. Is the place guarded? Alarmed—”

He jerked up my skirt and pinched my clit until my eyes watered, and I let off the gas. “None of that is your problem. You sit in the car and tell me if you see anything—house lights, suspicious people, cops.”

I bit my tongue against snapping about him being the most suspicious person I was likely to see. I pressed my knees together, but I was still sensitive—sore, and yet oddly aroused—making every pressure or movement another threat to my wavering sanity.
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I parked where Colt instructed. Two houses up from his target. We were in the less populated portion of town where people traded street lamps and sidewalks for much larger yards. Some of the houses had their own tall lights hanging over the driveways, but for the most part, we had the cover of night on our side.

“Give me your phone,” Colt said, holding out his hand. I plopped it in his hand and he fiddled around with it.

“How’d you get my passcode?” I asked when he flipped right through it and unlocked the phone.

He winked and handed it back, then pulled out his own phone and put in a set of headphones. After looking around, he pushed his door open and, without a word, fished his bags out of the back seat and vanished.

My phone buzzed, and I squeezed my eyes closed before checking the screen.

Two Scotches.

Maybe he had a sense of humor in there somewhere. I tapped accept.

“Put your phone on speaker and tuck it in the visor,” he instructed before I had a chance to say hello.

I did as he said, fidgeting in my seat as I tried to keep an eye on everything around me.

I heard popping and scraping coming across the speaker, then utter silence. I glanced in the rearview mirror once, then again, staring down the approaching car. As it passed a tall light a couple hundred feet back, I noticed the lights on the roof.

“There’s a cop car coming up the road.”

No response.

I squeezed the steering wheel and sank into my seat. Watching as the car passed and continued down the street to the next stop sign. All I could hear was the beating of my heart until Colt’s voice filled the car.

“And?”

“He’s gone,” I breathed. “Went through the intersection.”

“Never again will I complain about working with Buck,” he muttered.

“You dragged me into this.” Again.

“And you’ll owe me a big ‘thank you’ later, darlin’.”

He was doing this to get me away from Devlin, sure, but it was really about fulfilling his own twisted drive to fuck with Devlin. Thank him? For what?

Their relationship, I would never understand.

“Selfish asshole,” I mumbled back.

“Damn straight.” Something thudded. “I’m in the car, all I have to do is pop the garage door. Anyone around?”

“N—” I started to speak, but a familiar sight caught my attention in the rear view. “Cop’s back. Moving slower this time.”

“Then, get his attention,” Colt grunted. “Run a stop sign. Squeal the tires. Do something to make sure he’s occupied long enough for me to get out of here.”

“What?” I almost jumped out of my seat. I glanced up, the cruiser had just passed under the same light I’d spotted him under the first time. “Colt, you have—”

“Now, Aubrey.”

I started the car, jerked it into drive, and attempted to peel out onto the road like an idiot who wasn’t paying attention to anything.

It was a lame attempt.

The cop was still a few car lengths back when I slammed on the breaks for the next stop sign. I checked the intersection to make sure it was clear, then slammed on the gas.

The rear view mirror lit up, and I felt the tears burning to start.

I’d never had a ticket in my life. My hands shook. My heart thumped. But I rolled the window down.

“License and registration,” he said, shining his flashlight into my eyes. I saw spots as I patted my pocket and slide my ID out. Then, I reached for the glove compartment. What if Colt kept a gun there, too? “Um. It’s um. My boyfriend’s car. I don’t know where—”

“You aware of what you did?” Like Colt, his expression and tone didn’t reveal a drop of emotion.

“Yeah, sorry. I—We had a fight and I—” I couldn’t stop stuttering. “I don’t know. I’m sorry. I just want to get home.”

He shined the flashlight into the back of the car and looked around. “I’m going to run your license and tags. If it’s clean you can go with a warning.”

“Thank you,” I said. I crossed my fingers and closed my eyes, leaning my head back and hoping to the highest of hopes that the tags were clean—and that he wouldn’t find my arrest. One of Devlin’s many attempts at retribution.

I glanced up at the mirror again, watching a red car pull out of a driveway and head in the opposite direction. I was going to thank him all right. Jackass.

The cop tapped on my door, and I jumped lifting my head from the headrest.

He handed me back my license and a slip of paper. “You’re free to go, but no more reckless driving. Work things out or leave the asshole, but don’t get someone killed or get yourself locked up in the process.”

“Thank you, sir.” I tried to smile, but I was too shaky. I was even less cut out to be a car thief—or a car thief’s assistant—than I was to be a stripper.

He nodded and stepped away, so I jerked down my phone and redialed Colt.

“Meet me on the corner of twenty-sixth and oak,” he said, and the call disconnected.

Thanks, asshole, I’m fine. I considered biding my time during the next six months by learning a new language. At least then, I might have some new words to express my disdain and anger. I pulled away from the curb, gingerly this time, and headed to our meeting point.

I expected Colt to be there when I pulled up, but there was nothing except an empty municipal parking lot flanked by tall abandoned looking buildings. I shut off the engine and triple checked to make sure the doors were locked.

My fingers drummed against the steering wheel.

Where the hell is he?

My leg bounced while my gaze darted around to each mirror and window.

What if he’s been caught?

Arrested?

Killed?

What if he’s on the run?

I stared at my phone.

Ten minutes passed.

I wondered if I should call him.

Fifteen minutes.

Damn it, Colt.

Twenty minutes.

Chapter 11
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At more than fifty years old, the Ferrari still drove like a dream. I drove it to my meeting point with Wilson. We changed it every month, and usually, he had one of his cronies show up to meet me and pick up the goods. This time, he was there himself with a large trailer waiting.

I drove the car up the ramp and into the trailer. He always had the transport trailers wired to cut off any GPS transmissions. Once I was inside, I cut off the engine and set the parking break. Now it was all up to Wilson.

I still had a suspicious feeling about all of this, though—someone could just as easily double cross me in this case and throw me to the wolf to get a step up. I kept my gloves and beanie on, making sure not to leave a single thing in or around the car that could be traced back to me.

Wilson stood in the middle of the ramp staring in at the unique car with an appraising grin.

“I don’t know what you’re planning since you can never be caught dead driving the damn thing,” I said.

“Don’t worry,” was the only response he’d give me.

But I had to worry. This wasn’t a typical job at all.

“This girl,” Wilson said, walking slowly down the ramp. “She must be something.”

“She’s a distraction,” I said. Aubrey was none of his business and I didn’t want to cater to his curiosities in that area any more than necessary.

He made a sound in his throat and tucked his hands into his pockets. “Sometimes those will get you killed.”

“And sometimes they keep me from killing. I intend to have some fun.”

“Fun. That’s how things started with Katrin, was it not?”

Bastard. I grumbled. He knew nothing about Katrin, or how we got started. “Are we good to go or not?”

Wilson’s eyes glinted in the dim light. “Already made the call to Devlin this afternoon. I was confident that you’d come through and I thought it would be less suspicious if the arrangements were already made before your heist. I’ll meet with him tomorrow and discuss where we might go.”

Hell was likely the only destination they’d both agree on. There was still a lot up in the air before this plan could be called a success. But I nodded, adjusting my duffle over my shoulder and preparing for my walk across town to meet Aubrey.

“What are you planning?” Wilson asked before I could step away. “Are you still looking to avenge Katrin?”

Again. I had no way of telling him or anyone else what this was really about. Indulging my curiosities. Ensuring Devlin got what he deserved. It was about far more than Wilson could ever understand. “It’s none of my business what you do with the car. It’s none of your business what I do with the girl or my brother.”

Wilson sealed the car inside the trailer and locked it. “Oh, but if I’m getting into bed with your brother, it is. I want to know where and when the shit will be flying.”

I scoffed. “Looks like we’re both going to have to trust each other.”

“You, maybe.” Wilson sneered. “But anyone would be a fool to trust Devlin. Likewise, do you really trust this girl? How long have you known her? She was one of Devlin’s cunts, as I recall. What makes you think he doesn’t already have his claws sunk in deep enough to control everything she’s doing...? What, by the way, is she doing now?”

Grunting, I clenched my hand around the strap to my duffle. I wanted to slam it upside his paranoid and cocky head. “It was your idea to have her help tonight. She’s waiting for me a few blocks away.”

“I’m merely pointing out that Devlin plays the perfect long game.... And the opportunity—”

“I have it under control,” I said. I was dangerously close to losing my cool, and it seemed like everyone around me was playing a game of musical chairs just to see who’d be the one to push me over. Wilson was so paranoid he killed most women within months of bedding them. If they looked at him weird after taking a line of coke or a romp in the sack, he figured they were out to steal his fortune. I scowled and kept walking. Aubrey was mine.

But.... That’s exactly what Devlin would want me to think. Did she really trust me enough to be honest about everything he asked of her? Why would she?

What if there was more to her deal?

Wilson paused with his hand on the back door to his sleek black Mercedes. “Much as I’d love to see you bring Dev down a few notches. I’m taking whichever side I need to expand my business.”

“I’d expect nothing less. But,” I paused, returning his glower. “I’ll do the same to protect my interests.”

He nodded and slid into the car. As I started to walk away again, the tinted window rolled down slightly. “Have fun with your new Katrin,” he called out with a smirk.

Maybe I’d add him to my hit list along with Devlin. After this, he’d do me no good anyway.

Katrin. All the years I’d spent trying to purge that name from my brain. More than the name, the memories, and images it brought to mind.

Damn Wilson. Everywhere I went I had someone to push my buttons.

I had a mile to walk to clear my head, but every step just sent my thoughts spinning faster.

Devlin had used a girl to get me before. What if instead of stepping into my trap, I’d fallen into his, or given him the very opportunity to set one up. With Aubrey’s family in the mix, maybe I was wrong in thinking I had any control over the situation.

Or....

Wilson was just having his own fun by stoking the paranoia. There was no telling how far I could trust him in dealing with Devlin. I’d have to remind him of a few things I had over his head before his meeting.

And maybe allude to the fact that I had left a few moderately ambiguous clues for Merc to find along with the broken window. This time, I was making damn sure the trump card ended up in my hand at the end. And if that meant pinning the whole heist on Wilson—rightfully so, really—then I wouldn’t lose any sleep.

Until I knew for damn certain where Aubrey’s motivations were, however, I could have a problem in that department. Aubrey did ask a lot of questions—always wanting to know the plan.

I pulled off my beanie and dragged my hands through my hair, loosening the knots and jerking at fistfuls until my brain cleared.

“You’re a paranoid fuck,” I told myself. I’d been hanging out with too many criminals and unsavories lately. Wilson lived in a constant state of paranoia—a side effect of all the drugs. And possibly syphilis or some other STI eating his brain. I’d call it karma if I believed in it, but really... you are what you fuck.

And that’s why I would never go near Devlin’s seconds or anyone who works for him. Not to mention the general unattractiveness of being anywhere near something my brother had touched with his dick.

Until Aubrey. And now, flying around so far outside of my usual course, I was letting every little thing get to me. I was letting Aubrey get to me. Her stubbornness, death stares, and endless worrying and questions.

Rubbing my face, I scratched my nose again. I could still felt the burn of the hit the night before. The tease of euphoria. Everything reminded me of everything I wanted to forget. And I had a package waiting at home to continue taunting me. With a girl waiting in my car enlisted to drive me to it.

I had taken my first hit at sixteen, trying to forget the scene of my mom’s funeral. I’d stolen it from Merc and then spent a weekend in misery on a couch at Jace’s house. I practically lived there after Merc “adopted” me. I didn’t touch Heroin again until years later when I once again lost the most important woman in my life.

I wanted Devlin running hot. Out of control and thinking he’s invincible. Maybe fighting fire with fire didn’t work in every case, but there were some times when it was necessary. When a fire is burning so hot and fast there’s no other way to put it out. A well-timed explosion to draw out all of the fuel and the fire would destroy itself. I had to strike at the right moment. Then, I hoped to sit back and watch while Devlin destroyed himself.

Merc couldn’t blame that one on me. He’d try. He always tried.

If Devlin got a flat tire on a new ride, Merc could pin it on me. But this... There’d be nothing left worth pinning on me. Maybe Merc would fold just as easily with his son out of the way.

Or, maybe he’d become impossible and destroy the entire city.

Either way, something epic was coming. Something bigger than boosting cars and fucking with everyone’s minds.

I crossed the municipal parking lot where I’d told Aubrey to meet me and tapped on the passenger door of my car. Aubrey jumped, then unlocked the doors and I climbed in.

“Where’s the car?” she asked.

It had to be a question first thing didn’t it? “No longer my problem. Drive back to Waller and take the same back alley.”

Instead of starting the car, she huffed and continued staring at me. “What if I had gotten arrested?”

I gave her a flat look. “What’d you do?”

“I ran a stop sign like you told me.”

I’d almost forgotten about that petty detail. I was too wrapped up in Wilson drama. “People often get arrested for that where you’re from?”

“When they’re stealing a car, yes! He ran the tags.”

“Car is clean,” I mumbled, disarming my gun and slipping it into my duffle.

“What if Devlin had set me up again and they’d found something when they ran my ID?” Her voice had that damned high-pitched drone again.

“Darlin’, you’re spending a lot of time worrying about irrelevant ‘what ifs’ that didn’t happen. Start the car and drive before I come up with an even better way for you to spend your time.”
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When we got back to the fuck house, I took the car keys from Aubrey and locked the Civic in the shed. We walked—finally in silence—back to the house, but Aubrey stuttered to a stop.

“Whose car?” She pointed to the silver sedan.

“Jace.” I kept walking and opened the driver’s door to my car.

She arched her eyebrow. “So he’s covering for you, too?”

I shrugged and ducked into the car. “I may have asked him if he wanted to use the place tonight—he didn’t want to know anything else.”

She shook her head and dropped into the seat beside me. “You’re as big of a manipulator as Devlin.”

A brave thing to say in such a closed space. I grabbed the top of her thigh and squeezed until she doubled over, attempting to pry my hand away. “Choose your battles, Aubrey. Think carefully about when and why you want to open your mouth.”

“I’ll shut up when you give me a reason to not worry about Devlin’s new threat.”

I jerked the gear lever down and trumped on the gas, throwing her forward as I backed into the alley. “I’ll keep the heat off of you. Wilson is meeting with him tomorrow. That should keep him occupied enough for the time being.”

“How far will he go to convince you to use again?” Her question was quieter, putting on the façade that she actually cared.

I closed my eyes for a second and rubbed my fingers against my temples and forehead. Didn’t anyone realize that every time they asked that question just drove me closer to the edge? “I won’t. We’ll find a way around it.”

I had to find a way around it.

Heroin.

My fucking dream.

A wet dream.

Better.

I wanted to use. I wanted to give in—and that’s exactly why I couldn’t. I didn’t think I’d ever crawl out of that place again. Devlin would win and I’d be out of the game for good. And I’d lose everything I had worked for.

“Why?” Aubrey asked.

I realized I’d been driving through town on autopilot and I had no idea what she was talking about anymore, but that convoluted word that never had an answer cut through my own unheard conversation. All I wanted to do was sleep for a few days, but there was only one way that’d happen.

I glanced across at her and squinted waiting for her to repeat whatever she wanted to know so we could get it over with.

“Why are you and Devlin doing this? It has to be more than a brotherly feud.”

My answer came without thinking. “It always is when your family deals in nothing but crime and death.”

“So.... He killed someone you care about?”

I squeezed the steering wheel.

“Or vice versa?”

“Leave it.” I clenched my teeth together. My muscles were too tight to move.

“I’m in over my head already—give me something.”

“Darlin’, you don’t want to dive in any deeper.”

“Family business. You always talk about family business, so what does your Mom do—?”

“Stop.” Now she was definitely trying to rile me. I had to remind myself not to hit her. I couldn’t even touch her. She’d already gone too far and I would easily follow.

“—tend to hookers?”

My hands twitched to choke those words out of her mouth. “My mom’s worst crime was falling for Merc, and thanks to him, she’s six feet under. This isn’t a game, Aubrey. We can talk about rules, and turns, and tactic, but you’re going to end up floating ass up in the river if you don’t watch where you step.”

“I’m sorry,” her voice softened. “I just wanted to understand what we’re fighting for.”

“You’re fighting to live. I’m doing the same. Why do you fucking have so many questions?” Luckily, we’d made it back to my house and I sped up the driveway, stomped on the brake, and yanked the transmission into park.

“There has to be more to it,” Aubrey started again. Why didn’t she ever know when to stop? “You don’t fight to survive a fire by stoking the flames that are out to singe you.”

“God damn it, Aubrey,” I yelled, shoving my door open and climbing out. I needed away from her. “What the fuck does it matter? Do you intend to dig until you find something to give Devlin?”

There. It slipped out.

Aubrey was wide-eyed with tears pooled in her eyes. She shook her head, opening and closing her mouth several times before she found words. “You.... You think I’d help him. It was you who told me to play his game. I got in this deep because I didn’t understand what was really going on. I just want to know—I figure knowing my enemy is better than walking around like a naïve fool. I need something.”

“You need something,” I chuckled. She needed a gag or a fucking tranquilizer. “You need to learn how to go along for the ride and just enjoy it.”

“Bullshit,” she yelled coming around the car at me. “You don’t want me to enjoy it. Devlin doesn’t want you to enjoy it. And I...” she trailed off and stared across the yard. “I don’t want to just sit around and wonder what’s coming after me and when. You and Devlin... you’re both thoroughly fucked up, and I sure as hell never want to meet Merc, but there is no enjoying the ride. Devlin stole my life. I want it back, and I want him to go down.

“You terrify me—what you do, terrifies me in every way. I hate you, and I don’t even care. I’m working with you because we want the same fucked up thing. You know my reasoning and you asked me to make my choice, and now you ask me to trust that you’re going to take care of everything, but I can’t....” Her fury faded into something else. She met my gaze, but her eyes were softer, almost pleading. “I can’t trust. I can’t wait and see.”

God damn it. I smashed the drop of empathy before it had a chance to grow into something bigger. Keeping her close by—it was the only option, and yet, it was one of the most dangerous ones. “The deeper you go, the more you understand, the less likely you are to ever see the light of day again. The less likely you are to want to see the light of day.”

“I’m basically your personal whore, Colt. And your driver-slash-lookout when you need to boost a car—”

“Don’t say whore, you’ll start sounding like Wilson.” Then, for some reason, I chuckled. “At least you’re getting the boost lingo down, though.”

Aubrey didn’t see the humor. She hunched over and sat against the hood of the car. “If I’m going to spend the next six months immersed in your world, help me understand. I’m pretty much working for you now, right?”

“Do you think that knowing why I’m doing anything or understanding my family is going to make you feel any better about what you’re doing? You’re here because you didn’t want to strip and entertain Devlin and his friends. That isn’t enough?”

She sighed and covered her face with her hands. “I guess,” she mumbled.

“Sometimes there is no plan, Aubrey. Sometimes you just have to take advantage of what’s in front of you.”

“Life advice from a car thief and former heroin addict.”

I shrugged. “I do know how to live.”

“You want me to hate you. You want me to work with you. You want me to trust you, and fuck you, and fight you, and beg, and do what you say, and....” She threw her hands up in the air. “I just want to be able to wrap my head around it.”

I sighed. I wasn’t even sure I could wrap my own mind around it sometimes. I didn’t want to analyze why I wanted her here. I just wanted her to be quiet and do as I asked. But that wasn’t ever going to happen. “How did you feel when you finally came tonight?”

She wrapped her coat tightly and herself and lowered her gaze to the ground.

“Come on, Aubrey, I’ve been answering questions all day. You want answers from me, give me this one.”

Her shoulders sagged, and she rubbed her hands against her thighs. “Mortified. Furious. Exhausted. Like everything suddenly released in one jolt. I wanted to cry and scream and punch you. And I just wanted to fall. To chase my breath and my racing heart while everything else faded into oblivion.”

I released my breath and a wisp of fog rose past my face. “I never feel any of those things.”

She raised her head to face me again, quietly staring at me for a long moment. Too long. “Not even exhaustion?”

“I don’t know.” I looked up at the cloudless, star-filled sky as I spoke. I didn’t want to hear my own words. “My body wants sleep, food, but it doesn’t mean anything. I used heroin to turn it all off and before long, heroin was all I felt. I like watching you. Feeling you fight and dig deep to hold on to the things that make you Aubrey. You’re real. Your lack of understanding of this world keeps you honest and vulnerable.”

As fast as it all slipped free, I wanted to erase it all from the air between us. To erase anything except hatred that she might feel toward me. I needed her to hate me because I couldn’t hate myself. There was nothing good in me. And anyone who acted like there was simply got on my nerves. They were too stupid to breathe. I didn’t need my ego stroked or the pitifulness of someone’s rose colored glasses.

I was as bad as Devlin.

I had to be if I wanted to win.

I had to be worse.

The nothingness I felt would either be an asset on my way to taking him down, or it’d get me killed. Pathetic.

“You have some serious issues,” she said, kicking at the dirt and gravel near the car tire. “What about Isabella? Do you feel anything for her?”

“No,” I lied and it was a mistake because Aubrey knew it.

She made a sound in her throat and straightened, starting for the front porch. My stomach grumbled as I followed. If not for its vocal insistence, I’d probably forget to eat more often.

Just as I thought we were finally done, she faced me again. “When is the last time you felt something?”

“You mean aside from the excruciating pain of withdrawing from heroin?”

She nodded.

“I don’t remember.” Another lie. Didn’t I say I was the truthful one? “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but I don’t intend to be fixed, darlin’. Or solved. I’m not a Rubik’s cube.”

Barely able to keep her eyes open, she dropped her shoulder against the wall near the front door. “Good, I’m shit at those things. I’d rather chuck one through a window.”

“Then, maybe I am a Rubik’s cube.” I pushed the front door open and Isabella jumped up and skittered across the floor to meet us.

“Well, I’m too exhausted and hungry to bother with chucking you through anything right now. Can I just eat and go to sleep?”

“That’d be much easier if you’d stop asking so many infuriating questions.”

“The ride would not have gone any faster in silence. Can’t believe you thought I’d betray you for your asshole brother, though. He’s done nothing good for me, and I’m sure he deserves whatever you’re planning—even if I don’t understand any part of your world.”

Chapter 12

[image: image]

Somehow, the world didn’t implode when Devlin and Wilson met and made their crooked agreement. If Colt ever found out any of the details, he sure as hell didn’t give me a clue.

But, he didn’t act any more worried than normal. He didn’t reach for the heroin—or even tell me where he’d hidden it. Devlin left me alone, too. For the first two quiet weeks, I was paranoid, waiting for the knock on the door, the call, or the text, but as Colt and I settled into our own odd rhythm, I embraced the quiet—when he’d let me.

Even as we approached nearly six weeks into our agreement, I could never predict what, when or even where his advances would come from. They always seemed calculated and perfectly planned, but he sprang them on me without so much as a warmup or warning.

Three times, he woke me with his cock already inside me. He’d crashed my showers, interrupted meals—even causing a few to end up burned and inedible in the process. I think within six weeks, he’d had me bent over, pinned against, or tied to every piece of furniture in the house. I had marks around my wrists, bruises down my side, scratches on my legs. 

I fought. Just like he wanted. I’d even landed some of my own bruises and scratches on him. 

I had begged—sometimes for him to stop. And sometimes for him to finish me so I could slip away on my mini-vacation of ecstasy.

He never seemed to tire. Even when he had me so exhausted that I could barely keep my eyes open despite the pain, pleasure, or whatever the hell he decided to inflict on me.

Day in and day out, that’s how we went around. But more and more often, I had quiet time to curl up and read, go outside and brave the cold with Isabella, or exchange light-hearted texts with Aiden. I had time and space to breathe for the first times in years. Sometimes, that terrified me more than Colt.

He spent most of his time prepping, planning, or working on his model cars. As much as I wanted something to distract or occupy my own mind, I left him alone to it and minded my own business.

Friday night, I curled up in bed. It was freezing and Colt rarely turned the heater up over sixty. Isabella curled up against me, her head on my stomach while I read.

“I have a job tonight,” Colt said. He always waited until right before he left to tell me.

“I know,” I said. His work routine was the most predictable thing about him. This would be his third boost since stealing Merc’s car. The first time, I was shocked that he’d sprung it on me, then left me alone. The second time, less so, but this time, I had his timing down and knew before I woke up that this would be the night.

Isabella lifted her head and pounded her tail against the bed, waiting for her goodbye scratch between the ears.

Colt leaned over and obliged her—more than he’d ever oblige me. “Don’t forget—”

“I know,” I moaned. “I’m not planning to step foot out from under these covers. I’ll stay out of trouble and keep Isabella spoiled.”

“I never spoiled the dog,” he muttered. 

“Bullshit,” I grunted, flipping to the next page in my book.

“I’ll be back in a few hours.”

“I got it,” I said, annoyed that he kept interrupting my story for no good reason. This was my escape time.

When he stepped out, I buried my hand in Isabella’s thick white fur, scratching her neck. “Ready to party, girl?” I asked, loud enough for Colt to hear.

He slammed the door in response.

I sank back into my haven of fiction, finishing a few more pages before my phone buzzed.

Aid: Mini you.

The text was accompanied by a picture of Breanna curled up on the floor in a sea of pillows and stuffed animals, but wide awake.

Me: Shouldn’t you both be in bed?

Aid: I repeat, mini you. Always gets her second wind when I’m about to crash.

I snorted. I had kept him up all the time when we were kids. He was never exactly the early morning type, but he preferred mornings to come after a long night of sleep, not before a long day of sleep.

Me: Good luck with that.

Before I could hit send, I heard something creak. I would have ignored it—dismissed it as a common household noise if Isabella hadn’t perked up. Her ears twitched, then she jumped off the bed and ran into the living room. She growled and barked. I stared down at my phone, my heart pounding so fast it felt like time slowed down around me, but I couldn’t get my damn fingers to work right.

Then, Isabella yelped. The shrill sound of pain pierced my ears and ate at my heart.

I jumped out of bed, looking for anything I could use as a weapon, but before I could act, Tank came through the door, gun pointed right at me.

I put my hands up, slowly backing away, but he grabbed me and pulled me against his chest. His arm wrapped around my neck and he pointed the gun to my temple, then turned me so I could see Devlin in the doorway.

“No,” I whispered. “Colt did everything you wanted.”

“Problem is I don’t really care about any of that,” Devlin said, the grin never leaving his face. He saw my phone on the table and picked it up, smirking when he saw it was unlocked. “Two Scotches, really?”

He put the phone to his ear, and all I could do was wait. Wait to see what he planned. If I’d live.

“Not Aubrey,” he said smoothly. “No, it was your deal. You forgot how to be an effective villain, brother, As always.”

He pressed the phone to my cheek.

“Colt?” My voice was shrill.

“Stay. Alive,” he said.

“Colt,” I screamed again wishing he could come through the phone and do something.

But Devlin took the phone back. “Hope you enjoyed her while you had her. I’m not sure you will when I’m done.”

He tossed the phone on the bed.

“You had a deal,” I pleaded again, knowing he didn’t care. “You agreed. You got what you wanted.”

He cocked his head. “Wrong. Granted”—he pressed his index finger to his lips—”I got some of what I wanted, but Colt still seems amazingly sober. I think we need to push him a little harder.”

My stomach flipped in a move that would make professional acrobats jealous. “Fine, I’ll get him to—”

“You’re right,” Devlin said. “But we can’t have you spoiling the ride.”

He pulled out a rag and bottle from his coat pocket.

I squirmed, but the gun pressed harder against my temple until I stilled. Devlin wet the rag, then pressed it over my face. It’s not like the movies. I screamed. Gasped for air and struggled. Tank loosened the gun and his grip, allowing me my final fight.

Seconds passed.

I thought about my family.

Whether Colt could or would save me.

What Devlin might do to me in the meantime.

And then, the world went black.
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Prologue
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Dark. Cold.

My darkness faded into more darkness. I rolled to my side, the cold from the hard floor seeping through my thin clothes. I wanted to escape the cold, to escape the brutally uncomfortable surface beneath me, but small movements were all I could muster.

Colt?

Where had he gone?

Only my most primitive functions worked. My adrenal gland pumped chemicals through my body, heating me with terror and the drive to flee, but the chemical-induced fog in my brain left me helpless.

Where am I?

I remembered my text conversation with Aiden.

Tank and Devlin appearing in Colt’s house.

Tank. Devlin.

How?

Why?

My pulse thudded harder within the fragile confines of my body, but nothing else responded. I took some comfort in the fact that the thrumming in my chest meant I was still alive.

Colt’s last words came to me.... Stay alive.

That was exactly what I wanted to do.

But that drive wouldn’t last long.

Chapter 1
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I closed the apartment door behind me and emptied my pockets onto the side table. My skin and clothes were smeared with grease after a long day at the shop, and I was looking forward to climbing into the shower and spending a long night with Katrin.

We’d moved in together at the beginning of the semester. The odd pairing of philosophy major and engineering major, both with sordid pasts and crazy Senior-year schedules, but all she had to do was give me that subtle smile and my blood boiled through my veins. I couldn’t wait to wake up next to her in the morning, but even better, I couldn’t wait to take her to bed. I finally found a place in life free of my past, free of addiction, free of the “family” who tried to ruin my life.

I’d never known exactly how Mom guaranteed my escape from Ashville, but as soon as I’d graduated high school, I was free. And lost. I spent the first few years trying to figure out where I was going, who I was, while repairing cars and doing odd jobs. All I had to do was stay out of the riptide that could drag me back to my roots. I snagged a part-time job with a mechanic who finally convinced me to put my talents to use and enroll in the university across the street.

Before climbing into the shower, I laid my phone on the counter and stripped off my clothes—leaving them in the separate hamper that Katrin had designated for my work clothes the first time I’d gotten grease on her favorite sweater. Years before, I would have been the guy snickering at anyone in my position. Anyone ready to cater to the whims and needs of an emotional and sometimes picky woman. But through every disagreement, every bad night, I remembered the first time I’d seen her in freshman English. The first time she’d sat down in front of me and flipped her long blonde hair over her shoulder.

The first time I’d ever felt like I was in the right place.

She didn’t flaunt herself like every other girl, but she was gorgeous. Simple, quiet, hardworking, and finally, she was all mine. And since I hadn’t seen her all weekend, I was going to show her what that meant.

By the time I’d scrubbed off all the filth and grease and shaved the stubble from my face, I’d expected her to be home, but our apartment was still quiet—except for the sound of the girl practicing violin next door. I got ready for dinner, pulling on a pair of khakis and a black button down shirt. Dressing up wouldn’t ever be something I was fond of, but I still wanted to show some effort. For her, it was always worth it.

Across the room, my phone buzzed. I picked it up expecting it to be Katrin and hoping she wouldn’t be much later. If so, we’d have to skip dinner and head straight to bed. Maybe bed then dinner.

Bed, then delivery, and back to bed.

Jace’s name flashed on the screen.

“Hey,” I said absentmindedly listening while I laced up my boots.

There was silence.

“Jace?” I wondered if he’d mistakenly called me.

“Yeah. You need to get down here.”

For a second I thought he had to be kidding. “I can’t really think of anything that would convince me to come there. Fuck, even you told me to never come back. And I have plans.”

No response again.

“What the fuck is going on, Jace? This isn’t—”

“It’s Katrin.”

“Katrin’s there?” My chest collapsed preventing me from drawing in air. How? Why? Nothing. There was no possible explanation for her going to Ashville. And even if there was, I would have never let her go alone. “Don’t let her—”

“She’s at the hospital,” he whispered.

My brain went in two directions at once, half chasing the worst-case scenario, and the other half reassuring me that it was probably nothing. A coincidence. A misunderstanding. “What happened?”

“I’m not supposed to be—”

“Yeah.” I cut him off. “You weren’t supposed to call me in the first place.” Jace was working a pre-med internship at the hospital, and although he wasn’t supposed to, it never stopped him from giving me the scoop on Ashville’s finest idiots. I sure as hell wouldn’t let it stop him from giving me the details this time.

“She was left in front of the hospital.”

“Left?” The worst-case won out. Left at Ashville Hospital? My throat went dry. I had more than a suspicion who would do such a thing, but why? How the hell did Katrin end up in my hometown? And how would she have ever gotten wrapped up with my family?

She couldn’t.

That couldn’t have been what happened.

Maybe I should have told her the whole story to begin with. I protected her from my past by shielding her from it.

Jace’s voice interrupted my panicked thoughts. “I don’t know the details or what has happened since then, but she was unconscious when they brought her in.”

I disconnected the call, grabbed my keys, and drove straight to Ashville Hospital, breaking every speed law along the way. But speed and time were both useless. Beyond useless.

I could rebuild or replace almost anything on a car. Start over and put it back together from the ground up if I had to. But people are different. There are only so many replaceable parts. Once the mind fades, the soul disperses, and the body wears out, there’s nothing left to put back together except the pieces of the lives left behind.

And mine was totaled.
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I stared down at my phone as the screen blinked indicating the disconnected call, then faded back to my home screen.

“Fuck.”

I should have expected it. Predicted that eventually Devlin would play dirty. He always had.

But no. Instead, I’d spent the better part of the last few weeks preparing for this boost. A stupid boost. One that would pay a shit-load of money, but I’d left the door wide open for Devlin to get the upper hand again. And that was always a fatal mistake.

Now, I had another epic mess to clean up.

The engine of Buck’s sedan rumbled in the background, but I tuned it out and opened my contacts to E.W. If Wilson was holding up his end, maybe I could hope Devlin had given him a clue to what he was up to, but the call went straight to voicemail. The dam broke open in my mind for a split second, like the chaos of cracking open Pandora’s Box for the first time, but I snapped it closed again. I had to keep everything locked away behind that dam or the resulting flood would destroy everything.

I’d destroy everything.

And it’d destroy me.

But I didn’t close it off fast enough to hold in the anger. Once again, I’d let Devlin get the jump on me. The chance to destroy my plans and everything I had.

“Mother—” I reared back to throw my phone, but out of nowhere, Buck caught my hand.

“He fucking took Aubrey,” I yelled, jerking away from him. “He broke our deal.”

“Well, breaking your phone ain’t going to fix that, is it?”

Unfortunately true, but I needed something to do with my anger. I pulled up Devlin’s name and pressed call. It rang several times—for what seemed like an hour—but he didn’t answer. Not that I really expected him to.

Me: She’s mine. We had a deal.

I sent the text.

Delivered.

And likely ignored. He only lived by his own damn rules. But he’d crossed my line. He had everything he wanted—Wilson, the money. Aubrey was nothing to him except a way to exert his power.

Every part of my plan would be left in shambles if he got away with this, but he could be anywhere—fucking anywhere. Climbing on a plane, heading for the border, right in the center of town, hiding in any number of places.

By the time I checked through every possibility, she could be dead.

Or worse.

Far worse.

I could name off the top of my head a dozen or more things worse than death, and Devlin was capable of inflicting every one personally. I could write her off. Cut my losses and start again, but then I’d be no better than the twisted man I’d set out to destroy. I told her I’d get her away from him, but I screwed up. I had to make up for that.

“I have to go,” I said, spinning toward the door of my car.

Buck grabbed my arm and jerked me around. “Damn straight. We have to do this job tonight.”

“Fuck the job,” I yelled far too loud. The sound waves echoed off the brick structures around us. I didn’t have the patience or focus to work tonight. To give Devlin even more of a head start.

“Thought she was only entertainment.” There was a glint in his eyes when he said it. He wasn’t sadistic enough to support anything Devlin did, but everyone around me seemed to take pleasure in seeing me over my head because of a girl. History always repeated itself. I always said I’d stay away. That I’d never let it happen again. And everyone I knew yearned for the opportunity to see me proven wrong on that account.

I sneered. It was business. She was mine. Mine. And I didn’t take well to broken deals. Protecting her was my responsibility. My end of our bargain.

“I have to take care of this. I don’t have time.”

Buck stepped in front of me. “We break this deal and you’ll have far less time. A few more enemies as well, and I suspect that’s not something you or Aubrey need.”

I jerked away from him. “Buck....”

“Colt!” He crossed his arms over his scrawny chest. Buck didn’t look intimidating, but anyone who knew him knew better. And he knew how to push my buttons. “Get your ass in the damn car. Get your head on straight and let’s this over with. In thirty minutes, you can be off saving any damn damsel in distress you like.”

I knew he was right but I turned away again and dialed Jace’s number.

Finally, I got someone to pick up. “What’s up?”

“Devlin took Aubrey.” I didn’t waste a second—not that I had one to waste. Buck was going to drag me to this job one way or another, but I couldn’t put Aubrey on hold that long.

“Goddamn prick.” The phone cracked and Jace mumbled another string of expletives I couldn’t quite make out. “What does he want now?”

“Didn’t tell me anything.” I groaned and rubbed my forehead. “Can you make come calls... see if you can find a lead somewhere. Where he’s been hanging out. Anything. I have a job and—”

“Right,” he cut me off with a grunt. “Because I have so many contacts and won’t send up any red flags by asking around.”

I clenched my jaw. The “good doctor” had far more contacts than he wanted to admit to. “Anything, Jace. Anything.”

He gave me the exact same exasperated sigh he always gave me when he gave in to one of my ridiculous requests. But this wasn’t so ridiculous. This was Aubrey’s life on the line. “When will you be done?”

“Hour. Tops. I’ll go pay a visit to Merc after.”

“Yeah,” he scoffed. “Good luck with that.”

I resisted the urge to chuck my phone at a wall again when Jace disconnected.

“Shall we get on this, then?” Buck asked, holding out his arms and gesturing toward his car. He was the calm immovable one—my traditional role. But that rupture Devlin’s phone call had created in my self-control wasn’t going to close itself.

I wanted to wrap my hands around his throat, but I fisted them and shoved them in my pockets instead, reserving my anger for its true target. “I’m going to fucking kill you if anything happens to her, so yeah, we best get the job over with.”

He threw up his hands. “Dude, I’m just saving you from getting your face fucked until you’ll be worthless to save her as well.”
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Most of the cars I was hired to steal were impossible to get by any other means. They were expensive, limited edition—sometimes even one-of-a-kind—and always irreplaceable. Luckily most of the people in this town with such cars were so cocky or ignorant they thought they and their precious commodities were untouchable.

Like Merc.

“Fuck,” I whispered under my breath.

“Dare I ask?” Buck muttered, keeping his eyes on the road.

“Wouldn’t be the best idea at the moment.” No one knew about Merc’s car outside of Wilson, Aubrey, and me. And now two of those people seemed to be missing.

After our theft, Merc had gone on a silent rampage. Silent because he didn’t dare announce any weakness that left him open to losing his pride and glory. But the turmoil had been there—and not, fortunately, aimed at me.

But what if he had figured it out?

What if Devlin had figured it out? Or was he just a stewing mess because he hadn’t driven me to heroin?

He knew I had Aubrey to curb my hunger, and now he’d taken that away. It would never end. Devlin would never give up.

Not until one of us was dead.

Buck stopped the car and killed the headlights. “Ready for this?”

“Don’t have a choice.” All we knew about this boost was that it was peculiar in every way, and it had a very strict timetable. If I fucked it up, I was dead either way. My life was like standing on the top of the Eiffel Tower in an ice storm where one wrong step in any direction meant the end—and I couldn’t always see the holes or trap doors.

“In and out,” Buck said. “Then, I’ll do what I can to help find your girl.”

My girl. The possessive sounded weird coming from someone else’s mouth. I gave Devlin shit about his priorities—well-deserved shit. But I had to wonder what had happened to mine as well.

Revenge.

Cars.

Drugs.

Sex.

Nowhere in that list was concern for anyone else but myself. Even that was questionable. I wanted to keep it that way.

I wanted to change.

Fuck no.

Change would kill me.

It would kill her.

I needed to get this job done and get rid of her as soon as possible.

I pulled on my gloves, beanie, then pulled up my hood and slung the bag over my shoulder.

In and out.

Aubrey

Focus on the job.

Not how she’s going to get you killed.

The car that’s going to get you killed.

A supercar. Not the rarest, but one of the fastest. And with Koenigsegg’s very recent return to the U.S. they were still few and far between. Reserved for those who could not only afford the 2.1 million dollar asking price but also the trouble of tracking one down. For those interested only in the latter, I supposed, I got the job.

What the hell anyone actually did with these cars and how they kept them under wraps, I’d never know—or care. I just filled the orders, collected my payment, and kept my mouth shut.

This one was worth enough to get Aubrey out of my hair.

Aubrey.

Concentrate.

I’d spent the last four weeks obsessed with planning this boost. Learning the traffic, the area, the habits of Desmond White—the car’s tennis playing, high-class hooker buying, too much whiskey drinking owner.

He begged for a little too much attention, and he was about to get it. Someone’s idea of revenge, possibly.

His wife would be home—the big catch with this one. Supercars aren’t exactly designed to be quiet and discrete. Neither was this job. I was getting paid big bucks with specific instructions not to get caught, and not to be discrete.

Why did these people do this to me?

Knowing that I had to cause a ruckus made everything ten times harder. A challenge I usually reveled in. When I could keep my thoughts in one place.

This would not be that night.

This would be the night for rookie mistakes and getting my ass hauled off by the police.

I guessed that might at least draw my “family” out of the woodwork. Just like the insects they were—flies always swarm when the shit hits the fan.

The only way I had to judge dubious wifey’s position was by the lights. The pale flickers in an upstairs bedroom assured me she was watching TV.

I hoped.

Hope.

Damn hope. Not something I wanted to rely on.

I knelt by the back door to the house, aside from the main garage door, according to the directions we’d been given and information I’d gathered, it the only way inside to the car.

I popped open the door and quickly scanned the room. I had fifteen seconds before the alarm on the wall alerted Mrs. Dubious and the police to my presence. I raced across the back of the room, grabbed every set of keys off the wall rack and rushed through the next door.

House keys.

Useless keys.

Two fobs remained and I pressed unlock on both. The lights flashed and I climbed in, threw my bag in the passenger seat, and pressed the start switch.

Seconds left, I looked for the garage door switch.

The shrill siren from the alarm system filled the air, just as I hit the switch on the back wall. Then, I jumped into the car and gunned it backward down the driveway. I hit the street, squealed the tires and sped down the road past where Buck waited.

He’d give it a few more minutes before heading to our meeting point while I cruised down the suburban back roads and into town, praying not to see any flashing lights.

As soon as I entered the city, I saw a black car in the oncoming lane with low profile lights mounted on the roof. My heart stuttered and I took the next turn, opting for a long detour around the back of the city. I scanned every car and every corner expecting to see another cop at any moment. The thousand horsepower engine growled around me—as intoxicating and distracting as the best drug. I really hated to give this one up, but given the turning heads, it was impossible to get rid of fast enough.

I blasted through the next stop sign, and sure enough, lights lit up behind me.

“Fucking hell.”

He’d be easy enough to outrun on a straight, but through town was a death wish for everyone.

He was still a few cars back, so I jerked the wheel, turning up the next road and then around into the next alley. I killed the lights and waited. My hands digging into the wheel.

The siren approached. I watched the mirror, but the car never appeared.

Holding the top of the steering wheel with my gloved hands, I dropped my forehead against them.

Two near disasters.

Both innocuous, but damn close calls.

Another siren sped by, followed by a third. I could only hope that wherever they were heading would keep them all busy for a while, but it wasn’t shaping up to be a good night.

I hit the lights and crept out of my hiding spot. A Koenigsegg in this town easily turned heads, but one hiding in an alley was even more suspicious.

Why is everything about this boost so off the wall?

I didn’t normally ask those questions. It was always best not to, but at this point my brain would go crashing down another icy road of questions if I didn’t find something to think about.

Drop off the car and find Aubrey.

I’d never had so much trouble concentrating.

A car behind me honked and I jumped, realizing the light had turned green. Way to draw even more attention.

I wondered how long I’d keep fighting the losing battle.

Against Devlin.

Against Heroin.

Against Fate.

Against Aubrey. Aubrey and the madness-inducing things she did to me. Worse than heroin and promising to be twice as dangerous.

On the south end of town, I drove over the viaduct and through the narrow back roads to the old stadium where a hauler waited to encase the vehicle. After securing the load. I set off on foot, walking down the river, past the small unused park, under the bridge, and up to the old motorcycle club building where Buck waited in the shadows.

He was leaning against his car when I came around the corner and straightened when he saw me. “Couldn’t find anyone who knows anything about what Devlin’s been up to.”

I raised my eyebrows, shocked he’d bothered to do anything.

“I put in a call to Sasha. She’s tracing his phone—or attempting at least.”

Sasha was a genius with anything electronic and made her “above the table” money in repairs. While her “below the table” fortune came from helping assholes like me track down people who didn’t want to be tracked.

I snorted. “What’d you tell her?”

“Nothing she didn’t already know—he has something you want. I may just drive the getaway car and keep lookout, but I ain’t as stupid as I look.” He squinted.

To be honest, I never really thought about him much at all. I was always in my own little world when it came to doing a job and every word spoken between us pulled me out of the focused mindset I needed and grated on my nerves.

“Thank you.” I meant it, but I still had to force out the words as I jerked open the passenger door and collapsed.

There still wasn’t a single new message on my phone, so I rested my head back and closed my eyes.

“There was a big accident on the other side of town,” Buck said. “Seems all the upstanding protectors of the town are headed that way, while a few are stuck with Mrs.... What’s her name?”

“Dubious wifey.”

He snorted. “Let’s hope anything she has to say is dubious as well.”

The car eased forward and I pulled off my beanie and tucked everything away into my bag.

“Any idea where you’re going to start?” Buck asked. 

I pressed the heel of my hand into my temple. His voice was grating on my nerves again, but I tried to remind myself he was trying to help.

“Merc.”

He whistled and shook his head.

“I’m going alone,” I said. I didn’t know if he’d offer, but I didn’t want him to. “Just get me back to my car.”
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After pounding on Merc’s front door for nearly fifteen minutes, I gave up and climbed back in my car. The place was dark and quiet, and neither he nor Devlin were answering their phones. 

No surprise.

I slammed my head back against the headrest. Think.

It didn’t help, so I dialed Jace’s number. “Anything?”

“Uh, no.” He sounded hesitant. “Nothing on Aubrey, or Devlin.”

I started my car, preparing for another race across town. The call reminded me of something distant and buried. I could feel it coming. “Aside from the obvious, why don’t I like your tone?”

“I went by your place. Found Isabella—”

“What?” I half shouted and half growled into the microphone. I didn’t need to wait for him to finish before the worst flashed through my head.

“She has a broken leg and a couple of contusions, but she’ll be fine. I’m at the animal hospital—”

“Mother fucking....” My anger was too thick to let words through. “I’m going to kill him this time.”

“Watch what you say, Colt. It could get worse.” He sounded like an annoyed parent, but the words barely registered. This was my last straw.

I pulled into traffic, nearly missing a pickup that blared its frustration. “It will. I guarantee it.”

I disconnected the phone, then tried Devlin’s number again. I’d find some way to track him down. Or Tank—surely they were in on this together. But both phones went straight to voicemail.
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The young redhead behind the desk at the animal hospital eyed me. Probably for good reason since I assumed I looked strung out of my mind—I was, but not in the way anyone would guess. “My friend brought in my Saint Bernard, Isabella.”

After another long look, she finally typed the name into the computer. “You haven’t been here before?”

I clamped my hands onto the edge of the counter. “I just want my dog.”

She pressed her lips together and slid a clipboard across the counter. “She’ll be ready soon. I need you to fill this out.”

I stared down at the multi-page paperwork. This was why I avoided dealing with the rest of society as much as possible.

I scribbled down answers—mostly bullshit—and slid it back to her.

After glancing over it, she gave me a forced smile. “The total will be eight hundred forty-seven.”

I almost swallowed my tongue, but I tossed her a credit card instead. I didn’t care what the fuck she wanted if it got me—and Isabella—out of here. By the time she handed me my receipt, Jace stepped out of the back with Isabella limping next to him. She had a thick blue cast on her left front leg and looked about as spaced out as I could get on a good joint.

I squatted in front of her, and she nudged me with her nose, sitting down as I scratched around her neck. “Now we have to find Aubrey,” I whispered.

“Her phone was on your bed,” Jace said, pulling it out of his pocket and handing it over with Isabella’s leash. “I also called Lex. She hasn’t seen or heard from Devlin in days. He left someone in charge of the club and said he’d be away on business for a while.”

I sighed and led Isabella out to my car. “He could have taken her anywhere by now.”

“I’d wager he’s still in the city.”

I grunted and opened the back door of the car. Before I could reach down to help Isabelle in, she had already hopped into the seat. Not too badly banged up, I thought. “Why would you think that?”

Jace cocked his head. “From knowing the bastard as long as I’ve known you. This is all about fucking with you.” He shoved his finger at me. If it had been anyone else, I would have broken it. “It doesn’t require an elaborate plan, and taking her out of the city.... Well aside from distance, what would it accomplish? It’d only make it harder for him to fuck with you.”

“But at least travel would give her some time,” I muttered under my breath.

Chapter 2
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My head alone weighed a hundred pounds. I had no idea how much time had passed since Devlin and Tank had barged into Colt’s house. Hours? Minutes?

Long enough to drag me into a dark room. But where?

I rolled to my stomach and pushed up to my knees. My stomach churned with sickness, and I took a few long breaths to calm it. I pressed my hands against the walls, they were cold and rough—likely brick. But I couldn’t find anything that indicated a window or door. And I couldn’t see a damn thing.

As if the nausea wasn’t already bad enough, the rising fear and anxiety stole my breath.

I moved slowly along the wall, feeling for anything—praying harder than I thought possible for a clue. For some possibility of escape.

As I rounded the corner, a small sliver of light appeared along the floor about two feet away.

The door....

And just beyond it, someone had just turned on a light.

I scrambled backward getting as far away from it as possible—but there was nothing for me to hide behind in my barren cell. Then, I climbed to my feet. I wouldn’t play the feeble, whimpering victim—even though that’s exactly what I felt like doing.

Blinding light filled the room when the door open. I heard deep laughter as I shielded my eyes.

“Colt will find me,” I said to the faceless intruder.

“I’m counting on it,” Devlin replied smoothly.

I lowered my arm and squinted at him—paying more attention to what was beyond him. I tried to make out anything that might tell me where he was keeping me, but my eyes were slow to adjust. Devlin nodded and Tank moved past him, coming toward me faster than I could move. I tried to duck away, but there was nowhere to run, and within seconds he had me pinned in a corner, pressing his forearm against my throat. Then, he jerked me forward and, just as easily, sent me sailing face-first into the floor.

My knees hit with a sickening thud, and Tank’s arm came around my neck from behind while he twisted my left arm behind my back until I felt like an aching pretzel. I pressed my right hand against the floor, unable to even look up as Devlin’s steps stopped inches in front of me. He knelt and pushed back my hair. Then, he placed the full weight of his knee on the back of my hand.

I screamed against closed lips. Biting them closed to smother my reaction until it turned into a nasally squeal.

“Remember our deal?” Devlin growled.

That stupid, damn deal he had the audacity to threaten my family over. To track down my brother, and threaten his daughter, just so I would get on Colt’s bad side. “Ask him questions. Annoy him. I did.”

“And the package?”

I shook my head.

“He’s not using....” Devlin said, jerking my head back by a handful of hair. I wouldn’t have been a bit surprised to see a forked tongue moving inside his mouth as he spoke. “You mentioned it when we picked you up, but how did you know what my goal was?”

Think, Aubrey. Think. I sure as hell couldn’t tell Devlin that Colt had been aware of the entire arrangement, and likewise Colt had clued me in—to an extent—to Devlin’s plan. “You asked me about a package before.... When I saw him with it one night, I asked about it.”

“And did he take it?”

I shook my head again. “Not that I ever saw.”

Devlin dug his knee deeper into my hand and I swallowed my whimper.

“I tried,” my voice barely carried through the pain. “I tried to push him.”

“How’d he get Wilson to play along?”

Damn it. Did they bring me here just to question me? If I told him about the car, we were all dead. “I don’t know.”

More weight shifted onto my hand until I thought it would shatter. “He doesn’t tell me anything. ‘Shut up.’ ‘I’ll take care of it.’ ‘Just do as you’re told.’ That’s it.”

“Does he know about our conversations?”

Yes.... No.... Was there any answer that would keep me alive? You’re taking too long. “He goes through my phone. He’s always suspicious, but I told him I’d never help you and he seemed to believe me.”

“Well, let’s be sure of that.” He pulled a long blue elastic band from his pocket. I used every muscle to rear back, but couldn’t move more than an inch. Still pressing his knee into my hand, he tied the tourniquet around my bicep, then waved a syringe in front of my face.

Tears burned and my body shook. “No, Devlin, please. I’ll do what you want.”

False promises. I just needed to buy time.

Devlin chuckled. “Did you ever consider that’s exactly why you’re here in the first place?”

Of course it was. Devlin always got his way. He touched my jaw and rubbed his finger along my lips. “Since we’re all quite aware of your willingness to use your body in barter. What do you say to a blow job for one more night of sanity?”

I glared up at him. If I was going out, I was doing it with my head up this time. I set my jaw and took a deep breath. “Go fuck yourself.”

He jabbed the needle into the vein on the inside of my elbow. Bowing my head, I watched as my tears dripped to the floor. Then, he pulled back the plunger, tainting the liquid with my red blood just before he emptied the contents into my arm. Tank pulled me back, sitting me on my heels.

There was no escape now.

Nothing could save me.

Devlin pulled away the elastic band and hot liquid rushed to my mind, coating it in dark ecstasy. My eyes were still open, but I dropped back against the wall like an old doll with no stuffing.

Tank and Devlin slipped away—back into the light—so bright. So far away.

I didn’t want to be left in the darkness again.

But.... I couldn’t convince myself to care either.

Tank returned—just a blob of a man before my drooping eyelids—and sat a bucket in the corner.

The door closed.

And the light disappeared.

Chapter 3
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After taking Isabella home to rest—and ashamed to admit how badly I felt leaving her alone—I tore through the city. Club Addiction. Devlin’s home. Merc’s house again. Every bar, hotel, or club either of them controlled. Aubrey’s apartment. Hours of searching down the drain without a glimmer of a clue.

No one knew a damn thing, and even if they did, they weren’t turning on their master.

I glanced down at my clock on the dash and jerked at my tangled hair. It was a quarter to seven in the morning. An entire night gone. Lost. Useless.

Of the few people I trusted, Jace was on shift in the ER—where I hoped he wouldn’t find her. We didn’t need to repeat history. Definitely not that part of my history. Buck was keeping an eye on the south end of town—probably partying and getting laid in the process.

And no one had heard from anyone in my lovely family. Before heading home, I tried one last time for a lead and dialed Sasha to check in on her progress.

“Any luck?” I asked as soon as she picked up.

“If I had you’d already know.” She yawned into the mic and I heard something else rustle. Given that I had probably dragged her out of bed, I was lucky she didn’t just hang up. “I can’t trace a phone that isn’t on to send any signals. Hate to say it, but I’d bet it’s long gone and swapped out for a new one.”

I couldn’t accept that. “Devlin has too many connections to cut off everyone’s only way of reaching him.”

“He also has a lot of resources. I can’t find him unless he provides an opportunity and he hasn’t. I’ll get a ping if he shows up and call you immediately.”

“Have you tried Merc?” I was grasping for anything. It was my fault Aubrey was in this damned mess and I had to find a way to get her out. “Or Tank.”

Sasha sighed. “Nothing on Tank. I did get something on Merc, but I traced him to fucking Vegas. Doubt they’re working together on this one. He seemed to be hitting the tables from the info I gathered.”

Merc hated Vegas, but he loved doing business over cards. His version of a power play on steroids. “That could keep him busy for a few weeks.”

I had more questions for Sasha, but I also knew better than to doubt her ability to track someone down. I grunted and turned toward my driveway, staring down a blue Audi R8 parked there. A tattooed blond man leaned against the hood with his arms crossed, watching the road. I didn’t recognize him or the car, so I disconnected the call and pulled up the drive, inching close enough to the Audi to make any reasonable car owner cringe. I fished the gun out from under my seat and discretely tucked it into the back of my pants.

“You Colt?” the blond asked as soon as I opened my door.

More than intuition told me he already knew the answer to that question. They wouldn’t happen to have found my house in the middle of nowhere and have spent the morning waiting outside in this weather otherwise. I kept my arms draped loosely at my sides—making it easier to go for my gun if necessary. “Why don’t you get your car out of my way? Might make me more amenable to your stupid questions.”

Blondie took a step closer, straightening his body and losing his faux-relaxed demeanor. “We have a score to settle—”

My hand itched against my side, ready to pull the gun from the back of my waistband.

“With your brother,” he continued.

My instincts screamed, but I didn’t move, staring down Blondie, then the darker haired man still waiting in the driver’s seat of the car. “In that case, you’re in a very wrong place.”

“We want him to go down.”

I smirked. As if they were the first or only ones with that goal. Most ended up dead—or in my current position. “Good for you.”

My morbidly curious side wanted to know more, but questions would make me seem interested in the waste of time. If only they could somehow manage to take him down and save me a lot of trouble—after I got Aubrey out of the crossfire.

Blondie tilted his head and returned my smirk. “We heard you might not be opposed to seeing that happen.”

“I don’t give a shit one way or the other.” Was it too obvious a lie? I shifted the focus. “However, I do give a shit that you’re wasting my time.”

“We want to make an arrangement—worth your time, of course.”

I shook my head and waved him off. “Doubt it. Settle your score your own way.”

He didn’t budge, testing my already weary patience. “You’re aware of your brother’s newest interest?”

“Nope. Don’t care.” But I couldn’t walk away before they did without exposing the gun, so I stood my ground, propping my arm up on my still open car door.

“Really? It stands to make him the most powerful bastard in town.”

Fuck. Did Wilson have something to do with this? I clenched my jaw and rested on one guaranteed fact. “Merc will kill him before that happens.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.... He’s not even in town right now.”

“What the hell is your interest? You’re a nobody.” I really wanted to know where he was getting his information. Were these two bottom-scrubbing wastes of time or could they prove to be an asset in my own problem?

“You’ve heard of The Retreat?”

The Retreat. An innocuous name for an establishment set up outside of the city by an international human trafficking ring. Merc had taken advantage of their “services” from time to time, attempting to get a leg up and find his own piece of the business. Everyone knew about The Retreat, and yet no one did. “Urban legend.”

“Or not,” he said with a crooked smile. “But, the crime ring who ran it fell, leaving a wide open void around here with plenty of interested clientele in the market.”

Strip clubs.... Human trafficking.... For Devlin that was a baby step. “And? Why do I care? Even better, why do you care?”

I had a nagging feeling that sounded remarkably like Aubrey’s voice in my head.

Aubrey....

Keep. It. Together.

“Wilson wants to make sure Devlin doesn’t get a hold in the market.”

“Wilson?” I squinted. “I’ve never seen either of you with him. If he wanted to send me a message, why didn’t he talk to me himself—or better yet, why hasn’t he answered my calls?”

“He’s been wrapped up in trying to keep Devlin out of his business—no thanks to you.”

“Fuck,” I growled slamming my car door. “Get the fuck out of here.” I waved at their car. “I have enough problems.”

Blondie glanced back to the driver through the windshield, then his eyes traveled back to me with a grin like a bottom-feeding used car salesman. “Maybe we can help each other.”

Losing my cool, I grabbed him by the collar and yanked him off balance. “I’ll help you by not putting a bullet in each of your heads.”

Then I shoved him against the hood of the Audi, and I reached around and touched the handle of the gun.

“Okay,” he put up his hands, reatreatingto the passenger door.

I made a mental note of the license number as they backed away and dug out my phone. First, I dialed Wilson. I had to find out if they really knew him or if they were a bunch of shit-for-brains trying to fill another void themselves.

Wilson answered after three rings. “It’s seven am, make it good.”

“You could have answered my calls last night,” I yelled.

“I was busy.” His voice didn’t raise—he was as calm and even-toned as ever. “Make it fast before I hang up.”

But something was off. I stared toward the bend in the road where I’d lost sight of the blue car. “I have an issue with the Audi you want delivered.”

“Not something I want to wake up and hear.”

Fuck. We’d never discussed an Audi job. I’d done several, but not for Wilson. So, I continued, suspicious that someone else might be listening in on our conversation. “I saw it last night. They seem to be ready to pull it off the grid.”

“Then, get a move on it. I’ll have the transport waiting for your word.”

I hung up. Devlin had Aubrey—and was at least listening in on Wilson. And I had two guys sneaking around who reeked of suspicion. I dragged my tired body up to the front door and into my living room.

Isabella lifted her head when I entered. I’d sought to rip Devlin’s world apart and that’s exactly what he was doing to me. Grabbing her medication from the table, I dropped a pill in my hand, then went to the kitchen for a treat to stuff it in. She limped after me, worry etched in her canine features.

I gave her the treat, then filled her food bowl. There was nothing else I could do. Not even the house that had once been my peaceful getaway was remotely safe anymore.

I had to get Aubrey back, but without any idea of how to proceed, I felt like I was staring down an impossible road.

Instead of eating, Isabella sat down and looked up at me.

“I know,” I shouted.

At my wits end, I wanted to tear apart everything in the house—anything, everything.

My gaze paused on the cabinet where I kept the model supplies. Where I’d hidden the heroin.

I stormed into the next room through the bedroom and into the bathroom, jerking the shower on and stripping my clothes off to stand under the cold assault.

I needed to focus. Figure out a new plan. Find the one little clue that would get me closer to Aubrey.

I dropped against the shower wall.

I should have known it was coming. Should have planned long before now. Guarded her better instead of letting my guard down when things went quiet and wasting my energy on that damn car. I slammed my hand against the shower knob ending the stream.

Digging Aubrey’s phone from my discarded pants, I paced into the bedroom. The last thing she’d sent was a message to her brother. I scrolled up through the messages until I reached a picture of her niece—a glimpse into her life I didn’t want. I sat on the bed and heard something crackle under the pillow so I shoved my hand under and pulled the envelope that Lex had delivered. Devlin had found it and planted the temptation right where he knew I’d find it.

Escape. It whispered against my consciousness. I closed my eyes, but my fingers traced the envelope flap. Devlin had me right where he wanted me.

In fate’s hands. Twisted like an old rag. My brain didn’t even want to function. I’d ran out of ideas, leads to chase, people to question.

No way out.

Before I knew it, the small vial of white powder was resting in my palm. I reared my arm back and threw the vial across the room, watching wide-eyed as it thumped against the wall and fell to the floor.

My chest tightened and heart raced at my own bitter betrayal.

How could you?

Thankfully, my phone vibrated. I peeked at the screen—hoping for a lead, but it was black despite the fact that the buzzing sound continued.

Then, I remembered Aubrey’s phone lying next to me.

“Goddamn,” I breathed, picking it up. Aiden’s name lit up the screen. Her brother.

I could ignore it.

I should ignore it.

But Devlin had already threatened them and I owed it to Aubrey to keep them safe. If at all possible. The situation had already spiraled far out of my control. By the time I thought I’d made a decision, the phone stopped vibrating—save one final shake indicating she had a voicemail message.

Given every other despicable thing I’d done, listening to someone’s personal voicemail shouldn’t have made me so uncomfortable.

But I opened her phone and tapped the screen to open the message.

The young, bright voice that filled the speaker caught me off guard. “Happy Bird-day, Aunt Bre....”

I stopped the message and stared across the room, my eyes settling right where the heroin had fallen.

A taste. Just a taste.

Bliss. Hope. Escape.

Peace.

Fucking peace.

Chapter 4
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A series of loud bangs ripped me out of oblivion.

There was something I was supposed to be doing....

Panic flooded my system and I patted the bed next to me, looking for Aubrey. Isabella was the only one with me, and as soon as I saw her bandaged leg, reality slammed back into place. I rolled to my side and stared at the clock a few seconds until it came into focus.

Almost noon. I rubbed my burning nose.

Three more loud bangs shook the front wall of the house, so I dragged myself to my feet and out to the living room with the intent to maul whoever had interrupted my sleep. Remnants of my drug induced dreams bubbled to the surface. Fucking Aubrey. Or... maybe it was Katrin. Killing Devlin. Possibly all at the same time in some fucked up bloodbath I tried to shake from my memory.

As soon as I opened the door, one cold look from Jace said he knew exactly what I’d been up to.

His hair was a tousled mess, much like his wrinkled clothes. Between my plea for help and his shift at the hospital, he likely hadn’t slept a wink. “Aubrey’s still missing. One day you’re begging me to help find her. The next you’re high.”

“I was up all night. I’m just tired.” As if any bullshit answer would work on him.

Jace brushed by me and sat down on the couch next to Isabella, gingerly lifted her hurt paw. “Make whatever excuse you want. You’re high.”

So what if I was. Merc hadn’t given me much growing up, but at least he’d paved the road for my blissful escape. The least he could do for his bastard step-child—as if I was even that. He’d never married my Mom, but that hadn’t made a difference to me as a child. From the time I could remember, I struggled to understand why I wasn’t good enough for the man I called Dad. Why my brother was so much better, even though he was always the one in trouble.

I sighed. Thanks to sheer exhaustion—and the drugs—there wasn’t much fight left in me. “Maybe if I give Devlin what he wants, he’ll just release her.”

Jace glared up at me, his expression stony. “How long did it take you to come up with an excuse before you snorted away reality?”

I collapsed into the armchair and rubbed my palms over my face. There was no explanation. My devil was bound to win.

“I talked to Alex again—” Jace began, speaking slowly as if he didn’t think I could hear or understand him.

“Business or pleasure?” I snapped. I couldn’t pinpoint which part of his statement irked me the most. The reminder of someone else I’d lost—someone who remained so close. His condescending tone. The futility of the whole situation.

He scowled and sat forward, leaning his elbows against his thighs. “Do you want to find Aubrey or am I wasting my time?”

“Yes,” I sighed. “I want to find her.” And at the same time, I feared seeing the aftermath. Seeing exactly what Devlin was capable of.

I’d seen it already. Experienced it first-hand more times than I cared to remember. This was going to be different—far worse. I’d gotten myself into this mess. Pulled Aubrey farther in. What if he did something I couldn’t fix?

I despised feeling helpless.

I despised feeling.

I already needed another hit. I rubbed my forehead and tried to focus on Jace, but every time I blinked, I struggled to open my eyes again. Aubrey and the memories of Katrin melded together in my head. A paralyzing and disturbing amalgamation.

Apparently satisfied with Isabella’s condition, Jace sat back and stared at me. “Alex mentioned Devlin has been preoccupied with some other project. You getting any of this?”

Things weren’t so bad, I could still remember and follow a conversation. “You said last night he’s been gone. Any new ideas what it might be?”

“She overheard something about recruiting more girls, but she doesn’t think they’re for the strip club. Things have been exceptionally quiet there.”

I remembered the Retreat. What if those two bastards were right? 

“That’s not suspicious,” I said sarcastically. “I talked to everyone I could trust last night. Didn’t take long—unfortunately. And then I talked to several dozen people I don’t trust, but none of them were squealing. I have no idea how to track her down.”

“So, you resorted to getting high and forgetting?”

“Yes, okay,” I jumped to my feet and stumbled before I got my balance. “No surprises there. Would you like to get in a few more jabs now? Or can we move on?”

Unmoved by my display, he gave me a flat look. “No one has seen Devlin or Tank in five days.”

“We could give them a reason to come back,” I suggested. A nice uproar in the club should get at least one of them back in the open.

“We?” Jace grunted, his eyes wide like I’d just hurled the biggest insult in his direction. “No suicide missions for me, thanks. If we knew what the hell he wanted—”

“This, Jace.” I threw up my hands. “This is exactly what he wants. Me high and out of the way.”

Jace crooked his neck but didn’t seem to have anything else to say.

Isabella followed my movements, hanging her front legs over the edge of the couch in preparation in case I stepped away, so I scratched between her ears and down her neck to appease her before returning to my chair. “I have a license plate number I need to run. Maybe that’ll get us somewhere.”

“Give it to me,” Jace said.

That was my opportunity to return his flat unamused look. “Don’t think I’m capable?”

“I think that, all evidence to the contrary, Aubrey kept you out of trouble.”

I groaned. She kept me busy, but I wouldn’t necessarily call that out of trouble. “I’m not keeping her.”

Jace’s mouth fell open and he made a sound in his throat. “And she’s not a homeless dog looking to be adopted. What’s the damn tag number?”

Lacking the energy to continue the argument, I wrote the number down on a slip of paper and tossed it at him.

“What makes you think it’s connected?” he asked, grimacing as he reached to the floor to pick up the paper.

“Couple of guys. Nosing around this morning. They said Devlin’s looking to get into human trafficking since that ‘sex retreat’ up the interstate was brought down. They implied they worked for Wilson, but I have my suspicions about him, too. Maybe tipping off that landslide wasn’t such a good idea.”

Jace clicked his tongue. “You think?”

I closed my eyes to the bright light streaming through the front windows and shifted in my seat. “I thought it would give me an opening.”

“For what? What are you trying to prove that’s worth so many lives?”

“Devlin killed Katrin,” I mumbled.

“Everyone knows that,” Jace’s voice was low and even. He’d been the first to identify her when she’d been admitted to the hospital. And Devlin hadn’t exactly been discreet in regards to the subject. There hadn’t even been a hint of denial after she was left in a coma from a hot shot of heroin. Devlin and his smug face even had the audacity to show up at her funeral a week later.

He’d covered his ass with lies, made it look like I’d been the one to drive her to drugs.

Even I began to question it all.

I knew one thing though, if not for me, she wouldn’t have dug around in Ashville long enough to find my family. To discover the lies I’d used to protect her. To discover the real me—the screwed up addict under my façade of student and mechanic.

Every way around it, I’d let her down. And Devlin had capitalized on the opportunity to prove that no matter where I went, no matter what I did, my family would catch up to me. My past would appear out of nowhere, and my fate would eat me alive.

Everyone. Everyone knew it, and that pissed me off even more because it showed that no one cared. “Merc killed Mom.”

Jace’s eyes narrowed even more. “You serious?”

“There’s only one thing either of them care about. I want them to know what the pain of losing that feels like.”

Jace shook his head and stared off to the side. “Can’t say I’d be opposed to seeing that happen, but I’m not entirely enthused to see you go down in the process. Or drag down another innocent girl.”

“Another?” My world exploded and with a sudden burst of energy, I lunged out of my seat. “So you agree that Katrin was my fault?”

“No, man. Calm the fuck down.” Jace put up his hands, palms facing me. “I’m not saying any of them were your fault. I’m just saying a lot of innocent girls have gotten wrapped up in this whole mess over the years.”

“I’m doing what fate doesn’t have the guts to do.”

Jace gave me a disgusted scowl. “And I’m hoping that’s the heroin talking.”

I snorted. “I can never leave.” I didn’t even have to mention how that desire had died right alongside Katrin. “Never walk away. Every time I try they pull me back in just to shove me farther down. If they won’t stop until they destroy me, I only have one other option.”

“You need to eat something,” Jace said, obviously choosing not to argue with my logic.

I shrugged and dropped back into my seat. Knowing I needed to focus—knowing I needed to get Aubrey back—just made my own escape more appealing.

Failure wasn’t an option.

But I couldn’t fail if I wasn’t conscious.

“Colt,” Jace’s voice jabbed at me. “How many times do I have to watch you fall apart?”

I stared down at the carpet. One more time.

I kept telling myself that one more would be the last.

One more hit.

One more chance at my vision of justice.

One more time.

Just one.

Not enough to claim me.

Not enough to free me.

When would I just let go?

I realized how hard I was still fighting not to feel. Anger at losing my mom and being left with Merc and Devlin. Jagged pain of watching Katrin fade away. The torture of seeing Isabella broken when she’d trusted me like no person ever could. Rage at losing Aubrey and my failure to find her.

“I don’t know how to get her back,” I repeated.

“Heroin isn’t going to help, I can tell you that. What do you intend to do once you do find her?”

“Finish what I started.”

Jace groaned and dropped his head forward. “I mean with Aubrey.”

I shrugged.

“Are you going to give up on her, too?”

The ball of rage I’d been containing erupted. “What the hell does that mean? I fought for—” Now I couldn’t even say her name.

But Jace took the opportunity to jump in at my stumble. “You didn’t fight for Lex.”

That was bullshit. “There wasn’t any use, she made her choice. She knew—”

“Just like you know every damn time you pick up a vial of fucking heroin,” Jace yelled, coming at me with his finger pointed in my direction like a furious parent. “You gave up on her, even though you were all she ever wanted.”

The knife in my gut twisted and I shook my head. Denial was my only resting place, and facing even more failures of my past wasn’t helping anything. “It wasn’t like that.”

“Like hell it wasn’t. You were too blind to see it. She feels like she failed you. You, Colt. You were the one she wanted.”

“She did fail me, the moment she became my brother’s pawn.”

“And you had no part in pushing her to it?” Jace refused to let up, just like the pounding in my head. “When Katrin died, you stopped seeing anything beyond your own damn nose. No woman could ever be Katrin and yet every woman was. You gave up everything, even your own damn freedom.”

This was an argument that could never end, and my brain was already minced as a result. “I was never free. Devlin and Merc would have found another way to get to me, Katrin was only the beginning.”

“So you jumped right back into their world?”

“It’s the world I know.” I resigned with my pathetic excuse. “I accepted my fate.”

“Bull shit. We’ve been friends since Legos were our entire world. Your mom gave you what she knew she could never have. You gave up and turned to drugs—and Merc—to forget —”

“And Mom died for what she did,” my anger forged the strength to yell. “Or what Merc considered the ultimate betrayal. I will, too. I tried it her way and Katrin paid that price. I’ll never have a life outside of this. The moment I leave, I just put more people in danger. That’ll never change as long as Devlin and Merc are living.”

