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      I accidentally married the BIGGEST bad boy in pro football…I was born into the high life: private schools, finishing classes – groomed to look pretty hanging on a rich man’s arm.

      That is, until I walk in on my fiancé f*cking his secretary across his desk.

      Now I’m a princess on the run, and escape from the life I never wanted steers me right into the last man I’d ever call a prince charming.

      Austin Taylor is the crude, arrogant pro quarterback with cocky cowboy smile and the notorious tabloid record longer than his- well…

      A princess like me should have nothing to do with a beast of a man like that, except Austin Taylor has an offer I may not be able to refuse.

      Half a million dollars to be his trophy wife.

      It’s fake, of course – all a show for the cameras and the press to rehab his bad boy reputation.

      Fake, that is, until we wake up actually married in Vegas.

      Oops.

      Now I’m really married to the most notorious, most possessive, most gorgeous man in pro football. The man with the glint in his eyes that gets me hot in places it shouldn’t. The man whose dirty, filthy words have me melting for him.

      Oh, right, and the man whose baby I’m carrying.

      Surprise.
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      For my husband; a thousand times yes.
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        *New Release Bonus Content Included!*

      

      You never forget your first ;).

      To celebrate the release of Player and as a thank you for your support, I’ve decided to include my first books - The Soldiers Of Fortune series - here in this special new-release edition of the book.

      As a heads-up, no, Player is not the single longest romance book in the world, despite the huge page count number Amazon may display!

      Player itself is around 75k words, which means it takes up roughly the first 30% of this book. That means a full 70% of this book file is taken up by the bonus content. Heat, book 1 in the bonus series, begins at the 29% mark, followed by Burn at 39%, Scorch at 68%, and Roar at 85%.

      Thanks so much for reading, and I do hope you enjoy the very crude, very possessive, and very irresistible Austin Taylor as much as I have.

      -Aubrey Irons
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      “This isn’t what it looks like.”

      The Chanel clutch drops from my hands as I stare at my fiancé, standing in front of his office desk with the blonde woman’s legs wrapped around his waist.

      ‘It’s not what it looks like’? Because, what it really looks a whole lot like is my fiancé with his pants around his ankles and his dick in his secretary, about ten minutes before the firm’s annual gala.

      “Seriously, Vince?!” My jaw drops as I stare at them, slowly shaking my head as neither of them even makes an effort to cover up.

      Jesus Christ, he’s still inside of her.

      The thought is nauseating, and my stomach feels like it drops as far as my clutch lying there on the floor.

      “Babe,” Vince shrugs - sheepishly but in this ‘sorry, not sorry’ way that somehow makes the entire situation even more condescending.

      “Really wish you’d knocked, Natalie.”

      I bark out a laugh, feeling the floor sink under my feet. His secretary slaps at his arm, almost playfully as if he’s just said some sort of faux pas at a cocktail party.

      Jesus, she hasn’t even bothered to cover up at all. Her shirt is still unbuttoned, one breast hanging out of her bra, and her legs still wrapped around Vince’s waist. I frown as my eyes land on the tattoo on her bare thigh and the bile rises in my throat as I read the words, “Daddy’s Girl” inked inside the heart.

      Good lord, I quickly yank my eyes away, feeling ill.

      “You wish I’d knocked?” I hurl at Vince, still shaking my head and trying to process what I’m actually looking at. “Well I wish you weren’t fucking your trashy secretary, Vince.”

      “Uh, excuse me, honey?” The blonde bimbo hanging off his waist and pulling at his neck-tie - one I bought him, actually - wrinkles her nose at me. She shakes her head and makes a face as if I’m the one out of line here.

      “Yeah, Natalie, let’s be civil here. There’s no need for that.”

      My blood pressure spikes as the rage lances through me. “Are you fucking defending her?!”

      Civil. He wants me to be fucking civil to the woman with my fiancé’s cock still inside of her, right in front of me.

      “Babe,” Vince shrugs condescendingly again. “You know how things are.”

      I feel faint. I feel like the world is spinning under my feet as I bring my fingers up to pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “No, Vince, I don’t. Why don’t you enlighten me.”

      A weasley little rat grin sneers across his face. “I’m a man of power, babe.”

      Right, because getting a company handed to you by your crook of a father counts as power.

      “I have needs.”

      “He’s got needs, honey,” the girl parrots.

      My eyes flare as I drag them back to her, perched on the edge of his desk. “What?”

      “It’s part of the game, Nat,” Vince says casually, with this obnoxiously bored tone to his voice. He casually waves his hand. “You know that.”

      “No, I don’t know that.”

      I didn’t know that being a spoiled little trust-fund kid who loves bragging about his family’s thin mob connections gave you a license to step out on your fiancé with your fucking secretary like a damn movie cliché.

      “I mean, you had to know this was a part of the deal,” Vince says casually, shrugging again. “You know, being how you are and all.”

      I can feel the rage billowing up inside of me. “Excuse me?”

      “Nat, you’re-”

      “You’re frigid, honey,” His secretary finishes for him, still sprawled across his desk smiling evilly at me. She pouts as she turns back and gives his tie a little tug. “And Vincey has needs.”

      I’m going to be sick. I’m literally going to be sick right here on the carpet.

      The room starts to spin around me as I reach out and steady myself on the doorframe, sucking in lungs full of air.

      “Nat, you’re just-” Vince fucking shrugs again. “You are a little bit of an ice-queen sometimes.”

      I need to get out of here.

      “Fuck you, Vince,” I spit out, whirling around to leave. My eyes land on the group picture of us from the company picnic last year, and I suddenly feel my teeth grinding together as I realize the blonde currently on his cock is actually in the picture, smiling with her hand on his damn shoulder.

      I pluck it from the shelf and smash it to the ground.

      “Natalie, we’ve got the gala in twenty-”

      “Fuck the gala, Vince,” I turn and spit venomously at him. “And I’ll be gone when you get home, by the way.”

      He laughs. “Oh, what, you’re going to leave, Natalie?”

      “Yes Vince, I’m going to leave.” I say it mechanically, reaching down to get my clutch from where it dropped to the ground when I walked in.

      “Oh, like you’ve got any capacity to be on your own, sweetheart,” Vince hurls at me. But I’m already walking out of the office.

      “I hope you realize you’re making a big mistake!” he hollers after me.

      “And I hope you catch something from your little office slut that makes your dick fall off,” I hurl over my shoulder.

      “Least I’m letting him use it, bitch!” I barely catch as I slam the door to his office shut and run for the elevators.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      Tires squeal as I peel out of the office parking lot, away from the life that up until this very moment was ours. ‘Ours’ until I leave it shattered like that picture on the floor of Vince’s office.

      And despite living it for the last two years, it’s never actually been ‘my’ life, anyways. It’s always been Vince’s life, with me as a permanent guest. One more piece of art or famous guitar bought at a charity auction to decorate the walls and corners of his life.

      That feeling has always been a lingering, nagging thought in the back of my mind - one that’s always dug at me in a subtle way like a seed caught in the back of your teeth.

      I’m furious as I roar down the LA freeway - at my fiancé of course, but mostly at myself. The betrayal hurts, but I have to wonder how I even got to this place, where I’m engaged to man like Vince Capra in the first place. I’m pissed because I know I should be pissed, but that’s the extent of the emotional response to walking in on him fucking his secretary. I’m mad, and I feel slighted, and cheated.

      But I’m not heartbroken.

      I know I should be - I know any woman in my situation should feel that wrenching pain in her chest after seeing that. But instead, I just feel like I lost something somehow. I feel like I lost my pride somewhere along the way. It’s like the final nail in the coffin of what my life was growing up into what it is now.

      Because the truth is, I know exactly how I got to a place where I’m engaged to marry a man like Vince. I can literally hear my mother’s voice from all those years ago, when it all came crashing down. That voice, masked and dimmed by gin martinis and valium in the stuffy lawyer’s offices in the aftermath of my father’s sentencing.

      “I told you you’d thank me for all of it someday, Natalie.”

      Her pupils are out of focus as she fingers the row of white pearls around her neck like some sort of Tiffany’s rosary. They’re new, of course. The identical ones she wore before have long since been seized by the FBI as collateral evidence, along with the Malibu house, the Manhattan penthouse, both yachts, and the bank accounts, of course. Luckily for her and her predilection towards strands of expensive pearls and the lifestyle she’s become accustomed to, my mother has already been shacking up with Dad’s VP since week two of the trial.

      Money does NOT buy class, by the way.

      By “all of it”, she of course means all the grooming -  all the “finishing classes”, all the private tutoring in everything from polite conversation to classical piano. The diet I’ve been on since I was twelve; the nose-job I had when I was sixteen.

      And by “thanking” her for it, she means that I’m “prepared” now. I’m groomed, primped, and ready to marry off to some other reckless man with money, like her to my father, or his vice president after the arrest.

      So, yes, that’s how I get to a place where I’m of course saying yes to a slick, moneyed, philandering, and lying prick like Vince Capra when he asked me to marry him. Because my life has been determined for me before I was old enough to know any better. Because my place as arm candy - as an accessory - has been predestined from three or four generations back of prim, shrewd, demure women of high birth.

      My hands tighten to white knuckles on the steering wheel of the Bentley - Vince’s Bentley, that I’m allowed to drive - as the thought of my pre-determined fate gets my blood boiling. My mother would push this aside if she were in my shoes, I know that. She’d pour an extra finger of gin, maybe go on a shopping spree, and then compartmentalize the whole thing away. In fact, she did exactly that - many times, actually - when my father’s indiscretions with a secretary, or the nanny, or whoever else came to light.

      “It’s different for men, honey,” she’d say, straightening her shoulders and holding her neck high. “It’s just different.”

      Bullshit.

      And it’s there in that car, roaring into downtown LA with the anger billowing up inside of me, that I know unequivocally that I am not my mother. I am not going to just push this aside, or tuck it away, or shrug and let it slide. I’m not going to “let it go” because “men will be men” and somehow fucking his secretary is Vince’s Goddamn birthright or something for being born rich and a guy.

      That’s where my mother and I are different.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I don’t even know where I’m going until I pull up in front of the entrance to the Chateau Marmont on Sunset Boulevard.

      Fuck it.

      I smile at the valet as I breeze luggage-less into the lobby of the thousand-dollar a night hotel. I mean, I’ve got Vince’s credit card in my clutch, and I’m sure as hell not going back to our place tonight, not after-

      I feel ill as I suddenly wonder if he’s ever fucked her there. The idea of them screwing in our bed has my skin crawling as I smile thinly at the concierge and sign for the penthouse suite Vince will be paying for tonight.

      All I want to do is shut myself away - forever if need be - and drown whoever this version of me is that I never wanted to be in booze.

      I crack a thin, cold smile - there’s one way my mother and I are the same, at least.

      The door shuts behind the bellhop, leaving me alone with the screaming in my head, the fury still pounding through my veins, and the minibar, of course. I grab two nips of gin from it, dumping them sans-ice into one of the crystal tumblers from the table and stalking across the room to drape myself across the bed with a groan.

      “I told you you’d thank me for all of it someday, Natalie.”

      Yeah, remind me to send a damn card.

      The alcohol burns like sweet relief down my throat as I polish off the glass, feeling the warming glow of it spread through my body. I sit up in the bed, running my fingers through my long sable hair and swaying slightly as the double hit of gin rushes through me.

      “You’re frigid, honey.”

      The blonde’s words send fire blazing through me as they come trickling back into my thoughts.

      Frigid.

      I picture Vince’s stupid little shrug, as if agreeing with her little remark. Frigid, huh? Well fuck him.

      Because I can be downright steamy.

      I slug back the rest of the gin before stepping in front of the mirror against the wall of the bedroom.

      I look good.

      It’s not like gala dinners with Vince’s stuffy office pals and his scummy wannabe-mafia buddies are exactly my thing, but crap like that has been the epitome of my social life these days. Dress up, look pretty, smile, and state no opinions. Hang off Vince’s arm, agree with what he says, and laugh at his terrible jokes even when no one else does.

      I might be bored to death at things like that, but that doesn’t mean I can’t look great for them. Hell, at least I’ve got that going for me after years of ballroom lessons and etiquette classes.

      I bite my lip as I look at myself in the mirror, smoothing down the sleek little black cocktail dress. It’s demure and elegant - sexy without being slutty. “Flirty, not trampy,” my mother would say. The need to do something - to feel a rush of some kind, or to feel alive or sexy for the first time in forever grips at me. And I’m not stupid or petty or vindictive enough to go out and try to “find someone” just to “get back” at Vince or anything like that.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m not about to head down to the hotel bar and get rip-roaring drunk.

      Bottoms up.
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        Austin

      

    
    
      Damn, now that’s an ass you could sink your teeth into.

      I let my eyes wander over the tight, curvy back-end of the redhead on the other side of the restaurant from the bar, laughing mechanically as she playfully slaps the arm of one of the two Hollywood-type suits standing next to her. She looks vaguely familiar, but of course if there’s one thing I’ve learned since moving to LA, it’s that every girl looks vaguely familiar.

      Your sexy waitress, the girl at the gym with the great tits, the cute chick that makes eyes at you as she steams milk for your latte, your neighbor. Whoever the girl, you’ve probably seen thirty others that look exactly like her in commercials, or on some movie poster, or hell, porn for that matter.

      Welcome to fucking LA.

      Ten-to-one, of course, they’re also all batshit crazy as I’ve come to learn. Especially when you’re young, famous, and most importantly fantastically newly rich.

      Of course, all those factors combined also make a perfect fucking storm of getting laid, and it’s with that in mind that I’m ignoring the ridiculous air-kisses and “ciao’s” coming from the redhead’s mouth and thinking of other things I’d like to see coming in that mouth.

      Me.

      “Austin.”

      I smirk as I sip on the whiskey in my glass, letting my eyes drop to that ass that looks like you could bounce a feather off of it. She looks up this time, noticing me.

      She smiles seductively.

      Oh yeah, she knows who I am.

      “Austin, are you fucking listening to me?”

      I groan as I tear my attention away from the redhead, my Jessica-Rabbit fantasies evaporating like smoke as I frown at my chubby, balding manager.

      “Yes, Derek, I’m listening.”

      He frowns at me. “You sure? I mean, hey, I bet the ginger over there could totally negotiate you a fucking forty-million dollar first-round contract too, buddy.”

      I roll my eyes and grin. “Okay, okay, you have my attention.”

      “Should I dress up pretty for our next meeting?” Derek says dryly. “You know I’m sure I could find that dress in my size.”

      “Please don’t.”

      Derek smirks. “May I proceed?”

      “Yeah, but back it up. I honestly wasn’t listening.”

      Derek sighs and reaches up to stroke his goatee. “Put bluntly, you need to get your shit together, Taylor.”

      He scowls at me over the rim of his diet soda, his best “serious manager” face on. It’s a tough look to pull off because Derek is one of those baby-faced guys that has a hard time looking over the age of fifteen, despite the paunch and the thinning hair. It’s also a tough look to pull off when you’re drinking a fucking diet soda with four lemon slices in it.

      But of course, it doesn’t stop him from bitching me out like I’m the kid here.

      “I’m not fucking around here, man, this is thin-ice territory.”

      I roll my eyes at him as I slug back the rest of my whiskey and motion to the bartender for a refill.

      “Little early to go nuts, isn’t it?”

      I turn and give Derek a look. “Says the man who wanted to have this meeting in a bar.”

      “For the low profile, genius,” Derek grumbles, gesturing with his chin at the near-empty hotel bar around us. “Not so you could get loaded.”

      “Well,” I grin and thank the bartender before I raise my fresh glass to Derek. “To best laid plans.” He scowls as I take a slug. “Cheers, buddy.”

      “You know all of this is about more than getting wasted and getting laid, right?”

      I chuckle. “Yes, Derek, I’m aware there’s some football playing involved.”

      “Jesus Christ, Austin.” He pulls his glasses away from his face and rubs the bridge of his nose - something he tends to do when I make him play the babysitter role like this.

      And I know he’s right, to a degree. I’m aware that at some point I need to shape up, at least a little bit. But the season hasn’t even started yet, and until then, I fully plan on reveling in my new place as a fucking God amongst men.

      Or more specifically, amongst women.

      Being the star of college ball was one thing. Being the hottest thing to come through Texas football got me laid more than most entire fraternities on Spring Break. But when you’re the biggest thing to hit the goddamn NFL since Super Bowl halftime shows, life gets interesting real fast. Banging college hotties was junior league shit. Sleeping my way through sororities and coeds was practice.

      Forty-million dollar contracts and twenty-four hour ESPN coverage is the big leagues. That’s lingerie models and pop stars, crazy shit college coeds have never even fucking heard of. Because let’s be real, when you’re the most talked about quarterback in cable news history, and the number one NFL draft pick at twenty-three years old in this football-obsessed country?

      Yeah, you’re basically the second coming of Christ.

      Derek hooks his glasses back on his face and shakes his head at me again. “I need you to think long-term, Austin. Think past your next lay once in a while, okay?”

      I nod earnestly. “Derek, c’mon. You know I do.”

      He raises a brow.

      “I’m always thinking past the next lay, to the one after that.”

      Derek’s mouth tightens as I chuckle, before he mumbles something and starts to get up.

      “Okay! Okay!” I laugh as I grab his arm. “Derek, stay, I’m sorry. I’m listening now.”

      He glares at me.

      “Scout’s honor, I’m listening.”

      He sighs. “I’m talking endorsements, asshole. I’m talking sports drinks, and shoes, and your handsome mug behind the wheel of a Lexus up on a billboard.” He steeples his fingers as he looks at me. “I’m talking money that makes your contract look like pocket change. Sound good?”

      Okay, I’m listening.

      I nod. “You’ve got my attention.”

      “It’s where the real money is, buddy.”

      I snort and raise my hands up. “Well? Why aren’t they knocking?”

      Derek turns, snagging the gossip magazine lying on the bar, and tossing it at me. “That’s why.”

      I grin as I look down at the headline in my hands. It’s two days old, and I’ve of course already seen it, but it’s still making me crack up.

      My “shenanigans”, as Derek put it when the story first broke. My “predilections towards fucking my own shit up,” I believe were his exact words. I glance down at the paparazzi shots - then ones of me leaving the club with that girl that night, followed by pictures of my Maserati crashed into the side of that Starbucks on Vine about twenty minutes later.

      “No one got hurt, the place was closed.”

      He gives me a look.

      “Derek, it’s fine, she was eighteen.”

      I can literally see the temperature of Derek’s face rising.

      “She’s the junior commissioner’s daughter, dip-shit.”

      I grin as I take a big pull of my whiskey, thinking about that night and that hot little mouth. “Well she should learn to keep her hands to herself in moving vehicles, Derek.” I shake my head. “I really don’t see how it’s suddenly my fault-”

      “I know you’re not really that fucking stupid, Taylor.” Derek’s glasses are back off as he rubs the bridge of his nose again. “Junior. Commissioner’s. Daughter,” he says, annunciating each word.

      “Well, what the hell is he doing letting his daughter hang around NFL players then?”

      “For fuck’s sake, Austin,” he shakes his head. “You’re not hearing me. Clean your shit up, or you’re going to get shut down faster than you can say minor leagues.”

      I snort. “Please, with this arm?”

      “People have been blackballed for less.” Derek puts his glasses back on and gives me a stern look. “Don’t fuck with these people, Austin. This isn’t college ball where everyone’s going to hold your hand, and jerk you off, and let you get away with murder. These people hold your paychecks, and your future. You gotta learn to play ball with them. Besides,” he pulls his phone out of his pocket. “As much a nightmare as that one is, we’ve got bigger problems.”

      He slides the phone my way, but it only takes one glance down at the tabloid site headline for my face to sour.

      “Derek, you know that’s bullshit.”

      He glares at me. “Is it?”

      I frown as I glare down at the article, at that condescending, knowing grin on the blonde girl’s face.

      “I never touched her, Derek, so unless she’s claiming immaculate conception-”

      “Austin, she could say the father is an alien, or Elvis fucking Presley, and it wouldn’t matter. People are listening to her, and bullshit or not, that stink is going to rub off on you.”

      I swear into my glass.

      “Look, we can deal with shit like this, but only if you clean up your fucking act, man. If you’re strutting around like you’re the Mick Jagger of pro football, you’re never going to get away from shit like this.”

      I frown as Derek’s serious face finally gets to me, and the weight of what he’s saying finally starts to sink in.

      “Fine,” I grumble. “Fine, I yield. Teach me your ways, wise one.”

      “Atta boy.”

      I sigh as I down the last of my whiskey. “So what the hell do I do?”

      Derek’s frown slowly turns into a small smile. “You’re not gonna like it.”

      “Try me.”

      He grins. He’s enjoying this. “The media team and I came up with something that might - uh, soften your image a little. Make you more family-friendly and more viable to product endorsements.”

      I no longer like where this is going.

      “Derek-”

      He shrugs, that shrug that says he knows I’m going to hate what he’s about to say, but he’s going to say it anyways.

      “You need to settle down.”

      I groan. “Yeah, dude, we’ve established that I need some image work, so what’s the fucking plan-”

      “No, Austin, you need to settle down.”

      I frown, not really getting what he’s trying to say. “Derek, what are you-”

      “You need to get married, pal.”

      I laugh as I turn and raise my empty glass at the bartender for another one. “Yeah, definitely.”

