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A note from Skye

If you’re looking for rainbows, butterflies, and happy endings coated in chocolate and caramel, turn back now!

This is a work of serial fiction, so it will be released in distinct parts with no resolute ending until the end of the series. This style of releasing literature has been around since the seventeenth century, and when I began writing The Redline Series, I knew it would be perfectly suited to this structure.

At the end of this book, you won’t find a happy ending and for many readers, that’s part of the enjoyment.

This book also contains adult language, scenes, and situations including dubious consent.
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Prologue



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 clucking 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 wore 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 and 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 auto pilot and in need of something to keep myself occupied.

[image: ]

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 in 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 clacking 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 in 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?
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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 you’re 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 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 chalk board.

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.”

“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.
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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. 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 judgement. 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 letting 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 business man 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 sitting 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.”
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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 crap shoot, 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, her elongated featured said that she understood perfectly. “We have to steal your step-dad’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.

Mother fucker, 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 too 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 night stand 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 mad man, 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 bleed 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 this satisfaction.

“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?

I composed myself after Colt left 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

[image: ]

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. Clucking 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 disappear 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 lay 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 tonight?

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.

“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 by 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 gun-point 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, 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 make up. 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, curing her body toward me, and lifted her shirt and bra so I could take her right nipple in 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 in 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 in 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. 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 I 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 to 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 was he?

My leg bounced while my gaze darted around to each mirror and window.

What if he’d been caught?

Arrested?

Killed?

What if he was 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.
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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 I was 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 it 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 mind.

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 she 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 vise 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 to.

“—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 her 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 whisp 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
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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.” 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.”

“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 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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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.
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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.
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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?”
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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 theHot 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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More information and purchase links available at:

http://skyecallahan.com/books/

 




cover.jpeg
i;
Tal( U=
-l

SkvE CALTAHAN





OEBPS/Images/00017.jpeg
-

e
o





OEBPS/Images/00016.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00011.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00010.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00013.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00012.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00015.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00014.jpeg
Y Al 5% 5@6





OEBPS/Images/00002.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00004.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00003.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00006.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00005.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00008.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00007.jpeg
* Sty Callihan





OEBPS/Images/00009.jpeg