Jace shook his head, still looking as skeptical as ever. He knew the game. He knew my family, and he’d seen the morbid consequences time after time. But he could never understand. “You know there’s a good chance Aubrey will be in bad shape when we find her.”

I nodded.

“Are you going to fight for her? Or bring her back just to use her as ammunition against your family?”

I rubbed my hand over my face, closing my eyes. “She deserves to have her life back.”

“And you know that after this, she never will.”

Chapter 5
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I rubbed my eyes and rolled across the hard floor. Nothing felt real. My body was detached from everything and still stuck in the dark.

Not a hint of light shown through.

“Colt?” My voice croaked painfully. “Water.”

I couldn’t figure out where I was. What had I done?

Why did Colt leave me here?

I kicked my leg at the darkness, but it didn’t hit anything until it reconnected with the ground.

Endless.

I couldn’t even tell if my eyes were open. Maybe I wasn’t really awake. It was so hard to tell as the cycle of nightmares and waking to darkness continued.

Something clicked—I could feel the sound in every nerve—and a blinding light invaded.

Tank pushed open the door, a bottle of water in his hand. I squinted against the light, but reached for the bottle. Water. Life.

My head swam.

Tank drew the bottle back out of my reach. “No, no. I get something first. Take off your shirt.”

I inched away from him, huddling into a corner, and shook my head before I fully considered it. I was so thirsty, painfully thirsty. But with my shirt, he’d take other things.

Tank shrugged and stepped back.

“No,” I croaked. I desperately didn’t want him to leave me in the dark again. “Bathroom?”

He kicked the metal bucket with the heel of his foot, then backed toward the door again.

“No,” I reached for him. “Dark. Thirsty.”

“Shirt,” he replied, holding out his hand.

My hands twisted at the fabric of my shirt, and Colt’s voice echoed in my head. “Stay alive.”

Stay alive.

But what if he didn’t get me out? What if Devlin ruined me and Colt didn’t care anymore?

Tank reached into his pocket and pulled out something small, shaped like a pen. He tossed it and it landed in my lap.

“You might want to preserve the battery,” he snorted.

I twisted it and a beam of light shined up to the ceiling. Light.

I was so thoroughly engrossed by it, that I didn’t notice Tank leave.

Hours.

Days.

I had no concept of time except for the rise and fall of consciousness and the building storm in my body. Hot and cold, it reached out with claws, pulling my conscious back inside and trapping me in bars made of hot iron and sandpaper—my own bones and skin.

Boiling hot, burning lava. Is this what dying feels like?

I needed water, but had no voice. A black hole had formed in my stomach, slowly twisting and pulling my insides into an unknown, shrinking, oblivion. However long they’d left me to rot in hell had taken me long past hunger and thirst.

Turning on the flashlight, I kicked my foot at the heavy door until the light came on beyond it.

Tank entered again with a blurry bottle of water. “Remember the deal?”

“Please,” I whispered. My body refused to move. Even with Tank standing over me, his feet inches from my shoulder, I couldn’t focus on his form.

“Thirsty?” he asked.

I thought I managed a nod.

“You gave your whole body to Colt for money—”

That wasn’t it. That wasn’t it at all. Freedom. Colt held the promise of freedom.

“What will you give me to keep you alive?” Tank knelt next to me, holding the bottle of water over my head. Out of my reach. “You’re just a whore who’s too stupid to realize it.”

No. I was Colt’s. I belonged to him. Belonged....

So long I had wanted to belong and now it took on a totally different meaning. Brothers using me to fight for control. Pulling me back and forth. Dragging me deeper.

Could I get any deeper after this?

“You think Colt gives a damn what happens to you?” I thought I saw a smirk through the hazy confusion. My battle amused him.

“Please,” I begged again, but my throat was so dry, I coughed and gasped until my choking turned into heaving.

I wasn’t even sure I was capable of whatever Tank wanted.

Tank twisted the bottle cap free. “Colt’s little slut is so thirsty. What would he think of you right now?”

He pressed on my chin, opening my mouth, then he spit. I flinched but there was nothing to stop it as the thick liquid ran down my tongue, while he held my jaw still. I tried to purge it out of my mouth. I wanted to vomit, but I had nothing left.

Tank put the lid back on the bottle, and I grabbed his ankle as he stood. Rolling to my side, I pushed myself up and with my final bit of strength, pulled my shirt over my head. He ripped the shirt out of my hand but gave me the water. I twisted off the cap and took a long swig. It didn’t come close to soothing the fire in my throat, but it washed away his taste with its own sweet and perfect coolness.

With a snort, Tank withdrew to stand next to the doorway as Devlin entered.

“Hold out your arm,” Devlin said.

My eyes took in the syringe held tightly in his hand. I shook my head, so he smacked the water out of my hands. It splattered on the floor, spilling my precious liquid everywhere.

“No,” I croaked, jumping toward the puddle. Mine. I needed it.

Life. I had to put out the fire in my chest.

Devlin pushed me into the puddle, then poured the rest of it over my face. “Didn’t my brother teach you anything about listening?”

“Please.” It seemed to be the only word I knew anymore. Despite its limited effectiveness with Colt, it didn’t faze either Tank or Devlin. I didn’t want more drugs. I didn’t want to be lost to the world. Lost to whatever they might do to me.

I wanted to be aware—as sucky as that might be. I wanted to be able to fight them somehow. But I also wanted water so fucking bad.

Devlin backed away. “You’ll do what we say, one way or another.”

Stay alive.

I stared down at my arm. At the large blue vein he was using to poison me.

Devlin nodded to Tank who then slipped out of the room, and returned with a fresh bottle of water.

“Arm,” Devlin said.

How much would I have to give up to survive? Was it worth it?

I slowly raised my arm, squeezing my eyes closed to hold back the tears I wasn’t sure I could even produce. The band tightened around my arm. Then, a pinch.

God, no. I swallowed, bracing for the incoming wave.

He ripped the band off my arm, taking my sanity with it, and leaving me falling... back into the dark oblivion.

Chapter 6
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Aiden: Bre, it’s been five days! If you don’t fucking call me or return a text, I’m calling the fucking police.

Tell me where you are!

At least that you’re okay.

Aiden’s texts continued filling Aubrey’s phone.

I wished I hadn’t kept the damn thing charged, but it was the only way to have any idea whether or not Devlin was going after her family again—and to make sure her family didn’t get any stupid ideas.

Like going to the police.

But the texts only added to my frustration.

The police. I had to do something, but I had no fucking idea what to say to a brother whose sister was currently helpless at the hands of my heartless brother.

I knew what I’d do in Aiden’s shoes, but I was also a jackass criminal with no regard to my own wellbeing. He was a father. That probably made him a worse foe.

My thumb hovered over the call button for a second while I debated my options. With a single twitch, the receiving phone began to ring.

“Thank god,” the voice on the end of the line said.

I swallowed. “If you want your sister safe, stay away from cops.”

“More threats? Who is this? Devlin?”

“Fuck no,” I growled before he could ask a billion more questions. I closed my eyes, seeing pulsing red lights behind my eyelids. “This is Colt, and it’s not a threat. I’m trying to protect her.”

Did I actually just say that?

“Protect her?” he scoffed. At least we were both equally skeptical of my abilities in that arena. “Where is she?”

The question of the week. “She’s not available right now.”

“My sister better be okay.”

No kidding. With no one and nothing else to take my frustration out on, Aiden got the brunt. “Quite a threat from someone with no power.”

“Or I could just stop listening to your bullshit and call the cops.”

“She’ll end up dead before they realize they’re chasing their own tails.”

“Then what the hell do you suggest? You sure as hell have done a shit job at whatever you’re doing.”

“Thanks for reminding me.”

“I don’t give a fuck what she is to you—she’s my sister, and whatever you dug her into, I’ll make sure you pay for it.”

“I didn’t drag her into this city or introduce her to my brother,” I yelled. “Maybe you should blame whoever sent her running to this town to escape.”

“What do you know about it?” he hissed. 

“Enough to know that whatever she’s running from must’ve seemed far worse than this city.”

“But you don’t even know where she is now, do you?”

What do I say?

“She’s with Devlin.”

“Devlin? The asshole who threatened my daughter? I thought you were in control of the situation. I should’ve known better than to believe—”

I banged my head against the wall behind me. His voice turned into a long drone. No more words, no more meaning. Just an annoying tone that wouldn’t go away—like a mosquito buzzing in my ear. “Look, you want her dead, then by all means call the fucking cops.”

I ended the call and turned it off so I wouldn’t be interrupted again. I had enough to fucking deal with and enough to remind me that I was doing a shit job of it. And that my only means of escaping this fucking nightmare waited in a small vial in the next room.

Chasing lines and losing my mind... exactly what Devlin wanted. I could try to reason that if I gave him that he’d let her go, but I knew better. He had something to prove. An imaginary debt that he wanted paid. The grudge he held against me for being born.

What was wrong with my family and this damn town?

Every day that passed I was farther from finding Aubrey. And I had a feeling that she was farther from ever coming back the same.

As if that was ever a possibility.

If Devlin and I had anything common, it was the fact that we fucked up every woman we touched. Every life we touched.

That’s why I’d vowed to stay alone. Not to get involved with anything beyond sex. That’s all it was every supposed to be with Aubrey, but even from the very beginning it had been more. She fulfilled some sick need inside of me. Gave me a way to let it all out.

Jace said she’d kept me out of trouble, but it was the complete opposite. She was my trouble.

I let out a long breath, scratching at the thick layer of scruff that had taken up residence on my face. I hadn’t bathed in two days, hadn’t shaved since the day before Aubrey was taken, hadn’t slept in nearly thirty-six hours—I was a mess.

But I also hadn’t snorted away reality in one hundred and thirty-two hours. And twenty-seven minutes.

Yes, I was keeping track.

But only because heroin was one of two things on my mind every second of every day.

The other had been missing for one hundred and forty hours.

Every minute that ticked away took part of my sanity. Part of my patience. And all of my will-power.

Five long, excruciating, skin-crawling, anger-inducing days of searching for Aubrey. Turning over every slime covered rock. Threatening every douche and hooker within an hour of the city. And I still had nothing.

Nothing.

How the hell could Devlin just drop off the face of the planet with her? Devlin. The center of every bad deal, confidant of nearly every criminal, and basically vice-Mayor—second only to Merc—of the city. Someone had to know where he was or at the very least how to reach him.

But Merc still hadn’t returned and Wilson was still acting weird—if he answered his phone at all. He never mentioned the Audi again, or the two men, and unfortunately without pre-arranged signals it’s nearly impossible to get inside another criminal’s mind.

The license plate was untraceable—likely a stolen car with forged plates, but I’d need a VIN to confirm that. So I had no way to track down the snoops or confirm their identity, but one thing I was certain of—they didn’t seem the type to be running with Wilson. They were too.... Direct. And, almost polite. Wilson’s men were condescending jerks. There had to be something I was missing.

I bolted for the door, raising Isabella’s hackles as I passed, but I had to get out. I grabbed my coat and pulled it on as I raced to my car. Driving had to be enough of an escape for now.

I drove downtown to the repair shop Sasha owned. A couple of emo kids stood at the counter, complaining about something and pointing at their phones every few seconds. I tried to keep myself occupied on the other side of the shop, poking through covers, screen protectors, and every other bit of randomness I could find while my foot tapped impatiently against the floor.

Finally, they handed over a credit card, gathered whatever was on the counter, and left.

Sasha followed them across the shop and locked the door behind them. “If I had anything I would have called.”

“We have to be missing something. They have—”

She put up her hand and cut me off. “I don’t miss things. But, I can only trace the phones we know about. They could have set something up to forward calls to a different number. Whatever they’re doing, I can’t pick up a location. I even hacked Devlin’s crap security system. He and Merc have some of those cheap-ass trackers on their cars, you know? Monitor the location online.”

My heart sank.

“Merc... did he have it on his Ferrari?”

“His baby?” She rolled her eyes at me. “I’m sure he did, but I thought we were trying to find Devlin.... And Merc still isn’t back from Vegas from what I can tell.”

Well, the latter was good news. “Can you trace the location of the Ferrari, or not?”

She gave me a flat look. “Is that really a question?”

Sasha nodded toward the back of the store and I followed her through the employee door. The air in the back room was hot and crisp—almost difficult to breathe—thanks to all of the electronic equipment running.

“Can’t believe you keep all this shit here,” I said.

“Where else would I keep it? Believe me, no one’s finding anything incriminating here. Everything in this room would be useless before they even got close.” She sat down at a chair in front of one of the screens and her fingers raced across the keys while I leaned against the wall and tried to pay attention to anything except the incessant tapping noise created by her fingernails.

“Last known location was the East side of town—but that was almost seven weeks ago. Seems it was cut off dead after that.”

I almost collapsed through the wall. So, Merc would have been able to trace the car to where I’d dropped it off, but no farther than that. Thank goodness for Wilson’s inane attention to detail. But that didn’t get me any closer to my main goal.

“I’m not even going to ask why you care.” Sasha sighed and spun around in her seat. “Got anything else I might be able to trace to Devlin?”

I shook my head. “Not unless he’s installing tracking devices in his strippers and hookers now.”

“I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised, but—”

“I know. Dead end as far as the info we have.”

Dead end.

I couldn’t stop wondering if Aubrey was dead. But if so, why hadn’t Devlin left her on my doorstep? No, she was alive. But to what end?

“Buck let slip that this was about a girl,” Sasha whispered.

I bit the inside of my cheek and scowled at her, keeping my head lowered and my eyes raised.

“Is Lex still working for him?” Did everyone in town know every detail of my personal business?

“Yeah. Jace has been talking to her.”

“But you haven’t?”

I scoffed and kicked my foot at the wall. “No. What good would that do? She’s not going to magically come up with new information because I ask her.”

“No, but she might be more willing to dig a little deeper.”

“There is no deeper. Devlin has practically fallen off the face of the planet as far as any of us are concerned. Without him around there’s nowhere for her to dig.”

“Someone has to be running the club. And that someone has to be in contact with Devlin.”

“Already thought of that. It was a no go.”

Sasha cleared her throat and shook her head, and then, I caught on.

She wasn’t talking about trying to force someone to contact Devlin. She was suggesting that I ask Lex to get the information—probably via means I didn’t want to think about. “No. I’m not even sick enough to ask anyone to do that.”

But I had been sick enough to ask Aubrey to let me fuck her in return for paying off her debt to Devlin. I didn’t have anything to even offer Lex—as if I was even considering the plan.

“Maybe she can snoop around while everyone’s...,” she trailed off, “distracted. You know how they all get around the girls.”

“She could also get killed in the process.”

“And what about the girl you’re trying to find?”

I rubbed my hand over my nose then pinched the bridge. How far would our stupid, deadly game spread? “Know any idiots who might be stupid enough to cause a little disturbance at the club?”

“I know plenty of druggies who will do just about anything for money to get a hit.” Within seconds of saying it, she dropped her gaze and twisted in her chair.

She was right, but I didn’t need money, and I already had the drugs at home.

“There’s this guy,” she said, “everyone calls him Periwinkle, but don’t say that to his face. He’s always hanging around that abandoned building on fifth or in the alley behind it. Offer him some dough and you’re on your way. But you also might want to take him some fresh clothes if you want him to get past Addiction’s bouncer.”
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“Periwinkle” wasn’t hard to find, just like Sasha promised. But she failed to mention that he’d earned his nickname from the hideous periwinkle sport coat and matching fedora. Idiot must’ve thought he looked like some high-dollar pimp, when he really looked like a clueless imbecile.

This didn’t bode well for my waning patience.

I climbed out of my car and approached, keeping my eyes on the unpredictable surroundings, but Periwinkle saved me much of the trouble. Scampering toward me with his hands in his pockets.

“Hey man,” he whispered—as I tried not to vomit from the smell. “Got a hit.”

“God, you’re perfect,” I murmured.

“What’s that? Yeah? I can pay. I mean, not now. But I—”

“Shut up,” I growled, shoving him toward my car. I showed him a roll of hundred dollar bills and his eyes widened.

“Hey. Man... I don’t... You’re not my type.” But he couldn’t take his eyes off the wad of money. I suspected that my not being his type wouldn’t have actually stopped him on any occasion.

“How about the girls at Addiction? Are they your type?”

He frowned and finally ripped his gaze off of the money to peer up at me. “Uh. Are you kidding?”

Backing away, I popped open the trunk and pulled out a bag of fresh clothes—I’d guessed at the size based on Sasha’s info, but they should fit him for the most part. Then, I grabbed him by the collar and dragged him to the cheap-ass motel across the street and held up a fifty. “Get a room, get a shower, and meet me back out here if you want the rest of the money.”

“Uh,” he snatched away the bill and slowly took the bag of clothes as he gave me one long, final sideways glance before he disappeared into the motel.

Within fifteen minutes, he returned a lot less pungent and a little classier looking—as if that was a grand feat given what he’d been wearing.

“What’s the catch?” he asked, taking a step away from me before I could shove him toward the car.

“No catch. Walk into Addiction, be your obviously charming self, and the money’s yours.”

“How much?”

“Three to get you in and make your dreams come true. Four when you’re done.”

“You’re shittin’ me.” He gave me a wide grin. “Did I win a contest or something?”

My brain felt like it’d just been struck by lightning. “Or something,” I said, ushering him toward my car. This was going to be a long, long evening.

I parked at the far end of the parking lot and handed him the first of his money. “Slip the bouncer a C-note and you’re in.”

“Dude that only leaves me two hundred... How am I supposed to reward the ladies?” He motioned like he was squeezing a pair of breasts. “I mean, besides my presence.”

This plan was either going to be really good, or really bad. I handed him an extra hundred just to get him out of the car. “Buy a drink if you want change.”

I waited about ten minutes after he got out of the car, then headed inside myself, walking right by the bouncer while he was hitting on a couple of women—lucky it wasn’t the guy I’d decked when charging out with Aubrey.

Inside, I scanned the room until I spotted Alex with an older man in the corner. She straddled his legs, leaning her chest toward his face, while he grinned and squirmed in his seat. He probably couldn’t even get it up without a couple of pills. Lex was good, but not a miracle worker.

I ducked through the crowd, making my way to the back until I stood in Lex’s line of sight. Her eyes were glazed over, focusing only on the task at hand—getting tips and appeasing her employer. Fuck, may as well call Devlin what he was—her owner.

She glanced up once, and then her head jerked up. I nodded my head for her to join me, but she froze, and the old man grabbed at her violently. Closing my eyes, I turned my head away. I’d seen it a hundred times. A thousand times. Men mistreating every woman in the building. Men mistreating Alex, and I’d been so bitter that I told myself she deserved it.

I needed to get all of this over with so I could go back to my isolated mindset of not giving a damn about anyone. So I could go home, get lost in a hit, and forget about the rest of the world.

Devlin had what he wanted.

I forced my way forward and dropped a couple of bills in the old man’s lap. This was going to be an expensive night. “I’ll cover your next few dances if I can have her.”

He snorted and shoved Lex away. “Good riddance. She’s not that great anyhow.”

Asshole. I pulled Alex toward one of the private rooms.

Three young men already occupied the room, along with two strippers who were thoroughly engrossed and probably quite thankful to have some customers who were young and moderately attractive.

But the guys didn’t look old enough to be in the club, let alone drinking, despite the numerous bottles scattered around the room and currently in their hands. They looked the type that got tired of banging their cheerleader girlfriends, so they stole daddy’s credit card, got some fake ID’s and decided to hit the most high-dollar strip club in town.

They didn’t even notice that I opened the curtain.

“Get out,” I growled.

“Private party, asshole,” one of the guys stood, then promptly toppled back into his seat, while another succeeded in standing and staggered in my direction.

I grabbed him, swung him around and into the wall. “Get out or I tell the manager to run your fake IDs.”

“You don’t know—”

I tightened my grip around his neck until he could no longer speak. “No. You don’t know shit about this club or about who you’re dealing with. Get out.”

“Calm down, man.” The third boy stood, lifting his friend off the couch. “Let’s just find somewhere to enjoy ourselves. I’m not into getting my ass arrested today.”

The dipshit I’d been holding scowled back at me as he slid past the curtain and into the crowd, but the two strippers didn’t follow.

“And I thought you were supposed to be the least grumpy of the brothers,” the redhead said, grabbing pieces of her costume from the floor.

I groaned, dug in my pocket and tossed them each a fifty. “Better?”

The black-haired girl rolled her eyes before tucking the note into her bra and adjusting the straps. Then, they both returned to the floor as well.

“Well, that was a surprise,” Lex said, swinging out her arms as she spun in the middle of the room to face me. “Should I start stripping now, or do you have something other than a private show in mind?”

“I need your help.”

She made a sound in her throat and pressed her lips together as she plopped down on the couch. “Sway, I take it? I’ve already told Jace everything I know. Devlin isn’t here and I haven’t seen or heard from him.”

“She’s been gone for more than five days, Lex. You know Devlin—”

“Yeah, and I’m sure whatever he’s doing isn’t exactly pleasant—to put it nicely, but I have nothing.” She squinted past me and rose to her feet to stare out the two-way mirror behind me. “What the hell is that douche up to?”

I turned—expecting either one of the junior frat boys or Periwinkle to be causing a scene. Of course, it was Periwinkle leaned over the stage with his head between the legs of a dancer.

“Think of him as a distraction,” I said.

“A distraction?” She raised an eyebrow at me, then her face went flat and her eyes hardened. “No. Whatever you’re thinking, no.”

“Lexi—”

“Don’t.” She flipped her hand up in the air at me and paced back to the couch.

“I need you to slip into the office while no one’s looking. If I go back, all eyes will be on me, they won’t give you a second look.”

“Oh, really? Have you met most of the men around here? Or are you making another kind of statement?”

“No,” I said emphatically. “I just mean it’s not uncommon for you to be back there.”

“In other circumstances, yes. Going through Devlin’s shit? I don’t think so.”

“I’ll make sure everyone stays busy. Please, Lexi. I need to find her. A name, a number, a location—anything. I just need some kind of lead.”

“Strange to see you so determined. Lucky girl must have better moves in the bedroom than she does on stage.” She gave me a melancholy smile and sighed. “Fine, but only because she didn’t seem the kind to deserve this.”

I shoved my hands in my pockets and raised my eyes to the ceiling. “Neither did you.”

She wouldn’t look at me, instead, she kept her head lowered and picked at her manicured nails. I knew she wanted more from me. Jace’s comment kicked me in the gut. Whether I held people close or let them go, they ended up getting hurt because of me. But if I’d have fought for Alex, she would have ended up in Aubrey’s current position eventually. Whether that was better or worse than the hell she’d been living for the last several months, I had yet to find out.

Lexi reached for the curtain, but I grabbed her wrist. “Be careful.”

She gave me a faint nod and a forced smile, then disappeared into the club. I watched through the two-way mirror, catching sight of her brunette curls as she slipped through the employee door.

Across the room, Periwinkle was now seated, but not causing any less of a stir. He reached out and grabbed one of the passing waitresses. She twisted, nearly spilling a tray full of drinks on his head, but in a graceful move that had to have been learned through years of experience, she managed to save everything.

Not before Periwinkle’s hand slipped into her apron though—unbeknownst to her judging from the way she brushed him off and walked away.

The little weasel had asked me for more money, and now he was stealing from the staff as well. Someone was going to get a very big surprise by the end of the night.

A group of dancers stared at him from across the room, and I wondered if any of them had caught on to his charade yet. Or weren’t too high out of their minds to care.

A few minutes later, a tall man in a dark suit—one of Devlin’s managers—walked out of the employee door with a member of Devlin’s security team. They stood motionless for a few minutes, but their line of sight was locked onto Periwinkle. I just had to hope he could keep them distracted long enough for Alex to get out safely. They could, of course, simply throw him out now and be done with the problem.

The men put their heads together, and the security man led the charge through the crowd to my decoy. Periwinkle spotted them and jumped out of his seat and onto the stage before either of them could close in. The guard followed, catching Periwinkle by the back of his jacket before he could jump down the other side and tackling him to the floor.

What a circus.

And I wasn’t even in a mood to thoroughly enjoy it.

Periwinkle squirmed, then tossed a handful of money into the air. Patrons and a few of the dancers closed in, trying to grab the bills and causing enough of a disturbance for Periwinkle to escape again. He made a run for the door, only to be stopped by the bouncer.

Idiot.

So much for the night of his dreams.

The bouncer grabbed him by the collar and slammed him into the wall, then dragged him out of sight. The manager and other security guard followed—probably intending to search him before they beat the crap out of him and dumped him back on the streets.

I rested my forearm against the wall next to the mirror and leaned my forehead against my hand. Since Devlin had broken into my house, my entire life had begun to feel foreign—and at the same time clearer. It was a clarity I didn’t want.

To know that I had no control. To know I couldn’t keep my promises. To know I couldn’t escape.

Ever.

The curtain opened and the cool air from the vents in the main room rushed against my body.

“Everything in the office is locked down,” Alex said.

I nodded and stared at the pale reflection of myself in the glass. What else did I expect really?

“Manager,” I nodded toward the front of the club. “You know his number?”

“Not off the top of my head.” She sighed and handed me a crumpled piece of paper. “But this number was in the trash. No idea what it is, but you said anything.”

I pulled out my phone and texted the number to Sasha—hoping she could tell me who it was and where it might lead.

“There was also a file—girl’s names and pictures. Colt, I don’t know what they’re planning, but someone has to stop it.”

I know. And I wasn’t going to tell her, but I did have an inkling of what they were planning. A high-dollar brothel with the potential to put all others to shame if the two men who’d paid me a visit were correct.

“I want out.” Alex’s quiet voice blended with the music, but the words were crystal clear. “I don’t want to die here. I want to get clean. And—and....” She trailed off, dragging her feat as she walked to the back of the room and sat down. “He took my baby.”

I could barely hear a sound, but I’d read her lips and I didn’t believe what my eyes told me she’d said. “What?”

Alex dropped her head into her hands and her body shook. I sat down next to her, tentatively putting my hand on her back. She looked up at me in shock for a second, then she molded her features back into her stoic stripper face. “Nothing.”

“Lexi.”

“Don’t call me that.”

I cupped her cheek, pressing my thumb against her chin and drawing her gaze up to my face. “Tell me.”

“Why? There’s no point.” She’d slipped away again. Back inside of her façade. Considering it was probably much safer there, I considered leaving her in it, but I had to dig.

“I’ll make him pay.”

She snorted and jerked away from me. “Just another average story of an Addiction stripper—one that Devlin has a grudge against, anyhow. He found out I was pregnant.” Her hands began to shake and she tucked them between her legs to stop them. “Can’t really strip in that condition, huh?”

Breaking away from me, she stood, adjusted her clothing, straightened her hair, and headed for the curtain.

“Lexi,” I called out to her, but I didn’t know what to say. I’m sorry? “Thank you.”

“Wanna thank me? Find Aubrey,” she muttered, looking over her shoulder. “Then find a way to bring Devlin down.”

Chapter 7
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Shirt. Pants. Socks. Bra.

I’d traded them all and didn’t have much left to give. I sat in the corner of my prison. The rough brick scratching at my back as I rocked.

The nausea—quite possibly a figment of my imagination, just like everything else—came and went. My stack of empty water bottles sat next to me. The only progress I had made.

Sometimes, I threw them across the room, bashed them against the walls, and then collected them again, keeping them close like a broken security blanket.

Sometimes, I counted them, for lack of anything better to do. They were my only way of processing the passing of time. Six bottles.... One for every injection.

The repeated separation of my mind from my body. A different kind of jail. A different kind of torture chamber. At least then, I didn’t feel the pain, the hunger, or the cold.

Colt had begun shaping me into his own twisted masterpiece, and now Devlin was sealing the work. Turning me into something I’d never recognize again.

My fog was receding, and that meant I felt nothing but the pain and hunger. While the horrible reek that had developed in the room—and on my skin—burned my nose.

I couldn’t take it anymore, but I didn’t know any escape.

Colt. I thought.

He’ll come.

He’ll find me.

It was my only hope—an unreliable car thief.

When?

How long had it been?

How long had he left me to fester here?

Soon. It’d have to be soon.

The door creaked open, but it was only Tank again.

Time to add another bottle to the collection. Another track mark to my arm. But he held something else in his hand. A brown paper bag along with the bottle of water. Without saying anything, he sat them in front of me, then backed away to stand by the door.

I carefully opened the bag. Food. Holy fuck. Glorious food. I pulled out the sandwich—not even caring what was on it—and bit off the corner. The bread was soft, filled with peanut butter and jelly.

Every flavor brought my tongue back to life for an instant. I took a swig of water to wash down the sticky peanut butter and took another bite. I wanted to scarf the whole thing down, but I took my time, savoring each morsel.

Would this be my last?

Even through the haze, I knew there had to be a catch. I glanced up at Tank, his expression was stoic and unreadable as ever.

There was still more inside the bag—an oatmeal raisin cookie. They had to be up to something.

Probably poison, I considered, then bit off a chunk anyway.

By the time I finished it off, my stomach rumbled and gurgled.

Tank signaled to someone outside of the door who handed him a bucket and a big grey towel. He threw the towel over his shoulder then came toward me.

This wasn’t our routine....

My heart pounded, and I gasped for air, but he just sat the bucket down in front of me and began sponging my skin with warm water.

This is a trick, my mind screamed. Maybe a hallucination. Certainly not right. But damn, it felt good. Slowly, he made his way over every inch of my body, washing and drying me, section by section until the only place left waited under my panties, and I silently begged him not to go there. He tossed the sponge back into the bucket, then took my arm to pull me to my feet. I leaned away, but he held me upright.

My mind raced but couldn’t manage to capture a single coherent thought as he led me out of my small prison.

But I knew it couldn’t be good.

I heard voices and tried to pull away. To pull back. I wanted to go back to my cell. Back to where I knew what to expect.

I had no clothes. No defenses.

He yanked me forward and I held my arm over my bare chest shielding myself from Devlin and the other man who I didn’t recognize. They stood over a black seat of some sort. A bench that looked like it was used to lift weights. The counter next to them was dotted with bottles, rubber gloves, and what looked like medical equipment.

Tank dragged me toward the bench.

“Where do you want to start?” Devlin asked the other man.

I shook my head, but Devlin grabbed me by the back of the neck and I froze.

The new man was covered in tattoos from the top of his neck down to his fingertips—every inch of skin I could see except his face. “Your choice,” he answered without looking at Devlin.

Devlin shoved me forward so I straddled the bench and my chest pressed against the back.

“Please,” I begged.

Devlin held me there and handed me a bottle of orange juice. I was so confused, I didn’t want to open it. I just stared at it, waiting for something to make sense.

Then, Tank, from behind me, snatched it and opened it, handing it back without the lid. “Drink.”

I was interminably screwed either way, so I at least bought a couple of minutes by sipping the tangy liquid as slowly as possible.

The new man snapped on a pair of rubber gloves, and I jumped. “Don’t move,” he said. “You do not want to move.”

Tattooed man’s expression was different from those I’d come to know during my captivity. His face was hard, stern, but his eyes were softer, almost sad. Devlin’s iron grip stayed on the back of my neck while the tattooed man pressed something to my back. His fingers prodded at the skin over my shoulder blade. Something rattled and popped, then a buzz filled my ears.

My back straightened, but Devlin held me tighter until I felt dizzy. Tank knelt in front of me and grabbed both of my forearms, pulling me tight against the back of the bench. Then, the buzzing moved closer to my back and my skin lit on fire.

“Fuck,” I grunted, digging my fingers into Tank’s skin as I tried to find some way to breathe through the pain. I pulled it in, wrapped it up, and added it to my collection of things I refused to feel.

Finally, the buzzing ceased and I hoped it was over until I felt him preparing my other shoulder blade. My eyes burned with tears that wouldn’t form.

What the hell are they doing to me? I tried to see the motions in my head, to transcribe the image I felt him creating, but the burn radiated out and spread until I couldn’t make any sense of it.

Make it stop. Make it stop. Anything to make it stop.

My head spun, the lightheadedness overcoming my senses until I felt like I was flying out of reach of the pain. With a smack to my cheek, Devlin pulled me out of my relative happy place, while Tank twisted my right arm and pressed it to another table.

No. No. My mind screamed on repeat. “Please, no more.”

The tattooed man gave me a sympathetic glance, then lowered his eyes to place a stencil to my forearm. A butterfly on a cherry blossom branch. My gaze followed him as he picked up the buzzing device again and began etching the outline of the design into my skin.

Black. Then, pink. Drops of blood. All muddled together and blended with my pain. I dug my toes into the hard floor, my muscles shaking with restraint as I inwardly ran from the pain.

Burning. Consuming. Piercing. I dropped my head against the back of the bench. I had no energy left by the time he finished, but my body wouldn’t stop shaking. No heat. No energy. Only pain.

“She needs a break,” tattooed man said.

A break... but that meant there was more to come. Tears finally broke free, but I was numb to them. They blurred my vision and slid down my cheeks—meaningless, powerless. They’d finally succeeded in emptying me of everything I held onto.

“No,” Devlin barked. “Finish.”

The three men moved my limp body around, setting up my left foot as his next victim. They sat me back, and I stared up at the ceiling, the room bucking, dancing, and swaying around me as I fought to stay conscious.

I wasn’t even sure why I fought anymore.

I didn’t care what this design was. Didn’t care anymore. They were taking my body from me.

I screamed and arched my back when the needles pierced the top of my foot. My fingers latched into the edge of the bench while, next to me, Devlin held up a needle. Escape was all I saw.

I held out my arm. They could have my sanity, too. I sure as hell wasn’t using it. The drugs separated me from the pain. From the body they were taking from me.

The darkness came over me like calm ocean waves, coaxing me into security and then ripping me out to sea, before delivering me back to shore to repeat the process.

I faded in and out.

Never asleep enough to escape.

Never awake enough to function.

I squirmed away from the burning at my foot, but a steel-tight grip held me in place.

Parts of their conversation wedged inside my brain. The sounds grinding my nerves.

I just wanted my escape.

My darkness.

Devlin chuckled at something Tank said and patted my cheek. “Now it’s time to finish what we started. Who would’ve imagined that Colt would open up the perfect opportunity for us.”

Devlin had two heads... at least. They circled above me as he spoke. He touched my cheek, tracing his icy touch down my neck to my chest. “Katrin 2.0 and this time, he won’t come back.”
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I woke up in the middle of the floor, on my stomach, back in my room. Except, this time there was light. I lifted my head and rolled enough to see a dim light hanging from the ceiling—at least eight feet up—and the room had been cleaned. The smell... even my bottles were gone. Nothing. I had nothing left. I looked in the other direction and saw a tray by the door. Two new bottles of water, crackers, and an apple. I went for the water and crackers first, nibbling slowly to ease the nausea churning at my stomach.

My naked skin still burned, but I refused to acknowledge the tattoos—thankfully, they were bandaged. Disguised from view, but the burning was impossible to ignore. A permanent mark on my body. Another part of this whole experience that I couldn’t wash away. Except these were visible to everyone.

Colt would’ve taken the pain and turned it into something exquisite. Something that made me forget. Something that made it okay to feel.

I tucked myself into a ball, closed my eyes and imagined his touch. Maybe it was just the drugs, but the images in my mind seemed so real. So tangible.

I felt his fingers traveling up my leg. Teasing me. Reminding me that I’d never know what to expect. Then he impaled me, stretching me, forcing my core to accommodate him and his desires.

The fantasy took on a life of its own as my exhausted and drugged body released over control of my consciousness. Setting part of me free within the erotic dream.

My toes dug into the bed while Colt’s fingers stretched me. He smacked the inside of my thigh. Slapped my breasts until they were red and my nipples stood erect for him. Then, he slid his slick fingers to my rear hole, pressing past the tight muscle. I felt nothing but pleasure. No pain. No fear. He stretched me, opening me up while his teeth nibbled at the flesh on the inside of my thing. Then, his hands took my hips and flipped me over. My face pressed against the bed, ass in the air. He parted my ass cheeks and pressed his cock to my opening. My anxiety remained locked behind a wall of drugs and desperation. Keeping my lost reality company.

Colt pressed deeper and deeper, my body convulsed around him. Tensing, then releasing enough for him to sink deeper.

As soon as I moaned, I woke from the erotic dream. Mortified, I looked around my tiny room, wondering if anyone was outside listening to me. Then, I held my knees tightly to my chest and cried myself back to sleep.

Chapter 8
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I really needed to get rid of the heroin. But that was much easier to admit than to actually do the deed.

Watching part of yourself fester and die—knowing it needed to be separated—was a whole lot different than actually pulling out the axe and chopping off an appendage. Some people had that strength, but I had shown time and time again that I was not among them.

I had, however, resisted the temptation for five days.

I laid down on the couch, holding the white power-filled vial up to the light.

One hit to get some sleep.

One hit to let go for a while.

Not to care.

I stuffed it under a cushion, out of sight but never ever out of mind. I ached for it. More than I ached for anything else in the world. More than sex. More than the adrenaline rush of boosting a car. Sometimes, even more than revenge.

Definitely more than revenge.

I rolled off the couch and headed to the kitchen. Isabella sat by her food bowl, so I filled it up and replaced her water. Lord knew how much I’d been neglecting her for the last few days. When she probably needed the most attention, I turned off. It was what I did best.

I pulled a tray out of one of the top cabinets—something else I shouldn’t keep tucked away but there were a fuck-load of things I did that I shouldn’t do, think, or say. A smoke wouldn’t fix anything, but at least it would take the edge off long enough to get some sleep and reset my brain. Something I’d missed for the last forty-eight hours.

Even when I could sleep, it never lasted long enough and was anything but peaceful. On the other hand, I’d start seeing shit and going even crazier if I didn’t do something. I rolled the joint between my fingers, my mind lost to roll around on the endless rapids that left me confused and helpless.

What the fuck am I missing?

There had to be a way to track Devlin down. A trail somewhere.

The room blurred and I braced my forearms against the counter. The guilt and frustration wouldn’t let up long enough to concentrate.

Guilt....

Emotions were a damn curse.

My curse. And there was only one cure.

The sound of a car engine distracted me, and I peeked through the window over the sink. A blue Audi inched up the driveway, so I shoved the pot in a drawer. Not only were they interrupting the long and marvelous affair I was about to have with a joint—and then my pillow, by keeping me awake they reminded me that I should be out and looking for Aubrey.

But then, maybe I would find some answers after all. I grabbed the gun I kept under the side table, not bothering to keep it hidden this time as I barged outside. “What do you want?”

Blondie stepped out of the car, showing his hands. “Have you thought about what we said? Devlin has something big in the works.”

“Doesn’t he always? If you think that’s news, it shows exactly how little you know. Women, drugs, you name it, he has something in the pipeline.” I needed to push them into telling me something.

“This is different,” he shifted his weight.

“Look, I have a lot of my own shit to deal with. I’d like to avoid adding the trouble of taking care of you two.” People should know better than to mess with a cranky man jonesing for a hit. “From what I hear, Wilson has enough on his plate. And he still hasn’t mentioned either of you.”

I knew Blondie was at a disadvantage in a gun fight, but I didn’t like not being able to see the driver. I lifted my gun and twitched it toward the car. “Have your friend step out and join us.”

The dark haired man slowly climbed out, keeping his hands in clear sight like a man who’d been arrested too many times.

Or.... No.

“Here’s what I know,” I said. “You don’t work for Wilson—” that was merely a good guess really “—but you’re not stupid or without resources. The forged tags on your car aren’t hard to get in this town, but you have connections. And I think you know more than you’re letting on. All I want to know is where you’re getting your information.”

“We need your help,” Blondie said. “If we work together—”

“I’m the one with a raised gun.” But I had to will my hand not to shake and I wasn’t sure I could hit either of them in my current condition if I tried. “Who are you working for?”

“Colt—”

“Wrong answer,” I growled moving closer to have a better chance at making my shot if necessary. “Are you trying to get everyone out of the way to have The Retreat to yourselves?”

The dark-haired man finally spoke. “We want to stop it from happening again.”

“Why? That certainly wasn’t on Wilson’s agenda.”

Dark-hair crossed his arms revealing a snake tattoo wrapped around his right forearm. “He doesn’t know that part.”

“And what don’t I know?”

“We know about Katrin. About the rivalry between you and your brother. That you have more power than your family cares to admit. And a lot of good reasons to use it.”

Fucking hell. Why did everyone have to bring her up? As if I hadn’t heard enough about all that shit. “And? Who the fuck are you?”

“I used to work at the retreat,” the dark-haired man said.

“Fuckin’ hell,” I said under my breath, squinting at them both. This had to be some sick, twisted kind of trick. “Have a fit of conscience then, did you?”

“You could say that.”

Groaning, I stretched my arm out, aiming as close as I could toward Blondie. “I could say a lot of things. Get the hell off my property comes to mind—unless you want to actually give me something valuable to work with. I don’t give a damn about the retreat or Devlin’s plans.”

Blondie put up his hands and inched back toward the passenger door, but he still refused to keep his damn mouth shut. “You’d stand by and watch him grow even more powerful? Powerful enough that no one, not even Merc, would be able to stop him?”

I couldn’t answer that. I dragged my tongue over my teeth. I didn’t have time for this shit. Part of me wanted to just shoot them both and get it over with, but I still had a sneaking suspicion that they weren’t who they claimed and knew more than they were telling me. “Convince me.”

“What do you want?” Blondie asked.

“Stop beating around the bush and giving me bullshit stock answers to tide me over. That shit doesn’t work on me. Prove you’re serious about taking Devlin down and tell me where he is.”

As soon as they glanced at each other, I lowered my gun. They knew. “How is it that no one in this fucking town has a clue and you two know something?”

Blondie resumed his cocky stance and tilted his head. “Told you we could help.”

“Fuck that. Just tell me where he is.” I raised the gun again. If I had any chance at finding Aubrey alive, it was now or never.

“So you are interested?” Blondie asked.

“No. I’m not fucking interested.” I charged toward them, considering shooting at least one in the head and hoping the other would give me some answers. “I don’t give a shit what he’s planning or what he’s doing, but he has something of mine and I wouldn’t hesitate to pull this trigger to get her back.”

“Her?” dark-hair asked.

“Her,” I confirmed. “You haven’t happened to notice him hauling around a blonde?”

“He usually has plenty of girls around.” The dark-haired man said. “Isn’t that part of the problem?”

“This one would have been obviously forced. He took her the night before you two loons showed up the first time.”

Blondie frowned. “We lost track of him that night. Came here looking for a clue, but you didn’t want to chat.”

“Of course, I didn’t want to chat.” I waved the gun as I shouted across the lawn. “I’d been out all night looking for my—” My what? My sanity for one.

“Your?”

Didn’t they care that I was pointing a gun to their heads? How the hell did I lose control of every situation so easily? Fucking exhaustion. Fucking distractions. My... girl? That sounded too prissy. Fuck buddy? That sounded too friendly. Live blow-up doll? That just about covered it really. Sex slave? My outlet... that’s exactly what she was. But I couldn’t say that. “She worked for Devlin. I got her away. She was staying with me until.... Until we figured out a different plan.”

Close enough.

“So you do object to how he treats women?”

“Object?” I shook my head. “I just wanted to fuck with him. What are you two anyway? The moral police.... Fuck. No.” I lowered my gun and took a step back. Police....

My second worst nightmare.

Chapter 9
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The door to my room opened and Tank chucked a ball of clothes at me. They slid across my tender back and I gasped.

“Get dressed.”

I didn’t move. I heard the order but it was like it was on an adjoining station that I couldn’t quite connect with.

Tank grabbed my hair and pulled me up to my knees. “Get dressed, now.”

He jerked my head back then shoved me forward.

The tattoos had started to burn like millionth degree sunburns—or acid eating through to my bones. It was a very real possibility, since I had no idea what waited under the bandages. I reached for the clothes—a pair of straight-legged jeans, a black t-shirt that looked like it came from a concert, and a loose fitting sweater.

The materials added pressure to the tattoos, driving me even more insane, but at least they were all covered and I didn’t have to look at them. As long as they were out of sight, I could just pretend they would heal up and disappear.

Tank yanked me to my feet and out of the room. My legs shook under me. How long had it been since I’d eaten a full meal or felt like I wasn’t dying of thirst?

Two other men met us in the hallway, one yanked something over my head, blinding me to the world. I swayed, held up only by Tank’s arm around my middle. Would they suffocate me? Put me out of my misery?

I had nothing left to fight with.

The material they used to blind me tightened around my neck, then my feet lifted off of the floor and I was thrown over someone’s shoulder.

Move. Uncover your face. My hands hung down limp and unrestrained, but despite my internal begging I couldn’t move an inch to help myself. My head bobbed and the motions lulled me back to a bitter sleep.

When I woke, they were yanking me out of the back of a car. I felt the overwhelming need to vomit—just like when Devlin had first drugged me and I woke in the basement.

My whole body shook with tremors so bad I could barely see two feet in front of me. A crowd of men stood around me—we were outside and for the first time in forever, I saw the sky. Black and cloudy like my mind.

My stomach sank imagining what they might do next. So many men. Then, one stepped aside and I saw Wilson.

“Aubrey,” Devlin purred. “Wilson said he’d yet to make your acquaintance.”

I blinked, but tried to move as little as possible.

“Colt made a deal with him,” Devlin continued.

I shook my head.

Devlin raised his eyebrows. “No? No deal?”

“I—” My throat was too scratchy to speak.

Devlin jerked his head at one of the men, who then came toward me with a bottle of water.

I took it cautiously and lifted it to my lips, letting the clear liquid slowly fill my mouth and slide down my throat. After a few drinks, the same man sneered and snatched it away.

“I don’t know.” The moment of silence gave my muddled brain time to think over the answer. Lying was a bad idea, but the truth was far, far worse.

“You don’t know?” Devlin asked, his voice taking on a rough edge.

I shook my head non-comitally. The drugs... at least I had the drugs to blame and that was all Devlin’s fault.

“So, you have no idea what Wilson asked for?”

I shook my head again.

Devlin spun around and punched Wilson in the gut, sending him to his knees in a crumpled ball.

I recoiled, drawing back against Tank’s grasp and attempting to make myself as small of a target as possible.

“Consider your answer very carefully, Aubrey,” Devlin said, striding closer to me. “What did Wilson ask for?”

“I—I never saw the paper.”

Devlin’s expression relaxed a bit. Maybe I’d finally hit the right answer.

“And what did Colt do the second night you were with him?”

“Me,” I whispered. “Took me to his fuck house on Waller.”

Devlin sneered again. Not the answer he wanted. Then, his expression became undecipherable. He traced my jaw with his thumb, then lifted my chin. “What if I promised your freedom for a night in my bed?”

“No.” The answer was out before I even had a chance to process. As much as I wanted out, even my drug-addled mind was disgusted by everything about Devlin.

“Better than the deal my brother offered—or are you getting something else for being his whore?”

I couldn’t answer. Didn’t have words.

“Well?” Devlin yelled in my face. “You think Colt is so much better than me?”

I looked away.

“Useless bitch,” Devlin growled.

Before I could react, Tank and another man were holding my arms straight out to the sides and Devlin punched me in the gut. I curled up with the impact and both men let me go. I landed on the cracked asphalt as hands and feet began pummeling me. I shielded my head and face until the barrage ended. Then, Devlin rolled me to my back, pressing his heel into my chest. He unzipped his pants.

Fuck. I squirmed under his foot, unable to escape his hold. He pulled out his cock while fear and dread strangled my erratic heart.

He’d rape me.

Then, Colt wouldn’t want me. Was this what my life had come to?

But Devlin stood above me, then hot liquid splashed on my face. I closed my eyes, tried not to inhale the hot putrid smell. I tried to shove his foot away, to somehow dodge the stream. But finally it ended and two sets of hands grabbed me off the ground and carried me across the empty lot. The air felt even more frigid where my hair and shirt were soaked.

As the men turned me, I saw a familiar red car—what was left of it anyway. It was beaten and smashed, just like my body.

Devlin stepped in front of me and opened the trunk. I opened my mouth to scream, but when I saw the bloody body in the trunk my vocal chords froze. The tattoo man. Eyes wide open and staring at me from somewhere beyond death.

I bucked and kicked as they lifted me toward the trunk. “No!”

I forgot about the pain. Forgot about the possibility of punishment.

All I knew is that I did not want to be shoved into a trunk with a bloodied, dead, body.

“Devlin. Please.” My scream shattered through the night.

They dropped me into the pool of blood.

“Fuck. Stop,” I screamed so loud that pain ripped through my throat. “Please.”

I leapt toward the opening, but too many hands held me down. Devlin calmly sat a black piece of fabric in front of me. Then, shoved me down and closed the hatch.

“No.” I screamed. Kicking and punching at the metal.

A loud pop echoed through the air outside the car, shaking the metal coffin that held me. I froze in the silence that followed.

Had Colt come?

Was he dead?

I heard car engines, hurried steps, then, nothing.

What if I never get out?

I kicked the roof of the trunk again and again until I couldn’t stand the ache in my body and my voice died to a crackly whisper. I curled up, as far away from the body as I could get as my body began to convulse from the cold and fear. I felt around in the darkness until I found the black fabric Devlin had left.

I dreaded knowing what it was.... But at the same time, I knew it held my escape. I felt the small penlight between my fingers and twisted it on. An elastic strap and syringe remained in the cloth. Just as I had predicted, my escape.

No more pain.

No more tears.

I wouldn’t even remember the damn body next to me.

I couldn’t stand my own putrid smell mixed with the sickening metallic overtones of blood. I tried to hold back the wave of nausea, but a rush of my stomach contents flooded my throat and I heaved.

No more.

I kicked the top of the trunk one more time.

No more.

I reached for the syringe.

Chapter 10
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It’s a trap, I thought. It has to be. But neither of the men moved on me.

“We want Devlin. We want to make sure The Retreat stays closed,” Dark-hair said.

“I just want Aubrey. If you hold me up only for me to find out she’s dead or hurt, I’ll add your brain matter to my trophy case.” My heart pounded louder and faster than ever. The ball was about to drop. If I was right, my world would change once and for all, and I’d have no say in the matter. “Who the hell are you?”

“We haven’t seen her.” Blondie sidestepped my question again.

They weren’t going to answer, but I didn’t need to know who they were—only if they could help me. “Tell me exactly where he’s been.”

Blondie stared at the driver, who stepped forward. “You can’t tip him off.”

“I won’t,” I growled, squeezing the gun and raising it slightly away from my leg. “I’ll fucking blow his head off.”

They stared at each other, but Dark-hair spoke first. “Who is this girl you’re interested in?”

I raised my gun. “Someone I’ll go to pretty great lengths to find right now. I gave her my word, and I intend to keep it.”

“Tell him,” Dark-hair said. Although he didn’t look too upset by my threat.

“Granger point,” Blondie replied. “We’ve tracked them as far as the access road. We don’t know the situation past that. We’d have no cover past the access road, but there’s only one way in and one way out.”

I kept my gun in hand, darted past them, and climbed into my car. Fuck them and whatever they planned to do. I only had one thing on my mind.

It could still be a trap. They could have been planning to follow me for all I knew. All I cared. But I hoped they weren’t stupid enough to try. We’d all end up dead.

I checked my rear view mirror. Nothing. But they knew exactly where I was headed. They could be waiting... or sneak in behind me to ruin everything.

But with no options left, it was a chance I had to take.
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When I reached the access road to Granger Point, I pulled my car off into the brush, making sure no one who passed by would recognize it. Then, I headed up the hill on foot, staying just off the road so I couldn’t be sighted. It was half a mile from the main road to a cluster of old buildings that sat at the top, overlooking the old railroad. I knew the area well because I used to sneak out there as a teenager, but I’d never known Devlin to have a connection to it. The buildings hid numerous places to ambush someone, but I stayed away from the openings and kept my back to a wall as much as possible. The smallest of the buildings was a crumbling old storage shed, but the main building had been preserved until a couple of decades ago. It was all concrete and steel and would give a demolition team a run for their money.

There were no vehicles around, so best case scenario, I thought I might have to wait and set up my own ambush.

Ambush....

One man....

With any luck, I’d find Aubrey unguarded and get the hell out. Fuck an ambush. Fuck revenge. I had to win this battle.

The first floor was dark and empty. A few old offices lined the walls, but the thin interior walls were nearly destroyed by time.

My feet moved like ghosts over the concrete beneath me. Slow, deliberate movements while I watched every shadow.

I found my way to the staircase and crept down to the basement. Down the hallway, the old storage room had new hinges and a new door. I peeked down the hallway, then, turned the knob. It moved freely and my gut clenched. Holding my breath, I pushed the door open to reveal the tiny dark room. I hit the exterior light switch and a dull, bare bulb glowed three feet over my head. A couple of empty water bottles littered the floor, and a metal pail sat against the opposite wall. I didn’t have to stretch my imagination to know its use.

No bed, no blankets, nothing but concrete.

I squeezed the hand grip of the gun, so close to punching through one of the walls.

Feeling slightly off balance, I stepped back out of the room and forced myself to take a long breath. Just outside the door sat an unlit kerosene heater. Since the area was still warm, I assumed it hadn’t been abandoned too long.

The hallway opened into a larger room where a pile of clothes laid against the wall—I recognized them from the last time I’d seen Aubrey. A black weight bench sat next to a counter, but the rest of the space had been cleared.

I heard a scraping sound above me and ducked toward the hallway. Pressing my back against the wall just before the corner so I’d see anyone who came down before they saw me.

I heard a ruckus in the room behind me, then casual footsteps approaching.

A tanned man with jet black hair entered—not paying a damn bit of attention to anything around him. I probably could have hung out as long as I wanted. He bent in the opposite direction and picked up Aubrey’s clothes.

A sorry clean-up crew.

I lunged at him, knocking him to the floor and bashing his face against the concrete. I pulled his head up, blood ran down his nose and down into his mouth.

“Where’s Devlin?”

“Fuck you,” he grunted, rolling to knock me off.

But I grabbed a handful of his short hair and pressed my gun to his bloodied face. “Want to reconsider?”

He spat blood on the floor. “You nuts? If you don’t kill me, he will.”

“A dead man will have a tough time killing anyone—that’s exactly what Devlin will be shortly.”

“Definitely nuts.”

I jerked him around by his shoulder, pinning him before he had a chance to break free. Then I shoved the gun down his throat, busting a tooth or two in the process.

He howled and gagged.

“I could very easily make it so you don’t leave this basement. Gagging on your own blood. Gasping for air. Watching the room darken as you slowly bleed out.” I put more weight on the gun and his eyes bugged out.

“Tell. Me. Where. Devlin. Is.” I pulled the gun away, keeping a hand at his throat in case he got any stupid ideas.

“Three,” I pushed the gun into the artery on the side of his neck.

“You’re too late either way,” he croaked.

“Two.”

“Your fucking funeral. And hers.”

I sneered. “One.”

“The construction site off of State Route 50 East,” he said, just as my finger tightened on the trigger.

I brought the butt of the gun down against his temple. Then used Aubrey’s pajamas to hog tie him, grabbed his keys, and sprinted up to the ground floor. I jumped into his car and sped down to where I’d left mine. Then, I put it in neutral and shoved it down the embankment.

You’re too late, I’d heard him say. On gut instinct, I sent Jace a message before starting my car.

Ind Grounds off SR 50. May need you, doc.

Jace: You find her?

I didn’t answer. I needed to beat him there.
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I hit my lights and pulled up just as I was about to lose the cover of darkness. Once again there were no cars, no activity. I hated driving my car into a possible gunfight, but if I needed a quick exit, it was my best bet. Behind the building farthest from the road, I saw what was left of Merc’s car—just enough to ensure it was recognizable.

Damn Wilson.

When I was sure no one else was around, I parked and climbed out, keeping my gun handy as I surveyed the scene. A puddle of dried blood waited about twenty feet in front of the car.

Fuck. I had missed whatever had gone down.

Then, I saw something white taped to the Ferrari. I inched closer, listening for any movement around me. Standing just a foot away from the car, I lifted the piece of paper and flipped it over. The key was taped to the bottom, but the top was a copy of Katrin’s obituary—her name whited out and replaced with Aubrey.

“Sick. Fuck.” I dragged my hands through my hair, digging my nails into my scalp. Then I heard something scraping inside the trunk.

I tore off the key and jammed it in the trunk release. Then, I froze, preparing for what I was about to find. I lifted it slowly.

It reeked, blood, vomit, and possibly urine. I felt like I’d be sick, too, but I held it down. Aubrey’s face was ashen, lips pale. Another body laid behind hers—white, covered in blood, with blue glassy eyes staring out.

My hand clenched on the edge of the trunk and my eyes fell to the half-emptied syringe just under Aubrey’s hand, and the elastic band near her arm.

“Fucking bastard.”

Her hand twitched and something burned inside of me and erupted.

“Aubrey?” I whispered, thinking I may have imagined the movement.

She opened her eyes, staring past me with a blank face. I reached for her arm, but she flinched and pulled away.

“No. No more.”

“Come on, darlin’.” I fought through the anger to gently coax her from her protective ball.

Her glassy eyes focused on me, then her fingers tightened around the syringe. “I had to make it stop.”

“I know,” I said, doubtless he’d been drugging her all along. “Let’s get you out of here.”

I lifted her arm and pulled her upright.

“Are you real?” she whispered, her voice hoarse and shaky.

“Well, I’m not dream material, darlin’.” I took off my jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders, then lifted her out of the trunk and carried her back to my car. Her skin—covered in sticky blood and possibly other fluids—was cold and clammy against mine.

I heard tires and stared at the corner of the building, relaxing only when I saw Jace alone in the car. I sat Aubrey on the warm hood of my car, to allow Jace give her a once over before I packed her home.

“No,” she moaned as soon as I released her. She brushed off the jacket and wrapped her arms around me.

“Jace is here to make sure you’re okay,” I looked to Jace, desperation filling every breath as he slowly approached.

She pressed into my chest and hid her face. At least she was alive. That meant there was still a chance—for what? A life as fucked up as mine?

To relive a nightmare she’d never escape?

Jace squinted but kept his distance. “Is she bleeding?”

“I don’t think so.” But anytime I tried to look her over she clung tighter to me. “She’s covered in someone else’s blood.”

Jace’s face twisted into a question.

“I didn’t recognize him,” I said, nodding toward the wrecked car. “They were locked in the trunk together.”

Aubrey leaned away from Jace as he approached.

“Does anything hurt?” he asked, not even attempting to touch her.

“Nothing,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “Everything.”

“Get her home,” Jace said. “I’ll be fifteen minutes behind you.”
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“Colt?” Aubrey whispered as I pulled her out of the back seat.

Her voice assured me that she was indeed still with me and reminded me of the price everyone around me paid for my actions—for my existence. “What do you need, darlin’?”

She had tears in her eyes and her head bobbed to the side. “Is Isabella okay?”

I closed my eyes for a moment. All of my firm, shakeless, unfeeling foundation was falling away. “Yes. She’s okay.”

As I pushed the door open, Jace pulled in the driveway. He must’ve driven like the devil was on his tail. A grave possibility in this town.

He climbed out of his car with a large bag, but I didn’t wait for him. I carried Aubrey to the bathroom with Isabella following and sniffing at Aubrey’s feet.

Jace came in behind us, now carrying both the bag and a chair so we could sit her down while we worked. I eased her into the chair and pulled away my jacket from her shoulders. Her hair was stringy, stiff, and tangled in an impossible mess.

“Can you tell me what hurts the most?” Jace asked, undoing her right shoe and pulling it off.

“My head.” Her voice grew weaker every time she spoke. I couldn’t tell if it was the drugs or something more.

“They hit you?” Jace pushed up her sleeve to take her pulse, but she flinched every time one of us moved or touched her.

She gave a faint nod. “Kicked. Punched....”

“Who?” I growled, fisting my hands against the back of the chair.

She shrugged. “Devlin.... Others....”

Jace reached toward her jaw, but she gasped and pulled back. “They hit you in the head?”

“No.” She went quiet for a second. “Everywhere else. My head hurts anyway.”

“Dehydration, probably. I can take care of that in a minute.” Jace looked up at me. “You couldn’t have put a bath tub in this place could you?”

I started to pull off her sweater while Jace took off her other shoe. She whimpered and pulled away from both of us. Before either of us could say anything, I saw the square bandage on her arm.

“Fuck,” I breathed, inching the tape off her skin to reveal the tattoo underneath. “She has a fresh tattoo on her foot,” I said flatly.

Jace squinted at me.

“A purple snowflake.” I held up her arm and showed him the butterfly with a cherry blossom branch etched across her forearm. The skin was angry, red, and inflamed around the delicate drawing.

“That. Sick. Bastard.” Jace grunted, gently pulling off her thin sock.

Even the T-shirt she wore—one of Katrin’s favorite bands—sent Devlin’s demented message. Butterflies, snowflakes, heart-shaped lockets. Katrin was everything I wasn’t. And yet.... She wasn’t what she seemed.

She’d been my weakness. For nearly two years, my everything. I knew even before pulling up Aubrey’s shirt what waited on her back. The butterfly on her left shoulder—one of the first things I’d noticed when Katrin had walked into a classroom wearing a black tank top and sat down in front of me. She’d flipped her blonde hair over her shoulder revealing the colorful design.

Jace stood and wet a cloth, but Aubrey ducked away from his touch and struggled to her feet instead.

“Shower. I need to wash it away. Long. Hot.”

Jace started to argue, but I pulled off my shirt. She lifted her hand and pressed it to my shoulder, holding my gaze. She was still there somewhere under the mess Devlin had left me with.

Jace sighed and backed toward the door. “I’ll get everything ready then.”

Chapter 11
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I couldn’t decipher the way he looked at me. Pity? Guilt? Repulsion?

He normally pulled away from my touch, but not this time.

The fog from the drugs still held me tight. I wanted to climb out of my prison. The prison of my body and mind. They made the room I was held in seem gentle and safe. My real enemy now lived under my skin. Boiling and festering, melting my will and consciousness.

“Keep me?” I whispered.

His forehead wrinkled.

It was pathetic that my self-worth was based on whether or not a violent, sadistic, car thief intended to keep me around. Whether or not he wanted me around.

If he didn’t want me, what was I?

If I wasn’t good enough for him...

My head spun, the room tilting and swaying around me until the nausea built again. I clutched my arms around myself, even though the skin on my right arm burned on contact. It’d feel worse when the hot water hit it.

Colt switched on the shower and let it run while he stripped out of the remainder of his clothes and helped me out of the jeans Tank had dressed me in. Then, Colt gently guided me into the warm stream of the shower. Rough hands moved over my tired skin—the softest touch I’d felt in days, but it still grated my nerves. His sinewy body supported me, while he started with my tangled hair, running the warm water and shampoo through it—but not beginning the daunting task of untangling it all. I wrestled with the possibility that it’d be much easier just to shave it all off, losing yet another piece of myself.

Brushing a fine lather over my skin, Colt worked his way down my body, pausing when he reached my core. I dropped my eyes, waiting, but he didn’t move. Was I that disgusting to him now?

“He didn’t....” I whispered. “They didn’t. Please.” I begged him to touch me. I needed him to do what he always did—to turn the pain and agony into something else. Into something that would purge me of everything.

He pressed my legs apart, lathered me, and then rinsed my skin with clinical efficiency. In seconds, I went from feeling pampered to feeling like an exposed lab rat. I pulled away, but Colt pressed his hand to the side of my neck and lifted my chin.

“What if they....” I had no words. No tears. “I don’t remember. They kept me high. So much is just black.”

He took my face between his hands, nearly touching his nose to mine. “They didn’t.”

“But....” The possibility was strangling. “How would you know?”

“They didn’t,” he repeated. “You’d be hurt, bruised.”

I was all those things and more. Every inch hurt and yet felt numb. I wanted Colt to drive it away. “Why don’t you want to touch me?”

“Devlin would have made sure you knew what he’d done.” He lowered his voice and his eyes. “He would have made sure I knew what he’d done.”

He didn’t answer my second question. “Why?” I whispered so quietly it probably wasn’t audible over the water.

Why didn’t Devlin do anything? Why was he such a bastard? Why did Colt act like I was disgusting? “Make me feel,” I pleaded before Colt could say anything else.

“I’m afraid you’ll feel plenty very soon.”

Afraid.... Colt afraid of anything. That thought was too much to take in. “I mean....”

“I know,” Colt whispered. He wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me closer. A hug that wasn’t truly a hug. A position of pity, but I appreciated it anyway. “You need to heal first. I could hurt you too badly.”

Was that a reason? Was he really concerned or was it an excuse? “I don’t care.”

I grabbed at him. Fisting his flaccid cock.

He wasn’t even attracted to me anymore.

He grunted and tried to pry my hand away, but I squeezed until he closed his eyes, and I could feel his blood pumping through his veins.

“Darlin’,” his eyes opened. “You need to heal. You’re dehydrated, malnourished and Jace needs to look at your injuries.”

I probably wasn’t hurting him as bad as I thought I was.

His long hair hung in drenched strands around his face, framing his tired eyes. I remembered looking into those green eyes the first night I’d met him in the club. I’d been high then as well—albeit unknowingly.

“I already broke one promise,” he whispered. “I’m not making it worse.”

Worse was not being able to escape from my own head.

“How bad is it going to get?” I asked, slumping against his body and pressing my cheek against his chest.

“Very.”

The hot water wasn’t enough to wash everything away. Enough to make me clean again. Nothing would ever make me clean again. Even if they hadn’t raped me, they branded me. Marked my skin forever with beautiful designs that I detested.

I broke from his grasp and held up my arm. “Why?”

He pushed it back down and looked away. “I can’t.” His eyebrows seemed to quiver. “Not now.”

“What’s on my back?” I wanted to know. I didn’t want to know. But I had already asked.

“Another butterfly on your left shoulder blade—purple, pink. A black locket on the right with a heart on either side.”

Butterflies... damn butterflies. I shook my head. Nothing made sense. “Your brother have a strange fascination with butterflies?”

“No.” Colt turned off the shower, pulled me out, and wrapped me in a towel. He was different.

That realization scared me as much as everything I’d been through. More. He was supposed to be my salvation. My exit. Now he seemed busted just when I needed him to be the forceful, domineering man who’d talked me into this damn arrangement practically at knifepoint.

“Later,” he whispered. “I can’t explain now.”

I leaned against him and felt his muscles stiffen. “Why do you hate it when I touch you?”

“I don’t.”

I tilted my head and peeked up to see his face. What was it then?

He groaned but didn’t distance himself from me. “You never stop asking questions, do you?”

I smirked. “I’m trying not to pass out while keeping my mind occupied. Unless you can provide a viable alternative, I’m going to keep asking questions.”

“Shouldn’t you be thinking about something happy, then? Unicorns. Teddy bears. Whatever?”

“You’re a better distraction.”

He squinted, easing me back into the chair while he dried himself off and pulled his boxers back on. Rippling muscles. Piercings. Tattoos. I drank in every inch. If he wouldn’t give me what I wanted, I’d take what I could get.

Some part of me missed the sight. Or was I truly desperate for that distraction?

Fucked up. That’s the only explanation. Everything about me had been crushed to pieces and left to rot and fester within my own skin.

He hoisted me up and carried me to the bed where Jace waited.

I wasn’t ready for that. For Jace—a stranger.

A doctor. I reminded myself. He’d seen hundreds of bodies. Many worse than mine, I reasoned with myself.

I was in denial about how bad I really was.

Why couldn’t I disappear? Fade into the background. After laying me down, Colt pulled the towel, but I grabbed it with all the strength I had left.

It was too much. They were asking too much. I wanted my dark, quiet, room alone again.

“Let go, darlin’. We’re not going to hurt you.” He spoke softly, placing his hand over mine and drawing me into his sea green eyes. We both knew he was lying. There was going to be pain involved. Deep, soul-shattering pain even worse than what I’d already felt, but I closed my eyes and let go of the towel.

I felt him move away and could no longer hold down the panic. I grabbed for him as he laid a comforter over my legs.

“Calm down, Aubrey,” his voice was sharper this time—more like the Colt I knew. The Colt my body knew. Isabella hobbled up onto the bed and laid against my left leg. Jace grimaced but didn’t say a word as he pulled a pair of gloves from his bag and snapped them on.

Tattoo man.

Dead eyes.

The rush of adrenaline tightened around my chest, and a long cry erupted that my brain didn’t register as my own. Isabella wiggled closer. Colt held my arm.

Too much.

Reality slipped away.

Too much.

Every sensation. Every sound. Every touch. The light of the room. It gathered under my skin and grated at my nerves until I screamed again.

Jace’s voice cut through my panic. “I can sedate her.”

“No.” I took a breath and held it.

Every fiber teetered on the edge of insanity. “No.”

I couldn’t lose myself to the dark again. I didn’t want to be trapped with no way out. “No.”

“Okay,” Colt finally said. Or maybe he’d been saying it all along.

God, I’m fucking losing it. And every inch closer I got to the heroin wearing off, the more terrifying it was. What if I never came back? What if this damn prison was all I ever knew?

I breathed through another rush of adrenaline, but my chest throbbed. I buried my fingers in Isabella’s hair, even its soft texture prickled at my skin like sharp needles. She licked my arm, her tail thumping on the bed behind her.

“Fix me,” I whimpered, not looking away from Isabella. “Please, fix me. Get me out of here. Make it stop.”

Colt brushed his thumb over my cheeks under my eyes. “That’s what we’re working on.”

I tried to think of all the things Colt had mentioned. Unicorns. Damn, I couldn’t even remember. I just wanted him to fuck me out of my mind.

Jace began his work at my head, shining a blinding light into my eyes. Then, he checked my throat, neck, the bruises forming on my sides. I stared at the ceiling keeping my fingers buried in Isabella’s fur and blocking out all of the other sounds and touches.

Mainly their quiet chatter. I’d lived it, I didn’t need to hear a play-by-play of all my injuries.

My vision blurred, sleep trying desperately to take me. That is, until Jace pulled out a needle.

I squirmed against Colt’s side.

“I’m going to start an IV,” Jace said in his overly calm doctor voice. I often wondered if they realized that tone only made them more unnerving. “It’s only saline. It’ll be the best way to rehydrate you.”

He took my left arm, breaking my contact with Isabella until she perked up and inched her way closer to my side. Jace poked and pinched, but I held my composure until I saw the elastic band. I squeezed my eyes closed, holding onto reality as the memories pulled me back. Licking at my skin like flames.

I balanced precariously on that edge. Between Devlin and Colt. Tank and Jace.

The harder my tired heart pounded, the more lightheaded I became, giving the memories an even tighter hold over me.

Jace slid in the needle with one quick movement, then pulled it out, leaving the small flexible line in my arm. Colt picked up the bag of clear liquid next to my thigh and connected the tubing while Jace pulled something else out of the bag.

What now?

Jace opened the small white tube and rubbed a clear ointment on the tattoo on my left arm, then the one on my foot before covering them both with a fresh gauze bandage.

I drifted out again, feeling their strong hands roll me to my side so Jace could continue his work and massage the cooling ointment onto my back.

Pain and pleasure. The symphony of my life.

Chapter 12
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Keeping Aubrey comfortable and safe was the least I could do, and yet they were two of the hardest things I’d ever been asked to do.

“We can’t stay here,” I whispered to Jace once he’d finished patching her up as much as he could. “He left her in the trunk with a syringe of heroin but, for whatever reason, she didn’t take it all.”

“There’s no low he won’t sink to. You keep chasing this idea of revenge or justice or whatever and you’re going to end up no different than he is.” Jace packed up his bag and sat it on the floor with a sigh. “A guy I went through residency with has a cabin out by Lake Pipin. They only go out during the summer. It’s in the middle of nowhere, so Devlin shouldn’t be able to find you there.”

“I assume I should have a lock pick handy.”

“For you, that’s a no-brainer.”

“You’re sure it’ll be empty?”

“Who in their right mind would want to be out there this time of year? There is a fireplace though—and when I was there last year, a good stack of wood by the shed.”

“If not, I guess I have to make it work.” I hated the idea of taking Aubrey, in her current condition, to a freezing cold cabin in the middle of nowhere, but there weren’t a lot of viable options left on the table. I had no energy left. I just had to keep moving and stay out of Devlin’s reach until I figured out a new plan.

“How’d you find her, anyway?”

I yawned. If I didn’t get moving soon, we wouldn’t be going anywhere. “Remember those tags I had you run on those two snooping around?”

Jace nodded.

“They’d been tracking Devlin—even though they had no idea about Aubrey, they knew where he’d been spending his time. I’m pretty sure they’re cops.”

“The longer it stews, the thicker it gets.” Jace shook his head. Then arched his back, stretching his chest up toward the ceiling and popping his back. He’d been hunched over Aubrey for nearly an hour. “Whatever the hell is going on, you should get her out of town. She’s going to need—”

“I know.” I stared down at her, clenching my jaw. I understood more than anyone else what the next days and weeks would bring. I already knew she needed more than I could give her.

“I have a vitamin cocktail for her, but it needs to go in a muscle and I don’t want to wake her up, yet.”

“Leave it. I think I can manage.” One perk to being a druggie—you became adept with a needle very quickly. I inched away from her so I could start packing a few bags, but she grunted and grabbed for me.

There were too many memories and too many emotions wrapped up in lying next to her. Everything I’d buried under drugs and revenge. She was the embodiment of everyone I had ever failed—and that list was still growing. Every erratic breath, every twitch and moan, was my fault.

Devlin would have tormented her whether or not I ever got involved. I had no doubt of that. But it wouldn’t have been to this level. Only Devlin deserved that kind of pain and suffering. Hell, he and Merc deserved a hundred times worse.