      “Research shows it’s amazing for public image, Austin, and the endorsements are going to fall into your lap.”

      I slowly turn to him, my face falling. “Jesus Christ, you’re actually serious aren’t you?”

      “It doesn’t even have to be real, Austin.”

      The bartender slides the whiskey in front of me, but I’m barely aware of it as I stare dumbfounded at my manager.

      “What?”

      He shrugs. “This happens all the time with big name players. Look it’s just for image, I’m not saying you have to actually get married. But you do need the appearance of it.”

      “A fake marriage.” It feels ridiculous to even say it out loud, like I’m some sort of English lord negotiating a land dispute or securing my lineage.

      “Yep.”

      I swear. “What fucking century is this?”

      “The one where you make a shitload of money by listening to me.”

      I slug back a hefty swig of the booze, feeling like the walls of the bar are starting to close in a little. “So I fake-marry some gold-digger.”

      Derek quickly shakes his head. “Oh, no, nothing like that. We’ve already put together some eligible candidates.”

      “Eligible candidates?” I swallow another third of my glass, feeling like I’m going to be sick. “Do these women have fucking resumes for this shit or something?”

      Derek looks at me plainly. “Of course they do.”

      “Jesus fucking Ch-”

      “You need someone who fits the part,” Derek rattles on. “Someone classy, someone with poise - nothing fake or plastic, like your usual.”

      I groan, shaking my head and reaching for my glass as I look past Derek, when the door to the bar opens, and she walks in.

      And damn, what a walk.

      She moves like she was born in those heels, the little back dress painted onto her body like it’s a second skin. It’s not slutty, or skanky at all, she just looks goddamn classy as fuck in it - like some sort of movie star.

      And in this town, that’s actually hard to pull off.

      Her long dark brown hair is pulled back over one shoulder, and those sparkling, crystal blue eyes flit briefly across the dimmed room before she just sort of floats towards the other end of the bar.

      The world suddenly goes still, and I grin.

      This is exactly the type of distraction I need right now.

      “Austin, you need someone wholesome, someone cultured - someone unknown and outside the public spotlight,” Derek drones on, oblivious to the fact that he’s completely lost the war for my attention.

      She moves with elegance, like she some sort of royalty or something. Head held high, shoulders back as she glides towards the bar. I watch, utterly ignoring whatever Derek is saying as she smiles easily at the bartender, those perfect pouty red lips pulling back across a dazzling smile as she tucks a strand of hair back behind her ear.

      The handful of whiskeys and the total lack of anything to eat since breakfast is going to my head, but I’m focused like I’m about to rattle off a play on the starting line of a game.

      “Goddamnit, Austin, we’re not done here.”

      Derek is swearing as I pat his shoulder, my attention firmly on the girl at the end of the bar.

      “Let’s put a pin in this, buddy.”

      “Austin, for fuck’s sake-”

      “Yep, sounds good man.”

      Derek says something else, but I’m not even listening anymore as my eyes suddenly narrow on the yuppie looking prick in the suit jacket leaning against the bar next to her. I can feel my jaw tighten as I see him slide close to her, and the look on her face as she glances around the room.

      I don’t know shit about this girl, or her situation, or what’s even really going on with her and that guy at the far side of the bar. And I know damn well even as I move down that way that getting involved is the definition of Derek’s whole “predilections towards fucking my own shit up” theory.

      But those eyes, and those lips, and that damn creamy skin of her neck and shoulders has me on autopilot.

      This is a fucking terrible idea.
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      “So listen a sec, I gotta ask you somethin’.”

      I groan for the fifth time in as many minutes, looking up to glare at the douchey looking guy in the open-neck dress shirt and sports coat. For the fifth time, he flashes me what I’m sure he truly believes is his most charming smile, which would admittedly be slightly more charming without the bit of food stuck between his teeth and the stale beer breath.

      I tighten my lips at the man with the slicked-back hair who seems hell bent on ignoring every single social cue in the world as he leans against the bar leering at me. “What.”

      He grins widely, like he’s been waiting for this moment. “Were your parents thieves? Cause honey, they stole the stars outta heaven and put ‘em-”

      “In my eyes - right. Wow, I’ve never heard that one,” I say dryly, cutting him off. I reach for the martini in front of me and take a large swallow of it, feeling my eyes water as I force it down. “Un-amusingly, my father was actually a thief.”

      He blinks quickly, the smile falling from his face. “Oh, uh-”

      I try and spot the bartender to signal a mayday, but he’s busy at the far end of the bar, pouring a shot for two guys down there with their backs to me.

      Wonderful.

      With zero food in my stomach, the two nips of gin from earlier are making me dizzy and slightly fuzzy. The huge martini in front of me that I’m already halfway through isn’t exactly helping in that department.

      But that was the entire point of coming here - numbness, solitude, escape. I just want to disappear - to get lost in my own booze-soaked escape, which is why a dim hotel bar on an empty Wednesday night seemed like a great idea, until this idiot plunked down next to me.

      My eyes search again for help, but the bartender is still occupied with the same guys at the end. The larger, broad-shouldered guy with the dark hair and his back to me, and the smaller guy with glasses.

      “Look,” I snap, turning back to the guy leaning against the bar next to me, the last of the social niceties my mother would approve of dropping like a curtain.

      “I’m not looking for conversation, okay? Please leave me alone.”

      “Aww, c’mon gorgeous, why don’t you let me buy you a-”

      “I said no, alright?” My voice raises a notch.

      “Oh like you weren’t looking for a free drink wearing that hot little number,” he says with a smirk, his eyes dropping languidly to the front of my dress, making me sorely regret my decision to even come here.

      I should’ve worn sweatpants.

      Hell, I should have had room service bring me martinis to my room all night until I couldn’t operate the phone anymore.

      “Look, I don’t think you’re hearing what I’m saying-”

      “Oh I heard what you said, honey.” His arm suddenly slides across the bar in front of me as he gets right in my face, making me shrink into my barstool. “But I think you should give me a shot.”

      I cringe, swallowing the lump in my throat and my body going tense as his other hand slides across my bare shoulder. And I’m trying to find my voice, when suddenly his hand is wrenched away from me.

      “Is there a problem here?”

      The Texas-twanged voice behind me is deep and honeyed, like leather and polished wood. I quickly turn at the sound of it, and as my eyes travel up the broad chest to the mouth those words came out of, I feel my pulse skip a beat.

      Holy crap.

      Those very perfect, very gorgeous lips above a squared and chiseled jaw covered in a faint stubble. The man is gorgeous, in a ruggedly boyish way. His hazel eyes pierce right into me as the faintest hint of a smile - something just this side of arrogant - teases those perfect lips.

      He’s wearing dark jeans and a white t-shirt, pulled tight across his thick chest and broad shoulders, and even if part of me - the part that channels my mother - wants to raise a brow at how casually he’s dressed for a place like this, I bite my tongue. He’s effortlessly handsome - an easy sort of cool like a young Brando or Paul Newman.

      My eyes drop to the inked lines of tattoos swirling down his powerful looking arms. The sleeve-tattoo crowd of LA tend to be scrawny hipster types, while the buff, arrogant types are usually all clean cut.

      And here he is not conforming to either one.

      “I-”

      “Hey pal,” the scummy guy butts forward, boldly shoving a finger at the much bigger guy’s chest. “Move the fuck along.”

      Texas’s eyes pull from mine momentarily, and his face darkens as he narrows them at the smaller man. “I asked if there was a problem here.”

      The smaller guy snorts. “Not ’til you got here and tried to run your lame game on-”

      “On my wife?”

      The guy stops, and I jerk my eyes back to the Texan.

      What?

      “Huh?” The drunk guy’s face scrunches up as he frowns up into my savior’s face, who smiles thinly at him.

      “My wife.”

      Yeah, wait, what?

      The smaller, drunk guy swallows quickly, his eyes dropping to the muscled arm slung across my shoulders as if suddenly actually noticing the size difference between himself and “my husband”.

      “Uh, look, pal, I didn’t-” He suddenly peers closer at the man standing besides me. “Hang on, aren’t you-”

      “Going to let you walk away if you do it right the fuck now?” The man’s voice is somehow both easy and hard - like he’s smiling with a knife in his hand.

      The smaller man swallows quickly. “Shit, Taylor, man. I didn’t know-”

      “Walk away.”

      The other man nods quickly. “Yeah- yeah of course man.” He flashes a quick smile, that piece of food still stuck between his teeth as he gives a final, awkward nod and scurries away.

      “Hey!” He turns a few steps away, raising his drink in the air as if the guy that just sent him packing is an old buddy. “Hey, lookin’ forward to an awesome year, dude!”

      I am thoroughly, thoroughly confused, and I’m still blinking at the man with his muscled, tattooed arm draped languidly across my shoulders when he turns back to me. He grins at me, and I can instantly feel every drop of booze slamming through my system on overdrive, my head spinning as those perfect lips pull into a grin, and those perfect eyes twinkle at me.

      “You okay?”

      I blink, refocusing on him instead of drowning in those eyes like I just was. “Uh, yeah, yeah, I’m-”

      Lost in that look? Tongue-tied like some sort of schoolgirl?

      Drunker than I think I am?

      I blink again, forcing myself to focus. “Your wife, huh?”

      He grins, that cocky, utterly confident smirk I saw earlier. “I think I saw that in a movie. Hey, it worked, didn’t it?”

      “It did,” I bite my lip as I smile back at him.

      God he’s attractive.

      “So, thanks for that.”

      There’s a cough behind him, and we both turn to see his friend with the glasses standing there. “So, I guess we’re done for the night?” the man says flatly.

      My Texas-drawled savior nods and shrugs casually. “I think we are, Derek.”

      There’s a note of thinly veiled sarcasm in his voice, and Derek’s eyes dart meaningfully to me before narrowing at my stranger. “Try and at least give half a shit about what I just said, Austin.”

      “Loud and clear.”

      Derek gives me a thin smile before he shakes his head and walks away.

      Austin - my stupidly attractive savior has a name apparently - turns back, that cocky grin on his face. “So.”

      He winks at me, half a smile cocked across his jaw. “So…did you want a selfie or something?”

      I frown quizzically. “Uh, no, I’m good.”

      The corners of his lips pull up in a grin. “You don’t want an autograph or something like that?”

      “I-” I raise an eyebrow at him. “I’m sorry, is this like a game or something?”

      His brow furrows as he peers at me again, almost curiously. “No, I mean…” he grins suddenly and shakes his head. “You’re not really a TV person, are you?”

      “Who the heck watches TV anymore? Ever heard of Netflix?” The sass comes out of me with zero filter as I reach for my martini and do my best impression of a movie-star sip, hoping to hell it looks smooth and sexy instead of sloppy and drunk.

      He laughs, the sound easy and warm. “Fair enough.”

      I can feel my pulse racing through my veins like I’ve just run up and down a flight of stairs as I lose myself again in those hazel eyes. I’m lightheaded - dizzy from the gin and the total lack of food, not to mention the bomb dropped on me barely two hours ago in Vince’s office.

      I cringe at the thought - right, when I left the man I was silly enough to think I was going to marry.

      And suddenly, all of it comes rushing back - opening the door to his office and seeing them like that, my stomach dropping through the floor, the “Daddy’s Girl” tattoo on her thigh.

      I stand quickly and abruptly, and suddenly grab onto the back of my chair as I wobble on my heels.

      And then his hand is there, light but firm on the small of my back as he steps forward to steady me. “Whoa, easy there, princess.”

      I smile, my booze-flushed face going even redder. “Thanks, I’m- I’m fine, I just need to go lie down in my room for a while.”

      Well, there goes my bid for “smooth and sexy” over “drunk and sloppy.”

      I sigh heavily as I shrug. “I’ve- it’s been a weird freaking day.”

      He grins and chuckles. “Sounds like we’ve had the same day.”

      “Believe me, we haven’t.”

      I go to take a step, but suddenly stumble again as my heel catches on the edge of the carpet. I lurch forward, my hands catching on his bare, inked forearm.

      “Whoa, hang on, let me get you there in one piece.” My eyes dart quickly to him, the heat hot in my cheeks, and he quickly frowns and shakes his head. “I just mean to the elevator, princess.”

      My cheeks blush again as I quickly look away.

      Of course that’s what he meant.

      “Yeah, thanks, that’d be great.”

      His arm goes around my waist, his hand holding me firmly by the hip against his side as he slowly walks me across the bar to the hotel lobby. I can feel the heat of his body blooming through my skin like a hot flush, sending shivers down my back, making me dizzy, and making me bite my lip as he floats me towards the elevators.

      Lord, what is wrong with me.

      The doors to an empty elevator opens, and I’m feeling silly at how reluctant I am to leave the warmth of that hand on my hip and that body so close to mine.

      “So, yeah, thanks again for…you know.”

      “Lying about you being my wife?”

      I blush as the grin creeps drunkenly over my face. “Yeah, that.”

      “Anytime.”

      I start to step into the elevator when I stop and turn back to him, as if I need to somehow prolong this moment. “Now, do you want a selfie?”

      He laughs, the sound so easy and so effortless as he winks at me. “Maybe I’ll take a rain check on that.”

      I step into the elevator, my eyes locked on his standing right outside of it. And it could be the booze, or the free-fall rush of the day’s events. It could be that sneering grin on Vince’s secretary’s face.

      ‘You’re frigid, honey.’

      But whatever it is comes rushing through me like this wave of crazy, and before I can stop myself, I’m sticking my foot in the closing elevator door, grabbing my stranger my the neck of his t-shirt, and mashing my lips to his as I kiss him with every single thing I have.

      Fiercely.

      He’s frozen for a second, but then it’s like his whole body comes alive as he suddenly wraps me up in his powerful arms and kisses me right back. I moan as I feel his lips open as they press back against mine, opening slightly as his tongue slides into my mouth. His hand cups my jaw, claiming my mouth.

      I have never been kissed like this before.

      His other hand drops to my hip again to pull me tight against him. And then it’s like we’re frozen like that, right there in the hotel lobby, with my mouth pressed tightly to my gorgeous stranger. Lip to lip, breath to breath, a flick of a tongue across the other’s.

      And then suddenly the last shred of my sanity pulls me out of the fantasy free-fall. And I’m pulling back, my face hot, my body alive, and my mind exploding in a million different directions. He’s looking at me with this amused and yet animalistic wild look in his eyes. And I know I’m drunk, and probably just made a complete fool of myself, but I also just don’t care.

      In fact, it feels pretty damn good not to care, for once.

      “So, goodnight, stranger.”

      The door starts to close as I bite my lip and step to the back of the elevator car, my eyes locked on him as he stands there, his eyes burning right into me.

      “Night, princess.”

      And then the doors shut, and I’m alone with my racing heart.
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      I sit up in the bed, blinking groggily at the morning light piercing through the open shades. I grimace at the cotton taste in my mouth and the sweaty feeling that comes from sleeping in your clothes on top of the sheets.

      So, that happened.

      “That” being me insanely kissing a stranger in the lobby of a fancy hotel lobby like a crazy person.

      Or a drunk person, as the case may be.

      I groan at the memory, grimacing at the morning-after regret of letting my inhibitions run wild like that. What happened was reckless, and insane, and totally out of character.

      And amazing.

      The rush of feeling his lips on mine - the spike of adrenaline at the boldness of kissing him like that - lances through me like a drug, jolting me out of bed. I glance briefly at my phone, squinting at the dozen missed calls from my mother and from my sister, which only means Vince told them about me skipping out.

      I’m willing to bet he’s omitted the part about him boning his secretary.

      Yeah, what I’m sure are vitriolic, panicky voicemails can wait. I’m still wearing my dress from the night before, and I fumble for the straps, letting it slip from my body as I stumble across the plush carpet of the room.

      God, those eyes.

      Those lips, those hands on my body, that voice like oiled leather, and that smile like the promise of something wicked.

      I flick on the coffee machine as I pad to the bathroom and start the shower. I step under the hot water soothing the aching in my head. I let my hands push through my hair under the spray, letting the heat and the pounding rhythm of the water seep into my skin as I try and make sense of the last twenty-four hours of my life.

      I want to groan - to hide away and bury my head in the pillows of the hotel bed over my ridiculous behavior from the night before. But even thinking about it has the thrill of my recklessness teasing coursing through my body. My stranger - Austin, that’s his name - is like no man I’ve ever interacted with. In my world of finance types, and garden parties, and suits and ties and polish, the gruff, stubble-chinned cowboy with the tattoos and the t-shirt and jeans sticks out like a sore thumb.

      A wickedly attractive, boldly forward thumb.

      There’s that look -  the way he looked at me like no man ever had before. That piercing, hungry, amused look - cocky with a touch of arrogance. It’s supreme confidence, but with the swagger and the boldness to back it up.

      And that kiss. I can feel the sizzling heat from it lingering on my lips, teasing through my body as the steam and the water drape across my skin in the hotel bathroom.

      Why did I walk away?

      I know why, of course. Because I’m certainly not that girl - the one who drags strangers up to her hotel room.

      But that’s not to say I’m not thinking about it, and dreaming about it, and wanting it now.

      I close my eyes under the steamy spray of the shower, feeling the forbidden heat of that kiss tingle through my body like a whispered secret. In my head, I’m not pulling away from him at the elevator door. As my eyes close and my fingers move over the tingling skin of my body, and as my thoughts turn to the forbidden fantasy inside my head, I’m not pulling away at all.

      I’m letting him take me.

      I’m pulling him inside the elevator, letting him shove me up against the wall as the doors shut behind us. I’m sliding my fingers up his muscled arms, feeling his hands trace over the curves of my hips as I wrap a leg around his waist. In the heat of the shower, as my fingers slide across the heat between my legs, I’m imagining him reaching back and punching the emergency brake, keeping us locked away from it all in that elevator car as he strips away my inhibitions and my clothes, swallowing my moans as he takes me hard and fast. His hands all over me, his mouth, those lips, that cock-

      The ring of my cellphone, rattling across the marble bathroom countertop, drags me kicking and screaming from the fantasy. And then I’m alone in the shower, not stuck between two floors in a dark hotel elevator with my mystery man from the night before.

      Okay, stop it.

      I quickly bring my hands away from my body and lean my forehead against the tile wall, feeling the heat flush through my face.

      Enough of that.

      I quickly shut off the water, shivering in the sudden chill that takes its place. Wrapped in a terrycloth robe, I step back into the suite, pouring a merciful first cup of coffee and slumping down on the sofa to glance at my phone.

      My mother, of course.

      I toss the phone away, groaning. Yeah, that’s a conversation I can’t wait to have.

      There’s a chance she knows even without talking to Vince. God only knows how, but there’s almost a sixth sense to the missed call icon on my phone that tells me she knows what’s happened, and that somehow, this is my fault.

      “Men will be men, Natalie. You mustn’t let a silly dalliance get in the way of your own future.”

      I roll my eyes at the very probable line I can almost literally hear coming from my mother’s mouth. I might not want to have that conversation now, but it’s a sobering reminder that it has to happen at some point.

      ‘Some point’ is certainly going to wait until after coffee though, that’s for sure.

      I’m grumbling into the steaming mug, curled up on the couch in my robe with plans to spend the next week in here if I have to, when my cellphone rings again.

      My mother, again.

      I roll my eyes and turn back to my coffee, but it buzzes a third time, and then a fourth.

      Goddamnit.

      I groan as I answer the call.

      “Hello mot-”

      “Natalie Elizabeth Ames!”

      Yep, there’s that vitriol.

      “Ten minutes before his company gala, Natalie?” My mother sounds absolutely aghast. “You don’t just leave like that, Natalie!”

      “Are you at all interested in my side of the matter?”

      Of course she’s not.

      “Oh don’t get dramatic, dear. There are no sides here, merely what’s proper, and what’s not.”

      I bite my tongue, pulling the phone away from my ear and taking another necessary sip of my coffee.

      It’s not that I don’t want to tell her about walking in on Vince’s flagrant affair, it’s that I know she’ll actually still think I’m in the wrong for leaving him. I’m the “improper” one for not calmly taking a seat outside his office and waiting for him to finish.

      She’s still talking when I bring the phone back to my ear.

      “Furthermore, I see no reason why you feel a need to drag this family through anymore mud then-”

      “Mother,” I interrupt, something I know gets under her skin like nothing else. “How’s Aspen?”

      She sighs heavily at my abrupt subject change. “Aspen is fine, dear.”

      Aspen, where my mother is currently vacationing with Monty - her third husband - at his new ski chalet. I scrunch up my face, loathing that I’m about to ask this.

      But when you’re out of options…

      “I was, uh…” I take another breath. “I was thinking about visiting?”

      Mother gives a mirthless, brittle laugh. “Oh, dear, no.”

      “Wait, seriously?”

      “Oh, no, honey, I mean there’s no skiing this time of year.”

      I frown. “I don’t ski.”

      “Well,” she huffs. “We’re doing a bit of maintenance, you see.”

      “Mother, I was just hoping to get away for a little while and-”

      “Natalie…” My mother sighs again. “You are a grown woman, you know. You’re old enough to face and solve your own problems.”

      Translation: I’m old enough to just go and marry my own stubborn rich asshole of a husband.

      Like she did.

      Three times.

      Of course, there’s the unspoken reason my mother doesn’t want me interrupting a vacation with her newest beau. And that would be that she’s already had enough of Monty trying to peek down my top or up my skirt at their elaborate Tuscan wedding celebrations four months ago.