“I need to pack,” I whispered, but Aubrey sensed every movement and stirred.

“Keep her still,” Jace said. With little noise, he dug through my closet and started stuffing clothes into an old bag. He rounded the room, collecting things from the dresser and bathroom, before he sat the bag at the corner of the bed, then laid out a thick hoodie and sweatpants next to Aubrey and another pile by my feet. “I’ll go pack up some food, and bring more supplies when I come to check on her tomorrow.”

I patted the bed for Isabella to slide up next to Aubrey—hoping the dog’s presence would keep her from stirring too much while I dressed. Aubrey rolled to her side, tightened her hand against Isabella’s fur, then quieted again. I let out a long breath and slid off the bed, quietly tugging on the jeans and shirt.

Aubrey whimpered, then opened her eyes a sliver. “Where are you going?”

“We’re going somewhere safe.”

“Are you sure?”

That kicked the air out of me. There were no certainties in this war. “No, but it’s our best bet.”

“Does it have a beach?”

“A frozen one.” I quietly slid my lock picks into the bag of clothes, then dug a disposable phone out of a box under the bed, knowing that if either of us took our real phones, Devlin could have them traced just as easily as I had tried to trace his.

Aubrey sighed and the corner of her mouth twitched. “I think I ran out of questions.”

“Well, that’s a first.” I rounded the bed and sat down on the edge where Jace had been working to unhook the tubing from the saline so I could dress her. “Think you can sit up long enough to pull a sweater over your head.”

Aubrey nodded, and I eased her up, gingerly working the hoodie over her head and pulling her arms through. Then, I helped her into the sweat pants, remembering the first time she’d been helpless in my hands. Bringing her drugged and unconscious body home from the club, stripping off her revealing top and G-string and dumping her, unceremoniously in my bed.

Fucking ironic how things had come full circle. I brushed her hair from her face and she leaned into my touch. Now she wanted my touch. She wanted more than that. But, why?

That part I could never understand.

This was all because of me. She should have hated me. Blamed me. Wanted as far away from me as possible. But she wanted to be next to me. She trusted me to protect her again. To keep her safe.

It didn’t fucking make sense. I brought her into this as a pawn. Used her as leverage. She’d be better off without me. I was the one she needed to be running away from.

Jace returned and grabbed the bag of clothes, slinging it over his shoulder. “I already loaded the food into your car and I’ll text you the location of the cabin. Anything else you need?”

I shook my head—nothing he could help with. Wrapping a blanket around Aubrey, I lifted her into my arms. “Come on, Isabella.”

After loading everything into my car and turning the heat up, I watched Jace pull away.

Then I reached under my seat for my gun. I had one clip of ammo—I hoped I wouldn’t need more, but there was also something else inside the house calling my name. I needed a smoke. I needed something or neither of us was going to make it through the weekend.

“I need to run back inside.”

“No.” Aubrey lifted her head and grabbed my arm.

I handed her the gun and closed her fingers around the handle. “You’re going to be fine.”

My hands shook as I twisted the knob on the front door. I was so close to the edge and about to collapse

Every time I looked at Aubrey I saw Katrin.

Exactly what Devlin wanted.

Almost.

Still short.

I grabbed a second gun, extra ammo, and the bag of weed from the kitchen drawer, stuffing it all into various coat pockets, but as soon as I stared down the front door again, I stopped.

I turned back on impulse, threw the cushions off the couch and grabbed the vial of powered.

Leave it.

I need it.

I grabbed the back of my hair and yanked.

Don’t let it win.

I can’t make it through this without it.

I had to make the thoughts shut up.

I had to make the feelings stop.

I was better off numb.

Stronger numb.
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I left Aubrey and Isabella in the warm car while I popped the lock on the cabin and started a fire. Then, I carried Aubrey in and laid her on the futon couch in front of the fireplace. Isabella followed close behind and immediately climbed up next to her while I put away our supplies. The cabin’s pantry had an assortment of dusty cans and jars. As I explored, I slipped my hand into my pocket.

Fuck.

I should have left it.

Now it just taunted me all the more from inside my pocket. I stashed it on the highest shelf behind a jar of sauerkraut and hoped beyond reason that I might be able to forget it was there. Knowing I wouldn’t.

A joint would have to do the trick, unless I could also find a bottle of scotch in one of the cabinets.

I peeked around the corner. Aubrey and Isabella were motionless on the futon. The two things immovably standing in my way of getting shit-faced. Dropping back against the wall, I closed my eyes. How long could I keep this up?

How long until we were all completely destroyed?

I needed to get Aubrey as far away from me and my family as possible. But I couldn’t.

I had to.

What the fuck am I doing?

Helping her? I couldn’t fucking help her. I couldn’t fucking fix what Devlin had done. I couldn’t protect her, take away the pain, save her from the agony to come.

And why the fuck did I feel obligated to do any of that?

She was intended to mean nothing to me. I felt nothing for her.

Nothing. I kept repeating it to myself.

But I was responsible for this. I fucked with Devlin and he took it to a whole new high. Striking back wasn’t a surprise, but the drugs, the tattoos. I had no doubt that he intended for me to find her dead. If she’d emptied that syringe into her arm, she might have been.

Dead or not, Devlin got what he wanted. I was screwed. Maybe this was worse—god damn it—I actually considered her survival as being worse. But it was. For both of us.

I took her body. And Devlin poisoned her soul. Morphed her entire existence into a faded replica of the woman I’d loved. The woman he’d already taken away from me.

Aubrey took a sharp intake of air, jostling me out of my thoughts.

“Colt?”

“I’m right here.” I stepped forward. “Are you warm enough?”

“Warm enough,” she repeated, then made a sound in her throat. She squirmed a bit, then, held up her arm. “Can you take this out now?” she asked, gesturing toward the IV.

“Jace packed another bag of fluid, you need to have it first.” I blew out my breath through clenched teeth. That also reminded me of the vitamin shot he’d packed.

I dug the bag of fluids and syringe out of the cooler and set up a makeshift holder for the fluid bag with a floor lamp and string. Aubrey kept her eyes closed while I worked, but I couldn’t be certain whether or not she was asleep again. I attached the tubing, then covered up her arm again. The fingers of her other hand traced Isabella’s collar and twisted through her thick white fur. Then, a tear escaped out of her closed eye and ran down her cheek.

My chest tightened. I’m not supposed to care. I’m not supposed to feel.

I squeezed her shoulder, but she rolled away. “Don’t.”

Finally, the kind of response I expected. “I have a shot of vitamins, too. It’ll go best in your hip.”

Her shoulder moved subtly. “Do what you have to do. Then, leave me alone.”

She was already on her side, so I lifted the blanket and pulled down the loose sweat pants. Wiping the site with alcohol before I jabbed the needle into her thin skin.

She winced and her breaths became quick and ragged. I tried to think about anything else. Escape was the only option.

I capped the empty syringe and dropped it back into the bag. My legs carried me into the kitchen, and I picked up the Ziploc filled with marijuana. My escape—a single joint—was already waiting. Ready. I lit the end and sucked in the hot smoke, holding it in my lungs until my chest threatened to explode.

Chapter 13
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The smell bit at my senses. Pungent, burning, and somewhat familiar. “I think there’s a skunk in the chimney,” I muttered without opening my eyes.

Close by, Colt chuckled and the strange sound brought me immediately out of my semi-conscious state. He tilted his head back and blew out a long breath of smoke. “Take it there weren’t many pot smokers in your little town?”

His voice was deeper, but more relaxed like his droopy eyelids and softened features.

“Didn’t make a habit of hanging out with them,” I said. I rolled to my back, catching the IV line on the blankets in the process and sending a small jolt through my arm.

Colt took another long puff from the joint, then I pulled it from his fingers and stared at it. The small thing powerful enough to subdue Colt. I put it to my lips and pulled in a small breath. It burned and swirled in the back of my throat like I’d just inhaled steel wool. Immediately, I coughed and spat the smoke out.

Leaning beside me, Colt snorted and took the joint back. “Easy, darlin’.” The smoke passed by his lips, painting my face with heat and the obnoxious smell.

“How do you stand it?”

He tilted his head, staring at the innocuous looking white roll. “You get used to it.”

My throat still burned, but I wanted one more shot at whatever relief it could hold. Colt let me take it back, and this time I inhaled more slowly, just a small bit of smoke. My lungs objected, but I fought to hold it in until the ache in my side became too much. I coughed, clutching my bruised and battered side, but that motion only served to remind me of the burning tattoo on my arm.

There was no way out of this nightmare.

None.

Devlin had turned my entire body into the prison. He’d taken away my control. My choice. Etched the reminders under my skin for me and the rest of the world to see every day.

I closed my eyes and felt Colt’s arm press over mine.

The futility of it all washed over me. What did I even have left to fight?

I looked up at the ceiling, seeing another cloud of smoke rise over us.

“Hold me,” I whispered. I wanted the façade that everything might be okay—even for just a moment.

Colt sank under the covers with me, and with Isabella between our legs, he pulled me against his chest. Warm. Safe.

As far from safe as I could be.

No, I screamed at myself. I held the shrinking joint between my fingers, desperately needing the release it offered, and took another longer puff. It still tickled at my throat. Threatened to escape, to leave me in another coughing fit, but I fought back. And won.

Letting it out somewhat smoothly. I closed my eyes and floated away, safe in my cocoon of Colt, Isabella, and blankets.

I don’t know how long I slept. If I really slept. Colt’s hand was on my stomach when I opened my eyes. I felt it through the thick fabric of the hoodie. I didn’t want the thick fabric between us. I wanted to feel his touch. A deep, almost painful, burning need tightened my core.

Of all things, of all times, I wanted sex.

I pressed my shoulder into Colt’s chest until he shifted slightly and grunted in my ear. Then, I pushed his hand down to the hem of the hoodie. He opened his eyes and stared at my face for a long moment, before slipping his hand under the fabric and gliding it up across my stomach to the bottom of my ribs. I closed my eyes and gasped.

Please, I willed him. He said I’d beg and once I had fought that, but I was willing to do it now. I nudged the side of his cheek with my nose and rolled toward him.

I wasn’t me anymore.

He wasn’t Colt. Not the Colt I knew. But whoever I’d become needed whoever he was.

He pushed himself up, sitting over me. For a split second I thought he was pulling away. That he’d leave me alone again, but instead, he disconnected the tubing to the IV, then carefully pulled the hoodie over my head and clear of the IV. His hands explored my flesh, leaving me with goosebumps that brought every cell back to life. Pulling me closer, he nudged Isabella off the futon, then covered my left nipple with his hot mouth.

I moaned and arched my back, feeling his hand slip down the front of my pants. I parted my legs, giving him full access to whatever he wanted. I needed him. To erase the feelings, the memories, the experiences etched on every fiber of my body.

Bring me back.

I caught his gaze.

Fucking ruin me. I wanted him to ruin me. There was no going back, so my only choice was to sink in deeper with him. He pressed against my clit, sending a surge of pleasure through my nerves. Then he massaged it in slow motions until I moaned and writhed against his touch.

Without warning, his touch disappeared.

My eyes popped open, but he pulled my pants down and sank beneath the sheets. His tongue found my clit this time—licking, sucking, and nibbling at the tender piece of flesh until I shook with ecstasy.

But I needed more to fall over the edge. I needed Colt. Him inside me, filling me.

Taking away my emptiness and fear.

I curled my fingers through his disheveled hair and tugged at him. He resisted at first, then moved slowly up my body, leaving a trail of kisses and nips until he got to my neck. His hot breath danced against the sensitive flesh behind my ear.

Fuck.

Every part of my body had become more sensitive. Overly sexualized. He kissed my neck, moaning against me while his cock pressed between my legs.

Then, he slid inside me, and I gasped, my body stretching to accommodate his long, hard shaft. The subtle feeling of his piercings as they slid past my tight skin. He pressed his elbows into the mattress, sliding his hands under my shoulders and holding me there as he thrust into me. Every movement becoming faster, harder, deeper.

A long groan escaped my lips. I didn’t even try to fight it or hold back. Instead, I pressed my lips against his neck and returned his kisses. I tasted the salty sweetness of his skin as I sucked and took my own nibbles. I pressed my hips up to meet him. Pushing the boundaries every time he sank deeper—until it was almost painful to take any more and his balls slapped against me.

The pain faded.

The memories faded.

Suddenly there was nothing else. Nothing but pleasure rising out of the dark ruins of my soul. I jerked, whimpering against his neck and digging my fingers into his back.

Colt’s motions slowed and he sat back on his knees pushing my knees apart and then hooking his arms under them to pull me up. I stared down to where our bodies were intertwined and moaned as his cock pressed upward sending shockwaves of pleasure from every thrust. I slid my hand down my front, finding my clit between my fingers and rubbing until my body jerked and convulsed. While I moaned and shook against him, Colt also found his end. Pounding against me until he had nothing left and collapsed on top of me.

My heart thudded in my head. I could even see it in flashes of light when I closed my eyes.

Colt lifted his body away from mine, but I wasn’t ready to let go. Contact. Warmth. I fought the feelings of overstimulation after days of solitude because I needed his sanctuary. I locked his gaze with mine, and he stayed there, resting on his knees and elbows over me. I traced my hand up his side, rested it against his left pec where I felt his thudding heart. Then, I circled his nipple, held erect by the barbell through the tender skin.

Pain. Colt’s vision of pain suddenly seemed tame in comparison with Devlin.

Colt. The man who’d strangled me with a belt, tied me up until I couldn’t feel my hands, spanked me, bit me, left me aching for sex. And every time, he pushed me over an edge where I found ecstasy.

Devlin hurt me far more without ever laying a hand on me. Drugs that separated me from consciousness, locked me in that dark room of my own mind. Days of waiting without food and little water. Branding me so I could never escape. The beating near the end was merely the icing on the rotten cake.

I shuddered and closed my eyes, reliving the worst part of his degradation. The hot stream of urine. The sickening stench.

Colt dropped his head, pressing his forehead to mine. His eyes were still open, but too close for me to focus on. Instead, I inhaled his scent. Twisted my fingers through his unwashed hair.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

Pulling away, his brow dipped in question.

“For finding me. Bringing me back.” I took advantage of his new position to run my fingers down his abs to the dark patch of hair.

Tremors continued through my body like I’d been sucked into a weak electrical current. My body was fighting back for the stupid decision to tax it even more, but they were subtle, not visible on the surface so I ignored them. Colt was the only thing I wanted to focus on. The only distraction that didn’t send me into a wave of anxiety.

I pushed him over and down onto the bed next to me. His burning gaze made my skin tingle, but I continued moving my hand down, between his legs to his cock. Slipping the tip of my finger into the looped ring at the head of his shaft I laid his cock against his stomach.

“Does it hurt?” I stared at the studs lining the underside.

“No,” he said on a long exhaled breath.

“Did it?”

He laid his head back, closing his eyes and stretching his arm under my head and across the top of the futon. “By that point I wasn’t really... affected by needles.”

“You wanted it to hurt,” I guessed.

His eyelids snapped open.

“The piercings.... Tattoos....”

He caught my arm and rubbed the tape around the IV. “You saying people only get those because they like pain.”

“No. Just seems fitting for you.” A piece of the Colt puzzle. A puzzle I’d almost forgotten that I was trying to solve. Now even my own life was a puzzle—far more complicated.

He shook his head but didn’t seem to be disagreeing.

“Do the tattoos mean anything?” I focused on the tire tread that ran around his forearm—that one wasn’t hard to understand.

“Plenty of things.” He released my arm. “Namely that I’d rather have ink than people under my skin.” I didn’t need the pointed glare to know that the comment was aimed at me. “You should be resting.”

My entire body was telling me that. I didn’t need him to reiterate it. But I wasn’t ready to close my eyes yet. To return to the dark prison that waited there. My hand started to shake uncontrollably and I laid my head back against his arm.

I’d fought too long and the world threatened to turn black whether I closed my eyes or not.

“Aubrey?” Colt squeezed my chin.

I grunted. I was losing my battle, but it was more than that. The sensations were terrifying.

Colt sat up and moved away, causing my anxiety to collect in my chest like I’d been kicked by a thousand-pound horse. I used the jolt of adrenaline to catch his arm.

Instead of leaving me, he wrapped me up in the blanket and carried me to the kitchen with him. He sat me on one of the tall chairs by the island—luckily they had backs and arms to hold me in place. I leaned against the counter and moaned.

“You’re crashing.”

My eyes wouldn’t focus on him. Because of all the drugs?

With a quick sizzle and a pop of a tab, he sat can of ginger ale in front of me. “Your sugar is low.”

“I hate ginger ale.”

“Drink it,” he ordered. Wrapping my hand around the can.

I lifted it with both hands and amazingly got the fizzy liquid into my mouth without spilling it everywhere.

It still tasted horrible—just like I remembered, but I forced myself to take small drinks.

Then, pack of peanut butter crackers landed on the counter next to me.

Peanut butter.

Crackers.

I shuddered.

“Any other options?” I asked.

A rumble began in Colt’s throat. “You’re really going to be this picky right now.”

I nodded, tightening my grip on the can of soda until it buckled slightly.

His face softened, but the anger was still there—just not aimed at me. “Ham sandwich?”

I nodded again. I couldn’t avoid sandwiches for the rest of my life, but peanut butter.... It’d be a long time before I could rectify with peanut butter.

Colt sat the sandwich, cut into two triangles, in front of me on a paper towel. “I’ll have to see if Jace can bring up some better choices in the morning. Some fruits would be good for you.”

“Just no apples.”

“Noted.” He pulled my hair back and twisted it at the base of my neck to keep it out of my face.

While I ate, he—still very much naked—dug two bowls out of the cabinet, filled one with dogfood and the other with water, and sat them both on the floor for Isabella.

“You’re not a bad caretaker,” I mused aloud.

“I’m going to need another joint before I can respond to that.”

“Never saw you smoke before.”

“Didn’t need to.” He sat out a bag next to me with what looked like shredded up green leaves, laid some on a paper and rolled it up, using his tongue to seal it together. “But, for now, it’s the only way my brain’s going to shut off.”

“I know that feeling.”

He handed me an unopened bag of chips, a bag of some kind of trail mix, and two bottles of water. “Hold on to these.”

Putting the end of the joint in his mouth, he lifted me and the snacks and carried us back to the living room. With me safely on the futon, he pulled on his boxers and dug the lighter out of the pocket of his jeans. “The trail mix will be good for you,” he said around the joint, “eat around the peanuts if necessary.”

I stared down at the bag, inspecting it more closely. It looked like bits of chocolate, dried pineapple, sunflower seeds, peanuts, and dried cranberries. “I’m not really hungry.”

“Want a drag?” he offered the lit joint.

I nodded hesitantly.

“Then on the off chance you don’t pass out, keep the mix handy. I’ll have the chips.” He took a long drag off the joint as he crawled under the blanket next to me, then handed it over to me.

Did I or didn’t I? I stared at it. Trading one high for another. There was already no going back. I drew in the heavy smoke—it was progressively easier with each hit. I still wanted to cough, but I managed to stay in control. Colt took the joint back and I curled up next to him, releasing the smoke against his chest.
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I was wrenched from the dead of sleep and sat straight up.

“Everything’s fine,” Colt muttered.

What would it take for him to realize that everything was about as far from fine as it could possibly get? “Aiden,” I said. “I have to talk to Aiden.”

“Do it in the morning—it’s the middle of the night.”

“But what if—”

“He’s fine. It can wait until morning.”

He’s fine? Colt had talked to him? To Aiden? Of course, he had. He couldn’t run any risk of Aiden getting suspicious and calling the cops. But, I still felt betrayed. Cut off. Alone. What the hell was I going to tell Aiden? How was I going to explain the tattoos?

For the first time in a very long while, I considered never going home again. Just when I’d finally convinced myself that running away was the worst possible solution... once again it was the only solution.

I glared down at Colt. He was still lying beside me with his eyes closed. He didn’t fucking care. Just like he never fucking cared.

I wanted to ream him. To remind him that he was the reason I was in this particular mess. Would the alternate have been better? Would I have ever made it away from Devlin without losing my body to a stranger’s warped sexual desires or my soul to mind-numbing drugs?

I couldn’t open my mouth. Too many emotions would end up tumbling out, and I’d trip over every single one. My brain was a clusterfuck of thoughts crawling around and digging through my conscious like a swarm of beetles itching to escape.

Without warning, Colt sat up and leaned against his elbow. “What do you want me to say?”

“Nothing,” I whispered. There was nothing to say or do. I couldn’t go back. I couldn’t go forward. And I couldn’t stay here. The explosion brewed inside of me. Would that finally bring me release? Relief? An end to it all? “Just go back to being a heartless, condescending, manipulative bastard and leave me the fuck alone.”

Colt grunted, and rolled off the futon, thumping his feet against the floor. Before I could look up again, he’d disappeared.

It was exactly what I’d told him to do. I squirmed and shifted trying to get comfortable, but the itchy IV tubing got caught on the sheets. No wonder I couldn’t get comfortable. I rubbed at it, but it only made the sensations worse, so I pulled away some of the tape. Then, I realized if I continued I wouldn’t have a bandage to stop the bleeding.

Well, actually, I did have four of them. I pulled the gauze off the tattoo on my right arm. The tattoo was scabbed over and an ugly mess. A perfect match for every other part of me. I folded the gauze over so I had a clean portion ready when I pulled off the remaining tape and jerked the tube out of my arm.

It burned for an instant and a bead of blood formed at the site before I pressed the gauze over it. It’d have to be better. No more itchy IV. But when I tried to curl up again, the tattoo rubbed against my skin and the blanket. It was a losing battle.

Then, I remembered tattoo man.

His cold, dead eyes.

Blood pooling around me.

The stench of copper and vomit and urine.

Before I knew it, I was on my feet, unsteady as they were. I held onto the wall looking for wherever Colt had escaped to. Fuck him. Fuck how much I hated him and everything about the entire situation. He held the only hope I had of holding on.

Chapter 14
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I sat on the bed with my hands over my face. I didn’t want to remember the last time I’d been this gutted. I didn’t want to see Katrin every time I looked at Aubrey, but damned if I had a choice now.

The floor creaked and I raised my head. Aubrey stood in the door to the bedroom, holding the doorway with her right hand—the uncovered tattoo on display.

“Thought you wanted to be alone?”

“So did I,” she whispered, taking another uneasy step. “I don’t really know what I want.”

I patted the bed next to me, and she joined me. I took her left arm, staring at where she’d pulled out the IV. “I guess you decided you couldn’t wait.”

“It was itchy.” She couldn’t sit still, fidgeting, rubbing her nails against her legs, the back of her neck.

“Was it?” I asked. “Your leg itchy too?”

She looked down at her hand like she hadn’t realized what she was doing.

I knew the sensation, and it was merely a small predecessor of what was to come.

She clasped her hands together and held them between her knees. “Why did he do this to me?”

“He wanted me to have a reminder....”

“As if anyone needs a reminder that he’s an epic—” she shook her head. “I don’t have any words that would do him justice.”

“You’re the reminder. The reminder that no matter what I do, I’ll never get out. I’ll never win.”

Aubrey sighed. “All about you. I’m tired of my existence not being my own. And these goddamn tattoos don’t help.” She rubbed at the inked portion of her arm and winced.

I pulled her hands away and clasped it between mine. Her cold, clammy hand. “I’m sorry.”

She jumped slightly and gave me a sideways look. “Can we go back to you being the unapologetic asshole? Life’s a lot less confusing that way.”

I huffed. But this was my fault. Beyond what I never intended to drag her into.

That was bullshit. I knew when I’d taken her out of that club that we could very well both end up dead. Facing the realization that it’d almost happened was very different. Did the fact that I’d even dragged her down this far affirm that I was more like Devlin than I wanted to admit? Or did my guilt mean that I was just a hopeless fuck-up who’d never escape?

Either way, I had a fucking mess on my hands. I could sit at a table for hours and piece together the intricate parts of a model car. But this. I didn’t know where to start or if I could ever piece all of the parts together again.

Aubrey continued staring at her arm. “It burns.”

“It’ll do that. For a few days at least.” This I could give her a definitive answer on. At least I could do something. “Then the scabs will come off and it’ll start to peel and itch like you wouldn’t believe.”

“My whole body already itches—” She stopped and twisted her lips. “I think it itches. I don’t know.... It’s like my nerves are....” She held up her palms and stared at them. “Malfunctioning. I hurt and.... And... I don’t know.”

“Withdrawal is setting in.”

“Perfect,” she scoffed, closing her eyes and leaning her head back. “What the hell is Devlin getting out of this?”

Not what he anticipated, I thought.

“Colt?” Aubrey whispered. “It’s etched in my skin. Deeper than that. How am I ever supposed to walk away from this?”

“I don’t think you were supposed to.” The answer slipped out before I really considered the implications. Maybe she deserved to know, but did she deserve that additional burden?

Her breath hitched. “What does that mean?”

I had to consider my words carefully, but no matter what I said, my explanation held the power to push her right over the edge. If she hadn’t fallen already. “When Devlin left you in the trunk, he left a syringe of heroin.”

Her face hardened and she looked away, nodding slightly.

“But you didn’t use it all.”

“I don’t know,” her voice shook and she wrung her hands. “I was freaking out. My body hurt and.... The body—his body. Those dead eyes.”

I touched her neck, pulling her back. “It’s okay, Bre.”

She stiffened then relaxed, leaning sideways against my chest. “My brother’s the only one who’s called me that in years.”

“If you had taken it all, you probably would have ODed. Devlin intended for me to find you dead.”

“Why?” she shrieked, pulling away again. “Why the fuck do you two hate each other this much?”

“Because of her.” I couldn’t yet say her name. “He gave you her tattoos. Dressed you in her clothes. Intended for you to die the same way.”

She stared at me for a long time before speaking again. “And here I thought this whole situation couldn’t possibly get more fucked up.”

I almost had to smile at that. “Where my family is involved, that’s always a possibility. Did you know the man in the trunk?”

“He gave me the tattoos.” She closed her eyes and leaned against me again. Her skin was hot, with the fever already beginning to brew. “Do you think Devlin will try to finish the job, then?”

“I don’t know what to think right now,” I sighed, relaxing against the pillows and headboard and taking Aubrey with me. Devlin could go either way. Maybe the torture of me seeing Aubrey like this—having to take care of her. Having to relive the memory of Katrin would be enough for his sick twisted imagination. Then again, he was Devlin. Enough was never enough.

“Take me away,” Aubrey whispered.

“Where do you want to go?” The least I could do was humor her.

“Anywhere I don’t have to think. I’m not even sure I want to feel right now, but the thinking is killing me.”

It was the feeling that was killing me. Maybe a little distraction was what we both needed, but I knew damn well there was no escape. Aubrey’s body was fragile enough. She wasn’t ready for the kind of release I needed—and I wasn’t even sure I would be up to it.

Everything had been sucked out of me. My drive. My motivation. The anger and pain and helpless guilt were still there, but they festered like an open wound. Useless.

I closed my eyes and took a long deep breath, taking in the smell of Aubrey’s hair. The smell of my soap on her heated skin. I pressed my lips to her neck, coming away with the salty sweet taste of her skin.

She pulled back and turned to face me. I grabbed her tangled mess of hair and pulled her face within inches of mine. Sliding my hand up the front of her shirt, I brushed my thumb over her nipple. Light, teasing touches until her nipple stood erect under my touch. I may not be able to hurt her, but I could push her to the edge without pain.

Her tongue darted out, tracing her lips while her breath quickened.

I turned my attention to her other breast, squeezing it lightly and feeling its weight in my hand while my index finger circled her nipple.

She held onto me, one hand on the bicep of my arm that held her hair, the other on my shoulder.

Tracing a single finger down her sternum, I drank in her every reaction. Every sharp inhale. The quiver of her bottom lip. The flare of her nostrils. The flutter of her eyelids.

She whimpered as my hand continued downward, past the elastic of her pants. Her hips pressed forward and her legs opened. But I slowed, moving my fingers back up a couple of inches and tracing the skin just under the waistband of her pants, around her hip and back to her spine. Then, I traced her spine up, feeling the arch of her back as her skin tightened with goosebumps.

Aubrey.

Katrin.

Aubrey.

Katrin.

I squeezed my eyes closed. I couldn’t be stuck in two places—two times—right now. I had to focus. I had to forget.

Gently rolling her to her back, I climbed on top of her and captured her mouth. Taking in her taste, pressing my tongue against hers in teasing motions.

Aubrey moaned and pressed her hips against my erection. I pulled away long enough to rip my boxers off and then her sweat pants.

“Fuck,” I growled, slipping inside of her.

She was hot and wet, but she closed her eyes and fisted her hand against my chest. “I’m not Katrin.”

My stomach clenched. Hard enough that I had to pull away. I slid off the edge of the bed, my feet touching the cold wood floor.

How’d she know? What’d she know?

She lifted her foot and pressed it against my chest. “Make me feel.”

“You’re hurt.” I took another step back.

“Since when do you care?” She had to roll to her side to push herself up, and even then her weakened body struggled.

“This is different.” I didn’t have an answer for her. I didn’t even have an answer for myself.

I covered my eyes with my hands. This wasn’t pain that I could control. It didn’t turn me on. It didn’t make me forget. It only made me remember.

Aubrey grabbed my arm and pulled it away from my face, but when I opened my eyes, all I saw was her new tattoo. Her nails dug into my skin and I raised my gaze to her face. Her grey eyes. The mess of blonde hair. The cheek bones that stood out more than they had a week ago.

“I’m too tired,” I said under my breath.

I took her face between my hands. Her skin was cold and clammy. She wouldn’t have long before the full effects of withdrawal took away everything she had left. I had a feeling she knew it, too.

“More tired than after we stole that car? After Tank slipped you drugs? When you crashed my shower, pushing me to the edge before you took it all away.”

I moaned, seeing the memories before my eyes and feeling my cock harden. She grabbed me—with more strength than I would’ve thought she had—digging her nails into the skin between the frenum piercings.

I pulled her hand away and twisted it behind her back. I flipped her around, pushing her to her knees and around until her face was pressed into the duvet. She writhed under me, but I shoved her legs apart and pulled her ass back until my cock pressed at her entrance.

Leaning over her, I breathed against the back of her neck. “This what you want?”

She answered with a moan, arching her back and pulling me into the fantasy she concocted out of our shared hell. I inched my cock into her tight pussy, keeping her arm pressed against the small of her back and grabbing a fistful of hair with my other hand.

Aubrey pressed back against me, taking me as deep as possible. Then, I abandoned the slow motions, pulled out, and slammed into her. She shrieked into the blanket and grabbed at the duvet with her free hand.

I pounded her until she gasped for breath and small spasms ran through her muscles, then I released her hair and slid my hand between her legs, gathering her wetness before slipping my fingers into her tight, puckered hole.

She cried out again, but pushed against me, rocking her hips and begging me to continue. After a few strokes, I slid a second finger in. Squeezing her eyes closed, she whimpered. “Please.”

I eased up for a moment, trying to gauge her reaction. I didn’t need her passing out or crashing again, but she licked her lips and stared over her shoulder at me.

“More,” she breathed, tilting her hips back.

More? Well, she said she’d wanted to escape. Maybe like me she had to be pushed to her limits to do that—pushed past her limits.

I squeezed another finger into her tight ass, and she tightened, shaking for a second as she adjusted to take it in. I left my fingers there, stretching her, while my cock rubbed slowly against her g-spot.

“Oh, fuck.” She grunted and groaned, gasping for air.

“Still want more?” I slid my fingers out, leaving her empty.

Turning her head, she pressed her face into the duvet. For a moment, I didn’t think she’d answer, but—not for the first time—she shocked me. “Yes,” she whispered and wiggled her ass slightly. “More.”

I rubbed my cock against her back entrance, testing her resolve. If she wanted pushed to her limits, I was willing to do just that. I pushed past the ring of muscle, every bar of metal resisting as I pushed deeper inside of her tight opening.

When I released her arm, she dug both hands into the mattress, arching her back and flinching slightly when I pulled out slightly before moving forward again.

Moans, pants, and coos filled the air as I sank deeper inside of her with each thrust. I forced her legs farther apart and pinched her wet, swollen, clit. Stroking it in time with my motions.

“Fuck,” she cried as her legs shook under her.

Aubrey pressed her hands into the bed until she stood on hands and knees, rocking back and forth with my increased speed.

“Come on, darlin’.” I squeezed her clit harder, rubbed it faster until I felt her climax.

With two more thrusts, I emptied myself inside of her, holding her as we collapsed to the mattress together.

Chapter 15
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I was sore when I fell asleep, but that was nothing compared to the excruciating pain that ripped me out of the darkness. I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t cry. I wasn’t even sure I was still breathing.

Colt’s voice shook me out of the void. “Easy, darlin’.”

His hand rested on my chest rubbing my skin until I fully escaped the half-conscious torture.

It was then I realized that the bed was soaked. I was soaked to the point that my hair would probably drip with sweat if I wrung it out. I was hot and cold all at once, but even worse than that was the pain.

“Breathe,” Colt coached me, brushing his fingers through my hair as the panic receded. “I’m going to grab a wet cloth. I’ll be right back.”

I didn’t want him to leave, but I nodded. Anything if it made this better.

When he returned, he rolled me to my stomach and put the wet cloth on the back of my neck. But I couldn’t lay still. I moaned and curled up, then pushed myself to my knees.

My stomach churned violently and before I could do anything, I vomited all over my pillow and the sheets. Colt moved out of the firing zone, but stayed next to me, holding me while my body continued to heave despite the fact that my stomach was empty.

“Sorry,” I whispered when the nauseous feeling finally receded.

“You’re fine.” He handed me the wet cloth and I wiped my mouth, then dropped back against his chest. He wrapped his arm around my waist and lifted me off the bed. “We should probably go back to the living room.”

“Please, tell me this is the worst of it,” I begged, grabbing his hair because I needed something to hold onto. Something to keep me tethered.

But it wouldn’t be the worst.

It was only the beginning.
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Prologue
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I had gone too far.

Devlin went beyond that.

He'd taken away Katrin, then Aubrey, and given me a haunting shell back. Aubrey's fragile form, painted up to remind me of everything I had lost. Everything I had given up.

Worst of all, he'd taken away my escape. My outlet. I could no longer retreat into my world of pain without thinking of the one person who'd captured my heart. The girl I would have promised my life to in an instant. The girl I was forced to watch wither away and die right in front of my eyes.

Devlin left me with her doppelganger. Tortured, stripped of everything that had set her apart from every other girl who'd fallen into his trap.

Now she slept next to me, waiting to crush my soul again.

I thought I had lost the ability to care or feel. I’d spent years locking every emotion behind a thick wall of drugs, sex, and adrenaline. But Aubrey found the cracks, igniting something inside of me I couldn’t escape. And Devlin took that small spark and used it to break through every barrier, releasing all of the built up toxic sensations to slowly corrode my world.

Chapter 1
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I couldn't breathe. I couldn't move. Why the fuck couldn't I move? I struggled and squirmed, but something pressed my arms against my sides.

Devlin?

Tank?

I prayed that I hadn't fallen into that nightmare again. I prayed. Even though I couldn't remember the last time I had actually done so, much less a time when I believed it would work. But withdrawal does strange things to a person's thought processes.

I feared what I might see when I opened my eyes. Terror coursed through my veins replacing the drugs that once numbed my mind and dulled my soul, leaving my body to be ripped to shreds from the inside. And I could do nothing about it.

Hot.

Cold.

Are my bones splintering?

I finally broke out of the shell imprisoning me to realize that the only thing holding me had been a pile of soft blankets.... Well, more like a tangled, twisted, heap of blankets that had a mind of their own.

“Easy, darlin',” Colt said, squeezing my shoulder. His hand felt frigid, but then again, my insides were boiling, so I also imagined the flames from the fire would feel frigid.

As soon as I moved, I felt nauseous again. No escape. Every tremor, splintering pain, and wave of nausea grew worse with each breath I managed to draw in. It's amazing how much the body has to move to simply lie still.

Do not throw up. Do not throw up. I repeated it over and over to myself. I didn't want to be relocated again. Not that there were any more beds in the house since I’d already been sick all over the one in the bedroom.

“I'm dying.” I wanted to die.

“Jace will be here soon,” Colt whispered, brushing back my hair.

God. His fingers felt like sandpaper. His voice... the popping of the logs in the fire place... it all grated at my very consciousness. Fuck, I swore I could hear the flames themselves sizzling against the air and every minute sound made my skin crawl and my brain cringe.

Jace.

I was still naked. I didn't care. Fuck it all and whoever wanted to see me.

Me.

I snorted to myself.

There was no more me.

I had run from Devlin because I believed that Colt could save me from all of this. That he could save me from becoming one of Devlin's soulless puppets, but all I had to do was look down at my arm. To remember the burn of the tattoos etched in my skin and I knew there was nothing left. Even if there was some small spark left, what was the point?

It'd be gone before the day's end.

“Aubrey,” Colt's knuckles brushed against my cheek. My wet cheek. Sweat? Tears?

I stared straight up at the ceiling. Don't throw up.

Colt pressed a cool cloth to my forehead and I shuddered. I wasn't cold, but I wasn't hot. Both. Neither.

“Aubrey,” he whispered again. More pressing this time.

I didn't answer. I couldn't. I just stared up at the wooden slats that formed the ceiling and concentrated on breathing through my nose as much as I could and fighting back the wave of nausea.

The nausea was stronger. The pain was stronger.

“Fuck,” I cried out, shaking and writhing beneath the blankets. I'm not ready for this. I'll never be ready for this. One shot. Fuck, just give me the shot.

Whatever was left in the syringe. Where was the syringe?

I'd left it in the trunk of the car.

The car.

The dead body.

Blood.

Stench.

Urine.

I sat bolt upright, barely managing to keep the sickness at bay. I tasted it on the back of my tongue. Putrid. Acrid.

Colt's hands came around me. One pressed to my side, the other to my cheek. Please, don't let me throw up all over him.

But then again, he deserved it.

A sharp bang cut through the air.

They found us.

“No.” My voice squeaked as I fought with the blankets, Colt, and my own body to get away. I had to hide.

Isabella appeared next to me as my bones jarred against the hard wood floor.

I scrambled to my feet. We had to hide.

Colt's arms came around me again, pinning my arms to my sides again.

A board on the porch creaked, and I squealed, struggling uselessly to get away from Colt. “What are you doing?”

“It's Jace.” Colt repeated the sentence a few times before it sank in. Before the doorknob turned and set me off again.

The door opened. Frigid air blew in. Assaulted my bare and clammy skin. Then, Jace stepped in.

I didn't believe it even after I saw it. It's a trick. An illusion.

They're fucking with me.

“Calm down, darlin'.” Colt squeezed my arms and made a hushing sound against my ear.

I dropped my head against his chest and screamed. Exhausted of everything I had left, my body became deadweight in his arms. Colt lifted my feet from the floor and carried me back to the bed, sitting on the edge and holding me in his lap.

Jace went straight to work and lifted my arm, flipping it over to reveal where I'd ripped out the IV.

“You try reasoning with her,” Colt said when Jace gave him a questioning look.

My stomach clenched again, and I closed my eyes, hoping the darkness had a cure for my torture.

“I'm going to be sick,” I whispered, squirming with what little strength I had left. But neither of them seemed to be listening. Jace rifled through his bag, and Colt held me in place. I pressed my toes into the blankets and stared down at my bandaged foot.

I can't come back from this. I can't go home. I can't stay in this hell.

My growing panic made the nausea worse.

Jace pressed his finger to my lips, and I realized he was holding a pill. “It'll taste horrible, but hold it under your tongue.”

Cyanide? That'd be too perfect. I opened my mouth and lifted my tongue. Anything for relief. He hadn't lied about the taste, but slowly the feeling of sickness started to recede.

That took care of one problem.... Only a few hundred more to address.

I buried my face in Colt's neck. Make it stop. The stubble of his chin pressed into my cheek. Worse than sandpaper. Velcro. My Velcro. I needed his harshness. There was something about it that held everything together. It held my fragile, crumbling world together.

I felt a band tighten around my arm, and my breath escaped me.

Falling.

My muscles twitched.

Something cold pressed against the back of my hand, and fingers prodded my skin. “You'll feel a pinch.”

The pinch was nothing. Pain. Yes, it hurt. But, it was nothing. Nothing.

Burning liquid hit my vein and I bit my lower lip. Through my veins. Into my bones. Dimming my consciousness. My body.... It's gone. Nothing.

I lifted my head and held up my hand in front of my face. Still in control, but not.

Nothing like the heroin but exactly the same.

I looked into Colt's dazzling green eyes. The last eyes I'll ever see?

“Am I dying?” I whispered. My words were slurred together until they were almost incomprehensible.

“No, darlin'.” He pulled a blanket up around me.

“Are you sure?”

“I promise.” He kissed my forehead.

Jace reached for the bandage on the top of my foot, but I whimpered and pulled away. I didn't want to see it again. I didn’t want to go home where everyone would see my wounds and scars. I’d never be able to hide.

“What about my family?”

“They're not dying either,” Colt whispered.

“What if I want to?” I whispered.

They both stared at me as if they didn't know what I was talking about. Or didn't want to know.

“How about your back, then? Can I check it?” Jace asked. He certainly didn't want to know what I was talking about. “Can you lie on your stomach?”

I shrugged, basically going limp as Colt laid me on the bed, then stretched out next to me. He pulled the blankets up to my mid-back, and brushed my hair to the side. My hair. More like ratted, messy, tangled mess of shit attached to my head.

I wanted to cry again.

I didn't even have that in me.

Sorrow. Pain. Hate. I had plenty of those, but nothing left to express them with. Devlin and Tank had taken all of that away.

“I can't go home,” I whispered.

Colt's eyes widened, but he didn't speak. How could he? There was no response. There wasn't even a temporary bandage he could come up with to soothe me.

“It's your fault.” I knew it wasn't. Not entirely. But every time Jace touched me. Every time I remembered being with Devlin. Being locked in that room and later, the car. Every time I felt the burn of the tattoos, the hatred and anger boiled over. “You and your brother. Fucking spawns of Satan.”

I didn't know where the words even came from.

“I can't go home.” My words turned to sobs. “I can't stay here. I can't—I just can't.”

Colt took it all with steely silence, rubbing the back of my neck gently even though I hurled all of my negativity toward him.

“Fuck you.” My vision clouded, and all I wanted to do was curl up in a ball and float away. Finally, I let my eyes close. The screams of my brain died down to gentle whimpers. “And fuck Katrin.”

Chapter 2
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Jace braced himself for my explosion, but I didn't move, rationalizing that if I could stay still, she'd fall asleep and it would all be over with. It worked. And once Jace finished giving her the once-over again, I pulled the blankets up around her and tucked her in.

Fuck Katrin.

Yeah, fuck Katrin. Where had loving her every gotten me?

“I got a visit at the ER this morning,” Jace said, wrapping up his stethoscope and slipping it back in his bag.

I was too exhausted to care.

Jace picked up his bag, nudged me and gestured toward the kitchen.

I closed my eyes and shook my head, but knowing that I owed him at least that much, I rolled off the bed and followed him. I leaned my forearms against the counter unable to make eye contact. Hell, I could barely hold up my head.

“Two guys asking a bunch of questions,” he said.

“Let me guess,” I muttered. “One blond, one with dark hair, and both covered in tattoos?”

He pressed his lips together until they turned white. “Both carrying badges.”

I snorted. “Figured.”

“Figured?” His whispered question was as pointed and lethal as a scream. “I thought you were just out of your fucking mind when you mentioned cops before. Care to explain?”

“No. Not really.” I couldn’t very well explain what I didn’t understand. And I didn’t want to understand them. The less I knew the better. They’d given me Devlin’s hideout—for whatever reason. So, I dreaded to know what they wanted in return.

“They want to know where you are. They want to know where Aubrey is—at least I assume she's the girl they're talking about. They had an awful lot of questions and even more knowledge.”

“Well, I didn't give it to them.” I rocked back against my elbows and glanced up at Jace. The dark circles under his eyes had spread and deepened. My fault. All my fault. And now he had cops sniffing around. That was enough to rattle any sane person in Ashville, especially one with the connections—whether inadvertent or by choice—that he tried to keep hidden.

“Then who did?” he asked, tugging at his short hair and pacing toward the sink.

“No fucking idea. When I met them, they said they were working for Wilson—”

“And Wilson? What the hell happened to him?”

Why did everyone think I had all the answers? I’d been on a one track mission for over a week and I still hadn’t gotten most of the answers I wanted. “What do you mean?”

“Apparently his blood was all over that parking lot where you found Aubrey. What if they find out we were there?”

Given the circumstances, I would have been more surprised if they didn't already know we were there—me at the very least. “Are you more worried about the cops or his crew?”

“Both! You have a lot more to worry about than Devlin finding out she's still alive.”

“No shit.”

Jace laid a phone with a wall charger connected on the counter and slid it to me.

“I have one,” I said.

“It's a present from your cop friends.”

“Then, I don't want it.” I slid it back. “Toss it into the river on your way back to town.”

“Colt. This—” He shook his head. “There is no fucking way out of this. How many of us are you going to take down with you? Because I'm.... I'm about done. And she's beyond that.” He pointed to the other room.

“I know.” I growled, but it was unfulfilling. I had too much rage and frustration bottled up and if I didn’t find an outlet soon, Devlin would be the least of my worries.

Jace tossed a pill bottle and a handful of syringes onto the counter. “Nausea pills every four to six hours and withdrawal meds every six to eight if she needs it.” Then, he grabbed his things and stormed out the front door, leaving the cell phone on the counter. I checked to make sure it was turned off, then tossed it into the back of the pantry with everything else I wanted to forget about. The biggest of which, however, wouldn't quite fit. She waited for me in the living room, in front of the fire place, sleeping fitfully on the old futon couch with Isabella curled up at her feet.

I sat down next to them. Afraid to lie down. Afraid to fall asleep. I had nothing left to gain in this endless poker game. Nothing left to lose. And yet, I still refused to leave the table. I refused to admit defeat, convinced that if I searched my pockets long enough, I'd find one last penny to bet.

It had better be a damn lucky penny to bring down the entire house.

Isabella inched up the bed until her muzzle rested against my thigh. I buried my fingers in her fur and let my eyes close for an instant.

Next to me, Aubrey moaned and rolled to her side, facing away from me, and revealing the tattoos.

“You're going to catch the flu, too, if you don't stay away from me,” Katrin whispered. Her face was pressed against my chest as we lay together in bed. If she really wanted to get rid of me, her actions didn't say so. But she'd been in bed for the last two days with body aches and nausea. The worst of which had finally passed.

“I'll take my chances,” I said. “I haven't caught it yet, but if I do, then you can take care of me.”

She smiled faintly, then flopped onto her back and closed her eyes.

The flu.

I rolled off the futon and landed on the cold floor on my hands and knees.

The fucking flu hadn't been the flu.

Why the hell hadn't I seen it?

Because at the time I hadn't known that much about it. I hadn't experienced the worst of withdrawal, or the allure of using regularly. But I knew her. That wasn't an excuse.

“Colt?”

My hair stood on end as I looked up at Aubrey. Her eyes were still closed but she reached out across the empty side of the bed. Isabella found her open hand and licked it.

“Bre.” I said, barely managing the one syllable.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered.

Sorry? Sorry for what?

Saying what I'd known all along?

“It's okay, darlin'. You're going to be fine.” The words came out on autopilot. I'd get her out of this.

And then what?

I was too tired. The fight was out of me. Nothing left. Nothing worth fighting for.

So, I'd give Devlin exactly what he wanted.

Leave him with no reason to ever go after her again.

The bad guys always win, and it was high time I reconciled with the fact that Devlin was badder than me.

I stared at Aubrey's tattoo. Inflamed and red around the beautiful art. At least at one time I had thought it was beautiful. There was no longer room in the world for beauty.

Why make Devlin wait?

Why make myself wait?

I climbed to my feet and staggered to the pantry, shoving aside the jar of saurkraut and pulling down the vial.

Now this kind of beauty.... I squeezed it and closed my eyes. This kind of beauty....

I twisted off the lid, tapped out a dab onto the back of my hand and snorted away reality. My nose burned. The back of my throat burned. But that wouldn't last long.

I braced my wobbling body against the door frame and watched Aubrey sleep while the chemicals rushed to my brain. I laughed, then covered my mouth.

Where had that come from?

When I collapsed on the edge of the bed, Aubrey stirred again, wrapping her arm around me. I felt her fevered body against my back. Her hot breath set alight the hairs on my neck.

I rolled to the mattress and brought her with me—she was barely any more conscious than me, but the heat of her body pressed to mine lulled me deeper into my numb world.

Chapter 3
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Colt and I practically slept for an entire week, and although the worst of the withdrawal had passed days earlier, the torture of the tattoos hadn’t subsided. I would have gladly slept for another week just to avoid the poison-ivy-like itching. Sleep also provided a momentary respite from reality—my only opportunity to momentarily suspend my understanding of how dire everything had become.

And when sleep didn't come, the pot came out until we smoked or snacked ourselves to sleep. I had a feeling Colt's oblivion was much farther away than my own though.

Colt snored away next to me, and since I couldn’t get comfortable again, I sighed and pulled the covers around me, leaving him one while I crawled off the bed. My body still felt sore but not unbearable, so I shuffled my stiff body around the room and found the bag Colt had brought. I pulled out a pair of yoga pants and a T-shirt, then dug to the bottom of the bag, searching for my phone.

I still needed to call Aiden—another bit of reality I'd been avoiding. I had to know that he and Breanna were okay, but every day, Colt had assured me that he’d taken care of it, and I let his assurances calm my nerves only because I hadn’t yet built up the courage to face my brother again, even by telephone. But instead of a phone, my fingers closed around the heavy metal of a gun.

I jerked my hand out of the bag and got dressed. Something scratched against the front door, and I jumped before I realized it was only Isabella wanting out. I wrapped the covers around myself again and stumbled back to the bed.

“Colt,” I nudged his arm and his hand fell open, revealing the vial of heroin. Dropping to my knees, I kept my sights on the white powder filled bottle. My hands clenched in anger... rage... but even more than that, jealousy.

“Colt.” I prodded his side again. His eyelids fluttered but didn't stay open long.

I felt for his wrist, checking his pulse. It was steady, at least. My muddled mind didn't wrap around much more than that.

Isabella scratched at the door again, so I scooped up my blankets, grabbed the gun from the bottom of the bag, and opened the door. My toes stung as soon as the cold hit them, but I scrambled to the side and curled up in a swing, tucking my feet under me while Isabella ran out into the yard. The sun was high in the sky, and almost felt warm on the exposed skin of my face, but it was nothing compared to the wind.

I tucked my head down into the blankets until I heard the crunch of gravel and a distant engine. My hand tightened around the handle of the gun, until I saw a familiar gold sedan coming up over the hill.

Jace. My shoulders relaxed and I pulled the blanket up around my neck again.

Jace climbed out of the car and slammed his door. Every time I saw him, it seemed that he aged another decade. Being Colt's friend obviously wasn't a key to eternal youth. “What are you doing out here alone?”

I nodded toward Isabella.

Jace raised an eyebrow, so I lifted the gun out of the blanket. “I'm not totally stupid.”

His eyes narrowed, focusing on the gun. “You know how to use that thing?”

I flipped the safety and pulled back the chamber to release a bullet. “Think this would wake him up?” I flicked it toward the door.

“I'd imagine so.” Jace said, still gawking, but his wide mouth and eyes didn't cover the lines of worry on his forehead.

“I'm not so sure,” I muttered.

Jace charged up the stairs and through the front door, muttering a string of expletives.

I whistled for Isabella, and she limped to my side and followed me in. By the time the two of us hobbled as far as the living room, Jace was holding a glass of water over Colt's head.

“Please, don't,” I said. “It's the only... good bed in the house.” The only non-puke-covered bed. Through the week of staggering around, bumping into each other, and dredging through every minute between naps, we’d simply avoided that room, especially since the cabin didn’t have a washer and dryer.

Jace stopped, but still held the water in his outstretched hand, inches over Colt’s face, waiting for my explanation. For a damn good reason not to soak him.

I reset the safety on the gun and dropped it into the bag. “I want to be furious at him. I want to punch him. To drag him out of whatever drug-induced dream he's in. But I can't, because to be honest, I'd much rather pick up that vial and join him.”

Jace sat down the glass of water next to the bed and turned his attention back to me, crossing the room to help support my wobbly legs until I returned to the futon. “You need to talk to him.”

“What?” I gasped and gave him a sideways glare. That wasn't at all what I had expected to come out of Jace's mouth. “About what? Why? What's the point?”

My questions came faster than I could believe.

Jace knelt in front of me. “I should have stopped this long ago. I should've talked him out of it.”

“There's no talking either Devlin or Colt out of anything.”

“I should have tried.” He felt for my pulse, and I shivered at his touch. “But I thought you might be good for him.”

“Good for him? Someone for him to take his frustrations out on. Yeah,” I scoffed. “I guess I'm the best.”

Jace met my eyes for a moment, and then turned his attention to the artwork etched into my arm. “I meant someone for him to relate to.”

I snorted. That was the most far-fetched thing I'd heard yet.

“Someone who might make him feel human again.”

I shook my head. Colt human? That was a fantasy I couldn’t quite imagine.

“It worked.”

What the hell delusion was he living in? If this was Colt all human and fixed. Hell... he was better off before. I dug my teeth into my bottom lip.

“And backfired.”

“Epically.” That was the first thing I could agree on.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“Not the worst.” I grimaced. I twisted around and grabbed the glass of water he'd prepared to dump on Colt and took a slow drink. “What the hell do you expect me to do?”

“I don't know,” Jace sighed, “but if he doesn't do anything—”

“We're all fucked anyway. If we push Devlin again—if he pushes Devlin again—” I shook my head and tears burned at my eyes. “My family....” I lost my words in a sob and Isabella pressed her nose to my thigh. “I don't have much left but Devlin can't.... I can't....”

“Devlin needs to be stopped,” Jace hissed, squeezing me biceps.

“Right. Now you sound just a deluded as Colt. How the hell do you expect that to happen?”

“He knows how,” Jace nodded past me.

“Then why hasn't he done it already?”

“Because he had to get you back first. And now, he's giving up.”

My body shook so bad that I grunted and pulled my knees to my chest to try and stabilize myself. “Why not? There's not exactly much left to fight for. Devlin will win.”

“He'll take the city. Other women. Do you think he'll stop at that? He's already recruiting women for something else. Something bigger and much darker than stripping. If he gets his hands on your family, he's not going to kill them—”

“Stop.” I clutched at the blankets, trying not to lose it all.

“What he gave you will only be a taste.”

“Stop,” I yelled again shoving him back.

Isabella barked and jumped up on the bed next to me. I heard a groan, and behind me, Colt finally roused.

“So that's what it takes,” I murmured. I twisted so I leaned against the pillows and could see both him and Jace. Colt eyed me, but his hand wavered over the vial of drugs. As if he could hide it now.

“What's going on?” Colt asked.

“Nothing,” I said. I didn't want to talk about anything anymore, but my chest was so tight, I struggled for a breath of air.

I’m sinking. Drowning.

My grasp on reality slipped away while the nightmarish memories crept up out of the parameter. Hands grabbed at me, pulling me deeper. Maybe trying to help. I couldn’t reason. I couldn’t understand.

The scream that broke out of my lungs shook my entire body. I fought, kicked, and squirmed, unable to get free. Voices rose around me, soul shattering sounds, but I couldn’t make out any of the words. All I knew was fear and terror. Panic.

I shook and fell against the cold, hard floor. Just like the floor of that room. That prison.
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“What the hell is wrong with her?” I yelled over Aubrey’s screams. Neither Jace nor I could reason with her and every attempt to grab her or calm her down only made her more violent.

“Flashback,” Jace said, stepping back to narrowly avoid taking her forehead to his jaw. “Panic attack. Whatever it is, her mind isn’t with us. Do you still have any more of the meds I left?”

I nodded toward the kitchen, wrestling with Aubrey just as an ear piercing scream ripped from her lungs. Jace returned, screwing a needle onto one of the syringes. “At least it’ll subdue her.”

Before he could administer the meds, Aubrey fell to the floor on her hands and knees and I took the opportunity to grab her. This time, she didn’t try to throw me off or squirm away.

“Please.” Her whisper carried the force of a scream.

I pulled her back to sit on her heels and her cheeks were wet with tears.

“No more.” She closed her eyes and two more tears fell down her cheeks.

Jace jabbed the needle into her arm. Her eyes flew open and she cried out, digging her fingers into my arm.

“Hold me,” she whispered, lying against my shoulder. I wrapped my arm around her. “Hold me,” she repeated louder.

I lifted her up and moved back to the bed, resting her gently between my legs. When I got her situated and relatively quiet, I adjusted the pillows behind my back, then wrapped my arms tightly around her.

Jace and I shared one long look before he scooped up his bag. He was pissed at me, and he had every right to be, but he squeezed my shoulder as he passed. “Call me if she gets any worse.”

The door clicked shut and I took the opportunity to close my eyes. This was all too much for my clouded brain to take in and I needed a minute to let it settle.

“I need to talk to Aiden,” Aubrey whispered.

“When you wake up.”

She lifted her head, but her eyebrows were knitted tightly together. “Will you wake up next time I wake up?”

I nodded, nudging the top of her head with my chin, but I couldn’t guarantee that any more than I could guarantee her safety.

I'm getting too soft.

Too fucked up.

A fuck. That's exactly what I need.

But all I had was an unconscious body. My erection died before it even had a chance to live.

I had to find a way to put an end to the insanity. But I was out of ideas. Out of time. Out of a lot of things, including my mind.

My back started to ache, but I refused to move. I refused to interrupt her sleep, until she whimpered and flailed her arms.

Another nightmare. Something else I could never take away or save her from.

“Aubrey,” I whispered at the top of her head.

She grabbed at my chest, her eyes squeezed closed, and her face twisted in terror.

“Aubrey,” I lifted her by her shoulders, but she fought against me, screaming and digging her nails into my skin.

“Darlin', you're safe.” What a promise to make....

Her eyes were red and filled with tears when she opened them. “We'll never be safe again,” she sobbed.

“He won't find us here,” I whispered, tucking her tangled hair behind her face.

“So we're just going to hide here until the end of time?” she shook her head and slapped her hands against her thighs. “Fuck, at the rate we're going, that shouldn't take long.”

Anger. That's what I needed. I grabbed her by the throat. She didn't struggle, but she didn't back down. Pupils dilated, she met my gaze with her own heated stare.

Lust.

The one area we both excelled. The one where everything else fell away, and nothing else mattered.

Chapter 4
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For a split second, seeing that look of desire and need in Colt's eyes provided a rush of heat that fueled my delusion that I held any kind of power or control, but then I remembered our reality. I remembered that there was nowhere to go from here and suddenly I was nothing more than a rolled up, slimy, used condom.

Next to the searing pain in my bones, the rollercoaster of emotions was the worst part of coming off the heroin. Everything was magnified. Everything was torture. And everything sucked.

“I need to call Aiden,” I whispered, closing my eyes and ending the momentary connection between us.

Colt intensity fade to a dead stare as he stood, tossed a phone onto the bed and walked away, his footsteps fading down the hallway until a door closed behind him.

I almost couldn't bring myself to dial. I had no idea what might wait for me on the other side. Once I entered his number, the screen blacked out at least three times before I got up the courage to press call. Every ring was excruciating, not only because it reminded me of my apprehension, but because the sound was like a dentist's drill in the center of my brain.

“Hello?” Aiden said, and immediately I heard a playful squeal, followed by a loud giggle in the background.

I was so relieved, I nearly forgot to respond. “Hey, it's Bre.”

“Where the hell have you been?” His tone hardened.

“It's a long story.” Eventually I'd need to come up with a much better excuse than that.

“Just one long story after another,” he said sardonically.

“Aid....” I started crying before I could finish his name.

“Just come home, Bre.”

“I want to.” I shouldn't have said that. Even as the words spilled out of my mouth, I knew he'd latch on to them and never let it go.

“I'll come get you.”

“You can't.” I pulled one of the pillows over my face. Hiding under it with the phone pressed to my ear. How could I ever make him understand? “You know how you'd do anything to protect me?”

“Yeah,” his answer was apprehensive, not like he didn't believe it, but because he was afraid to know what I was going to say.

“That's what I'll do to protect Breanna.”

“Aubrey—” he growled, but I couldn't let him finish.

I couldn’t stand to hear the words, and I couldn't let him get his hopes up with pie in the sky ideas. He'd never understand my situation. He'd never understand how far gone I was. What it was like to be pulled away from everything and have everything inside of him scooped out like a pumpkin before Halloween. The markings etched in my skin couldn't be taken away. They wouldn't heal. They wouldn't fade. And the giant gaping hole inside where my emotions and dreams used to dwell, would never shrink. “The long and the short of it—I'm okay. I can't go to the police. And I can't come home until it's over.”

“Fine, I'll go to the police.”

“It's not that simple. Please, please, don't. Devlin has connections.”

The silence that followed sent a chill up my spine and I rolled to my stomach, flipping the pillow onto the floor. “Aiden?”

“The police have been here asking about you.”

“No, no, no, no....” I kept repeating the word.

“I think Mom talked to them. She's been asking about you a lot more lately. I told them I didn’t know anything, because I don't. But—”

“But?” I shrieked, then slapped my hand over my mouth. I didn’t need to get Colt’s hackles up again.

“I—I don't know,” he said quietly. “I want you safe.”

“Then Colt's my best bet.”

“Right,” he sounded entirely unconvinced, and I didn't blame him. I wasn't quite so convinced anymore either. He'd saved me. He'd done everything in his power to get me back. But somehow, I got the feeling it came too late for both of us.

Deep down, I held onto the idea that Colt was my best bet, but at the same time, I wasn't sure who to trust anymore—particularly myself. I had gotten myself into this godforsaken mess. I had agreed to Colt's plan. I had chosen him over Devlin and I knew the consequences could be disastrous. But I'd also gotten myself into Devlin's damn web in the first place. “Aiden, do you think I'm completely naive?”

I heard him make a sound in his throat.

“Honest answer. I need it.”

“No, Bre. But sometimes I think you’re too quick to overlook what you don't want to see.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. I hope that's not the case this time. Please, let me get this one right. “Kiss Breanna for me. Tell her I'll see her soon.”

“We'll both hold you to that.”

“Good,” I whispered. “Love you, Aid.”

It took him a minute to respond. “It really sounds like you're trying to say goodbye.”

“I've just had a shitty couple of weeks. I want to curl up and sleep.” And get high. “I promise. I'm getting this one right.”

But how?

We said our goodbyes, and I disconnected the call. Then, I peeked down the hallway and pulled up the contacts stored in the phone. Empty. So I pulled up the previous calls and there was only one other number. I took a shot in the dark and pressed call.

It rang, and rang, and rang, and I thought it'd go to voicemail before anyone picked up, but finally the line went silent before Jace's voice filled the speaker. “What?”

“Uh,” I suddenly couldn't think of anything to say.

He stuttered for a moment. “Aubrey?”

“Yeah.” I glanced toward the hallway. I hadn't heard the door open so I had to hope that Colt wouldn't decide to come back.

“Is Colt okay?”

“Well, I don't think he's used again if that's what you're asking. He's in the bathroom. Sulking... or something. Apparently I pushed the wrong button.”

“If he's not foaming out the mouth yet, it can't be that bad.”

Did he really know Colt that well? There were some things worse than foaming at the mouth. This. This whole damn situation. He was foaming and festering somewhere deep inside where we couldn't see it. I knew that because I was now the same way.

If I wanted to reach him, I only had one choice. I ran out on that fragile branch and took a giant leap into the unknown. “Tell me about Katrin.”

“What?” Jace gasped.

Even I couldn’t believe I was asking. Nor did I have any idea how I might use the information, but I had to get somewhere and the two of us sulking around this cabin for another week wasn’t going to solve anything. “You want me to get to Colt? Give me something to use.”

“You didn't seem too convinced when I suggested it.”

“Well, I haven't got a better idea. Now, can you give me something before he comes out here and realizes I'm talking to you?”

“Don't think he's going to hear you talking?”

I groaned. Why did these men have to be so difficult? “He thinks I'm talking to my brother.”

“Katrin.... I only met her a couple of times, but he was head over heels. And heels over head, and everything in between. I guess they met in an English class.”

“English class?” Don’t tell me we’re talking about some high school romance that fucked him up this bad.

“Yeah,” Jace snorted. “Colt was an engineering major. One semester from graduating when she died.”

I held my breath, officially at a loss for words. Engineering major to boosting cars. “Okay... um, what was her major?”

“Philosophy or something. I don't really know how Katrin is going to help you in this.”

“You wanted him human again, right?” Not that I was even convinced that was possible. “When did he start using?”

“Once after his mom died. That was short lived. Then again after Katrin. He only stopped because he nearly killed himself in a car accident—although I think he was more upset over the car than his own injuries.”

Not surprising. But I didn't really feel like making him nearly kill himself to see the line of reason again—if he ever had in the first place.

“He sees something in you, Aubrey.”

“Yeah, he sees a naive small-town girl who got in way over her head and desperately needed someone to bail her out. Oh, and a good lay—apparently I’m perfect for his brand of fun.”

“He sees plenty of those types. He doesn't take them home.”

“I'm honored,” I said flatly while picking at a loose string on the throw.

“He doesn't fight for them,” Jace said. He was sure trying damn hard to sell this deal, but considering it might be our only hope I couldn’t fault him for it. That didn’t, however, mean I bought any of the bullshit.

“He fought for me because I’m his leverage and someone to fuck when he gets frustrated.”

“Believe me, it's something else, and he'll sure as hell never admit it. Not even with a gun to his head—especially not with a gun to his head. That'd just make him even more stubborn.”

I didn't know how to interpret that tidbit. How to respond. How to feel. But it didn't make me feel any better, that was for sure. “You're not really helping here.”

“Maybe it's just that you aren't listening.”

Chapter 5
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I had to walk away from her. Every time I fucking looked at her... I felt something. I felt half a dozen things I didn't want to feel. Things that were dangerous. To both of us.

Hidden away in the bathroom, I pulled out the phone that Jace had dropped off. Against my better instinct I pressed the power button. When the phone booted, a message was already waiting for me.

We gave you what you needed. Ready to return the favor?

I turned off the phone. Favor. Right.

I ran the water in the sink until it ran hot and splashed a handful on my face. Then, I jerked open the medicine cabinet—shaving cream and razors, my lucky day.

Or not.

But at least it'd keep me busy for five minutes. It'd keep my mind off her. Them.

I stared at the face in the mirror. Not mine. At least fifteen years older. But the things I felt were from a far younger version. Things I'd left behind. Things that only got people killed, and never the right ones.

I spread the shaving cream over my face, then put a fresh blade on the razor and dragged it across my face. Strip by strip taking off one layer of grit.

Ironic really, since grit was what I really needed.

Devlin had taken away Aubrey and stole my sanity along with hers.

She's just a toy. I just wanted to fuck with him.

Well, he had certainly fucked with me. He'd set standards I couldn't—wouldn't dare live up to. I had to send Aubrey away. I had to make sure she was safe this time. I owed her that. She'd kept up her end of the bargain and it was time I kept mine.

But why did my chest feel tight? Why did my hands shake?

Heroin.

Of course, heroin was the obvious answer.

The easy answer.

The hardest answer anyone could ever imagine.

I rinsed off my face, then dabbed a towel over my skin. I peeled off my shirt, thick with days of body funk and tossed it in the corner. When I raised my eyes again, my own tattoos and piercings stared back at me through the mirror. Aubrey had been right. More right than I had been willing to admit. Everything in my life was about pain. Searching for the edge. A different kind of high. When it stopped working on me, I had set out to inflict that pain on others. To experience it vicariously through them. Through her.

It only worked with her.

I tossed the towel over the mirror. I didn't need this shit. This damn introspection. I didn't care. I was just a fucking car thief chasing a high. Except every time that high got more and more dangerous.

In Aubrey, I'd finally found the high more dangerous than an overdose of heroin.

I needed to kick the habit. Now if I could only bring myself to do it. First, I'd have to stay out of bed. I'd have to find a way to make sure she'd be safe when she returned home.

My thumb tapped against the grey phone perched on the edge of the counter. A direct line to one escape route, but that route was easily as deadly as any other.

Damn it. I jerked at the back of my hair and turned my back to the sink. Fuck.

A boulder grew in my stomach and chest until there was room for nothing else. I pressed my knuckles into the cold tile wall. I wanted to put my fists through it. I wanted to beat something until there was nothing left to destroy. Until there was nothing left in me.

Instead I turned on the shower as hot as it would go, stripped off my pants, adding them to the pile in the corner, and stepped under the steaming stream.
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When I left the bathroom, with a towel wrapped around my hips, Aubrey sat on the futon staring down at the blank phone.

“He's okay.” I tried to turn it into a question, but I was too stubborn. I'd told her everything was fine, and it was about damn time she listened to something.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “Now what?”

Why was it always a question? A question I didn't have the answer to.

“Devlin wins,” I said quietly, staring at the heroin lying on the floor at the corner of the bed.

“What?” Aubrey shouted, rising to her knees in the middle of the bed.

“Devlin wins.” I pulled my last pair of pants out of the bag, and jerked them on. “He gets what he wants and you go home. Isn't that what you want?”

“No.” She climbed off the futon and came at me with her fists raised in the air.

No?

I braced for her to hit me, but instead, she held out her arm, tattoo up. “I can't go home.”

“Why? Because of some damn tattoos? It could be worse.”

“Worse, Colt? Worse?” Her voice went higher with each word. “He got me addicted to heroin. Locked me alone in a damn room until I traded my clothes for water. He threatened my family. He beat me, pissed on me, locked me in a bloody trunk with the dead body of the fucking tattoo artist who he forced to turn me into a walking memorial to your dead girlfriend.”

My hand shook at my side, every muscle bracing for things I couldn't change. For everything I couldn't give back to her.

Aubrey crossed her arms and turned away from me. “And you know, he offered to let me go. One blow job for freedom, after all I'd already sold my body to you.”

Bastard. There was no low he wouldn’t sink to, and there was no way I could sink any lower to pull the rug out from under him. My plan had turned into a clusterfuck—all because I went off script and brought a damn stripper home without thoroughly thinking about it first. “So, you realize there's no beating him.”

“Fuck,” she threw her hands up in the air. “Fine, there's no beating him, but he's not going to let you bow out gracefully either. Wilson....”

Her face paled and she dropped back to the bed.

“You saw what happened to Wilson?” I asked.

She shook her head, but stared down at the floor. “But Devlin had him. I'm pretty sure I heard a gunshot right before I.... Right before, when I—I was in the trunk. I didn't see anything.”

“What else do you remember?” And just like that, she’d reeled me back into the fracas. I knelt in front of her.

“What difference does it make if you're giving up?” She cocked her head and gave me that look. The one I wanted to wipe away with my dick.

I had to focus. I couldn't give my mind long enough to torture me with the doubts and reminders that this whole battle was useless. “Who was there?”

She shook her head. “Just Devlin and Tank. Tattoo man. Wilson. There were others around that night, but I didn't know them.”

“If I give him what he wants, he has no reason to come after you again.”

“How selfless,” she scoffed, pressing her lips together and rolling her eyes. “That's bullshit and you know it.” She looked down at me, and her face softened. “You came after me. He knows you'll do it again.”

“He won't have a reason.” I should just let the son of a bitch kill me. He'd never do it though. That'd be too easy.

“He doesn't deserve to win,” Aubrey said, her voice trembled, but the cold, hard look in her eyes said she wasn’t going to be smart enough to let it go. She wouldn’t let me have it my way.

“I can't outdo him. Jace was right. I'm just throwing people under a bus that I can never stop.” I reached down and picked up the heroin. Aubrey jumped to grab it from me, but I stepped back out of her reach.

“You promised you'd protect me,” she yelled. “I’ve overlooked the drugs, rationalized it away since we’ve been here and largely out of our minds to begin with, but you can't protect me when you're high out of your mind.”

“Ah, but that's where you're wrong.” I shook my finger at her. “High out of my mind is exactly where Devlin wants me. When I'm there, you're useless to both me and him.”

Aubrey's back straightened and her eyes watered like I'd just punched her in the face. Maybe she finally understood. But when I turned to snort a dab of heroin, I heard her feet patter across the living room and glanced over my shoulder just in time to see the door slamming closed behind her. Leaving Isabella staring at me.

“You've got to be fucking kidding me.” I yelled, rearing back and slamming the vial against the farthest wall before I could think. It shattered and landed on the floor.

I had to grab the counter to keep from collapsing.

Clean it up. Save the heroin.

You fucking moron.

I couldn't breathe.

I slapped my hand over my face and punched the countertop. Isabella gave up her guard post at the door and ran to my side.

Heroin.

Aubrey.

It seemed I'd had this argument with myself before.

“God damn it.” The words roared out of my chest as I pushed away from the counter, leaving the mess and leading Isabella to the door. If only she didn't have a broken leg, she could be a big help. But when I opened the door and tried to push her back inside, she forced her way right by me and into the woods.

Chapter 6
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As soon as my bare feet hit the frigid cold ground I knew that running had been the shittiest idea yet. I didn’t have a coat and even worse, I didn’t have a clue if Colt would bother to come after me, especially since I’d just seen him take a snort of heroin.

What would it prove if he did?

That I was still valuable in some way?

That I was more important than a high?

But I’d already committed to the idiocrasy so I dashed through the tree line and down an embankment as fast as my weak legs would carry me. Twigs and dead leaves pricked at my feet with every step, but I couldn't go back. I had committed and now I had to see it through. I had to keep running.

My body wasn't ready for this. A hundred yards, two hundred yards, fuck. I probably hadn't even made it that far. My legs shook. My heart raced. And I fought to catch my breath. A stick hidden under a layer of leaves sent me tumbling to the bottom of the hill. 

I groaned and tried to push myself up, only to feel the pain shoot up my right wrist.

Of course.

I rolled to my knees, but my left ankle felt just as bad, so I sat next to a tree and pulled my knees up to my chest like an insolent child.

A few minutes later, Isabella came barreling down the same hill, despite the cast around her leg. If only I had a couple of spare legs.

Then, Colt appeared at the top of the hill. Wobblier than a broken Isabella, he looked like he could use some extra help, too.

“Just going to sit in the woods and sulk?” he called down.

I couldn’t hide the shiver that ran through me if I tried. “I'd rather not if it's all the same.”

“But I assume you're going to make me come down and get you.”

Why shouldn’t I? I thought. At least he was up and moving. Working for something. “I think I sprained my ankle.”

“Of course you did.” Colt shook his head, then followed Isabella's path down—not as elegantly as she had navigated it. “And how the hell do you expect me to get you back up the hill?”

I slammed my hands against the ground and the dry leaves around me. “Well, if I had thought of that before I sprained my ankle we wouldn't be in this mess.”

“If you hadn't taken off running, we wouldn't be in this mess,” he replied in a mocking tone.

So, I took it one step further. “If you hadn't brought me home, we wouldn't be in this mess.”

Colt made a deep noise in his throat. “Sounds like a game we could go on with forever.”

How very true. And I didn’t really want to hear what he might come up with next. Likely, another jab at how stupid I was for getting involved with Devlin in the first place. “I think I can walk if you help me.”

“Bare feet,” he said, shaking his head again.

I laughed, unable to come up with another response. The whole situation was ludicrous. And then my laughs turned to loud sobs. Colt sat down in front of me, lifting my cold feet into his lap and covering them with his hands. “What do you want, Aubrey?”

“I want someone to stop Devlin. He can't keep doing this. He can't get away with everything he does.”

“I can't stop him. Without Wilson, I have no leverage.”

“Or you just haven't looked hard enough for it.” We were both missing some piece of the puzzle. The key to giving Colt his drive back and getting us both out of this alive.

“Believe me, darlin', I've been looking for an answer for years.”

“Maybe you've been looking in the wrong place.”

Colt's face twisted, but his eyes were heavy.

“You're high,” I said dryly. I hated that need I could feel in the bottom of my stomach. The jealousy. The pull.

“A bit.” He rolled my injured foot gently. I didn't flinch until he pushed it forward. “Let's get you out of here.”

He touched my wrist to help me to my feet and I winced. He frowned for a second, then examined my wrist with the same slow motions he'd attempted on my ankle. It didn't hurt nearly as bad, just enough to catch me off guard when I didn't expect it.

“You sure do get yourself in a lot of trouble,” he muttered, helping me to my feet.

I kept my mouth shut. I needed his help to get back to the cabin and until then, I preferred him remotely amenable. Together we hobbled to the top of the hill, but when we cleared the crest, Isabella took off barking toward the driveway.

My ankle throbbed, and I clutched at Colt for support until I could move again. He grimaced, then, without warning, lifted me into his arms and carried me toward the house. A blue car waited in the driveway behind Colt's car and I froze in terror with my hands clutching his shoulders.

“It's okay,” Colt said, stiffening as two men climbed out of the car.

“Not okay,” I whispered, clinging to his neck. Gun. Inside. Why, oh why, did I decide to run?

“I see you found who you were looking for,” the blond man said. Colt grunted and kept walking toward the door of the cabin.

The pain didn't matter anymore. Don't turn your back on them. Who are they?

Colt didn’t offer any clues to my unspoken question, assurances, or promises. I peeked over Colt's shoulder as he opened the door. They waited by the car, arms crossed, carefully watching us.

“Stay put,” he said, sitting me on the bed.

“Seriously?” I shrieked. I reached for the bag, but he grabbed it away from me, taking the gun and sliding it down the back of his pants.

“Seriously.” He pointed toward the doorway where Isabella stood. “Isabella.” He then pointed to the floor in front of me, and she obediently trotted over and took her spot.

“Right, the dog will protect me against guns.”

“No.” He leaned toward my face until I could feel his breath. “I'll protect you against guns. But it won’t be necessary right now.”

“Then,” I gestured toward the gun hanging out of his pants. “What’s that for?”

“Precaution,” he grumbled.

With that he simply walked away. After the door closed, I limped over and put my ear to the wood, trying to catch any parts of their conversation. Even a small hint at who the strange men were. Unable to hear a sound, I crept over and peeked through the corner of the window. Colt’s body was tense, but he kept his arms casually at his sides while he spoke.

I chewed on my lip, wishing I could at least read lips or gauge their expressions better.

Chapter 7
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I waited until I was far enough away from the cabin that Aubrey couldn't hear anything. “I should have known you'd track me as soon as I turned on that damn phone.”

“We hadn't heard from you,” Blondie said.

“Because I'm trying to disappear, you fucktard,” I hissed. “Do you have any idea what's going to happen if Devlin finds us?”

Blondie sat against the hood of their car, the piece he carried inside of his jacket evident when he moved his arms. “When, you mean. Or we could take care of him first.”

“Why don't you do that, then, officers?”

“We need your help.”

“Why? What the hell can I give you? You always seem to have more information and connections than I do. Hell, I don’t even know for sure who you are.”

“This is my partner, Detective James Carter,” Blondie said, gesturing toward his partner. “And I’m Trent Davis. We’ve done extensive undercover work taking down criminal organizations, including the ones who ran the retreat. But we need your cooperation. We need someone on the inside.”

“Inside? Inside?” I shook my head. “Do you realize how far from the inside I am? Devlin wants to take me down.”

“He wants to know you aren't a threat,” Carter said.

I cocked my head. “And? You just want me to walk up and say, sorry bro, let's be friends?”

“No.” They both answered in unison.

I threw up my arms. “You know as well as I do that as soon as I set foot back in that town, my life will be all over. And if they find out I’ve been talking to you, it’ll be far worse.”

“It’s already worse,” Davis said. “Merc is back and he seems to be putting the squeeze on Devlin for whatever went down, but Wilson is missing and we don’t have enough to bring both Merc and Devlin down for good. We need a chance to catch them in the act—an offense big enough to put them both away for good and shut down their networks.”

“Good luck,” I snorted. “What makes you think Wilson is only missing?” I asked. I had assumed from what Jace and Aubrey had said that Wilson was dead.

“We don’t have a body. Can you tell us what happened?” Carter asked.

“No,” I yelled. By then, it was a mix of anger and heroin talking. “I don't fucking know what happened. I have nothing. Nothing to give you. I don't have connections. I don't have information. Whatever you think about me is wrong. I'm just a fucking junkie with an asshole half-brother.”

Did I just admit that to the cops? I licked my lips to keep anything else from spilling out and took a step back. At least I had left out the car thief part.

“How’s the girl doing?” Carter gestured toward the cabin.

I swallowed hard, realizing they might ask to question Aubrey. “Leave her out of it. She didn't see anything. She doesn't know anything that'll help you. She's had enough.”

Davis grunted and slid his hands into his jacket pockets as he leaned sideways against the passenger side door. “Well then, can you tell us anything about a Koenigsegg that was stolen recently?”

Fuck. I dragged my tongue across my teeth. “Why would I?”

“The car was recovered a couple of days ago,” he said.

“Lucky guy,” I mumbled.

“How did you know it belonged to a man?” Carter asked with a smirk.

I narrowed my eyes. Don't lose it. “It's a pretty masculine car. Haven’t exactly met many female Koenigsegg owners, and if there were one in town, I would have already banged her.” I smirked back.

Davis gave me a petulant look and reached inside the car. “Recognize this?” He held up a plastic evidence bag containing Isabella’s collar, complete with my name and phone number. I had assumed that the vet had taken it off, so I’d never given it a second thought.

My stomach dropped to my knees, nearly taking me with it. I had to keep it together. “How'd you get that?”

At least I didn’t have to fake the shock and confusion in my voice.

“Better question—” he held the bag closer to my face so I could get a good look. “How'd it get in a stolen Koenigsegg?”

A setup. The whole fucking thing was a setup. Get me out of the house. Get Aubrey. Pin the fucking heist on me.

The job had of course been me, which was a somewhat ironic non-ironic twist of some sort. Fate.... One day I'd succeed in making her my bitch instead of the other way around. Maybe.

“It's a setup,” I said through clenched teeth. Still entirely the truth. “If you're here to bust me, do it. I’m sick of playing endless games. No one is dumb enough to leave their own dog’s collar in a car they stole.”

“We figured as much, but we'd rather have Merc and your brother,” Carter said.

“Wouldn't we all. Like I said—”

“You can't help.” Carter drummed his fingers on the hood of the car impatiently.

At this point maybe that wasn't such a great argument to use on my part. Technically, they had me, and without anything to offer in return, I could say goodbye to this whole charade once and for all.

“See, we have a slight problem, too.” Davis approached me. “We bust you, and your family might become even more cautious.”

Doubtful. Especially since Devlin was probably the one that set it up in the first place.

“And without Wilson,” Carter added, “we don't have anyone to track on the inside.”

Wilson again. If it wasn’t a bluff, they must’ve threatened to nail him with something epic, but why give one of the biggest scumbags in Ashville an out? “You really expect me to believe that Wilson was helping you in any way?”

“We had an arrangement,” Carter said cryptically. “But given the new evidence, it's getting a little harder to push you into a corner without your brother getting wise. If this is a setup as you claim and he knows about it, he’s going to wonder why we don’t haul you in. On the other hand—”

No more playing coy, I groaned and shook my head. “If you asshats hadn’t tracked me down, you’d have a perfectly acceptable excuse.”

Set up.

What if Devlin had realized she was alive and decided to use the car to draw me back out so he could find us both. “Fuck,” I said aloud, taking a few steps back. “You take either of us in and you get us both killed.”

“We figured that, too,” Davis said. “We’re good like that, and we have done this before. No one knows we’re here, especially not Devlin.”

They both walked toward me, each coming from and slightly different angle to pin me in the middle of the driveway right behind my car.

“Without our information—” Carter began, but I jumped right back down his throat.

“Without your fucking ignorance—not to mention incompetence—maybe Devlin wouldn't have gotten to her to begin with. Or maybe you would have noticed that they had a girl up there in that damn building torturing her.”

“Torture—?” Carter said quietly, giving Davis a sideways glance.

So much for experience. They had already fucked up and Aubrey paid the price. “I'm handling it.” I put my hand up before he could go any farther. “Better than either of you are handling Devlin, that’s for sure.”

I sure as hell didn't want or need them to interfere where Aubrey was concerned. She was my responsibility. Not to mention, she was in no condition to trust two new strangers.

“She needs—” Carter began.

When would either of them learn to keep their damn mouths shut?

Probably as soon as I learned to keep out of trouble. “Go shove your heads up each other's asses and get the hell out of my hair.”

“Hold on,” Davis said. Neither of them was giving up without a fight that would inevitably make my headache much worse. “You’re not a fan of how we’re handling Devlin. Help us so we can end this before anyone else gets hurt. Before he comes after her again.”

“What the hell do you think I can tell you that you don't already know? Specifics. Tell me what you want from me. I don’t have connections. I don’t have info. I don’t even have a family who likes me.”

“We told you,” Carter said. “We need someone on the inside. Merc cleaned up your mess last time. Took you in. You don't think he'll do it again?”

“He'll probably kill me first.” The only reason he’d cleaned up the mess before was to keep the news out of the papers. To keep his business out of the papers. After all, he’d been the one supplying my addiction, and he’d made a big to-do of taking in his dead ex-wife’s bastard son. It was all about reputation. The face he gave to the public and the face he gave to the criminal world. Control and power were the only two languages he knew.

“Not if you have something they want,” Carter said.

“Well, I don't.” I threw up my arms. This was all a pointless exercise. I had nothing to put on the table. Nothing. Why didn’t anyone understand that?

“You have more power in Ashville than you think,” Davis said. “And influence. Figure it out. You have a week to make a decision—and you might want to consider getting clean in the process.”

What was the point in that? I grimaced. And then I remembered that I'd just chucked my stash across the living room. “Why should I trust you? And for that matter, how do you know I won't just disappear?”

At first, they both stared at me in silence. Then, Carter finally broke the silence. “We didn’t know about Aubrey, but Wilson missed a meet the night before we came to talk to you. Devlin slipped under the radar at the same time. We knew you had tight connections with Wilson, and hoped you might know something.”

Aubrey.... He’d used her name for the first time. I had known their information ran deep, but we’d hit a whole new level.

“You see, the night she was abducted,” he continued, “we got called away. We’ve had to work through most of this under the table to keep both sides off our tails. You already know that half of the Ashville PD is controlled by Merc or Devlin. We followed a trail from the retreat here and got a bogus transfer to quietly work through the case. Only our precinct knows what we’re really doing. Any other time, we have to play our parts.”

What comes after entirely fucked up? “Two cops alone in Ashville hoping to take down the whole fucked up system. You have guts, I’ll give you that, but you’re deluded and dead.”

“Wilson didn’t know our background,” Davis added. “He saw us as two corrupt cops—an opportunity to get the system on his side.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” I rubbed my forehead, wishing like hell I hadn’t smashed the vial of heroin against the wall. Maybe it’s still salvageable. Just a dab. That’s all I need.

“We’re not,” Davis said. “This is as serious as it gets. And you have a week.”
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“Who are they?” Aubrey asked as soon as I opened the door. I expected the question, but I still didn't have a good answer.

“They worked with Wilson.” I just wanted to sit down and pass out, so I closed the door and collapsed against it.

“How'd they find us?” She started gathering up our things from around the cabin and piling them on the futon.

Yeah, that one was much harder to explain. “They're not a threat,” I said, catching her by the waist as she limped by me.

“That's not an answer. We should get out of here.”

Damn it. I couldn’t take another word. Another noise. “We're fine. We're still safe here.”

Aubrey shook her head. “We're not safe anywhere as long as Devlin is out there.”

I knew that, too. Why had Merc bailed me out last time? I suspected it all had to do with my mom. How? Why? Would it work again? All questions I had to figure out before someone else came busting down the cabin door.

“Colt?” Aubrey said, taking a shaky breath.

“I'll figure it out,” I said against her ear.

Hands and knees, crawling back—that was the only way I could see Merc not shooting me on sight. I hadn't had enough heroin to consider that one. I had to wonder how far Merc would go to keep his family out of the news.

Chapter 8
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I'll figure it out. Comforting. So very comforting, as usual.

Just as I was about to collapse on the futon, Colt scooped me up again. “Remember our deal,” he said, staring into my eyes. “You do as I say, and I said let me figure it out.”

He carried me to the bathroom, then turned on the water and filled the bathtub.

“Don't submerge the tattoos.” He rolled up a towel and laid it on the back of the tub, then he turned to me.

I still felt self-conscious undressing in front of him. Probably more so with the tattoos. The way he looked at them unnerved me. I pulled the loose shirt over my head and dropped my pajama pants. Colt's arm came around my lower back and he lifted me into the tub. The water stung the tattoo on my foot until I raised it out and rested it on the outside of the tub. Then, Colt positioned the rolled towel around my back so I could rest comfortably.

Comfortably.

The easing ache in every bone, tendon, and joint was almost enough to make me forget about every other problem. I let out a moan and leaned my head back against the wall.

Colt brushed the water over my legs, and I innately wished for a moment that I'd had a chance at some point to groom. But he seemed more distracted by his own thoughts to care. I tried to convince myself that he'd find us a way out of this, but the wall in front of us seemed insurmountable. I closed my eyes. Tub, heat, good.

If I could just forget about Devlin for a few minutes.

I jumped when Colt's hand slid between my legs, sliding past my entrance as my knees opened for him.

All he had to do was dangle the thought of sex in front of my face and I was his. In so many ways, I'd become exactly what he said in the beginning. I hated it. I yearned for it. I'd beg for it at the drop of a hat. And in a way, in that moment, I already had by dropping my guard.

His thumb circled my clit.

“Aah,” I moaned and pressed my head back into the wall. With just a few touches he had me needy. Wanting.

Something no other man had come close to accomplishing.

His fingers traced a path up my stomach. He cupped my breast, pinching my nipple between his rough fingers. My back arched, and I reached over the side of the tub feeling for the bulge in his jeans. I closed my fingers around it, rubbing it through the fabric of his pants. He grunted and adjusted to give me more access. Taking the back of my neck he pulled my lips to meet his.

His tongue plunged against mine, filling my mouth with his taste. My nose with his scent.

Colt was my undoing.

My grace.

My sanity.

My addiction.

The air caught in my lungs and I shook with arousal. He was my addiction. My addiction. I repeated it over and over in my head.

I didn't want to go home. I didn't want to leave him.

I didn't want to lose him.

No.

This isn't real.

Before my thoughts could continue, Colt slid two fingers inside of me, withdrew, then stretched me by adding a third finger.

“Stop thinking,” he whispered, then bit my ear lobe.

My eyes watered from the attack, but I wanted more. I pressed my hips toward his hand. Deeper. Fuck. More. Just more. I watched his tattooed arm between my legs, teasing, pleasing.

“What do you want, darlin'?” his voice purred against my neck.

“More,” I breathed.

“More what?”

I grabbed for the waist of his pants. “You.”

He moaned and pressed his fingers deeper inside of me, stretching me to the point of pain.

My eyes rolled back, but my hips pressed forward. “Fuck. Pain. Please.”

His head pulled back, and he watched my face while his free hand slid down my chest. He took my hard nipple, squeezed, twisted, and pulled.

I screamed, but I loved it. I fucking loved it. I wanted it.

“More,” I popped the button on his pants, and slid my hand down the front, grabbing his hard dick. I squeezed it, digging my nails into the tender skin.

“Oh, darlin'. You're playing a dangerous game.” I watched his dark pupils take over his green eyes.

“Show me how dangerous,” I tempted him, stoking the unpredictable flames that smoldered behind those eyes.

Colt shook his head, then lowered his mouth to my nipple, sucking it hard until my back arched, splashing water over the side of the tub. He bit and I instinctively pulled back, but that only made the burning, clenching pain worse. Better.

I had jumped off the deep end.

It was no longer about a deal. It was about my sanity. About finding pleasure and peace wherever I could get it. Colt's touches and actions turned my mind off and turned my senses on high.

I reached up and pulled the tie out of his hair, letting the brown strands fall around his face. I wanted to feel it, but he grabbed my wrist and pinned it against the tub wall above my head, leaving me empty.

“Please,” I begged, pressing my legs together, trying to stimulate myself. Colt nudged my head to the side and kissed my neck. For what seemed like an eternity he continued kissing, biting, and scraping his teeth against my skin, until I writhed in the water. “Fuck, Colt.”

He smirked, then moved to the balls of his feet and lifted me out of the tub with one quick motion. My feet had barely touched the floor before he pinned me against the wall, trapping my tiny body between his heat and the cold surface behind me. I shuddered, so he grabbed a towel, lifted me again and wrapped my legs around his waist.

As he carried me through the cabin, his mouth never stopped, never missed a beat, exploring every inch of my exposed skin until he dropped me in front of the fire in the living room and draped the towel over my shoulders. I quickly dried my skin while he shed his clothes. The bulge of his cock stood between his muscled thighs, but his eyes searched the room.

What could he be up to now?

I inched my way toward him, and he caught me by a fistful of hair and pulled my mouth up to his. Then, he shoved me down on the bed. I waited, thinking he'd finally take me. Hoping he'd finally take me.

My mouth watered just to feel him inside of me.

But he held me there, face down on the bed. I felt him moving, but I couldn't see him behind me. I waited. I wanted. I pushed against his hand. Twisted my body to get his attention, but he simply held me there.

Finally, he released my hair and flipped me onto my back.

Finally.

But then, he just smirked.

“That can't be all you've got,” I said. “The drugs must be getting to you.”

His grin grew, and he grabbed my ankle, pulling me across the bed, angling me around so I was lying across the middle of the bed. Then, he walked slowly across the bed. I reached my own hand between my legs and pressed at my clit. If he wasn't going to give me any satisfaction, I'd do it myself. When he stood above my head, he grabbed my biceps and pulled me until my head just barely hung over the edge of the mattress.

Then, I noticed his cock. He'd taken out the piercings. That's what all the delay was about. My tongue darted out, tracing my lips.

“Intuitive.” He moaned, moving over me until the head of his penis pressed at my lips. I took it. I didn't have to be told. I didn't wait to be ordered. He grabbed my breasts as his cock slid to the back of my mouth.

I gagged, and it was all I could do to keep from biting down with every thrust. But every time I gagged, he pinched my nipples until my eyes watered. His musk filled my nose while his cock slid further and further down, pressing against the back of my throat.

The pressure flooded my body with panic and I bucked.

“Easy, darlin', just keep your mouth open and relax.”

I tried to listen, but my body insisted I was going to suffocate. Or gag to death.

He paused for a moment, giving me time to breathe, while he massaged my breasts.

“Put your hand to work,” he ordered. “Rub your clit.”

I pressed my fingers around the bundle of nerves again. I wanted to come more than anything, but the waiting... the waiting was my new pain. His cock inched down my throat until his hair brushed at my nose.

With another harsh twist to my nipples, I moaned causing his cock to twitch in my mouth. He slid out. In again. Every movement slow, deliberate, and teasing. After a few more passes, he pressed his palm to my throat. His next thrust wasn't gentle. My eyes popped open and I grabbed the bedsheets. Again, and again, he forced his cock to the back of my mouth and down my throat.

Don't bite.

I concentrated on keeping my jaw open, but it started to ache. And despite that ache, I didn’t want it to end.

I moaned. My saliva mixed with thick pre-cum, ran up my face, into my nose, but I fought to stay still. On the next pass, my teeth scraped against the underside of his shaft, and he reached forward and smacked my pussy with his cock jammed as far down my throat as it would go. I tried to scream but all sound was blocked.

Colt pinched my clit and kneaded it between his fingers while his thrusting slowed again. I squirmed. I moaned. I wanted to explode. I wanted to shatter into a million orgasmic pieces. Colt groaned with me, his legs shaking. He pressed his hands into the bed just beside my shoulders. With every grunt, moan, and hiss, I felt him nearing his plateau. His hot cock twitched, and he thrusted one final time before emptying his load down my throat.

He pulled out of my mouth. And I half expected for him to just leave me there. More torture. That was his way of doing things.

“What do you say, darlin'?” He rubbed his thumb across my bottom lip.

I blinked. “Please.”

He caressed the side of my face and ran his fingers down, circling my nipple, then farther down, stopping just before reaching my clit.

“Please,” I said again, arching my back.

Chapter 9
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I had Aubrey right where I wanted her. Right where I needed her. Squirming under me. Begging for something only I could give her. It was an intoxicating look on her.

A dangerous look on her.

She held something over me no one had ever been able to unlock. Not even Katrin. That made her my most dangerous enemy. More dangerous than even Devlin—all he wanted to do was kill me. Aubrey wanted to ruin me. In the worst ways.

She already had ruined me.

She made me weak. Complacent. Forgetful.

She made me feel. She was everything I’d spent my life running away from, and now I wanted nothing more than to stay locked away in the cabin with her while the world burned and collapsed around us.

Her eyes were locked on me, staring up from her position of helplessness. But she wasn't helpless. Not at all. She walked away from something few others would.

“Get on your knees,” I said, pulling her up by her hair and pushing her forward.

That ass. That curved, round, sexy ass. I pushed her knees farther apart, then pushed her face down to the mattress. “Hold your ankles.”

She inched her knees closer to her chest until her slender fingers wrapped around her ankles. I slid my fingers inside of her. She was already hot and wet and ready.

Waiting.

I rubbed her clit with one hand, stroking her delicious pussy with the other. She tightened around me and gasped, but I pulled out before she could climax.

Her face twisted and she wiggled in front of me. Instead of getting her off right there, I spread her juices up her crack to her asshole.

Her mouth opened wide in a silent gasp as my fingers slid past her tight muscle. Two fingers in her ass, three in her pussy I alternated thrusting in each hole. Faster and faster until she clawed at her ankles, her hips rocking with each motion.

“Fuuuck,” she grunted. Every muscle in her body stiffened just before the climax tore through her, dragging out a hoarse scream as her body bucked, twisted, and shook.

That was the final straw.

More like the final nail in my coffin.

Or whatever cliché one might think of to eloquently summarize my new appreciation for the hands of fate and her determination to see me fall. If I was going to fall, I could think of a few souls I was taking with me.

Aubrey rolled to her back, pulling the blankets around her, and tucking her damp hair up around her head. “I definitely don't like the look on you face.”

“It isn't going to get any better,” I said. I stepped back, pressing my fisted hands into the mattress, then I peeked over my shoulder at the pile of heroin that lay on the floor.

I felt the bed shift as Aubrey moved to see around me. She made a sound in her throat.

My skin tingled and burned. Anticipation of what was about to come. And I wished I could say that withdrawal would be the worst of it. I yanked on my clothes, then collapsed on the edge of the bed, rubbing my eyes.

Option 1: Get more heroin and snort until I don't care.

Option 2: Ask Merc for help and go crawling back to my family with my tail between my legs.

Option 3: Sell my soul to the police and then ask Merc for help and go crawling back to my family.

Why wasn't there ever a reset button on life when you needed it? At least a pause button. Who knew what Ashville was like since Devlin's eruption?

I looked over my shoulder. “You're uncharacteristically quiet.”

“This is what you're like when you're plotting to steal a car.” She sat up, pulling her knees up to her chest.

“I wish it was that simple.” I fisted my hands and pressed them into my knees.

“But you have a plan?”

And she wasn't going to like it. I nodded. “You're going to leave.”

“What?” She straightened her legs and slammed her hands against the bed.

“Take my car.” I stared down at my hands. “Go home to your family before it gets worse.”

“Oh, right,” she shrieked, moving to my side where her gaze was much harder to avoid. “You don't think they'll come after me. Or notice your car?”

“Avoid Ashville. The interstate will take you straight home from here.”

“Devlin knows where I'm from, he'll look.”

“He'll be too busy with other things. Right now, he's still under Merc's control. Merc wants a lid put on all of this.”

“You're nuts.”

“No, you're nuts for even considering that staying here might be the best option.” I jumped up, dug her clothes out of the bag, and tossed them at her. Then, I pulled the car key off and tossed it onto the bed next to her. “Get dressed and go.”

“What about you?”

I nearly laughed in her face. “Me?” I shook my head. “Darlin', I'm the last person you need to be worrying about.”

“You can't stay up here alone while you go into withdrawal and without a car....”

“Without a car I don't have another option. I've done it alone every time. Jace will come check on me and the only thing you'll do if you stay is end up getting thrown through a wall. Trust me, even Florence fucking Nightingale wouldn't want to be here for this.”

Chapter 10
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I sat there gawking at him until my mouth went dry. Gawking because I couldn't believe a single word coming out of his mouth. Gawking because the entire prospect terrified me and I needed a way to delay what was coming up next.

Freedom. Unprotected freedom.

If Colt didn't want me, did that mean I was worthless to Devlin?

My gaze drifted down to the car keys sitting next to me. Fear froze the rest of my body solid.

“Aubrey, you have to go,” Colt said.

Out of harm's way. Did that exist?

I would be alone in every conceivable way.

“Don't you understand?” Colt jerked me up to my feet, squeezing my arm so tight I was certain there'd be a bruise. “Are you that fucking naive?”

“Get your hands off me, asshole.” I shoved him backward. “I understand just fine, but I can't leave.”

“You will leave. I'm done with you. I told you I'd get bored of you—”

“You didn't seem bored a few minutes ago.”

“Well, now I am.” He said it with a perfectly straight face, looking me dead in the eye. “I got you away from Devlin. You're obviously strong enough to run—and your ankle isn't hurt that bad. You're off the drugs and well enough to go home. I can't use you anymore.”

I would have preferred that he put me through a wall. At least then I wouldn't have to stand there in front of him, feeling like I'm going to lose my shit over a breakup that wasn't even really a breakup. He had never been mine. I'd only been a bargaining chip and a sex toy. And suddenly I was supposed to go home and face my family. After all of that.

I wasn't ready to face a stranger. I definitely wasn't ready to face my brother. All the questions. All the answers I didn't have.

“I'll call your brother and tell him to expect you,” Colt said.

I glared at him. “No thanks.”

“He's already on the verge of sounding an alarm. Keeping you is more trouble than it's worth.”

If he knew Aiden had already talked to the cops, he’d flip his shit on a whole new level. “So you just wanted a final romp before sending me away?”

“Something to remember me by.” He smiled, but it quickly faded. “Now get dressed and go.”

Grabbing the phone, he stalked off toward the back of the cabin.

Home, I thought. Two weeks prior, the idea would have excited me. But now.... Now, I didn't feel strong enough to walk away. Not because of my ankle or physical injuries, because I didn't know who I was—what I was—anymore.

Just a physical shell painted up to look like some dead girl I'd never understand. Is that why he wanted rid of me so quickly?

I pulled on my clothes, but my hands shook and my chest had tightened to the point that I could barely breathe. I didn't want Colt to lose this battle, and even worse I didn't want to be stuck forty miles away with no idea which way the tides might be heading. I knew I was in danger with him, but I didn't know what the rest of the world held. All I knew is that out there, I'd be alone. No one watching my back. No one helping me to avoid Devlin.

Between the two of them, they'd taken more than my body and my life; they'd taken away all prospects for normalcy. I didn't just doubt the world, I doubted myself.

And that was exactly why I had to pick up the keys and go, even though uncertainty ate at me and worry flooded my veins.
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I sat in the car a full fifteen or twenty minutes without even starting the engine. I kept going over all the reasons why this was a bad decision of colossal proportions.

What if he changes his mind?

He won't be able to come after me once I leave with his car.

Not that he didn't have others, but they weren’t immediately available.

The front door to the cabin opened and I jerked up my head. Colt came down the stairs and opened my door. “Aiden will be expecting you within the hour. He'll call the police if you aren't there by then, which means things will be worse for all of us.”

Then, he slammed my door and went back inside.

That man had absolutely no concept of negotiation.

Leaving was my only choice. No fanfare. Not even a goodbye.

Nothing would change Colt's mind and at this point, nothing would change Aiden's either. Cops were the last thing I wanted to deal with in this town. So, I turned the car around and headed down the gravel drive to the highway.
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I pulled up to the curb in front of Aiden's house with about three minutes to spare. He was standing in the doorway of the small brick bungalow with Breanna on his hip.

God, she'd grown. I'd noticed it in pictures, but it was nothing to seeing her in person. I was a horrible aunt.

I'd reasoned for the past couple of years that I hadn't been selfish. I hadn't wanted much when I moved to the city. I hadn't been asking for riches or a fantastic life. But I'd never really stopped to consider the other ways in which I'd been selfish.

I'd shut my family out of my life, but in the same breath I'd shut myself out of theirs. Leaving my brother, the dedicated single father, my niece, my mom and step-dad.

And now I was being sent back home like a disobedient child being expelled from school. Except I was an adult. An adult who had nothing. Nothing beyond some asshole's car and the clothes on my back.

I didn't even have clothes. Not only would I have to ask my brother for a place to sleep, he'd have to feed and clothe me, too. Or, someone would, until I managed to find a job and money.

As well as that had worked out the last time....

Aiden pushed open the door and stepped out on the porch.

The thought of putting this on him made my already unbearable load even heavier. He worked hard enough as a construction manager to provide for his daughter.

When we’d split ways, I had given him hell for staying here and going into construction. The job kicked his ass every day, but he still came home and put on his father hat for Breanna. And because of his dedication, he moved up in the company.

He found success and stability, and with my blind ambition and optimism, all I had found was a shit load of trouble.

I didn’t have any room left for delay, I had to step out of the car and face my own judgement day.

Chapter 11
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The number of the things you can think of that need done when there's something you really, really don't want to do is mind-blowing.

I knew as soon as I turned my phone on and dialed that number it'd all be over. I'd be setting a disaster into motion that there was no way of turning back.

And even worse, there was no other viable option. Except maybe shooting myself and not having to deal with any of it.

But it wouldn't end. It wouldn't solve the problem.

Apparently I stood the best chance of making sure Devlin and Merc got what they deserved.

I turned on the phone and watched it slowly boot, then I sat down on the edge of the bed and dialed Merc's number.

“Hello,” he barked. He had no way of knowing it was me since I was using a disposable phone.

I paused. “It's Colt.”

There was silence again for a long moment. I heard rustling, a door slam, and then Merc spoke again. “What the hell are you and Devlin trying to do? This damn feud of yours has gone out of control.”

“I know,” I spoke quietly like the teenage boy I once was, groveling for his help when I screwed everything up.

“And what are you going to do to stop it?”

“Whatever I have to.”

“That's a better answer than the one Devlin gave me.”

I really doubted that. If only he knew what it really meant. I almost chuckled to myself. Eventually he'd find out.

And as long as he was breathing when that happened, my end would be one greenlight away. Even from prison he could easily put out a call for my death.

“I just wanted to fuck with him. We had a deal and he crossed me.” It was a narrow path to try and throw the blame on Devlin. Merc's right hand man, son, and true heir to every dark deal he'd ever made.

“And he made sure I was out of town while he created this goddamn mess.”

That I couldn't argue with, but it explained a lot.

“The police have been sniffing around. Did you boost Des’s K?”

“Des?” Merc had known my target? “I was hired to do a job and I did it. I didn't ask any damn questions.”

“Maybe you should have asked some more questions,” he growled.

Maybe. But usually that landed me in deeper trouble.

Merc grunted. “Should have seen this coming long ago. Was it you or Devlin who took the Ferrari?”

“What?” The surprise in my voice was genuine. I never thought he'd ever go as far as even suspecting Devlin. Maybe this could work.

“I am not standing by and watching everything go to hell because the two of you have some schoolyard vendetta to take out on each other.”

“I understand that.”

Merc made a sound and fell silent again. Maybe he was just as surprised. Maybe he'd come to the conclusion himself that Devlin is out of control.

Fate could not be that kind.

“Are you using again?” he asked.

“Surprise,” I said with as much fake enthusiasm as I could muster.

“What the hell situation do I need to get you out of?”

“Just the one with Devlin.”

“Not asking much. You both brought that on yourselves.”

“True, but—”

“Take whatever argument you're about to pull out of your ass and ride it to hell, Colt. I've had enough of solving your problems.”

Right. Exactly where I thought this would go.

“Where are you?”

Like hell. “Out of town.”

“And this girl you're fighting over.”

I swallowed. “Gone.”

Merc snorted. “Gone?”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “Gone. It's over.”

“Ah, well, then I guess I shouldn't worry anymore.” He said, coating every word with fake sweetness.

“Not if Devlin doesn't cause any more trouble. I'll mind my own business and stay out of his way.”

“And out of his club. Away from everything.”

“Whatever you say.” This conversation left a disgusting taste in my mouth.

“If you think you're just going to walk away and get the girl—”

“I said she's gone. No longer any concern whatsoever. She was just a bargaining chip and the game is over.”

“You're coming to work for me. You'll do everything I say. I approve any and all jobs you take, and if I get even a sneaking suspicion that you're plotting something—”

“Greenlight. Yeah, I get it.”

“I really don't think you do,” he drew out each word.

I snorted. “I'm exhausted. I'm out of drugs. And I have nowhere to run. Keep Devlin off my back and you have a deal.”

“I seem to remember a similar conversation after you ran your car up a tree.”

“You found me, then and bailed me out. Now, I'm doing what you always wanted, accepting my place in the family.”

“I'll believe it when you prove it.”

I didn't even want to know what that was going to involve.

“Now, tell me about the K.”

“I was hired to boost it. The job came in three weeks before Devlin broke into my house and took the girl.” I tried to sound as distant from her as possible. “The night I was scheduled to make the delivery is the night he pounced. I did enough research to make sure I wasn't going to botch it—”

“But you did.”

“No. Devlin set that up, too. I was given everything for the heist. The location of the key fob, directions on how to get in. I spent the three weeks going over everything and making sure it was flawless.” I stopped just short of mentioning that only an idiot would leave a dog collar in a stolen car, but I had no way of explaining to him how I might know the details of what the police found.

“Des is looking forward to getting his car back, but the police are hesitant while it's an ongoing investigation and they can't find their prime suspect.”

“You want me to turn myself in?”

“That would certainly get rid of a lot of my problems, wouldn't it?”

Damn it.

“Devlin set me up,” I growled. “You really think he's going to back down from his ultimate goal just because I'm behind bars?”

“No,” Merc said coolly. “But you might want to dry out before you make the plunge. Seems that behind bars would be an awful place to do that. Once everything has cooled off, I’ll decide where we go from there.”

“Right,” I said, disconnecting the call. I turned off the phone. He could have already tracked me if he had someone on it. I drummed my fingers on the black screen. Time to swallow a bit more pride and get some insurance.

I turned on the second phone that Jace had dropped off and called the same number that the waiting message was from.

“Colt?” the male voice said.

“Who am I speaking to?”

“Trent Davis.”

I had been buzzed when they’d finally told me their names and now all I could think about was my next hit. Trent? I had a fifty-fifty shot. “The blond idiot?”

“Apparently,” he said flatly.

“I sent Aubrey home, I need you to make sure she stays safe. I assume you already know where her brother lives.” They may be two lone cops working in Ashville, but from what they’d already been able to accomplish, I had to assume—and hope—their influence extended well beyond that.

“Big demand for someone who doesn't seem eager to barter.”

I had expected that, but unfortunately for them, they’d already showed me enough of their hand that I knew they were desperate for an insider. “You're right. It is a big demand. You want to bust Devlin, watch Aubrey and you'll be able to track any of his little goonies that wander over there in attempt to kill her again. Hell, it'll probably be Devlin himself.”

He made a sound in his throat, went silent for a minute, and then lowered his voice. “We want him on more than attempted murder.”

“Don't we all?” I hoped that didn't mean they were going to let him get away with actual murder, but I let it slide for now. “Merc is pissed. He wants this whole thing over with and the only way he said he'd let it go is if I play by his rules. Rule number one—I have to turn myself in for the theft of the Koenigsegg. After I dry out.”

“That's a stupid move,” he grunted.

“You wanted me in. Merc isn't exactly someone I have leverage to negotiate with.”

“What if you did have leverage?”

What if? What if a Christmas miracle saved the day? There were practically the same odds for either. “Depends on how good it is.”

“Are you in?”

Giving that question a definitive answer made it all too concrete. It gave weight to the already impossible task ahead. “My life is over either way so, why not?”

“You approach this like a suicide mission and you won't be very useful.”

“Don't worry. I make a deal, I keep up my end.” For the most part. Unless my end of the deal includes protecting someone. That I obviously suck at.

Chapter 12
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Being at Aiden’s house was like stepping into a foreign country where I didn't understand any of the customs or traditions. I didn't belong there. That was all I really knew.

When I stepped inside the house with Aiden, Breanna looked at me like the complete stranger I was to her, and I couldn't raise my eyes high enough to figure out what Aiden must have thought of me.

It's over. I closed my eyes.

Aiden's muscled arm came around my shoulders pulling me close. I went with it, grabbing the side of his shirt and dropping my forehead against his shoulder.

“It's weird to be home,” I said.

“No one followed you?”

It sucked that he even had to think of such a thing. I shook my head. “Only Colt knows I'm gone.”

“I have to assume that won't be a secret for long.”

It was hard to tell. But I couldn't tell Aiden that it was possible that everyone might think I was dead. Really, that was probably wishful thinking. “I can go somewhere else.”

He gave me a flat stare. “Don't even start that. You're staying here. At least then, I can try to keep you out of trouble.” A smile crept through his stern glare.

“Try all you want,” I said. “I'm retiring.”

“Retiring, eh?”

“Retiring from trouble and finding a day job, that is. Preferably a quiet job where I don't have to deal with people. Ever.”

Aiden raised his eyebrows. “Yeah.... They make those?”

I shrugged. “A girl can dream.”

Dreaming—that was what had gotten me into the damn mess in the first place.

I dragged my gaze up to his face, pausing for a few seconds at Breanna's head lying on his shoulder. “I don't have anything, Aiden.”

“It's fine,” he assured me, but I wasn’t sure anything could ever be fine again.

“No money. I don't even have any other clothes.”

“It's fine,” he repeated, tugging me toward the living room.

I sat down without taking my coat off.

“You cold?” he asked.

I stared down at the sleeves of the jacket. I merely didn't want to reveal what was underneath. It'd have to happen eventually. I took a deep breath and stripped off the coat, laying it over the arm of the couch. Aiden's eyes paused for a moment on the unavoidable tattoo, but he brushed past it without saying a word. “Hungry?”

I nodded. It seemed like it had been forever since I had eaten much more than snack food on a regular basis. Even though it was only a little more than two weeks. God, I still couldn’t believe how epically everything had fallen apart in such a short time.

“Grilled cheese?” Aiden asked.

“Yeah,” Breanna shouted, jumping out of his lap and running to the kitchen.

I smiled and a small weight lifted off of my chest. It was the first real smile I could remember. Not just because of something funny, or ironic, or because I happened to get one in on Colt. A warm, relaxed smile because part of me was genuinely happy.

Then, I realized Aiden was still waiting on my answer. “I think I'd be easily outvoted if I said no.”
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After Aiden put Breanna to sleep, we set to fixing up an air mattress in the spare bedroom for me to sleep on. All night, I had been dreading the moment she fell asleep, knowing then, I’d have nothing to protect me from Aiden’s questions. Or his accessing gaze.

He dropped a pile of blankets, sheets, and pillowcases on an old chair in the corner, then laid out one of the thicker blankets over the air mattress for some extra padding. “We'll look into setting up something more permanent this weekend.”

“Aid—” I started to protest. I didn’t like putting him out. And he had enough on his plate with Breanna that I couldn’t even imagine asking him to bail me out.

“Aubrey. No arguments. Mom has an extra bed that she’s been trying to get me to take anyway; I'll swing by and pick it up.”

He made it sound so simple, but Mom and her husband lived upstate, at least forty minutes away in good traffic. Her move had come at the very moment everything began to fall apart. I blamed Dad for leaving. I blamed her for moving. I blamed everyone I could without looking in the mirror and realizing that something inside of me was the problem. “Mom,” I sighed. “How much does she know?”

“Not much. It's not like I have anything to tell her.” His gaze fell on the tattoo again. “Butterflies?”

“Yeah,” I said. I'd tried more than a dozen times to prepare myself for that question, but what the hell was I supposed to say? I took the opportunity to hide the tattoo momentarily as I stuffed a pillow into a clean pillowcase.

“Looks pretty recent.”

“About two weeks. I thought it was pretty.”

Aiden scoffed. “Really? Butterflies? What'd, you lose a bet?”

Chalk one up for the brother who still knows me too well—the very reason I hadn’t been looking forward to alone time. “Something like that.”

“Mmh hmm.” He shook out a fitted sheet and spread it over the air mattress. “With Colt?”

I made a sound in my throat hoping he'd take the hint. “No.”

“The other asshole, then.”

“Devlin. Colt's not that bad.” Was that really true? Did I really believe it?

Aiden sighed, bending over to see my downturned face. “You love him?”

I shook my head, punching the pillow in my hand a few times to fluff it—imagining Colt could feel every impact.

“Then why'd you stay with him?”

It took all of my effort not to raise my voice and risk waking Breanna. “I told you as much as I could. He was helping me.”

“Helping?” He quickly hushed his voice when he realized how loud his question had come out. “Doesn't seem like he did much in that department.”

“You have no idea.” I tossed the pillow down on the bed. This was a horrible idea. I was better off with Colt. “Devlin's far worse. I got caught up in their damn feud and things got out of hand.”

What the hell am I supposed to do here?

“A family feud that's above the law?”

“A family who owns the law. I saw it firsthand. That's how Devlin kept me from leaving the city a year ago.”

“Then we should report them all.”

“You don't think I've considered that? I have no idea how far up their power goes. Merc probably owns the mayor and the governor. I'm not taking any chances.”

“Merc? Mercury Gold?”

I shrugged.

“You really don't pay attention to the news, do you?”

I threw up my arms. “Apparently I don't pay attention to anything.”

“Bre—”

I silenced him with a head shake. “What do you know about him?”

“He has a lot of money. Real estate. Big friends.”

“Well, I didn't need to watch the news to know that. Hell, even Devlin seems to get spooked when he shows up.” For a fleeting second I remembered that night in Devlin’s club when he and all of his friends had me pinned on the desk in his office. The moment I had decided that Colt was my better chance.

“He’s been in the news a lot because he donated a bunch of money to the hospital.”

“Man like him probably needs their help on a regular basis. I'm positive his son does.”

“Colt?”

“Devlin.” I said, losing my patience. “He isn't Colt's dad.”

“Pardon my ignorance. All I know is that he has two sons.”

I was beginning to understand how Colt felt when I refused to keep my mouth shut. No wonder he’d always been in a pissy mood. “One son. He adopted Colt after his mother died.”

“Good to know. You sure you don't love him?” He shook out a sheet, but kept his glare on me. “Because you're quite touchy.”

“Yes. Aiden,” I growled. “I'm sure. I'm—” I nearly exploded before I managed to rein it in. “I really don't want to talk about it, but you keep asking questions. Why does it really matter?”

“Because I've been worried sick.”

“It's over. All taken care of.”

“And you show up with no clothes, a strange car, no money, and a new tattoo.”

A few new tattoos, but I wasn't going to elaborate on that point. “Colt had business to take care of and I left in a hurry.”

Sorry as it was, it was the only fucking excuse I could come up with.

Chapter 13
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Isabella laid her head on the edge of the bed, not daring to come any closer as I continued tossing an empty water bottle at the ceiling. The bottle cap clacked against the wooden joist and then it rebounded, landing against the mattress beside me.

I had nothing to do except face the impending withdrawal.

It got worse very time. Harder. More intense.

Maybe it was all psychological.

I didn’t want to get clean.

I bolted upright and covered my face with my hands. If only I hadn’t ruined my stash. Throwing it against the wall hadn’t been enough. Something would have been salvageable, so I’d made sure it wouldn’t be.

Why?

The duality inside of me was becoming too much to handle. Especially alone in a cabin where I had no one to talk to except myself.

Maybe there was part of me that wanted to be clean. That was the part that got rid of the rest of the heroin—as much as that hurt. It was also the part that held on to Aubrey, refusing to let her go even though it was better for both of us. I didn’t need that liability. That burden.

I groaned and dug my short nails into my forehead.

Next to me, Isabella whimpered.

The other part of me. The part that couldn’t live without the rush, the drugs, and the pain. The part that hated every single emotion I’d ever felt and boiled at the base of my soul and consciousness like acid. That part wanted to throw the damn dog through a wall.

Alone was a very, very bad idea.

Especially in a cabin in the middle of the woods. Especially when I wasn’t even sure if Jace would talk to me again.

My muscles shook from the tension of wanting to explode and holding back against that need with the same amount of force.

A light knock at the door sent me rolling off my bed and to my feet, ready to fight before I could even gather my thoughts. I grabbed the gun from beside the bed, readied it to shoot, then crept quietly to the door.

There was a small break in the curtain near the door, and I peeked through the narrow opening. The blue Audi was parked in the drive again.

Twice in one day? What the hell did I do to deserve this?

I kept the gun readied and opened the door a crack. “It’s a bad time.”

The dark-haired idiot stood alone on the porch. His name.... I had to wade through a ton of sludge to even come close.

“Trent said he talked to you earlier.” His gaze moved from my face down to the gun in my hand and back up. “Thought I’d come check up on you since you’re alone.”

“Thanks, Officer Crapper, but since I have all those connections and friends you were talking about earlier, I don’t think that’s necessary.”

“Detective, actually. And it’s Carter,” he said without missing a beat. Then, he held up a small Ziploc bag with just a taste of white powder.

My eyes went wide, and I let go of the door.

“It’s methadone,” he said.

I didn’t care. I snatched the bag out of his hand and poured out a small amount on the back of mine.

“You might—uh—” he began, before he noticed I wasn’t about to listen.

I took a step back and snorted the powder.

“Okay. Sure.” He stood uncomfortably in the door, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

“Guess you and your partner wouldn’t have made it this far without getting your hands a little dirty.”

He cocked his head, trying to appear confident, but the twitch in his hand and his hooded eyes said this was testing his limits. “Sometimes it pays to be playing the crooked cop.”

“True, but how far are you willing to go?”

“I’ve already gone farther than you could possibly imagine.”

“I doubt that,” I smirked. The methadone didn’t come with the same kick as heroin, but the anxiety and headache had already started to fade. “I have quite the imagination.”

Carter leaned against the doorframe of the cabin. “The Koenigsegg has been released and the investigation thrown out.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Convenient. How’d you manage that?”

“That’s my business. You take care of your end.”

If only Merc would buy that answer. “Your partner mentioned leverage. I’m going to need some if you want me to get anything from my family.”

“We’re working on it. In the meantime, we contacted our captain and she arranged for a protective detail to keep an eye on Aubrey. We have a few people who are volunteering hours to get it done, but they’re good.”

“I have an apartment on twenty-eighth. I need a ride back there.” There was no point in wasting time. Especially with the methadone in my pocket.

“You sure you’re ready to head back to the middle of the fray?”

“Merc’s furious. Devlin won’t cross him. It’s the perfect time. Better press for Merc if he saves me.”

Carter tilted his head and leaned into the frame of the door. “Unless he goes for the pity angle. No one likes a father burying his son.”

“Guess I better make myself useful then. Can I get the ride, or not?”
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“The methadone should last you a few days,” Carter said as we pulled up the alley behind my apartment building.

“Got it,” I muttered, climbing out, then I let Isabella out of the backseat.

“Call if you need anything. We’ll get you what you need soon.”

“Hope so.” I slammed the door. The city air was thick but cool. My house would have been my preferred choice—less accessible and quieter, but at the same time less protected.

And all of Aubrey’s stuff was still there.

I wasn’t ready to pack it up or movie it around. It was too much like what had happened after Katrin’s death.

I walked slowly toward the back door, typed in my access code and pulled open the heavy steel and glass door. Isabella followed me in and to the elevator. We attracted the stares of a few people in the lobby as we waited—including one of the maintenance men—since dogs weren’t typically allowed. But no one said a word as we climbed on the elevator and headed to the top floor of the building.

The night passed in a restless haze. Sleeping, but not really separated from reality, my doubts and dreams melded into one huge seamless barrage of images and waves of emotion I couldn’t escape.

The methadone may have dulled most of the physical withdrawal symptoms and eased my nerves, but it sure as hell wasn’t a replacement for being numb.

I tossed and turned so much through the night that Isabella moved to the floor to sleep.

A soft knocking noise finally roused me around mid-morning.

“Colt?” I heard a light female voice and another series of knocks.

I dragged myself out of bed—getting up to face the day had to be better than the endless torture of being half-asleep—and stumbled through the living room. Even though I thought I recognized the voice, I didn’t trust any of my own senses, so I checked the peephole. Lexi stood in the middle of the hall, and from what I could tell from my limited viewpoint, she was alone.

I opened the door and quickly glanced around. “Lexi?”

“It’s about damn time,” she said, pushing by me and into the apartment.

I closed and dead bolted the door. “What’d you have an alarm set for when I set foot in the building?”

“Half the town has been looking for you. I offered Donny a little tip to let me know any time someone showed up at your apartment. Imagine my surprise when he said you strolled into the lobby late last night. But if I know you’re back, I guarantee I’m not alone.”

Donny. Damn maintenance man should learn to keep his mouth shut. “I figured that much. What can I do for you?”

Lexi scanned the room as if she was expecting to see something. Or someone else. “Is Aubrey okay?”

I clenched my jaw, wondering how many times I would have to go over this. And hoping that eventually the words would come easier. “She’s gone. End of story.”

“Gone, but not dead? Or—”

“I don’t want to talk about her.”

Lexi withdrew at the sound of my words. I hadn’t meant to sound so harsh, but damn it, every time someone brought up Aubrey, I lost my ability to concentrate.

My gaze dropped to Lexi’s clothes. Long jeans and a loose fitting long-sleeved shirt with a thick black jacket over top. It was the most modest outfit I’d seen her wear in.... I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d seen her dressed that way. Her hair was neat but unstyled, and the light makeup on her face highlighted her even skin. “You’re clean?”

She dropped her head and nodded shyly. “With Devlin preoccupied, I... I asked Jace if he could help me out.”

“You look good.” My words came out breathy and unsure. I felt like I didn’t have the right to comment on her appearance—or the will-power it must’ve taken to get this far. “You’re still working at the club?”

Her face flushed for an instant. “That’s a little harder to get out of. That is unless—”

“Don’t ask me if I have a plan.” I shook my head and headed around her into the bedroom. If I couldn’t escape everyone’s expectations, the least I could do was escape into the bedroom to grab a shirt. “I don’t even have an idea right now.”

“Merc stormed into the club when he got back from Vegas,” she called out after me. “Nearly shut the place down when he found out Devlin wasn’t even there. Apparently not even he knows what the demon child is up to.”

I shrugged on a T-shirt and replaced my pajama bottoms with a pair of jeans. Even looking around this bedroom made me think of Aubrey. Pinning her to the dresser after the cops had raided the place. Handcuffing her to the bed.

She never had told me where she learned to use a lock pick.

I pulled my hair back into a low ponytail and took a long breath. I had to stop thinking about her—but she had been damn fun.

She’s were she belongs.

And I’m getting what I deserve.

“Everyone’s been looking for you,” Lexi reminded me as soon as I returned to the living room. “And I don’t mean Merc and Devlin, they both seem preoccupied with each other and something else. Buck was in the club a few days ago—”

“I’m sure he had ulterior motives.” I shoved my hands into my pockets and leaned against the wall with one foot propped up against it. I didn’t have a clue what else to say.

“He didn’t stay long. Asked around, then took off. Jace has been quiet about the whole thing, but someone named Sasha called him looking for you while I was there.”

Sasha. Shit. I’d forgotten about that number I’d sent her to look up.

A scraping sound drew our attention toward the kitchen, where Isabella was pushing her large metal food bowl across the floor.

Right. I hadn’t fed her either. I sighed and dropped my head as I walked into the kitchen. I opened the lower cabinet where I usually kept her food to find it empty. It had been months since I’d brought Isabella to the apartment, and I hadn’t restocked.

“Fuck.” I glanced around the room, cabinet to cabinet.

“Need me to run to the store for you?”

Alex taking care of me, what a twisted turn of events. “I can manage.”

“And Isabella?”

“I have a car in the lot.”

“And you look in no condition to be driving.”

“Pizza delivers,” I said, determined to find a way out of this.

“Fine,” she rolled her eyes and blew her hair out of her face. “Have it your own stubborn way.” Adjusting her purse strap, she headed back toward the front door. “I just wanted to check and make sure you were okay.”

“Hungry?” I asked as her hand stretched out toward the deadbolt. The loaded question popped out before I could think. At the moment, nothing seemed more dangerous or intimidating than simply being alone with my own thoughts again.

“Not really. I told Jace I wouldn’t be long.”

“Jace, huh?” It was the third time she’d brought him up, although I’d been more concerned with other aspects of the conversation the other two times.

“He’s worried sick about you.”

“I’m sure you make it better.”

She sighed and her shoulders fell. “Don’t be an ass, Colt.”

“That’s what I excel at. I figured you’d be used to it by now.” I turned away, pretending to look for something in the kitchen. Why was I always the biggest ass to the people who deserved it the least?

“I’ll stay if you admit you need help.”

“With what?” I slammed a cabinet door.

“Anything.”

I closed my eyes. I wanted to lie down, go to sleep and forget about the rest of the world. I wanted to be so high I didn’t care if the entire city burned to the ground with every innocent person in it. I wanted it all not to be my problem anymore.

But then my thoughts went back to Aubrey and I grabbed the wall to keep from falling to my knees. I owed her this. Hell, I owed Lexi this. And Jace. Every other person I’d brought down or watched get brought down by my family.

Finally, I gathered the strength to raise my head. “It’s safer to stay away from me. Far away from me.”

“Fuck that. What are you going to do?”

“I told you I have no idea, but it won’t be pretty.”

“It won’t be pretty with or without you. I want my life back, but if I can’t have it, I’ll gladly go out fighting for it.”

“Because of Jace?”

“We’re close.” She smiled faintly. “I’m staying with him, but we’re not together. I need to get my life together first. See, that’s where I went wrong, thinking if I had you, it’d fix everything. When I lost you, I just sat back and watched it all fade to black.”

The part of my brain that had been tempted to punch Isabella through a wall told me to make another smart ass comment. Push her away. Make her hurt.

But I held my tongue and nodded.

“You know Merc and Devlin better than anyone. You know how they think, how they operate—”

“That’s just it. I don’t. I’ve turned a blind eye to it unless it benefited me—drugs. Keeping the cops off my back. But they have networks all over the entire city.”

“Build your own.”

I nearly face-planted into the floor. “What?”

“Without Wilson there’s a gaping hole. People will follow you if you step up.”

“I don’t want to be in charge of a bunch of criminals.” But, power. Influence. It was exactly what I needed. “And if I even started to pull something like that together, I put a huge target on my back and everyone else’s.”

“Not if you’re smart about it.” She cocked her head and smiled. When she looked like that I remembered why I’d been attracted to her in the first place. Once again, she looked confident and put together—a polar opposite to the empty shell she’d become. “Come on. You’re a car thief. Don’t tell me you don’t know anything about redirecting and covering your ass.”

“Don’t get smart with me, Lex.” Picking up where Wilson left off. Could that even work? If I could just build up a network to watch my back, I’d be one up on my current situation. “What happened to you? I mean, how’d you make the big turn around?”

“You really want to know?” In that instant, her spark faded. She kept her eyes on me, but the intensity I’d seen a few seconds earlier had all but disappeared.

I nodded.

“I hit rock bottom. When I went off the grid a couple of months ago,” her voice became a hushed whisper. “Devlin forced me to get an abortion. Apparently, a pregnant stripper can’t make much money around here.”

My mouth fell open and even though I knew I was blinking and staring at her like an idiot, I couldn’t help it. I remembered her mentioning the baby in the club and I hadn’t even given it a second thought. Damn it. 

Damn him. 

I clenched my fist at my side, then spun around and put a hole through the wall separating the living room from the kitchen. 

Isabella jumped around the living room barking until Lexi finally managed to calm her down.

“Geez, Colt.” She took my wrist and traced her fingers lightly over the back of my reddened knuckles.

“I’ll live,” I muttered. Although once the methadone wore off I imagined it wouldn’t feel too good, for now it was only a dull roar beneath the skin. I could still move all of my fingers, so I pulled my hand away and shook it off.

“Do you always have to be such a hardheaded idiot?” Her eyes, lined with worry, sparkled with unfallen tears.

“It’s probably the only way I’ve lived this long.”

Lexi reached toward my face, but I grabbed her wrists and pushed her back. “Aubrey bet on me once, you know, look where it got her.”

With a sigh, she shook my hands away. “You’re not getting anywhere by sulking.”

“I’m not—”

“Stand up and do something.”

I growled and tugged at my hair. “You and Aubrey.... Two fucking peas in a pod.”

“Except she managed to win your heart.”

I dug my nails into my palms, right on the verge of arguing with her, but it wouldn’t do any good. Hell, it’d probably fuel her argument and only elongate this conversation. “I need to stop by Sasha’s shop and see what she found.”

Lexi tilted her head. “And?”

I clenched my teeth. “I could use a ride.”

Running my car up a light pole or into someone else wouldn’t be a great way to launch a rebellion. A rebellion—I fucking hated that whole idea. And to make matters even worse—yes, they could get worse—everyone I drew into my little exercise in defiance would then be delivered, by my hand, right to the police.

With a warm smile, Lexi’s eyes lit up again. “I think that was a request for help.”

“You’re trying my patience.”

She smiled, tilting her head. “I can’t try something you don’t have.”

Chapter 14
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Sasha’s shop was empty, but she busied herself by working on something behind the counter until Lexi and I stepped through the door. Then, she froze and stared at us for a long moment before leaving the counter and sprinting over to where we stood.

“I was beginning to think I’d seen a ghost,” she said, locking the door behind us and turning off the OPEN sign. “Where the hell have you been?”

“That’s not a good question to ask,” Lexi said with a sideways glance at me.

I suddenly remembered another reason why I hated asking for help—people simply annoyed the fuck out of me. “Sasha,” I said through gritted teeth, “this is Alex. Alex, Sasha. Now can we jump to what you’ve found?”

“It’s always a pleasure to see you, Colt,” Sasha said sarcastically.

Alone, I could handle Sasha just fine. Then, she knew to cut to the chase and just give me the info I needed. But when she was around other people, she could turn into a different beast entirely.

“I actually expected to see Buck when the door opened,” Sasha said as she led us to the back room. “He’s been in here every day wondering why the hell I haven’t tracked you down.”

“He’s a worrier,” I mumbled.

“Waste of time around here,” Sasha took a seat in front of a large computer screen. “I’ve been tracking the number you gave me before you disappeared. I haven’t been able to ID the owner, but the number is assigned out of the Toledo area.”

“You’ve got to have more than that.”

Sasha grinned and pulled up a list on the computer. “Buck managed to get me Devlin’s new number just after you went off the grid and I was able to pull the phone records and tracking. They’ve been exchanging a dozen or so texts a day and meeting at least twice a week at the Empire Hotel.”

The hotel where Aubrey used to work. Devlin was always in there—he was the main stakeholder, but my gut told me there was something different about this. “What about Merc?”

“From what I can tell there’s no connection.”

“So, this must be the project Devlin’s working on behind Merc’s back.”

Sasha turned her wide-eyed gaze in my direction, then pulled it together and continued. “The unidentified person has been traveling back and forth from Toledo. He seems to head out at least once a week.”

“Toledo....” I shook my head, wondering if Devlin had the ridiculous idea of expanding his “business” out of town. “What do we get from Toledo?”

“Girls,” Lexi whispered.

Sasha and I both turned to her.

“I overheard Devlin saying something about bringing in new girls from Toledo. I thought at first it had something to do with the club, but we’ve only had one or two new girls since Aubrey.”

“He’s moved on from strippers and into the major league.” The first time the cops had stopped by and tried to recruit me, they’d mentioned something about Devlin moving in on the void left after the sex “Retreat” up the interstate was cleared out. It wasn’t surprising that their lead appeared to be correct. Or even that Devlin had made such a move. What surprised me was the fact that it was apparently up to me to stop him.

“Not a big step for Devlin,” Lexi said. “He’s basically just upsizing his current business.”

I squeezed her shoulder. “He can’t know that we—”

“I know, Colt. I’m not new to the game, and as far as Devlin is concerned, I’m old news. Now it’s not exactly hard to imagine why. He knows you’ve moved on and he has who knows how many new girls to break in.”

I actually felt nauseous. “Not a mental image I needed.”

Stepping back and resting against the corner of the room, I pulled out my small bag of relief.

“Colt,” Lexi yelled as she and Sasha both lunged toward me.

“Relax. It’s methadone. Unless either of you would like to see me puke my guts out or seize to death.” It wouldn’t come to that—I hoped—but the image was enough to make both girls take a step back.

“I think you’re supposed to drink that, or something,” Sasha said, narrowing her eyes at me as I inhaled the small dab of powder.

I pinched my nose as the burn sunk deeper and deeper, leaving behind a wave of relief. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“You’re going to fry your brain,” she said dryly.

“Thank you Miss....” I couldn’t think of any words. “Smarty pants. God, you both give me a headache.”

“Right,” Lexi said. “That has nothing to do with the powder you keep snorting.”

“Really?” I put my full weight into the wall, sliding my feet out and crossing my ankles. “Shall we all discuss lifestyle choices?”

Lexi gave me a flat stare. “Don’t start.”

Oh, but I wanted to. I wanted to tear them both apart, but I shook it off. I had to concentrate on the major objective. “Devlin. How do we take him out?”

“A bullet to the brain?” Lexi said with fake enthusiasm. “Preferably while he’s doing something he loves.”

“I’m all for that, but we need a plan that doesn’t bring the wrath of Merc down on us in the process.”

“Get Merc to do it,” Sasha said. “He can’t be happy about Devlin’s new venture—especially if he’s being left out of it.”

“But that still leaves us with one all-powerful Gold to contend with. At least with Devlin around he has a weakness. He takes out his only son and I don’t want to imagine the monster we’d be left with.” Plus, I still had the cops to worry about.

A pounding and the sound of glass rattling ended our conversation as Sasha pulled up the surveillance feed on her screen.

“Buck,” she said. “I told you. Every. Day.”

“Well, congratulations, you found me.” I said flatly. “He’ll be so relieved.”

Sasha scowled, then led the way to the front of the store. “Is there anything else you need from me?”

“Not at the moment.”

“I’ll be waiting for your call then,” she said with a smirk, then twisted the lock on the door.

“You could have called, asshole,” Buck yelled, bursting through the door as soon as it was unlocked.

“Sorry, sweetie, I was busy,” I said smoothly. Everyone else gawked. And for good reason considering I was obviously not myself. I squeezed Lexi’s shoulder. “Thanks for the ride.”

I didn’t know what else to do or say to her. This whole awkward feeling was completely unnatural, so I made my escape as quickly as possible.

“Buck, you’re driving and I’ll fill you in along the way.”

“I have a bad feeling about this,” he said.

“As you damn well should, considering we’re going to see Merc.”
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As soon as we pulled up to Merc’s house, Buck killed the engine and pressed both hands to his temples. “Dude, you’ve lost your fucking mind. Groveling to Merc?”

“I told you, it’s all part of the plan.”

“Tell me the rest of the plan, then.”

Why? Everyone had to ask but no one liked my answer. “I’m sorta making it up as I go along.”

“That ended so well for you last time,” he said sarcastically.

I rubbed my temples. The methadone was not enough to take care of the brewing tension headache. “Don’t fucking remind me. Are you in, or not?”

“Screwing Devlin and Merc. Of course I’m in.”

I glared across the car at him. “Don’t ever phrase it like that again.”

“What do you want me to do? Because if I’m your partner on this damn job, I want a better title than chauffer.”

I wasn’t sure I ever said a damn thing about him being my partner, but I let it slide. “First, make sure I leave here alive. Then, apparently we need to recruit some more help. And finally, we take down Merc and Devlin.... Somehow at the same time.” Or, turn them over to the police, whichever was more convenient.

He narrowed his eyes and studied me for a minute. “I assume you have a more detailed plan than that?”

“Nope,” I said, climbing out of the car.

“That’s what I was afraid of.”

“Just follow my lead.”

He ran up next to me as I walked away. “You’re going to get us all killed.”

“As long as you realize that’s a possibility, then take comfort in the fact that you haven’t lost your mind. But if you don’t like it, you’re free to walk away.”

“Fucking hell,” he muttered when I rang the doorbell. “My ass cheeks are already tingling.”

“Buck,” I snapped. I considered snapping his back so he’d never mention his damn ass again. “What the hell have I told you about saying shit like that?”

One of Merc’s men opened the door while I was in mid-sentence.

“Sciatica,” Buck whispered, rubbing his lower back. “Fucking sciatica.”

I shook my head. “I need to talk to Merc.”

The bulky man stepped aside. “He’s in his office, but I don’t think he was expecting you.”

“Probably not.” I walked on by, straight back to the sunroom Merc kept as an office. As a kid, I’d been surprised that he could tolerate so much sunlight even with the blinds drawn.

Merc gave me a cold stare that rivaled the temperature outside as soon as I crossed the threshold. “I figured you’d call.”

I threw up my hands. “I got antsy.”

“That has always been a problem of yours.”

That only went to show he didn’t know much about me. As a kid I’d been quiet and withdrawn—as far from antsy as one could imagine. I handled my own problems. Plotted. Weighed my options carefully. Devlin had always been the impulsive one, although over the years, he’d learned to hide it well beneath tailored suits and smooth words. “I heard the police dropped the investigation on the Koenigsegg.”

He squinted at me, then picked up his phone and dialed hurriedly. “Des.... What did the police say...?”

He mumbled a few affirmations and grunts, then hung up the phone.

“How’d you pull that one off?”

I gave him a wide-eyed stare and shook my head. “Dunno. I came back to town, had one last high, and went to bed.”

“Mhh hmm.” He sat back in his seat and drummed his fingers on the desk. “So, it appears you’re out of the woods. What do you want from me?”

“I don’t want to have to worry about Devlin coming after me again.”

“I had hoped a jail cell would solve that problem for a little while, but you’re the one who started that nonsense.”

“Why? Because I bought one of his strippers? He got the money he wanted. I didn’t know one girl’s modesty was that important to him.”

He slammed his fist against the desk. “I will not have the two of you tear down everything I’ve built here.”

“I’m done,” I said, raising my hands. “Rebellious phase over. I’m tired of looking over my shoulder and waiting for Devlin’s knife in my back.”

“Devlin crossed the line, and I’m making him pay for that. But I have no guarantees for you. To date, you haven’t exactly been a worthwhile investment.”

“What do you want me to do?”

Merc stood and walked to the corner of the room to pull back one of the curtains overlooking the elaborate patio where he schmoozed with his wealthiest of friends. “I seem to be in need of a car.”

At least they always played to my specialty, but why did it always come to that? “Any car in particular?”

“A Jaguar—” he paused, no doubt for dramatic effect “—XJR-15.”

A car Devlin just happened to have. My stomach fell. He had no intention of intervening between me and Devlin, let alone giving the whole situation time to fade. “And where do you expect me to dig up one of those?”

“I believe your brother has one.”

Shit.

“But,” Merc walked casually toward me, “you should call him and tell him you’re retrieving it for me. We don’t want any other misunderstandings.”

“He’s never going to believe that.”

“Well, then, have him call me, and I’ll be glad to verify. I’ll be attending a party this weekend, and I need something sporty to drive.”

I didn’t trust either of them. “I’ll call him right now. Have it to you by this afternoon.”

Merc didn’t say a word as I pulled out my phone and dialed Devlin’s number, but I was caught off guard as Devlin actually answered.

“Devlin Gold,” he said in his full-business mode.

“It’s Colt.”

“You little bastard.” All of the lilt disappeared from his voice. “Decided to show your face again?”

“I just spoke to Dad.” Fuck, that word felt nasty and disgraceful coming off my tongue, but Merc always flew into an uproar when I used his real name. “He wants me to swing by and pick up your Jaguar so he can use it this weekend.”

“Bullshit,” Devlin yelled so loud my ear rang.

“He’s standing right here if you’d like to talk to him.”

“What the hell are you up to?”

I handed the phone to Merc, not wanting in the least to hear the rest of Devlin’s argument.

“Devlin, your brother will be over shortly to pick up the car.... No, you listen to me. Period. remember that.”

Merc disconnected the call before handing the phone back to me. “There you go. All arranged.”

But that didn’t guarantee there wouldn’t be a gun pointed at my head as soon as I pulled up.

Chapter 15
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I didn’t want to get out of bed, but given the five-year-old playing in the living room, it was impossible to shut out the world by sleeping. Every few seconds, a crash was followed by a boom. Then a squeal. Thud. Giggle. Scream. And finally the sound of Aiden’s voice before the arrangement started all over again.

How on earth he kept up with her all day was beyond me.

With a groan, I rolled off the bed—an easy task considering I was barely six inches off the ground—and clambered to my feet.

Even though it was almost noon, I still wore the clothes from the day before. The clothes I had been wearing when I left the cabin. I already missed the solitude. And I knew that as soon as I opened the bedroom door, I’d miss not having to hide my grumpy mood with fake smiles and forced enthusiasm.

At least I could vent against Colt. I always paid for it, but it was usually worth it. But with Aiden and Breanna, I had to keep it all bottled up with nowhere to go.

Nowhere to go, I thought. Maybe I could come up with somewhere to go. If only I had money. What were the chances a sadistic car thief wouldn’t keep at least a twenty stashed somewhere in his car?

I pulled my hair up into a messy bun and secured it with a hairband I found around the doorknob. Then I took a deep breath, turned the knob, and pulled the creaky wooden door open.

“Hi,” Breanna said, waving from inside a thin popup tent. “What’re you doin’ here?”

“She lives here,” Aiden said, popping the back of the tent as he walked by. “You hungry?”

He stared at me for a minute waiting for my answer.

“Not really.” I wrapped my arms around myself and glanced toward the door, as if I had to ask permission to go outside. “I uh—I need to look in the car for something.”

Aiden nodded and continued to the kitchen. As soon as he disappeared, Breanna popped out of the tent again and looked around.

“Daaaadddy,” she screamed, running into the kitchen and around the counter.

It was sweet and overwhelming all at once. I slipped on my shoes and jacket, then grabbed the car key from the hook near the door.

The cold air smelled fresh, but even the suburban atmosphere made me paranoid. I noticed every little movement. Every leaf in the wind, the change in light when the branches above my head blocked out the sunlight. I raced to Colt's car and slid into the passenger seat. Then, I searched every compartment. There had to be something in the car, a spare twenty somewhere, possibly even a gun. Once I'd run out of possible hiding spots in the car, I popped the trunk.

The one place he'd always shielded from me, but now it was completely empty.

I dropped my head, wondering how long he'd been planning to send me off in the car if he'd emptied the whole thing out. Or maybe he kept it that way as a precaution in case it ever fell into the wrong hands.

Then, I noticed a lump at the edge of the rug and pulled it back.