      Third time is apparently not the charm.

      “No, Natalie, this is not the time for running away, this is a time for smoothing things over with your future husband.”

      I groan, dropping my face into my hand.

      “Oh, and Vivian says you haven’t returned her phone calls either, Natalie.”

      Right, my older sister, the queen bee socialite of New York City. The perennial favorite. The one that our mother seems perfectly okay with seeing a new man for every season.

      And I get conniptions about leaving my fiancé for screwing around on me.

      The room phone starts to ring as my mother continues to talk, and I grit my teeth and grip the mug of coffee a little tighter in my hand.

      “Mother, I have to go.”

      “Oh, do say hello to Vincent for me, won’t you?”

      I hang up without dignifying that with a response.

      The room phone rings again and I groan.

      Now what.
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* * *

      “This is insane!”

      I’m staring at the hotel manager across the check-in desk, feeling the heat flood into my face as she patronizingly shakes her head at me.

      “Ms. Ames, I’m sorry, but we can’t charge a card that’s been declined.”

      It’s the fourth time she’s said it, and it’s been getting less and less apologetic in tone with every run-through.

      “It’s my fiancé’s credit card.”

      You know, technically.

      “That may be, Ms. Ames, but the card has been reported stolen.”

      That fucker.

      I feel humiliated, standing there in the same freaking cocktail dress I wore the the night before - the one I slept in - holding my shoes like some sort of walk of shame tragedy. There’s a line forming behind me, and I can feel the eyes of the people waiting to check-in glaring at the back of my head.

      The concierge sitting awkwardly between the manager and I at the front desk console swallows thickly and smiles weakly at me. “Ms. Ames, if you have another card, we could-”

      “Goddamnit, I don’t have another-!”

      I clamp my mouth shut mid-shout, feeling my face turn absolutely crimson.

      “I don’t have another card,” I say, quietly this time.

      My phone buzzes in my clutch, and I shoot another evil look at the manager before I yank it out and feel my blood pressure go through the damn roof when I see who’s calling.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me, you fucking-”

      “Now now, Natalie, let’s be adults here.” Vince’s voice on the other end of the line has my lips tightening to thin white lines across my mouth, my hand clenching in a fist tight enough to hurt at my side.

      “Vince,” I say sharply, taking a deep breath. I’m not ‘thinking of the good times’ or ‘holding onto what we had’ or anything other bullshit line I’m sure he’s about to feed me. Because all I can see is her. All I can see is my own pride being swept way - and me allowing it to happen.

      “They’re not going to let me stay here if you report my credit card as stolen.”

      He chuckles, and I swear to God I almost throw the phone through the etched glass doors of the hotel.

      “Well, Natalie, it’s my credit card, to be fair-”

      “Which is mine to use-”

      “For expensive hotel rooms and bar tabs after embarrassing me at the gala?”

      My head’s spinning.

      I embarrassed him - this is literally how he’s looking at the situation.

      “Vince-”

      “Here’s how this is going to work, Natalie,” he says abruptly, cutting me off. “I’ll pay for your silly night on the town, okay? I’ll cover the bill for last night, if…”

      I grind my teeth together. “If what.”

      “If you just come home, and we can put this silly thing behind us.”

      This time, I do make the scene I never wanted to make, when the entire lobby gasps in shock as I scream. I wind my arm back, every intention of putting my smartphone violently through the plate glass door of the hotel entryway, when suddenly there’s a hand on my wrist, stopping me.

      “What if we didn’t do that, princess.”

      I jerk my head around at the sudden grip on my arm and the familiar voice in my ear.

      Austin.

      I blush bright red as I realize the man I never actually expected to see again - the man who got the full brunt of my drunk recklessness and shattering of inhibitions - is standing right in front of me. It’s like that moment when you say goodnight to a friend after dinner, only to realize you’re both parked in the same lot.

      Only, you know, roughly ten-thousand times more embarrassing, given the context of our last exchange.

      “Um, hi.”

      Um, hi?

      I cringe inside as the words fall from my lips before I can stop them. So much for years of training in polite conversation and etiquette.

      “Ms. Ames?”

      The harping voice of the hotel manager tears my attention away from the gorgeous man still standing in front of me, still holding my wrist in his hand.

      “Ms. Ames, the card has been reported stolen, and I’m afraid I need to-”

      “You know what, why don’t you just put it on mine. I’m checking out anyways.”

      I whirl back to Austin, narrowing my eyes suspiciously at him. “Hang on, no one asked you to do that.”

      He smiles quickly at me before looking back at the concierge over my shoulder. “The last name is-”

      “Oh, of course Mr. Taylor, right away sir,” the guy at the computer says quickly, tapping away at his keyboard.

      How the hell does everyone know this guy?

      I peer at him, furrowing my brow and suddenly trying to figure out if I know him from the movies or something.

      “Mr. Taylor, you’re all set!” The guy behind the desk is beaming at Austin with stars in his eyes. And I’m about to demand an answer as to what the hell is going on, and where the hell he gets off playing Superman like this, when he immediately takes my arm again and starts to pull me right out the door of the hotel.

      “Okay, stop.” Outside at the valet stand, I finally yank my arm out of his grasp, taking a step back and crossing my arms over my chest. “What the hell was that in there?”

      He scowls. “The words you’re looking for are actually ‘gee, thanks’.”

      “No one asked you to play money-bags in there and buy my damn hotel room.”

      “And a good thing they didn’t,” he says with a smirk, that thick Texan accent dripping like honey. “Cause with that fucking attitude, I’d probably have kept my damn mouth shut.”

      I glare at him as the valet brings a sleek black sports car of some kind around to the hotel door. “I don’t need your help.”

      “Says the girl holding her shoes who - unless I’m confused - was about to get herself arrested for credit card fraud?”

      “It’s my fiancé’s card, actually,” I snap. His brow shoots up, and for some reason I feel the need to follow it up. “Well, ex-fiancé, or, whatever.”

      He blinks and then shakes his head at me as he brings a hand up to push his fingers through the sexy mop of dark hair on his head.

      God, why did I feel the need to think of his hair as sexy?

      “Well, that all sounds super interesting, princess, but why don’t you hop in.”

      He nods at the black sports car idling next to him, and I give him a look.

      “Uh, pass.”

      He grins. “Got something better to do?”

      I roll my eyes. “Because I don’t even know you?”

      Austin smirks at me. “You know me well enough to shove your tongue down my throat.”

      My jaw drops. “I did no such thing!”

      Suddenly, there’s a commotion from the front doors of the hotel, and I turn to see a cluster of what look like security guards, with the hotel manager pointing wildly in my direction.

      “Yes, that’s her! The card owner called back and-”

      “Get in the car, princess.”

      I glance back at the three men in uniform stalking towards me, looking at me like I’m maybe as crazy as I look in my rumpled cocktail dress, still wet hair, and heels in my hands, before I turn back to the cocky, grinning man leaned against the side of his sports car like temptation on wheels.

      “Okay, fine.”

      I climb in and he rolls his eyes as he ducks around to the driver’s side and slips behind the wheel. I gasp as the car screeches away from the hotel, tires squealing as I clutch at the arm rest and try and get my seatbelt on.

      “Where are we going?”

      Austin grins and raises a brow at me. “You like ice-cream?”

      “Huh?” I scowl at him, feeling my pulse racing almost as fast as the car at the very experience of letting go like this - of literally letting myself get driven away by a strange and gorgeous man from the scene of a crime.

      “Great, I know a good spot.”

      “Hang on, where-” I gasp as he yanks the car around the next corner and takes us roaring towards the freeway.
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      This is a weird fucking morning.

      I leave tire marks as I peel the Aston Martin Vanquish out of the hotel turnaround, grinning as she shrieks and clutches at the door-handle before scrambling for her seatbelt. I’ve always been a muscle car guy from when I was growing up, but you try getting a check for forty million bucks and not spending it on the most ludicrous, most cutting edge sports car you can find.

      But like I said, it’s been a weird fucking morning. I spent half the night before camped out in my hotel room - the room I got when it was clear I was in no shape to drive home - mulling over the cluster-fuck of media attention, of prying eyes, and of Derek’s new rules that have become my life here in the spotlight. Half the night plowing through half a bottle of whiskey wishing I was as invisible as I’d been before becoming the fucking darling of the media zoo.

      Well, no, scratch that. I hadn’t wished to be invisible, just maybe slightly less visible than I was now. College-level visible would be nice right now.

      Half the night buried in the minibar of my room, thinking of how hard I’ve worked to get to where I am, and knowing damn well how fucking stupid it would be to throw that away for a hummer from the junior commissioner’s daughter and a pending DUI.

      Derek’s idea is fucking ludicrous, but it honestly might save my ass. Also my career’s ass, and my bank account’s ass.

      Except Derek’s idea involves a portfolio full of…what, ‘professional fake wives?’ Jesus Christ, that’s a hard no. Going through a damn resume and picking some girl based off what I can’t even imagine are criteria for a job like fake wife sounds depressing as shit. It’s medieval is what it is.

      Yeah, I’m willing to humor the idea of Derek’s plan, but I’m doing it my way. And my way does not involve resumes and headshots and fucking references.

      Oh, and the other half the night? I smirk to myself. Well shit, the other half the night I’d spent thinking about the crazy girl in the little black dress who’d rocked my damn world with that kiss. I’d been up ‘til fucking dawn thinking of those honeyed lips tasting vaguely of gin and the promise of something wild. Those big blue eyes - the ones that looked right through me and didn’t seem to give a fuck who I was, or what news headlines I’d commanded that day.

      Okay, in fairness, it was more her somehow having no fucking idea who I was than the ridiculous notion of “looking through who I was”, but who’s counting.

      Like I said, it’s been a weird fucking morning.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Ice cream?”

      I shrug at the disheveled girl in the passenger seat - disheveled, I might add, in the most alluring way freaking possible.

      “Yeah, ice cream. It’s this frozen dairy thing you eat out of a-”

      “Yeah, no, I know what ice cream is.”

      I grin at her. “Well good, we’re on the same page.”

      She gives me a look, arching a brow at me.

      “What’s wrong with ice cream?”

      “Nothing, it’s just-”

      “Awesome? It’s just awesome?”

      “It’s ten in the morning.”

      I shrug. “We could go get a beer instead.”

      Natalie’s face scrunches up as she grimaces. “Ugh, hard pass.”

      “Ice cream it is, then.”

      She rolls her eyes and turns to look out the side window, and I shake my head again at the idea that she doesn’t even know who I am. I was willing to chalk it up to her being drunk, or me being out of place in that bar last night, but as the morning played out to this very moment, it’s becoming more and more obvious that I was right the first time.

      She legitimately has no idea who I am, and shit is that refreshing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We drive in silence before I pull up to the road side ice cream spot out by the beach. Natalie gives me a strange look, but still doesn’t say anything when I pull on a baseball hat and big sunglasses before stepping from the car.

      I grab a cone - her, a cup - and head over to this little picnic table way off to the side away from everyone. For the fourth time that morning, I catch myself staring at her. Damn is she gorgeous. She’s got this broken Cinderella look going on, and not just because of the party dress, half-wet hair, and those heels she’s still carrying around instead of wearing. She’s got class, and poise, however hungover she is, that much is obvious. This girl comes from somewhere and something important.

      “You need someone who fits the part…someone classy, someone with poise.”

      Derek’s words from our ridiculous conversation rattle through my mind as I watch Natalie eating her ice cream with a plastic spoon, licking at it daintily - furtively. It’s almost hot, in this weird sexy way, but also fucking hilarious to watch.

      “You’ve done this before, right?”

      She frowns. “What, eat ice cream? Yeah, of course.”

      “You sure about that?”

      She stops, licking strawberry from her pink lips before narrowing her eyes at me.

      “Look, why do you keep stepping in?”

      I snort. “Hey, eat it however your little heart desires, princess.”

      “No, I mean, why do you keep stepping in and trying to save me?”

      I frown at the word “keep”, like this is some routine thing I’m doing to the point of annoying her.

      “Well, last night I was watching a douche get handsy with a cute, drunk looking girl at a bar.”

      She blushes.

      “And today, because why not. You looked like you were getting shafted, so I ‘stepped in.’”

      She raises a brow at me, like she’s trying to figure me out. “You paid twelve-hundred dollars for my hotel room.”

      “I did.”

      She frowns. “What are you, a finance guy or something? Investor?”

      I laugh and shake my head, turning to look out at the Pacific crashing down on the beach before glancing down at my inked arms. “Do I look like a finance guy?”

      “Are you in the movies or something?”

      I laugh again, taking a big lick of my mint chocolate chip and chuckling.

      This is amazing.

      Somehow, I’ve found the one and only hot girl in LA who has zero interest in sports, or the guys who play them. Somehow, I’ve found a girl who looks this good, and isn’t running some creepy game of trying to get a sport-star millionaire to knock her up.

      I haven’t talked to someone in years who didn’t know who I was, or wasn’t trying to get something from me because of it, and it’s refreshing.

      I ignore her sleuthing. “So, you want to tell me what this morning was?”

      “None of your business?” She tosses back easily.

      “Oh I think its worth about twelve-hundred bucks, actually.”

      She grins, rolling her eyes. “Fine.” She takes a deep breath and blows the air out messily through her soft lips. “My shitbag of a fiancé cheated on me, I left, and then he cut off my only credit card. How about that?”

      Well, damn.

      “Yeah, no, that wins.”

      Natalie makes a face. “Great, what do I win?”

      “A twelve-hundred dollar hotel room and a cup of strawberry ice cream.”

      She burst out laughing, and I grin at the change it has on her face. She’s glowing instead of glum, and those piercing blue eyes shine as the laughter trickles from her lips.

      This is fun. Of course, she’s gorgeous, which certainly doesn’t hurt, but there’s something about this girl that makes me let go a little - something that makes me drop my usual guard. And any other girl in this situation would look like the walking definition of a walk of shame. Except somehow, she looks totally classy and utterly at ease sitting on the boardwalk eating ice cream in her cocktail dress from the night before.

      Barefoot, hair messed up, and smudged eyeliner, and this girl somehow looks downright fucking elegant.

      Elegant, classy, cultured.

      I cough, clearing my head as I stare at her, trying to push Derek’s voice out of my head. “So, what are you going to do now?”

      The smile drops from her perfect lips, and the glow that was at least momentarily there starts to fade.

      Nice move, ass.

      Natalie shrugs. “Truthfully? I’ve got no idea.” She snorts. “I’m flat broke and out a fiancé, so back to the drawing board I guess.”

      I frown. “Don’t you have a job or something?”

      “No.”

      I arch a brow. “And how’d you manage that?”

      She rolls her eyes. “By being from the world I come from.”

      I laugh. “And what world is that?”

      “Snooty, rich, and closed-off?”

      You need someone wholesome, someone cultured - someone unknown and outside the public spotlight.

      Technically it’s Derek’s idea from last night. But the idea that hits me like a damn lighting-bolt right there on the boardwalk is doing it my way.

      Because right there, like a perfect pass, a hole in the defense, or a play you can read a mile away, the solution to it all presents itself. She needs money, and I need someone like her. No, scratch that. Not someone like her, someone fucking exactly like her.

      She’s still talking, saying something about her mother, but I’m not really following as the dots start to connect in front of my eyes.

      You can’t ACTUALLY proposition someone like this.

      Can you?

      I grin, thinking of all the crude, dirty, and straight inappropriate shit I’ve said to girls over the years.

      By that scale, asking one to fake marry me for money really is pretty tame in comparison.

      Natalie shrugs in front of me, dropping her spoon into the paper cup on the picnic table in front of her. “Anyways, for now I guess I’ll go stay at a friend’s-”

      “So, I might have a job for you.”

      She blinks as I cut her off, frowning at me. “What?”

      This is a terrible idea…this is a truly stupid idea.

      I don’t know this girl at all, aside from thirty whole minutes of conversation and knowing how her tongue tastes against my lips. I don’t know a damn thing about her, or her family, or really even if she’s some sort of ax murderer.

      The smart thing to do here would be to walk the fuck away. The smart play here would be to drive her to this friend’s house, send her on her way, and then go play Derek’s public image game.

      Except, I don’t do, or say, any of those things.

      Instead, I lean across the table, level my gaze at her, and say literally the last thing I’d ever in a million years have imagined myself saying to a girl.

      “How’d you like to get married?”
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      I stare at the man across the table from me, for a moment putting aside how attractive he is, or how grateful I am for him rescuing me from the hotel, and realizing that I actually know nothing about him.

      Who the hell is this guy?

      He’s a crazy person, right? He’s some rich psychopath with a warehouse somewhere where he uses power tools on unsuspecting women making horrible choices during emotionally unstable times – women that get in cars with strangers.

      And for that moment, I’m pushing aside how dreamy those eyes are, or how primally biologically attractive that jawline is, or the tight muscles of his chest through his t-shirt. My eyes dart behind him, measuring how far it is to the ice cream stand window, and wondering if I could make it there barefoot before he caught me.

      “I- uh.” I smile innocently at the gorgeous psychopath sitting across from. “I should go.”

      He grins. “Hang on, let me explain.”

      Exactly what a psychopath who wants to murder me in his garage would say.

      My eyes dart again to the ice cream attendant about thirty feet behind him, and I’m literally about to make a break for it when he rolls his eyes.

      “Relax, I mean fake married.”

      I freeze, turning my eyes back to him and raising a brow questioningly. “What?”

      “Fake married, like an arrangement.” He shrugs. “Look, you need money, I need a fake wife. I think we can help each other out here.”

      I frown. “Why do you need-”

      “It’s a long story,” he shrugs and waves his hand. “We’ll get to that.”

      I stare at him, peering at him and trying to figure out if I’m on hidden camera, or if this is some bizarre joke I’m just not getting.

      “So, what do you think?”

      He can’t be serious.

      No way. This is insane. This is even more insane than me kissing him last night, or more insane than getting into his freaking car an hour ago when I don’t even know him.

      I take a deep breath and shake my head. “You know what, this is getting weird.” I stand. “Look, thank you for the ice cream, and for everything back at the hotel, but I need to get out of-”

      “Five-hundred thousand dollars.”

      My head jerks back to him. “What?”

      Austin looks at me evenly. “I’ll give you five-hundred thousand dollars if you fake marry me. Six-month contract, tops, and then we can go our separate ways.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Am I on camera or something?”

      He grins. “If you’re into that.”

      I roll my eyes and grab my clutch from the table. “I’m leaving.”

      “And I’m totally serious you know.” There’s something real in his voice that stops me, and I half-turn back to him.

      “Pretend to marry me, stay in my place, go out in public with me. Six months, and the money’s yours.” He shrugs. “And in the meantime, it’s a place to stay and all your expenses covered.”

      My brow furrows. “Look I’m not a hooker you know.”

      Austin laughs. “Yeah, I sort of picked up on that.”

      “And yet…”

      He snorts. “Look, princess, I don’t exactly have to pay for that. And besides, that’s not what I’m saying. Nothing sexual implied.” He grins wickedly at me in a way that has my pulse skipping a beat. “I mean, of course if you want that, I’m not gonna say no-”

      “I don’t,” I say sharply, and he winks.

      “You seriously want me to fake marry you.”

      “I seriously want you to fake marry me. You’ll live in my house, do public events and media shit.” He grins. “You’ll probably have to at least hold my hand, you know.”

      “I think I’d manage.” I raise a brow at him. “Look, don’t let this go to your head, but I have a hard time seeing why a guy like you would do this. I mean you’ve obviously got money, and it’s not like you’re unattractive.”

      “So you’re saying I’m attractive?”

      I roll my eyes. “I did just say don’t let it go to your head, didn’t I?”

      He grins that easy, cool smile at me. “My image,” he shrugs again, “my image needs a makeover.”

      “Why me?”

      “You seem classy.”

      This time, I laugh. “You don’t even know me.”

      “I know women, believe me. And you’re one of the classy ones.” He winks at me. “Plus you seem a little prudish.”

      I bristle, frowning at him. “Excuse me?”

      “No-no, that’s a good thing.” He pushes his fingers through his mop of hair, his brows knitting as if thinking through something. “Yeah, no, I think a little frigid might be good for this situation.”

      My jaw clenches, my hands go to tight fists at my sides, and the heat rises in my face. “Watch it.”

      He puts his hands up. “Hey, okay, nothing meant by that. I just mean you being professional about this and not being all over me could probably make this work better.” He smirks. “As long as we stay away from hotel bars and elevators I guess.”

      “That was…” I purse my lips together. “Believe me, that will not be happening again.”

      He grins.

      I look down at the rest of my melting ice cream turning into a pink puddle in the little paper cup. “So you want to marry me-”

      “Fake marry.”

      “Okay, fake marry me, because I ‘seem classy’ to you? After meeting me once, and drunk, in a bar?”

      “Yup.”

      “You realize how insane that sounds, right?”

      “Are you saying you’re not classy?”

      I roll my eyes. “I meant what makes you think I’m classy.”

      “Ever fucked a famous person just because they’re famous?”

      I wrinkle my brow. “Are you famous?”

      Austin grins wickedly at me. “Interested?”

      I feel my cheeks go red as I quickly frown and shake my head. “Eww, no. And certainly not.”

      “Well, there’s one.”

      “One what?”

      “Reason I think you’ve probably got some class.” His eyes drop to the front of my dress, and I can feel a warm tingle run up my back as he nods openly at my chest.