“No way,” I breathed. The bottom of the trunk was lined with bills—all smaller bills—but money nonetheless. I picked up a twenty and held it up to the light. Real, as far as I could tell. I stuffed some of the money in my pocket then laid the rug back down, smoothing it carefully so it wouldn't be obvious.

I considered taking off and going to the store without saying a word. I wasn’t ready to go back in there. But Aiden would knock my block off if he even knew I had considered it. If I actually followed through, I wasn’t sure he’d ever talk to me again.

I ran back inside and met Aiden and Breanna in the kitchen where she was enjoying a couple of chocolate cookies.

“I’m going to run to the store,” I said.

Aiden straightened, but his eyebrows lowered over his eyes. “Want me to go with you?”

“No, I just need to pick up a few things.”

“Stay at the table until you’re done,” Aiden said, pointing at Breanna’s cookie. I already knew I was in for it, but when he led me back to the living room, my stomach threatened to dump its very limited contents all over the carpet.

“I’m just running to the store, Aid.”

“Yesterday you said you had no money.”

“I forgot there was some stashed in the car,” I pulled out a few bills and showed them to him. “I’m fully capable, you know. I don’t need you worrying over everything I do.”

“I’m aware.” He placed his hands on my shoulders and leaned down a couple of inches to be at eye level with me. “But there’s very little you could ever do to make me stop worrying over you. Don’t take it personally. You’re my little sister, and I feel like I’ve done a crap job of being a brother up until now.”

“I’m the one who had done a crap job. I shouldn’t have shut everyone out.”

Aiden drew me into his chest. “I understand the temptation to do it though. Nothing was the same after that whole Mr. Roslyn incident.”

“No, nothing was the same after Dad left.”

He sighed audibly. “When we got word that Dad had died, you rebelled. Acting out until you found whatever structure you needed again. But after Mr. Roslyn you withdrew and severed emotional ties with everyone.”

“No one believed me. After that everyone just looked at me like the poor sixteen-year-old who’d been taken advantage of by her history teacher or the little floozy who led on a married man.”

“I believed you.”

“Mom didn’t.” When Mrs. Roslyn showed up at our door claiming that I was having an affair with her husband, Mom didn’t hesitate in sitting me down and lecturing me for an hour. Every time I had tried to explain she merely sent me to my room and told me the importance of taking responsibility for my actions.

Granted, I had probably given her a hundred reasons by that time not to trust me. Breaking and entering. Underage drinking. Sneaking out after curfew. Skipping class. But Mr. Roslyn was the only teacher to really take me aside and ask why I had stopped paying attention in class. He took an interest where everyone else merely tried to discipline the rebellion out of my system.

“Mom was going through a lot of stuff of her own,” Aiden said.

“Like whether or not to tell us that she’d moved on.”

“She hoped that having Chuck around would be a good influence for you. They were both trying.”

The sad, pathetic, pitiful thing was that when I looked back on it all, I knew that without a doubt. “I couldn’t see that then. I fucked up, I admit that, but I can’t even begin to explain how bad it hurt when she didn’t believe me. When everyone blamed me.” After Mrs. Roslyn took her accusation to the school board, Mr. Roslyn was let go and I had a whole new set of fingers pointing in my direction for whatever reason. “Nothing happened. He and I just talked, and he was the only one who didn’t treat me like a hopeless delinquent. When I had that taken away, I didn’t want anyone else new in my life.”

“You were a hurt teenager. We probably all needed some counseling at the time.”

“Most of us still do.” I tilted my head and gave him half a smirk.

“Take my cell phone in case you need me for anything. The house number is in it.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re one of four people who still has a house phone.”

“Yeah, but that’s because Mrs. Morgan sometimes comes over here to watch Breanna and she swears against cell phones. Oh, the radiation.” He mimicked an old lady’s voice and waved his hands in the air. “Radiation. Radiation.”

I doubled over laughing and slapped my hand over my mouth when a snort slipped out. “You definitely need counseling.”
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Time to retake my independence, I thought as I stared across the crowded parking lot at the department store. But why did I have to decide to do it in the middle of the day?

I kept my head down while I navigated the store. Starting in the clothing section, I grabbed a few of each essential. Tossing them into the cart and moving on to the next as quick as possible. My skin burned like lava every time an errant shopper bumped into me, and I squeezed at the handle of the cart until my knuckles turned white waiting for others to get out of my way.

Once I figured I had enough clothing to make life manageable, I made a beeline for the bath isle and grabbed some bath salts, the nicest smelling shampoo and conditioner I could find, lotion, and on impulse I grabbed a box of hair dye—the darkest brown I could find.

Back at the front of the store, I dumped my collection on the belt, and watched the total climb before handing over a stack of crisp twenties from the trunk.

My heart raced and my throat went dry, but without hesitation the cashier slipped the money into the drawer and handed me my change.

“Thanks,” I said, grabbing my things.

“That’s a cute tattoo,” she said as I stretched my arm over to grab one of the bags.

Fuck. I glanced down, not realizing I’d pushed my sleeves up. With a smile I grabbed the remaining bags and quickly stacked them in the cart, hoping to get away as fast as possible.

“My little sister has a butterfly on her ankle. It has her daughter’s name and birthday in the wings.”

I didn't want to hear that shit. I wished I could transfer my thoughts and show her just how much I hated the damn tattoo, and by association, butterflies.

“Thanks,” I muttered, pulling my sleeves back over my arms and pushing the cart toward the exit as fast as I could walk without running over someone.
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I closed my eyes for a moment when I got home. It was so much quieter than the damn department store I’d never complain about having to listen to Breanna play again.

But then, I got the strange feeling that something was off. I crept down the hallway with my bags, the living room was empty, so I pushed the door to my room open.

“Surprise, honey,” Mom said, dropping the comforter she was about to stretch over the new bed.

“Mom,” I breathed. The bags slipped out of my hands as she wrapped her arms around me. Hug, right, I can do this.

I forced a smile as she stepped back and pressed her hands against my cheeks. “Have you been feeling okay?”

And so it begins. “Yes, Mom. Where’s Aiden? You didn’t bring this here by yourself, did you?”

“Oh, no. Chuck and Aiden ran to town to get dinner and Breanna had to go with them. I’d hoped they’d beat you back.” She grabbed my arm and tugged me to the other corner of the room. “We brought down an extra dresser, too. We just redid our whole bedroom, so we had some odds and ends still laying around. I know Aiden doesn’t have much closet space around here, so I thought it’d come in handy for you.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Such a generous gesture, but I could barely manage a smile.

I wanted to take care of myself.

I wanted....

What difference did it make what I wanted? Why couldn’t I just be grateful? Grateful that I had a family willing to help me out after I’d left without a word. Grateful that I’d made it back alive. Grateful that I hadn’t lost more.

I was too empty to be grateful, and too broken to fake it.

Mom rubbed my back—right over the tattoos. “Anything else you need, dear?”

“No,” I looked her in the eyes, “I’m good. Thanks.”

“Oh, Aubrey.” She shook her head. “I told you that city wouldn’t be good for you.”

Clenching my hands, I pulled away, but before I could open my mouth, the front door opened. A light set of footsteps pattered down the hallway toward my room, and then Breanna busted through the door. “Pizza!”

“Yum,” Mom said, patting her on the head and herding her back toward the door. She gave me a sideways glance, but finally they all left me alone.

I closed my eyes and backed up until I hit a wall. Then, I slid to the floor and pulled my knees up to my chest.

“Come and eat, Bre.”

I heard Aiden’s voice but I didn’t open my eyes.

“I’m not hungry.”

The door clicked closed, but I didn’t hear Aiden leave.

“Fuck,” I said, dropping my legs flat against the floor. Time for another lecture.

“You’ve barely eaten anything since you came home.”

“You want to be my dad now?” I glared up at him, fueled by all of the hate burning at my spirit.

“No. But I’m not going to stop being your big brother.” He sat down next to me and gently took my hand. “What is wrong?”

Without warning my whole body started to tremble out of control and the harder I tried to stop it, the worse it became. “I’m broken.”

Aiden wrapped his arms around me, holding me to his chest as the tears started to fall. I didn’t feel like crying—and the inability to control any of my own actions only made me hate myself and the entire situation even more. “I’m tired of looking at myself and seeing someone I don’t know. And looking at my family and seeing people I don’t know how to connect with anymore. I don’t know where to start.”

“I’ll give you a hint,” Aiden whispered, lifting my chin. “You’re in the right place.” He wiped my tears away and brushed all of the little stray hairs away from my face. “And we can start with pizza.”

I shook my head. “If I take off my coat, I have to explain the tattoo. And explain why I was gone. And what— And—” I couldn’t find the words—they all slipped away as quickly and effortlessly as my last breath. I struggled to my knees, trying to find air, but it was as if a corset had tightened around me and all at once, I sank.

Blood.

Drugs.

Colt.

Death.

“Aubrey.”

A hand grabbed me, but I shook it off, scrambling across the room until I hit the opposite wall.

“Aubrey.” Hands flipped me around, pressing my back against the wall. “Fuck.”

Aiden. I’d never seen that kind of terror in his eyes.

I’m drowning again.

No water, but I’m drowning.

No air.

I dug my fingers into the wall, gasping as if I’d been dropped onto an alien planet without an atmosphere.

“Aubrey,” Aiden said again, patting my cheeks. “Watch me, okay? Breathe with me.”

I can’t breathe.

But I watched his chest slowly rise and fall. I felt his expelled air against my face. Slowly. Painfully. I fought to match his rhythm.

My muscles released and my chest finally opened up with life-giving relief.

Aiden’s hands fell to my shoulders and he squeezed.

That subtle change almost sent me spinning again, but he caught me.

“I’m right here, Bre,” he whispered, pressing his forehead to mine.

“What’s wrong with me?”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think you should as a psychologist.”

There was no way I could take that the wrong way. “Fuck you.” I shoved him back, and went for my chance to escape but he caught my arm.

“You don’t remember, do you?”

“Remember what?” I snapped, spinning around.

His eyes wavered as if searching me for something. What? The look made me uncomfortable.

“The first time Dad came home from being deployed in the Middle East.”

“Of course I remember that.”

His face was sullen. “You remember the coming home part, but not the leaving every night.”

I narrowed my eyes. What the hell is he talking about?

“The times he couldn’t stand to sit down to dinner. The headaches, when he’d lock himself in the bedroom to shut us all out. The blank stares. He didn’t sleep—not more than an hour or two at a time. He’d go to bed with Mom only to wake up an hour or two later and spend the rest of the night on the couch.”

I shook my head. “He’d been in combat. I’m sure he went through things we can’t imagine.”

“What’d you go through, Bre?”

“Don’t compare this to that.” I clenched my teeth. “It’s not at all the same. Don’t pretend you know a damn thing about what—” About what I went through? It didn’t make sense, but just saying that felt like an admission. An admission that I’d been through something indescribable—a defining life event. I couldn’t bear to claim it.

“Your reaction is damn similar.” His grasp on my arm loosened. “I’ll give you your space, Bre, but I won’t let you shut down.”

I didn’t have a reaction, much less the energy left to argue anymore, so I gave him a small nod.

“You pick up any long-sleeved shirts?” He asked, waving at the store bags.

“Yeah.” All of that fuss and I hadn’t even thought of putting on a long-sleeved shirt.

“Then put one on, and join us for lunch.” He kissed my temple. “If any other questions or comments come up about your time away, I’ll intercept. I’m sure I’ve screwed up enough on my own that I could send Mom on an endless derailment.”

“Aid,” my voice shook. Thank you couldn’t ever cover it.

He gave me a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry about it.”

Chapter 16
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Buck and I sat in his car outside of Devlin’s house while all of the detrimental possibilities raced through my mind. Devlin shooting us outright. Merc setting us up and giving Delvin a different set of orders as soon as Buck and I left. Devlin reporting that we stole the car.

“This is a bad fucking idea, dude,” Buck said.

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“What’s the chance he’s not going to blow our brains out. Or that Merc isn’t setting us up for just that.”

“Buck. Shut. The. Fuck. Up. You’re not obligated to stay.” I pinched the bridge of my nose.

“Like hell, dude.” He pulled a small gun and holster from under his seat and fastened it around his ankle. Then, he stuffed another handgun down the back of his pants under his coat. “You’re not stepping out of the car without someone watching your back.”

I snorted. “Got an extra?” I hadn’t exactly come prepared for a gunfight. Or to drive, but all I had to do was manage to get the car about two miles to Merc’s house.

Buck gave me a flat look, then opened the center console, dug around, and handed me a 35mm.

“You must sweat balls when you pass a cop.”

He shrugged. “Are we doing this?”

What would possess anyone to follow me into this kind of shitstorm?

I took the lead, climbing out of the car first, and trudging up the paved driveway to the front door. The door opened before I could raise my hand to knock.

“What are you trying to pull?” Devlin growled.

I threw up my hands. “It was Merc’s idea. I’m just following orders.”

“Why? Since when do you listen to a damn thing Dad says?”

“Since now,” I said flatly. “I tried to keep myself entertained, and you ruined that, so I may as well enjoy the family business.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re using?”

I pulled the pack of methadone out of my pocket just long enough for him to see it, then slipped it back inside. He’d never know the difference. “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

He scowled and grabbed the collar of my shirt, pulling me onto my toes. “You’re not driving my car jacked.”

I put up my hands. “Merc’s orders. Take it up with him.”

He shoved me back so hard I nearly ran into the post holding up the porch roof. “What I don’t understand is why.”

“Like I said, take it up with him. Maybe he just wants to fuck with you for being a dick.” Damn, I’d gotten onto Buck about using those phrases in reference to my family, but they just slipped out.

“Don’t start,” Devlin leaned past the doorway until I could feel his disgusting breath on my face. “Or the next time will be worse.”

“Look man, I have nothing that I give a damn about losing. Shoot me. Take my drugs. Burn down my fucking house. I can’t be bothered to give a damn. You going to give me the car, or not?”

“Enjoy the joyride, fucker.” With a scowl, Devlin dropped the key into my hand. “The car’s in the garage.”

It’s probably rigged to explode the minute I start the ignition.

Or their whole plan was to get me arrested for driving under the influence.

But, I had to get in, and playing to Merc’s whims was the best way to do it.

“This is too easy,” Buck whispered just before we parted ways in the driveway.

“Don’t say that.”

The garage door rose revealing the gunmetal grey Jaguar.

“You okay to drive?” Buck asked. He may not have been there to see me use, but he sure as hell knew I was on something.

“I’ve driven worse.”

“Not entirely reassuring.”

“Just follow behind me and hope nothing goes wrong.”
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We dropped off the car at Merc’s house without a hitch and not so much as a “thank you.” His only comment was that he would be in touch when he needed something else. So, Buck dropped me off back at the apartment building and I figured I’d bide my time setting up my own security net—organizing as much blackmail as I could find, and putting together a list of people I’d trust enough to keep their mouths shut if I recruited them.

I stepped off the elevator on my floor and noticed a pile of grocery bags stacked outside my door and a bag of dog food resting against the wall. I peeled off the note taped to the top.

Figured you’d forget. ~ Lex

Throwing the bag of dog food over my shoulder I unlocked the door and pushed it open. Then, I shoved the rest of the bags just over the threshold with my foot.

Isabella came scampering through the house, wagging her tail, and yipping at the bag over my shoulder.

“Yes, food.” I dropped the bag on the couch. “And apparently I’ve reached a new level of incompetence if Alex has to provide our dinner.”

Granted I had forgotten. It still pissed me off. Or maybe it pissed me off even more that she was right and that I had become so predictable.

At least I could guarantee they didn’t know what else was up my sleeve—an agreement with the cops. A devil’s deal.

Although I’d always considered Merc and Devlin to be the demons of the town, so what did that really make the police?

“This methadone isn’t cutting it,” I muttered to Isabella as I ripped open her food and filled up her bowl. “I’m going to think myself to death at this rate.”

Chapter 17
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I woke up gasping for air and clawing at the sheets. All I could remember from the nightmare was the smell of Devlin filling my nostrils. I scanned the dark room, paranoid that maybe he had really found me this time. The shadow of a chair in the corner, the dark recess behind the dresser, the void just off the foot of the bed where I couldn’t see—each a possible hiding place.

Even as my heart slowed, my stomach roiled like a balloon caught in a windstorm.

My nightmares left me nowhere to run or hide. Devlin had wheedled himself into the core of my brain and even after a two weeks of normalcy, I had no idea how to get rid of him. In fact, his hold over me seemed to grow stronger with each passing night.

I inched up and sat on the edge of the bed with my face buried in my hands until the nausea receded. Or at least I thought it receded. As soon as I raised my head, the sickness charged up my throat and I raced it to the bathroom.

Adjusting back to normal life shouldn't be the hardest part, I told myself. But the truth was Colt helped keep the nightmares away. At the very least, his presence made me feel secure. Without him, I just felt like a wide open target. A sitting duck. Waiting for something to strike. I'd probably be hugging the toilet when it happened the rate I was going.

When I had nothing left to throw up, I pulled myself up, and cleaned myself off.

Then, I stared at the reflection in the mirror. Still a stranger. The very thing I'd hoped to avoid. But Devlin had sent me sky rocketing over my worst fears and into a new nightmare. One I couldn't escape no matter how hard I tried.

At least the tattoos had stopped itching, but now they looked dull and ugly as ever. I wished they'd just fade away, but like all the memories, they'd probably stay fresh for the rest of my life.

Unlike the memories, however, the tattoos I'd have to explain. Over and over. To strangers who stop me when I go out. To family members and old friends. With strangers I could largely brush it off with a smile and a fake story if necessary, but it was a harder sell for anyone who knew me.

I pressed my hands against the counter, letting my tousled bed-hair fall over my face. I hated it. I hated everything I had become. Maybe the tattoos I couldn’t easily change, but.... I slowly raised my eyes to the mirror, then jerked open the medicine cabinet and dug for a pair of scissors at the back. Without thinking about it too much, I pulled all of my hair to the back of my neck and chopped it off in one go. I tossed the handful of loose blonde curls into the garbage can and watched as the rest fell back in place. Then, I continued chopping, shaping it until it looked like one of those chic short hairstyles that fell slightly longer in the front.

It still wasn't enough, so I brushed off all of the stray cut hairs and pulled open the cabinet under the sink where I’d hidden the brown hair dye. I’d been too self-conscious to try it out by the time I had gotten home from the store. Yet another thing for Aiden to question. But this time, I ripped open the box, slipped on the gloves, mixed the chemicals, and slathered the gooey brown mixture all over my short hair.

With every strand saturated, I pulled a plastic shower cap over the mess, rinsed off my hands and filled the tub with hot water and bath salts. After I set a timer on my phone, I slid into the pristine oasis that awaited me in the tub.

I had no idea if my tattoos were ready for a soak, but then again, I didn't really give a damn either. They were still slightly sensitive, which the salt and high temperature didn't help, but after a few moments, the slight tingling faded and I relaxed until my phone buzzed for me to rinse my hair.

I emptied the tub, switched on the shower, and watched as the brown liquid swirled around my feet. By the time my hair was completely rinsed, my fingers and toes were shriveled, but my muscles finally felt loose again.

I towel dried my hair then let the damp strands fall loose around my face. The dark brown color was an immediate change—especially wet. The only problem with that—it definitely illuminated how pale my skin had become.

At least I had something new to look at and for about an hour, I'd managed to keep most of my thoughts away from Colt or Devlin. But when I’d run out of things to do, my anxiety roared back to full strength.

I couldn’t take not knowing. Every day I listened to the news, waiting for some word on Colt or his family. Any clue as to what might be going on. Whether or not I should expect someone to break down my door. But every day, it was the same old depressing shit.

If only I could pick up a phone and call him for an update. Just knowing he was still alive could settle my nerves temporarily. At least then, I could go to sleep believing that someone might be able to stop Devlin from coming after us.

Quiet footsteps approached the door, and I quickly twisted my hair up in a towel and pulled my pajamas back on. I took a long deep breath then twisted the knob and slowly opened the door.

Aiden waited in the hallway with his back pressed against the wall.

“Did I wake you,” I whispered.

“Nah,” he rubbed his right shoulder and squeezed the muscle. “I need some pain meds and the heat pad.”

He’d busted his shoulder at work when a rafter swung loose because some other idiot didn’t secure it properly. Which made for two fairly grumpy and touchy people living in the same small house. Combined with a five-year-old, it was an entirely different kind of nightmare.

I stepped out of his way and started back to my room.

“You okay, Bre?” He already knew I was far from okay, so I wasn’t sure why he bothered asking.

“Yeah, just couldn’t sleep, so I took a hot bath to relax.”

“Sounds nice.” I could even hear the pain in his words as he winced and squeezed the muscle again.

“Anything I can do?”

“No, it’s the joy of construction work. But at least it pays the bills and keeps me out of trouble.”

“I thought keeping you out of trouble was Breanna’s job.”

His eyes widened. “If only.”

Giving him a faint smile, I slipped away to the safety of my room.

I tried to joke around. I wanted to connect, to feel like a normal part of someone’s life again. Even to feel just a hint of normal in myself. But every exchange felt like a scripted part of an act that lacked emotion or authenticity.

I pretended to be a human—an aunt, a sister, a daughter—but deep down inside I was disillusioned and lost. Like a broken phone that couldn’t quite hold a connection to the outside world. I looked normal, sounded normal, but the static that clouded my mind blocked every attempt to relate to my surroundings. I needed to suck it up, take Aiden’s advice, and find a shrink, but even the thought of explaining what had happened to a complete stranger put me on the verge of yet another nervous breakdown.

Chapter 18
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You’d think that after nearly a month I’d be able to get Aubrey off my mind.

I thought I would have gone through half a dozen other girls by then, but even looking had lost its appeal.

I blamed the drugs, or lack thereof.

But it’d never stopped me before, so when that failed, I blamed the methadone. And when all else failed, I blamed Devlin, because why not? I blamed him for everything else.

I rested my forehead against the steering wheel of the Civic. The always pleasant Detective Carter had called just as I’d stabbed my fork into a nice juicy steak that I’d cooked up for a late dinner. He asked that I meet them near the viaduct on tenth street at ten, but since the call had interrupted my dinner and pretty much ruined my appetite, I took a long drive before heading to the meeting.

Twenty minutes of sitting alone in the dark parking lot, and I still hadn’t heard a word from either of them.

At least driving gave me something else to think about—watching for cops as the speedometer raced past the speed limit and closed in on triple digits down the highway. Waiting was merely an exercise in agony.

I could be sleeping. Or fucking—if I could get my damn head in the game. I could at least be fucking with my family, but that was only half as fun as it used to be since I had to spend most of my time pretending to grovel at their feet. Even though I knew it was an act and would eventually result in their downfall, seeing the satisfied look on Merc’s face every time I followed his orders gave me indigestion.

He’d sent me on a handful of random grunt-worthy assignments, but I suspected his true motive included getting under Devlin’s skin as well. The two of them still hadn’t made amends, likely because Devlin was too busy trying to get his new “business” up and running without Merc finding out.

Finally, the blue Audi pulled into the lot, stopping just in front of me. I still didn’t trust them enough not to pack a gun during our meetings, so I made sure that it remained hidden under my coat as I climbed out of the car. “It’s about damn time.”

“We couldn’t get away on schedule,” Davis said.

As we approached, Carter reached to shake my hand, sliding me another packet of methadone in the process. They were damn intent on keeping me amenable and as sober as possible.

Under the circumstances, I couldn’t complain too much. “What can I do for you tonight?”

“Have you managed to uncover anything new on Devlin?” Davis asked.

“No,” I’d already told them about the phone number and the information Sasha had given me—mostly anyhow. I wasn’t stupid enough not to keep something for myself. “He’s keeping to himself. And Merc is gloating because apparently I’m his new favorite grunt. I’m living the dream life. When the hell are you going to take them down? Or give me that wonderful leverage you’ve been promising?”

“When we catch them in the act of something big,” Davis said. “And when we manage to get a hold of something worthwhile ourselves. With Wilson out of the game and Merc and Devlin both playing it safe, our connections have gone quiet.”

“They have grunts to handle the dirty work,” I scoffed. Devlin and Merc made dealing with Aubrey seem like paradise.

Aubrey. Damn it. “Have you checked up on Aubrey lately?”

“She’s still staying with her brother,” Carter said. “And she’s fine.”

I wanted more than she’s fine. Where’s she been? What has she been doing?

Fuck. I’ve reached completely obsessed.

“You seem distracted,” Davis said.

I shook my head. “I have a lot on my mind.”

“Aubrey is fine,” Carter repeated.

I instinctively jerked my gaze up to his eyes. Had I become that obvious? “Do you two want anything else or are we just shootin’ the shit?”

“We have been hearing talk about Wilson,” Davis said. “Word is he’s laying low, but one of his confidants got a loud mouth and mentioned picking up a couple of unregistered handguns for Wilson.”

“So, he’s not planning on laying low for long.”

“That’s what we thought,” Carter said. “And it’s not exactly clear who he’s planning on going after.”

I scoffed, and sat against the hood of the Civic. “Fifty-fifty, it’s either me or Devlin. I got him into the mess with Devlin and Devlin, well, who the fuck knows what he did.”

“Aubrey didn’t see anything?” Davis asked.

“She was locked in a trunk. No.” All Aubrey needed was for one of the asshats to go banging on her door and asking questions. I wagered she’d already relived that night more than enough. “You mentioned the retreat the first time you showed up, how much does Wilson know about Devlin’s plan?”

“He didn’t give us any details,” Davis said. “He mentioned that Devlin had been asking a lot of questions about acquiring women and keeping the police at bay, but it seems he found his own route for that.”

I rubbed my temples. It had been more than two days since I’d had methadone, and I needed a hit.

But I wanted more.

I wanted an outlet. A fight. A fuck. A joint. Hell, I was so far gone, anything would have to help.

“We’ve also had our hands full,” Carter said. “Without Wilson, the people who used to work for him are getting desperate. Moving out on their own and causing problems all around town. They’re not a threat to Devlin or Merc right now, so instead of being helpful, they’re just sucking our time away. We need you to push Merc or Devlin to show their hands. Or get their hands dirty so we can plan our next move.”

“I could ask them to murder me. I’m sure they’d take me up on it,” I said flatly.

Davis grunted. “We’re serious.”

I had a move in mind, but it was basically the equivalent to my suggestion. “If you want me to dig deeper, then I’m going to need help—my own back up. What’s going to happen to all of the people helping me? Actually helping me? If I’m asking them to dig deeper and risk their lives too—which is the only way I’m going to get anything more—I want to know I’m not just handing them over to you all as a gift for the prison cells.”

“I’m assuming that none of your helpers are exactly law abiding,” Carter said. “We’ll have to take it on a case by case basis, but if they provide information or assistance, we’ll do everything to make sure they get a fair offer.”

“Fair,” I snorted and shook my head. “That’s confidence boosting.”

“Like I said, we need more information to judge it on. Will they agree to working with us?”

“Alex would. She’s a str—dancer at Club Addiction. She just got clean and she’s determined to see Devlin get what’s coming to him.”

“What about your doctor friend?” Davis asked “He must be itching to get out from under their control.”

“And probably away from me,” I mumbled. “He and I haven’t spoken in almost a month. But he’s always had my back and I trust him more than anyone.”

“What are you planning?” Carter asked.

“I’m going to pick up where Wilson left off. If I play my cards right, I should be able to keep Merc believing that I’m loyal and taming anyone who might eventually stand in his way. Cleaning up his city. Keeping a lid on things. That’s what he wants, after all. I just need to build up enough leverage to turn the tide and force them into something, right?”

Chapter 19
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I sat on the back porch while Aiden finished up dinner. Those damn tacos and the seasoned meat was about to be the end of me. Then again, just about everything was going to be the death of me lately.

At least the weather had turned warmer.

That was about the only thing that made me feel better.

I ran my fingers through my hair. It had been almost three weeks since I had chopped it all off, and I was beginning to get used to it. I hated it.

But, I hated everything.

I didn’t want my old hair back.

I didn't want my new hair.

I didn't want to get up in the morning and comb the city looking for a job for the third time in seven days.

I didn't want to stay home and babysit, so Aiden didn't have to pay for daycare.

I simply didn't fucking want to do anything.

Aiden opened the back door. “Dinner's ready.”

I nearly fell off the chair when the smell hit me in the face. “Thanks.”

I needed to eat. I needed to be polite. After all, I'd been crashing at his place like a lazy bum for over a month.

A month without Colt.

I had barely spent more than a month with Colt. Seven weeks, not counting the week in Devlin's hell.

Those seven weeks were more powerful than any length of time in the real world.

“Are you okay,” Aiden asked.

I hadn't noticed that he'd closed the door and joined me on the porch.

“Yeah,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck and sitting forward.

“You should see a doctor,” Aiden said.

“I'm not crazy,” I immediately shot back.

Damn, where'd that come from? Talk about being overly defensive.

Aiden's eyes widened. “But you're damn irritable. Barely able to eat. Always exhausted and fidgety. And of all the things you've been buying, I can't help but notice the one thing you haven't.”

“You don't always go shopping with me.”

Aiden raised an eyebrow.

But we shared a bathroom. I shook my head. Five weeks. Five weeks. I'd been home for five weeks. But I had attributed most of the problems to trying to recover after my week of not eating and being doped up with heroin. I thought maybe everything else just needed time to catch up.

A week locked in that room.

No birth control.

A week in the cabin with Colt.

We were both too out of our minds to even think about it.

I leaned my arms against my thighs and shook my head.

Aiden sat down on the bench next to me.

“How'd you know?” I whispered.

“I lived through it before.”

I just kept shaking my head. “It's just a virus or something.”

“Then go to the doctor and get it sorted.”

Going to the doctor wasn’t that easy. I couldn't tell him about the eternity I'd spent locked in that room. About the nightmares that led to the jitters and left my stomach churning. All of those other legitimate reasons for everything I was going through.

The one reason I refused to ever believe was that I might be pregnant.

“You need to see a doctor, Bre,” Aiden repeated when I didn’t respond.

And if Devlin found out? He'd gotten my medical records before.

“Fine.” I wasn't convinced. “But I'm not going around here, that's all I need in this town.”

He gave me a flat look. “Right, and the last time you went into Ashville?”

The hospital was on the outskirts, and I could assume that Jace still worked there, but how on earth would I make sure he was there?

“I know a doctor there. I trust him.”

“Right.” He gave me the Aiden stare that equated to one of my eye rolls.

“Are you ever going to trust me?”

“I do trust you, Bre, but—damn it. Why do you have to be so stubborn and distant? You expect me to trust you, but most of the time, I don't think you really trust me. You don't trust me enough to tell me what happened or—”

I gasped. “It's not that I don't trust you. Really.” I tucked my shaking hands between my knees. “I just can't tell you. I can't explain.”

If I explained I had to face it all again. I had to face my own decisions. The shame of everything I'd done. The emotions tangled inside of me that in no way made sense.

Aiden rubbed my back and I fell against his shoulder.

“Whatever you need, Bre.”

“Can I borrow your car?” It was a longshot, but if I was thinking about going back to Ashville, I couldn't go in Colt's car.

“I take it your other borrowed car would be a bit conspicuous?”

I nodded.

“Do you really have to go back there?”

I nodded again. Jace also knew my history. I didn't have to explain the drugs to him or—or anything else I never really wanted to talk about again. And if I wasn't pregnant, he was my best shot at figuring out what was wrong.

And maybe finding out that Colt's okay.
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After looking up Jace’s full name—Dr. Jace Ford—on the Ashville Emergency Room website, I had one stop to make before I headed back into Ashville. A suicide mission if I'd ever considered one. I needed a fake ID, because I sure as hell wasn't checking in anywhere in Ashville with my real name.

Cody gave me a suspicious glare when I stopped by his house, but he'd been making fake IDs since we were teenagers, and I seriously doubted he'd shirk the income. It took him about thirty minutes before he handed me a shiny new ID.

“Michelle Boring? Really?”

Cody shrugged.

Whatever. I tucked the card into my pocketbook and slipped him the money.
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I felt like a fraud checking in at the hospital—not so much because of the fake ID, the obvious reason—but because I was at an Emergency Room basically for a pregnancy test. And I couldn't for the life of me sit still for even a second. I kept on my sun glasses and curled up in a back corner to wait until I was called back.

They'd given me a suspicious look when I asked if Dr. Ford was available. But the lady at the desk finally relented, telling me I'd probably have to wait longer if I wanted to see him—and that it was totally against protocol. What in this city wasn't?

“Michelle Boring,” the nurse called, looking around the room.

That damn name. I kept my head lowered and walked across the room. She led me down a hall and through a sliding glass door to a tiny room.

“So what brings you in today?”

“I haven't been feeling well.”

She frowned. “How long? In what way?”

“I'm going to have to explain it all to the doctor again so what's the point of going over it a hundred times.”

“The doctor's busy—”

“I'll wait.” I crossed my arms and sat down on the bed.

The nurse sighed, but continued to take my vitals without another word.
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“Miss Boring.”

I had my head down when Jace entered the room, but as soon as I lifted my head and turned to face him, the color drained from his face. “What are you doing here?”

“I've been sick, and I need you to figure out why.”

“There are doctors in other cities,” he said in a hushed voice. “Safer cities.”

“Yeah, and they'd probably need answers to questions I don't want to give anyone.”

He sat the chart down on the foot of the bed and leaned down to eye level. “You're not safe here.”

“That's why I used a different name and a top of the line fake ID.”

“And a new hairdo,” he said flatly, staring at my hair. 

“That came a few weeks ago,” I muttered.

He sighed, picked up his clipboard again and tapped his pen against hit. “What's wrong?”

“In my brother's words, I'm irritable, can't eat, anxious, exhausted.... But—” I jumped off the bed. “After what happened who can blame me, it's probably nothing.”

Jace grabbed my arm and pushed me back toward the bed. “Anything else?”

I pressed my lips together and shook my head. “I might've—” my foot bounced against the porcelain tile. “That time of the month hasn't visited for a while.”

His head dropped back and he stared up at the ceiling for a long silent moment. “Shit.”

“Don't say that,” I yelled. “Say it's probably because of the drugs, or the week I spent not eating and barely drinking, or stress. I'll go with stress. I haven't been able to sleep. I have nightmares and I can't stop thinking and I'm worried and—”

I just kept blurting it all out until Jace put his hands on my shoulders and lowered his gaze to mine. “The pregnancy test is the easiest thing to start with.”

“No. I'm not—” I waved my arms and pulled away. “I can't be.”

“You can't be or you don't want to believe you might be? There's a big difference.”

I turned away and wrapped my arms around myself.

“You and Colt—”

“Yeah, I know,” I snapped.

“Aubrey,” he spoke calmly and reached for my arm. “Let's sit down and talk.”

I jerked away. “Don't patronize me.”

His face hardened slightly and he took a deep breath. “Miss Boring—”

I glared, but strangely I also wanted to laugh. “Can you just figure out what's wrong with me?”

“I'm trying, but in order to do that, it'd be helpful if you'd sit down and talk to me.”

I huffed, but I moved to the edge of the bed and sat down. Jace wheeled over a stool and sat facing me. “Did you ever have symptoms of depression before? Racing thoughts? Guilt?”

“Before—” I closed my eyes, already feeling the burn of tears. “I was diagnosed with depression after my dad died. This is worse.”

“Do you have flashbacks?”

I shook my head. “I don't—”

“Where you feel like you're reliving it?”

“I get flashes, just images not like reliving it, and then I feel like I’m drowning. And nightmares, but it's not as much remembering shit as thinking Devlin's still after me.”

“I can get you something for the depression. I'll get it through the pharmacy here so there's no trail, and that might explain a lot of your symptoms, but we should still run a pregnancy test.”

“Are you sure it might not be anything else?”

“If pressed, I could list several other things it might be, I'd still run a pregnancy test first. I'll need to have a phlebotomist come in and draw blood.”

“No.” I jumped up again. “Can't you do it?”

“That's not really policy.”

“Yeah, well, neither was requesting to see you, right?”

He closed his eyes. “This is a little harder to get around.”

“But possible.”

“Aubrey—” Jace shook his head. “I really think you need to let her do it. I'm going to have to step out and see another patient, but I promise, you'll be fine.”

Without thinking, I grabbed his lab coat before he could walk away. Jace pulled my fingers free from the material and held my hand.

“How's Colt?” I asked frantically.

“I haven't talked to him since he came back to town.”

Back to town, so I might be able to find him. “But he's alive? He's fine?”

“I haven't heard otherwise.”

My stomach sank. “Thought you were his best friend?”

“I'm not sure that matters anymore.” His expression never changed from cool indifference.

“What's that mean?”

“Aubrey. Sometimes there's no saving someone. Especially if they're hell-bent on destroying themselves. Consider that the best thing he did was send you away.”

God, didn’t anyone ever remain consistent? “Coming from the same mouth that tried to convince me to humanize him?”

“I hoped it might work. At least he didn't get you killed.” Jace tucked my file under his arm. “You're at the end of Devlin's concerns right now. Merc's back in town and making it quite apparent that he's not letting anyone run this town except him. Except now, ironically, it's Colt at his side. Devlin won't dare step out of line until he wins his father's good graces back.”

“Colt's with Merc?” I asked slowly, still not believing a single syllable. “I thought he hated him.”

“Hate drives people to do crazy things. Crazy drives people to do stupid things. And in Colt's case, all of the above leads him right to heroin's door.”

“Shouldn't you be trying to drag him back?”

“And cross the entire Gold family in the process?” Jace raised his eyebrow. I knew that look because Colt shared the exact same one. “I wish I could remember a time we shared anything except trouble. I need to put in an order for your lab work, Miss Boring. Then, I'll be back to check on you.”

I nodded. Maybe he was right. Maybe Colt was beyond anyone fighting for him, but—

There was always that damn “but” and I couldn't for the life of me figure out where it led.

Straight to hell at the rate I was going.

I wanted to believe he was savable. I wanted to believe that deep down, he was the good guy. Maybe not good in the general sense of the term, he was a car thief after all, but I wanted to see him bring Devlin down. I wanted vengeance. Even if that vengeance was just screwing over Devlin by seeing Colt survive.

The nurse knocked on the door frame and then entered with a phlebotomy tray. “Miss Boring?”

I nodded and leaned back on the bed. Breathe. Don't freak out.

She checked my arm band and scanned it. Then she started laying out everything she needed.

Gloves. Tattoo man.

The long blue tourniquet. Devlin.

The needle and tube. Tank.

I closed my eyes, hoping it'd ease the dizziness.

“Just one needle,” she promised. “It's certainly no worse than a tattoo.”

I clenched my teeth, opened my eyes, and glared up at the ceiling. If I responded, it was going to include a colossal fuck you, so I kept my mouth shut.

She snapped the band around my arm. “Make a fist.” She poked and prodded my tingling arm, then wiped the inside of my elbow with an alcohol wipe, and prepared the needle.

“I'll be as quick and gentle as I can,” she said, preparing to insert the needle. “Just a pinch.”

But with that pinch came a rush of other things.

Not least of which was the want of a hit.

Within a few seconds, the vial was full, and she pulled the needle out of my arm, covering the incision with a roll of gauze and a piece of tape. “Dr. Ford will be back in a few minutes.”

“Thanks,” I whispered.

I closed my eyes and pulled the blanket off the foot of the bed up and around me.

She lied.

A few minutes turned into thirty.... Forty... an hour. I began to wonder what had happened.

I considered walking out. Running out to be specific.

Then, the door opened again and Jace announced himself. Behind him he pulled in some kind of machine with a monitor.

“We had an emergency,” he said, then, he leaned against the handles of the cart he'd just wheeled in.

“Your HCG levels are significantly elevated.”

I squinted. Why couldn’t doctors ever use plain English?

“You're pregnant.”

My heart thumped then burrowed into the pit of my stomach while the room darkened.

“Aubrey,” Jace squeezed my wrist.

It took an exorbitant amount of energy to focus on him, but I finally managed.

“How do you feel?” He rubbed my arm as the shock faded and my vision cleared again.

“Lightheaded,” I whispered.

“I swiped a portable ultrasound machine,” he said with a playful wink. “We'll confirm how far along you are. Then, you can consider your options.”

“I need to talk to Colt,” I said, grabbing his wrist before he could step back.

He exhaled and shook his head. “You have a death wish, too? A baby definitely isn't going to fix him or the situation he's in with his family.”

“I don't expect a baby to fix him.” I clenched my teeth, furious that he’d even suggested that.

Jace continued shaking his head as he pulled my blanket down to my waist. “Pull your gown up past your bellybutton.”

He wheeled the cart closer and squirted some nasty cold goop on my abdomen.

“So, you think I should just let him off the hook?” I asked as he pressed the even colder device into the dollop of goo and spread it around my stomach.

“Off the hook?” He concentrated on the screen in front of him. All I could see was the light reflecting off his face. “There it is.”

It?

He twisted the monitor around. All I saw was a round space on a blurry screen.

“Six to eight weeks,” he said.

That's the start of a baby? My baby? I have something growing inside of me?

“The fetus is still too small to see, but this—” he pointed to the dark circle “—is the sac.”

“Fuck,” I said to no one and about nothing in particular. “I can't do this. Can’t you just tell me that all of this is stress?”

“If it were the truth, I would.” Jace handed me a towel to wipe off my stomach and pushed the cart to the side of the room. He sat down on the stool next to me again. “And that brings us to another problem.”

I dropped my head back, pressing it into the pillow as far as possible. “I don't need another right now.”

“I could prescribe you something for the depression and anxiety, but there's no clear evidence of the effects those kinds of medications have on the fetus.”

“Perfect.”

“I can probably get you something to help you sleep, though. Definitely something for the nausea, and some pre-natal vitamins. Given what happened, those will be good for you anyway, especially since you haven't been eating well.”

I nodded, not really sure if any of it was sinking in.

“You still have time if you want to consider an abortion.”

My back straightened, but I felt like I'd been punched in the face. It was an out. An out I'd never in my wildest dreams ever thought I'd ever be considering.

“I—uh—”

“I think you should take some time. Maybe a few nights’ sleep will help.”

“I doubt that.”

“I'll grab what you need from the pharmacy, and I can refer you to a clinic closer to home.”

“I think I can find one on my own, thanks.”

“They'll probably rerun all the tests, because I won't be able to transfer the file.”

I nodded. I didn’t want to speak or even think.

“Whether or not you keep the baby, it's important you get in soon.”

I just stared at him.

“I know it's a lot, but I just want you to understand. I'd recommend seeing someone about the depression, too. If the symptoms—”

“Thanks Jace.” I threw my legs over the side of the bed and reached for my clothes. “Just the meds and my discharge papers, thanks.”

He nodded and by the time I was dressed he was waiting at the door again. He handed me a box and a small bottle, and the clipboard to sign. I tucked the meds in my purse, but he caught my hand before I could get away.

“My number. Just call me if you need anything else, and stay the hell out of Ashville. I don't want to see you wheeled in here like Katrin was.”

“Thanks,” I whispered, lowering my sunglasses over my eyes again.

Chapter 20
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Lex looked like a different girl when she was off the drugs. I imagined the same applied to me, but at the moment, I was in the opposite situation. No one could expect me to put up with Merc's crap on a regular basis without at least smoking like a dragon to get to sleep.

Someone knocked on the door, and we both jumped from our seats. Unexpected company was never a good thing lately, but the worst unexpected company didn’t usually knock.

I peered through the peephole at a skinny brunette waiting in the hallway with huge sunglasses covering her eyes. It wasn't even that sunny.

Then, my gaze fell to her lips and I ripped the door open, nearly taking the hinges off the wall with it.

“What are you doing?” I dragged her into the room and shut the door.

“I—” She looked to Alex then back up to me. “Did I interrupt?”

“Doesn’t it look like you're interrupting?”

“I should go,” Alex said, grabbing her bag.

I held my tongue, unable to take my eyes off of Aubrey for more than an instant. Alex gave us both tight smile, then escaped into the hallway.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, hoping to finally get an answer.

“I needed to talk to you,” she said.

“About what? How you're stupid enough to come back to this town?”

“Not quite.” Her lips were so tight, the formed a think white line across her pale face. “Alex seems to be doing well.”

I nodded. “Devlin's been distracted. She's been clean for over a month.”

“Doesn’t look like you can say that for yourself. Thought you were going off the drugs when you sent me away.”

“I did. And then the shitstorm that is Ashville dropped them back in my lap. They're the only thing keeping me sane.” I had to get rid of her and explaining it was methadone rather than heroin would only lead to a longer conversation.

“I'm not sure that's how it works.”

For some reason all of the strength seemed to have faded from my lower half. I wanted to fall to my knees, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t let her know she was my weakness. “What do you need, Aubrey?”

“What's going on?”

“I'm working for Merc, Devlin's still in the doghouse. What the hell do you want to know?” I whipped out the quickest answers I could find. 

“Why are you working for Merc?” she shouted.

“Why do you care?”

“I'm pregnant.”

My mouth fell open and I stretched out my arm feeling for the wall. “You’re what?”

I didn’t give her time to answer. “You really thought it was a bright idea to come back here?”

“I thought you should know.”

“How considerate. Do you have any idea how much danger this could put you in? Just being here?” I wasn’t at all ready to address the pregnancy. Not even to ask if she was sure—but I was certain her response to that would be a slap across the face. Even that would set into motion things we wouldn’t come back from.

“Careful,” she said, giving me a slight glare. “You almost sound like you care.”

“I don't want the responsibility of keeping you safe again.” I walked away. How could she?

But I was stuck and she wasn’t moving. “You're sure?”

“Blood test and ultra sound. Six to eight weeks.”

If anyone got wind of this. Anyone.

“So, what? You want me to make sure no one stumbles upon the record.” I asked, spinning around. She was an idiot to come back. An idiot to tell me.

“I used a fake ID so none of the results are on my record.”

I snorted. “New haircut. Fake ID. You going incognito now?”

“The haircut had nothing to do with it. I just wanted a change.” She crossed her arms and looked away as she spoke. I got the feeling she wasn't that sold on the new haircut either. She looked better as a blonde and with plenty of hair to—

I shook the thought out of my head.

“Then, you thought you could change my mind? Win me back?”

“Win you back?” Her jaw dropped. “It's your baby, Colt. It has nothing to do with winning you back, it's just a fact and I wanted you to know.”

“I'll give you money for your bills and make sure—”

“Fuck that,” she yelled, coming at me. Her eyes sparkled, but she didn't cry, she didn't say anything else either.

In an instant, her whole tone changed. “Are you and Alex—”

“No.”

“Not even—”

“We just talk.” I couldn't say there'd been no one else. That I couldn't even look at anyone else.

“Can we just talk?” Her eyebrows pinched together over her nose.

Not ever. “If you want.”

Why the hell did I cave?

“Can you tell me what the tattoos mean?”

At least it wasn’t about the pregnancy, but this topic was just as bad. “You just jump straight to it, don't you?”

She shrugged. “Have to before you change your mind.”

I took her hand, held her arm up and pushed back her sleeve to reveal the tattoo.

“Katrin had a thing for butterflies. She had them everywhere and drew them on everything.” I closed my eyes. Sometimes I wished I could still see her face clearly in my head. But it had blurred and morphed into something I didn't recognize. “Her dad was an alcoholic. Her brother was into party drugs and drinking. And her mother just shut her eyes to all of it. Katrin wanted to come out of it all stronger. She always talked about the power of people to change when they're determined enough. I don't know if it had anything to do with the butterflies, but that's all I can guess. She got the key after we started dating because it was the first time she'd really been brave enough to let someone in. And the snowflake was after her grandmother died. Beautiful forms that can never last.”

“Do you think people can change if they're determined enough?”

I couldn’t possibly answer that question. If I even tried, I’d give everything away, and dig a hole I could never get out of. “People, yes. But fate never does. Fate never lets go. It's always there waiting.”

“That's bullshit.”

I didn't have it in me to argue about it. She'd already kicked the world out from under me and I was fighting hard enough not to let her see that. “You should go home, Aubrey.”

“You said we could talk,” she sat down on the couch and crossed her legs.

“I changed my mind.”

Her shoulders fell, and her face softened. “Let me stay.”

“Stay?” My chest ached. How did she do this to me? Why? Fuck, I couldn’t let it happen. 

“One night. Give me one night of peace.”

Peace? I remembered my first night back in the apartment. The relentless thoughts. How my stomach had sunk when Lexi went to leave me alone again.

“Every night I wake up in the middle of the night thinking it's the night Devlin is going to come after me. Thinking it's the night he'll come after my family. No one at home knows. They can't understand anything I'm going through. The things I remember.”

“Fine. One night. One.”

She stood and moved closer until her body was nearly pressed up to mine. “Pretend you like me?”

I didn't have to pretend. That was the fucking problem. This was probably all some cockeyed ploy to try and get me to fall in love or some shit.

Then again she couldn't be stupid enough to think that'd work.

“What are you up to?” I asked.

Aubrey shook her head. “I'm not up to anything. I told you exactly what I want. I just want one night to forget all the bad shit.”

“Then I don't think I'm prime company.”

She shrugged. “Well, I don't exactly want to go up to a stranger and ask for a one-night stand. I'm already pregnant with your baby, so—”

Why'd she have to bring that up again?

Concentrate. I kept my expression as stern as I could imagine. Be pissed. Focus on being pissed. “Are you saying I owe you?”

“I'm saying I want sex, and I want it with you.” She threw up her hands and paced across the living room. “Sex. Real sex. Just make me feel safe and maybe like I'm not so alone and completely fucked up.”

“I'm not saying no, but if those are your requirements, I really think you came to the wrong person.”

She cocked her head, and crossed her arms. “You've done it before, haven't you?”

“Should I buy you dinner first?” I asked dryly.

“Couldn't hurt, but I puke up almost anything I eat.”

Right. That. “How about some soup, then? I have some I can reheat.”

“Mmmh, home cooked dinner, even better.” Her voice was soft, but empty. Sending her home hadn’t fixed her. It hadn’t healed her. And it hadn’t made me any less distracted.

“Why do I suddenly get the impression we're playing house?”

Aubrey shrugged. “Just one night.”

And just when I thought it couldn't get any worse. That look.

They may as well start lowering my coffin into the ground.

Chapter 21
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I took the nausea meds Jace had given me before I ate, and miraculously I had my first peaceful meal. Ironically quite similar to the first meal Colt and I had shared together. Except this time, I was significantly more dressed. But we were similarly quiet. And this time, I was the one demanding his attention.

After Colt cleared the dishes, he turned his attentions to me, brushing back my hair, pressing his mouth to mine.

This was what I asked for. His hand slid up my shirt and pressed at my bare back, hugging me to him. My lips parted and his tongue slipped in, engaging mine in a heated battle. He held me, kissed my neck, left my skin tingling with his soft touches and unspoken offers to take me to bliss.

But it was wrong.

My mind screamed and I ducked away, pulling out of his touch.

“Thought this is what you wanted, darlin'.”

Darlin'.

I took another step back. This was a bad idea. I'd come all the way here, told him exactly what I wanted, and nothing.

Maybe I was completely broken.

My core didn't burn, my breath didn't hitch, but my face sure as hell flushed.

“Aubrey?” Colt's sweet tone sent me running for the door, but he was right behind me. He grabbed me and pinned me there. Such a familiar position.

“What are you doing?” Colt grumbled into my ear.

“I changed my mind.”

He jammed his hand down the front of my pants, between my legs. I squeezed them together to keep him from invading.

Nothing.

But then...

His teeth squeezed my earlobe. He grabbed a handful of hair and yanked my head back, keeping my hips pinned so I had to bend and twist to look at him.

Isabella ran out of the kitchenette and jumped up next to us, letting out a bark.

“Mind your own business,” Colt said, snapping his fingers. She sat down next to us, still staring at us suspiciously.

“How about we find some privacy?” Colt flipped me around and flung me over his shoulder before I could answer.

The next thing I saw was the bedroom door closing behind him, just before he flopped me on his bed. He wasted no time in unbuttoning my pants and pulling them down over my legs. I kicked at him, this time more playfully, but he dodged my advances until the final attempt, then he grabbed my ankle and pulled my ass to the edge of the bed.

“I don't think gentle is your cup of tea, darlin'.”

I grabbed two fistfuls of his hair and pulled his mouth down to mine. “Guess that makes two of us.”

Our lips crashed together. His teeth caught my lip, pulling back and scraping against my skin.

I groaned, arching my back and finally freeing all of that bottled up tension.

Strange enough, I had missed this. Missed turning my mind off and having nothing but physical sensations. Nothing but pleasure and pain. Mind numbing pain.
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The ring of my phone woke me. My head was resting against Colt's shoulder, my arm over his chest, and his arm behind my back.

He must've seen the look on my face because he snorted. “You like to cuddle in your sleep.”

“You let me?”

He shrugged and reached over the edge of the bed to pull up my ringing jeans. “I believe this is for you.”

Aiden. Of course. Although it was nearly nine and I hadn't given him any indication where I was going or how long I'd be.

“Hey,” I said, my voice still thick with sleep.

“Where are you?”

Yeah.... That.... How would I even begin to explain that? “I had something to take care of. I'll be home soon.”

Colt sat up and glared at me. “You should wait until morning. It's dark, you don't know who's out there.”

“That Colt?” Aiden asked with a drawl of apprehension.

I closed my eyes to muster an answer. “Yeah.”

“You give him the news?”

“Uh huh.”

Isabella scratched at the door, so Colt reached over the side table and twisted the knob. She pushed the door open and charged in to jump on the bed.

“Aubrey?” Aiden pushed.

“We had a lot to talk about.” I said. “I'll be home before you leave for work in the morning.”

I heard him exhale. He was mad. Fuming mad. “Don't you dare disappear again, Bre.”

“I promise, Aiden. I just lost track of time. Everything's fine. I'm fine.” Hell, I actually felt good. “And I'll be home in the morning.”

Colt watched me as I ended the call and tucked my phone back into the pocket of my pants.

“If you were my sister,” Colt said. “I'd probably wait until you came home and nuke this town.”

“Lucky for all of the innocent bystanders, you're not my brother. Not to mention that'd make this scenario plenty weird.” I dropped my head back to the pillow, leaving a few inches of room between me and Colt. I didn't have sleep to blame for my clinginess now and I also couldn't take him rolling away or pushing me back.

Dragging my fingers through my hair, I brushed it up over the pillow and away from my neck.

“Never expected to see you as a brunette,” he said, rolling to his side and twisting a section of my hair around his finger.

“It was a spur of the moment thing. I hate the whole thing really. I thought short hair was supposed to be easy, but I actually have to fix it every morning or it looks like a fucking mess.”

“Poor thing,” he smirked.

“You make fun, but I actually had to buy a flat iron.”

“Damn. And what'd you buy that flat iron with?” He squinted.

The money. His money. I raised an eyebrow. “None of your business.”

“Oh, really? I'm not paying off your next debt.”

I elbowed him in the rips. “Good because I would never want you to.”

“I wondered how long it'd take you to find the money.”

Which brought me to that one question that had been niggling at me since the moment I’d found it. “How long had you planned to send me away?”

“It was my spur of the moment thing. I keep money hidden in tons of places though.”

I smiled and rolled up to my elbow. Then I caught myself staring into his deep green eyes and smiling.

“What?” he asked suspiciously.

I wasn't sure I could explain it. “It's just.... Easy.”

“The money?”

“No. This.” I closed my eyes because I didn't want him reaching any deeper into my soul than he already had. “I don't have to keep my guard up. I can just be. I don't have to pretend to be fine or that nothing happened, or worry about explaining it away. That's one of the hardest parts. I don't want to tell anyone what happened, but at the same time, it's hard not having anyone around who understands.”

“And yet, my bed is exactly where you should have your guard up.”

“Probably.” I took in a deep breath of his scent. “But fortunately I'm not sane enough to care.”

Colt chuckled and brushed his hand over the side of my face. “Darlin', you have some pretty deep issues.”

Chapter 22
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I woke up long before the sun jonesing for another hit. Aubrey's warm body was pressed against my side. I'd easily take another hit of that, too, but I let her sleep, hoping her dreams were as peaceful as her face indicated.

If she was anything like me, those moments of sleep were few and far between. And I could almost guarantee that after what she'd experienced, sleep wasn't her best friend. But then again, that was written all over her face. The deepened lines around her eyes, the puffy skin under her eyes.

What had I done to her? And why was I so screwed up that I longed to do some of it all over again?

Fighting with her—fuck me—it was the best feeling in the world. A feeling I actually enjoyed. A moment during which I could almost believe in something more. Something beyond this hell.

Something I couldn't have. I wouldn't. There was no way in any scheme of things that I could even begin to deserve it.

She silently rolled to her back, her hand sliding down to her stomach.

God, how I'd fucked up.

An urge came over me that I couldn't explain and I put my hand over hers. In the middle of all this mess, we'd created the ultimate form of chaos.

How could I have gotten her pregnant?

I knew the technical answer. We were both out of our minds and never once thought about it. My biggest screw up, yet. And because of that screw up we were potentially dragging another soul into this pit of torture.

Potentially.

The calloused hell-cauterized part of me wanted to tell her to end it. If it came out anything like me.... If it never had a damn chance because of me....

But every day we got closer to bringing the racket down.

I laughed at my own stupidity.

Even then. Even with Devlin, and Merc, and every other piece of trash scum cleaned out of the city. The thought of bringing a baby into the world was simply ridiculous. I ruined everything I touched. Aubrey was only my latest example.

Katrin. Alex. Hell, I even brought Jace down with me every chance I got. Every plan backfired. Every step just took me deeper into flames. Eventually when you walk that path long enough, even if the flames never touch your skin, there's nothing left. The smoke sears your lungs, the heat makes it impossible to breathe, and eventually asphyxiation or dehydration will slowly drain the life from your system.

I was long beyond that point.

I couldn't even imagine surviving in the real world anymore. The flames had become a part of me, the only things keeping me going. But they left their marks on everything I touched.

Aubrey's phone danced and buzzed with the alarm and I jerked my hand back hoping she didn't wake up quickly enough to notice it there. She lifted her head, turned off the alarm and dropped back onto the bed, closing her eyes again.

“You should get going before your brother launches a raid on the city, darlin'.”

“I know,” she murmured. “But do you have any idea how long it has been since I slept. Actually slept.”

“I think I can guess.”

She moaned and half of her lips curled up into a smile.

Why did she have to do that?

Why did she have to get to me?

Three steady knocks sounded at the front door, and she froze, wide-eyed next to me.

“Stay in here,” I said.

“Don't worry. I didn't have any other plans.”

I pulled on my pants, but didn't bother with a shirt. I didn't intend to give whoever it was much of my time. I closed the bedroom door, leaving Isabella with Aubrey.

Merc stood on the other end of the peephole. Merc. Of all people in the world, Merc had to show up with Aubrey here.

I opened the door slightly and pressed my forearm against the doorframe to rest my head against. The need for a hit was really getting to me.

“You look like hell,” he said, looking me up and down.

“Oh, good. I'd hate to keep that hidden.”

“Well, you better get your head on straight by tonight. I have a job for you.”

“And you delivered it in person. I feel honored.”

He scowled. “Don't get smart with me, son.”

It wasn't a term of endearment as much as a threat.

Merc handed me a slip of paper. “Be there at nine fifteen sharp.”

A flash of movement at the end of the hallway to my left caught my eye and I peeked past the doorframe.

Wilson.

I stepped back from the door, letting it swing open.

Fuck. “Don't.”

Merc's eyes widened, but there was nothing either of us could do before the shot rang out.

Chapter 23
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Unfortunately, I knew the sound of a gunshot all too well. Isabella jumped off the bed, ran around the room, and then started scratching at the door. I just sat frozen, waiting for footsteps, someone's voice, anything to indicate what had happened.

I slid off the bed, trying not to make a sound when my foot hit the ground. What if they checked the bedroom next?

I held my breath, trying to hear the faintest clue, but Isabella started barking.

Fuck.

“Quiet,” I whispered, but she scratched at the door and didn't care what I said. If I pulled her back it'd only be further indication to whoever waited on the other side of that wall that someone was here. I knelt down next to her, pressing my ear to the door when she wasn't scratching.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Colt. I just wanted to hear him. I just wanted to know he was alive, but I was terrified to open the door. I wasn't sure I could face whatever waited on the other side.

Prologue
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With that last gunshot, my world shattered.

I was left alone. All alone in a world I didn’t understand. Fearing that I had no one, no one, who could get me out or understand.

I had wanted one final night. A final chance to win back the only person who knew what I’d been through. Who I could let see through the pain because I knew he’d experienced it himself.

I’d begged Colt to give me that one little thing. That one small moment of peace and bliss. A false glint of hope that I may not have to face these nightmares alone.

Well, I’d gotten one hell of a final night.

But it all turned into a fresh nightmare as soon as the sun rose. 

Suddenly, I was alone. And my unplanned pregnancy was far from my biggest worry.

Chapter 1
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Blood.

My bare chest, face, and arms were covered in hot blood.

And I stared down the metal weapon that had just put a hole in Merc’s head.

I put up my hands and waited for that final shot. “Wilson?”

He took three steps around Merc’s lifeless body, keeping the gun aimed right at my face. This was fairly close to how I had expected to go out. I figured I had about a 50:50 chance between a gun and overdosing, but I had always assumed it’d be a family member behind the trigger.

Wilson held up his right arm—what was left of it anyway. The stump ended barely below his elbow. “See what you got me into. You and your damn deal.”

“You shouldn’t have pissed Devlin off,” I said. If he intended to kill me, I figured he would have popped me off without warning like Merc. But staring down that gun meant I was fucked either way.

“I didn’t,” he growled. “I played right along with his little game because I wanted to know where it’d take me. I wanted all the dirt I could get on your family, especially your miserable brother and his new deal.” He shook the gun at my face. “But it only brought me right back to you. He knew it was all a rouse all along.”

Isabella barked from the bedroom, scratching frantically at the door. I had to keep him away from there.

Wilson stepped closer again. “I otta shove you into a trunk, put a bullet in your head, and leave you just like that little cunt of yours.”

He doesn’t know? He doesn’t know Aubrey is alive?

“But, I have a feeling your brother will have far more fun with you.” Wilson smirked, his gaze intense and unforgiving, but the gun in his hand was unsteady, shaking with tremors that ran through his left arm. 

He obviously suffered from more than just a lost hand. His eyes were sunken in and darkened, and his skin hung loose, making him look almost a decade older. 

“And with Merc dead,” A tiny glint lit up his dark, bloodshot eyes, “neither he or that flimsy arrangement your mother arranged will be protecting you anymore. Pity you never got a chance to really ask dear old dad about that arrangement.”

How long would he keep up this standoff? Someone in the apartment building would have heard the gunshot. Eventually, the police would be called in whether I liked it or not. But, if he didn’t intend to kill me, maybe he’d slip and give me something I needed. “What the hell would you know about Merc’s arrangement with my mom?”

Wilson shook his head. “Oh, no. You’re going to have to figure that all out for yourself. But then, it might be a waste of time. Dead women don’t really keep little black books, do they?”

He raised the gun over his head and brought it down against my temple.
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When I woke up, the entire apartment was eerily quiet. Too quiet.

I rubbed my forehead, pulling back my hand to see my own fresh blood. Or was that Merc’s, too? His blood had splattered everywhere.

Dead bodies tended to do that when shot in the head. I used the door to pull myself up. Then trudged to the bedroom door, fighting every step to stay balanced on my feet. I turned the handle and pushed, but something blocked it.

“Aubrey?”

No response. I pushed on the door again, feeling the panic rise, setting the dull thump in my head into high gear.  Isabella barked, but still no sign of Aubrey. 

“Aubrey, darlin’, let me in.” I shoved the door again with my shoulder, and it moved a little, but not easily. 

When I finally managed to open it wide enough, I saw Aubrey on the edge of the bed with her knees tucked up to her chin. She didn’t look up. Didn’t respond. But Isabella jumped toward the opening and I grabbed her collar, holding her inside while I pushed the side table away from the door.

I locked Isabella in the bathroom, to keep her far away from the bloodied body waiting right outside my front door while I tended to Aubrey. Against my better judgment, I’d let her in. I’d let her stay. And I’d brought her into a whole new hell.

“Aubrey,” I said her name again, hoping she’d finally respond. I knew I couldn’t be a pretty sight, but there was little I could do about it. At least I wasn’t dead. Yet. I pushed her hair out of her face, drawing her attention up to me. “You need to get out of here. You need to go home.”

“I thought you were dead,” she whispered, keeping her eyes lowered.

“To be honest, there for a minute, so did I.”

She lifted her head.

I knelt down in front of her, holding her hands. “I’m fine, darlin’. Merc came to give me a job to do.” I took a breath, letting the news settle in my own mind before I could speak it aloud. “He’s dead.”

“Who?” Her voice sounded high and strained with tension. “You?”

“Not me. Don’t ask, darlin’. The less you know, the better.” I took her face between my hands. “You have to get out of here. Before the cops show up.”

She rose, still unsteady, placing her hand over her lower stomach again, much like she had while she slept the night before. I’d never be able to make this up to her.

“I’ll keep them away, but no one can know you were here, and they definitely can’t know about the baby.”

She still didn’t give much of a response. I lifted her chin so she had to look at me. “Darlin’, I’m sorry. For all of this, but you’re going to be fine. You really are. Go home. And stay there.”

Aubrey took a deep breath, closed her eyes for a second, then gathered her clothes off the floor and pulled them on. I walked her out and helped her carefully over Merc’s body so she wouldn’t touch anything.

“Go,” I ordered. “Take the stairs down a few flights, then you can catch an elevator if you want.”

She glanced down at the body, then up at me. “God. Fucking timing.”

Once she’d disappeared through the stairwell door, I pried off part of the floorboard to find my own secret phone and dialed the only number on it.

“We got the call of a shot fired at your apartment complex.” I recognized Carter’s voice. “I’m guessing by the call you were involved.” 

“Sort of.” I knew I didn’t have time to go into details. “Aubrey was here. I just sent her down the stairs, but she doesn’t know anything. She didn’t see anything, and I want to make sure she gets home.”

“We know she was there. You told us to watch her, remember?”

I closed my eyes and dropped my head. “Just making sure.”

“Want to tell me what happened?”

I grunted. “Wilson shot Merc, but I’m not talking to whoever shows up. I can’t.”

“I know. The first responders are at the building. We’ll give them the go ahead to come up. Keep your cover, and we’ll pull you to the side as soon as we get the chance.”

“Wait,” I whispered. I could hear the commotion beginning in the hallway just behind me. “Aubrey’s pregnant. Do not let anything happen to her.”

I disconnected the phone and stuffed it back in its hiding spot. Drawing my knees up I draped my elbows over them. Isabella was still locked in the bathroom. She would be there for a while. Damn it.

I shook my head, listening carefully as the quiet footsteps in the hallway moved closer until the officers appeared. They checked the body and then stepped over him to enter the apartment through the open door.

One, two, three officers, all with their guns raised toward me. The lead officer moved in an arc around the living room to stand in front of me. “Are you armed?”

I showed my empty hands. “No.”

“Do you have any weapons on the premises?”

“Depending on your definition,” I stared down the second gun that’d been pointed at my head in the short time I’d been awake. “There’s a pocket knife in the table next to the couch and a whole set of knives in the kitchen.”

And a gun hidden where they’d never find it.

Isabella barked and clawed at the door holding her back.

“Is there anyone else in the apartment?” the officer asked.

“No. Just my Saint Bernard. She’s locked in the bathroom.”

He lowered his gun and pulled me to my feet to search me. He skipped my upper body, since I obviously didn’t have many places to hide anything without a shirt, and patted down each of my legs, pausing at the lump on the inside of my left thigh. The lump... my cock. “Sorry, but I don’t really swing your way.”

“What?” he asked, slamming me into the wall. 

“Just saying that if you want to feel up someone’s cock, you should find someone else.” 

“Wise ass.” He grimaced and finished his search, signaling to the others when he’d come up with nothing. Then, the officers behind him holstered their guns as well.

“What happened?” he asked.

I shrugged and motioned toward Merc. “Someone shot him.”

“Who?”

“I didn’t get a good look. I woke up to Merc pounding on my door. We were standing in the doorway talking and next thing I know there was a gunshot from down the hall.”

Pictures. Questions. They swabbed my hands for a gunshot residue test. Took samples of the blood that was splattered all over. Checked the apartment. The hit parade just kept coming. Finally, I spotted the detectives I’d basically made my final dark deal with, James Carter and Trent Davis, but I kept my head down. No one could know that we had any kind of connection. While the others concentrated on the crime scene, they finally pulled me aside.

“What happened?” Carter asked, putting himself between me and the room full of investigators.

“Exactly what I told you.” Fuck. I didn’t want to go over it again. “Merc and I were standing in the doorway. By the time I heard someone in the hallway, it was too late. Wilson’s miffed. He took out Merc and wants to see me and Devlin have it out.”

“He didn't say anything?” Davis asked. 

He did mention that damn deal that’s been keeping me alive. I looked away from them. “No.”

Davis crossed his arms, closing in on me until I could practically feel his breath. “You’re lying.”

I glared back at them both, refusing to budge any further on the issue, but the lead officer returned. “We’re going to need you to come down and make a statement. And,” he looked me over, “we’ll need your clothes.”

“Hate to disappoint you,” I smirked, “but I’m not wearing any underwear.”

He scowled and held up a bag. “Do not tempt me to find a reason to haul you in.” 

I opened my mouth, but Carter cut me off. “We’ll take care of it, Dex,” he said, glaring at me while he took the bag from the other officer. “And we’ll make sure he gets down to the station.”

The two of them followed me into the bedroom, which had already been turned over by the cops. “So, y’all want a show, or what?”

“You can step into the bathroom,” Davis said, exasperated. Despite our agreement, I enjoyed fucking with them as much as this whole situation fucked with me. It was only fair. “You could, at least, pretend to be a little concerned that your step-dad was just shot.”

“Concerned? I am fucking concerned.” I threw up my hands. “That someone’s going to fucking blow my brains out next. I really don’t know what more you all want. It’s not as if everyone standing out there doesn’t know I’m a fucking drug-head. How much fucking emotion am I supposed to have?”

“You know you’re going to be the prime suspect,” Carter said, stating the obvious with a quiet kind of detachment that said even he knew I wouldn’t go down for this. 

Of course, I wouldn’t. That’d be too goddamn easy.

“Yeah. I also know that if I had shot him, there’d be residue on my hands. I can guaran-damn-tee there isn’t.” I snatched the evidence bag and a change of clothes and stepped into the bathroom while Isabella charged out and ran straight toward Carter. I closed the door, dropping my pants into the bag before I ran a wet rag over my face and shoulders to get rid of the remaining blood. 

Fucking nightmare. 

Once I was dressed again, I rejoined Carter and Davis in the bedroom. “You know if Aubrey’s okay?”

Carter was sitting on the corner of my bed, one hand on Isabella’s head and the other holding his phone. He looked up and nodded. “She got out and headed straight for the interstate.”

“This operation of yours is bigger than you let on, isn’t it?”

Davis smirked. “We have help. And, we should get going. You can go over the details one more time in the car, and we can discuss your official statement.”

“Lovely.” I could just imagine dealing with feds next. Why? Why did I ever think this was a good idea? I tucked my phone in my pocket—I’d need it so Aubrey could get ahold of me.
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Just as I climbed into the backseat of the car, my phone started to buzz. “It’s Devlin,” I sighed, feeling the instant onset of a tension headache as soon as I saw his name.

“Answer it,” Carter said.

I despised being told what to do, especially by a couple of cops.

“Devlin,” I said, closing my eyes and leaning my head back. It was only a matter of time.

“I heard the cops are swarming your place.” His gruff voice exploded through the speaker like a sand-blaster against my eardrum. “What the hell is going on?”

Fuck. Of all people. Of all things. Of all times. I had to be the one to break the news.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Merc dropped by this morning. Wilson must’ve been following him. He was shot outside my apartment door.”

“He was shot? You better damn well mean Wilson.”

“I don’t.” The admission almost knocked the air out of me. Not because I gave a damn about Merc. He got what he deserved, but everything was falling apart faster than I could keep track of all the pieces. Aubrey pregnant. Merc dead. Wilson... well, whatever Wilson had become. Mom and this deal.... 

“If you let him walk away alive—”

“I wasn’t armed,” I grumbled sinking into the back seat. I wished I had more space, a little privacy. “He snuck up the hallway, shot Merc, and knocked me out.”

“You’re dead.” There was almost a lilt of pleasure in his voice. He’d waited for this opportunity. For a chance without Merc standing in his way. I wondered if Wilson realized that he’d handed Devlin everything he wanted by removing the sole obstacle standing between Devlin and control over the entire city. Of course, he had. Mother Fucker. Now I either had to take the fall or find a way to take Merc’s place. 

I had to find some way to reason with him. Some way to buy time. “Devlin—” I growled.

“Don’t. You really think I believe any more of your goddamn lies?”

“That’s what Wilson wants. He wants us at each other’s throats to leave him in the clear.”

“Oh, I’ll nail your sorry ass to the closest tree. There will be no at each other’s throats. You. Are. Dead.”

“He knows something about Mom’s deal with Merc,” I said before Devlin could hang up the phone. Wilson’s statement was as close to a wild card as I had left. 

“What?” He almost sounded like he’d choked. “Let me guess, you expect me to believe that whatever that dead whore held over Dad will continue to keep you alive—or make sure I take the fall for seeing you dead. I’d like to see how someone accomplishes all of that from the fucking ground.”

Yeah, me too. But I hoped it might give me some time. 

“What if I kill Wilson?” I asked. Just a little time.

Devlin snorted, and I could visualize the smug look in his eyes. For a guy whose dad had just bit it, he enjoyed the possibility of open season on my head far too much. “You’ll do just about anything to save your own sorry ass, won’t you?”

“Wouldn’t you?”

“I wouldn’t snivel. If I were you, Wilson would be dead by now.”

I scoffed. “Then why isn’t he?” Suddenly my leverage smacked me right in the face. “You had him right in your hands, and you let him go. You didn’t think he’d take revenge after you took his hand? This is your fault. Your mess. I gave you the prime opportunity to take him out or make him your bitch, but you were too busy trying to use it over me. You killed Merc. Now, Wilson wants to make sure you suffer for it. And when I kill him, you can thank me for cleaning up your damn mess.”

“You son of a bitch,” he growled.

“Careful, that’s your mother you’re talking about, too.” I knew he didn’t give a fuck, but I couldn’t resist one more chance at rubbing it in.

“Even more reason not to take it back. You know what she was as well as I did, but it doesn’t matter—I will see you rot.”

“Not before you do.” I tucked the phone away and rubbed my hand over my eyes and back through my hair. “I think I’ve just been greenlit.”

“We can’t let that happen,” Carter said. 

No shit. “Got a solution?”

“What you were saying about your mom’s deal with Merc?” he asked. 

Fucking eavesdroppers. “I’m not sure it matters,” I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts or at least find a single one to focus on. “Wilson mentioned something about it. He may want me dead, but he wants Devlin dead, too. I think he intended to give us a somewhat level playing field to—” I cocked my head, catching Carter’s gaze in the rearview mirror “—sort things out.”

Before I knew it, we were sitting outside of the police station. One of the last places on earth I wanted to be. Especially with a monster headache, a long list of distractions, and a hankering I didn’t have the means to take care of. “I could really use a hit.”

“After you give your statement,” Davis said, scowling at me over the back of his seat.

I groaned. “I’m not totally amenable to that, but I’m also hinting that my supply is a little dry.”

This time, Carter jerked his head around and gave me a death stare over his shoulder. “How much have you been using?”

“Enough,” I replied, leaving it at that.

He grunted. “We’ve told you a dozen times to stop snorting it.”

“And that’s the only way I keep from blowing my own brains out while trying to balance dealing with you while dealing with every other piece of shit in this town.” Even though methadone created a very thin buffer at best. Nothing more than cling-wrap on an open wound. 

Carter shook his head and dropped back in his seat. “We’ll take care of it as soon as we’re done here.”

Chapter 2
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I pulled into the driveway outside of Aiden’s house, killed the engine, and climbed out—all while running entirely on autopilot. Over the last few months for me, however, autopilot also included a heavy dose of paranoia as I screened every car and person I came across as a potential member of Devlin’s crew.

What if they show up here?

What if I have no way to protect my family?

This was the last place I needed to be. My chest tightened, making it impossibly hard to breathe. How I even continued to function, I wasn’t sure. 

Aiden came out the door and jogged down the stairs. “Have a good night?”

I stared at him without really seeing him or hearing his words.

“God, Bre, what happened?” He froze, studying me far too carefully. 

I shook my head, trying to avoid eye-contact. “Merc’s dead.”

“What happened?” he asked, coming closer and squeezing my shoulders.

I wanted to collapse against him, but I’d lost all voluntary control. “I don’t know. Colt told me to leave. He told me to come back here. So, I did. It was the only thing, I—” I remembered I was supposed to text him, so I dug out the phone.

Home.

I wondered if I’d get anything back.

Colt: Good. Still with the police.

Police? Well, of course, there was no way someone got shot in the middle of an apartment building and no one would hear about it. But, if Colt was allowed to have his phone out to message me, I assumed it all couldn’t be that bad.

“Colt’s with the police,” I mumbled.

“It’s about damn time. Did he do it?”

I shook my head. “At least, I don’t think so. He said he didn’t and he hasn’t lied yet, so....”

“Hasn’t lied that you know of.” His voice took on a contemptuous growl every time Colt came up in conversation. I hated it. I understood it. And I wished to god that I didn’t because it only served to remind me of how displaced I was.

I jerked my head up, thoroughly offended, but I didn’t have a rebuttal.

“You saw a doctor?” he asked, quickly changing the subject, though not to a better one.

“Yeah. He said I’m depressed,” I said flatly. There’d never be an end to this conversation. Never. 

Never a compromise where everything I wanted and needed came together in even the remotest harmony. Colt. My family. This baby. The baby linked two parts of my life together that couldn’t possibly coexist. 

“Is that all?” Aiden asked. 

I shook my head. I didn’t want to explain. I didn’t want to say it out loud again. This baby. This thing growing inside of me just sealed my fate. Tied me to a lethal family with no way out. I hated to think about it that way but after seeing a second bloodied corpse in so many months, it was the only thing I could think.

This wasn’t a life for anyone. I could barely handle it. It definitely wasn’t something to bring a child into.

What am I thinking?

Colt’s mom.... Had she known what she was getting into when she got pregnant? Maybe she was lucky that she didn’t see what her children had grown into. What they were capable of.

I don’t think I can stay here. I typed quickly, not wanting to acknowledge Aiden’s questioning stare. I could not bring him and Breanna back into this again.

I hated Colt. I hated everything that surrounded him. Everything that my deal with him meant. But I also needed him. I wanted him. I sent the message to him because I couldn’t send it to anyone else. 

Colt: Don’t do anything stupid.

Staying here is stupid. My family is in danger, because of me.

Within seconds, the phone rang in my hands with a call.

Aiden watched me the whole time as I accepted the call and put the phone to my ear. I didn’t have to say a word.

“Look out toward the street, Aubrey. In front of Aiden’s house.”

My forehead wrinkled, but I turned and scanned the street.

“You see a black Ford Escape sitting on the far side of the road?”

My breath hitched. “Yeah....”

“You’re safe. I made sure.” His voice was momentarily soft and soothing, but it quickly turned back to the old Colt. “Now, will you trust me, stop asking so many questions, and do as I fucking say?”

I sighed and my shoulders relaxed. But in an instant, that wave of familiar comfort faded as soon as Colt opened his mouth again.

“I know what I’m fucking doing, Aubrey. We had a deal and I’m keeping it. You know I’ll do anything to keep up my end of the deal.”

“Yeah.” Why did he always have to make everything sound like a business transaction? Because that’s all I was to him. All I ever had been.

“Well?” Aiden asked when I hung up the phone.

I shoved the phone in my pocket, trying to hide my shaking hands and burning eyes. “He’s taking care of everything. We’ll be safe until it’s over.”

“When will that be?”

“Probably very soon.” I shrugged. “Can’t go on forever, right?”

“And then what do you plan to do?” Aiden asked softly—even though his words piled down on me like a ton of concrete, sealing me in with my doubts and fears. “Ride off into the sunset with your dark knight?”

“Don’t be an ass.” My words lost any conviction. Even after what I thought was a perfect night’s sleep, my body and mind were just as exhausted as they had been the day before.

“I’d rather be an ass than sit idly by while you get your heart ripped out. You really think I haven’t been down this path?”

I wanted to say it wasn’t the same. Breanna’s mom had no trouble choosing drugs, parties, and wild times over her daughter. I’d seen Colt struggle with the addiction, and there was no way I could guarantee he’d ever walk away. Let alone even be put together enough to help.

I was in this alone.

Knocked up by a criminal. Nowhere to run. And an entire family of criminals waiting to kill us all.

Running far, far away from all of it sounded really good.

A hit sounded even better.

The thoughts in my head were as terrifying as the scene I’d left at Colt’s apartment.

“He knows about the baby?” Aiden’s words cut through me. Nothing Colt had ever done hurt as bad as that question. 

I chewed on my bottom lip. Baby.... “He knows I’m pregnant, yes.” And before I knew it, even more poured out of my mouth. “What if I can’t go through with it? What if I shouldn’t—” 

I knew better than to say those words to Aiden. Breanna’s mom had gotten pregnant once before and Aiden hadn’t taken the abortion well.

But he didn’t erupt. He quietly took me by the arm and led me up the stairs to the swing on the front porch. “It’s a big decision either way, Bre. One you can’t take back if you change your mind.”

“I know,” I whispered, leaning against his shoulder. “Maybe I shouldn’t have told him. I don’t want to bring a baby into this. It’s bad enough that you and Breanna are wrapped up in it because of me. If Devlin gets his hooks into this baby, there will be no going back. He’d kill for this kind of leverage.”

“What did Colt say?”

I dug my nails into the jeans covering my thighs. “That he’d take care of everything on his end. That he’d keep us safe.” But he’d promised that once before and I had the tattoos and scars to prove that Devlin had still gotten his way.

“Is your fear of something happening the only reason you’re questioning this?”

I shook my head. “I just....” How could I say that my emotions had been drained out to the point that I wasn’t sure I could even connect with my own child. What if I hated him? Couldn’t ever love him? What if I was so fucked up that I looked at my own baby and felt nothing? 

Every day, I saw the connection between Aiden and Breanna and wondered if I could ever have that with another living person. The closest I ever got was with Colt and that in itself was a complete joke. “I look around at everyone, and I’m still over here, hiding behind my barriers. I talk and laugh but it’s all just an act. I’m saying what I’m supposed to say and doing what I’m supposed to do, but I’m too broken to connect. And don’t give me that shrink lecture. On one hand, I know you’re right, but I can’t bring myself to even imagine telling a stranger... any of this. That’s why I went to Jace for the pregnancy test because I know anywhere else I’m going to get the same damn questions. Who’s the dad? How’d you get knocked up? And.... And....”

And the drugs. And the deal. And Devlin. And the dead bodies.

I squeezed my eyes closed and my arms around myself, barely suppressing the chill that shook my entire body. “I can’t.”

“You need to, Bre. It’s the only way you’re ever going to get any better.” He hugged me to his chest and kissed the top of my head, but all I could do was stare across the street at the black SUV supposedly guarding us.

What will happen when he leaves for work? One SUV can’t guard us both.

“I’ll make some calls,” I mumbled, just to appease him.

He straightened, pulling away to watch my face. “You okay to get Breanna on the bus?”

“Yeah.”

“I can call Ruth and drop her off there.”

“No, Aid. I’m fine to stay with her.” I suddenly felt like my own brother didn’t trust me with his kid anymore. Should I even be trusted with the future of my own? “I’ve become surprising resilient. I’ll call you if anything comes up.”

But watching him climb into his car and back out of the driveway felt like severing the last cord that tied me to this reality.

Chapter 3
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“You have big balls walking in here,” Devlin said, crossing his arms and leaning against the corner of his desk.

Actually, I didn’t. I knew Club Addiction would be the last place he’d dare to blow my brains out, and Lex had given me the subtle heads-up that he’d finally returned to work.

“We need to talk.”

“No,” he grunted, sounding more like he was choking on a cock. “We don’t. Merc may have thought there was something about you worth saving—” he tilted his head and looked me over “—no, I take that back. He thought that by taking you under his wing, it’d piss me off and convince me to kiss his ass. But I have my own shit to worry about.”

He seemed relatively calm for someone who’d earlier in the day threatened to kill me over Merc’s death. “The Retreat?”

He scowled, and stiffened. “How the hell do you know about that?”

“Wilson mentioned it,” I said offhandedly. 

“And?” Devlin growled.

I shrugged. “I don’t give a fuck. I just want the asshole dead for bloodying up my apartment.”

“Then, what are you doing here?”

“I’m a car thief,” I said. “I track down cars, not people. Wilson’s been giving everyone the slip since you.... What the hell did you do anyway? Take his hand as a mantelpiece?”

“I shot it off and hoped he’d bleed to death—”

“Fail.” 

“And you’d be the expert on that subject, dipshit. If you’re here to see if I can help you find him—like I said, I have my own shit to take care of.” 

I snorted. “I’m sure. Merc had plenty of guys on his crew that hate your guts. And let’s not even mention Wilson’s men, who’ve already been running around causing trouble.”

Devlin narrowed his eyes and leaned over his desk, flattening his palms against the wood surface. “Fuck off, Colt.” 

His face reddened—I loved it. “Are you the same asshole who called me this morning? Threatening to nail my ass to a tree?” 

“I reconsidered,” he grumbled as if he hadn’t quite reconciled with that decision. “You’re not worth the trouble. But, if you’d like me to kill you, just hand over the gun. I’ll gladly put you out of your fucking misery. Otherwise, —” Devlin growled and in one swoop, shoved everything off his desk “—Get the fuck out of my hair.”

I was utterly at a loss—and probably grinning like an idiot. Devlin. He’d lost it. Lost everything. Most of all, he’d lost control of the city and Merc’s legacy.

“Get out,” he yelled again.

All of those wonderful cracks in his perfect facade. I couldn’t help but jump off the cliff and see if one of those cracks was big enough to give me a handhold. “What if I can help?”

“Give me a goddamn break. You really think I’d trust or work with the likes of you?”

“Not entirely by choice, but you know all those people you’re afraid of losing control of? All of Merc’s people who hate you. All of Wilson’s former men. They’ll listen to me long enough to give me a handhold.” At least, that’s what I’d been told. God, this is a lot to gamble on maybes, here-say, and guesswork.

“You’re high out of your fucking mind,” he hissed. 

That was always his response when he didn’t have a better argument, so I continued clawing at the cracks. “You’d love if that were the case, and let’s be honest, to an extent, it is. However,” I strode through the room, stopping on the opposite side of Devlin’s desk. Facing him eye-to-eye over the oak structure—the symbol of his power. His climb to riches, however short and guided by Merc’s hand. “You know it’s true. I have the pull, and that’s exactly why you’ve always wanted me out of the way.”

“Arrogant bastard,” he spat. “No way in hell are we ever working together.”

“Never wanted to.” I kept my cool while he spun further out of control. “But I know all of your secrets. I know all of Merc’s contacts. I know Wilson’s business. You kill me now, and you have chaos that you can never control. Chaos that might get in the way of your—what are you calling your new sex shop? Is your supplier going to risk continuing business in a town that’s falling apart?”

With every chunk I ripped away of his confidence, I saw an increasing glow of possibility. It would be a fucking long shot, but maybe.

Go ahead. Shoot me down again. I dared him with a long stare.

Devlin growled but didn’t say a word or make a move.

“You get rid of me, and you have a bigger mess than one man can possibly clean up. Between Merc’s existing empire and your new deal, you can’t do it.” Admit it, asshole, I finally have the upper hand. 

“I have Tank,” Devlin said through clenched teeth.

“And you really think he has what it takes to pull together your enemies?”

“He’d be better at it than you. What makes you think I’d ever believe you won’t cross me?”

The whole situation was far too fun. I laughed. “Same reason you won’t cross me. Balance. You’re going to have enemies in this town. May as well be me, right?”

“You’re fucking insane.” Devlin’s hands were fisted and white, the same color as his tightly drawn lips. 

“Correct.” I took a step backward, moving toward the doorway without breaking eye contact. “As long as we have an understanding, then, I guess we have a deal.”

He scowled but didn’t have anything else to say, so I slipped out the back door of the club and into my car where the adrenaline finally started to wear off.

I stared at my reflection in the mirror. “What the fuck did I just do?”

I dialed Buck.

“Colt?” he sounded tired and suspicious—but given my last few requests, I couldn’t blame him. 

“Where are you?”

“The Ameri-Diner, why?”

Without another word, I hung up. The diner was only a few blocks away and I needed to break this news in person.
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“We need to talk,” I said, pressing my palms into the table where Buck sat.

“Now?” Buck stared down at the fresh burger sitting in front of him. I had to admit that it looked appealing, and even my mouth watered. It’d been a long day and I hadn’t yet had time to eat. 

“Now. In private.” I dropped a twenty on the table, grabbed Buck by the collar and pulled him outside.

“What the hell, man?” He struggled at my grasp. “I’ve been waiting all day for that damn burger.”

“Then I recommend going somewhere with better service.” I released his collar and scanned our surroundings. “Remember that damn plan you thought of—taking over where Wilson left off and all that shit?”

He narrowed his eyes and took a step back. “Does this have anything to do with what happened to Merc?”

“Of course, it does. And we’re doing it.”

“Tonight?” he asked slowly, still eyeing me as if he’d just crossed a wild animal or a cold-blooded murderer. I was both. 

“Tonight,” I said. 

“You’re fucked up,” he drawled. 

“I woke up to have Merc’s brains splattered all over my face. Of course, I’m fucked up. And we’re making our goddamn move. Now. While the city is in chaos and Devlin has his hands full.” 

“Fine,” he put up his hands in surrender. “Where do you want me to start?”

“Wherever you have connections. Any damn thread you have—pull it. I need to make this happen before Devlin gets the upper hand. You start with Wilson’s crew and I’ll start with Devlin’s enemies.” I also had two other people to inform of this new plan.

This new death sentence.

If one single person I pulled to my side during this shitstorm got wind that I had sided with the police with the sole intent to sell anyone out—to sell everyone out. Devlin wouldn’t be the only one putting a green light on my head.
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“You did what?” Carter asked.

Both his and Davis’s jaws had been scraping the ground since I’d broken the news. We’d met in our usual spot—the lot near the viaduct. 

“A little confidence from someone would be great,” I muttered.

“Confidence isn’t the issue,” Davis said, shaking his head. “But this plan.... If you’re not very, very careful—”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” I tugged at my ponytail. As much fun as I could have watching Devlin squirm, there was too much at stake this time. 

“We may have pulled a few strings to rile up Devlin,” Davis said, raising an eyebrow. “It was a longshot call, but we hoped it might get him off your back.”

Suddenly, it was my turn to gawk. Maybe they could come in handy for something. “Okay, then,” I nodded. “Got any connections that might help with this dumbass plan?”

“We might,” Carter said, but he hesitated. “What are you planning on doing about all these people you’re about to cross, though?”

“Avoid them at all costs.” I crossed my arms and stared up at the dark sky. Through all the lights of the city, it was impossible to see even a single star. Not that they would have been of any help, I was never any good at taking direction. “If they find out I’m setting them all up, not a single one of them will hesitate to have me offed, but it’s the only idea I have right now. This is never going to end clean. We need to take care of Wilson. Give Devlin a false sense of security. And convince him to let me in on the big deal, right?”

“Right,” Davis said. “Can you get us any of Merc’s records? Anything incriminating we might be able to use to speed things along?”

I snorted. “All of that’s going to Devlin. Not a chance.”

Davis’s phone rang, and he stepped away from the conversation while Carter took the opening to hand me another packet of my salvation. 

“Just what I needed.” I closed my eyes, letting my mind settle for just a moment, pretending the feeble powder was just as good as the real stuff. God, I wanted a real hit. I wanted to be numb and clueless once again. 

Carter stopped my hand as soon as I went to open it.

“You don’t know what it’s like,” I said, jerking away. I didn’t need another lecture. A reminder that I needed to go easy on it or that I wasn’t supposed to snort it.

“No?” He raised his eyebrows, stepping uncomfortably close. “I don’t know what it’s like to be driven to bury my feelings under a layer of alcohol until I don’t know which way is up or to wonder if the shitty situation I got myself into is going to get me and everyone I care about killed. To hate everything I’ve done so much that I relished the bullet that tore through my chest because I thought it was finally an end to it all—an end to looking over my shoulder constantly.” 

I swallowed, feeling my anger waver uncertainly, but I threw the wall right back up. “You’re a cop. It’s different.”

“I’ve spent a long time undercover in some shitty places.” 

The retreat. It clicked and I pressed my palms over my eyes. “You went in to save people. I agreed to do this because I want my brother dead. In prison is an appealing alternative.” 

“What about Aubrey?” 

I shook my head, yanking at my hair again.

“First thing you asked us to do was protect her.” 

“I owed it to her. I promised. We had a deal.” I had to keep reminding myself of that deal. Business. Our agreement. Nothing more. 

“And now she’s pregnant.” 

I clenched my teeth. Anger was the only thing I could rely on, but even that came out all wrong. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.” 

“The baby is yours?” 

My senses dulled and I dropped back against the hood of my car. “All I can tell you is they’re both better off without me.” 

“Like you were better off....” 

“Don’t. Fucking. Don’t,” I exploded, waving my finger at him like a belligerent child. “Aubrey tried that shit, too.” 

I ripped open the bag of methadone. Better off without a drug addict criminal around. My hands shook but not because I was jonesing for a hit. Fuck this.

Fuck the whole situation. 

Fuck Aubrey for making me feel. 

“Colt,” Carter jostled my shoulder and I nearly dropped the methadone. “Hold it together.” 

“Then I recommend not mentioning Aubrey or the pregnancy again. I can’t think about it right now.” 

“You think they make you weak, but you’re wrong.”

“That’s not it.” But as hard as I tried to come up with an argument, I came up empty.

Davis jogged back to join us, saving me from having to say anything else. “Wilson’s in the hospital.” 

“What?” Too easy.

“He was still covered in blood—” Davis said “Merc’s blood—and exhibiting symptoms of a stroke.” 

“A stroke?” I slipped the methadone into my pocket. “He looked like shit this morning.” 

“They believe the clot originated due to the injury to his arm.” 

“Fuck,” I sat against the hood. And just like that, it was down to me and Devlin.

Chapter 4
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I fought with myself all week—to the point that I made myself sicker than morning sickness ever could. By the following Monday, part of me was certain it had come up with the solution.

The other part had more questions than anyone on the face of the planet could ever answer. And Aiden added to that list by constantly asking if I’d set up an appointment with a counselor. More questions. More unsolvable problems. 

So, I set up an appointment, but probably not with the type of counselor he expected.

The nurse led me back to a small conference room. If only I could get my mind to quiet just long enough to think something through. With every step, I fretted over whether someone would find my medical record.

If they were even looking for me anymore. Which according to the clipped and annoyed reactions from Colt, they weren’t. It wasn’t exactly enough to make me feel any better about the whole situation, though. I had no idea what was happening in that damn city, but I knew one thing—I needed to make sure they weren’t coming after me. I needed to protect myself and my family. And make sure that I didn’t add any more ammunition for the crime family of Ashville to hold over my head—or anyone else's for that matter.

I kept my head down and took a seat. I didn’t even want to give them my real name yet, so I was here for an anonymous consultation.

Or, so I thought.

“What might I be able to help you with?”

Oh god. My stomach turned to concrete. I knew that voice. I knew it and I couldn’t place it. I looked up from my lap and stared right into the face of the woman who’d run me out of this town.

Bitch.

“I think I should come back, later,” I grabbed my bag and scrambled for the door, but she grabbed my arm. 

“I run the clinic. All procedures go through me one way or another.”

I looked into her eyes. She still looked exactly how I remembered her. Maybe more shriveled and grey, but that hadn’t really changed her. “Then, I’ll find another clinic.”

“It’s not really a surprise to see you here, but I didn’t think it’d take so long.” A smug smile pulled at the corner of her thin lips. 

“You know nothing about me,” I snarled. A rush came over me in that instant. Instead of lowering my head, I straightened my back. “But you’re such a fucking miserable person that you decided to trash me just because you couldn’t make your marriage work.”

But it didn’t faze her much. “Still hanging on married men? That why you’re looking for an abortion? This time, you couldn’t just lie your way out....” Her smile became more strained at what I assumed was supposed to be a crude pun. She still wore that damn, unflattering, light pink lipstick—as if wearing an innocent color made her less of a bitch. 

“I never ‘hung’ on Mr. Roslyn.” I used air quotes to emphasize her own vocabulary. “My dad had just died protecting this country and the system that so graciously afforded you your divorce and share of everything your husband earned. I don’t know why the hell your marriage didn’t work. And I don’t really give a damn why you wanted everything or decided to drag me into the whole fiasco, but I was just a kid. You made my life a living hell.” 

The police interviews and counselor sessions had been mortifying. Everyone trying to weasel me into admitting to things that never happened. Not a single person seemed to believe me—being picked up for breaking and entering and underage drinking, hadn’t really added to my credibility. Piece by piece, I lost my faith in the world. I never wanted to ask another person for help, and I resented beyond comprehension being interrogated and pressed about my personal life.  

“I know what was going on,” she hissed through her teeth. Somewhere beneath that old lady façade, her soul was little different from Devlin’s. He had more power, more money, darker tastes, but they were both driven by blind, self-serving rage that scorched everyone in their paths. “I saw you two together after school—”

I scoffed, drawing back my shoulders and leaning down slightly to look her straight in the eyes. “If that’s the case then you’d know that he was helping me with my homework and convincing me that I didn’t have to do stupid things to act out because of my loss. I was depressed and lost in my own pain. I watched my dad climb on a plane—and not for the first time, mind you—knowing that there was a chance he wouldn’t come back. And he didn’t. I blamed him. I blamed the world. And I just wanted someone to tell me it was okay. My mom was too busy mourning the death of her husband. My brother was busy dealing with his pregnant girlfriend.” Or his no-longer-pregnant girlfriend since she’d just hand an abortion. “But, I had one teacher who kept me from screwing up everything, and you turned it into something dirty.”

The former Mrs. Roslyn—or Dr. Trumbolt as the title on her desk said—tilted her head and took a seat behind her cluttered desk. “You’re a fantastic little talker, aren’t you? I also saw you leave the school in his car. I found the used condoms—”

“Whoa lady.” I threw up my arms. “Yes, he drove me home one day because my brother couldn’t pick me up. But that was it.”

“You really expect me to believe that?”

I leaned over the desk, not about to back down this time. “You can believe whatever the fuck your deluded mind wants. I didn’t steal your husband. But instead of focusing on that, maybe you should try looking for your own soul because obviously you lost that somewhere along the way. And that happened long before I ever met you or Mr. Roslyn.”

“Tramp.”

“Please.” I straightened, folding my arms over my chest. The argument was useless. She’d believe whatever she wanted—at least I could take comfort in the fact that I wasn’t that detached from reality. But I’d had my fill of people making me feel like shit. “You were pathetic long before you dragged my reputation through the mud. And for your information, I was still a virgin—thank you very much. I kept that title until November twenty-second of my senior year, if you’d like to know. And I didn’t need an old man. He was my age. My best friend. And we also didn’t do it in the back seat, front seat, or any seat of a car. We had a nice comfy bed at his parent’s house.”

And it sucked. The bed was the only good part of it, but hey, seeing her cheeks redden even slightly was good enough for me.

“If your husband was cheating on you—which, let’s be honest given your demeanor isn’t surprising—it wasn’t with me. You just wanted it to be me so you could also ruin his career in the process because you’re obviously an unfulfilled bitch who probably can’t even get off with a vibrator.”

With that, I turned and walked out of the room. A nurse tried to catch me, but I showed myself out and walked straight for the front door of the building.

Fuck them. Fuck them all. Everyone in this damn small town and what they think of me.

I’d done the hanging my head and hiding routine. I’d done the running away. I stepped outside, took a breath of fresh air, and let it all slip away. 

For about five seconds, anyway. 

As I passed through the parking lot, I saw someone leaned against a bench staring at Colt’s car and my heart stuttered. I put my sunglasses over my eyes and scanned the parking lot. Two more men opposite the car were definitely eying it as well.

It was a nice car, granted. And I’d known a few men to ogle more cars than women, but this seemed off—a chance I wasn’t willing to take. Instead of heading to the car, I cut in front of the clinic to the sidewalk. I kept walking south until I hit the pharmacy on the corner and ducked inside. No one followed me in, save some grey-haired lady who I doubted would pose a threat. But I waited in the store anyway, wandering up and down the aisles and watching every time I heard the hiss of the automatic door opening.

Still no one.

I pulled out the phone Colt had given me, but I wasn’t sure what to say or ask.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” a male voice interrupted. 

Startled, I braced myself against the shelf and looked up to see a policeman standing behind me. “Do you drive a black ’72 Camaro, license number TTLB195.”

I had no idea whether or not that was the license number—or even the make of the car, really. I shook my head as if I didn’t understand. “Why do you ask?”

“Is that your car?” His expression didn’t budge, and holy hell, he looked pissed. 

“I’m sorry,” I tried to smile to break the tension, but I wasn’t sure the smile actually made it to my lips. “I just walked here. Is there a problem?”

“You were seen climbing out of the car in an adjacent parking lot.”

Lovely. I broke out in a cold sweat. “I drove a friend’s car,” I shrugged. “All I know is it’s black. Is there some kind of problem?”

“I’m going to have to place you under arrest.”

Arrest? My whole body shook. Calm. Think. “For what?”

“The car was reported stolen.”

“Stolen? I’m sure there’s been a mistake. Please, please, let me check with him.” Colt. I’d kill him. I took a step back, praying for just long enough to get Colt on the phone. 

“What? I can’t really talk,” Colt grumbled.

“Well, neither can I for long. It appears I’m under arrest.”

“For what?” His tone hardened. He was definitely paying attention now.  

“Stealing your car,” I muttered.

“Fuck me. Give me a minute.”

The phone went silent. Completely silent.

“Colt? Colt?”

I looked at the phone. Call ended.

I raised my eyes and gave the officer the nicest smile I could manage. “Um, he’s going to get this straightened out. I think.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw another officer approaching up the other end of the isle, so I waved. I hoped that niceties would, at least, buy me enough time for whatever Colt believed would take a minute.

God, Colt, hurry up. 

The radio on their shoulders hissed and then a female voice came over.

“Unit Sierra-two-nine, please respond.”

The officer nearest me placed his hand over the radio on his shoulder. “Unit Sierra-two-nine here, we’ve apprehended the driver of stolen car, Black Camaro, license Tango-Tango-Lincoln-Bravo -one-nine-five.”

“The APB regarding stolen car license Tango-Tango-Lincoln-Bravo -one-nine-five has been rescinded.”

I exhaled and leaned against the shelf behind me. My heart couldn’t take much more of this shit. 

The officer snorted and shook his head. “I’m sorry, can you confirm?”

“The APB regarding stolen car license number Tango-Tango-Lincoln-Bravo-one-nine-five has been rescinded. There was a mix-up and the owner has confirmed with local authorities that it has not been stolen.”

I smiled again, hoping to ease the tension as they both stared at me. “Do I really look like a car thief?” I asked, putting my hands up. 

“Then, why’d you lie?” he asked. 

Yeah, about that.... “Because there were some hinky men hanging around the car when I came out of the clinic.”

“And, why didn’t you just say that?”

Because every other time I’ve been on the receiving end of questions from the cops it hasn’t turned out well. I blinked, taking a breath in an attempt to mask my frustration. “Never know who you can trust these days. I heard on the news the other day about a woman being followed by cops who weren’t really cops.”

It was a lie, but I had heard it before and it wouldn’t have surprised me one bit if there had been a more recent occurrence.

“Maybe you’ll kindly walk me back to my car now that this is all straightened out.” I picked up the box of hair dye I’d been eying and headed for the register. Not as dark as the last time, but I had some serious root problems that needed to be covered.

The two officers waited near the door while I checked out and followed me in silence back to Colt’s car.

“Sorry for the misunderstanding, ma’am,” he said, holding the car door while I climbed in. Even though his voice had warmed, his smile was forced, hiding a touch of suspicion, I guessed. 

“Thanks for not arresting me,” I replied.

Once the door was closed and I was in the car alone, the adrenaline wore off and I desperately wanted a nap. I wanted anything except to have to drive home. 

What a fucking day.

I stared at Colt’s phone, willing it to ring, but it remained silent. Like a useless boulder in my hand, weighing me down, and if I listened to Aiden, holding me back. 

God, which way do I go? 

Everything dragged me back. Everything tied me to him. When I thought I’d finally made a decision, I found myself ten steps back and questioning everything again. The only thing I knew for sure was that I would never set foot near that clinic again. There were others, but it had taken me long enough to draw up the gumption to walk in the first time. 

Whether I liked it or not, I needed some kind of doctor. Some kind of medical record to follow me around and fall into Devlin’s hands. 

“Fuck,” I sighed, turning over the engine and tossing Colt’s phone into my bag. 
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Up and down, up again, lower than low... My emotions spiraled out of control worse than when I’d hit withdrawal. 

I had no energy to fight it. And the energy I did have, went to chasing Breanna around between the time she got off school and Aiden got home from work. And since I had yet to find my own job—a combination of my reluctance to deal with people and leave the house any more often than necessary—the least I could do was save him the money he used to spend on babysitters. 

Even if I sacrificed what was left of my sanity and energy for it. 

“Hey, Bre. What’s for dinner?” Aiden draped his jacket over a dining room chair. I watched him through the reflection in the window in front of me, refusing to turn around. 

I wacked the tops off a line of carrots with the cleaver. “Fine.” 

“Okay,” he drew out the word and took a step back. I realized I hadn’t even answered the question he’d asked. What the hell was I thinking? 

“Glad I didn’t ask about your day,” he muttered. 

But it was inevitable and I knew it. Inevitable that he’d ask if I’d found a counselor. If I’d found an ob-gyn. If I’d called Mom back since she’d left half a dozen messages. If I felt any better. 

What he really wanted to know was whether or not I’d cut off Colt yet. 

If I’d finally resolved to the fact that that part of my life was over, and the asshole, criminal who’d knocked me up was gone. That’s what Aiden wanted. 

My hand started to shake and I had to press the knife against the cutting board to steady it. Don’t lose it now.

“Want me to finish dinner?” he asked softly.

I shook my head. 

“You said you had an appointment today, how’d it go?”

Perfect subject. Here we go. “I walked out,” I said, taking another swing at the carrots. One piece shot across the room and thudded against the microwave. 

“Bre—”

I spun around to face him. 

“Easy, Bre.” He backed off, catching Breanna as she skipped into the room. 

I realized I still held the damn cleaver and dropped it behind me onto the cutting board. 

Aiden kissed the top of Breanna’s head. “Go watch TV until dinner is done.” 

“I’m hungry now.” 

Aiden grabbed a pack of fruit snacks, handed them to her, and ushered her toward the living room.

She narrowed her eyes. “Food? In the living room?” 

“Yes, go eat and watch TV.” 

Breanna’s look of concern faded into a wide smile before she skipped away. 

I wished all of life was that simple. 

“I’ve been interrogated enough today,” I said before he could begin. 

“No questions,” he said, holding his hands up in surrender. 

I closed my eyes and took a long breath as he gathered me to his chest. Brave man, considering the knife was still within reach. Not that I’d use it on him, but why did I want to grab it? 

Parts of my brain screamed at me to push him away using any means necessary, but another part relaxed at the false sense of security. “Every time I think I know what I’m doing and have my mind set, everything jerks away and takes me in another direction. One minute everything’s going to be fine, and the next I want to curl up in a ball. I want to laugh, cry, curse the world,” I sighed, “and curl up with a fucking tuna and banana sandwich. And if you make one comment about ‘hormones’ I’m going to snap.” 

Aiden snorted. “Think you already did.” 

“Fuck you,” I muttered. 

“Why don’t you go lay down? I’ll finish dinner and try to keep Breanna quiet.” 

“I hate it even more when you’re nice to me.” 

“Why?” he flinched as he spoke the quiet word. 

I shrugged. Why’d I even say it? I knew I’d end up having to explain. Yeah, that nap was a perfect idea. “I guess it makes me feel more guilty for being a bitch all the time.” 

Was it weird that I preferred Colt’s gruff, take-charge commands? No nonsense. No room for more questions. Less room for doubt. Colt told me what to do. He told me not to doubt, and even though that order never fully worked, his attitude gave me a sense of security and order I couldn’t find anywhere else.

“Go get a nap, Bre,” Aiden said. 
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Instead of lying down, I sat on the floor at the foot of the bed, pulled Colt’s phone out of my bag and stared at it. Every time I reached out to him took me one step closer to the rabbit hole that I’d barely escaped the last time. 

“Hello again,” Colt said. 

At the sound of his voice—the only thing I’d wanted to hear—suddenly, I couldn’t respond. My chest seized, stealing my breath. 

“Aubrey?”

Out of nowhere, a sob broke free as everything crashed into me at once. I’d shut it all off, locked it all away, but the combination of hormones and stress had obviously figured that this was the perfect time to pull the plug. 

“Are you okay?” His voice rose with every attempt. “Say something.” 

“Something,” I choked out. Struggling to breathe, it was as if I could see my own sanity ripping away. Everything I wanted and needed taunted me, just out of reach. Crack by crack, chip by chip, I saw my hopes and dreams fade to nothing. 

“What’s wrong? Did someone—?”

“No. Just talk.” I needed him to ground me again. “Can you please just talk?”

“About what?”

I clung to every word, pulling them in while letting the tension slowly recede. “I don’t care. Cars. Weather.”

“Aubrey,” the deep grumble of his voice burrowed under my skin. “What’s wrong?”

“I went to see a counselor about having an abortion.” The words spilled out before I could even think. 

His voice softened. “Did you?”

“She was a bitch.” I tried to laugh and hiccupped with another sob instead. 

“Is that why you’re upset?”

“No. Yes. God, I don’t even know.” As if coming home hadn’t been hard enough—facing Aiden and my family hadn’t been hard enough—I found my past and present colliding in ways I couldn’t wrap my head around. And every bit of it made me doubt my future even more. 

I couldn’t take not knowing anymore. Not knowing who I was. Not knowing if I could handle the responsibility of this baby. Not even knowing if Colt had the capability to actually care about any of it or whether I continued to be the subject of a simple business transaction in his eyes. 

“And you called me?” He sounded as confused as I felt.

“It is half yours, you know. You’re part of the reason for all this shit. Why the hell shouldn’t I call you?”

He didn’t really respond—aside from a couple of grunts. 

“Aiden just thinks I’m hormonal and keeps telling me to find a shrink. What the hell am I supposed to say to a fucking shrink?”

“You’re going to be okay, Bre.” 

My chest heated when he called me that, but the words sounded like empty lies. “I’m pathetic,” I muttered, unintentionally saying it out loud. I bit my bottom lip to keep anything else from spilling out. 

“Why?”

As if he needed to ask. How long had it been since he was the one reminding me how stupid I’d been for getting involved with Devlin. “I’m naïve, and.... I don’t want to make these fucking decisions right now.”

I raised my hand to slam it against the floor and stopped myself in mid swing—connecting with my thigh instead. Less noise. Less possibility of alerting Aiden or drawing unwanted attention from Breanna. 

“Darlin’,” Colt said softly. It was an uneasy and strange tone coming from him. “Devlin’s been doing his thing for years. He played you.” 

“I was an easy target.” Colt had told me just that. 

He groaned. “Aubrey.” There was a long pause. “Stop blaming yourself. Blame Devlin. It was his goddamn fault. Blame me. I dragged you deeper and I played on your emotions and insecurities just like he did. It wasn’t your fucking fault.” 

“You have such a way with words,” I snorted. “So much for my pity party, then.” 

“What’s really wrong, Bre?” 

I closed my eyes. “I feel helpless waiting around here for news or some other shit to happen. I can’t function. I don’t even know how I feel about being pregnant. There’s this disconnect between me and the entire rest of the world that I can’t explain.” 

And I miss you.

I know I shouldn’t.

I know I should move on instead of focusing on the thing that doesn’t really exist.

“Darlin’....” Every time he went silent, I expected to hear a bang or a thud. Something going wrong, but he sighed. “I’m sorry.”

My heart stuttered. 

“I’m trying to make it right.”

“And the baby? You going to leave me with all this alone?”

“I can’t answer that. Look, Aubrey, I’ll answer my phone. I’ll respond to your texts. Because I owe you that much—”

I knew where he was going. “Let me guess. This pregnancy is off limits.”

“I can’t tell you what to do. I’m a car thief. A criminal. A sadistic bastard. And a heroin addict. No way in any version of reality should I ever be responsible for an innocent life.”

“Right and—”

“I mean it, Aubrey,” he growled. “If you want to talk, fine. But that topic is off limits, and you’re not going to change my mind.”

“Fine.” I blew out a breath of frustration. “You’re also an asshole. You left that out.” 

“Careful,” his voice took on a seductive melodic tone. “That sounds a lot like foreplay to me.” 

I laughed. “You’re fucking hopeless.” 

Aiden appeared in my doorway, disapproval evident in his dark eyes and tight lips, and I wondered how long he’d been listening. 

“I gotta go,” I said, disconnecting the call and dropping the phone back into my bag. 

“Dinner’s ready,” Aiden said, aside from the movement of his lips, I could have been convinced that his face was made of stone. 

Chapter 5
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It never failed that every time I talked to Aubrey, she knocked me on my ass all over again. I wanted to throttle her for it. I wanted to throttle myself for letting it happen.

I needed to make her see that we had no future. That I had no future. I needed to keep her from getting her hopes up.

But damn it.

I didn’t.  

But if she brought up that damn baby one more time.... Pregnant. Expectant mother.

Unbelievable.

There was no way in any part of any reality that I would be qualified to be a parent. Fate sure did have a fucked up sense of humor to boot.

I’d figured she was calling about the car. I still hadn’t figured out who would have reported it stolen.

And why? It was a possibility that Devlin had done it just to fuck with me, but he had plenty of other avenues for that. One of Wilson or Merc or Devlin’s goons that I’d pissed off in the last several weeks could also have the connections to get it through.

But, tracking my car would also lead anyone straight to Aubrey as well. Could I really trust the police to keep her safe?

My phone buzzed, and I absentmindedly answered without checking the ID.

“What’s going on?” Jace asked.

I straightened in my seat. That was a loaded question, particularly at that moment. My mind was already going in at least two dozen different directions. “Which part?”

“Oh, your two tattooed friends, Devlin, Wilson and the badged parade that came in and out of the hospital after he was admitted a couple of weeks ago....” He trailed off and then his voice grew more solemn. “Did Aubrey talk to you?”

It’d been several weeks since the last time Jace had spoken to me. Since the last time I’d snorted away reality with the hard stuff. The thought still made my mouth water and I shoved my hand into my pocket to feel for the packet of methadone. “Yeah. Seems no one can leave me alone these days. Figured Alex would have relayed all of that.”

“Bits and pieces. I’ve been busy at the hospital. Trying to mind my own business, but I keep getting sucked back in.” He stressed each word. As if it was my fault this time, but I was backed into much the same corner as him. “You really playing game with the tattoo boys?”

“Don’t have much of any other choice, do I?” I pulled the knife out of the side-table drawer, flipping it open and closing it repeatedly, just to give myself something to do. Methadone took off the edge, but some nights, I still felt like crawling out of my skin. 

Jace cleared his throat, remaining silent for a minute. “And you still using?”

I knew that was an eventual question. “Methadone. This shit really lacks oomph.”

“I assume the tattoo boys are supplying you, then. Are they dirty?”

“Everyone in this town is.” What am I supposed to say? I wished that Carter and Davis had mentioned exactly who they had spoken to and what they’d talked about. All the guessing and skirting around details became exhausting fast. 

“They offered Alex a deal as a C.I. She jumped aboard—like she didn’t have a thing to lose.” He paused, and I waited. I had a feeling I knew what might come next, but nothing was certain anymore. “They offered me something as well, but,” he scoffed. “I want to keep my job. I could lose my license. I could lose everything.” 

“We could all lose a lot more than that if Devlin continues. Look, man, I don’t know what the right choice is for anyone at this point, but they’ve done right by anything I’ve needed. And they’re keeping Aubrey safe, so that’s all I can ask for.”

“Reassuring,” Jace muttered. “What’s your plan?”

“I need to get Devlin to show his hand so they can catch him and the rest of his network in the act,” I said, too distracted to go into any more detail.

“Right,” he laughed. “Easy peasy. How am I supposed to help?”

“Make sure no one finds out about Aubrey,” I said automatically. I needed to stop doing that, especially since I had no doubt that Jace had already erased any trail that might pop up. “Have you had any suspicious girls visiting the hospital clinic?”

“Aside from the one you know about? Well, probably. I haven’t been working down at the clinic, but I could probably pick up some hours, and see what I can find out. Why?”

“Looks like Dev’s been bringing in girls from Toledo, possibly sex workers for a new venture he’s planning to build.”

“Fucking perfect. I figured it was only a matter of time until he wanted more. Not that I don’t enjoy a night of debauchery every now and then—he takes it all to a whole new level.”

“Yeah, the non-consensual level.” Non-consensual. Could I really comment on that considering everything I’d put Aubrey through? Technically, she’d consented, but only because I’d backed her into a corner and held her future over her head. “I really don’t know what else is needed, you’ll have to talk to Carter and Davis about that.”

“Never thought I’d see the day when you had your very own pair of crooked cops,” he said, poking light at our cover.

“At least I’m blending in with the family, now.” That had been the only reason my paling around with a couple of officers hadn’t raised a single suspicion. “I gotta go, though. Devlin should be meeting his contact at the hotel tonight, and I’m going to crash.” 

“Sounds like a suicide mission.” 

I chuckled. “Oh, Devlin’s got himself in quite the predicament.” One where he was forced to watch the Gold family’s control of the city spiral out of his reach. And into mine. 

Jace snorted and I waited for the lecture.  Tonight, I’d let him say whatever he wanted. It’d been far too long since I’d heard from him. He knew all of my darkest secrets, but he’d also helped me through the darkest times. “I think you’re enjoying this too much.”

Maybe, but it certainly wasn’t an opportunity that came every day. Damned if it wouldn’t put a smile on my face. If I couldn’t physically rip Devlin limb from limb, and slowly torture him the way he had Aubrey, I’d find my sadistic delight in watching him squirm like a worm left out on a sidewalk on a hot summer day. Slowly, brutally, I’d let him roast himself, helpless to stop everything he’d worked so hard for from washing away with the next rain. 

But even my current upper hand didn’t mean anyone—particularly Aubrey—was out of danger. It did put me one step closer to bringing everything down.  
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It had been a long time since I had set foot in Empire Hotel, but I met Buck out front. He’d agreed to be my backup once again, as I walked straight into my brother’s territory to challenge him. Buck already knew the plan. It all came down to wedging myself between Devlin and his Toledo buddy who Sasha had identified as Art Craven, a man without a past, and if I had anything to say about it, without a future as well. We’d gone over it from every possible angle over the last twenty-four hours—digging through the dregs to find any of Art’s old associates, his current ties in Dayton, and ensuring we had at least half a dozen backup plans. Sasha also pitched in with what she could scour of his personal records and finances. Carter and Davis also knew of the plan, but there wasn’t really a damn thing they could do if everything went sour. 

We walked into the hotel and straight past the front desk, where a petite brunette greeted us. The hotel only hired women, save for a few maintenance positions and management. Female faces were all the guests saw—but that wasn’t the main intent. Like a few other establishments around town, this was a breeding ground for Devlin’s other business interests. An audition in some ways, where every movement was monitored and scrutinized. Could she be bought? Exploited? Sold? Did she love having the eyes of every man who walked through the door on her every motion? 

I’d seen dozens of girls suck up to Devlin because they wanted to join the club. A month later, some of them regretted getting exactly what they’d asked for. Others milked it for everything it was worth. 

But this whole front had nothing on Devlin’s new system. This whole new level of debauchery and exploitation. 

We passed through the restaurant to the VIP room in the back, every set of eyes falling on us as we walked. Especially when we entered the small room where Devlin and Art had just sat down to drinks. 

“Evening,” I said, taking a seat at their table. Buck waited near the door, his finger probably hovering over the speed-dial button on his phone. A lot of good that’d do against bullets, but chances were slim that either of them would pull anything here. 

Devlin scowled, but Art eyed me carefully.

“You must be Art,” I said, offering my hand. “I’m sure my brother filled you in on all the news.” 

“Yes,” he held out the word, looking from me to Devlin and back again. “What’s it to you?”

Art, Devlin’s counterpart through and through, gave off an immediate air of being better than everyone around him. Certainly better than everyone he touched, and yet there was something inherently slimy and scudsy about him, like he’d crawled out of the sewer before donning a suit and tie. 

“Oh,” I glared at Devlin as if I’d expected him to say something more. He raked his tongue across his teeth, then plastered his traditional all-business smile on his face.

“Since the untimely death of our father, Colt has stepped up to make sure we don’t hit any setbacks.” Devlin chose his words carefully. And each one obviously pained him, even though he hid it fairly well for Art’s sake. 

How it must’ve killed him. 

“Well then,” Art drawled, still studying me. “Shall we get down to business?” 

And we’re in. I smirked, but in was only the beginning. We still had to find something solid enough to keep everyone locked up for a very long time. Something that, as I figured it, was sure to cut the population of Ashville in half. 

Chapter 6
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Every morning, I stared longer and longer at my reflection in the mirror. The confirmation that what was happening in my body wouldn’t stay hidden for long.

Every day, I wondered if I had made the right decision, but aside from Aiden, I didn’t have anyone to discuss it with. He was supportive. Always supportive. But two siblings living together in a small town, each as single parents. That was going to raise more eyebrows than I wanted to deal with.

But, I had no other options.

Colt had gone silent again. So much for his promise to answer my calls and texts. 

Asshole.

I couldn’t explain my need to talk to him anyway. Well, maybe I just didn’t want to try and explain my need. To admit that he was the only person I could connect with on any non-superficial level.

Even though most of our exchanges were as superficial as it could get.

My life had become one confusing conundrum after another, but eventually, I fell into a routine that kept my mind occupied for most of the day. Wake up when Aiden goes to work. Fix Breanna’s breakfast. Get her cleaned up and ready for pre-school. Get her on the bus. Run errands, and then head home to work around the house for four hours until Aiden came home with Breanna.

Then, it was play time. Nap time. Dinner and bed. Before the whole thing started over again.

Unfortunately, weekends were different. Weekends left me more time to think. I tried to occupy myself with crosswords, but puzzles only served to remind me of the one I couldn’t fully figure out—Colt.

I stretched out on the couch with my crossword book nestled against my chest—my growing bump only a few inches lower. Aiden had taken Breanna to the park since it was a beautiful early spring day that no one in their right mind would want to miss. Except for me.

I wasn’t ready for large groups of screaming children. But in a few months, I knew I’d have to be. I’d have no choice but to be ready for at least one more.

I lifted my head as the door opened and Breanna ran in, not a bit tired after hours at the park. She jumped around the couch and on top of me.

Right on my stomach.

“Bre,” I yelled, much harsher than I intended.

Aiden hoisted her up. “You gotta be careful. She’s growing your cousin in there.”

“Thanks, Aid.” I smacked him in the hip with a rolled up crossword book, but Breanna just gave us both a confused stare.

“Oooh, the baby?” her eyes widened.

Her pre-school teacher was pregnant, too. So much to explain to a curious little girl. And she never stopped with the questions.

Finally, I understood how Colt felt when I questioned every move he made, but it didn’t quiet the dozens of questions I still had planned for him—one day.

“You all right, Bre?” Aiden asked, releasing Breanna to run across the room. 

I nodded. He asked me that question every day, and every day I gave him the same nod. Truthfully, I didn’t know.

And I didn’t want to think about it too much. I knew that Aiden’s concern came straight from his heart. That he only wanted to help. That he wanted me to open up and share. But I couldn’t. Every time he pushed, even the gentlest, lightest, touch, I jerked away and sank farther into my closet of denial and avoidance. 

Someone knocked, and Breanna skipped straight toward the front door with Aiden jogging behind her to keep up. I wished she wouldn’t do that.

Every time someone knocked on the door, my heart nearly stopped. My blood ran cold and my hands shook like leaves in a winter storm.

I didn’t think the anxiety would ever go away. It was seared too deep in my bones.

“Gramma,” Bre yelled from the foyer.

My anxiety kicked into overdrive until I could feel my heart beating behind my eyes. Family shouldn’t make me this anxious, but if I had to rate my anxiety based on who I was around Devlin would be at the top, with my mom and step-dad barely a few slots down. 

They never stopped asking questions. Never. 

As soon as she walked in the door, I wished I wasn’t wearing a form fitting short sleeved shirt. But with only Aiden and Breanna around I hadn’t really thought about what I was putting on.

“Surprise,” she said, scooping up Breanna and giving Aiden a hug. Then she peeked around the corner to see me, sitting on the couch. She stared at me for a long second then smiled. “With that hair, I almost didn’t recognize you.”

Her eyes were pinched, but much of the smile was forced.

I nodded. “Hey, Mom.”

I waited for it. For the questions. The niggling comments about how I’d been back for weeks and hadn’t called—or even returned her calls since she and David had come up to deliver all the furniture for my room. 

And I just couldn’t wait until she saw the damn tattoo.

I brushed my hair back and stood, preparing for the hug I knew was coming.

“It’s good to see you again, Aubrey.” She touched my hair briefly as we parted, then glanced down to the tattoo. “I’m glad you’re staying around.”

I could tell she was holding her tongue for some reason. I crossed my arms, lowered my head, and waited.

“I thought I’d pop in and take you all to lunch—if you haven’t eaten yet.”

“You drove nearly an hour to ‘pop in’?” I asked. Stupid defense mechanism. My gaze drifted to the front window. I could just barely see the car parked across the street. The one that was there every weekend. Who the hell did Colt have watching the place anyway? How long would it last?

How much longer after that would the paranoia last? This biting unease that came with the idea that someone might get close to me. That anyone might ask questions.

“Bre,” Aiden grumbled, knocking into my shoulder with his own.

“She’s cranky,” Breanna said, rolling her eyes.

Mom patted the top of Breanna’s head.

“Everything okay, Aubrey?” Mom asked.

I nodded. “I’m just tired.”

“It’s hard work growing babies,” Breanna said.

Oh, fuck. I almost face-planted into the floor. I wanted to. Anything to change the subject or help me disappear even for a few seconds. Why the fuck did kids have to be so fucking observant? Did they ever miss anything that was said?

“Well,” Mom gasped. “Yes, it is.”

My stomach sank, and I felt her eyes boring into me, waiting for an explanation, but I couldn’t even lift my gaze off the floor.

“That’s not what I expected,” Mom said. “I thought—”

I shook my head, hugging the crossword puzzle to my stomach like a shield. “Can we just not talk about it?”

“Well then, what do you want to talk about?” She cocked her head.

“Nothing, really. I don’t call because I don’t have anything to talk about and the awkward silences would be....” I shifted my weight, searching the room for something else to stare at. Anything to draw attention away. “Well, awkward.”

“I know things have been hard on you—”

“Mom, please.” I wanted to run away. I wanted to call Colt for a momentary distraction that I could handle. I’d never be ready for this conversation. 

“No, Aubrey. I put up with a lot from you after your dad died. Phone calls from the police in the middle of the night. Phone calls from other parents in the middle of the night. Calls that you skipped school. Flunked exams. And then, you and that teacher.”

“Nothing happened,” I yelled. She’d done it. She’d pushed the one damn button that let it all out. 

My eyes burned. That was the ultimate betrayal. The final straw. She hadn’t even told us about David yet, but I took that betrayal out on him. Everyone including my own mother believed that bitch. “Why didn’t you ever believe me? I’m your daughter, you should have stood up for me.”

“Okay,” Aiden said, plucking Breanna from our mother’s arms. “You two have it out, all you want. We’ll be out back.”

“Gramma,” Breanna protested, kicking her legs at Aiden.

And again, I was the one who felt guilty. I felt guilty for setting her off. Felt guilty for not being a good enough kid that she didn’t have to run off and start a new family.

It had been a lot of responsibility to heap on one teenager’s shoulders and I had taken it all on.

“Why don’t you all just go have lunch,” I said. “I don’t feel that hungry anyway.”

Mom opened her mouth, but Aiden shoved Breanna back in her arms. “I’ll meet you outside.”

He gave her a flat look, and she immediately shut her mouth and walked out, closing the front door behind her.

I knew that flat look. Aiden had learned it from Dad. I saw so much of Dad in him, and sometimes, it killed me.

“Bre?”

I closed my eyes, knowing the dispute was on me. “It’ll be more civil without me there.”

“She wants to talk to you.”

“Did you know about this? That she was coming today?”

“No,” he squeezed my shoulders and bent forward to look me straight in the eye. “She’s been talking about coming down for a while, but I kept trying to postpone her. Apparently she decided to take her chances.”

“I don’t feel like talking.”

“You never do.”

I tried to brush his hands away but he could match my stubbornness point for point. “It’s not going to change.”

“It’s not all about you, Aubrey.”

I jerked backward. “I know that.”

And then I remembered the moment at the cabin when I’d realized how selfish I’d been for leaving my family high and dry. The pathetic thing was, I didn’t want to admit that out loud. I didn’t want to admit defeat or that I needed help, or that I had screwed up.

“I know I screwed up,” I whispered. “But I don’t want to talk about it. I can’t.”

“You can’t keep avoiding everyone either. We all screw up, sis.”

“You say that, but—”

“But what? I’m not taking into account that you lived with a criminal? Or somehow got involved with the biggest criminal family within a hundred-mile radius? Got pregnant? Not that I can say much about that one. Buck up, Bre.”

“I’m trying.”

“Not by staying home alone and—” he waved his hand around my head “—whatever you’re doing locked in that room.”

“Out there—” I pointed toward the door “—I have no idea if someone is waiting for me.”

“It’s been two months. Nothing has happened.”

“That doesn’t mean it won’t.” I put my hands on my stomach and stared down. It would never get easier. 

“Is that how you’re going to live the rest of your life?”

Possibly. As far as I knew, this is how Colt had led his entire life. I shrugged. 

“Do you know how close I came to coming after you when he threatened Breanna? Threats and fear are his biggest power.”

“I’ve seen the result of his carrying out those threats, though. It isn’t pretty.”

“Neither is sitting here watching you continue to wither away.”

“I’m not that bad,” I snapped.

“No, you’re a little better when pushed. At least that gets you talking.”

I grunted and rolled my eyes. “So, what made you stay out of it?”

He looked into my eyes for a long moment. “I didn’t. I went to the police.”

My jaw dropped. “You what? When?”

“Right after I talked to you and you warned me not to. I knew then the threat was real and that was exactly what I had to do.”

“Jackass.” I pushed against his chest. “You could’ve gotten me killed. You could’ve gotten all of us killed.”

“So could you.” He squinted. “I had to protect my daughter, and I hoped in the process that I was protecting my sister. They didn’t give me any info though. They passed it along and assured me they’d keep an eye on the situation. It was completely reassuring,” he said sarcastically. “But at least you started talking to me again. And I never heard from Devlin again. I kept pushing the cops for answers and they kept giving me the same one. It’s an open investigation and we can’t give you any information.”

As soon as I looked down, he directed my chin back up. “Then you dropped off the grid. I finally got Colt to answer the damn phone and got a runaround from him.”

“He’s good at that.”

“He promised you’d be fine. He promised he’d take care of you. But I nearly went out of my mind until you called me. What happened?”

“Devlin took me. I was with him for a week. He just wanted to fuck with Colt.” I tried to pass it off nonchalantly, but my shaking voice gave me away. 

“Did he hurt you?” Aiden reached for me, but I darted out of his reach. I couldn’t handle touching. Not now. Not when my skin felt like stretched elastic about to burst. 

I nodded, biting my bottom lip and debating how much to tell him. “He left me locked in a room the whole time. The only time I saw anyone was when they came in to—” I choked on the words.

“Bre,” Aiden breathed. 

I shook my head, anticipating what he was thinking. “They gave me heroin. I spent the entire time high out of my mind. Then, they gave me these tattoos. These damn tattoos to remind Colt of his dead girlfriend. Apparently, she overdosed on heroin.”

Aiden rubbed his hand over his mouth and grabbed the banister behind him. “What.... Why?”

“Those are questions I learned not to ask, but the gist is that Devlin wanted Colt to start using again. It worked.”

“And the baby?”

I squinted, wondering exactly what he was asking. My hands instinctively went to my stomach, maybe I was more attached than I let myself believe. But attached to what? The fantasy that Colt might save us? “We weren't using protection after the whole shitfest. It wasn’t exactly the foremost thing in my mind. We weren’t thinking straight.”

“I’m going to kill him,” Aiden growled. Red-faced and white-lipped. I’d never seen Aiden so angry in my life. 

“Please, don’t—”

He silenced my argument with a shake of his head. “You weren’t in any condition to consent.”

“But, I did.” The first tears slid down my cheeks and dropped against my shirt. I was helpless to stop them. “See, this is why I don’t want to talk about it. You can’t possibly understand it all.”

He stared at me for the longest time, like a stranger he barely recognized. “You still have feelings for him. It’s not just the fear keeping you tied to all of this, you—”

“Don’t.” I put my hands up and backed away. That look. That question. They both threatened to shatter my heart and it just couldn’t take any more. “Just don’t. Don’t compare him to Hannah. Don’t tell me how wrong my feelings might be. Don’t tell me I’m better off leaving it all behind me. I’m carrying his baby.”

Aiden’s eyes fell closed, and I sensed a change in him, albeit subtle. “Sometimes that doesn’t matter.”

“Aiden.” I couldn’t argue. I also couldn’t tell him he might be right. 

“Does he even want to be a father? Is he protecting you because he cares, or because he’s covering his own ass?”

I really didn’t know, but in my mind, it didn’t matter what he wanted. He was going to be a father whether he wanted it or not. Whether I could convince him to step up to the responsibility, on the other hand, was yet to be seen.

Yet to be seen.

Really? I asked myself.

I was just fooling myself if I thought it would ever happen. But sometimes that facade was the only thing that got me out of bed in the morning.

Sometimes his messages were the only things that calmed my anxiety.

The fact that there was someone else in the world who understood this whole, complicated mess—who didn’t judge me based simply on the fact that I’d traded my body for the promise of freedom and safety—kept me sane.

I couldn’t face the fact that I may never even see him alive again. I wasn’t ready for that. I knew I couldn’t go to him and part of me was certain he’d never come to me. But as long as I ignored that. As long as I focused on a little message here or there, I could believe in my own little world that I might have a life.

“I can see the answer in your eyes, Bre.” He cupped my cheeks with his warm hands, grounding me back in my current reality. “You can’t just sit around and wait—not for him and not for someone to come after you. As far as we know, we’re under their radar now and they have no reason to pull you back in.”

“Unless they find out about the baby,” I whispered. I’d been a pawn. No way in hell would I ever let Devlin use the baby the same way. 

“Even better reason to leave Colt out of this.”

“I know. But I can’t just wake up and say fuck it all I’m going to start over and live my own life.” I couldn’t be what Aiden wanted. Starting over sounded even worse than my current hell. And how could I with a small life growing inside me, anyway? 

“Maybe not, but you could try it little by little.” His forehead twisted in worry. Worry I’d seen dozens of times since coming home. But I hadn’t connected with it. I’d refused to connect with it because that would mean considering the inevitable—that I was holding on to the ghost of a man who didn’t exist. 

“Half the time you just stare at that damn phone,” he said. 

“I don’t like not knowing what’s going on—not knowing if he’s okay,” I finished in a whisper. 

He gave me the flat look again. “What the hell does he have over you?” 

“He saved me.” 

“He did a fucking lousy job from the sound of it.” 

“I was already in over my head. Don’t you get that?” Of course he didn’t, because I’d never told him anything about what had happened. “Devlin was going to turn me into a drugged up stripper, sex toy. Colt Got me out.” I realized what I’d said when all of the color drained from Aiden’s face. “Devlin and three of his friends had me pinned to his desk the night I agreed to go with Colt. Colt offered me an escape.” 

“Aubrey....” His mouth remained open, so I took a deep breath and continued. I owed him the full picture. 

“I agreed to Colt’s plan, and he said he’d make things right with Devlin, but then Devlin threatened you so I’d drive Colt to using heroin again and make sure he stayed out of the way. It didn’t work, so.... Devlin kidnapped me to force Colt over the edge. Colt found me. He took care of me.” I sighed, trying to search Aiden’s eyes for some hint of how he was taking all of this.  “He changed. I changed. I don’t understand it all, but I need him.” 

His back stiffened. “Sounds like a dangerous need.” 

“And confusing....” He’d never understand.

“You’re only going to get hurt.” 

“Then, it’s on me. I’m not an idiot and I’ll move out if that’s what you want.” 

“Fuck, no.” He threw his arms over his head, pacing in a circle around the room before returning back to me. He took a long, slow breath. “I just want you to think about this.” 

“You don’t think that’s all I do from the moment I wake up in the morning. I screwed up. I did a lot I’m not proud of. And I feel stupid for falling for Devlin’s damn silver tongue in the first place—I don’t need anyone making me feel any more guilty or helpless.” 

“I’m not—”

“I know it’s not your intention. You’re trying to protect me, but I need to make my own decisions. I need to see this end. And I—” 

“You need to see a psychologist,” he jumped in before I could say anything else. “You can’t wait around for a criminal to put your life back together.” 

I wanted to smack the shit out of him. Even knowing he was right. “I’m torn between these two lives, Aiden. Between who everyone wants me to be and who I am. I’ll never be the same, and to be honest, I don’t want to be. I don’t want to be the victim. But I can’t simply walk away as long as I’m carrying his baby. I’m tied to both worlds. And I see something in him. Something I can’t just walk away from. I don’t expect you to understand.” 

“You’re right about that.” Aiden’s shoulders relaxed, but his eyes were still piercing, holding me there. “I hate him,” he said through clenched teeth. “I don’t have to meet him to hate him for everything he’s put you through.” 

“Devlin—”

Aiden put his hand up to silence me before I could argue again. “What did Colt ask for in return for helping you get away?” 

I shook my head and backed away. “I helped him.” 

“Bre,” his tone became soft as he took my hands. “I’m not going anywhere. If you won’t agree to see a doctor, at least tell me the truth.” 

Did he really think the truth would fix anything? 

“I helped him steal a couple of cars, and,” I dropped my gaze to the floor, “I had sex with him. It was supposed to be just sex, but every now and then, he let his guard down and I saw someone else. He could make me forget how much I hurt. You said we all screw up—he’s trying to fix it. He’s trying to keep us safe even though he doesn’t have to care what happens to any of us. Can you give him the benefit of the doubt? Even just a little?” 

“You think he’s really worth trying to save?” 

“Yes.” I hoped. Maybe I hoped a hell of a lot more than I believed, but it was something.  

“Would you think that if you weren’t pregnant?” 

I hadn’t even begun to have enough time to sort out my feelings. To separate this from that. Feelings before and after finding out I was pregnant. “Yeah. I think so.” 

Aiden took me by the shoulders, gentle this time, but still forcing me to meet his gaze. “You think he’ll walk away from that town? From his family’s legacy after this is all over?” 

“Well, if he doesn’t, I give you my permission to tell me what an idiot I am,” I conceded. “I know you think it’s stupid and crazy, but I need this hope right now. I need to believe in him. That he can change. That I won’t be raising this kid all alone—”

He jumped in. “I can guarantee that.” 

I gave him a tight smile for the effort. “And I’ll always appreciate everything you do.”

“But I’m not Colt.” 

“Thank God.” 

“And you can talk to me, Bre. I want to help.” He smiled and kissed my forehead. “It only took you two months to finally realize that.” 

My head spun for a second. Within a few minutes, we’d gone from clenched-fist fighting to this. “I worried that you’d think I was a whore. Or worse.” I said, still trying to wrap my mind around the course of the entire conversation. “What went through your head when you had to tell Mom about Breanna?” 

Aiden laughed and rubbed his neck. “I figured it was about time you stopped getting all the attention.” He tugged at the sides of my hair. “Come have lunch with us.”

“Asshole,” I muttered. “Just because I spilled everything to you—”

“I’ll intervene when necessary. We’ll talk about the weather and—” he shook his head “—I don’t know furniture arrangements and upholstery.”

“What?” I laughed.

He shrugged and nudged me toward the door. “I pulled the most random thing possible out of my ass.”

“Let’s not talk about you pulling anything out of your ass.” I planted my feet and refused to move. “So, we’re okay?” 

Aiden nodded. “You’ve been about to boil over for weeks. I’ve been trying to figure out how to get through. Nice didn’t quite cut it, so... I figured I needed to do something before we both exploded in front of Breanna. I’m not happy with everything,” he shook his head as he spoke like he struggled to find every word, “But you’re my sister. You’re always my sister. And I won’t guarantee that I won’t knock a few of Colt’s teeth out if we ever meet—”

“Aid.” I punched him in the arm for good measure, but I could tell from the look in his eye, he wasn’t kidding. 

“But I can’t stop your feelings for him, so I guess the next best thing is to just let it all play out. And to thank me for being so understanding, you’re coming to lunch.” He smirked and handed me my hoodie. 

“Fine,” I sighed, pulling the soft material over my head—to cover my tattoos and bump—then I motioned toward the door for Aiden to take the lead.

Chapter 7
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I sat, huddled over a laptop reviewing the information Sasha had sent me when the front door clicked. I straightened and reached for the gun, which I always kept in reach lately, until I saw Buck.

“No rest, huh? I miss when we just stole cars and I was the voice of reason.” He sat two cups of coffee on the table. 

“Ah, yeah?” I reach for the cup nearest me without taking my eyes off of the screen. Buck was all talk—he enjoyed the prospect of watching the city burn as much as anyone. Maybe he missed having more time to—whatever he did in his free time. But this probably got him more ass than years of stealing cars ever would.

“Anything helpful?” he asked, dropping his jovial façade when he didn’t get a rise.

“No.”

He picked up a piece of paper I just been reading. 

“Tricia Gold?” he asked.

I didn’t respond. I hadn’t mentioned Wilson’s cryptic comment to him because I figured it was a dead-end, but it kept niggling at me.

“Is there a reason you’re digging into your mom’s decades-old finances? How did you get this shit?”

“Sasha” I answered the easiest of questions.

“Okay, stupid question on that part...” He sat down, staring expectantly at me waiting for me to explain the rest.

I sighed and closed laptop. “Mom had something on Merc.”

“And?” He prompted when I didn’t explain further.

“And... I think it may be important.”

“As important as who reported your car stolen?”

I glared at him over the rim of my coffee. “It seems to have kept me alive. What do you have on the car?” 

Buck’s mouth formed a twisted line. “Someone’s covering something up.” 

I slammed my cup onto the table, lucky it didn’t spill. “And that doesn’t narrow it down at all.” 

“So....” Buck leaned back. “Why are you digging through your Mom’s shit?” 

I huffed and stood, I needed to pace. “I want whatever blackmail she had.”

“You have leverage. Devlin is going down. Why do you need blackmail from more than a decade ago – its purpose probably died with Merc.”

“I don’t think so. We always look for every backdoor.”

“Yeah. And have you found anything to support that?”

I hadn’t, but there had to be something. Something I was missing, but since I didn’t have much else to offer on the subject, I returned to my seat. “Wilson mentioned it.”

“Wilson was a nutcase with a blood clot in his brain,” Buck said. 

“He seemed fairly coherent at the time—definitely conscious enough to blow Merc’s brains out with a single shot. He also said I wouldn’t find what I need because dead women don’t keep black books.”

“So, it was someone she dated. You remember anyone hanging around?”

I gave him a flat look. “Yeah. Every one of Merc’s close friends, business connections, whatever. He only married her to—”  I stopped. “He wanted to keep her quiet.”

“Why did that suddenly matter?”

“I don’t know. I was like four...” I trailed off as memories flashed back to life. “She was going to leave him. There was another man.”

It didn’t matter.

That couldn’t be it.

“Colt?” Buck prompted.

“I, uh...” I rubbed my eyes. 

He pulled me out of my room and put me in a coat. I could hear Mom with Devlin—he was throwing a fit, but this man and Mom pressed us both toward the front door. 

The room was dark, but it suddenly lit with a flash of light. 

Headlights. 

Outside, car tires bit at the gravel drive. 

“You have to go,” Mom said, pushing the man toward the door.

“You’re coming this time,” he said, picking me up.

This time. 

“He’ll kill us,” Mom said.

“He’ll be in prison, all you have to do is walk away with me, now.” 

“Dad,” Devlin yelled, running to the front door. Little narc.

The door opened. Merc had his gun drawn. He immediately found me in the dark room and pointed the weapon right at me. “Am I missing something? An outing I wasn’t aware of?” he scowled at Mom.

“No,” she said quickly

Merc pulled Devlin forward, shoving the young boy behind him.

“That’s not how it looks. Put the kid down,” he instructed the man holding me with a wave of the gun. 

Mom pulled me out of his arms, standing me on the floor and pushing me behind her leg. Merc still pointed the gun at us. 

“You want my family? You’ll have to do better than that.” 

“Trisha,” the man growled. 

Merc charged into the room, a crazed animal ready for battle, shoving the gun in the man’s face. “I will kill the bastard if you don’t get out of here now.” 

He grabbed the man’s shoulders and shoved him toward the door, kicking out his knees from behind. As the man fell, Merc began wailing and kicking him until blood splattered the floor. Then, he picked the man up and dragged him outside. 

My heart raced, but I didn’t react. 

Even at four-years-old, I was desensitized to violence. 

Merc returned, his hands bloodied, and I knew that look in his eye. He came straight at Mom, but I charged between them, putting my head down and nailing him in the balls.

He stumbled back, then came at me, the gun still in his hand as he shoved me against the wall. 

“You’ll learn to mind,” he growled as I gasped for air. His huge hand wrapped around my tiny neck. 

I promised myself I’d never be helpless again. 

One day, I’d be stronger than Merc. 

Except he hadn’t lived to see it.

“What happened to the guy?” Buck asked. 

“I don’t remember ever seeing him again. Mom certainly never tried to leave again. Merc busted her up pretty good that night and gave Devlin a free-for-all pass on me.”

“Child rearing as demonstrated by Ashville’s finest,” Buck muttered, staring down at another stack of papers. “So where do we go from here?”

I didn’t have a clue. Over the last few weeks, we’d collected names, dates, places, events—our blackmail couldn’t rival Merc’s by any means, but it was a start. Unfortunately, we didn’t have time to dig that deep at our current rate. We needed something bigger. Something that Devlin couldn’t explain away and scapegoat his way out of. 

We needed to catch him with his hands dirty and rip out that damn silver tongue of his. 

Our biggest opportunity for that came with his little brothel project. It gave me the opportunity to dig up every dirty little detail and eventually nail the bastard with it. 