      “Those real?”

      My face burns hot as I quickly cross my arms over my breasts and scowl at him. “Of course they are.”

      Austin chuckles and shrugs again. “Well, there’s two.”

      I shake my head, turning to glare out over the Pacific.

      You’re not actually considering this, are you?

      Except, I am. And there’s no empty stomach and three drinks this time to blame my irrational behavior on. There’s no late-night bar, and handsome and mysterious strangers this time.

      This time, I just might actually be crazy.

      “This is insane.” I say it softly, almost to myself, as if saying it out loud is a way of trying to rationalize this thing.

      “Life is insane, princess. This’ll help us both.”

      He brings his hand up and runs it through his hair again. “Look, seriously. Nothing implied. Like I said, I don’t pay for that. Just play the part, be the good little wife and smile for the cameras, and you walk away with half a mil in six months. Plus spending money while you’re doing it.”

      I frown. “What, like an allowance?”

      “Sure.”

      I can feel my brow furrowing as I turn away from Austin for a second to look out at the ocean. God, is this the only way? A rich guy’s trophy wife? Look pretty, smile for the public - there’s even an allowance. I groan at the idea of willingly becoming everything my mother always wanted me to become, no matter how hard I’ve tried otherwise.

      But I need money. And on the upside, Austin does seem leagues above Vince, and this isn’t even a real marriage. It’s a job, that’s it. I take a deep breath, letting the air tease over my lips. It’s a means to an end, that’s all.

      I turn back and level my eyes at Austin. “Okay, the hell with it.”

      He raises a brow. “Is that an ‘I do?’”

      “Don’t get cute.”

      He winks and I resist the urge to blush. “Okay, so how do we do this?”

      Austin shrugs. “It’s not like I’ve done this before, you know.” He grins. “I guess at some point I call my lawyers, but for now-” He holds a finger up as he jogs over to the ice cream stand window and comes back with a pen. He yanks a napkin out of the holder leans over the picnic table.

      “Here.” He grins as he holds up the napkin with “I swear to be married for six months for $500k” scrawled across it, along with what I guess is his signature beneath it.

      I make a face. “This isn’t real, you know.”

      “Humor me.”

      I pause, letting the last lingering doubts percolate in my head - letting the last little shreds of my sanity wonder what the actual hell I’m doing saying yes to this.

      But it’s a ton of money. It’s money that assures I don’t have to try and beg off my mother and all the drama that comes with that. It’s not going back to Vince Capra money.

      Besides, it’s not real.

      I’m grabbing the napkin and the pen, and scrawling my name next to his as the words whisper through my head like a mantra.

      It’s not real.

      I look up at my new fake husband, forcing the heat from my face as the realization that the man I kissed like a crazy person in the elevator last night is now technically my employer.

      “So, what happens now?”

      He flashes that wildly charming cowboy smile at me as he leans back on the bench and shrugs before lacing his hands behind his head. “Hell if I know. This is my first marriage, you know.”

      I grin.

      “But I guess we should celebrate or something.”

      I smile as I look down at the cup of melted ice-cream on the table between us. “I don’t know, think you can top ice cream on the beach?”

      “I think I can manage.” He winks. “You like casinos?”

      “Uh…”

      I raise a brow at the man across the table - the stranger with the expensive car, the chiseled, tattooed body, and the cowboy smile that keeps making me warm in places it shouldn’t.

      The stranger who’s now my official fake husband.

      “Ever been to Vegas?”
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      I just got fake married.

      At an ice cream shop.

      Oh, right, and now I’m in a car speeding through the desert to Las Vegas, with a man I don’t even really know.

      Who’s my fake husband.

      Natalie Ames, you have officially lost your damn mind.

      The argument could be made that I lost my mind a long time ago, when I let myself fall into the same trap my mother, and her mother, and her mother before fell into - even thought I’d always swore I never would. But it’s like that fate was as inevitable as there being a city made of neon at the end of this dark desert road. I lost my mind when I gave up and gave in, and said yes to a man like Vince, knowing full well what that meant.

      So, saying it again - however contrived, however phony, and however for financial reasons - to Austin should feel like giving up all over again. It should feel like I’m going down the same damn road - being the same damn piece of wall art, or arm candy.

      Except…

      I turn, peering at the bizarre and criminally attractive man behind the wheel in the low glow of the late afternoon sun. Except I might not know a thing about Austin, but I can already tell he’s nothing like Vince. Rich, and maybe the touch of arrogance that comes with that, but not scummy. Not disconnected.

      Who knows, I think to myself, turning to look out over the copper sand of the Nevada desert. Maybe a fake marriage is exactly what you needed, Natalie Ames.

      Maybe.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The valet is all over Austin as soon as we pull up in front of the Bellagio - grinning from ear to ear, firmly shaking his hand, and just like the guy from the bar, telling him he “can’t wait for this year.”

      Whatever the hell that means.

      Austin just grins and thanks him, giving him a high five as he poses for a freaking selfie with the guy before he slips on a pair of shades and walks over to where I’m standing utterly confused by the lobby door.

      “Are you going to tell me who you are?”

      He smirks. “I’m your husband.”

      I give him a look. “Fake husband, but seriously, why does everyone know you?”

      “You don’t.”

      “Okay, everyone else in the world besides me, apparently. You’re like, famous or something, right?”

      Austin grins behind those ridiculous movie-star shades. “Maybe I’m just a really likable guy.”

      “So likable that random strangers want to take an Instagram picture with you?”

      “Stranger things have happened, princess.”

      Yeah, like me agreeing to marry a stranger for half a million dollars.

      Inside, the woman at the front desk greets us warmly, of course addressing Austin by name and blushing when he grins back at her.

      “Just checking in, Sarah,” he says in that smooth Texas twang, adding in just a touch more charm to it than I’ve heard before.

      I frown.

      “King-sized suite, please.”

      “Extra bedroom,” I add in quickly, arching my brow at him.

      “Aww, now honey, what about that magic?”

      Sarah blushes and looks down as I smile sweetly at Austin.

      “Not going to happen,” I mutter quietly.

      He grins. “You don’t want to seal the deal?” He slides closer to me and puts his arm across my shoulders. “You don’t want to consummate our marriage, dear?”

      Sarah’s head jerks up so fast her glasses almost fall off her face. “Oh my God! You got married?” She squeals, shaking her fists in the air and beaming at Austin like this is the greatest thing that’s ever happened to anyone, ever.

      “You’re so lucky,” she whispers conspiratorially at me, biting her lip and beaming at the two of us.

      “Yeah, definitely,” I say with zero emotion, arching my brow and glancing around the room.

      What the HELL is going on.

      Austin turns back to me, wagging his eyebrows. “So…king bed?”

      I’m about to open my mouth and tell him where he can shove his king-sized bed when he draws me in as if he’s kissing my cheek. I shiver before I can stop myself, feeling the heat bloom through me as I feel his lips brush against my ear.

      “Appearances, dear,” he growls in my ear, and it’s like a live wire right to my core. I blush at the feeling of forbidden heat that creeps traitorously through my body. He steps away and winks at me before turning back to Sarah.

      “We’ll take the spare room; might have some guests later in the weekend. Oh, and Sarah?”

      She looks up with this eager look on her face that has me rolling my eyes.

      “You guys still have that in-house personal stylist, right?”

      Sarah beams. “Of course, Mr. Taylor. Will you be needing the same style suit as last time?”

      “That and something for my wife.” He grins. “What do you have in white?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We skip every single line at every single club and bar on the Vegas strip. Bouncers greet Austin by name, girls in line freak the hell out and snap pictures of him while shooting dagger looks my way.

      “You sure you’re not in some movie I haven’t seen?” He laughs and I arch a brow at him. “Seriously, what did I get myself in-”

      “Hey, princess.” He pulls me close and kisses my check as the crowd outside the club goes bonkers and shrieks his name.

      “You’re getting paid to hang out with me at a place like this.” He shrugs. “Try and have a little fun.”

      He nods at the bouncer and pulls me into the thumping, pounding swirling crowd of the club.

      “And smile,” he yells into my ear over the pulsing roar of the house music. “We just got married, remember?”

      I don’t even have time to roll my eyes, or give a second thought as to what madness I’ve managed to willingly get myself into, before he drags me into the throbbing mass of the crowd.

      My nights out have historically involved catered dinner parties and high brow conversations, not pulsing club music and swirling masses of sweating, undulating dancers. And I want to say this isn’t my scene, or that I’m only at a place like this because I’m being paid to be here. Except, that’s not entirely accurate.

      Because as much as I want to say this is beneath me, or stupid, or whatever, the truth of it is I haven’t stopped grinning since he took my hand and pulled me in here.

      I have officially left the old Natalie Ames behind, and whoever this new version of me is, I have to admit…

      I kind of like her.
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* * *

      “Cheers.”

      Austin grins as he sets the bottle of champagne back into the ice and raises his glass towards the one he’s just poured me. We can hear each other better here, in the private room up on the second level overlooking the rest of the club.

      “You’re being pretty quiet.”

      “Well you’re being really mysterious,” I say quickly, taking a gulp of champagne.

      “Isn’t that what makes a marriage last?”

      I snort. “I think honesty makes a marriage last, or, at least that’s what they say.”

      Austin grins and sits back in the book, his eyes dancing over me. “Well, in that case, I can honestly say you look fuckin’ hot tonight.”

      “Not gonna happen,” I say, taking another gulp of bubbly to hide the grin and the blush that creeps over my face.

      He laughs. “I think I’m allowed to compliment my wife.”

      “Only if you behave.”

      “So is me telling you that your ass in that dress makes my cock hard as a rock behaving?”

      I swallow the mouthful of champagne quickly, choking suddenly on the rush of bubbles caught in my throat as my eyes dart to his. The grin on that handsome jaw says he’s messing with me - trying to get a rise out of me, or to test me to see where my boundaries are.

      But the way his eyes are burning right into me says that his words are anything but a joke.

      I shiver, coughing again as the heat pools between my legs. I’m remembering that kiss in the elevator, the feel of his hands on my face and my hips, the feel of his lips against mine. I’m imagining my dirty thoughts from the shower, and I quickly pull my eyes away from him.

      “Um, no,” I say quickly, clearing my throat folding my hands primly in my lap. “No, it’s not.”

      There’s a war inside of me. On one side is the proper girl - the girl trained to be polite, to fit into a certain level of society. I know I should be incensed by the crudeness of his words, the lewd way he’s trying to get a rise out of me. I should be turned off by every single facet of this man.

      Except I’m not turned off in the slightest. In fact, it’s that crude, dirty edge to him that maybe has me feeling the exact opposite of turned off. Because the other side of that war inside is caught up in this wildness, the recklessness, and the insanity of everything that’s happened over the last twenty-four hours. The other side of me is screaming for release from the stuffy, and the planned, and the boring, side-lined existence of being partnered with someone like Vince Capra.

      And release and freedom might just be coming from the cocky Texas cowboy smirking at me through the dim light of a Vegas dance club.

      “Alright, c’mon wife. Let’s go dance.”

      I bite my lip. “I’m not really a club person.”

      Austin grabs the champagne out of the ice and fills up the half-empty glass in front of me before sliding it my way. He winks as he fills his to the brim as well. “Well, down the hatch, then.” He tilts the flute back, emptying the entire glass down his throat before he sets it back on the table and grins at me, like he’s daring me.

      Screw it.

      I knock the glass back, draining the champagne down my throat and resisting the urge to cough as I empty the whole thing.

      Austin is nodding at me, grinning widely as I set the flute back down. “Well, shit. My wife, ladies and gentlemen.”

      He starts to fill my glass again when I shake my head, still trying not to cough as I wave my hands over it. “Whoa! Whoa there, buster.” I choke out, narrowing my eyes at him.

      “Just trying to loosen you up, princess.”

      My brow shoots up and he rolls his eyes. “To dance, Jesus. I’m not a scumbag, you know.”

      “I don’t know you at all, actually.”

      He jumps up from his seat and sticks his hand down towards me. “Well let’s get to know each other.”

      I eye his hand, chewing on my lip before I move my gaze up to those deep, hazel pools of his eyes.

      “You want to get to know me after you fake marry me, huh?”

      “More than anything.”

      And just like that, as I reach for the glass of bubbly and take another huge swig of it, the battle inside of me is over in the blink of an eye.

      And the new Natalie - the new me who goes to Las Vegas clubs and drinks champagne in private rooms, and who has marriages of convenience with strange, wealthy, and ridiculously attractive men - stands and takes her new “husband’s” hand.

      “Alright, mystery man. Let’s get to know each other.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      And that’s when I willingly, readily, and eagerly lose myself. It’s taking his hand and letting him pull me into the mass of swirling, dancing bodies as the music pounds around us. Because twenty-four hours after meeting this man – twenty-four hours after kissing him like a crazy person – I’m now in the middle of a Las Vegas club, feeling his body pressed against mine as we pulse and sway to the music.

      Twenty-four hours later, I’m leaving the good, the groomed, and the proper girl named Natalie Ames behind - leaving her standing by the wall like some piece of pretty art, or a conversation piece.

      Because this Natalie Ames just let go. This version of me is letting the thundering bass move through her like a live current, and undulating her hips against the tall dark and handsome with the body carved out of iron behind her.

      This version of me is running her fingers through her hair as she tosses her head back against his broad, chiseled chest. This me is biting her lip and moving in time with his hands on my hips, his breath against my neck, and his lips against my ears.

      And there’s still one lingering part of me that knows how crazy this is - one final part of me that knows I shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t be dancing with this stranger like this, and letting his hands slide over my body.

      But it feels too damn good.

      All of it does - the letting go, the freedom, the craziness and the music and the champagne pounding through my veins like fire. And of course, him. Him being my new fake husband, my wild-card draw, and my leap of faith.

      His lips slide across my neck as the music moves us like lovers, his hands entwining in mine.

      And I’m free.

      I’m wild.

      I’m hauling him to the bar, laughing when his brow shoots up at the shots I line up across the bar. And I’m laughing, and spinning, and falling into him at the feel of his mouth and his tongue tasting the salt and the lime from my skin. I’m feeling the charge of something raw and something wicked as I taste tequila on his lips.

      This is life. This is living.

      And for the first time since I can really ever remember, I just let go.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      The first thing I’m aware of is the blinding pain lancing through my head.

      I wince, blinking and feeling even worse when I do. I haltingly bring my hands up in font of my face, pawing at the light in some vain attempt at shutting it out, even if I’ve got at least a vague sense of it being sunlight.

      Will someone turn that damn sun off?

      I blink again, this time feeling the rolling wave of nausea oozing through me. I groan, feeling my tongue rasp like sandpaper across my parched mouth, feeling my lips brush together like crepe paper. I roll on to my side, the pulse in my head like a hammer blow again and again.

      Gotta turn that sun off.

      I’m aware of the nonsensical phrasing of the thought in my head, but it’s the one thing I can think of that might help in that horrible nightmare of champagne and tequila hangover.

      My lips part in silent agony, wishing for water that isn’t there as I slowly push the sheets from my body and move to-

      Oh God.

      And that’s when I’m aware of the second thing.

      I’m completely naked.

      More than that, I’m completely naked, in a bed, next to Austin.

      I freeze, the roaring pain in my head almost forgotten as I cringe and turn towards him. I wince as I slowly lift the sheet from his sleeping body and peek under-

      Oh, yep, yeah, he’s definitely naked too.

      I flush red, feeling the panic shooting through me like an electric current.

      Oh my God, what did I DO last night?

      I can’t breathe.

      There’s the feeling of weight pressing down on my chest, and I’m trying to suck in air as I bring my hands to my face to try and fan myself when-

      Oh. My. God.

      Because that’s when realization number three hits me, like a slap in the face. Or rather, like the glare from the gigantic rock sitting on a gleaming, gaudy ring on my finger.

      And very quickly, I am wide awake.

      I sit bolt upright in bed, staring at the diamond ring on my finger and trying to grasp for answers in the blank memory of my night.

      Holy shit.

      It comes back in vague flashes - a chapel, a bottle of tequila, a limo ride I think, with more tequila.

      Good fucking God, what did I do last night?

      My eyes slowly move from the ring on my hand to the carnage of the hotel room around us - the empty bottles of champagne leaking the last of their contents across a chair in the corner, both of our clothes strewn across the floor.

      I need to get out of here.

      I wince when the pain comes rushing back as I slide my leg out of the bed and stumble for the robe hanging off the back of the duvet by the window. I swallow thickly, tasting tequila and forcing myself not to vomit as I lurch on my feet and clutch at the side table next to me for support.

      I look down, and it’s then that the last of my grasp on keeping calm drops out the damn window.

      Please no.

      I want it not to be real. I want the very vague fracture of memory to be a nightmare, and I want the piece of paper sitting on the table to be a figment of my imagination.

      But the very real, very legal looking, very official looking document sitting there with both our names signed across the bottom says this is anything but a dream.

      In fact, it says one Austin Taylor and one Natalie Ames are legally married in the state of Nevada.

      The marriage license falls from my hands as my head swirls and my feet move on autopilot. I’m grabbing my dress from the night before from the floor, along with one of my shoes, and stumbling for the door.

      I clutch the bathrobe around myself as I yank the door to the room open.

      I have to get out of here, I have to go home, I have to-

      My eyes land on the complimentary morning paper, sitting there outside the hotel room door. And right there on the front page of the Los Angeles Daily Times is a picture of the man I just woke up naked next to.

      The entire world goes still as I pick it up, my eyes flitting over the “NFL’s Hottest Bachelor Wed?” headline to the byline beneath it: “Wild man party-boy Austin Taylor rumored to be on vacation with mystery new bride - who says you can’t tie them down!”

      It clicks right then, because very suddenly, I know exactly how I know the cocky Texan with the body made for sin.

      The guy on the news from time-to-time.

      The guy who was with that girl who was too young or something.

      The guy who crashed his car into a coffee shop.

      …The guy who’s naked and asleep in the bed I just crawled out of.

      The paper drops from my hands, and my eyes suddenly drop in slow motion to the giant, flashing rock on my finger.

      Oh, God.

      Because this may have been fake yesterday, but I think I just actually married the biggest and most infamous man-whore in professional football.

      I’m so screwed.
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        Austin

      

    
    
      Jesus fucking Christ.

      My head feels like I just got sacked by the biggest linebacker in the NFL, without wearing a damn helmet. I groan, rolling onto my side in the bed and clenching my jaw at the rolling waves of bile and nausea that boil up inside.

      Holy fuck, mistakes were made.

      Mistakes like that fourth bottle of Dom, or the who-the-fuck-knows how many shots of tequila strewn between them. I’ve also got a vague memory of smoking a joint somewhere - in a limousine I think - and judging from the acrid taste in my mouth, that’s probably not that far off from the truth.

      I was in a damn limo last night?

      The memory is extremely vague, which makes sense given what parts of the night I can actually remember. I grimace again at the thought of what I consumed last night, feeling my stomach turn at the mere thought of the word “tequila.”

      I remember her kissing me.

      Shit. That I damn well remember. I remember her lips on mine, her arms wrapped around my neck, and my hands on her body. There are flashes of laugher, and that smile, and the flick of fire in her eyes.

      In the limo? I’m frowning, trying to think past the kiss to the surrounding and see if I can grab at more of my night.

      Yeah, we kissed in the limo alright - that much is coming back to me. The limo and the private booth of that fourth club we went to. And then the limo again, followed by the hotel lobby, and the elevator, and I feel like I remember something about the suite’s couch, followed by-

      Aww, shit.

      And it’s then that I realize I’m buck naked in the bed.

      I sit bolt upright, my hands clutching at my pounding head as I glance across the destruction of the bedroom - at the knocked-over lamp, the empty bottles of champagne-

      …Her panties laying on the floor next to the bed, and right next to them, like a final damning piece of evidence is a ripped-open box of condoms.

      Oh holy fucking shit.

      I got had.

      It might sound like a shitty first assumption, but it’s spelled out as clear as can be. I’ve heard this story before, from dozens of other high-profile players. I’ve seen this played out before in a hundred tabloid stories. The mysterious girl who seems too good to be true who just “happens” to fall into the rich young sports star’s lap. The coy remarks, the alluding to needing rescuing, followed by the drinks and the drugs, until you wake up with an eighteen-year financial commitment to a girl you don’t even know.

      It’s the classic gold-digger scenario, and I fucking swallowed the whole thing - hook, line, and sinker.

      And now I’m sunk.

      Goddamnit, what was I thinking? A fake marriage? To a girl I met while drunk in a hotel bar? To a girl who I can see now obviously played me like a fucking chump with that whole damsel in distress shit, and the kiss at the elevator, and that little scene she staged in the lobby the next morning?

      Yeah, she probably saw me coming a mile away. She probable heard my conversation with Derek in the bar and saw a golden fucking meal ticket.

      Where is she.

      The bed is empty, although it’s still actually warm when I place my hand on the sheets. I stagger to my feet, feeling the room spin around me as the contents of my stomach churn.

      Jesus, I might still be a little drunk.

      I grab for a pair of boxers from the floor, slipping them on as I hold onto the wall for support. I’m blinking sawdust and regret out of my eyes when I look up, and suddenly, I spy her, sitting out on the balcony.

      I frown.

      Yeah, I’m gonna set this straight right now. I’m gonna give her a piece of my damn mind… if I can even speak right now, that is.