Devlin still scowled every time I walked into a meeting, but the poor bastard didn’t have a choice in the matter. If he pushed me now, he stood the risk of pissing off half the town and losing control of the city. Idiot shouldn’t have made so many enemies within Merc’s crew, and this whole experience had finally taught him that a golden tongue didn’t cure everything. 

Devlin’s fatal error came in following his ego and burning bridges while relying on Merc to hold together the rest. Apparently Merc had been protecting his golden child more than he’d ever had to protect me. 

Ironic really. And it explained why Merc had so readily brought me back into the fold after our fracas. 

Carter and Davis, on the other hand, had managed to dig up some of Art’s background. His contacts in Dayton. His previous work history. If that’s what you want to call it. He wasn’t new to the human trafficking business. But he also knew how not to get caught. Like Devlin, he had friends in high places and low places and everywhere in between.

“We need to figure out when he’s bringing in the girls. But neither Art or Devlin trust me enough to give me any kind of heads up. And until they do, I may as well try to figure out the puzzle that is my mom.”

Buck snorted. “Fine. But as Wilson said, it’s going to be hard to find a dead woman’s decade-old affairs, especially since the only men who seem to know anything about it are also dead.”

“And Devlin isn’t speaking.”

So around and around we go. I handed Buck a stack of papers. “Dig in.”
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I woke the next morning to the sound of a text on my phone.

Devlin: High Town Tower 9 am

I rolled out of bed, checking my phone one more time. We never had meetings that early, but Devlin had grown anxious to launch his new business. And the pair of brand new buildings on the south side of town must have looked perfect to the high-class rat seeking a new home. The top-of-the-line twin hotel buildings had never even been used, but the developer had gone bankrupt near the end of the process and found it impossible to finish. 

Cue Devlin and his lofty goals, greed, and seemingly endless money. 

Isabella paced around my apartment, growing more and more stir-crazy in the smaller space. 

“Soon,” I promised her again, with a pat on the head and a bowl full of fresh food. Soon, what?

The question of all questions. 

I had no idea how any of this would play out, but I had a feeling.... One of those feelings deep in my gut that fate was about to yank the steering wheel out of my hands again. 

I pulled on my jacket, slipping a knife into the inside pocket, and holstering a gun underneath. Then, I used my disposable phone to text the plans to Carter and Davis. 

Strangely, I got no response, but I couldn’t wait too long either. And if Devlin got ahold of that phone somehow, I’d be fucked even worse, so I tucked it back in the hiding spot behind the baseboard and headed out. 
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Devlin was already at the location when I arrived, walking around the parameter of the property. Part of me sorely wanted to run his ass over. To put us all out of our misery, but I tucked that urge away and parked my car next to his Jaguar. 

“Figured you’d be too shit-faced to get up,” he said with a scowl. 

“You just don’t want to admit that you need me, dipshit.” 

“Don’t try me.” 

“Really? If it were a lie you would have fucked me over weeks ago.” 

Devlin shook his head. “Don’t get too cocky, brother. Art will be here soon, and I already have Keith and some of the boys inside making sure that accommodations are in order and the place will be secure—we don’t want anyone breaking in. Or out.” 

“Keith?” I knew several, but not one that immediately rang a bell. “Tank not good enough for this duty?” 

Devlin smirked. “I had to send him on an errand. There were a few other things I needed to secure before we can open for business next week.” 

Damn it. What else did intend to spring on me?

He led the way into the main building, the squeak of our shoes echoed off the large, and empty lobby. A tingle ran over my skin as we moved through the space—eerily quiet considering the team was supposed to be preparing it for the girls.

“We’ll be keeping the girls in the basement, for now. Fewer exits, easier to keep them restrained,” Devlin said, but we walked past the elevators, to the stairwell. He shoved open the heavy door and voices filled the towering structure, filtering up from the level below. 

As we descended my phone buzzed, and I checked the ID, Jace. But as soon as we hit the lower level, my signal cut out and the call was sent to voicemail. 

“What’s the holdup?” Devlin called back, holding the door open for me. 

“Nothin’,” I mumbled, putting my hand on the edge of the door and forcing him to enter before me. 

“Ralph,” Devlin barked. “Is the service entrance open and ready for Art?” 

“Yep. All ready for him to back right up to the food delivery platform and bring in the girls.” 

“Good, take Becket and Dan, and go wait for them.” 

Ralph ducked his head back into the next room, then two men followed him out and down the hall, disappearing through the large metal doors at the end. 

“So, why the hell’d you get me out of bed for this?” I asked. 

“You decided to inject yourself into the middle of my business. Isn’t this what you wanted?” 

“No, I mainly just wanted to make sure you didn’t intend to stab me in the back, as always.” 

Devlin grinned. “Likewise.” 

All of a sudden, I had a sinking feeling. I swallowed, holding my nerves in check and scanning the room for a potential life vest in case things went bad. 

“You want in,” he walked toward me, bumping into my shoulder as he passed, “you do the dirty work.” 

Dirty work? 

I peeked at my phone again. Still no reception in the basement. 

Fuck.

“Ready for the tour?” Devlin asked. 

I nodded. “Yeah.” 

“Dev,” someone else peeked his head out of the room where the other three men had been. “Where’s the fucking key to the whore room?” 

“Get Ralph’s,” Devlin growled, scowling toward the other man. 

“Good help’s so hard to come by,” I mused, earning another glower. “Tour?” I reminded him, after a long moment of silence. 

I took the sly smile crossed his face as a warning. Only he knew where the exits were, I was outnumbered at least five to one, and I couldn’t imagine what the hell in this damn place warranted a tour.

As Devlin showed me around the nooks and crannies of the basement, it was obvious that he’d been working on this portion of the project for quite some time without my knowledge. That didn’t surprise me. We passed at least four other of his men working on who knows what before we came to the kitchen. A top-of-the-line kitchen prepared not only to serve the hotel but to act as a catering service. It was beyond enough to serve Devlin’s needs.

And I didn’t give a damn.

“What the hell are we doing Devlin? I really don’t give a fuck about any of these logistics and details.”

“I’m sure you’ll understand soon,” he said with a sideways glance as we walked toward the back of the kitchen. “You won’t believe the size of these freezers and what they’re capable of holding.”

My stomach sank as he reached for the handle. I knew it was coming. Here’s where he’d throw in the catch. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, every nerve coming alive, taking in every detail of the surroundings. No movement. No life. Only us.

Before I could question his plans, he threw the door to the freezer open. The cold air smacked me in the face. All I saw was red.

Blood.

More blood.

I recognized the lax face of the body lying in the middle of the pool of frozen blood. Dead eyes. Pale skin.

“What have you done?” I croaked.

“I said you’d know the reason for this tour soon enough,” Devlin said. He walked toward me, arms crossed over his chest, as he left the door open just to prolong my torture. “Your friend was a fucking rat.”

“What?” Keep it together. I rubbed my hand over my mouth trying to scrub away the coppery fumes that poured out of the freezer. Dead. My best friend was dead.

Despite the rising nausea, the disgust, the disbelief, I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t slip into my cocoon of denial. Eye to eye with the lifeless corpse of my best friend.

“This is what happens to idiots who cross me,” Devlin hissed in my ear. “To the shallow minded fools who think they can bring me down. Good thing you’re not that stupid.” 

He took a step back, eyeing me with a sheepish grin.

“You fucking murdered my best friend,” I yelled, feeling for the knife in my coat as I charged toward him. “What the hell did he ever do besides what you asked him?”

Devlin stepped out my path. “He fell in bed with a cop.”

We paced around each other. Will this be our final showdown? “As if that’s fucking new in this town. How many cops do you have in your back pocket?”

Devlin snorted. “Don’t fuck with me. You know I’m going to find all your secrets. Every. Last. One. And I’m going to wipe every resource you have off the face of the planet just to see you squirm.”

“You’re better at burning bridges than building them. And that’s where you’ll fail.”

A ruckus from the next room turned both of our heads. Turning his attention from me, Devlin went for his gun, and I did the same. He wasn’t getting the fucking drop on me. No one would, except I had no fucking idea where any of the entrances or exits were except the door behind us. 

I took a step backward, but a loud bang shook the floor. The noise came from the direction of the stairwell. Even Devlin froze and stared back toward the door we’d come in. He ducked against the wall, and I followed suit. 

I peeked around the corner as a line of men in SWAT uniforms poured into the hallway like a stream of ants out of a flooded anthill. “Drop your guns.” 

Devlin ducked down and ran to the opposite side of the kitchen, but I went the opposite direction. Hunkering down behind a counter near another door. I had no way of knowing what door led to a dead end. My calculated plan had once again turned into an epic game of chance. And if I gave myself up, I knew I’d be the first Devlin would suspect—as if he didn’t already—but I had nothing to do with this. 

No heads up. 

No nothing. 

We didn’t even have the fucking girls. 

They weren’t supposed to be making a move yet. 

I kept my gun drawn, ready to move, and hoping to avoid taking a bullet—particularly from Devlin.

I watched my brother across the room, while I listened for footsteps on the other side of the door where I stood. 

Devlin smirked at me, tipped up his gun, then reached for the doorknob, but as soon as he threw the door open, a deep voice on the other side yelled, “Drop your weapon.” 

Kneeling against the wall, Devin angled his arm around the doorframe and began to fire blindly. 

Idiot. 

“Should have known you’d chicken out,” he yelled between shots. 

A bullet burst through the wall above his head, and he ducked down to the floor, running across the base of the wall just like the damn rat he was. 

Now’s my chance I thought, staring at my gun. 

One bullet to his head. 

No one will know the difference. 

The door we’d come through earlier exploded off its hinges, and without another thought, I ducked through the door at my back, hoping that it wasn’t guarded as well. Immediately on the other side, I found a small flight of stairs—a relatively quiet flight of stairs, so I started up, taking them two by two. 

With a bang that made me instinctively duck, the door below me closed behind Devlin. 

He pointed his gun at me and I dodged the shot. “I should have known,” he yelled. 

“What? That I’m better at making a long plan rather than shooting blind?” I shout back, keeping to the outside edge of the stairs, and hoping to stay far enough ahead of Devlin. “I didn’t come here to get shot or arrested.”

Just as I reached the landing on the main floor, I heard movement behind the access door, so I continued up the stairs. I’d reached the landing midway to the next floor when another group of men threw open the door. 

“Freeze,” I heard. I gave myself a moment to peek back as I rounded the corner to head up the next flight. At least five SWAT members stood between me and Devlin. 

I couldn’t see him anymore, but I knew he wasn’t far behind me. 

“Drop your weapons,” their leader ordered from behind his shield. Two of the men with him aimed their large automatic weapons up at me, while the other two focused theirs down the opposite side of the stairs. One step to the right, and I’d be out of sight. I kept my gun firmly in my grasp and waited. 

I heard their radios buzz and hiss with orders and information. Shots rang out from some other part of the building. Maybe outside, I couldn’t tell

Fucking assholes. 

Who is going to make the first move?

The concrete under my feet vibrated with the first shot in the stairwell. The sound echoed through the concrete structure, leaving my ears ringing. I started up the next part of the stairs, halfway up, I caught sight of Devlin on the opposite side, under the portion I had just cleared. 

Just like before, he was shooting blind, relying on the cover of the stairs. 

He was surrounded. 

Nowhere to go. 

Five shots later, he looked up, making eye contact with me, and redirected his guns away from the police and through the small opening at me. 

I prepared my own gun as well, squeezing the trigger. 

One shot. 

One deafening blast vibrated the air. 

My gun fired, but it was too late. 

It was too late for both of us. A split second before I could fire, I saw Devlin’s chest explode in a spray of red, while his bullet took a chunk out of the concrete above my head. The whole thing happened in slow motion, and yet so fast it was difficult to process. 

My heart pounded louder than the gunfire as I stared down at the motionless body below me. 

It’s over. 

But the gunfire continued. I couldn’t tell where it was coming from. 

The police were there to kill. 

Especially now. They weren’t fucking around. 

I tore my eyes away from Devlin and darted up the stairs to the second floor, but they were waiting on me. A much smaller group. Only three men, silently descending the stairs to clear the stairwell with their guns drawn. 

“Drop the gun,” the man nearest me yelled. 

I hesitated, squeezing the grip and keeping it slightly elevated. Not enough to be a direct threat, but not passive either. 

This could be it. 

The end. 

A final fucking solution. 

One of the men dropped his guard slightly. “Drop the gun, Colt.” 

My gaze, clouded by adrenaline, jerked in his direction. Carter. “You’re early,” I said through clenched teeth. Still refusing to move, despite the guns pointed in my direction. 

“Drop it,” Carter repeated. 

I couldn’t. 

Carter moved in front of the other men, signaling for them to step back. “Don’t be stupid.” 

I raised the gun to eye-level, testing him. Testing myself.

“It’s over,” he said.

Far from it. I dropped my gaze for just an instant as my cell phone buzzed again. Then, the room spun around me, and splitting pain rose up my arm as Carter wrenched the gun from my hand and flung me face first into the wall. 

“You could’ve taken the easy way,” Carter muttered as he frisked me for more weapons, finding only the knife in my coat pocket. 

“That’s exactly what I was thinking about.” I grimaced as the hard cuffs tightened around my wrists. 

“You’re a real jackass,” Carter said, yanking me back and shoving me down the hallway. 

Out front, cop cars and ambulances waited for us. Flashing lights everywhere I looked. A man stood in the middle dressed in a suit. He didn’t look at all like he belonged but I assume that meant he was calling the shots. He eyed me as we walked across the lot, then quickly turned his attention to something else.

“Who’s the hotshot?” I muttered. I assumed he was the idiot who jumped in and mucked all of this up.

“Hotshot indeed. But that’s not what we need to talk about.” Carter shoved me in the back of a car and slammed the door, then he climbed into the opposite side of the car to undo my cuffs.  

“What the hell is going on? Devlin’s going to—” I stared across the open lot. 

“Devlin’s dead,” Carter said.

“But—we—”

“He shot two officers. We pulled out you and two other men alive. The others were too stupid to surrender.” 

“The girls. They’re supposed to be on their way. If Art sees—”

“Already dealt with that, too.” 

I rubbed my wrists where the cuffs had cut in. “A fucking heads-up would have been great. What the hell—”

“Colt,” he growled. “That’s what I’m going to explain if you shut up. We hit a bump in the road. Devlin launched a counterattack. Jace just alerted us and we knew where you’d be thanks to your text this morning. Have you spoken to Aubrey?” 

I hit rock bottom with a sickening thud. “Tank. Where the fuck is Tank?” 

Carter remained dead silent. 

“You’re supposed to be guarding her,” I yelled reaching for the door handle and yanking fruitlessly. Safety locks. The door didn’t budge.

“We lost contact ten minutes ago. The SWAT team is on route.” 

Chapter 8
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I went straight back home after getting Breanna on the bus. Being pregnant, tired, anxious, constantly sick, and having nowhere to go, didn’t really mesh with starting a new life, or whatever the hell I was supposed to be doing. I just wanted to collapse and sleep until Breanna got off the bus, and I was barely three months into this thing. 

Maybe I could enroll in a reading club or knitting or whatever expectant mothers do when they’re not obsessively cleaning everything.

I leaned over the sink, filling my glass with water when my purse buzzed, so I pulled my phone out of the front pocket. It was black. Dead. Apparently the forgetfulness of mom-brain had already kicked it. But my purse continued to buzz, so I dug through the main compartment until I found the phone Colt had given me.

3 missed calls

Damn? How did I miss that?

Aiden and I could go around and around, but there’d never be any moving on. 

I sighed, my thumb hovering over the button to call him back when I heard the front door click and froze.

I could see the silhouette of someone just beyond the curtain beside the door. More than one person. Then, just behind me, I heard footsteps on the back deck.

A message popped up on the screen.

Find a place to hide and stay low.

So, I did. I dropped to the floor behind the kitchen counter and slipped into the pantry, closing the door, and tucking myself under the bottom shelf. I clutched the phone in my lap and waited. 

“Aubrey,” I heard Tank’s voice.

No. No. No. All of the blood rushed from my head until the already dark pantry blackened even more. 

“I heard you have a little secret.” Tank’s voice was light and teasing, but I knew he’d come with the intent to do far more than taunt me. 

The back door jerked, rattling on the hinges, but it was secured with a slide bolt on the inside to keep Brianna from wandering out. I listened for the footsteps coming from the front of the house. Trying to predict where they were heading.

Unfortunately, that seemed to be directly into the kitchen.

I held my breath and closed my eyes.

Suddenly, all sounds stopped, then multiplied by at least a dozen just as quickly.

“Freeze,” someone shouted.

I opened my eyes and leaned forward to peek through the slats in the door. No one in sight, but I could hear them somewhere nearby. Barely more than ten feet away. 

Then, I heard gunfire. Loud bangs. Shattering glass. Splintering wood. The sounds came from every direction. 

I hunkered down and put my hands over my ears. A bullet buzzed overhead, shattering one of the slats in the door.

Fuck. Fuck. Bloody fucking hell. I curled up on the floor, staying as low as possible. 

Soon, the ringing in my ears seemed louder than the gunfire, and then, I realized it had stopped.

“Aubrey?”

I wasn’t moving or saying a word.

“Aubrey Michaels?”

The footsteps neared again, coming through the kitchen, so I slid back into the corner and curled up into a tight ball. What else could I do?

The door to the pantry creaked open and the light above me came on. A blond man knelt in front of me and held up a gleaming badge. “Police,” he said.

When I finally lifted my head, I saw two other men standing next to him with SWAT uniforms on.

The phone in my hand buzzed again with a new message.

Tell me when you’re with the police.

I looked up at the police, then back down at the phone. 

What? I hurriedly typed back.

I’m sorry.

“Aubrey,” the officer tugged at my arm, and I stood but pulled away from him. In doing so, I saw the carnage in the next room.

Tank’s dead body.

At least three others I didn’t know.

A wounded officer beyond the front door.

“What the hell?” I asked.

“We were mobilized as soon as we got the heads up. One of our informants got wind that Tank was heading your way.”

Every time I tried to suck in air, I just felt dizzier and suffocated like I had been sucked into a different world. Some demented fantasy world. 

I looked down at the phone I held in my hand. Informant. Colt? That was impossible.

“Are you hurt?” the officer asked. 

“I don’t know,” I said. In fact, I couldn’t feel a thing. 

The blond officer tried to block my view of the rest of the room. “Do you want to go to the hospital—”

“No.” I jerked my arm away and pressed my back against the wall. “I want someone to tell me what’s going on.”

“We were ordered to bring you to Ashville. The detectives handling the case want to take your statement personally.”

I wrapped my arms around my stomach and tried to peek over his shoulder. Is Devlin here? “I don’t have anything to say. All I know is that you all busted into my house.”

“How about your prior encounters with Devlin Gold.”

I glared back at him, pressing my lips together and shaking my head. “There’s nothing to tell.”

Another murder attempt wasn’t on my wish list. I knew better than to cross Devlin. This.... I’d gotten lucky.

My lips were staying sealed.

“You’ll still need to give a statement,” he said, taking my arm again and directing me to the busted-in back door. 

“Who’s going to fix my brother’s house?” I demanded.

“We’ll work all that out at the station, ma’am.”

What if Breanna had been here?

What if I had been in the living room, or somewhere I couldn’t hide immediately?

I heard a commotion toward the front and turned to the wide open front door.

“Where’s my sister?” Aiden yelled, but I couldn’t see him. 

I started for the living room, but the cops grabbed me and pulled me through the back door. Outside, I turned toward the driveway, but once again they redirected me, forcing me to take the long way around the house. I peeked back and saw a foot peeking out just beyond the house. Another body?

Shots everywhere.

What were the neighbors going to think?

Aiden came running across the yard as soon as he saw me. “What happened?”

I shook, trying to come up with words and failing miserably. “E—everyone busted in at once. How’d you know?”

“Colt called me at work about ten minutes ago,” he said, just under his breath.

“Yeah,” I said, feeling weak in the knees. “He gave me a heads up, too.”

He couldn’t have been the informant. Beyond the idea being completely ludicrous, he would have had to have tipped the police off long before he tipped me off. That didn’t make any sense.

Colt working with the police didn’t make any sense.

My head spun.

“The detectives want to get your statement as soon as possible,” the officer repeated as if I hadn’t heard him the first several times.

I shook my head, not intentionally brushing him off but I didn’t seem to have the faculties to appropriately respond to his request.

“I’ll drive her,” Aiden said.

My luck, he just wanted to get me alone first to complain or rant or something similar. But I figured he deserved at least that since his house just got shot up. And worse.... Far worse.... From the brief glimpse I caught of the living room.

All that blood. I had been worried about the bullet holes, but fuck, at least three people were just killed in his house. I sank back into the panic room that I’d built inside my brain, so far gone that I nearly jumped three feet when Aiden reached out and touched my arm.

“Bre?”

For a brief second, I almost heard my name in Colt’s voice.

Colt.

I reached for the phone again, but Aiden grabbed it away. “Bre?”

“What?” I yelled back, trying to reach the phone, he kept just beyond my arm’s reach.

Aiden shook his head, and I squinted at him.

“What?” I asked again.

He turned away from me and glared at the cop. “I assume you’ll have someone following us to the station.”

The officer nodded and watched us careful as Aiden nearly dragged me across the yard to his car, and when we pulled away, another cop car followed us. 

“Can I have the damn phone back?” I asked, watching the police car in the side mirror. “I need to talk to Colt.”

“Need?” he asked, shaking his head slightly.

“What has gotten into you?” I fisted my hands. I wanted to jerk the steering wheel out of his hands. Wrestle him for the phone. I had to know what was going on. What if it was all an elaborate set up to ensure I returned to Ashville. 

“Me?” Aiden scoffed. “Since you got involved with that damn family it’s been nothing but trouble and you want to know what has gotten into me? As I recall it was your damn involvement with Colt that led to the threatening calls from his brother. Devlin abducted you—”

“Stop.” I steeled my muscles, trying to shut out the memories. 

“Got you addicted to drugs—”

“Stop,” I yelled louder.

“And now, it’s all in my house.” Aiden dug his fingers into the steering wheel. “My house. What if Breanna had been there?”

“You don’t think I haven’t thought of that. Thankfully, she wasn’t but—”

“But? But what?” Aiden dug the phone out of his pocket and tossed it into my lap. “You still want to have a piece of this damn world? That man?”

“I want to know what’s going on and he’s the only one who can tell me anything. They’re taking us back to Ashville for god’s sake. Isn’t that exactly what you told me to avoid?”

“Do you want to know what’s going on or what Colt wants you to tell the police?”

I froze unable to even draw in a breath.

“It’s over, Aubrey. The cops are here. There’s no going back and no covering it up. And if you’re considering lying or trying to spin your way out of this just to cover for his ass or any of them, don’t ask me to be a part of it. Not after this.”

Those words stung more than anything else that had happened.

It’s not his fault, part of my brain screamed. The part that wanted him again. That yearned for his touch, his ability to push me so far outside of myself that I didn’t want to find my way back.

It is his fault, the more rational side chimed in. He dragged me deeper into the twisted vendetta he had against Devlin, but I’d put myself in that mess.

They simply took advantage of the wide open opportunity I’d left for them.

Both Aiden and I were uncomfortably silent for the rest of the drive. When we reached Ashville, the cop who’d been following us took the lead, directing us to a parking lot beside the police station. 

Aiden parked and shut off the car. I wanted to try to make amends before....

Before? My stomach churned with nausea. What’s going to happen now? 

Before I could say anything, the officers were standing in front of our car, waiting for us to follow them in. 

This is all entirely too fucked up.

My small town was full of drama, but shit like this, it didn’t happen there. I’d brought it home. But I was so tied up in it, I couldn’t even see past the bindings to find a way out.

They’ll keep coming.

Forever.

Until someone shut the whole thing down.

But I wondered if anyone was possibly powerful enough to do that.

Who’s more powerful than the devil himself?

Aiden and the officers led the way through the station, but my mind was elsewhere. I didn’t hear a word anyone said. I simply followed their motions, stepping through the door to a small room, taking a seat, staring down at the greenish grey table.

It wasn’t until they asked Aiden to wait outside that I snapped back to reality.

Separate and conquer.

Anything we said would make it back to Devlin eventually.

My blood chilled.

I had to get out of there.

“The detectives leading the case will be in shortly.” They handed me a piece of paper and instructed me to write down the sequence of events, but I just stared at the blank lines and flicked the pen against the tabletop. 
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The door opened again, and I braced myself. Here it comes. And I have no idea what I’m supposed to say.

Aiden is right. I needed to cooperate. We’d hit the end of this road. But. What if they’re Devlin’s men to begin with?

“Hey, darlin’.”

My face blazed with heat while my neck tightened with goosebumps. “Colt,” I rose from my seat, my mouth hanging open with barely a word to say.

I recognized the two men behind him—they were the ones who showed up at the cabin after I had tried to run and sprained my ankle.

“You’re the informant?” I breathed, tears mixed with relief, shock, and anger burned in my eyes. 

“One of them,” he nodded.

My knees threatened to buckle, but I held myself steady. “One of them?”

“Alex, Buck, and Jace agreed to help, too.” He didn’t elaborate further, but his face twisted into something I couldn’t decipher. 

“When? How long have you—?” I shook my head. “You asshole.” I charged at him and shoved his shoulders. He took a step back, but probably more to humor me than anything.

Colt took my hands, pushing them down and holding them at my sides. “After Devlin took you, Detectives Carter and Davis came to see me. They tried to con me into playing their undercover game, but I figured out their rouse and they ended up giving me some info that helped me find you. So, after I sent you away, I agreed to help.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? Why?” I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t even know how I felt. Betrayed. Thankful. Beyond all, shocked.

“I couldn’t. The less you knew, the smaller the chance you’d be a target if Devlin found anything out.”

My body shook, and I pulled my arms around to comfort myself. To soothe the goosebumps rising on my skin.

“I promised I’d keep you safe if you agreed to the deal, so I did.”

I raised my gaze to his face, but his expression was schooled and hard. I wanted to know if that was the only reason. If he was only protecting me because of some damn deal he’d offered an unfamiliar stripper in his brother’s club.

Chapter 9
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I released her and walked across the room toward the window. I wasn’t sure why Carter and Davis had dragged me in there. Forcing me to confront her. 

But I did know that she’d refuse to talk—and I was certain they knew it, too. 

When I turned back, her hand rested on her stomach—the growing bump I didn’t want to see—while she stared at me expectantly.

What did she expect by now?

Didn’t she know better yet?

Every time I’d told myself I’d done all I could or given her all that I had to give, some little piece of me scoffed.

Aubrey cocked her head. “So, you gave the cops enough notice to organize a SWAT team, and me barely enough time to duck in the pantry before Tank was busting in my door?”

“I didn’t tip them off.” My throat tightened. “Jace managed to get a text off to warn the police....” 

I stared down at the floor. What if he’d still been alive when Devlin was posturing around the hotel. Showing off his new achievement. How long had he been in that damn freezer? 

My fucking best friend. The only soul in the world I truly trusted. I stepped around Aubrey and took a seat before my legs gave out. I didn’t want to show her that part of me.

He’d tipped off the cops, and now he was dead.

“Colt?” Aubrey whispered, sitting across from me. She’d seen it. The damn insightful-when-I-didn’t-want-her-to-be girl saw it, and I closed my eyes to keep her from burrowing any deeper into my consciousness. 

“Jace is dead.” I swallowed. “Devlin managed to bypass him. He found another informant who somehow found out about the baby. He went to confront Jace this morning and figured out he was working with the cops.”

Then, I smiled—an ironic smile given the circumstances, but then, it wasn’t all bad. “Devlin was all set to launch his plan this morning. No doubt he intended to get me out of the way first, but I’ll never be entirely sure. He called me in for a meeting....”

“You’re smiling,” she glanced back to James and Trent. “A setup? You set Devlin up?”

“We raided his would-be brothel this morning,” Trent said. “The men involved are being indicted on so many charges, there’s no way he’ll ever see the light of day again.”

“Why didn’t you just arrest him a long time ago?” she breathed, echoing the question that had drifted through my mind so many times. Why’d it all have to get so ugly?

“We didn’t have the evidence or know where all of his strings led,” Carter explained. “Unfortunately, taking him down also involved taking down a huge chunk of people in power in Ashville. Cops, politicians, other businessmen. We needed to know every trap door before we attacked.”

Davis leaned against the door and brushed his unkempt hair off of his forehead. “And we hoped to get out as many of the women unharmed as possible. If we simply arrested Devlin, there’d be too much still up in the air.”

“The girls?” Aubrey asked. “Strippers?”

“More than that,” I said. “He’d conned more women, and arranged to bring in another hundred more. And not just for stripping. He was planning on opening a glorified brothel in the abandoned hotels on the edge of town.”

Aubrey gasped and sat back, covering her mouth and staring out the window beyond me.

“So, it’s over?” Aubrey mumbled. 

I leaned back in my seat. I didn’t want to answer that question.

“Devlin’s dead. Now we take the remaining members to trial,” Trent said. “But we covered our asses so hopefully nothing falls apart.”

Aubrey’s eyes were on me, and I waited for it.

“Dead,” she whispered. “And you?”

There it was.

And me. I dragged my tongue over my teeth. “They’re not pressing charges, but I had to agree to four to six months in a drug rehab facility.” 

To say I wasn’t thrilled wouldn’t have even covered it all. I never thought I’d make it to this point in the first place. I thought I’d be the one who wouldn’t have made it out alive, and if it hadn’t been for Carter, I very well could have been the one dead.

Carter touched Aubrey’s shoulder, and she jumped. “Colt also requested that we leave you out of the trial as part of his deal. Fortunately, we have enough that we likely won’t need your testimony, but we’ll be asking for a full statement. Details of all of your dealings with the Gold family.”

Aubrey ran her hands over her face. “What if the worst happens and it doesn’t stick?”

“I have some connections,” Carter said. “We can get you into protective custody.”

Aubrey turned to me again. Always waiting for something I couldn’t give her.

“You should consider it,” I said. “Start over.”

She tilted her head. “That’d certainly save you from dealing with your kid, wouldn’t it?”

Carter made a sound in his throat. “Maybe we should let them talk for a few minutes,” he said, nudging Davis. “We’ll be right outside working on the paperwork until you’ve sorted things out.”

There wasn’t going to be any sorting any of this out.

“Look,” Aubrey said. “You told me not to talk about it, and I agreed because I didn’t want to be left in the dark with everything, but—”

“Why?” I asked, smacking the table as I stood. “Look at me. Look at where we’re sitting. Why the hell would you want me involved in any kid’s life?”

“Because you’re his dad.”

A bullshit reason. Stupid genetics. “He’s better off without me.”

“Think that’s what your dad thought?”

That did it. I crossed my arms. “Or maybe he didn’t have a choice.”

“Maybe he did. How would that make you feel?”

Anger boiled up so quickly it choked the air out of my lungs. “I did what I could to make sure you don’t have to spend your life hiding or fearing who’s watching.”

“Thank you. Now man up and make sure your kid doesn’t spend his life wondering who his dad is and why he didn’t want him.”

“Him?” Suddenly I couldn’t concentrate on anything else except the simple word. “You keep saying he... him... it’s a boy?”

Aubrey softened and shrugged. “I really don’t know.”

“And, what if he follows in my footsteps?” I pulled away again, backing out of her reach, and staring at the window covered in iron bars. This is what I’d become. This was my fate. A kid shouldn’t be subjected to this shit.

“Give him some good ones to follow in,” Aubrey said. 

I threw my hands in the air. That wasn’t good enough. It never would be. I could never change who I was. What I’d been through. What I’d done. “I’m not a good guy, Aubrey. He’d be better off—”

“If I find someone else to help raise him?” She snorted. “You don’t think he’ll still wonder?”

“Fuck.”

“I know you weren’t planning on coming out of this alive.”

That stopped me in my tracks.

“It was in the way you talked. The things you said. You’d resolved to dying in this god-awful attempt at revenge a long time ago. But now it’s over.”

“Not really.”

“Okay, the worst is over.”

“Only if everything works out the way they’ve planned.”

“Ugh,” Aubrey slapped her hands against her thighs and paced to the other side of the room. “Fine. Hypothetically, if everything works out, and you make it through the next few months of rehab, what are you planning to do?”

I stared down a road I never thought I’d find from the inside of a car barreling towards it at a hundred miles an hour with no brakes.

Stay on the road?

Head for the ditch?

“Did you ever have any goals beyond your family?”

Any façade of those goals seemed more like a fairy tale than a distant memory.

“Fixing cars instead of stealing them? Whatever in the world you do with an engineering degree?”

I snorted. “I didn’t finish.”

“Then, finish. Or start something else. You can’t just call it quits. There has to be something more.”

That was a dangerous proposition. Believing in something more. Believing that that something more might be standing right in front of me.

I wanted her so badly.

I wanted to taste her and hear her scream.

I wanted to push her until she stared at me with hatred and anger in her eyes, and then tip her over the edge until she didn’t care.

Aubrey.

The girl who made my throat dry. My palms sweat. My cock twitch.

“I don't know,” I lied. “Besides, It’s going to be at least four months before I get any choice in the matter. By then maybe you’ll wise up and move on.”

Those upcoming months seemed like an eternity to me, and they hadn’t even started. Part of me didn’t want to imagine what life would look like on the other side. It was too different. And yet, too similar to what I’d dreamed of years ago. At one time, I would have killed to have this opportunity with Katrin. A life. A family. None of my family’s shit staring directly over my shoulder. Waiting around every dark corner. 

Aubrey cocked her head. “Really think I’d let you off that easy?”

I had to fight back a smile at that look of determination. I knew that look. We were far too determined to break each other. And to be perfectly honest, I enjoyed every moment of it. “I guess we both have a few months to think on it.”

She made a sound in her throat that made me want to bend her over the table. “I guess you should make the best of it, then. Hell, you might be out in time to be there when he’s born.”

“Fuck,” I didn't mean to say the word out loud but the look on Aubrey’s face said she got the reaction she wanted. “I saved your ass, more than once. Why do you insist on this insanity?”

“Maybe I’m secretly as sadistic as you and I enjoy seeing you squirm. And maybe,” her eyes dropped to the floor, “I miss having someone who understands all this shit.”

“Aubrey, I treated you like shit. I drew you into all of this as a piece of leverage.”

She nodded. “I know. I went from hating you to being indifferent about it all. You were better than Devlin. You kept me away from him.... Until he took me, anyway. And then, everything changed.” I could see her blinking back the tears as she turned her back to me, pressing her hands to her stomach. “We both changed. I saw you hurt and... human, and taking care of me.”

“You were my responsibility.”

She shook her head. “It’s more than that. In some fucked up way in the most fucked up situation, we were both what the other needed. I’m not denying that you’re an asshole, or that you’re stubborn and bull-headed and probably need some anger management along with your rehab, but I also realized that you were desperate to try and fill a void from someone being taken away when you weren’t ready to lose her. And I realized I’d been doing the same thing since my dad died.”

“It’s not the same.” Keep the wall up. Keep her away. 

“No. It’s not,” she said quietly, staring up at me with those steely grey eyes. “But there’s something, Colt. Something between us that... you make me forget.”

“That’s not always a good thing.” I exhaled, losing the strength to even talk, let alone continue this argument. 

“You make the pain not so bad. Hell, sometimes you make it pretty damn good.”

I smirked. “You’re saying we should give this a shot just because I give you good orgasms?”

She flushed. “No.” She seemed to consider my statement for a moment. “Maybe a little. I don’t really know what I’m saying. And I’ve been trying to figure it out for months.”

“I think there’s a medical term for that.”

Aubrey rolled her eyes. “Right, that’s all it is.”

I stared her down, but before I could think of a retort, I shoved her against the wall, pinned her arms over her head, and pressed my lips to her warm neck.

She gasped, the air of her response brushing against my ear.

I wanted her more than I should. More than was healthy for either of us. Her hips pressed against me, and she raised her shoulder to nudge me away. I took her hot mouth instead, piercing my tongue through her lips and capturing her taste. Our tongues dueled until we both lost our breath. 

More. I pressed against her. I wanted more.

I couldn’t explain the feeling. The need. Except that I’d felt something similar before. This was worse. More powerful. More out of control.

I wanted her more than heroin. More than life or even air. More than my sanity or freedom.

I released her arms and moved my hands down her sides to her hips, then I pulled her away from the wall, without ever separating my mouth from hers, and pushed her toward the table in the middle of the room, lifting her up on the edge and pulling her legs so they wrapped around my waist. She locked her ankles behind me, her hands tangled in my hair.

The door opened and I felt a rush of cold air, but I didn’t give a damn. I had the one thing I needed, and I dared anyone to try and take it away.

Trent cleared his throat. “This isn’t exactly the best place for uh—”

Aubrey tensed with his first word and curled against my chest, hiding her face.

I growled.

“There are cameras. Windows,” Carter continued. 

“Then, enjoy the show,” I said.

Aubrey dug her heel into the back of my thigh in a silent argument, but it only pushed me farther.

“Right,” Carter said. 

I heard someone else snicker and glared toward the door, rolling my shoulders back. “You two got me into this mess.”

“And saved your ass,” Davis said. “Hers too as I recall. Maybe we can finish up here.”

“First, no one mentions her ass but me. Second, why the hell would I want to get anything finished up considering when it’s all over I’m going to be sitting in a shared room in rehab for foreseeable future? I should be allowed some fun.”

“Colt,” Aubrey squeaked, pushing against my chest and trying to untangle herself from me.

But I wasn’t quite ready for that.

“Fine,” I breathed. “But If I can’t have fun, I’m either going to need a few minutes or a cold shower.”

Finally, Aubrey stopped squirming, and with one more glare in warning, Carter and Davis stepped back into the hall and closed the door.

I really wanted to finish her off. I wanted to finish myself off. To do something with my loaded cock other than let it sit painfully bound by my jeans.

Aubrey stared up at me. “Try?”

I took a step back. “You’re typically quite trying.”

“Colt.” Her hand was on her lower stomach again. I wondered if she even realized that she was doing it.

“A lot can happen in the next four months,” I said, still convinced that she’d wise up and move on. “What if you come to your senses by the time I get out?” 

I tried to hide the smile, but it only turned into a smirk.

Aubrey shrugged and tilted her head. “He’s still your baby.”

By accident. I hadn’t set out for this to happen. I thought I’d had it all worked out. Planning. This is why I needed to pay attention to every detail before a job.

The job I could never do again.

I’d miss the adrenaline. The rush. The roar of an engine through the cloak of night. The planning. The preparation. Ultimate control. “I’ll be a shit dad.”

“A lot can change in six months.”

I clenched my jaw and shook my head. “Darlin’—”

“Oh, don’t darlin’ me. You enjoy this. Whatever this is. The back and forth.”

“That has absolutely nothing to do with the epic shittiness I’d display as a father. I have no patience, a hot temper, a sadistic streak, and I’m a fucking car thief and an addict.”

“Well, I’m a magnet for trouble, can’t stop asking questions—”

“Or pushing my buttons.”

“I like watching you lose control.” She narrowed her eyes for a second, closing in on me and placing her hands on my hips.

“Darlin’—” At this rate a cold shower was going to be the only option. The blood fueling my erection was rushing in the wrong direction—straight back to my dick. All at once. When Carter and Davis came back in they’d get a full view—as if they weren't watching already.

“And, it’s back,” Aubrey said, straightening as her seductive smile faded.

I couldn’t even remember what the fuck we were talking about. “I steal cars,” I repeated.

“I know,” her voice dropped to a whisper. “You took me along twice.”

And it was actually quite fucking brilliant—aside from the stress of stealing Merc’s car. As I recalled, they both still led to some hot sex.

“Besides,” she said. “I believe we’ve already had this conversation, and I won.”

“You won?” I laughed. “What makes you think that?”

“I got what I wanted, didn’t I?”

“Right, you spent the night with me and had to climb over Merc’s dead body to get away.”

Her face paled, but at least I’d succeeded in ripping the rug out from under her this time.

“We can go around and around all you want. But the fact of the matter is—”

Aubrey narrowed her eyes and I almost couldn’t finish my thought, let alone my sentence in fear of what she’d come up with now. But she saved me the wreckage by cutting me off clean. “The fact of the matter is; you don’t really have anywhere else to go.”

And we were both stopped dead in our tracks.

Chapter 10

[image: image]

We both stared at each other in awkward silence for the longest time. Then, Colt took a long breath and hunched his shoulders. “I do need to ask a favor.”

I raised my eyebrows.

“Can you take care of Isabella?”

Okay, that wasn’t at all what I had been expecting. But it was a start.

“She likes you and—”

“I’ll take her,” I said. “Aiden will probably kill me, but he’s already taken in his pregnant, screwed up sister, what more can I fuck up? You know, beyond getting his house shot up.”

Colt closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the concrete wall. Completely silent for far too long. And I couldn’t bring myself to pull him out of whatever he’d fallen into.

Maybe he’d changed his mind. Maybe I’d pushed him away for good.

I sat back against the table, feeling another rush of heat come over me—this time, it wasn’t from arousal. It came with an attack of nausea. 

Before either of us could say anything, the door opened again.

“You two ready yet?” The dark-haired detective asked.

“No,” I said. I wasn’t ready for anything. I stared up at the fluorescent lights hoping to push back the tears that burned my eyes. I didn’t want to cry. I didn’t feel like crying. But frustration and uncertainty, along with the unforgiving rush of hormones pumping through my blood didn’t really give me a choice.

Colt tugged at my elbow, and I looked up to see what he wanted only to find myself pressed against his chest. “I’ll try,” he said against my ear. “I still think it’s a stupid delusion, but if it’s what you want, I’ll try.”

He was probably right. But it was some comfort. “Now what?” I asked, my cheek still resting against Colt’s chest.

“We need to have a long talk with you, and get Colt back to lockup before anyone suspects anything.”

“Lockup? What if the others find out?” I asked, pushing him away. “They’ll kill you.” 

“We’re going to make sure that doesn’t happen,” the blond detective said.

“Right. And exactly how do you plan on pulling that off?” My nausea grew, then turned to pain. Cramps. 

I clutched my side, hoping it’d subside. But my head joined the throbbing chorus.

“Aubrey?” Colt reached for me, but I pushed him back. 

Confused. Dizzy. 

I swallowed, hoping to keep from being sick, but I hadn’t eaten or drunk anything all day, so I wasn’t sure what I had to lose. 

Then, hands helped me into a seat. “Bre,” Colt repeated, rubbing my hand. 

“I just feel sick.” I bent forward and leaned my face against the table as my stomach cramped unbearably. “I think I’m going to throw up.” 

The dark-haired detective sat a trashcan beside me, then picked up my wrist, feeling for my pulse. I felt my heart, pounding in my chest. 

What’s wrong with me? The edges of my vision darkened as the roar of blood in my head grew louder. I could barely hear. Barely see. 

“Call an ambulance,” someone said. 

The baby. I wanted to cry and scream and let out every ounce of my panic, but all I could do was sit there. Colt knelt beside me, rubbing my back and squeezing my hand until two paramedics entered with a stretcher. 

By the time they arrived, I’d regained the ability to speak, so I answered their bombarding questions through clenched teeth, barely breathing through the pain and nausea as they wheeled me through the halls of the station. 

A brunette woman caught up with us, keeping pace with the paramedics. “Your brother’s on his way to the hospital to meet you, so I told James I’d ride with you.” 

“James?” I whispered. 

“Right. Carter?” 

I shook my head. I couldn’t remember anyone giving me their name.

“Dark hair. Tattoos. Stubborn as fuck cop.” 

“Ah,” there was a pause before they loaded me into the ambulance. “Before you got to the cop part, I thought you were talking about Colt.” 

She laughed and squeezed my hand. “My name’s Rose. I work as an advocate in James’s department, so he asked me to come down today and talk with you. 

Great. An interrogator disguised as a friendly woman. 

Just my luck.
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They rushed me through the ER, hooking me to a fetal heart rate monitor, blood pressure cuff, and heart monitor until there were cords and wires everywhere. Not including the IV hooked to a bag of saline in a pressure cuff. All the while assuring me that it was only dehydration and stress. 

My thoughts jumped back and forth. Colt. The baby. Aiden and Breanna. 

I still waited for everything to flip. For it all to be a trap. Now that Colt was out of my sight, he could be gone forever. I closed my eyes, telling myself it would be okay. But with every silent reassurance my muscles grew even more tense and I felt the chaos stealing away my control.

The door clicked and the air froze in my lungs. I felt like I’d just swallowed half a sandwich without chewing. Nothing would move either way.

Rose peeked around the curtain. “Ready for some company.” 

“I don’t feel like talking.”

“I’m sure you’ve had a long morning. Sucks to sit around here alone, though.”

“So they figured if they have you stick around long enough I’ll open up? Is my brother here.”

She nodded. “He’s waiting outside, but I really hoped we could have a chat first.”

“I don’t need an advocate, or whatever you said you are.” 

She completely ignored me, leaning over the railing of my bed. “Is the baby okay?”

“Fine. I guess.” I closed my eyes and laid my head back, hoping she’d take the hint and leave, but she didn’t budge. “What do you really want?” 

“I heard you’ve been having a rough time finding someone to talk to.” 

I groaned. “Don’t start. You talked to Aiden, didn’t you?” 

“A bit, after he finished giving his statement. He’s worried about you.” 

“So you know my life story? What exactly do you do?” 

“James gave me a very brief rundown on the case. Very brief.” She tapped her fingers against the railing, the ring on her left hand sparkling in the light. “Although it was probably the longest conversation we’ve had in months.” 

I squinted at her. “You’re involved with him?” 

Her lips curled into a smile that sent a sparkle up to her eyes—and I hated her for it. I wanted that kind of happiness. But her smile quickly faded and she folded her arms. “Not that I’ve seen much of him for the past few months, though. I guess that’s what I get for falling in love with a cop.”

“I can’t really say much,” I said dryly. “I fell in love with a criminal.”

“I thought I had, too.” Her words were distant, and a touch dreamy. 

I waited for her to tell me it was all an illusion. That she’d seen the light, realized that all criminals were assholes, and opted for the cop who saved her instead.

“A heartless bastard,” she laughed.

“What happened to him?” I asked flatly, just to get it over with.

“You met him today,” she smiled. “James throws everything he has into his work. Saved me from the worst nightmare I could imagine. I think we saved each other, really.”

I waited, confused. Maybe the effects of dehydration hadn’t entirely worn off yet because if she was making a point, I certainly wasn’t following.  “Where are you going with this?”

“Nowhere.” She shrugged. “You asked. I’m just talking and hoping you’ll want to join in.”

I narrowed my eyes. “But you’re in here for a reason. I’m tired of everyone playing games with me.”

“Just to keep you company. I’ll leave if you want me to.”

I doubted that, and I think she saw it. 

“No games,” she said. “James was undercover when we met, but one of the guys who helped James protect me, he’d been a criminal all his life. Didn’t know anything else until this one girl came along and showed him what it was like to care for someone more than himself. He worked for an international drug trafficking ring, but he saved my life. He’s still locked up, but he took a plea bargain and told the cops everything he knew. Maybe there’s a chance....”

“Are you really trying to convince me that—?” Hell, even I didn’t know where this was going. It still seemed like a trap. A way to ferret out all the information I didn’t intend on giving up. Not that I believed I had anything helpful in the first place—that argument sure as hell wouldn’t get them to leave me alone. “How much do you know?”

“Like I said. Enough.” She leaned over the edge of the bed and whispered. “More than I really should, but sometimes I overhear James and Trent ranting when they’re trying to make a break in a case. Neither of them really stop working until they get what they want. And your brother mentioned—”

“Ah, right,” I mumbled. I attempted to adjust my arm, but there were so many wires and tubes laying over me that every motion set off one alarm or another. “You talked to Aiden. And he wants you to talk some sense into me.... Or whatever.” 

“Aiden is worried. And I’m sure you have a lot to process, especially with Colt going into rehab. He put a lot on the line to protect you.”

I snorted. “He’s been more concerned with getting revenge on Devlin than protecting me.”

“What makes you say that?”

“He told me. He sent me away.” As if she didn’t know. “He’s an asshole.”

Rose laughed. “Well, at least you’re not delusional about him.”

“You’re the first person to say that.”

“No one’s perfect. Crazy situations drive people to do things they wouldn’t usually do. Do you think he deserves another chance?”

I didn’t answer.

“Why don’t you want to let him go?” 

I groaned. The change in questions was merely a detour attempting to find the same answer. “I’m pregnant,” I mumbled.

“Is that the only reason?”

“I like fighting with him.” Maybe that would make her shut up. “It makes me feel....” I looked for the right emotion, but then I realized that was just it. He simply made me feel everything.

Rose laughed. “Fair enough, I guess. Anything else?”

“I want him. I want him to protect me.” I closed my eyes. If I couldn’t stop the words from spilling out, at least I wouldn’t have to watch her reaction. “I don’t want to do this alone, and I don’t want to do this with anyone else. There’s this connection that I can’t explain. Sometimes I don’t want to believe it’s real, but.... He’s also damn good in bed. I’ve been trying to figure it out for months, but I haven’t really.”

“I’d be shocked if you had.”

I raised my eyebrows waiting for her to hit me with the punch line.

“You’re trying to figure out a puzzle people have been trying to solve since the beginning of time. Sometimes, people just fall in love.”

“Love?” I gasped. I wouldn’t take it that far. Lust, yes, we’d certainly fallen in lust. We were held together by anger, frustration, revenge, and a war bigger than either of us. But love? I wasn’t so sure. “I need him to help me take care of his kid.”

“Why? Are you incapable?”

“No,” I sat up, pinching the IV line in my arm. “Because it’s his responsibility.”

“What if he’s incapable?” she asked lightly. 

“He isn’t. He just wants an excuse.”

She frowned for a moment, leaning back and staring up at something. “And you don’t?”

If I hadn’t been hooked up to so many machines, I would have climbed out of bed and thrown her out. “What the hell would I want an excuse for?”

“To want him.”

I grunted, losing my train of thought. “I didn’t get pregnant to have a reason—”

“I’m not saying that,” she said, patting my arm before I could jerk it away. “But it’s a good way to rationalize everything. It’s much easier to say that you want him around for the sake of the kid, rather than you want him around because despite being a criminal and an asshole you feel something for him.”

“Fine, I feel something for him.” A tugging pain in my chest every time I think about him and I can’t talk to him. An emptiness in the pit of my stomach when I try to sleep alone in my own bed and I wonder if I’ll ever see him again. “And it doesn’t make sense.”

“Why doesn’t it?”

“He was only using me,” I said, barely moving my mouth. 

“And?”

I stared down at the butterfly on my arm. The very moment everything changed. Not all butterflies were gorgeous creatures. I’d seen some that were downright hideous. Scarier than some moths, but there’s more to a butterfly than beauty. There’s the metamorphosis. The death of one creature to bring about another. I wondered if they ever questioned their fate. If they had any cognizance of what the cocoon meant to their existence. If they had any doubts or fears when they curled up and shrouded themselves in what could be their own coffin.

How many butterflies never completed the transformation?

“Something in us broke,” I said absentmindedly. “Devlin wanted to push us both over the edge. In some ways, he succeeded, but it seems that over that edge, we both found our wings as we struggled to fix each other before we hit the bottom of the gorge.”

Chapter 11
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“You are hereby ordered to report at nine a.m. to the Southside Rehabilitation Center. Given your cooperation with the police in the matter so far, and the district attorney’s confidence that you are not a flight risk, you will be released on your own recognizance until then.” 

The judge slammed down the gavel. 

As the room came back to life, I felt all of my energy slipping away. Not that I really had much to hold on to. 

Cars. Drugs. 

The weaknesses that haunted me. The desires that instantly stole all the strength from my muscle and bones as I watched them reenter the shadows of my soul. 

I followed my court-appointed attorney out to the lobby, ignoring the whispers of the crowd. He reminded me to be on time as he offered a handshake. I took his hand without thinking but didn’t offer any response. I had too many other things on my mind.

I pushed my way through the crowd to the front door of the building, needing to get outside for some fresh air. I sat on the steps of the courthouse, staring out into my last afternoon of freedom for a while. As I rubbed my hands over my face, Davis sat down next to me.

“You should go see her,” he said.

“What on earth for?” I knew the answer. But I felt like I had nothing to offer. I wasn’t used to being the one offering comfort.

Davis didn’t answer. “She needs you. She deserves at least that.”

I noticed the man in the suit walking out of the courtroom. The same man from the parking lot of the hotel earlier today. “Who the fuck is he?”

Davis grunted, probably thinking I was just avoiding his order. But he looked up. “An attorney working with the special task force,” he grumbled. “Decided to take a special interest in the raid today because apparently he didn’t believe we could make it stick. He’s been asking questions since we put in that little call to get Devlin off your back.”

That’s not it. I couldn’t help thinking there was something more. Something familiar. A charge came over me, lifting me from my seat and propelling way down the stairs after him. “Who are you?” I yelled after him. 

He turned not offering a response, his eyes scanned me head to feet back again.

Those eyes. Those green eyes. I knew them. “You never did come back.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked. His stoic expression never changed. Not even a damn wrinkle shifted. 

“I figured Merc had you killed, but....” 

He scowled. “We are not having this conversation here.” 

“Then where would you like to have it?” 

“You..., ” he growled, pulling me away from the crowd. Around the corner, to the side of the building where no one else could hear. “I can’t get into this.”  

“I remember,” I said. “I remember that night. I also remember the beating Mom and I both took after Merc got rid of you.”

His mouth closed, jaw clenched. 

“Nothing? You fucked with Merc’s girlfriend, left us to take the heat, and now you don’t have anything to say?”

I took a step back. 

His flat expression didn’t falter, not even for an instant. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

I took another step back and noticed Davis watching us from the corner of the building. 

“Don’t I?” I almost believed him, but his denial was too perfect. Too emotionless. I’d stared at his face too long that night. Looked into his eyes as he put on my coat and tried to usher us out of the house. 

I fought back as all of the details clicked into place. Green eyes. Brown hair, although now mostly grey. Same height. 

“You asshole, you fucking asshole.” My rage grew out of control. Mom had been having an affair with an attorney. A fucking attorney. No fucking way.

It couldn’t be.

I took another step away. I had to get away. I had to run. I didn’t want to know anymore.

Not only did my real father know I existed, he’d been right here all the time. He’d known Merc. He knew exactly what he was capable of, but he left me right in the middle of it. He knew, and he’d left me right in the middle of it.

“Colt,” he yelled as I walked away.

I didn’t want to talk anymore. I never wanted to see him again.

Davis intercepted me at the corner of the building. He raised his eyebrow. “Everything okay?”

“I need a fucking punching bag. I need a fucking hit.” I slapped my hand against my forehead. Was all of this worth it?

“And Aubrey needs you.”

As if my hell needed to get any hotter. As if my doubts needed to get any louder.

“Colt,” the man whose name I didn’t even know said again.

“Fuck off,” I said.

Davis’s eyes widened as I spoke. He cocked his head and looked around me. “Ralston?”

Without a word, the man walked away. 

“What was that?” Davis asked.

“Absolutely nothing.” I closed my eyes and tilted my head back enjoying the warmth of the sun for just a moment. “How about that ride?”
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I stood outside of the door, wondering once again what I’d gotten my idiotic self into. Finally, I pushed the door open. It was worse than facing down the SWAT team. Worse than facing down Devlin or Merc. On the other side of that door, I stood face-to-face with Aiden for the first time. In the bed next to him, Aubrey lay motionless, connected to more wires and tubes than I could count. 

“Is she okay?” I whispered, keeping my distance until I measured his reaction. 

His clenched jaw loosened only enough to speak. “Dehydration with a side of stress. But she and the baby will be fine.” 

He stressed the baby part like the mere mention of it would send me running out of town. It did send a foreboding reminder through my nerves, but I wouldn’t budge. 

“Good,” I said moving close enough to touch her cool hand before I looked up and met Aiden’s gaze again. “I have no doubt that you’d rather drag me out of here and beat my ass. It’s what I would do if I were you.” 

“You’re right. But I won’t. If Aubrey wants you around, she deserves to make that decision for herself. But, if you ever get my sister hurt again—”

An additional chance I didn’t deserve. “You’ll be the first in line for my head.”

Aiden shook his head. “She’s never going to stop looking over her shoulder.”

“It’s over,” I said. “My family is gone. As far as anyone knows, so am I. They won’t waste their time looking for a dead man.”

“Are they going to wonder how a dead man can testify?”

“I gave them all the info I had. They’re not calling me to testify.” I stared down at Aubrey’s lax face. How the hell had I gone from picking up a stripper to this?

To needing to see someone more than I needed air in my lungs.

“Do you love her?” Aiden asked.

My skin crawled with the excitement of my nerves. I swallowed. Trying to rationalize whether or not I knew what that word meant. I loved the purr of a perfectly tuned engine. The rush of putting the pedal to the floor and hearing the screech of tires. The euphoria of a high. The burn of pain, and the delicate balance of inflicting that sensation on someone.

Can I give all that up for one woman? I didn’t know the answer to either Aiden’s question or mine. “You going to tell me to let her go if I do?”

“No,” Aiden said. “I’m just not sure what your intentions are.”

“What if I told you that everyone I’ve ever loved or cared for died a horrible death?”

“Make this the exception.”

God, what wasn’t Aubrey the exception for? How far can I push my luck? 

Aubrey’s leg jerked, and her eyes popped open like she just escaped her own nightmare. One of the many nightmares I’d surely caused. Her face softened as she stared up into my eyes. “Colt? What are you doing here?”

“Thought I should check in on you before I turn myself in tomorrow.”

She smiled, and reached up, brushing her soft cool fingers against my scruff covered face.

“I need to pick up my daughter,” Aiden said, his air of tension releasing as he squeezed Aubrey’s shoulder. “Call me if you need me.” 

He didn’t say another word to me as he passed. As good as our first encounter could be, I figured.

“I wasn’t sure I’d see you again,” she whispered.

“I told you I’d try.” But I’d never felt so lost in my life. I squeezed her hand just as blood pressure cuff around her arm started to fill. 

She closed her eyes and groaned. “I’m fucking tired of this.”

“What the doctor say?” I held my breath. I had gotten the gist from Aiden, but I wondered if there was more.

“My pulse and blood pressure have come down, but the doctor wants to run more tests, push more fluids, and keep me until morning for observation. Fortunately for me, the hospital has been slammed all day and they’re backed up—I’m not really sure I want to imagine why....” She stared off at the ceiling. 

Obviously, the cops had gotten to her in time—before she was injured or worse—but they had given me any details. I could only wonder how bad it had been for her. Again. 

“So all I get to do is lie here and wait for answers. It would be so bad if I get comfortable for more than fifteen or twenty minutes.”

“Ms. Michaels,” A tech interrupted, knocking on the doorframe and pushing in some giant piece of equipment. “Sorry about your wait. If you can pull up your gown, I’ll get the fetal heart rate monitor off. The doctor mentioned that you haven’t had an ultrasound recently, so we’re going to check in.” 

Ultrasound? I clutched the railing while Aubrey revealed her swollen stomach. “I can wait outside if you want.” 

“Oh, no you don’t,” Aubrey said, grabbing my hand. 

She flinched as the tech squirted some kind of gel on her skin, then pressed a wand down into it and over her stomach. I kept my eyes on her stomach. I couldn’t look up at the screen. 

What the hell am I thinking?

Could I really give up the rush of stealing cars? The release of a good high?

In my mind, part of me was still standing down my father outside the courthouse. It seemed surreal. The whole situation seemed surreal. 

Maybe he had been helping in the only way he knew how, but he let his own child grow up in a living hell. He knew it. He knew every detail. 

And, I reminded myself. He’d tried to get us out and nearly gotten us killed. 

Maybe his staying in the periphery kept me alive. Maybe it lengthened Mom’s life. But how could he live with himself every day knowing?

Fuck. I leaned over the railing of Aubrey’s bed, feeling lightheaded. 

The tech rotated the cart she’d pulled in. “There’s your baby. Perfectly healthy and measuring twenty weeks.” 

Aubrey squeezed my hand as I slowly raised my head. All I saw was a blur of white and black blobs and lines, but suddenly there it was. A head. Arms. A baby. 

Holy fuck.

My chest ached, and I pressed more of my weight against the bed. 

How am I going to do this? 

Fate was definitely a woman. No other way could she be so cruel and heartless. The image on the screen jumped and Aubrey flinched. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked, straightening and staring down the tech. 

“Nothing. The baby’s perfectly healthy. Is this the first time you’ve felt the baby move?”

“Yeah,” Aubrey breathed, still staring at the screen.  

I exhaled, leaning over again, and feeling slightly nauseous myself. A good hit of methadone would have gone over perfectly. Something I could never have again. 

Not another hit. 

Not another drink.

Not another boost. 

The tech handed Aubrey a towel to wipe off her stomach while another knock announced the entrance of the doctor. They all moved around me in waves that felt more like a drug-induced dream.

“How are you feeling?” she asked, as the tech handed her a printout. 

“Uncomfortable,” Aubrey said, picking up a handful of the wires that laid across the bed. 

The doctor peeled off the blood pressure cuff and dropped it off the side of the bed. “Your vitals are closer to normal and it looks like the baby’s doing fine. We’re going to keep you on fluids through the night, though, and we’ll get you some more food brought down.” 

“Goody,” Aubrey mumbled, pulling the blanket up to her chest and slumping down in the bed. With fewer cords, it seemed all she wanted to do was hide from the world.

Finally, we were left alone again in the dim room. “Want me to stay?” I asked. 

She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. “Do I really have to answer that?” 

I brushed her hair back, and kissed her forehead. “Maybe we should get you a psych evaluation while you’re here.” 

“Look who’s talking, asshole.” 

I definitely needed one. 

“How long can you stay?” Her eyes remained closed longer every time she blinked. 

“I have to surrender in the morning.” 

“Then rehab, and then... you’re free?” 

“Mostly. I’ll be on probation for a few years after rehab. No guns. No stealing cars. No drugs or alcohol.” 

“Taking away all of your fun, huh?” She bit her bottom lip, then slid to the edge of the bed, patting the mattress next to her. “Please?” 

I snorted, fiddling with the railing on the bed until it released and lowered. Then, I squeezed onto the small bed next to her. “I’m probably going to suck at all this, you know?” 

Balancing on the edge of the bed, I took her cool hand in mine. I still wanted to punch something or someone. Every fiber of my being begged for a fight. For a rush. I had half a mind to jam something into an electric socket just to break the current that charged my cells, begging for a release. Begging for pain. 

I could break into the pharmacy and steal some barbs. 

“Colt,” Aubrey gently nudged me and I realized I’d been shaking the entire bed. 

“Sorry,” I muttered. 

“You’ve been saying that a lot lately. I kinda miss unapologetic, asshole Colt.” 

I snorted. “Why is that?” 

Aubrey shrugged, her eyes hooded with exhaustion. “I don’t know. You seemed more sure of everything then.” 

“I’m afraid we’re both in uncharted territory here. My mind is somewhere else.” 

“Craving a hit?” 

“Among other things.” Too many other things. I faced a new life where nothing would be the same. I’d loved once, could I do it again? Could I give up the detached numbness I got from heroin? The freeing rush of boosting a car and barreling down the highway with the throb of an engine surrounding me?

Could I walk away from the world of pain that I’d crafted into my comfortable palace? 

Even without the drugs it was as if I felt nothing. Once again, I’d found the numb place in the corner of my mind, and not even the idea of pain could draw me out. 

How long had it been since I hadn’t been fighting something? Fighting the urge to use. Fighting Devlin. Fighting Merc. Fighting my own fate. 

Suddenly, I was left drifting with the smooth current. Nothing else in sight. 

Nothing except Aubrey. 

In that interview room, she’d slid beneath my skin again. She gave me her fight. A new kind of push and pull. 

And then, they’d wheeled her away on a stretcher.  

Her eyes closed, and she rested her head against my shoulder. 

I’d promised her that I’d try. That I’d give this whole father thing a shot. 

Based on what? On not acting like Merc?

Someone knocked, and I lifted my head, expecting another member of the hospital staff. But no. It was him.

“What are you doing here?” I hissed trying not to wake Aubrey.

“We need to talk.” 

“No,” I growled, rolling off the bed. “Leave.” 

I pressed him back toward the door. He was blissfully unaware that he’d give me just the fight I was spoiling for. 

“I need to explain,” he said in a hushed voice. Now that there was no one around to hear about his dirty deeds, I guessed he was ready to appease me.  

I wouldn’t have it. “You want to explain why you let your kid be raised by a criminal? Merc was dangerous. He got what he wanted. Fine. I get it. I’m sure he reveled in adopting the son of an attorney just to show how much power he had over the system. You knew what he was capable of, and you let him continue on his deadly rampage for years. Decades. Because of him, I lost the only people I ever loved, all while my real dad sat by and furthered his career.” 

“I had to keep you safe.” 

“Safe? Safe?” I fought to restrain my voice. “First, you nearly got us killed. What part of my life do you think was safe? Living with a monster?” 

“We arranged for you to have an out after you graduated. If you would have stayed away and kept your nose clean—”

“Right, an out.” I bit the inside of my cheek for a sting of pain that kept me from fully exploding. “Devlin killed my girlfriend.” 

“No. He was nowhere near her when she overdosed,” he moved closer so he could keep his voice down as two nurses passed by the door. “She was an addict. Just like you. You know the pull. She fucked up, got a bad batch and took too much.” 

“All by accident, I’m sure.” 

“The Golds didn’t control the only drug dealers in town.”

I folded my arms over my chest. 

“You wanted someone to blame—” 

“Get the fuck out of here,” I said, cornering him and pushing him toward the door. 

“You have no idea the strings I’ve pulled—” 

“Well, I’m not your puppet.” 

“You’re my son.” 

I almost gagged at those words. At the times I’d heard them roll out of Merc’s stinking mouth. “No. I’m not. I had one parent. She’s dead. You knew all along. You knew about me. You knew what Merc was like, and you sat by building your career. You want to call yourself my dad? Where were you when I was getting high on heroin at sixteen. Living with a man I knew very well was capable of cold-blooded murder while you sat in your office with your fancy suit.” 

I glanced down at his hand and the gold ring on his left hand. “And I’m assuming went home to your wife every night. How many other kids do you have?” 

“Leave them out of this,” he said through gritted teeth.  

“How many?” I growled, knocking into his shoulder. “How many kids were you going home to and tucking into bed while I hid in a closet to stay away from Merc’s violent tirades?”

“Three. My wife was pregnant with the third the night Merc beat the shit out of me. He threatened her and our kids. She begged me not to go back to work. Insisted I transfer to another district. We moved to Dayton to be closer to her family. That’s when I started following Art.” 

“You motherfucker.” The rage that swarmed my chest barely allowed me to draw another breath. 

“I had a family to protect—”

I slammed my hands against his shoulders shoving him backward. “Never mind the bastard son you left to rot.” 

“That wasn’t my intention. I thought I could pull some strings from afar. I thought we might be able to find a way to bust Gold, but—I didn’t have a lot of options.” 

“But you have a fuckload of excuses, now.” I closed in on him until he couldn’t escape the spit from my words. The only thing he deserved of me. “If anyone ever threatens my kid, there won’t be anyone complaining about a lack of ways to bust him, because I’ll blow the asshole’s brains all over the wall before he even gets a chance to raise a hand to my kid.” 

He scowled, refusing to give me another inch. “So you would have preferred me sitting in jail?” 

“I really don’t give a damn where you sit. You did a damn good job staying out of my life, so keep doing that.”

“You can’t tell anyone—” 

I didn’t look back. As far as I was concerned, I never wanted to see his damn face again. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone about your affair or love child.” 

After he left, I returned to Aubrey’s side, losing myself to the not-so-quiet hospital room, and the woman I’d apparently do anything for. 
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Aubrey slept fitfully through the night, not that any hospital bed was made for two people in the first place, but at her request, I didn’t move. 

At least no more than necessary to keep from losing feeling in my appendages. The perfect way to spend my last night of freedom, I thought sarcastically. 

And yet, I wouldn’t have changed it. 

What’s wrong with me?

I dozed off toward early morning, and it seemed like only seconds later when a knock roused us both. 

“Get out,” Aubrey said, as soon as an older woman stepped around the curtain. 

I wondered for a moment if the woman was family. Hopefully not Aubrey’s mother. That’d be a kick in the nuts I certainly didn’t need. 

“I was in the neighborhood, and your doctor asked me to come in and address your lack of pre-natal care,” the woman said, completely ignoring Aubrey’s order and turning on the sink to wash her hands. 

I slid off the bed, glancing at the clock behind the woman. Fortunately, I still had a couple of hours. 

“Get out,” Aubrey repeated. Again, to no avail.

“Imagine my surprise to hear your name when I came over here for a consultation this morning.” 

“Get the fuck out of my room.” Aubrey sat forward, flinging her arm toward the door as she spoke. 

“I suggest you listen,” I said, moving to the foot of the bed to stand between her and Aubrey. 

“Baby daddy, I assume,” she said, looking me over.

“What’s it to you?” 

“I can report you both as non-cooperative. Explain that you’re not willing to get the pre-natal care the baby needs—”

“Who the hell are you?” I’d never in my life felt like flattening an old lady, but at that moment, temptation brought me within inches of knocking her block off. 

“Dr. Nancy Trumbolt, counselor of the family planning clinic in Ashford. You can deal with me or child and family services.” She side stepped me and approached Aubrey’s bed. “I see you decided against an abortion.” 

Aubrey dropped her eyes to her hands, clasped over her stomach. “What the hell do you get out of this?” 

“I’m doing my job.” 

“Your job?” Aubrey asked with a scoff. “I don’t know how in the world a bitch like you got a job in family planning since you couldn’t even manage to keep your own together. Nor do I understand why you’re dead set on ruining my life, but I’ll happily report you for harassment.” 

Aubrey’s determined spark was back, but I worried what it might do to her heartrate and already elevated stress levels.

The woman leaned over the foot of her bed. “You’re a little homewrecker and I’ll happily report you as an unfit mother-to-be.” 

That was it. I went after her, grabbing her shoulder before she yanked away. She sneered at me, obviously eying my tattoos. “Touch me again, and I’ll file an assault charge.” 

“Excuse me? Lady—and I use that term lightly—if I were to assault you, you and everyone in this hospital would know it in an instant—” 

She opened her mouth, attempting to interrupt, but I stepped toward her until she backed up against the wall. 

“I don’t take well to threats, and I sure as hell won’t stand by while you threaten my girlfriend or our kid.” Did I just fucking say that? “And if you make even the slightest attempt to interfere or ruin our lives, I’ll make sure you’re thrown out of your job so fast you won’t even have time to wipe that smug look off your face.” 

“Colt,” Aubrey called, but I was too far gone. 

“What makes you think you can walk in here and threaten her in the first place? You know nothing about her. Nothing about her medical history that you didn’t read off an Emergency Room chart compiled from a few sporadic checks during, from what I can tell, has been a fairly chaotic night.” 

The bitch clenched her teeth. Staring up at me without otherwise wavering. “If they mean so much to you, why were you nowhere around when she came in to get an abortion?” 

Aubrey grunted. 

“Tell the hospital they’re more than welcome to send another doctor in to see us, but if you come anywhere near Aubrey again, I will dig up every dirty little secret and infraction you’ve ever committed and make sure you choke on them while your career goes down in flames.” I leaned in closer when her dead stare didn’t shift. “Don’t believe I can do it? I dare you to look up my family.” 

She glared at me again for a few seconds, her lips pressed into a thin line that complimented her beady eyes well, but I had her. With a shake of the head, she brushed me off and headed for the door, tripping over her steps as Aiden stepped out from behind the curtain, and sidestepped out of her way. 

I groaned. I hadn’t even heard him enter the room. 

“Thought I’d start with good morning,” he said. “But after that, I’m not sure where to go. What the hell was she doing here?” 

“She’s the head of the family planning clinic back home,” Aubrey mumbled. “I went there for a consultation—she’s the doctor I walked out on. Anyway... apparently she had a meeting here, somehow came across my name, and decided to check in.” 

“So you all know her?” I asked. 

“Supposedly, I caused her divorce,” Aubrey said. “Her husband was one of my high school teachers. I guess he was cheating on her, and she jumped to some crazy delusion that I was his mistress. The rumors never stopped and she refused to give it up.” She lifted her gaze to my face. “And now you know why I left home.” 

“They let a woman like her counsel expectant parents?” Aiden asked. Glancing back at the door as if he suspected she might be hovering behind the curtain. “And since when?” 

Aubrey sighed and threw up her arms. “I don’t know.” 

“So, the day I came home and you were massacring carrots...?” Aiden asked. 

Aubrey nodded. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Because I figured you’d be pissed that I....” she shrugged and looked away, poking at the tape that held in her IV. “I didn’t know what to do.” 

She hadn’t told him she’d considered an abortion? I took her hand, lacing my fingers with hers, and warming her skin between my palms. 

Her chest shook as she took a deep breath and looked up at me with a pinched smile. “What if she really does report me?” 

“I’ll see if I can call in one last favor before I surrender.” I particularly knew of one attorney who owed me a long list of favors. 

“You know, if you’re not careful, I’m going to begin to think you actually care.” Her voice was slightly high-pitched with more than a hint of mischief in it.

“We wouldn’t want that, would we?” I traced my fingers along her hairline, and—risking Aiden pouncing across the room and tackling me—pressed my lips against hers. 

When I risked a glance over my shoulder, Aiden’s head was lowered. 

Aubrey yawned, her head bobbing slightly to the side. “I’m tired of feeling perpetually exhausted.” 