      I stumble towards the sliding door, ready for whatever speech she’s dreamed up. Hell, I wonder if she’s “already late,” I mean, I’ve heard the horror stories.

      The sliding door slams open as I stagger out, and I’m opening my mouth to say all sorts of horrible shit to this little gold digger, when she suddenly turns.

      And she’s crying.

      Wait, what?

      “Hey, uh-”

      She whirls back away from me, wiping her eyes and sniffling, and all at once, all my bravado and my righteousness shatters away.

      “Go away,” she mutters out, wiping her eyes with the back of her hands.

      I swallow, running my hand through my hair and letting my fingers massage my aching temples. “Look, are you okay?”

      She whirls back to me suddenly, fury on her face. “You’re a real piece of shit, you know!”

      I blink at her outburst, frowning as I shake my head. “Excuse me? Says the girl that just fucking used me?”

      She barks out a humorous laugh. “I didn’t use you, you asshole! You’re the one that got me drunk, and- and-”

      “Whooooaa, hang on now.”

      I hold my hands up, shaking my head.

      “That is not how last night went down, and I think you damn well know that.”

      Her face falls as her shoulders slump. “I- I don’t know how last night happened.”

      The tension seems to drop out from between us as we both sag under the weight of our hangovers - her slumped into the chair, me easing back against the sliding door.

      “Look, I don’t think we- uh, you know.” I clear my throat. “I don’t think we fucked.”

      She wrinkles her brow, like I just fed her a lemon, and shakes her head. “Do you remember?”

      “Not really.”

      She groans, dropping her face into her hands. “Then what on earth makes you think that?”

      Blind hope? Desperate optimism?

      “Wait, hang on.”

      The thought hits me suddenly, and I’m quickly ducking back inside and stumbling for the box of condoms. I snatch it off the floor, and I’m tearing the rest of the top off as I frantically start to count the contents.

      Oh thank God…

      I let out my breath in a woosh - they’re here, all twelve of them still in the foils.

      Unless…

      I yank my boxers down and peer at my cock for a solid thirty seconds before I shake my head and turn to head back out to the balcony.

      “Look, I really don’t think we had sex.”

      She looks up, chewing on her lip and wiping the back of her hands across her eyes again. “I- I don’t know if we did either, but-”

      “Well great!” I momentarily forget my crippling hangover as I let out a whooping sound and pump my fist in the air.

      Natalie scowls. “Well don’t get too happy about it, you prick.”

      I roll my yes. “No, not that, just…you know.”

      She still doesn’t look as happy as I think she should be as she makes a face and drags her eyes back to me.

      I’m ecstatic though - the rush of realizing I’m not about to get raked over the coals on some paternity test somehow acting as the greatest hangover cure in the history of the world.

      Bam. I dodged a fucking bullet there, and as the grin spreads wide across my face, I can feel my body and my head feeling better already.

      “There’s, uh- there’s more,” she says quietly, interrupting my elation.

      I spread my arms wide, still grinning like an idiot. “Well cheer up, princess! What else matters?”

      “This.”

      And right then, as she holds her hand up to my face and as the morning sun glints like an accusation off the huge rock on her finger, the bottom drops right back out.

      And just like that, I’m right back to hangover, nightmare hell - the whole world spinning around me as I drop back against the sliding door.

      “What the fuck is that.”

      It’s a stupid question, because even a guy like me knows exactly what a ring on that finger is.

      “What do you think it is?” she mutters out, shaking her head and looking away. “Look at your hand.”

      “Why, what’s on my-”

      Oh, shit.

      A gold, gleaming band that looks suspiciously like…

      It starts to come back then - the shots, the dancing, the limo driver who’s hand I palmed a wad of cash into and promised season tickets to. I remember kissing her against the railing by the Bellagio fountains, and something about wishes, and some extremely sloppy-drunk talk about us being best friends.

      Oh holy Christ.

      “That’s not- I mean-”

      I look away from the ring on my hand, pinching the bridge of nose in my fingers and squeezing my eyes shut - like that fucking ring and what it means might disappear if I close them hard enough.

      “Real?” She spits out with a huff. “Side table, inside.”

      I open my eyes to see her nodding glumly at the table just inside, and I quickly stumble back in and grab at the piece of paper laying there.

      And that’s when the world goes still, as my eyes lock on the very real, very not-dreaming marriage license in my hand.

      “Well, shit.”

      Natalie groans from her chair behind me. “Yeah, ‘well shit’ is right, Austin - oh, or should I call you number thirty-three?”

      I cock an eyebrow, a grin halfway teasing my lips. “Oh, so you know me now?”

      “You really could have said something, you know,” she snaps.

      I grin. “I did. I offered you five hundred grand to marry me, and you said yes.”

      Her eyes narrow. “To fake marry you!”

      I glare at her. “Well, yeah, no shit. But I think that was a two person job, princess.”

      She scowls at me. “Well I’d have never in a million years said yes if I’d known who you were.”

      “Oh, please, enlighten me.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Because you’re you!” She flings a copy of the LA Times at me from the patio table, and I catch it in time to see some ridiculous opinion piece about my car crash with the junior commissioner’s daughter, along with some line calling me a “infamous philanderer.”

      “I mean is there a girl you haven’t slept with in this country?”

      I toss the paper over my shoulder and smirk. “You?”

      Natalie’s face crumbles as she drops it into her hands and shakes her head. “Oh God, I’m going to be ill,” she groans. “I can’t believe we slept naked in the same bed, I probably have something now.”

      I roll my eyes, glaring at her. “Alright, simmer down.”

      Her shoulders start to hitch, her breath coming faster and faster as she rocks herself in the chair.

      “Hey, hey!” I frown as I crouch next to her. “Stop, just breathe.”

      This whole thing has spiraled way out of control, and suddenly, I hate Derek for even suggesting this ridiculous plan. The plan was something for show. Now? Now I’m legally married to little miss princess here - apparently the only girl in the damn world who actually and actively wants nothing to do with me.

      I groan as the lancing pain in my head comes rushing back with a vengeance. I cringe and sit back on my heels, holding my head and trying to keep it together.

      Fuck, I’m married. Me - the hottest, most in-demand bachelor in pro sports.

      I need coffee.

      Well, coffee or something ten times stronger. I need aspirin, or fucking Pedialyte or something. Fuck, I need something nuclear for this hangover.

      But first thing’s first, I need coffee.

      And then we need to sort this shit out, fast.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      The coffee burns through me like a cleansing fire, and for the first time since waking up to my nightmare, I’m at least feeling semi-human.

      My head’s still swimming though, as I sit slumped in the diner booth, still feeling barely half-alive, as I take tentative sips from the mug in my hand.

      I can’t believe this is happening.

      This can’t be real - not in any rational world. There’s no real scenario where I somehow wake up to find myself actually married to the most notorious, crudest, scandal-ridden man in pro sports.

      I have to be dreaming - at least, that’s what my brain keeps trying to tell me. I’m going to wake up any minute now, and I’ll still be the unmarried Natalie Ames, not the newly married Natalie Taylor. I’ll wake up back-

      I frown; where indeed? Back with Vince? Back in my awful excuse for a life as someone’s life accessory?

      I scowl into the mug in my hands - yeah, some choice.

      But here I am, married. I got married.

      In Las Vegas.

      Austin looks about as terrible as I feel, which, though cruel sounding, does actually make me feel better. And he’s right -  I’m fairly certain nothing happened last night. Well, aside from the rock on my finger. But psychically, I don’t think we actually got to that. I can remember kissing him – Lord, do I remember that much. In multiple bars and clubs, in that damn limousine, in the lobby of the hotel-

      I cringe, suddenly wondering exactly how much of my night I’ll be reminded of in freaking tabloid papers, seeing as my new “husband” is apparently a world-famous sports star.

      Yeah, I don’t follow sports of any kind in any way, but I’m kicking myself over how I could’ve managed not to put a name, or a face, or any of it to glimpses I can now recall on the cover of grocery store tabloid magazines.

      “Okay, we can deal with this.”

      I look up to see Austin rubbing his temples and staring haggardly into his own coffee.

      “Uh, yeah, we get a divorce,” I mutter.

      “Well, hang on now.”

      I jerk my head up, narrowing my eyes at him.

      “I mean, the deal was to get married, after all.”

      My jaw drops. “For the last time, it was to get fake married,” I hiss.

      Austin shrugs, waving his hand as if what I’ve just said is inconsequential.

      “Whatever, yeah, but we were going to get fake divorced later.”

      I make a face. “Oh were we?”

      He raises a brow at me. “Uh, yeah, of course we were. This wasn’t for forever, obviously, just until I could get my image together a little bit. You’d meet someone else, leave me-”

      I bark out a laugh. “You arrogant prick.”

      “What?”

      “I leave you?” I glare at him. “Why am I the heartless bitch who does the cheating and leaving in this scenario?”

      He frowns. “Hey, I’m paying for my image, not yours.”

      We glare at each other in silence, quietly sipping coffee as we shoot daggers at one another with our eyes.

      Finally, he puts his mug down and steeples his fingers. “So we’ll wait, and get a real divorce later.”

      I swear under my breath.

      “I’ll pay for it, of course.”

      I snort. “Damn right you will.”

      Austin rolls his eyes. “Fine,” he grumbles. “We’ll work out who leaves who and why later, but for now.”

      He shakes his head, knitting his brow.

      “Fuck, for now, we’re married.”

      “Fine.” I glare down at the table and push an empty sugar packet across the plastic surface.

      Austin clears his throat. “So, uh, this is a little awkward, but now that we’re legally married…” he trails off and I frown.

      “What?”

      He shrugs. “I, uh, I need to protect myself.”

      I see red for a second as I debate throwing my coffee right in his prick face.

      “Excuse me?! You’re the gross man-whore here.”

      “No, not that,” he says, snorting out a chuckle. “I mean financially.”

      I narrow my eyes at him.

      “I need a prenup.”

      I laugh. “Fuck you.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Yeah, so am I. Do I look like a gold digger?”

      He frowns. “Well, no, I’m just saying-”

      “Fine, Austin.” I drop my head back against the booth behind me, grumbling up at the ceiling. I just want this to be over with.

      “Fine, I’ll sign a freaking prenup, okay?”

      I turn my face back to him. “Although I’m pretty sure the ‘pre’ part of ‘pre-nuptials’ means I sign it before we get married.”

      He shrugs awkwardly. “Eh, shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll call my lawyer.”

      I frown into the coffee on the Formica table between us. “Whatever, just have it written up and I’ll sign it.”

      We sit in silence another minute, a million thoughts blowing through my still-aching head as I try and begin to wrap my mind around what’s going on.

      “So, now what,” I mumble, looking up at him.

      “Now we should probably get back to LA and face the music.” He makes a face. “I haven’t even turned my phone back on, but I’m sure I’ve got about a million messages.”

      I give him a look. “Right, cause you’re famous.”

      Austin grins. “You know, if you’d turned on the television once or twice in the last two years, you might’ve recogni-”

      “Okay, okay,” I grumble, rubbing my temples. “Can we leave Las Vegas now? I think we’ve done quite enough damage for one trip.”

      He smirks. “You don’t want to stay another day and see if we can top last night?”

      I roll my eyes, suppressing the grin on my face. “Unless you want to knock over a casino or murder a stranger, I don’t think that’s going to be possible.

      Austin leans back in the booth across from me, lacing his hands behind his head. “Hey, you know, you could be a murderer and I’d never know it.” He shrugs, grinning at me irritatingly. “I mean, I’m taking a real risk here getting back in a car with you.”

      I give him a look as I slide out of the booth and stand shakily. “Tiny violins, buddy.”

      He laughs as he drops some cash on the table and stands, offering me an arm. “So, now we go play the part then. Ready, dear?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I stare out the window at Vegas receding into the background in the side window. Well, so, that happened. Somehow I’ve jumped from whatever my sham life was with Vince to the biggest sham I can imagine - legally married to the most infuriating man on the planet. Legally married, even though it’s fake - even though he’s paying me $500,000.

      He wasn’t infuriating when he was just some gorgeous stranger in a bar whom you kissed like a crazy person.

      And I hate the thought that comes to my mind, but there it is, with a finger right in my face. Because the biggest sham of all might be me trying to convince myself that being around Austin Taylor is the worst thing ever.

      Because really, it might not be that bad at all.

      I scowl at the traitorous thought as we speed through the desert back to LA - back to the real world, back to my new world as Mrs. Austin Taylor.
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        Austin

      

    
    
      For some reason, the ride back to the real world outside the glitter and tinsel of Vegas seems to take three times as long as it took to get here. And it could be that I’m still epically hung over from the frankly inhuman amount of tequila and champagne I consumed last night, but I get the feeling it’s more than that.

      Maybe it’s what happened in Vegas sure as shit isn’t going to stay there.

      Because what happened in Vegas is glittering on her finger like an obnoxious little reminder, catching every fucking ray of afternoon sun through the windshield and reflecting it right into my eyes. What happened in Vegas is slumped in the seat next to me - sexy as sin in that little white dress, but scowling out the window like she wishes she could just stay back there.

      And of course, there’s the other distraction - the distracting fact that my Vegas souvenir is fucking gorgeous. Even scowling, and sullen with her face to the window like that, she just radiates this hot sort of energy that has me glancing at her every quarter mile.

      The dress she’s wearing from the night before is hiked high on her thigh, showing a dangerously distracting amount of her toned leg. One strap of her dress hangs halfway down her shoulder, and though it might look disheveled or sloppy on any other girl in the world, it somehow just looks fucking great on her - like this little touch of character that sets her apart.

      She’s got a finger from one hand stuck between her perfect, soft lips -  chewing at the nail as she stares out the window with those big blue eyes. As I glance over, her other hand comes up and brushes a stray lock of hair back from her face to tuck it behind her ear.

      And that damn ring glints right at me - that huge, gaudy, absurdly extravagant ring.

      I make a mental note to check in with my credit card company and see exactly what I paid for that fucking thing.

      And it should get me furious. I should still feel like I got fucking taken for a ride here. But a little tough when I know the truth of it is that she got taken for as big of a ride as I did.

      I smirk to myself. Or DIDN’T get taken for a ride, as we’ve established with the unopened condoms.

      The irony here is that for all of the wild, insane, x-rated porn-star shit I’ve pulled with hundreds of girls over the years, this one’s a first. This is something new.

      Marriage.

      I could almost laugh out loud right there in the car like an insane person.

      Hell, I’ve done literally everything else when it comes to women - every damn crazy, acrobatic, or chauvinistic fantasy you can think of? Yeah, done it.

      Twice.

      But this is a new one, and one that sure as shit wasn’t ever on my bucket list.

      I married a girl. Not fake-married, but real, actual, legally-binding married.

      And I don’t remember a goddamn thing about it.

      There are glimpses, of course, but they’re really just emotions that come swirling back through my head like watercolors more than actual memories.

      And on the bright side, at least they’re happy emotions. I can remember feeling like everything was goddamn perfect last night. I can remember feeling like I’d won something bigger than any championship, or Super Bowl ring, or endorsement.

      Yeah, cause you were stoned and drunk out of your mind, idiot.

      It’s a fair point, but I want to believe - or at least hope that it’s something more than that.

      Natalie turns suddenly, totally busting me right as I was checking her out, and she glares at me.

      “What?”

      I shake my head and turn back to the endless desert highway in front of me. “Nothing.”

      “Well, quit staring at me.”

      I laugh. “You know what, I’ll stare all I want. First of all, you’re my wife-”

      “Fake wife.”

      I turn and wink at her. “No, princess.” I grin at her, almost laughing at how scowling and pissed off she is at me, like actually marrying her was my evil plan all along or something.

      Please.

      I blow her an air kiss. “That piece of paper in my jacket pocket says it’s pretty real, actually.” I grin. “I mean, at least in the opinion of the State of Nevada.”

      She groans. “God, you kept it?”

      “The wedding license?” I make a face. “Well of course I did, dear. For our scrapbook of course!”

      She glares right back at me and I blow her another kiss. “Doing okay over there darling?”

      “That’s going to get old real fast, you know.”

      I laugh, seeing that pouty little scowl still etched across her face.

      “Get used to it, sweet cheeks,” I say with a grin. “Oh, and I like my dinner at seven sharp, just so you know.”

      Natalie barks out a laugh. “You’d better be kidding.”

      I shrug. “Well, you are my wife, and I guess I’m just an old-fashioned kinda guy.”

      “You’re going to be the kind of guy who finds poison in his food if you keep that up.”

      I laugh, reaching over to flick on the radio. “There’s my loving bride.”

      She rolls her eyes and turns back to the window as I crank up the Creedence Clearwater and stomp on the gas. “Happy honeymoon, princess.”
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      Natalie keeps that petulant little frown on her face all the way into LA, all the way, in fact, until I start to take the car up into the Hollywood hills to the house I bought three months ago.

      She suddenly turns to me. “Jesus, you live here?”

      “The hills? Yeah, why?”

      “More of a movie-star neighborhood, isn’t it? Don’t you play sports?”

      I snort. “Football; I play football.” I shake my head. “You know, now that you’re married to the NFL’s number one quarterback, you should probably start watching some Sports Center or something.”

      “Yeah, pass.”

      I shrug as I take the car around a corner and accelerate up the hill. “Well, if you did, you’d know that I’m making more than most of the movie stars in this ‘movie-star’ neighborhood right now.”

      Natalie rolls her eyes. “I do not want to know.”

      “Sure you do. Hell, the contract was all over ESPN anyways.”

      She shakes her head. “I really don’t want-“

      “Forty million.”

      She whirls back to me as I suddenly pull us into the driveway that leads up to my place, her mouth wide open.

      “You married pretty good, princess,” I say with a grin as I park the car at the top of the driveway.

      Natalie’s halfway to the front door of the place when the ferocious sound of Buckley - my mutt of a lab - comes bellowing through the door. Her hand is on the doorknob when I suddenly lurch out of the car.

      “Whoa! Hang on, Buckley’s not always the friendliest to new-”

      The door pops open, Buckley comes flying out, and…

      And he stops, wags his damn tail, and flops over onto his back panting - fucking putty in her hands.

      Wait, what?

      “People,” I finish, raising a brow at Buckley, who’s now on his back, belly presented for rubs, and wagging his tail - happy as a fucking clam as Natalie lavishes him with love.

      She turns, shrugging. “Well he seems like a sweetheart to me.” She crouches down to scratch Buckley’s ears. “Yes you are! Aren’t you Buckley!”

      The little traitor licks her hand.

      What the fuck. This dog hates anyone coming too near me - women especially for some reason. Buckley’s cock-blocked me more than literally anything else ever, because he can’t stand when I bring a girl home and ignore him for her.

      And he’s loving Natalie.

      Man’s best friend, huh?

      Natalie stands and steps into the house, and Buckley trots over, as if suddenly remembering he should say hi to me too.

      “So much for loyalty, huh pal?” I mutter, giving him a quick ear scratch before I head in after Nat.

      “Jesus Christ, where the fuck have you- oh.”

      Kyle - my best friend and the only person in the world I’d be okay with being in my house when I wasn’t home - comes to a halt as he storms around the corner from my kitchen. He blinks quickly behind his glasses as he notices Natalie.

      “Well hey,” he grins, pushing hair out of his eyes and adjusting his glasses as he squares his shoulders a little more.

      Yeah, it’s a little eye-rolling, but at the same time, I’m proud of Kyle. Six years ago when we met as freshmen roommates, the kid hadn’t ever even seen a pair of tits that weren’t on the internet. He had the confidence of a damn kitten, and the social skills of the Unabomber.

      I’d like to think I changed that.

      Because for some reason, despite being the most opposite people in the world, we clicked. He kept me grounded, reminded me I was a person and not some campus deity, and more importantly, he was there when shit with my dad started to get rough again back home. I got him out, got him laid, and helped him find the pair I knew he had.

      Loyalty means a lot to me.

      He’s grinning at Natalie, looking downright cocky now.

      Watch it, pal.

      I can’t take all the credit, of course. The guy turned his life around. Started playing a tad less video games, started getting out more, started working out and eating right, and started actually talking to girls.

      This recent boost of cockiness comes from him being a goddamn genius and selling some facial recognition software thing to the Army. A little multi-million-dollar government check never hurts in the confidence or pulling-tail game, I’ll say that.

      I cough, yanking his attention away from Natalie, and he raises an eyebrow at me as he darts his eyes between the two of us.

      “Right, yeah. Nat, meet Kyle, my butler.”

      “Dick.”

      I grin. “Kyle, meet Natalie-”

      “Hey Natalie, nice to-”

      “-My wife.”

      Kyle stops in his tracks and jerks his head back to me. “Uh, what?”

      I frown, bringing a hand up to rub my still sore temples.

      “It’s a long story,” Natalie mutters.

      “Yeah, no, it sounds…”

      Kyle scratches his head as he slowly nods, raising a brow at me. “Well, what happens in Vegas, huh?”

      Natalie groans.
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* * *

      “So, it’s all a sham?” Kyle gives me a look as he leans against my fridge, crossing his arms over his chest. “Or are you actually married?” He shakes his head. “I’m confused.”

      We’re all sitting around the island range in my kitchen - Natalie and I sucking down Gatorade to chase the lingering demons of our post-wedding hangover.

      “How have you not heard about this yet?” I hold up the cell phone I’ve just been dumb enough to turn back on, the screen flashing with something like four-hundred text messages and probably triple that in emails.

      Kyle shrugs. “Hey, I’ve been coding here at your place all day while they finish the flooring at my place. Been on media blackout.”

      “Well, surprise.”

      “So much for that whole ‘keeping it a secret’ thing,” Natalie says flatly.

      I shrug. “It’s Kyle, we know all each other’s dirty little secrets. I mean I was there when he punched his v-card.”

      “Dude!” Kyle glares at me and I grin.

      Natalie arches a brow at the two of us. “Oh, that’s, uh-”

      “No, not like, there there, just, you know, I helped.”

      “Will you stop talking?” Kyle groans. “He means he fed me enough alcohol to sleep with Erica Hopewell, the campus…uh, you know.”

      Natalie snorts into her Gatorade and Kyle gives me the finger. “Anyways, we can move on from this conversation, you know, whenever,” he mutters. He turns back to Natalie. “So, you’re married, for real.”

      “The real deal,” she says, taking another swig of Gatorade and pushing her hair out of her face. Her hand drops down from her hair, and I notice her eyes drop to linger on the ring there on her finger.

      “This part of that whole image thing Derek’s been all about?”

      “Take a wild guess.”

      Kyle grins and shakes his head, pulling at the beer in his hand as Natalie and I stand there slumped against the counter sipping our electrolytes. He turns to her. “And how the hell did you let him talk you into this?”

      “I’m paying her five-hundred-grand.”

      Natalie glares at me. “Do you think you could you not tell people that?”

      I grin. “What, seller’s remorse?”

      “No it just makes me sound like a prostitute.”

      We glare at each other for a full three seconds before Kyle claps his hands together.

      “Well, this is already looking like my parents, and seeing as you guys are on your honeymoon right now and all, I’m going to get out of your hair.”

      He turns and shakes his head sympathetically at Natalie. “Honestly,” he grins, “you should’ve asked for a lot more.”

      “Goodbye, Kyle,” I growl as he winks and then gives her a quick hug.

      “Welcome aboard the Austin-train,” he says with a conspiratorial roll of the eyes that manages to pull a small grin to her face.

      “Buckle up.”
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      Holy hell, yes.

      I let the air exhale slowly as I ease myself down into the scalding hot water, feeling the tension ooze out of me as I sink into it. I close my, letting the water soak the toxins from my skin, and letting myself feel truly alone in my head for the first time in two days.

      The huge, sunken tub in the en suite bathroom off my new room is huge - huge, steaming, and full of bubbles, and it feels incredible. I realize, as I let my head ease back against the edge and close my eyes, that I’ve basically been in varying degrees of drunk or hungover from being drunk for the last two days straight.

      Gross.

      But my new quarters are incredible, I’ll say that much. And yes, Austin’s Spanish-style sprawling mansion in the Hollywood Hills does in fact have quarters.

      “You married well, princess.”

      I roll my eyes as I sit there soaking in the tub. Well, there’s one thing my mother won’t be able to complain about when she hears about this debacle - if she hasn’t somehow already. In spite all my hang-ups and grumblings about being some rich guy’s arm candy like with Vince, here I went and married a different rich guy. Granted, I can already tell the world of difference between Austin and my ex, even only knowing him for two days, but still.

      Same game, different players.

      I shake my head and bring my hand out of the water, letting the bubbles trail over my fingers and over the glinting of the diamond on my hand - the huge, flashy, screaming lie wrapped around my finger.

      Because whatever a marriage ring is supposed to mean - whatever it’s supposed to signify - this one isn’t any of those things. This one is a joke - a publicity stunt, a facade.

      Then why are you wearing it?

      I’m alone, there aren’t any cameras or media here - no one watching and scrutinizing and wanting to know how my new “husband” and I met and “fell in love.”

      Ugh.

      I haven’t even actually faced any of that yet, and I’m already feeling ill at the idea of sitting up there and smiling while I lie through my teeth about our “relationship.”

      “Well, Oprah, it was really quite magical. You see, Austin and I met at a bar, where we were both wasted, after which I proceeded to kiss him like a crazy person. And from there - well, gee - from there we found ourselves drawing up an arranged marriage contract on an ice cream napkin, driving to Vegas, getting blackout drunk, and waking up naked and married!”

      I snort at the thought of actually saying something like that on national television, visualizing my mother’s jaw dropping to the floor.

      I twist the ring around on my finger, but in the end, I leave it on as I ease back into the sudsy water. I close my eyes again, trying to make sense of the last forty-eight hours or so, and how I managed to go from Vince Capra’s accessory to a pro NFL quarterback’s actual wife in the span of twenty-four hours.

      I mean, remind me why I did this?

      Well, for the money, obviously, but I’m not blind enough to think that’s the only reason. I know that somewhere under the surface, really this was about more than just that. I’m not an idiot. I know that “getting money” for a girl like me with my upbringing, and my polish, and my ties to a certain level of society isn’t hard. But this was about craving something more - an escape from Vince and that whole “upper tier” life.

      Something new, something crazy, something to break the mold and the predestined path I’ve been walking on in glass slippers since I was twelve.

      Of course, that “escape” was never meant to be a real, binding marriage.

      I blow air out through my lips as I lean back in the tub.

      Yeah, that happened.

      Somehow, this whole thing went from a wild and reckless experiment in letting go to waking up naked in his bed with a ring on my finger.

      I blush scarlet at the memory of waking up this morning next to the biggest man-whore in professional sports.

      Yeah, married or not, that is the last time I will be sharing a bed with that man.

      It’s only six months.

      Six months I can do - six months I can rationalize and explain. Hell, my own mother was remarried and then divorced again in a shorter period of time - she’ll get it.

      I close my eyes for another ten minutes or so, until the water starts to cool. Reluctantly, I stand and reach for a towel.

      I should shave my legs.

      I immediately roll my eyes at myself: for who? Who exactly am I trying to impress here? Austin?

      I snort, shaking my head. Yeah, right.

      Of course, I’m still shaking my head as I sit back on the edge of the tub and reach for the razor.
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* * *

      In the whirlwind of the last forty-eight hours, there’s one small, teeny little detail I’ve somehow managed to not think about until the very moment I step out of the bathroom.

      And by “little”, I of course mean huge and somewhat glaring.

      That would be the fact that I’m now living in a stranger’s house with a grand total of two cocktail dresses as my entire wardrobe.

      This is going to be a problem.

      I’ve had exactly one change of clothes since fleeing the Chateau Marmont with Austin - hell, since getting ready to go to that stupid gala event with Vince - the one I obviously never actually made it to. I think longingly about the two walk-in closets full of great clothes sitting back at that house.

      Something tells me I’m going to need more than two cocktail dresses and a huge diamond ring if I’m going to be living here for the next six months. I need clothes, and clothes are going to obviously require money. And seeing as Vince canceled my credit card, this presents a problem.

      I groan at the prospect of doing anything at the moment but falling into the huge four-post bed and falling asleep. But I’m grabbing one of the soft terrycloth robes hanging from the back of the bathroom door and wrapping it around myself. I step out through the double doors of my room to the wraparound terrace to try and find my new “husband.”

      I let my fingers trail over the wrought iron railing of the Spanish-moss adorned terrace that seems to wrap all the way around the corner to the back of the house. I follow it, inhaling the scent of jasmine and sage, and actually marveling at how freaking peaceful it is up here in the hills.

      I glance down at the lush, tree-lined backyard of the huge house, complete with the custom pool and palm trees.

      Yeah, six months at this place? Totally doable.

      And then of course there’s the matter of the man I’ll be sharing the house with.

      My husband.

      My - if nothing else - insanely attractive, bedroom-eyed, cowboy-smiling husband.

      The thought brings a flush to my cheeks and a small smile across my lips that I quickly hide.

      Stop that, he is not.

      Austin Taylor is not a man I’d ever find myself actually interested in. Physical perfection aside, he’s an arrogant, rich, cocky jock, who’s paying me to be married to him.

      That’s it.

      This “relationship” is employer-employee and nothing else, no matter what the State of Nevada says.

      …Like I should give a single crap about what the State that married me in the state I was in says about it.

      In-between Kyle leaving and me getting into my bath, I spent the afternoon in my new room familiarizing myself with Austin via the internet - every gory detail.

      Sure there’s plenty of articles and interviews out there about how great he is at throwing a ball, or how many records he’s broken even before signing with a pro team. But there might be double that in scandalous stories of his off the field antics - the girls, the partying, and something nose-wrinkling about an eighteen-year-old and a DUI.

      Yeah, gross.

      I have zero interest in being another statistic or another casualty of hurricane Austin. And I won’t be, that much I am very certain of.

      No matter how alluring that smile is.

      No, the next six months living with Austin will be fine. I’ll do my thing, he’ll do his. We’ll smile for the cameras, I’ll do the job - and it is a job - I signed up for, and there will be nothing else between us but business.

      This is going to be fine.

      I’m in the middle of convincing myself of that when I walk around the corner of the terrace and right into Austin, and I freeze in my steps.

      He’s shirtless, wearing just a pair of loose, dangerously low-slung pajama pants and a damn cowboy hat, and lounging in a deck chair with his hands laced behind his head.

      I swallow quickly, my eyes following the lines of his ink across his sculpted chest and torso.

      And then he smiles at me - that damn smile, the one I’ve just been convincing myself I’m utterly and completely immune to.

      Lies.

      This won’t be fine at all.
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      My entire internal argument from seconds ago blows away like dust with the ridiculously put-together man stretched out in the patio chair in front of me. My eyes immediately drop from his smirking face to his absurdly perfect tattooed physique - to the hard, chiseled lines of his chest and the washboard grooves of his abs, to the tantalizing lines of his hips curving into the waist of his pajama pants.

      I swallow quickly and drag my eyes back up to his face, only to see him smirking at me. I blush, tightening the tie around my waist and reaching up with a hand to close it at the neck.

      “Drink?” he nods at the bottle of red wine sitting on the patio table by his feet, and I grimace.

      “Yeah, hard pass. I think I finally just soaked the last of last night out of my system.”

      “Little hair of the dog,” he says with a shrug, taking a sip of the wine. “It’s actually helping believe it or not.”

      I make a cringe face.

      He grins. “Better than fucking Gatorade, I’ll tell you-”

      “We need to talk about my payment schedule.”

      He arches a brow, as his mouth closes into a grin, putting down the glass of wine in his hand. “Yeah, I thought I’d just cut you a check or something?” he frowns. “Do you take checks?”

      I raise a single brow and give him a look. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t realize how hooker-ish that would sound before you said it.”

      Austin chuckles.

      “And yes, I take checks, I’m not a stripper.”

      “Well I hope not.” He grins as his eyes drop to my robe. “Because if you are, I think I’m getting ripped off.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “Look, I’m bringing it up because I need to buy clothes if I’m going to be living here.”

      “I mean, if you’re worried about offending Buckley and me, he and I have a pretty loose rule when it comes to pants in this house anyways.”

      “That’s really helpful, thanks,” I deadpan.

      He flashes that cowboy smile at me. “I’ll set you up tomorrow so you can get some stuff. Cool?”

      “Thanks.”

      He nods with his chin at the chair next to him. “You want to pull up a stool and sit a spell?” That honeyed Texan twang oozes from his lips, only magnified by the ten gallon hat on his head.

      No, you don’t want to do that. You want to go to bed, the voice in my head screams.

      I’m wearing a thigh-length robe with nothing underneath it. And the man I drunkenly kissed in an elevator, and then drunkenly made out with in a club, and then blackout drunk married in Vegas before waking up naked next to is sitting there in sinfully low-slung pajama pants and no shirt.

      Offering me a drink.

      Such a terrible idea. Such a very, very very terrible-

      “Sure.”

      You’re an idiot.

      I cram the voice inside of me into a corner as I pull my robe tight and sit back in the chair next to Austin.

      He sighs as he takes another sip of wine. “I’m a cheap beer kinda guy, but the house actually came with a cellar-full of this stuff, and let me tell you, it’s fucking delicious.”

      My brow shoots up when I glance down at the label. “Wow, nice.”

      “I know, right? Who knew wine could taste good?”

      “Austin, that’s a 1982 Chateau Lafite.”

      “A what?” Austin raises a brow at me as he takes a $500 mouthful of wine.

      I shake my head. “You don’t know much about wine, do you?”

      He shrugs. “I know it’s killing my hangover right now. Why, do you?”

      “I know that’s a four-thousand dollar bottle of wine you’re drinking.”

      Austin’s brow shoots up as he holds the glass up in front of his gaze and whistles before he turns back to me with a questioning look. “Okay, explain how the hell you know that.”

      I shrug. “My father used to keep some bottles around the house.”

      He gives me a puzzled look. “I thought you were broke?”

      “I never said I was broke, I just…”

      “Don’t have any money?”

      I look up and frown at the grinning Austin. “Something like that.”

      “But your Dad drinks four-thousand dollar wine?” He snorts. “I think I got hustled.”

      I grin, and before I can stop myself, I’m reaching for the wine in his hand. “May I?”

      “Hey, what’s mine is yours.”

      I stick my tongue out at his smirking face as I take a sip of the absurdly expensive wine, sighing as I let the silken taste trickle down my throat.

      “Remember that whole R-Tech thing a while back that was all over the news?”

      Austin raises his brow as he takes the wine back from my hand. “You mean the Ponzi scheme?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      He frowns and I squeeze my eyes shut. I can’t believe I’m sharing this.

      But for some reason, I want to. For some insane reason, I feel like I should tell my fake husband my real story of my life.

      “Yeah, well, that’s my Dad.”

      Austin whistles. “Well, shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      He lifts his hat as he brings a hand up to push his fingers through his mop of hair. “You’re seriously that Ames? As in Walter Ames?”

      “Daddy dearest,” I say with a thin smile, taking the glass back from him and bringing it to my lips. “We’re not very close though - not even from before.”

      Austin clears his throat. “So you’re what, broke?”

      “Yes and no.” I sigh. “There’s a trust fund setup somewhere, but it’s frozen until after the civil trials are over.”

      Austin nods. “Wait, didn’t your mom marry your dad’s lawyer or something?”

      “Vice President,” I say with a shrug. “And then divorced.”

      “And she doesn’t have money?”

      I snort. “Oh, loads, but my mother is insane.”

      Austin laughs. “Wait, so you’d rather get fake married to a guy you don’t know than ask your mom for money?”

      I arch my brows over the glass of wine at him. “Clearly, you’ve never met my mother.”

      Austin tosses his head back and laughs deeply, the muscles of his bare chest rippling as he chuckles. “Holy shit, and I thought I had a fucked up family.”

      “Feel like sharing?”

      “Not really.” He takes the glass of wine back from me. “So, you grew up rich and now you’re marrying a guy for cash. I grew up in a shack and now I’m paying for a fake wife.”

      “Eat your heart out, Shakespeare.”

      He laughs. “Well, it’s just money.”

      This time I’m the one laughing. “Says the man who gets paid an obscene amount of money to play a game.”

      He makes a face. “Nah, it’s more than that.”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, please. Austin, the whole world revolves around money. Are you going to say you’d just play football for the ‘love of the game’ or something like that?”

      “Well, I was, until you blew up my line.”

      He winks at me and I hide my blush in another sip of the Bordeaux.

      “I love it because it gave me something to hope for, and it got me out of that old life.”

      I pass him the glass back. “Right, because of all the money they’re paying you.”

      He gives me a wry grin and wags a finger at me. “Touché, but we gotta work on that jadedness, yikes.”

      I smile and shake my head. “Not jaded, just a realist.”

      “So what’s the deal with this ex-fiancé?” Austin says brightly, changing the subject. “Any more surprises there? Are you in line for a throne or some shit?”

      I choke out a laugh. “Who, Vince?”

      Austin grins. “Vince? You were prepared to be Mrs. Vinny?”

      “Capra,” I say, groaning and shaking my head. “Mrs. Vinny Capra.”

      He hoots out another laugh. “What were you, marrying the mob or something?”

      Austin jerks his head up when I don’t say anything, and he cocks a brow at me as I shrug. “Wait, seriously?”

      “Only in that he and his douchebag friends would throw card games, smoke cigars and quote Goodfella’s all night.”

      I decide to leave out the part about Vince’s father’s very real “family” ties.

      Austin grins as he pushes his fingers through his hair. “So am I gonna get an angry Vinny at my front door with an offer I can’t refuse anytime soon?”

      I roll my eyes. “Doubt it. Unless you try and steal his secretary away I guess.”

      “She hot?”

      I punch him in the arm as he laughs and holds his hands up. “Kidding, kidding.” He shrugs. “Well, Vin sounds like a world-class douchebag.”

      I shake my head and take another sip of wine before passing it back his way.

      “You lose track of yourself sometimes, I guess.”

      “Well, how he let a pair of legs like yours walk away is beyond me.”

      I feel my face blush as his gaze drops to the bare skin of my legs.

      “It’s criminal, really.”

      I blush bright red as I roll my eyes. “Alright, alright, drop the smooth talk. You already married me, you know.”

      He chuckles. “Hey, just saying. Great ass, too.”

      I quickly look away to hide the goofy grin and bright red flush on my face.

      There’s an arrogance - a bold cockiness to the way he speaks like that to me that I’ve never heard before. It’s flustering, because the way I was raised - every finishing class, every lecture on proper form and polite conversation - tells me I should be getting up right then and storming away from the brash, crude man sitting next to me.

      …If not slapping him, for that matter.

      Except I don’t want to do any of those things, because there’s something sinfully wicked about the way he looks at me. There’s something about that cowboy smile, and that smug scoundrel look in his eyes that’s totally unlike any man I’ve ever known before.

      And it’s exciting.

      I swallow quickly as I turn back to him, every intention of pushing the heat from my face and tossing some quip back his way. Except when I do, he’s eased back in his chair, hands clasped behind his back, cowboy hat tilted at an angle, and his legs stretched out and propped up on the low patio table in font of him.

      God is he hot.

      And just like, that, my vain attempt at not blushing like a scandalized schoolgirl in front of him goes out the damn window.

      Because arrogant jock or not, the man lounged out and grinning next to me is gorgeous.

      And very shirtless.

      Oh, right, and legally my husband.

      And I know I should walk away from this right now. I know I should put one foot in front of the other, smile for the press, and play the part for the next six months. Because all this is is a business transaction, and business transactions do not involve drinking expensive red wine on gorgeous Spanish terraces smelling jasmine and sage.

      And they certainly don’t involve criminally attractive football players with dangerously low-slung pajama pants clinging to their insanely well-defined hips.

      I quickly shake my head as I forcibly drag my eyes away from the wickedly attractive man next to me. I can feel my pulse beating like a hammer as I reach for the shared glass of wine and take a quick sip from it.

      A business transaction, that’s all.

      The words sound flat inside my head, because even after saying them three times - repeating them like a mantra - I’m still here. I’m still sitting here on a moonlit Hollywood mansion terrace drinking thirty-four year-old Bordeaux with some insanely hot millionaire football star.

      This is how bad decisions are made.

      I quickly set the glass down and stand.

      “I should go to bed.”

      Austin stands, raking his fingers distractingly across that unfairly sexy chin. “Need a hand?”

      I blush. “With going to bed?” I swallow quickly, biting at my lip. “I think I can manage.”

      “You sure?”

      My head snaps back, my eyes darting to his as I just nod. “M-hmm.”

      Austin grins. “Okay, I just gotta ask one thing.”

      Yes? God yes?

      Because part of me wants to say yes to anything this man says. Part of me wants to throw every last bit of caution and level-headed thought right off this balcony and say yes to anything he wants of me.

      But then, I might be crazy enough to get married to a man I don’t know for money, but sleeping with him after a transition like that feels…

      I shiver.

      It feels wrong, and not in the good way.

      As wildly attractive the shirtless man in front of me is, saying yes to something like that goes a tad beyond indecent proposal.

      “Austin, I don’t think so,” I say quickly, blushing furiously. “That is not part of our-”

      “Yeah, not what I was going to say.” He rolls his eyes. “I already told you I don’t pay for that.”

      I can feel my whole body buzzing at the proximity to him - standing so close to me, his eyes piercing right into mine.

      “I’ve been wondering.”

      “About?” I manage to croak out, feeling my pulse skip slightly as he takes a step closer towards me.

      “About us taking our clothes off last night before passing out.”

      My face burns bright red, and I quickly look down from his eyes. “We didn’t-”

      “No, I know that.” His voice is like honeyed leather - deep and rich.

      “But we clearly thought about it.”

      My breath catches as I glance back up into his face, instantly losing myself in those hazel eyes.

      And I might not remember a thing about that part of the night, but I know just from looking into those eyes that he’s of course right.

      Of course I thought about it.

      God, I’m thinking abut it right now.

      I swallow quickly, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “Well, at least we had the good sense to pass out.”

      “Oh, totally.” He furrows his brow, nodding. “Definitely the right move.”

      “Definitely,” I repeat, aimlessly as I start to lose myself in those deep eyes. “That would’ve been a huge mistake.”

      He leans close, and I can smell the heady scent of him - like soap and man. I can feel my pulse pounding like a hammer as he grins and brings his lips right against my ear.

      “I’m a great mistake, princess.”

      Oh, God.

      I’m kissing him before I even know what’s happening, moaning hungrily and feverishly into his mouth as I melt against him. His arms circle me, hands sliding across my back and down to grip my ass through the fabric of the robe.