“It’s not like hospitals are the greatest places to sleep.” I froze as the words slipped out, wishing they hadn’t. Wishing I could erase the flood of memories. Sleeping in the waiting room before Mom died. Staying in Katrin’s room until her family pulled the plug. So much in my life had ended in chaotic ruin that it seemed ridiculous to even entertain the thought of being a father. And yet, seeing that alien-like image had tapped into the deepest and possibly darkest side of my protective nature. 

Chapter 12
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I couldn’t tell what on earth Colt was thinking, but I knew I didn’t have the strength to handle it if I did. I’d seen that shadowy look cloud his eyes too many times. And too many times, he quickly pulled back afterward. 

But this time, he came back, squeezing my hand and offering me a faint smile that made my heart thud harder. I waited for one of the alarms to sound on the heart monitor, and my face flushed, imagining Aiden watching my pulse shoot up. 

“Where’s Breanna?” I whispered, trying to take my mind off of Colt—not that anything really could. I’d learned that the hard way, over and over. 

“Mom came and got her. I figured it’d be better for her to stay up there until we figure out what we’re going to do.” He leaned against the bed railing rubbing the back of his neck as he looked from Colt to me. “There’s a house for sale in their neighborhood.”

I squinted at him. He’d never mentioned moving—especially not so far away, but given that he and Breanna had spent the night in a hotel after having their house shot up and bloodied, I couldn’t blame him. The revelation remained shocking nonetheless. “I thought you didn’t want to leave? You’d have to drive an hour to work.” 

“Yeah,” he breathed. “Or I could transfer. There’s no point in holding on to the hope that Hannah will ever come around, and the construction field is growing up there with a new housing development going in nearby.” 

He’d actually thought this through. “You never mentioned any of that before.” 

“There was enough going on.” He straightened, glancing at Colt again. “Mom’s mentioned it a few times. A four-bedroom house, plenty of room for two kids as long as you need a place to stay. And....” His grasp tightened on the railing as he stared at Colt. He paused, then sighed. “You’re uh—” 

I snorted, hoping all of his hesitations and stuttering meant what I hoped. “I don’t mean to be presumptive, but I think he’s trying not to say”—I squeezed Colt’s hand—“that you can stay with us when you get out.” 

“Yeah, that,” Aiden said with a scowl as if it left a bad taste in his mouth. “If you stay clean and don’t bring trouble.” 

Colt raised his eyebrow, but he didn’t look entirely sold. “Thank you.” 

I’d never seen either of them at such a loss for words. It was kind of adorable—but then again, I could have been having delusions. 

“For Aubrey and the baby,” Aiden quickly added. 

I grabbed Aiden’s hand, remembering that I hadn’t actually addressed Colt’s other request. “So you know how Breanna’s been wanting a pet.” 

“Really? Now? Do I seem that gullible?” His forehead knitted into fine lines over his eyes. 

Colt smirked and ducked his head. 

“No, but I might know of a dog who needs a new home,” I said sweetly. 

“Bre,” Aiden growled. “Why do I get the feeling the decision on this has already been made.” 

“She’s a really sweet dog. Tried to save me from Devlin. Breanna will love her.” 

“Fine.” Aiden rubbed his eyes. “Fine. Whatever. What kind of dog is it?” 

He’d never let me live this down. “Just a teeny, tiny, Saint Bernard.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “As in big enough to sit on Breanna and smother her to death?” 

“Technically, but Isabella would never do that.” 

“Right,” he groaned, dropping his head. 

I grabbed his shoulder, shaking him playfully. “What would you do without me?” 

“Age much slower.” 

“Nah, Breanna would take care of that.” 

Colt glanced at the clock again and straightened. As soon as he did, the atmosphere in the room thickened and my temporary dose of humor faded. “You have to go?” 

“Yeah. Davis should be by to pick me up, and Detective Carter said he’d get in touch with you to drop off Isabella when you’re ready.” He glanced up at Aiden with a tight smile. “He and Davis will help you get settled, too.” 

He could barely look at me, and I couldn’t look away. Another goodbye. Another waiting game. I wondered if it’d ever get any easier. 

“Guess I’ll see you in four to six months,” he said with a quick peck to my temple. 

What if something went wrong? 

What if Colt changed his mind?

What if?

What if?

How long before I drove myself insane?

Chapter 13
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Five months later....

Rehab. 

Hell. 

A whole new kind of hell, if you ask me, but nothing made me want a hit more in my life. Except maybe dealing with Aubrey. Or Devlin. Or the inevitable proposition of going back to a normal life that I didn’t quite understand and attempting to be a father of some sort. 

Okay, so everything made me want a hit. Point is, rehab didn’t help that feeling, which from what I gathered was supposed to be the sole purpose of going in the first place. 

I don’t deal with people. 

I don’t deal with questions. 

And I sure as fuck don’t want to talk out my feelings. 

I hit out my feelings in whatever fashion available at the time. 

We can talk about personal lows, health issues, hitting rock bottom, reasons for change—fuck that, no, we can’t. Just give me a goddamn punching bag!

As soon as my release was processed, I climbed into Davis’s car, slumped down in the seat, and laid my head back. “You really could have taken pity on me and sent me to prison,” I mumbled. 

“That bad?” 

I didn’t open my eyes, but I knew he was smirking. Sometimes I thought he and Carter were almost as sadistic as me. Considering all he and Carter had done for me, I still hadn’t started calling them by first names. There was still something about being all friendly first-name-basisy with a couple of cops that didn’t sit right. 

“Nothing has ever made the prospect of living with a screaming newborn more appealing. At least the damn baby isn’t going to be asking me questions about how I feel every five goddamn minutes.” 

“Give it a couple of years.” 

“Comforting.” 

“And you’re not exactly going to be living with a screaming baby yet.” 

Last time I’d talked to Aubrey it was “any day now,” but apparently that day hadn’t come yet. 

“Ready?” Davis asked. 

I gave him a sideways glare. “Just get me the fuck out of here and don’t ask questions.” 
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Rehab hell to suburbian hell. The only things I heard when I stepped out of the car were a slew of birds and a distant lawnmower. I glanced over the roof at Davis. “Please tell me you took a wrong turn.” 

“This is it. It’s a good neighborhood.” 

“What the hell am I going to do in a good neighborhood?”

“Stay out of trouble.” 

“Trouble?” I nodded toward the adjoining yard. “I bet the only trouble that guy knows is the occasional scuffle with crabgrass—not that I’d know what the hell that looked like.” 

“Colt?” 

I scowled and took a long breath. 

“You can make excuse after excuse and spend your whole damn life running—”

“I know,” I muttered. “I know.” Fact of the matter was, I wouldn’t really be comfortable anywhere. I’d always have that itch that I couldn’t quite locate. The niggle that I couldn’t quite escape. 

But before I could make any other excuses, the front door of the house opened, and a very pregnant Aubrey stepped out onto the front porch. She checked the mailbox, not even looking out toward the street where we were parked.

Fuck me. Something touched my arm, and I jumped at least a foot. 

“Suburban jitters?” Davis asked with a smirk as he handed me my bag. Seconds later, Isabella pushed through the screen door and came running off the porch.

“Isabella—” Aubrey started after her, then froze. “Colt.” 

Isabella ran up to me, jumping up and slamming me backward into Davis’s car. “Nice to see you, too,” I said, trying to regain my composure. 

Aubrey slowly made her way across the lawn. Part of me wanted to stare at her, but the dominant part couldn’t manage it. I couldn’t breathe. 

And it wasn’t a pleasant sort of breathlessness. It was suffocating, world-collapsing, can’t seem to make anything work. 

“I’ll leave you to it, then,” Davis said, smacking me in the shoulder. “Call if you need anything,” he added, more to Aubrey than me, “and try to keep him out of trouble.” 

“Right, as if that ever works,” she said. 

Isabella sat down next to me, and I dropped my bag onto the ground. “You look—”

“Enormous?” she asked without any humor in her voice. “Miserable? Like I haven’t slept in two weeks solid?”

My mouth remained open, but no words would come out. Was it too late to go back to boosting cars? That was a much safer line of work. 

“Sorry,” she breathed. “This kid is going to be as much of a sadist as you.” 

She grunted and grabbed her side, right under her ribs. 

“Are you okay?” Give me a backfiring car. A busted carburetor. A jacked up piston. But not this. 

“Fine. He’s just kicking me in the lung instead of making any effort to come out. Unless of course he’s trying to come out in the opposite direction in which case we might have a mess.”  

[image: image]

The shocked and slightly befuddled look didn’t really suit Colt, but it made for a temporarily amusing few seconds. 

“You could have mentioned exactly when you were going to show up, you know?” I said, receiving another kick from the baby. 

He stared at my stomach, seemingly more concerned with it than what I’d said. I couldn’t blame him; it was hard to miss, and since the last time he’d seen me, I’d gone from baby bump to hot air balloon in a shirt. “Sorry. Meetings, probation shit, people and their endless questions—”

“Oh, I know how well you deal with those.” I tried to smile. If he thought that was bad, his life was about to get a lot more interesting. “I was just about to walk down to the corner and get Breanna.” 

Colt glanced down the street. “Should you be doing that?” 

“What? Walking?” I scoffed, tired of people thinking I shouldn’t be doing anything. “It’s actually quite healthy.” 

“I mean,” he waved at my stomach. “What if you...,” he trailed off.

“Well, then lucky I have you around now to deliver the baby.” 

His eyes widened, but I gave him a flat look. “Walk with me?” 

Colt dropped off his bag inside the house and locked the door while I waited at the corner of our little lot with Isabella. Her tail hadn’t stopped wagging while she stared at her newly returned owner. 

At least she didn’t have to figure out where they stood. What did we have now? Besides the prospect of a sadistic baby. 

There was no more deal. No more rules or boundaries. 

I chewed on my lip, staring down at the sidewalk as we walked. Although, all I really saw was my bulging stomach. I hadn’t seen my own feet in months. 

Agonizing, physically and emotionally draining months. 

“You okay?” Colt asked halfway to the bus stop. 

I groaned. “Do you know how many times a day I get that question?”

I avoided the question, just like I avoided his stare. I was no longer a stripper—nor would anyone in their right mind pay to see me without clothes on. He was no longer a car thief. Those were the obvious changes, and surprisingly, not the ones that worried me most. 

He made a sound in his throat. “Imagine my last few months of questions.” 

“Yeah,” I breathed, lifting my head. The other moms had already started congregating at the bus stop. The perfect little moms with their perfect little kids and their perfect husbands. Oh, and of course, their questioning stares. But they never voiced their questions. They put on their friendly facades, polite conversations with smiles on their faces, and tried to keep from giving me the suspicious sideways glances while I was looking. 

Most of the time, they failed. 

One of the little girls, probably around three, perked up when she saw us. Just as she always did when I brought along Isabella. 

I stopped a dozen feet shy of the crowd, and the little girl ran up to me, eyeing Colt.

“Can I pet her?” She pointed to Isabella. 

I nodded. 

Isabella sat down, indulging in the little girl’s excited touches. Colt, on the other hand, was as stiff as a steel pole. His gaze shifting from the young girl to the crowd of mothers in front of us, then over to me. 

“Welcome to small-town life,” I whispered. 

He raised his eyebrows and nodded, but judging from his expression we were about to be overrun by a herd of hungry dinosaurs. 

“It’s not that bad,” I said. But wasn’t it? Colt had given up everything for this. Everything he needed. 

He looked about to speak, but then he closed his mouth and gave me a forced smile. 

What if I couldn’t give him anything he needed anymore? The bigger my stomach grew, the more I thought about it. His need for pain. For the rush of fear. His need to push me past my comfort zone. 

He’d already told me that he didn’t want his companions too willing. Where the hell did that leave me? 

I sighed, relieved to see the bus coming around the curve up ahead. But my relief was short-lived as the baby decided it was the perfect time to perfect a somersault, making me incredibly nauseous and reminding me that my bladder was now the size of a pea. 

All I need now is the urge to sneeze. 

Colt’s hand pressed against the small of my back, and I leaned into him. I’d tried not to think about how badly I missed being touched. His touch. 

The squeal of the bus quickly brought me back to reality, though, and I straightened, watching the parade of children climbing off the bus. Breanna finally appeared, cutting through the grass to avoid the crowd and finding me in the back. 

She slowed as she saw Colt and grabbed my hand. 

“Colt, meet my niece Breanna,”

“Hi,” he cleared his throat and looked at me as if I should tell him what else to say. 

Breanna tugged on my arm, so I waved the little girl away from Isabella and back to her mother.  

“So, this is what you do every day?” Colt leaned over to whisper in my ear as we walked. 

I snorted. “Pretty much. Big change from the city, huh?” 

“Why’d you draw all over yourself?” Breanna asked, saving me from his possibly damning answer. 

“Um, they’re tattoos,” Colt said, looking down at his arms. “And I like ‘em.”

“I want a tattoo,” Breanna said. 

“Of what?” I asked, barely able to hold back my laugh. 

“Um....” She released my hand and skipped ahead of us. Then, she stopped and turned back. “Isabella!” 

“That’ll be quite a tattoo,” I said, brushing her hair as we caught up. 

“Yep.” Breanna grabbed Isabella’s collar, and together they went running up the sidewalk and into our yard. 

“Ready for this?” I asked, nudging Colt in the side with my elbow. At least Breanna gave me something else to concentrate on. Something to lighten the mood. 

“Not in the least,” he said. He didn’t take his eyes off Isabella or Breanna, but once again his hand found my back. 

I moaned softly at his touch before I could think. 

“Sweet spot?” He smirked, pressing his thumb into my sore muscles. 

“Fuck,” I said before catching myself. “By the way, Aiden flips if you cuss in front of Breanna.” 

Chapter 14

[image: image]

After Aubrey fixed Breanna a quick snack, we all settled in the living room. I hated being in other people’s houses. In other people’s spaces. I needed my own space, but among other things, that’s something I’d have to learn to live without. 

Aubrey leaned against the side of the couch, kicking off her shoes. She curled her toes, then stretched them out, pressing the balls of her feet into the carpet. 

May as well go all in, I thought, pulling her feet into my lap. She laid down next to me with a groan as I massaged her feet. 

“Who are you?” she mumbled.

“I can be nice once in a while,” I said, pinching the inside of her leg.

“Asshole,” she mouthed, digging her heel into my thigh in revenge. 

The next time I looked over, she was sound asleep. Asleep. Leaving me practically alone with a five-year-old. Who luckily seemed to be keeping herself entertained with a pile of teddy bears. 

But it didn’t last. 

“I’m thirsty,” she yelled, jumping up from her seat. 

Great. Wake the sleeping pregnant woman or.... 

Breanna ran toward the couch. 

“How about some water?” I asked. That had to be a safe bet, right?

I gently moved Aubrey’s feet and followed Breanna into the kitchen, where I faced two walls full of cabinets. 

Breanna pointed to the one on the right of the sink, so I started there, picking up the first cup I saw. 

“No,” Breanna yelled. “I don’t like red.” 

I looked at the cup in my hand and put it back in the cupboard. “Then what color do you want?” And why the fuck does it matter?

“Blue.” 

I reached for the blue cup. 

“No. Purple.” 

“Are you....” I stopped myself before cussing. “You’re getting purple.” 

“Okay,” she said, crowding my space as I turned on the faucet to fill the cup. Before I could hand it to her, she reached up, grabbed it, and took it to the table.

“Can I take it in the living room?” 

“Can you normally take it in the living room?” 

I saw her debate the answer, which told me immediately that the correct answer was no, but I waited. 

Breanna shook her head and climbed into one of the seats at the table. 

“Are you good then?” 

She nodded, taking a drink of water, as her feet swung continuously under the seat. 

The immediate future suddenly looked that much scarier. 

I returned to the living room, slipping back into my spot with barely a moan from Aubrey, and sank back into my own mind until I heard the front door click. 

I wasn’t entirely certain Aiden would be thrilled to see Aubrey asleep and me sitting on the couch, but I wasn’t personally thrilled with the idea of waking up Aubrey. Seemed a lot like the prospect of waking up a cranky lioness. 

Aiden paused in the doorway, looking from Aubrey, to me, to the other side of the room where Breanna sat again, and back to me. “She’s asleep?” he asked, catching Breanna’s attention. 

I nodded while Breanna ran across the room screaming. Aiden swung her up through the air and caught her on his hip. “Hey hun,” he kissed her cheek. “How about you go back to playing, so I can get cleaned up?” 

She slid to the floor and charged back across the room. 

Then, Aiden eyed me again. “I need a quick shower. Then, I’ll start dinner.” 

He disappeared before I even had a chance to respond. Maybe for the best. Maybe not. I should offer to help. Not that I know where anything is. 

I would have preferred to be doing something. Anything but sitting around doing nothing and inundated by thoughts. 

Breanna dropped a book, and Aubrey jumped, digging her foot into my leg again. 

“I fell asleep,” she mumbled, sitting up and rubbing her eyes. “Crap. Aiden will be home—”

“He’s in the shower.” 

Aubrey’s eyes widened. “And?” 

I shrugged. 

“Okay,” she nodded, still looking a little disbelieving. “I should start dinner.” 

“You look exhausted,” I said, wishing she’d just lie back and rest. 

She could barely keep her eyes open, but of course, that wouldn’t stop her stubborn ass. “I’m sure Aiden does too. He works construction all day, I’m just pregnant.” 

I couldn’t entirely argue with that, and if I wanted to, I had no idea where to start. “I’ll help. Cooking is something I still know how to do.” 

Aubrey moaned and smiled. “Yeah, I remember how you are in the kitchen.” 

She wasn’t talking about food. 

I shook my head and stood, then held out my arm to help her up. She gave me a crooked smile, and I grabbed her before she could walk by. “I really don’t think you’re in any condition to tempt me like that.” 

“Is that what concerns you?” she asked, the playful spark dulling before I could take another breath. 

I glanced up at Breanna, then took Aubrey’s hand and led her into the kitchen. I intended to talk, although I had no idea what to ask, but Aubrey broke away. Immediately pulling down a large pot, filling it with water and setting it on the stove. 

“Bre,” I whispered, stepping in her path. 

“Just let me get dinner over with.” She reached past me and grabbed a box of noodles, dumping them into the pot of water.

“You go from flirting to giving me the cold shoulder and shutting down.” 

She opened the utensil drawer, pulled out a slotted spoon and slammed it onto the stove. 

“You want me here?” 

“Yes,” she said, almost growling. 

“Then what is it?” 

“What if I can’t give you what you want anymore?” 

“Wha—” Pain. Fighting. Fucking. Someone to take me to the edge. Someone I could watch balancing on that edge. “We’ll figure it out,” I whispered. “Same way I’m going to figure out all this family-slash-suburbian hell shit.” 

She turned her glassy eyes away, ripping the refrigerator door open so fast, the boxes of cereal on top teetered toward the edge. “This isn’t where you want to be, and I’m not what you want anymore.” 

“This was your idea,” I reminded her. 

But she still refused to face me, tossing a pack of hamburger out of the fridge onto the counter She sat another skillet next to it. Figuring there was no other way to get her to talk to me, I moved the skillet to the stove, then wrestled the spatula she’d picked up out of her hand. 

“I’m going to win,” I said into her ear right before she let go. I laid the spatula next to the stove and put my arms around her, pinning her against the counter—being extra careful of her stomach, which rested gently against mine. She wasn’t going anywhere, but she kept her head tucked down. 

“Darlin’.” 

She didn’t respond, but a movement in her stomach caught me off guard. I gasped, and she laughed quietly. 

“Told you he’s a hellion.” 

I moved my hands from the edge of the counter to the sides of her stomach, feeling the movement as her skin stretched. 

“What’s it like?” 

“Being kicked in the ribs, and back, and bladder? Or the always being hungry and rarely being able to eat anything that agrees with me? The constant heartburn? Always being beyond exhausted and never being able to get comfortable long enough to sleep?” 

I cut her off, tilting her head up and capturing her lips before she could even begin whatever she wanted to say next. She dug her fingers into my sides, then relaxed as my tongue broke through. I needed her taste. The feel of her skin. Her smell. All those pieces that remained constant no matter what else changed. 

Someday, I’d have her screams and moans again too, no matter how long I had to wait. 

“You’re all I want,” I whispered, moving my kiss to her jaw. “I’ll find what I need in whatever you can give me.” I kissed again just over her pulse. “For far too long, you’ve been my addiction.” Another kiss slightly lower. “My mind-consuming need.” 

Her breathless pant tickled my ear. 

“I’ll have you again, exactly how I want you.” I nudged at her ear and nipped the tender flesh of her neck. “Exactly how I remembered you when I needed to get through a long night.” 

She gasped, then straightened, pushing at my hips. 
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“Aid,” I said, squirming out of Colt’s grasp. Aiden had just stepped into the room. He’d only seen seconds of our little encounter, but it was enough to swing the aroused pace of my heart into the mortified range. 

Colt backed off, releasing me to get back to cooking dinner, but he didn’t back down. Getting caught didn’t faze him much. I flipped on the burner under the skillet. 

“I’ll finish dinner,” Aiden said. 

“I got—” For the second time, the spatula was pried out of my hand. Two stubborn men under one roof with me stuck in the middle. 

“I’ll finish,” he repeated. “It seems you two have some catching up to do.” 

“Aid,” I said, my voice deep with warning, but Aiden grabbed the package of ground beef and nudged me out of the way. 

I stared at him, refusing to move. Trying to figure out how he was taking all of this. Me falling asleep with both Breanna and Colt here. Catching us in the kitchen. 

“Go on, Bre,” he nudged my shoulder, a smile pressed to his lips. “I’m sure you’re ready to get off your feet.” 

“So are you,” I stood my ground. “You’ve worked all day.” 

Aiden sighed, leaning against the edge of the counter and staring at me over his shoulder. “I’ve been doing this every day for five years without your help. And I’m not nine months pregnant. Get out of the kitchen.” 

He didn’t seem like pissed Aiden, and I didn’t think he’d put up a front just for Colt’s benefit. I took a step back, lacing my fingers in Colt’s and pulling him toward the back door. Given the prospect of alone time, I preferred not having a five-year-old in the picture either, and it was hard to tell how many warm fall days we’d have ahead. 

The wood deck was still slightly warm from a full day of sun as I walked barefoot across it to the swing on the end. I’d covered the damn thing with pillows until it was nearly as comfortable as the living room couch. I sat down, my stomach propelling the swing backward with my uncontrollable momentum. 

Colt grabbed the chain, stilling the swing enough to join me. “I’m not entirely sure how to take your brother,” he said. 

“Yeah. Right now, I don’t really either. He’s been a ticking timebomb as your release approached, but suddenly, he seems to be taking it well.” 

Colt snorted. “I wouldn’t have gotten that out of his reaction to seeing me in the living room earlier. He seemed a bit of the quiet, broody type.” 

“He’s holding his tongue. I don’t think he knows what to say either. How all of this is going to play out. But broody, no, I’d never call him that. Stubborn, sometimes overtly blunt and opinionated.”

“Sounds a bit familiar.” 

I moaned a wordless response, leaning against his shoulder. “I think Aiden’s a bit more suspicious and a lot less naïve.” 

Colt put his arm around my shoulders, holding my head against him. “I think you’ve grown out of that phase.” 

I laughed, not saying a word as I let the swing gently sway in the evening breeze. Even achy and miserable, I finally felt something much deeper. I wouldn’t have called it love. I still wasn’t entirely sure about that. But I felt secure. Like I had everything I needed, even if my world could erupt into a new form of chaos at any moment. 

On one hand, I was tired of being miserable, but on the other, I still wasn’t ready for the baby to come. Imagining my first time holding him in my arms, terrified me. It wasn’t even about wondering if I could take care of a small living person. I still wondered if I could open up. With both Colt and I in the picture, what if it all turned into the worst clusterfuck yet? 

Colt kissed the top of my head. “I can practically feel you thinking,” he whispered.

“Whatever,” I retorted. It was lame and half-assed but what else could I say. 

“You wiggle your toes when you worry.” 

“And when did you notice that?” I scoffed. 

“When I noticed I do the same thing.” His stubble pricked at the top of my head, and suddenly only one question filled my mind.

“You still have all the piercings?” 

Colt laughed, straightening his legs and pushing the swing back. “What kind of change-of-subject is that?” 

I twisted and looked up at him. “A very serious one.” 

He closed his eyes and shook his head while I quietly hoped that wasn’t the answer. 

“Metal jewelry, especially piercings is a definite no in rehab,” he said with a straight face, but then a slight smile broke through. “I had to replace them with plastic spacers, darlin’, so they’ll be back. I didn’t realize you were that interested in... what did you call them?” 

“Never mind,” I said, feeling my face heat. 

Colt’s chuckle vibrated my chest as he wrapped his arms around me, pulling me close until my back rested against his chest and our arms and hands rested on my stomach. My stomach. It made me more self-conscious than stripping ever could have. It was unmissable. Unignorable. Uncomfortable. 

One thing I looked forward to was being alone in my own skin again. People gushed about pregnancy. About the magical feeling. The glow. I could count how many times I’d been told to “enjoy it while it lasts”. What the hell? 

All I wanted to know is what the hell they were smoking. 

I apparently wasn’t built for this. Yet another flaw on some cellular level that made me question my role as a mother. 

“You’re twitching your foot again,” Colt said, his voice almost a melodic purr in my ear. 

I closed my eyes and relaxed into the feel of him. The smell of him. The sensation of his breath on my neck. The baby, for once, even let me relax. His movements, although still there, weren’t nearly as violent, as if he too felt comforted by Colt’s closeness. 

Just before I could drift off, Aiden announced dinner. 

Chapter 15
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Aubrey and I sat down at the table, but Breanna still hadn’t appeared. Aiden yelled into the living room again, and soon the sound of little feet running through the house approached. Breanna popped into the living room holding both of her arms up. 

Covered in black marker. 

“Lookie, I got tattoos, too.” 

My mouth fell open, but it was nothing compared to Aiden’s expression. 

“What did you use?” he asked. 

She held up a permanent marker. 

Aubrey burst out laughing. “Oh, my—” 

She stopped, gripping the edge of the table until her knuckles turned white. I tried not to panic, figuring the baby had just kicked again. 

“Fuck,” she yelled, grabbing my thigh and digging in her fingers. 

“Okay,” I grunted, nearly jumping out of my own seat—if only she didn’t have me pinned. “I assume this is more than a kick.” 

Aubrey blew out a breath, nodding her head. She squeezed her eyes closed. “My water broke.” 

Her fingers dug even deeper into muscle until I wanted to kick the bottom of the table. 

“Your car’s in the garage,” Aiden said, putting the food aside. “Keys are by the front door.” 

I stared at him questioningly. 

I had a woman in labor at my side and I didn’t even know the layout of the town. 

“Hospital’s a straight shot from here,” he said. “I’ll drop Breanna off with Mom and meet you there.” 

I was really on my own. 

Aubrey screamed again, and I peeled her hand off my leg so I could help her up and out to the car. 

“Her bag’s also by the door,” Aiden called after us.

“You had to pick my first night out?” I said absentmindedly trying to lighten the mood. Aubrey just glared at me. She probably let me off very, very easy. 
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Aubrey screamed again, clutching the ramp on one side of the bed, and my arm on the other. It was a miracle she hadn’t broken any of my bones yet. 

I thought I liked pain, but as every second ticked by I wondered if I’d ever look at it the same. Three hours of waiting, screaming, pacing. Not even my growling and very empty stomach was enough to distract me. And I didn’t even get the worst of it. 

The nurse walked in and I prepared for the worst. 

“Fucking hell,” Aubrey groaned. “Can’t you fucking speed this along and get him the hell out of me?” 

“Sorry, hun. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that.”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Aubrey chanted as the nurse lifted the sheet to check her. 

“Another half centimeter. We can still order an epidural if you like,” the nurse said, covering Aubrey again and snapping off her gloves. 

“What the hell is taking so fucking long?” Aubrey’s toes curled in the sheets. “Fine. Fucking fine. Just make this stop.” 

“Epidural?” the nurse confirmed.

“Fuck,” Aubrey yelled even louder. “Just hurry the fuck up.” 

Aubrey clamped down on my hand, twisting my wrist at an unnatural angle. “That translates as yes,” I grunted. 

“Where’d Aiden go?” Aubrey asked when the nurse retreated back to the safety of the hallway. 

“I uh, think you scared him off the last time your head started spinning.” 

“Not funny.” She glared at me. Her hair was caked to her face with sweat. Instead of arguing, I picked up the washcloth I had set aside on the night table and dabbed it across her skin. 

“Your kid,” she muttered, closing her eyes for a moment. “Definitely a sadist.” 

It seemed like another hour before the anesthetist came in with the epidural, but not long after that, Aubrey was out. Cold. And I nearly collapsed in exhaustion next to her. I leaned my forehead against the railing, rubbing her hand with my thumb as I stared at the floor. 

The door opened, but I didn’t move. 

“Eerily quiet in here,” Aiden whispered. 

I sat up, pushing my disheveled hair out of my face. “Epidural. Miracle.” 

He handed me a tall cup of coffee. 

“Another miracle,” I said, inhaling the steam. 

“She’ll probably be out for a while if you want to slip down and grab a bite to eat.” 

I snorted. “She’d kill me when she found out. Rightfully so, to be honest.” 

“You’re right,” he said, leaning over the opposite side of the bed. “But it might be worth it.” 

“Hospital food is never worth it.” I took a long drink of coffee. It seared my tongue and scorched my throat, and I indulged in every second. I would have killed for a hit. A stiff drink. Hell, even a cigarette. 

“Ultimate test of your resolve right out of the gate,” Aiden said. 

“Banking on my failure?” I knew he doubted me, even if he didn’t come out and say it. 

He shook his head slowly. “I know about your deal.” 

I took another searing drink of coffee so I wouldn’t have to comment. 

“Sometimes I question my judgement for even agreeing to let you into my house. I remember all the times I wanted to track you down and kill you myself. And then, I see the way my sister looks at you. The way she relaxes around you. And I guess more importantly, the way you look at her. The fact that you’re still sitting here at almost midnight, holding her hand while she sleeps. I have no doubt that you can stay clean, as long as you keep wanting that as much as you want her.” 

I stared down at my sore hand, a small piece of what Aubrey was going through. “She was right,” I said. “You’re definitely not broody.” 

“Broody, huh?” He laughed and rubbed his sister’s arm. 

“How’d you end up a single dad?” I asked, wanting the subject to be on anything except me. If only I understood the can of worms I opened up. 

Aiden shook his head. “Long story.” He pulled up the tall stool next to the bed, put his feet up on the side table, took a sip of his own coffee, and began telling me his own story. 

It gave me a small reason to keep my eyes open, until I couldn’t take it anymore, and settled back for my own nap. Unfortunately, that didn’t last long. 

The good never lasts as long as the bad. Never as long as the pain. 
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“Push,” the doctor urged, for probably the hundredth time. 

Is it always this bad? I wondered as Aubrey’s once crushing grasp tightened on my hand. She was exhausted. Soaked in sweat. Her face red. Forehead wrinkled. 

I wanted nothing more than to take it all away. 

“He’s almost here,” the doctor said. 

I was pretty sure he’d said that before, too. Possibly an hour earlier. Or maybe we’d gotten stuck in some kind of time vortex. 

Aiden pressed a wet rag to her forehead, as she screamed and pushed one last time, then dropped her head against the pillow. 

The doctor shifted. I couldn’t see anything beyond the white sheet draped over her legs, and hell if I wanted to. And then he held a tiny wailing baby up, covered in red gunk. 

“You want to cut the umbilical cord,” the doctor asked, lying the fussing baby on Aubrey’s stomach. 

I heard the question, but I didn’t take my eyes off of the baby. My son. 

“Colt?” Aiden said. 

“I uh,” I shook my head. The things I’ve seen, I really shouldn’t feel nauseous. 

It’s the lack of food, I promised myself. Lack of food, sleep, sanity, that’s surely the answer. After the doctor cut the cord, he passed the baby off to the nurses, who put him under a bright light. 

“What are they—” I straightened, keeping my eye on them. Had something gone wrong? What weren’t they saying?

“Tests,” Aiden said. “Heartrate, temperature, all that good stuff. Totally normal” 

I nodded, returning my gaze to Aubrey. She smiled for an instant staring across the room at our son, but when she blinked, her eyes went distant. Her face had drained of all the color it once had. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

The doctor didn’t say anything, and even more worrying, neither did Aubrey or Aiden. 

One of the nurses stepped in, taking Aubrey’s blood pressure, and showing the doctor the results. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked, again. 

“Sometimes the placenta has trouble separating from the cervix. We need to take her into OR to get the bleeding under control.” 

Before I knew it, they were pulling her away from me, out of the room, and down the hallway. 

No. 

I knew it. 

My legs wouldn’t hold me up anymore so I collapsed into the chair. 

“Your baby boy is perfectly healthy,” the nurse said, turning around with him swaddled in a blue blanket. “His temperature’s a little low, so we’ll try to keep him bundled until it rises.” 

Aiden, who stood much closer to her, took him from her arms and carried him over to me. 

“Aubrey’s going to be fine,” he said. 

I raised my eyes, but the anger shaking through my body paralyzed me. 

“Anything else you need?” the nurse asked. 

Aubrey. 

Aiden shook his head. 

“They’ll probably be bringing Aubrey back shortly,” she said looking toward me. “They’ll administer some Pitocin to help the uterus contract and make sure the placenta is cleared out. That’s why he took her to OR, they might just need to help things along until the bleeding stops.” 

Bleeding. 

I nodded just to get her to leave. 

“Colt.” Aiden held the baby right in front of me. 

“I told you, everyone I love dies a horrible death.” 

“Don’t be a superstitious moron,” he snapped.

I glared up at him. They’d all be better off without me. 

I stood and squeezed by him.

“Colt,” he yelled after me. 

“I need some air.” 

I paced down the hallway, pausing when I thought I saw someone familiar in a white coat turn down the corridor in front of me. Without thinking my pace sped up, trying to catch him. 

And then, I remembered. 

Jace was dead. 

I stopped at the elevators and jabbed the button over and over until the doors slid open. I hit the button for the lobby and collapsed against the wall. 

I heard Aubrey’s voice in my head. “You’re also an asshole. You left that out.”

And by walking out, I’d sealed that assessment. All I ever was. All I ever would be. Someone who ruined everything and everyone I touched. Not even my own father would give up his suit and tie to pull me out of hell. 

My legs carried me to the front door. Out into the parking lot. To my car. I leaned against the hood. Then, turned, sat against it and stared up at the sky. 

“Don’t listen to a thing they say,” Mom would tell me as she tucked me into bed. “You’re the better man, and every time you prove that, it only makes them jealous.” 

It made them angry, that’s what it did. Angry and violent. 

Every night, I fell asleep wondering if it was worth it. 

“He’s not your father,” she’d remind me with a whisper in my ear. “He doesn’t define you.” 

I turned again and punched the hood of my car. Over and over until my knuckles were raw and a craterous dent stared up at me. 

I could spend my whole life hating them all. Blaming them. Letting fate fuck with me. I stared over my shoulder at the bright sign above the hospital entrance.  Or, I could fuck fate right back. 

Chapter 16
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When they returned Aubrey, she was asleep. Once again, they assured us that everything would be okay. That she might be in and out of it, due to a combination of blood loss, exhaustion, and the effects of the medications. 

But all I heard was how much shit she’d gone through because of me. 

All I saw was Katrin lying in a hospital bed unresponsive. 

Jace’s dead body in the freezer. 

The headstone standing above my mother’s grave. 

The city I’d burned. 

The people I’d crossed. 

It all led up to this. Fate would fuck with me and in the process everyone in my life. And justice said she had every right to do it. 

Aiden still held the baby. Aubrey had refused to tell either of us what she’d decided to name him. I feared touching him. As if just my touch might be enough to ruin his life. To curse him. Aubrey had survived, yes, for now. But, him. 

He was so tiny. So innocent. What could my touch do to him? 

“I should go rescue Mom from Breanna and get some sleep,” Aiden said, taking a step closer to me. 

I glared at him with as much surprise as disapproval. How could he leave me here?

Aiden sighed. “I’m about to take back everything I said earlier. Man the fuck up and hold your son.” 

When I hesitated again, Aiden scowled and laid him gently in the crib next to Aubrey’s bed. As soon as he did, the baby started to fuss. Aiden looked at me. 

“I don’t have a clue about babies,” I said. 

Aiden put up his hand. “Okay, I’ll give you a hint. No one has a fucking clue about babies. No one. You figure it out as you go along.” 

He straightened, stretching his back as he reached for the thin jacket he’d draped over the chair. 

“Please,” Aiden said, just before he disappeared behind the curtain. “Be the man they need. Don’t prove my doubts right.” 

I yanked my hair back, and the baby squealed again, sounding more like a cat than a human. 

Shit. 

I stood, putting my hands on the sides of the crib. “Please.” I willed him to go to sleep. 

He whined louder. 

What if I broke him? Literally? What if he just snapped in two as soon as I touched him? 

Fuck fate, I reminded myself. I took a deep breath, and put my hand on his chest, gently, just enough to rub the blankets gently. He quieted for a second, closing his eyes. 

Okay. We got this. 

And then he wailed. 

Fuck. Fuck. Damn it. I pulled away, fisting my hands, then I reached down, trying as best I could to imitate Aiden’s movements before he woke Aubrey and the rest of the damn hospital. 

I nestled him against my chest. Rocking him back and forth. He opened his mouth wide and I waited for another scream, but he yawned and closed his eyes. 

“First-time dad?” a nurse asked as she entered. 

“First time I’ve ever held a baby in my entire life,” I said, still trying uselessly to hold him in a way that felt natural.  

She laughed and came over to help adjust him. “There. And, you can relax a little.” She pulled his hat down over his hair, then checked Aubrey’s vitals. “Has she been awake.” 

I shook my head, staring down at the tiny life in my arms. 

“He’s probably hungry,” she said, opening another cabinet and pulling out a bottle and nipple. “Once it’s open, it’s good for an hour. Want to try?” 

“Me?” I asked. “I uh....” 

Well, it wasn’t like there was anyone else around. “Uh.” 

“You’ll be fine,” she said. She screwed the top onto the bottle and rubbed the nipple against his lips. “Come on, sweetie,” she cooed, waiting patiently until he latched on. 

She held the bottle long enough for me to adjust and grab it with my free hand. It felt even stranger only holding the fragile, tiny, baby with only one arm. What if I dropped him?

“Stop worrying,” she said, squeezing my bicep before she left us alone again. I wasn’t sure she would’ve had that reaction if she saw even half of my resume. 
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I tried to open my eyes, but I felt cemented in place. And like someone had sent my brain through a blender. 

Where? 

When? 

Devlin?

My heart raced and the shot of adrenaline popped my eyes open. 

Hospital. I gasped. “Colt?” 

For a second, I thought the room was empty. 

He stood, the baby in his arms, wrapped tightly in a blue blanket. 

“Is he....” I tried to sit up, but the dizziness that hit me knocked me flat again. 

“He’s perfect,” Colt said. “At least that’s what everyone keeps telling me. You know, all his fingers, all his toes,” he stepped closer. “But you still haven’t told us his name.” 

“Right,” I whispered. I pressed the button to raise the head of my bed. I needed to hold him. I needed to see him.

Colt sat on the edge of my bed and slipped our baby into my arms. “Hi there,” I whispered, loosening the blanket to feel his hands. “You seemed so much bigger when you were wreaking havoc inside my stomach.” 

Colt’s fingers tugged at my tangled hair, pushing it back as he pressed a kiss to my temple. “He does have a name, right?” He asked as he sat back. 

“Right,” I said again. I hadn’t told him or Aiden because.... I wasn’t ready for either of their reactions. And I hoped I wouldn’t rip open old wounds and send Colt running. “A.J.,” I said. 

“You’re giving our son letters?” he asked with a smile. 

I took a deep breath. 

“Aaron Jace,” I said quickly. “Aaron was my dad’s name.” And I didn’t need to explain the rest. 

Colt’s back straightened and he rubbed his hands over his thighs. 

“Is it okay?” I asked. 

Colt nodded. His eyes closed as he inhaled deeply. Then he leaned up the bed and kissed me again. “Thank you,” he whispered. 

“I was afraid—” 

“Don’t,” he said, placing his hand over mine where I held A.J.’s small fingers. “Just.... Thank you.” 

Chapter 17
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I didn’t expect it to be all downhill after A.J. was born, but the rollercoaster of my life wasn’t done ripping the floor out from underneath me just before a stomach-clenching drop. 

Four weeks out, I wondered if anything would ever feel normal again. Even without the little sadist kicking me in the ribs and bladder, I couldn’t sleep. Even without morning sickness, I found it hard to eat. And the hormones that had turned my emotions into a whirlwind were even worse. And A.J. just screamed. Constantly. All day, and definitely all night with the scourge of colic. 

My doctor quickly put me on meds for post-partum depression, but I continued to feel like I was snapping at someone from the time I got up until I went to bed. And from the time I went to bed until I got up, since really, bed or not, I never slept. 

I stood in the kitchen, trying to make A.J. a bottle, but everything went wrong. I spilled it everywhere, couldn’t get the lid screwed on, forgot to turn on the bottle warmer. I wanted to throw the damn thing across the room, but Colt intervened. 

And then, I wanted to throw him across the room. 

“Leave me the fuck alone,” I grumbled. 

“I can feed him,” Colt said. 

“And you think I can’t?” I snapped, and A.J. went from fussing to full on wailing again. 

“No, darlin’,” Colt reached for A.J. “But you’re exhausted and I’m trying to give you a break.” 

I turned away, keeping A.J. tucked against my chest, rocking him and hoping to get him to quiet again. I didn’t like letting him go. Or letting him out of my sight. Which, even though Colt tried to help, made things more difficult than they needed to be.

“Bre,” Colt squeezed my shoulders and spoke into my ear. A shudder ran down my back. 

I tried to shake him off. I didn’t want him getting to me. Making me feel like that. I hated how I looked, and we certainly weren’t going there. Especially not with a colicky baby around. 

“Let me take him for a little while so you can take a nap.” 

“I don’t need a nap.” I tried to get A.J. to take the bottle, but he just fussed louder and louder until his face was red. “How the hell would you expect me to sleep anyhow? 

“Aubrey,” Aiden stepped in. 

That was all I needed. I felt it coming—the final snap, the twist of anger and frustration burned into one searing wave—and I bit my tongue. “Please, A.J.,” I begged him to stop crying. To take the bottle. Anything. 

Colt trying to take him out of my arms just reaffirmed that I wasn’t good enough. That I couldn’t do it. 

Colt squeezed my shoulders, directing my body to face him, but I wouldn’t look up. “Please, take a break. You’re pushing yourself too hard.” 

But if I stopped pushing....

He needs me. 

“You need rest.” He lifted A.J. out of my arms, rocking him gently and offering him the bottle.  

As the final slap in the face, A.J. took it. 

“A.J. knows you’re frustrated,” Aiden said. 

That didn’t help. 

“Fine,” I said, marching past them, up the stairs and to the bedroom. I slammed the door for good measure, but then I opened it up so I could hear if anything went wrong. I knew I wouldn’t be able to get any sleep anyhow. 

I stretched out on the bed, pulling the covers up and cuddling with Colt’s pillow so I had the scent of him near. This was supposed to be what I wanted. 

I had Colt. I had my family. I loved my son more than I ever thought possible. Why couldn’t everything else fall into place? 

Closing my eyes, I tried to find a way to relax. Something to make my mind stop racing. 

Then, I heard a thud downstairs and two crying children. I jumped to my feet and made it as far as the door when I heard Colt voice. The calm in the center of the chaos. I stopped, leaning on the doorway and listened as he hushed A.J. and then said something quiet that I couldn’t make out to Breanna. 

When footsteps came toward the stairs, I ducked back into our bedroom. Colt came in, just as I pulled the covers up to my neck and headed straight for our bathroom. When the light came on, I saw his shirt covered in red—not blood red, but the color of Breanna’s juice. That she’d been told a dozen times not to run around with. 

Unable to stop myself I slid to the edge of the bed. Carefully placing my feet on the floor and creeping toward the bathroom door to peer in as Colt peeled his shirt off and switched on the shower.  

I’d seen him shirtless, down to his boxers every night. 

But I wanted to see him. 

He turned his head and caught me as soon as his pants hit the floor. “Enjoying the show?” he asked. 

I shrugged. I remembered the first morning in his kitchen. When I’d felt like a balloon let loose in a windstorm. Unable to find where I belonged. I felt those same winds under me, pushing me further from where I wanted to be. 

I need a string. I needed something to ground me. 

Colt’s hand shot out, grabbing my wrist and pulling me into the room. He pinned me against the sink. Nothing but his hips and his scent holding me there. 

“You’re supposed to be sleeping,” he said, brushing my hair back and taking a handful to tilt my head back.

“Stop,” I said, but there was no conviction behind my voice. 

He pressed against me, keeping a hold on my hair while his other hand lifted my shirt. 

“Colt.” I stiffened as if the shock of his hands on me had brought me back. Back to the reality where nothing on my body seemed to look right anymore. I tried to shove his hands away, but he only fought back harder. 

“Darlin’,” he said against my ear. I closed my eyes and tilted my head, so I could feel his breath on my neck. My body was acting on its own accord until I fought it as well. 

“We can’t do this,” I said. “A.J.” 

“Aiden has him. He’s fine.” 

“Colt,” I growled again, trying to push away his hands as he pinned me against the wall, holding my arms above my head and pressing his knee between my legs. “What if someone hears?” 

“Stop talking,” he growled. Capturing my mouth with his and silencing my next objection. He pulled up my shirt again, and I bit his lip. 

“Fine,” he said. And I thought he’d leave me alone, except he lifted me up, pulled back the shower curtain and plopped me down right under the water with all of my clothes still on. 

“Asshole,” I hissed. 

He just smiled, dropping his boxers and joining me under the hot stream. All at once, his hands and mouth were on me, sliding under my shirt, rendered sheer and useless by the water. “You should know better by now,” he said, adding a nip to my neck. “I’m going to get what I want, and the fight only makes it sweeter.” 

I closed my eyes as he pulled my shirt up over my head, and undid my monstrous post-baby bra. They both hit the tub floor with a wet smack. His hand slid down, beneath the waistband of my pajama pants, cupping my ass and pulling me up against him and his hard cock. I wrapped my arms around his neck. 

My pants slid down my hips, and as Colt moved them down, he left a trail of kisses down my neck, over my collarbone, between my breasts, down to my bellybutton. He smiled up at me. That devilish smile, as he lifted my leg, freeing it from my pants, and forcing me to spread for him. 

He parted me, teasing at first. Gentle threats, reminding me what he could do to me. I pressed my back against the tub wall and he lifted my leg so my thigh rested on his shoulder. He impaled me with his fingers, at the same time, sucking my clit. 

After so long, so many needy nights, so many uncertain days, I felt ready to come right then. But he knew how to keep me on edge. Giving me only enough to feel the shudder in my muscles, but not enough to push me over the edge. He stood, wrapping my legs around his hips as he slid his long, hard shaft inside of me. 

Fuck. I moaned, digging my fingers into his shoulders as he held me there for a long moment. As those seconds hung over us, he simply stared at me. At everything I’d been hiding from him. 

“I need the fight,” I whispered. It had been so long since I’d had my release. Not just sex. This. All of it. Colt. The struggle. 

“I know,” he thrust into me, a twisted smile on his face. Every thrust was pain, ecstasy. He stretched every fiber of my being, pulling me out until I didn’t know how to put it back together—until I realized I didn’t have to. In making me what he needed, he also gave me what I needed. 

Freedom. 

The outlet for everything I kept bottled inside. 

Every thrust. Every time he teased me and brought me to the edge was a release in itself. All of those tiny promises and threats held together by nothing but desire. 

He covered my mouth with his as I came, moaning and sinking my nails into the skin over his shoulder blades. Seconds later, he stiffened, his own grunt escaping as pleasure took him as well. I felt his cum on my leg, mixing with the hot stream of the shower as we leaned against the shower wall, panting in each other’s arms. 

“You’re still mine,” Colt whispered. 

I took a deep, shaky breath, and smiled. I didn’t care to argue with what we both already knew. Besides, I could barely keep my eyes open. 

Colt shut off the water and wrapped me in a towel. I felt his eyes raking over me as we dried off. 

“Hold me until I fall asleep?” I asked, cocking my head. “Please.” 

I knew he couldn’t resist. There was something in that little word that brought my sadist to his knees. 

He led me back to bed, climbing under the sheets with me. 

I wanted to stay awake and enjoy it. I wanted the moment to last as long as possible, but all it took was one blink. 


Chapter 18
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Aubrey had fallen asleep within a few minutes of laying down, but with her body pressed against mine, I couldn’t bear to move. 

I laid in the dark, listening to the sound of her breath. Feeling the slight movement of her chest with each inhale and exhale. I didn’t need to escape anymore. I had my escape right next to me. 

I needed to go back downstairs and get A.J. from Aiden. I needed....

Just one more breath. 

One more minute. 

I closed my eyes. 
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I jerked up at the sound of a knock on the door. 

“Shit,” I rubbed my eyes. I’d fallen asleep, too. “Sorry,” I whispered. Luckily, Aubrey hadn’t roused. She was out of it. 

Aiden entered our dark room, a sleeping A.J. in his arms. I took my son, cradling him against my bare chest as I sank back into bed. 

“Look, if she’s in a better mood,” Aiden threw up his hands. “I don’t want to know, but keep her in a better mood.” 

He disappeared down the hallway. 

Aubrey rolled away from me in her sleep, reaching toward the crib next to our bed. She froze, then sat up on her elbow. “A—” 

“He’s right here,” I said. She rolled back to me, laying her head on my shoulder and placing her hand over mine. 

Only one thing was missing. Isabella hadn’t been in our room since A.J. was born, even though Aiden finally gave in and agreed to let her come in at night, Aubrey’s incessant worrying left Isabella sleeping on a small pet bed at the end of the hallway, right outside our door. But, I hadn’t gotten around to letting her in tonight, and I missed that bed-stealing pup. 

However, just as I closed my eyes, I heard something else coming up the hallway. Aiden had also left our door open. With a hop and a thud, Isabella landed on the bed. 

Aubrey roused again, looked down at her feet, where Isabella had made an instant bed, and dropped against my shoulder again. 

“Fine,” she mumbled. “Welcome back.” 

I nudged Isabella with my foot and she laid her head on my shin. Perfectly content. 

I looked up at the dark ceiling for a moment. 

How the hell did I get here?

I’d made pain the only thing in life that mattered. Pain. Revenge. Drugs. And yet somehow, that ride had brought me Aubrey. It brought me life in the pain. Life beyond the pain. And a tiny life I’d do anything to protect from the pain. 

I knew our future would be far from perfect. There would be many more fights to come. And I’d enjoy every damn one. 

––––––––
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Sometimes when you can’t go back, the only way out is to descend into the darkness.

my Captor

When I woke in that place, I just wanted to survive. But survival came at a cost, for which they demanded my will and body. 

my Master

With pain came acceptance. Fully-dependent on the man who claimed me, I learned to appreciate what I had-life and relative safety. 

my Protector

I watched him spill blood and tend my injuries. With betrayal came a revelation. 

The only way out was to bring them all down or die trying.

“You HAVE to read this book.... I just cannot emphasis just how much I love this book!” ★★★★★ Alicia, Mean Girls Luv Books

“Not only did Irrevocable gut me, it took me on a roller coaster ride full of emotions that I usually don’t experience while reading romances....”★★★★★ Shayna Renee’s Spicy Reads TOP PICK of 2014!

“Finally a good DARK read, that has it ALL!!” ★★★★★ Shelby, Wicked Reads

“A must read for all who dare to step out of the light and into the darkness!” ★★★★★ Summer’s Book Blog

Chapter 1: Stolen

Through the haze of sleep, I felt hands on me. Cold and rough. I thought for a fleeting moment that it might have been Kyle.

Then, I remembered our break up.

It had happened weeks ago, but maybe that part was the dream. My memory was fucked and I couldn’t latch onto a thought long enough to ride it out of the fog.

“Did you make a decision?” Kyle asked.

I rolled over and pulled the comforter up to my neck. I had decided that I didn’t want to make a decision—mostly that I didn’t appreciate him trying to force me into a decision when I had told him time after time that I didn’t want him moving into my apartment even after six months together. 

“You can barely afford the place anyway since your sister moved out. I don’t get why it’s such a big deal unless you don’t want to be together.” 

I did, and yet, the threat of him leaving seemed like a relief....

Hands groped and pulled—rough against my skin and digging into muscle and bone. Too many hands. The bits of memory faded as I tried to retreat from the onslaught. My back pressed into a hard surface beneath me, and my nostrils filled with the smell of musk and damp stale air. 

I had no idea where I was, or how I’d gotten there.

I kicked and gasped, trying to get back to the surface where reality lurked. It shimmered in the distance, just out of reach, like the sun on the surface of the water during a dive.

A hand latched onto my hair and held my head back. My eyelids were finally freed from the sticky muck that held me in semi-consciousness, and I opened them to find myself staring up into unfamiliar eyes.

I only held his gaze for a few seconds—if that—but it seemed like it lasted for hours as my brain fought to categorize the details. Its useless attempt to understand what was going on.

The man clutching my hair had vivid green eyes, but they may as well have been black given the emotionless void they displayed. His hair was shaggy, brown with a mix of grey, the same colors that stood out in his unkempt stubble.

As if he needed any help looking rough.

He exhaled and his breath settled over my face, reeking of booze and cigarettes. The smell made me queasy, but I didn’t have time to dwell on that, as another set of hands tugged at my jeans.

My gaze traveled around the room, taking in the small crowd. At least half a dozen men surrounded the table where they had me spread out like a holiday feast. All dressed differently, from ragged tank tops to well-fitting dark button-down shirts, they all projected an air of unchecked danger. Necks marked with tattoos, hands covered in callouses and scars. Scruffy faces accented their sneers and smirks, as they stood above me staring down with eyes starved of humanity and full of lust.

Apparently, they didn’t expect me to put up a fight, because aside from the hand tangled in my hair, no one seemed concerned with keeping a tight grip on me. Probably because they outnumbered me, and I assumed they would have no problem beating the crap out of me if I struggled.

They’d downright enjoy it.

Unfortunately, I didn’t fully consider how that scenario would play out. I bucked and managed to knee the one pulling on my waistband in the face. He grunted, but I can’t imagine I inflicted as much pain as did his retaliatory blow to my ribs. I sucked in air and rolled, curling around the injury and gasping for each painful breath as the sickening throb exacerbated my confusion.

This couldn’t be happening. All I wanted to do was curl into a ball and protect my body, but their hands kept me splayed. Helpless. I jerked, pulled, and squirmed with every bit of strength I had, but a five and a half foot girl against a circle of rabid men was a hopeless battle.

And, with my defense, I had broken the dam on their violence. Seven pairs of hands turned on me, spreading me across the table. Bony hands squeezed my arms and legs, and adrenaline took over my judgment.

I screamed and a hand clamped down over my mouth, half-covering my nose as well. Every time someone moved the wrong way, his hand slid up, cutting off my air completely. I clamped my mouth closed, not letting another sound escape in hopes that he’d get bored of holding my mouth closed.

Where ever I had ended up, all I knew was that I didn’t want to die in some dank concrete room at the hand of a group of ruffians. I’d just started living my life. I made it out of the small town to find a place where I wasn’t constantly answering to someone about every decision I made. At sixteen, I had dyed my hair blue and our minister told me I was going to hell. 

Well, I had found it, but I doubted this is what he’d had in mind.

Threats, insults, and random profanity echoed against the cinder block walls of the room and roared in my head propelling my struggle.

One of my shoes slipped off, giving me an opening. As that attacker attempted to readjust his grip, I straightened my leg quickly, hitting him square in the chest. He grunted and took a step back, then slammed my flailing leg against the table. The impact sent a bolt of pain up my body and for a brief moment I stilled, letting the pain radiate through me and then pushing it to the back of my awareness.

I sunk back into my mind, trying to distance myself from the pain. I couldn’t believe it was real. How quickly I had gone from planning to have dinner with my friends to being groped in some dank basement by a group of disgusting bastards.

They must have thought that my pause meant I was giving up, because the one holding my arm loosened his grip and I slipped free again, this time, planting a punch to the nose of another attacker. It took him a second to shake it off, but I was instantly restrained again by yet another. The man I’d punch snarled and ripped open my shirt, then pulled a knife from his pocket and flipped it open.

The room went quiet, and I froze, watching the silver tip of the blade move closer to my sternum.

Then, a single voice rose from the back of the room. “What the hell breed of trouble are you lot causing?”

Continue reading: Purchase now
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I thought I was done.

my End

I couldn’t take my eyes off her as the bullet tore through me, leaving me with nothing but the hope that I had done enough to save her. The darkness tried to engulf me—to brand me as its own and drag me to my fate.

my Darkness

Waking to see her tear-stained face above me was enough to make my heart stutter. I was alive and free from that place—but not from the toll it had taken on my mind and body.

my Strength

My story should have ended, but one woman kept standing in the way of that. The only way I could have her was to find a way to put the darkness to rest.

“BEND, DON’T BREAK was a dark, sensual, and at times, twisted and chaotic read that messed with my mind so good.” ★★★★★ Shayna Renee’s Spicy Reads

“We don’t merely get a story though, we get James’s thoughts and feelings on everything that happened.” ★★★★ Lorie, Sinfully Sexy Book Reviews

“I just finished Bend, Don’t Break and what a way to finish this story! I just loved it.... ” ★★★★★ Beggin (Shay) from Mommys a Book Whore

“Loved them in Irrevocable and fell even harder for them in Bend, Don’t Break.” ★★★★★ Vicki

Chapter 1: Alive

“How many women did you have sex with while you were there?” 

It was the third time Dr. Combs had asked me that question. And for the third time I wanted to avoid it. 

I had just gotten out of that hell, and I still had the bullet hole in my chest to prove it, but it didn’t stop my boss from pushing the psychiatric evaluation. What he expected it to accomplish right now, I had no clue—I was tired, cranky, and I didn’t give a damn about getting my old job back. 

Dr. Combs cleared her throat, and my jaw clenched. Some things were left unspoken—better suited to the imagination of nightmares and horror movies than to be discussed openly with any other living person.

I didn’t even want to admit the number of women to myself even though I could see every one of the girls in my mind.

Kat, the red-headed braggart who thought she owned every man who walked into the retreat. 

Gabby, the indignant curly haired brunette. 

Raini, a gorgeous but frail girl who was transferred in right after I went undercover. I had feared that one more night in Ross’ bed would kill her before her first week was up. 

Alley, a blond sweetheart who belonged to Miles, my unconventional friend. 

Silver, the girl who simultaneously ruined and saved me. 

She was the only reason I was alive, and the only reason I had what was left of my soul—except she wasn’t real. Like my undercover alias, Kirk, she was forged from necessity and determination. Now she was gone, and that missing piece was more painful than the hole the bullet had ripped through my side. 

That crazy, obstinate woman wouldn’t back down. During the raid on the “sex retreat”, Ross had turned the gun on me, but she knocked him off balance and I ended up with a graze along my left side rather than a hole through my heart. The bullet splintered two ribs in the process, and left a long and bloody gash, but they’d managed to clean it up in surgery, and so far it was healing without complications.  

Now, somewhere out there Rose was learning to live her own life again. 

At least that’s what I hoped. The day after I was shot, my superiors had me transferred to another hospital and put under protective custody until they were sure I was “safe”. 

I was fairly positive they were more concerned that any real threat to my life would come from me since there were very few people who knew of my undercover involvement in the operation. 

The only company I was allowed was Dr. Combs, my new shrink. I didn’t want a shrink. I wanted the woman who saved me—the only person who stood a chance of bringing me any kind of peace.

The woman I could never have.  

All I wanted to do was close my eyes and wait for the doctor to leave. But that would put me in a worse situation since she’d just report me for being difficult.

One fucking week. 

I still had a hole in my fucking side for Christ sake. 

“I want to talk to Trent—this no visitor thing is bull shit.”

“It’s for your own safety, and we can’t do anything until you cooperate.”

“Don’t preach to me about cooperating.” One of the machines next to me screeched and a stabbing pain radiated through my arm, but I’d felt much worse. “I gave up my life to do what was asked of me and I succeeded.”

“You need to relax,” she warned, reaching a hand toward me. 

I shook it off as best as I could in my current condition. I didn’t fucking want to relax. I wanted what little I had of my life back.

And, most of all I wanted someone I had no right to want.

“James.” 

She was just going to stand there and keep yammering. 

“With all due respect, Doctor. Fuck off.” 

“I’ll have to compile my preliminary evaluation before we can move forward. That’d go much smoother if you’d help me out.”

Help. I guess as far as not listening—even for my own supposed good—I could give Silver a run for her money. I waited in silence as a nurse adjusted and silenced the beeping machine. Quiet moments of solitude ticked away—my respite from being expected to answer questions, but it didn’t last. 

“I don’t want to talk about the women,” I said when the door closed again. The steady stream of medication weighed down my body and softened my voice, so I didn’t sound as menacing as I intended. “I don’t much feel like talking about anything, but can we just skip the women and the fucking?”

“All of the women?” Dr. Combs asked, with her usual flat exaggerated calm. “Or is there someone in particular you don’t want to discuss?”

I figured pointing out that she was still talking about what I’d asked her not to—regardless of my answer—would be a waste of breath. “You know there is. How about you let me talk to her and I’ll answer any damn question you like?” 

I didn’t even have to glance over to know she was scowling. They wouldn’t let me see Trent, my best friend and contact during the investigation, I knew they sure as hell wouldn’t let me see Silver... Rose. I didn’t even know what the hell I was supposed to call her. She’d made it perfectly clear the few times I’d pressed about her past or used her real name that I had no role in that life. 

“She’s fine,” Dr. Combs assured me. “But I don’t think it would be in the best interest for either of you to see each other. You put yourself in a dangerous situation with her.” 

Put myself? Last I checked I wasn’t the one to drag her into the Retreat. “I kept her alive and slightly less broken than she would have otherwise been.” 

“The two of you adapted to a horrible situation, found comfort in each other—”

I didn’t want to hear it. 

Stockholm Syndrome. 

I wondered if the captor could get it, too. Was I even the captor? It seemed like I’d lost control of the situation long ago.

But I’d still been the one to beat her, rape her, bend her will. 

Just like she’d bent mine.
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Lena is about to discover pleasure in the things she can’t control.

To get even with her roommate for dragging her to a sports bar on a Friday night, Lena begins flirting with the handsome stranger who sits at the bar next to her. Their anonymous conversation leads to a shared cab ride, but Lena’s conscience puts a damper on the evening—leaving the near-fling to become a memory. Until she finds him roaming the halls of the school where she teaches.

Will she submit to his desires?

Eric’s only reason for returning to his hometown is to care for his recently orphaned nephew. He knew the return would involve dredging up his past with family and friends, but he didn’t expect a lone girl to capture his interest and offer an escape within his new life.

Will his binds be enough to keep her?

Note: This book contains explicit sexual content (including BDSM themes), graphic language, and situations that some readers may find objectionable: M/f anal play, bondage, spanking, exhibitionism.



“This book really touched on some aspects that pull at my weaknesses.  Non-traditional families, family values, humor and realism, are just some of the things about this story that I loved loved loved reading about!  This book definitely pulls all that in and nails it! That and of course the Hot and Steamy Sex Scenes!!!” ★★★★★ Bad Dirty Books

“The writing is so well done that I found myself getting lost in the words and pages.” ★★★★★ Summer’s Book Blog

“Skye Callahan toed the line perfectly with shock value vs realistic BDSM, emotional vs sexual and calm vs chaos.” ★★★★★ Robin, Book Reads and Reviews

“I was riveted the entire time that I was reading. Although it touches on some serious issues, it was written in a tasteful and intriguing manner.” ★★★★★ The Reading Cow

“This story was more than just BDSM and everything along that road it was about two people finding that they really needed each other for more.” ★★★★★ Johnnie, Whispered Thoughts

Chapter 1: Lena

This was the last place Lena wanted to be on a Friday night. The smell of beer stung her nose while some sports game blared on the screen over the bar. At least the bar wasn’t completely packed, Diggers was one of those edge-of-the-town sports bars that usually only drew in a few loyal locals. All of whom were paying more attention to the game than the lone young woman sitting at the bar with a black cherry mojito. 

And as far as Lena was concerned that was fine. She wouldn’t have come in the first place if her roommate, Jeremiah, hadn’t insisted that she needed to get out of the house and have some fun. And now he was off at the other end of the room striking it up with some old friend. 

Swirling her drink around, she wished she had dug in her heels and refused to leave the house. To which, Jeremiah would have probably responded by swinging her over his shoulder and throwing her onto his bike. 

He wanted her to let go and move on, and that was fine, but Lena in a sports bar wasn’t moving anywhere. Crowds, noise, and the smell of booze didn’t spell a good time; it just forced her further into her own head. 

“Tall Smithwicks,” said a male voice. 

She looked up to see a tall, dark-haired man taking the bar stool next to her. He glanced in her direction once, but turned his attention to the beer as soon as the bartender slid it across the wooden bar. The bartender nodded, then moved back to the other side of the bar where a couple of college students were getting rowdy over empty shot glasses. 

She tried not to stare at the new guy sitting just inches away, but he was invading the small bit of territory she’d laid claim to. Although, it could have been worse. At least he wasn’t a member of the loud and rowdy college crowd. 

You’re such an old lady, she told herself. Always more interested in curling up on the couch to watch old movies or read than join in with people her age. 

But she still couldn’t manage to keep her eyes to herself, and to give him his well-deserved credit, he was handsome. He wore a black T-shirt with faded sports cars splashed across the front, and dark jeans. Both just tight enough to leave no doubt that there was a well-built man underneath the layers of material. As he downed half of his drink in a few gulps, Lena wondered how anyone could be that fond of beer. She always thought it tasted like mildewed wood, but as she watched him, she felt strangely tempted to give it another shot.

He glanced in her direction again, and she turned her gaze to the sports game, hoping that he hadn’t noticed her watching him. But there was no passing off the excess of blood warming her face as casual.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him turn slightly on his stool to face her. Busted.

“You always hang out at the bar alone?”

She kept her eyes on the TV. “That all you got for an opening line?”

“I’m rusty.” He took another long swig of beer, but his eyes remained trained on her.

“Rusty, eh? Nice name.” 

He chuckled, sliding the empty glass to the back of the bar. “Unless you want to know my real name.” 

Lena pursed her lips to keep back a smile. “Let’s stick with Rusty, for now.” Straightening her back, she met his gaze—she could play this game. 

“What should I call you, loner?”

“That works.”

Rusty winked, then nodded toward the television. “You a fan?”

“Not really.” She realized the implication of her admission a little too late. Now, he’ll wonder why you were staring at the screen. 

“Then, you’re in the wrong place tonight, sweetheart.”

“Glutton for punishment I guess.”

Rusty’s eyes narrowed, but he snapped his gaze away and towards the screen, wincing what she guessed was a bad play. 

“You like the white-shirts?” Lena asked. She had no idea who the teams were or where they were from and didn’t care to find out. 

“White-shirts? You’re really not a sports fan. And yeah, I, guess I’m a glutton for punishment, too.” He motioned for the bartender, who was still caught up in some heated debate at the other end of the bar. Rusty lifted his empty glass, and a few minutes later, it was replaced with another, full of deep amber liquid. 

The bartender turned to Lena, “He is bothering you?” 

Caught off guard, Lena glanced between the bartender and Rusty, her mouth hanging open without a response as they both watched her.

“Thanks Cade, I was having a nice conversation until you scared the lady.” Rusty said, reaching over the bar to punch the bartender in the shoulder. “Good to see you again, too.”

The bartender chuckled, “Welcome home, man. This beer’s on the house, I hear you could use it.”

“Then how about you throw in another drink for Loner, too.”

“I...” Lena felt her face flush as both sets of eyes fell on her again. “Fine. If it’s on the house, I’m game.”

“But not if I bought it?” Rusty asked as the bartender walked away to prepare Lena’s drink. 

“Nope.”

He groaned, smiling as he turned back to the game. “I see how it is.”

“See how what is?”

Rusty simply lifted his eyebrows and swigged away at his drink.

Lena tried to take a deep breath without drawing attention to herself, but despite her better judgment, he was getting to her, and she was egging him on. After the bartender delivered her drink and promised to intervene if Rusty got out of hand, they were left alone at the corner of the bar.

“What’s wrong with letting a guy buy you a drink?” he asked, setting his hazel eyes on her again.
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Hauntings, occult objects, supernatural beings.... they’re just the beginning for these paranormal investigators. For the members of Aicil, the darkness doesn’t always recede when the sun comes up.

Kaylyn Anderson’s fascination with abandoned places and dark creatures kindled her work as a paranormal investigator. But when disturbing dreams begin to consume her nights, she stands to lose everything she’s worked for–and everyone she has ever trusted. With one final chance to prove herself, Kaylyn and her sister are assigned to investigate the Teague Hotel. Unraveling the hotel’s secrets won’t be easy, but Kaylyn soon finds herself the target of a dark entity that has been trapped in the building for decades.

If Kaylyn stands any chance of defeating the spirit, she’ll have to accept the fact that her darkest fears are indeed coming true.

And convince everyone around her that she hasn’t lost her mind and the threat is real.



“The ending scenes had me on the edge of my seat, behind a cushion hugging my dog.” (Never judge a Book by its Movie)

“Callahan has combined two very intriguing characters with a great storyline to create a fast-paced supernatural tale.” (Kimber Leigh Wheaton)

Chapter 1

Cole was out of the car and at least ten steps ahead by the time Kaylyn closed the passenger door. Kaylyn shook enough dullness from her head to manage a quick sprint to catch up. Each thump of her foot against the ground echoed through her head, drowning out the latest spiel from her sister—yet another lecture.

Kaylyn rubbed her forehead, hoping to ease away the impending headache. Something is seriously off with this family dynamic. 

“He was supposed to meet us at the main entrance,” Cole said, pulling on the front door. “But it’s locked.”

“So....” Kaylyn threw up her hands. “Lecturing me about being late was all in vain?”

Cole clicked the heel of her boot against the concrete porch and her lips pressed into a tight line. “Or he gave up on waiting.”

“Five minutes, Cole. No one gives up after five minutes.” 

Both girls peeked through the windows on either side of the door. Inside, they could see old wooden furniture lining the far wall and a fireplace with various metal instruments hanging a couple of feet above the opening.

“I don’t see anyone around,” Kaylyn said.

“I have a bad feeling.”

No. Not today. Kaylyn’s exhausted muscles tightened. Whether Cole’s bad feelings turned out to be accurate or not, they always meant Kaylyn was about to have a shitty day. When little sister had a bad feeling, everything got done the hard way. 

Kaylyn closed her eyes, reaching deep to muster enough energy to keep up and whispering a silent plea for Mr. Edwards to rush to the door and apologize for losing track of time. 

Her plea was answered by a crash somewhere on the second floor of the house. 

“Fuck,” she muttered, with little regard to who might hear it. An elderly couple on the sidewalk glared in the direction of the two girls, probably convinced that they were planning to rob the old house. They may have been at the edge of town, but the historic district was always alive with sightseers and antiquers. 

Kaylyn ducked her head—her mouth was always getting her in trouble. “We’re not getting in through here, let’s try the back entrance.

Cole led the way around the building, to a door marked Employees Only. It stood slightly open, a rock being used as a doorstop. The bricks around the door reeked of cigarette smoke. 

“Nice to know his habit leaves an open path to the back room,” Cole said, her nose curling as she pushed the door open. 

Silence fell around the sisters as they squeezed through the room. Between metal shelves that stretched to the ceiling and huge cardboard boxes, the pathway curled around in a pattern as confusing as the corn mazes they had visited as children. 

The wood above them creaked as someone walked over head, and Kaylyn looked up, getting an eye full of dust as something stomped or fell above her. She squinted and rubbed at her eye. Blinking away the last of the grimy filth, she noticed Cole had disappeared and rushed forward to catch up, but even after finding the entrance to the main room, her sister was nowhere to be seen. 

Kaylyn’s heart thudded, pumping an abundance of adrenaline through her system. Following the wall, Kaylyn came to a narrow flight of stairs and spotted her sister, halfway up, clinging to the wall as she climbed to the second story. The sight reminded Kaylyn of the year they spent bringing in bail skips with their uncle before they were recruited to Aicil. With all of her prior experience, the tightening in her chest told her that this was wrong. There was something more going on here than some local historian with a strange box.

Keeping her footsteps silent, she slinked up the stairs to catch up to Cole and grab her wrist.

“What?” Cole mouthed back.

Kaylyn shook her head and made a hand motion, tapping her temple.

Cole nodded and stepped to the other side of the door. Pressing her shoulder to the wall near the doorway, Kaylyn waited as Cole pushed the door open a few inches and peeked into the room. Cole squinted then jerked her head for Kaylyn to have a look.

It was another storage room, but this one was more organized with a couple rows of metal shelves filled with artifacts, neatly laid out and labeled. In the center of the room, Mr. Edwards—at least Kaylyn assumed it was Mr. Edwards, having never met the man—stood with his back to the door and his head hung over the table where a brown carved box sat. 

He jerked like someone had pulled him upright by the greying hair on top of his head, but continued staring straight ahead.

Kaylyn glanced back at her sister, whose face was twisted, one eyebrow dipped over her eye in a questioning expression.

“I think that’s our box,” Kaylyn mouthed, backing away from the door. And from the looks of it, he found something that changed his mind about handing it over. 
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