      My own hands slide up over his chiseled chest, up to hold his face as I let him claim my mouth. He pushing us back, and I gasp as I feel the stone and mortar wall of the house against my back, the ivy tickling at my ankles as I whimper into his mouth.

      He growls into my lips, and I gasp as I feel the throbbing thickness of him pressing against my thigh. The tie on the small bathrobe barely holds as the whole thing threatens to slip from my body. And I’m so close to just shrugging it off, and tearing at the waistband of those pajama pants of his to feel him pulsing in my hand.

      And right there, somehow, the last shred of my sanity comes clawing out from behind the mush I’ve become in his arms. And suddenly, I’m gasping for breath and shaking my head as I step back from the magnetically attractive shirtless man standing so close to me that I can feel the heat off his skin.

      “We need to go to bed.” I say, stumbling over my words. “Separate ones,” I say quickly, blushing bright red as his eyes flash fire at mine.

      His hands are still pressed against the wall on either side of me as he catches his breath mere inches from my lips. “It’s early.”

      I look up, feeling my pulse racing a I meet his piercing gaze. “I’m tired.”

      I can see him swallowing thickly, and for a moment, I want him to say no. For a moment, I want him to ignore everything I’m saying and just take me, right here against the wall.

      But he doesn’t.

      He gives one last piercing look before he steps back from me, his arms dropping. “If you insist,” he says evenly, his chest rising and falling.

      “Uh, night.” I hastily turn and start to walk as fast as I can back down the wrap-around terrace.

      “Night wifey.”
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* * *

      Back in my room, I barely make it under the covers before I’m pushing my fingers deep between my legs. The raw, inescapable and desperate need is like a burn, and the touch of my fingers to my heat is the only balm.

      I moan into my arm as my hands find me soaking wet and aching, my fingers dipping slowly through my slickness as I gasp and bring a pillow to my face. My hips arch off the bedsheets, my fingers curling inside of me as my thumb brushes lightly against the throbbing bud of my clit.

      “I make a great mistake.”

      And there in my bed, with those eyes burning into my mind, and his name on my lips, he’s my favorite mistake. I come with the taste of his lips on mine, the need for his body against mine, and the thrill of the forbidden racing through my mind.
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      I’m rock hard as I slam the door to my room shut and lean against it.

      Fuck.

      I swear as I bring the bottle of wine that apparently costs four times as much as my first truck to my lips and take a big slug from it. I swallow, shaking my head before taking another ludicrously expensive mouthful.

      I could almost laugh at how perfectly this describes me right now. Me, the blue-collar redneck who finds himself with more money than he knows what to do with, drinking thirty-four-year-old red wine out of the bottle like a goddamn savage. I know enough to get that something as rich, and classy, and fancy as this probably deserves some sort of glass of some kind - something crystal, something that costs a small fortune.

      Fuck that, I grumble to myself as I take a third swig.

      This was a huge mistake.

      On the surface, Derek’s plan has merit, I’ll give him that. And I’m hardly the first professional athlete, or public figure in general, who’s tried to clean up his image with an arranged marriage. Hell, I’ve played with guys who’ve got “marital brand managers” on their fucking payroll - painted, silent, gorgeous women who trot out to smile for the cameras and the Family Magazine interviews and then disappear back into wherever they came from while their husband/employer signs off on another fast food commercial.

      Except I fucked up, hard: you’re not supposed to fall for the fake wife.

      Shit, that’s sort of the whole point of the thing: it’s fake. She’s the smile for the media, she’s the cover story while you go out and do the usual with groupies and cheerleaders and all the other fame-fuckers that come with being a star.

      So why do I want her so bad.

      This isn’t what I thought it was going to be. Well, obviously, we got real married - something I should probably get around to calling Derek about before he has an aneurism. But it’s more than just the piece of paper from the State of Nevada that’s still folded up inside the pocket of my jacket lying across my bed. It’s the fact that we’re barely two days into this whole thing and we’re already way past the boundaries we should have as employer and employee.

      Because that’s what we are - at least, that’s what we should be. Not “husband and wife,” not even “friends.”

      It’s just business.

      Except “just business” shouldn’t get my cock this hard. “Just business” shouldn’t get my pulse roaring like a fucking stadium and my head going blank when the thought of those piercing blue eyes, and that innocent mouth, and those legs for days dance through my head.

      Getting drunk and getting married I can handle. Yeah, it’s not ideal for what’s supposed to just be a cover story, but hey, at least now it’s legit in case any gossip magazine starts doing its research for once.

      It’s the part that comes after that worries me.

      It’s the part where I can still taste her lips against mine in the middle of that Vegas club. The part where I can still feel the heat of her body grinding against mine as her hand snakes up into my hair to pull me in.

      It’s the part where we apparently stripped our clothes off and crawled into bed together.

      And shit, here I am kissing her all over again, like a fucking idiot.

      Because as strange as it is with a woman who’s supposed to be my wife, fucking around with her is what could fuck it all up. Making it more than just an arrangement is how this gets messy, and complicated, and ugly. Fast.

      This whole thing needs to be platonic; we need to have an understanding. She’s got a job to do, I’ve got an employer role to fill, and that’s that.

      I grimace as I pull another swig from the bottle older than me.

      No more lounging around in bathrobes and pajamas drinking wine, no more letting those eyes of hers and that smooth skin of her neck beneath the wave of her hair get to me like that. I snort and glance down at the bottle in my hand. Shit, I need to never drink around this girl, ever, because I apparently lose all fucking self control around her when I do. I should make this a dry house if I want either of us to survive the next six fucking months.

      I groan, still rock hard as I think about that white robe, grazing across the smooth skin of her thighs out on the veranda just now. I think about what might be under it - what it might look like dropping to the ground at her feet.

      Christ, I wish I could remember more of the brief flashes from last night in Vegas. I wish I could remember if I pulled her clothes off or if she did. Was it manic and fast, or was it a slow tease? Did I take my pants off, or did she use those delicate fingers to pull at my belt - needing it, craving it.

      I know nothing happened from the lack of open condoms and the fact that, well, that fact that you can just tell when you’ve had sex the night before.

      But damn I wonder how close we got.

      I can feel my pulse throbbing like an engine as I picture pushing her back into that big, hotel bed. I imagine pulling her on top of me, and dragging her up until she straddled my face. My cock strains like iron against the front of my pajama pants as I let my head fall back against the door to my room and picture using my hands to center her on my tongue. I groan as I imagine tasting her - imagine sliding my tongue deep and drinking in the sweet honeyed taste of her. My hands on her ass, making her ride my mouth.

      Making her come.

      Before I can stop myself, my cock is out and wrapped firmly in my hand. And I’m growling as I stroke the thick length of it, imagining flipping us over, pinning her down on the bed with her legs over my shoulders, and fucking her slow and deep. I imagine sheathing every goddamn inch I have to the hilt inside her dripping wet pussy, feeling her grip at me, watching her face crumble as the pleasure rocks through her. I picture her hands on my hips, urging me on as her lips beg for more - harder, faster, deeper.

      The cry comes grunting from my lips as I come in time to the Natalie in my mind going to pieces under me. And as she claws at the sheets and shatters inside my head, I groan as the cum arcs from my pulsing cock to drop hotly across the hardwood floor of my room.

      Alone.

      I’m still pulling, still feeling the blood roaring through me like a fire as I catch my breath and sink down against the bedroom door, shaking my head as I eye the bottle in my hand.

      Fancy, classy, elegant.

      She’s like this fucking bottle of wine. Sweet, silken, and wrapped in something so elegant and priceless that a guy like me has no business putting his hands on. A girl like that - like this bottle of wine - is used to crystal glasses, and soft classical music played in the background while it’s sipped slowly with painted lips from manicured fingers.

      And here I am drinking it straight from the bottle.

      I chuckle as I bring the wine to my mouth, take a swig, and shake my head.

      What the hell have I gotten myself into.
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      Eyes closed, I reach for a towel as water trickles down my face to drip into the marble sink beneath me. I bring it to my face, patting my skin dry before I toss it away and finally have to face myself in the bathroom mirror.

      The same Creedence Clearwater record blasting from downstairs that originally woke me up is still playing - a reminder that I’m not alone in this house.

      As if I could forget.

      The pink blush returns to my cheeks the second I open my eyes, and I groan.

      Yeah, that happened last night.

      I scowl at my reflection in the mirror, silently chastising myself for my weakness and for letting Austin get to me like that. Yeah, definitely weakness. Weakness and months of nothing with Vince, since - clearly - he was a little worn out from banging his secretary all day at work.

      So, yes, that’s what I’m blaming the fact that I kissed Austin - “kissed” being the understatement of the century. Almost worse though is that I came with my fingers thinking of him.

      Yeah, it’s weakness, and withdrawal, and momentary insanity. All of those things.

      And it might not be able to be helped that the man paying me to be his wife happens to be absurdly attractive with a body in perfect freaking condition. But what can be helped is him baiting me like that. What can be helped is him trying to get to me, and walking around without a damn shirt on, and whispering lines I’m sure he’s used on a hundred other girls like “I’m a great mistake.”

      Please.

      I want to roll my eyes at how ridiculous it is.

      Right, says the girl who ate that line up, hook and sinker last night.

      If we’re actually going to be doing this - if he’s serious about pulling off this whole fake media show with me smiling and waving to the cameras like a good little trophy wife, we’re going to have to establish some boundaries. Boundaries like shirts, and like not whispering wholly inappropriate little lines into my ear like I’m one of his vapid little football groupies.

      Boundaries like the fact that I apparently can’t even have three sips of wine with him without losing my damn head.

      Which means taking a deep breath, pretending last night never happened, and going down there and giving him a piece of my-

      I frown and shake my head.

      Right, except going down there means ideally putting clothes on, of which I still have none since going off to solve that problem last night resulted in another one entirely.

      Grumbling, I pull the white terrycloth robe back on and head downstairs to face the music.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Could we turn that down maybe?”

      I blink in my pre-coffee daze as I step into the sunlit kitchen and glare at the Bluetooth speaker blaring “Proud Mary.”

      The only response comes from Buckley, who raises his chin from the kitchen floor and starts to wag his tail when he sees me. I shuffle over to the speaker and turn it off.

      “Hello?”

      I frown at the lack of response as the house goes silent. Buckley whimpers as he trots over to nuzzle my leg.

      “Yeah, I like them too, but maybe at a normal level, huh?” I murmur at the lab as I pour myself myself some coffee. In a way I’m relieved Austin isn’t here, since it lets me pretend last night never happened.

      Or at least, put it off a little longer.

      It’s not until I sit in one of the kitchen bar stools that I see the note taped to the kitchen counter.

      
        
        The pants-optional offer is still on the table, but if you insist on bucking tradition, use this.

        

      

      I roll my eyes at the note, fingering the black Amex card sitting on top of it, along with the car keys with a Porsche logo on them lying next to it. It’s not until I actually pick up the card though that I see the little addition underneath it.

      
        
        P.S. I like white and lace. Crotchless preferred, but thongs will do.

        

      

      I take a quick, scalding gulp of my coffee as my face goes red.
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* * *

      “You did what?!”

      I haven’t even turned the car on in Austin’s driveway when my mother calls.

      I wince as I hold the phone away from my ear before taking a deep breath and bringing it back.

      “Mother, listen-”

      “A football person, Natalie?!” She gasps dramatically, like she’s just been stabbed, and I can practically feel that token withering head shake of hers coming through the phone.

      “Player, mother. They’re called football players.”

      “Oh, what difference does it make!” She snaps, sighing heavily again. “I mean my goodness, Natalie, what were you thinking? I raised you better than this and you damn well know it!”

      I bring a hand up to pinch the bridge of my nose, shaking my head.

      “I spent far too much on your schooling and your upbringing for you to be slumming it with an athlete like that, Natalie,” my mother moans, as if hearing about some sort of world-shaking catastrophe.

      “Mother, will you let me-”

      “Natalie, my God,” she cuts me off. “Someone like that is just simply beneath you, dear. I mean what in God’s name were you-”

      “He makes forty million a year.”

      The line goes silent, and I could almost laugh at how predictable the response is.

      Almost.

      “Oh, Natalie!”

      Her entire tone changes like the flip of a coin, something almost like glee and coming through the phone.

      “Natalie, I am so proud of you, sweetheart!”

      I roll my eyes as I shake my head. Loraine Ames-Royce, ladies and gentlemen.

      “Thank you, Mother,” I say dryly, flipping down the driver’s side visor in the Porsche to try and put on some eye makeup. It’s bad enough I’m going out shopping in the black cocktail dress from two nights ago, not to mention commando since I’ve got zero clean underwear. Might as well take this lovely mother-daughter bonding moment to at least look halfway presentable.

      “Oh, don’t make it sound like that,” she snaps. “You know what I mean, Natalie. You’re moving up!”

      I snort. “Like you?”

      “You are not going to fault me for moving on from your father, Natalie.”

      She’s right, I’m not. Not after the shit he pulled, even before the arrest. It still doesn’t stop me from rolling my eyes at her though.

      “I have to say though,” Her voice takes on this distasteful tone, “Las Vegas, Natalie?” She spits the word out like a bad taste in her mouth.

      “Yes, Mother. We were feeling impulsive.”

      By which I mean, blackout drunk.

      “Well, never mind that,” she says quickly. “The important thing is you’re married.”

      I snort out a dry laugh. “Right, that’s the important thing.”

      “Natalie,” She sighs, like I’m the one that just said something ridiculous.

      “Mom, I have to go.”
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* * *

      Shopping goes fine, even if I do feel like the ultimate cliché driving around Rodeo Drive in a sports car with my “husband’s” credit card.

      Luckily, it’s Beverly Hills, and I’m surrounded by every possible instance of this very cliché.

      Welcome to your life, Natalie.

      And really, in the scheme of clichés, my arrangement with Austin really isn’t that bad. Yes, this whole thing stemmed from me needing money, but it’s not like I’m destitute, or don’t have family I could crawl to if I could get over my own ego. There are probably women trying on clothes in the very stores I’m shopping in that are all but indentured servants to rich, fat, older men with money who decided to buy a trophy wife instead of cultivating a personality and social skills.

      Yeah, it could be a lot worse.

      Hell, I could still be with Vince.

      I think about it as I drive back to the house with a backseat full of clothes. Austin might be obnoxious, and full of himself, and cocky beyond belief, but he’s not an asshole. It’s a bitter feeling realizing my fake, bought-and-paid-for relationship is already better in two days than the two years I spent in an actual relationship, but it’s the truth.

      And really, this could work. I could smile for the cameras, and join him at dinners and functions for the next few months. This business arrangement could work out just fine for the both of us, as long as we remember what it is.

      As long as I keep my damn head on straight, and keep my traitorous and illicit thoughts about him buried deep inside, and pretend that kissing him - twice - never happened, we’ll be just fine.

      I’ll just make sure I’m never alone at all with him, in the house that we share, for the next six months.

      No big deal.
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* * *

      I take a breath as I pull up the driveway. Yeah, this’ll be fine. As long as we can set up boundaries, and-

      The car brakes to a sharp stop as I slam my foot down, my eyes locked on the girl walking out the front door of Austin’s house. She’s young, and gorgeous, and dressed like…well, like that.

      She looks up and then glares at me as I step out of the car.

      “Oh, so you’re Natalie.”

      I suppress the frown that comes to my face, trying to make myself smile at her instead. “Can I help you?”

      The blonde girl barks out a laugh, using one long pink fingernail to brush a single stray lock of hair back from her face. She purses her painted, enhanced-looking lips at me.

      “Tina” she says curtly, not offering a hand. “And congratulations.” She sneers the word out sourly, curling her upper lip and arching a brow as she gives me this look.

      “Uh, thanks.”

      She rolls her eyes and shakes her head. “Yeah, great catch you’ve got in there.”  She cocks a hip and sucks on her teeth, glaring at me like she’s waiting for me to respond somehow.

      “Who were you with before?”

      I wrinkle my brow. “Excuse me?”

      “Which player, honey,” she says pointedly.

      I shake my head. “Oh, uh, none?”

      She scowls and then rolls her eyes in an exaggeratedly bored way. “Well, I don’t know how you did it then, but honey, you got a good one.”

      I channel my years of etiquette classes and smile pleasantly at her. “Well, thank you, he’s-”

      “Oh yeah. Rich, handsome-” She snorts a bitter laugh, her eyes narrowing at me and her lips curling wickedly. “Great lay.”

      My face goes bright red, and I frown as I quickly look away from her. “Oh, I-”

      What am I going to say, ‘I wouldn’t know’?

      I can feel the flush blooming into my face when I suddenly realize I’m not embarrassed, I’m mad. I don’t for the life of me why, but there’s this possessive thing that comes roaring up inside. Because without really knowing why on earth I should be, I’m mad that this girl apparently knows that.

      And I don’t.

      God, what am I, jealous? I mean this is Austin, the famous player, the infamous womanizer, the legendary man-whore. Of course there are pretty - if not trashy-looking - girls in LA he’s slept with.

      I just want to be anywhere in the damn world but standing right in front of one of them right now.

      “Oh, honey, the things he can do with that mouth?”

      She’s grinning wickedly at me, baiting me, waiting for a reaction I can’t - and won’t - give.

      “Yeah, Austin’s-”

      “Oh Lord,” She steps even closer as she cuts me off, getting right in my face with that bitchy little smile on her face. “And that thing he’s got between his-”

      “Oh, sweetie,” my words are dripping in honey as I smile as sweetly as I can at her. “I know.” My lips curl into a big smile as I wink and suddenly hold the giant, glittering, gaudy diamond ring on my finger up to her face.

      “I married him, remember?”

      Her Botoxed lips snap shut as she goes quiet, and her eyes flash jealously over the ring on my finger as I gloat and smile sweetly at her.

      Take that, bitch.

      Because two can play this game, and I’ve been around enough catty, biting, awful socialite-type girls in my day to know exactly how this game plays out.

      So, one of Austin’s ex-skanks wants to play? Game on, honey.

      “Guess a guy as great as Austin just couldn’t get pinned down until he found the best girl for the job, huh?” I smile a big toothy smile at the bitch in front of me as her face goes dark.

      “Yeah, well-”

      “So listen girl, I’d love to talk more and maybe hear all about the time Austin never called you back or whatever, but I really need to get inside and say hi to my husband, ‘kay?”

      Tina scowls at me as her lips purse tight, before she abruptly brushes past me and clip-clops her way across the cobble-stone driveway in her heels to the Honda parked to the side.

      I wave brightly as she slams the door. “So good to meet you!” I call out cattily as she starts up the car and starts to pull down the driveway, leaving me with the smug look on my face.

      And it’s stupid, and I know it’s stupid as I turn and stomp into the house. But that doesn’t change the scowl on my face. Yes, we’re not really a couple, and he’s not “mine” or anything like that. But God, at least make an effort to hide it from me.

      And all of a sudden, I’m thinking of Vince, and that stupid secretary of his - laughing at me, humiliating me.

      I quickly shake my head, rolling my eyes at myself. No, this is nothing like that. However classless it is for Austin to have girls over like this when we’re supposed to be married, I’m not mad, because there’s nothing to be mad about. He and I are just-

      The car comes screeching to a halt, and I turn to see Tina stepping out of it and fixing me with a wicked look.

      “Oh, and hon?” She smiles sweetly at me. “So good hear that you’re married and all, but just thought you should know something else.”

      I roll my eyes as I shake my head “Look, Tina, I-”

      “I’m pregnant with his kid.”

      The words hit like a slap to the face.

      Quite suddenly, I have nothing to say.

      Tina smirks and gets back in the car as I stand there like a complete ass just staring at her car as it pulls down the long winding driveway and speeds away.

      I whirl towards the house, dropping the shopping bags right there in the driveway.
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      He’s shirtless in the living room, wearing just a pair of jogging pants as he lounges on the couch with a beer in his hand. I can feel the rage spike a little higher at the thought of her, sitting there on the couch with her hands all over him, or her mouth, or-

      “Have a little fucking class, Austin.”

      He jerks his head up. “Excuse me?”

      I glare at him, shaking my head. “You know what I’m talking about.”

      He frowns. “You…want me to put a shirt on or someth-”

      “I just met Tina outside.”

      Austin rolls his eyes as he chuckles. “Oh, that.”

      “Yeah, that.” I narrow my eyes at him as he grins at me. “I mean, a little respect would be great, you know! I didn’t sign up to be humiliated with your fucking affairs, and I did not sign up to be a part of whatever trashy Kardashian tabloid story you’ve got going on with Tina.”

      Austin shuts the TV off and stands as he shakes his head. “Relax, it’s not what you think it-”

      “She’s having your baby?” I hurl at him, hating how emotional it sounds.

      “Well, that would be a fucking miracle, because I never touched her, and I certainly didn’t fuck her.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “I do not need to know about-”

      “Nat, nothing is happening, or has ever happened, with Tina.”

      “And why would I possibly think there is, Austin? Her leaving just as I come home, you practically naked lounging around the couch?”

      His face suddenly splits in that wide, white, cowboy grin.

      “What,” I mutter.

      He laughs.

      “Oh fuck off.”

      “You know, I think I like you angry.”

      “Why, so you can feel vindicated about screwing around with-”

      “Because you look hot as hell when you’re jealous.”

      His voice cuts across the room, silencing me as my lips snaps shut. Heat blooms in my face as I feel his eyes burning right into me, his chiseled chest rising and falling as he inhales deeply.

      Austin steps closer to me, my pulse pounding in my ears. “I’m not jealous.”

      “No, I like this ‘jealous wife’ version of you,” he says darkly, moving even closer to me with his eyes locked right on mine.

      I swallow thickly. “I’m not your wife,” I say quietly.

      He stops right in front of me, so close that I can feel the heat from his bare skin, the scent of him filling my senses. His hazel eyes pierce down into mine, and I shiver as his hand suddenly comes up to cup my jaw.

      “Yes you are.”

      And suddenly, he’s kissing me - hard - and I’m melting right into him.

      I’m throwing my arms around his neck and kissing him back before I can even second-guess any of this. I’m moaning into his mouth as he pulls me into him, cupping my jaw with one hand as the other slides down my back to palm my ass and grind me against him.

      His kisses are hungry and demanding - insistent and needing.

      Needing me, and I know right then that whatever the hell this is, I need him back.

      I kiss him hungrily, my hands sliding up and into his hair as our tongues swirl.

      And that is when reality hits me like a big slap in the face - I’m making out with a man who in all effects is paying me to do so.

      I gasp as I pull away, bringing a hand up to touch my bruised lips as I step away from Austin.

      “No,” I say quietly, shaking my head, my fingers still tracing my lips and my eyes locked on his.

      This can’t happen. Because me kissing Austin is quite suddenly Vince’s secretary kissing him. Because at some point, that’s how that whole thing started - a woman kissing a man who signs her paychecks.

      I will not be that girl.

      “Nat-”

      “No,” I say firmer this time. I take another step back before I shake my head, turn away, and run out of the room.
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      “Wait, what?”

      Natalie scowls at me through the half-open bedroom door. I’m almost impressed she’s even opened it after our, well, thing downstairs earlier. Of course, she’s more scowling past me, since she’s also not meeting my eyes in the slightest bit.

      I clear my throat and repeat myself. “My mom’s house.”

      Nat’s brow shoots up. “Your mother lives here, in LA?”

      I moved my mom into a house down in the valley when I got recruited. Home might’ve been fucking terrible growing up with her always going back to my shithead of a dad no matter how many times he walked out on us or slapped us around.

      But it’s my mom, and you’ve gotta take care of family, even when they’ve fucked up more times than you can count.

      I shrug as I lean against the doorframe. “Yeah, she obviously heard about our whirlwind of a romance-”

      Natalie rolls her eyes.

      “And she wants to meet her new daughter-in-law.” I wink. “She’s really excited to meet you.”

      Natalie scrunches her face up. “You want me to go lie to your own mother’s face about us being married.”

      “That’s the general plan, yeah.”

      She wrinkles her nose and shakes her head. “No way.”

      “Look, it’s not a favor for me, it’s for her. She’s sweet, you’ll love her.”

      Natalie blows air through her lips and runs a hand through her deep brown hair. “I can’t believe you want me to lie to your mother.” Her eyes dart in the vague direction of my face before looking away, which only makes me grin since she still hasn’t looked me in the eye since opening the door.

      “It’s a white lie.”

      “White lies are small, this is kind of a bigger deal.”

      I sigh. “Look, it’s just-”

      “We’re not actually married, Austin.”

      I grin. “You know, you keep saying that, but I’ve got a little piece of paper from the State of Nevada that says-”

      “Ugh,” she groans. “You know what I mean.” And this time her eyes do meet mine.

      “We’re not in love or anything.”

      I stick my bottom lip out and make the sad puppy eyes at her. “Aww, you sure you don’t lurrrrv me?” I say, drawing out the L-word cartoonishly.

      “I’m quite positive.”

      I grin. “I mean that kiss a few hours ago sure seemed like lurrrrv to me.”

      Natalie’s whole face goes fucking crimson, and her eyes go wide before they narrow at me. “That was- I mean-” She stammers before holding her head up high and regal-like. “Enjoy dinner alone, Austin.”

      She starts to shut the door, but I jam my foot in it. “Okay, okay, lighten up.”

      Her eyes are still glaring at me, and her face is still stewing this adorable pink color. But she eases up on the door.

      “Look, please come to dinner with me at my mom’s house.” I flash her a grin. “I’d totally do the same for you.”

      Natalie barks out a laugh. “Yeah, you’ve never met Loraine.”

      “Should I?”

      She raises her brow and lets her gaze do a once-over before she drags them back to my face. “No, probably not.”

      I laugh. “Hey, moms love me, you know.”

      “So I’ve read,” she says curtly as she smiles sweetly at me. “And that is exactly why you won’t be introduced.”

      I grin as I rake my nails across my five o’clock shadow. “That tabloid stuff is mostly just rumor and garbage you know.”

      “Mostly or entirely?”

      “Taking the fifth on that one, princess. So, dinner? My mom really is a sweetheart.”

      She sighs heavily before I finally watch that last defense of hers drop from her face.

      “Okay, fine. But I’m doing this for your mother, not you.”

      “Thanks, dear.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “So what time are we leaving for dinner then?”

      I shrug and look down at my watch. “Like, ten minutes?”

      Natalie’s jaw drops as her eyes go wide. “Seriously?!”

      I frown. “What?”

      “You’ve clearly never lived with a woman before, that’s what.”

      I snort. “Well, yeah, obviously. Why?”

      “Because I’m about to meet my fake husband’s mother for the first time and I need to get ready!”

      I make a face. “What’s wrong with that?” I nod at the tank top and jean shorts she’s wearing. “She’s cooking dinner, you know. We’re not going to the opera, Madame Ames.”

      Nat gives me a ‘watch it’ look. “I’m going to need at at least thirty minutes.”

      I roll my eyes. “Fine, just-”

      The door slams in my face.

      Welcome to your married life, Austin, I grumble to myself as I head downstairs to grab a beer.
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* * *

      “Oh well now you are just sweet as pie, sugar!”

      Natalie doesn’t even have a chance to say anything back before my beaming mom wraps her up in a big bear hug.

      “I am so glad you found my boy and got him to settle himself down!”

      Mom pulls back to beam at Natalie, her rosy, dimpled cheeks and the smile lines around her eyes pulled tight with her delight. I’m always amazed that my mom even knows how to smile with the shit we put up with growing up with Dad.

      “Oh now, Mrs. Taylor,” Natalie’s voice adapts a “folky” tone similar to my mom’s, and she cocks a hip to the side in this casual way I’ve never actually seen her stand. “I think Austin is the one that found me, actually!”

      I raise a brow. Country-bumpkin Natalie is making an Oscar-worthy performance.

      Mom snorts a laugh and bats a hand at Nat. “Oh, please, this boy couldn’t find his own ass with two hands.”

      Natalie cracks up right alongside my mom, hamming it up like the two of them are old bridge partners. “He sure can’t, Mrs. Taylor!”

      “Oh now, please, it’s just Bernadette, we’re family now.”

      She turns back to me, beaming like I haven’t seen her in years - even when I “made it” and bought her this house.

      “I’m so proud of you, honey,” she says in that gushy mom way as she reaches up to pat my cheek. “Now, c’mon now, let’s get fed, huh?”

      Natalie starts to follow her into the house, but I snag her arm and hold her back.

      “Since when is Ms. Natalie Ames a little ol’ country girl?”

      She grins and shrugs. “It’s proper to put people at ease when you meet them for the first time.”

      “By imitating them?”

      She frowns. “No, God, of course not,” she says primly. “Meeting someone new for the first time is putting aside showing who you are and letting them be who they are.”

      I blink. “Wow.”

      “Eddington Hill Preparatory Day finishing classes,” she says with another shrug.

      “A what now?”

      Natalie grins. “Rich kid school for learning to be fancy.”

      “Sounds awesome.”

      “Oh, a blast.” Natalie winks. “If you ever want to go ballroom dancing, by the way, I’m kind of really good at it.”

      “I’ll have to check my schedule.”

      “C’mon now, you lovebirds!” Mom’s voice calls out from the kitchen.

      “Your mom is kinda great, by the way,” Natalie whispers before winking and turning towards the kitchen. “Just makin’ sure this big goof remembers to take his boots off before traipsing through the house, Bernadette!”

      Mom hoots from the kitchen.
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* * *

      “Now I’ve been dyin’ to know, honey.” Mom puts her fork down and grins eagerly at me across the dinner table. “How exactly did y’all meet?”

      Shit.

      I probably should’ve expected questions like this, and really, we probably should’ve gone over this at some point. Hell, we’re going to need this story for the media any-

      “Dance class.”

      I snap my eyes over to Natalie, who’s grinning impishly at me over a bite of chili.

      “Dance class?” Mom’s brows shoot up. “Well you don’t say.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Natalie winks at me across the table, ignoring the hard look I’m trying to shoot her. “Ballroom.”

      “Oh how sweet!” Mom turns and wags a finger at me as she smiles. “You are full of surprises, honey now aren’t you? Now, did y’all go as a couple?”

      Natalie answers for me, of course, because she’s enjoying this too much. “Oh, we were both there solo and Austin came over and asked me to dance.”

      I silence the laugh that’s threatening to come spilling out with a giant spoonful of chili. The idea of me, going alone to some ballroom dance class doesn’t make a damn inch of sense.

      Mom is head over heels though, beaming between the two of us as if she can’t make up her mind who she wants to smile at more.

      “I just knew you were more than just some sports guy, Austin.”

      I roll my eyes. “I mean, sports guy Austin was able to buy this house, mama.”

      Mom grins slyly at Natalie. “He did, you know. Just the sweetest boy getting his mama a new house like this in the city so I could be near him.”

      She neglects to mention that doing so keeps her away from my dad, wherever the fuck he is these days, but that’s just as well.

      “More cornbread, honey?”

      Natalie chuckles and pats her stomach. “Oh, no thank you, Bernadette, I-”

      “Oh I’ll get you one more small piece then.”

      I shrug helplessly at Nat as Mom walks back to the kitchen.

      “God, I can’t believe you’re lying to my mom like that,” I whisper, leaning close to her.

      Natalie elbows me in the side.

      “Do not start with me,” she says, grinning.

      “Dance lessons?” I snort. “Hardly a believable backstory.”

      She turns and smiles sweetly at me. “Well it’s hardly believable that I’d marry a guy like you, isn’t it?”

      Our eyes lock for a second, and then another, even though we’re saying nothing.

      I like this sass.

      Mom steps back into the dining room and stops at the head of the table, eyes darting between us with this mischievous look on her face.

      “What’s up, Mama?”

      “Now, look, there’s something-” Mom shakes her head. “Oh, never mind, it’s silly.” She grins at me, like she’s dying to spill whatever it is she’s about to say.

      “Mom-”

      “Oooh, okay! It’s silly, but, well-” She turns to Natalie. “I know you kids already went and got hitched, but I have always wanted to see my boy up there at a real proper alter with a girl like you, honey.”

      I frown. “Mama, I don’t-”

      “You want us to have a real wedding, Bernadette?”

      My head jerks towards Nat as my mom nods.

      “It’s silly isn’t it?”

      Natalie shakes her head. “I think it’d be a lovely thing to do, actually. What do you think, honey?” she says, grinning at me.

      I scratch my chin. “Hey, why not.”

      “Oh honey that would just make my whole dang life!” Mom throws her arms around Natalie, and I arch my brows at her over my my mom’s shoulder.

      “Well lordy, I went and forget your cornbread!”

      “Oh, Bernadette, that’s really-”

      “Nonsense, nonsense,” Mom waves her off. “Now, us girls will have to set aside some time to go shopping soon,” she says, eyeing me with a smile as she bustles back to the kitchen.

      I lean into Natalie, whispering out of the corner of my mouth. “What the hell have you gotten us into?”

      She elbows me again, giggling. “It’s going to be fun!”

      “Yeah, a blast.”

      “Oh, honey?” My mom’s voice drifts back from the kitchen.

      “Yeah?” I say, reluctantly pulling my eyes away from Natalie.

      “Set another place at the table, would you?”

      I freeze, the smile instantly dropping from my face.

      You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.

      “For who, Mom,” I say with a leaded voice.

      I don’t even have to wait for her answer though, because I already know. I’ve been at this table, having this exact same dinner about a hundred times before, when I was growing up.

      There’s the sound of a car pulling into the driveway, and I feel every muscle in my body tensing as my hands clench into fists on the table.

      Mom pokes her head into the dining room. “Now, Austin, honey, don’t get mad.”

      But I’m already mad. No, fuck that, I’m furious - furious that he managed to find her, and manipulate himself back into her life. And I know that look on her face, because I saw it a dozen fucking times growing up, usually a week or a month after she kicked him out.

      “You’re fucking kidding me.”

      “Language, Austin!” My mom shushes, her hand flying to the cross around her neck.

      “What’s going on?” Nat whispers, leaning close to me.

      “My dad’s here.”

      “Oh,” she nods, furrowing her brow. “Oh well that’s nice.”

      “No, it’s not,” I growl.

      The front door slams open, and I’m right back to being a kid all over again.

      And suddenly, there he is, standing in the dining room doorway and beaming at the whole room like he’s the best thing that ever happened to everyone here.

      I hate that fucking look.

      “Well well! Big NFL star!” Dad throws his arms wide. “Come on, boy! Git over here and give your ol’ man a hug!”

      I stay seated, my eyes narrowing at him. Him, the man who beat the hell out of my mother, who cheated on her, who left her, who stole from her.

      The one she always took back.

      He’s drunk, obviously, and he stands there swaying slightly on his feet for another second or two before he suddenly turns his eyes on Natalie.

      I growl.

      “Well well!” He whistles lowly, his gaze turning all sorts of evil as he narrows in on her.

      “So you must be the bride, huh?”

      Natalie smiles cordially, clearly sensing the tension in the room but still putting up that smiling finishing school veneer.

      “Yes, sir.” She starts to stand. “Please to finally meet you, I’m-”

      Dad belts out a hooting laugh, cutting her off. “Holy shit, son!” He grins, nodding his chin at Natalie. “Look at this piece of tail, huh?”

      Natalie quickly looks at the floor, her face growing red. Mom is fidgeting from foot-to-foot across the room, silent as usual in the presence of Harry.

      “I mean damn!” Dad whistles again, openly ogling Natalie as I feel the red rage building to the point of no return inside.

      “Shoulda gone pro myself! I mean, would you look at that ass!”

      He suddenly puts his hand out, as if he’s about to touch her, and that’s when I fucking snap.

      I stand with a roar, yanking her behind me and shoving him away and into the wall. It’s primal, like I’m some sort of caveman, but I don’t care.

      Dad whirls back from where I’ve shoved him, his face red and furious looking.

      Except I’m not a little kid anymore.

      “You watch yourself, boy.”

      “Keep your fucking hands to yourself,” I growl through gritted teeth, keeping myself between him and Natalie.

      Goddamnit, how the fuck did this happen.

      I turn and shake my head at Mom, already half the size of the woman who met us at the front door, or who went to the kitchen to get Natalie another piece of cornbread, because that’s what he does to her.

      “Why is he here, Mom?”

      “Honey,” she says quietly, still looking at the floor and playing with the cross on her neck. “He’s your father, Austin.”

      “No, he’s not,” I spit out, turning back to glare at him. “You give that up when you leave.”

      He glares right back at me. “I’m still your daddy, boy.”

      “No,” I say evenly. I shake my head. “No, you’re, not. And I’m not boy anymore, old man.”

      He snorts, pulling a flask out of his jacket pocket and fiddling with the cap as he nods a chin at Natalie. “Shit, don’t know what a hot little thing like that sees in a fuck-up like you anyways.”

      My mouth goes tight as I take a deep breath of air through my nose.

      Fuck this.

      “Mama, thank you for dinner.”

      She does look up then, wringing her hands and looking at Nat and I pleadingly. “You- I mean-” She looks down again. “You don’t want to stay for dessert? I made key lime.”

      “Not while he’s here,” I say softly but evenly.

      Mom nods.

      “Bernadette,” Natalie puts her hand on my mom’s arm. “Would you like to come with us and have that pie?”

      Mom smiles a small little smile as she looks up and meets her eye. “Thank you, sweetheart,” she says quietly. “But no. Not tonight.”

      “We’re leaving,” I say gruffly, giving my mom a quick kiss on the forehead. “Night Mama.”

      “It was lovely to meet you, Bernadette,” Natalie says, giving her a hug.

      “Take care of my boy now, ya hear?”

      Natalie smiles. “Of course.”

      I don’t even give my dad another look, as I take Nat’s hand and lead her out of the house.
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      We’re halfway home before Austin says anything in the looming, neon-lit quiet of the car.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay,” I say with a casual shrug that I hope comes off more reassuring than it does cavalier.

      “No, it’s not,” he says with a voice edged in steel.

      “Austin, I’m a big girl, I can handle a drunk guy being inappropriate.”

      I know his silence and the brooding look on his face has a lot more to do than just his father being weird with me. But I know that’s a part of it. I know it from the way he lunged out of his chair back there at the house to protect me.

      Hell, I’ve never had man lunge to my defense like that.

      I can remember any number of a dozen times over the last two years when one of Vince’s awful, pretend-gangster friends would hit on me; aggressively. I remember how Vince would just laugh and then accuse me of flirting with his friends.

      A real winner, there.

      But Austin jumped in like a damn superhero at the first sign of someone coming near me.

      It’s not altogether not sexy, I’ll say that.

      I turn and look out the side window of the Aston Martin, hiding the blush and and the tingly feeling writ large across my face in the darkness of the car.

      Austin pulls into the driveway, the car going silent as he pulls the key out.

      “Thanks for coming tonight.” I turn to see him looking at me in the darkness, that steely look still on his face, but with the slightest hint of a smile hidden there in the corners of his lips.

      “Your mom is pretty great you know.”

      He grins, turning to look out the front windshield. “My mom is a saint, when she’s not acting like a fucking idiot.” He shakes his head, his thumbs drumming on the steering wheel.

      “People do dumb things when they think they’re in love. Or are.” I reach up to play with the ends of my hair, curling them around a finger in a way I can distinctly remember my mother shaking her head at when I was younger.

      I turn to look at him. “My father cheated on a lot more than mutual funds and declaring income tax, you know. My mother took him back every time, and I used to hate her for that. Now?” I shrug. “Now I just feel sorry for her.”

      Austin smiles in the darkness. “Sounds like our moms might-”

      “Nope, no,” I shake my head, laughing. “She’s the exception to the ‘dumb things in love’ rule. She’s married two more men since Dad, and she’s still a fucking lunatic.”

      Austin laughs, shaking his head as he turns and grins at me. “And what about Vince.”

      I arch a brow at him. “What about Vince?”

      Austin shrugs. “That fall into the ‘dumb things in love’ rule?”

      “I’ve never been in love.”

      It just tumbles out, but I know it’s true the second I say it in the ticking darkness of that car in the Hollywood Hills. And for a moment, it feels like a knife to the heart, until I realize it doesn’t actually hurt to say out loud.

      In fact, it’s freeing.

      Austin whistles. “Well, damn.” He leans back against his door, nodding at me and looking me over in an appraising way. “I sort of had you pegged for the fairytale-princess ‘true love’ type shit.”

      “Nope.” I flash a half-smile at him in the dark, brushing hair away from my face and tucking it behind my ear. “I’m not really sure I believe in it, to be honest.”

      “That why you marry a guy like me for five hundred large?”

      I grin. “Oh, totally. I just married you for your body.”

      I’d meant it lightly, as a joke. But the whole car goes quiet as the weight of the sudden sexual tension shrouds the darkness. A full second ticks by, with me cringing at my Freudian slip of an awful joke before I suddenly shake my head and reach for the door.

      “We should go inside.”

      I all but run to the front door of the house, and I almost make it too, before I suddenly feel his hand on my arm.

      “Hang on.”

      I freeze, closing my eyes and raking my teeth across my bottom lip; not trusting myself to turn.

      “Natalie.” That deep, honeysuckle voice sends a shiver down my spine as he says my name.

      “Look at me.”

      I want to shake my head. I want to say no, and push kick my way through the front door so I can run off and escape into my room.

      But I don’t, and instead, I slowly turn to face him.

      His look is lingering - hungry, and it’s the same hunger that I feel inside, as much as I’m trying to shove it aside or pretend it isn’t there.

      Because I shouldn’t have thoughts like that for a man like this.

      But the way he looked when he jumped up at the dinner table, and the ferocity of his defense of my honor, and the damn way he’s looking at me now has my heart skipping a beat and my blood stuttering in my veins as I meet his eyes.

      I swallow thickly, feeling my pulse quicken.

      He moves closer and I step back until my back is against the front door to his house. But he moves closer still, until his palm is flat against the door to my side, his body right in front of me.

      God I want to kiss him.

      The thought comes surging into my thoughts almost as powerfully and as primal as the hunger for him I felt before. And I know it’s silly, and I know that’s not what this is - paper-napkin contract or letter from the State of Nevada aside.

      But those damn lips of his so close to mine are like this dare needling at me. And what’s worse is that I know what they feel like on mine. I know what his tongue tastes like as it slides against mine.

      I know how his kiss makes my whole body sizzle and ache.

      He leans in closer still, until those damn lips are almost brushing across mine.

      “You know,” he growls, the sound of his southern-dipped voice making my knees weak as he breaths the words across my lips.

      “Uh-huh?”

      His tongue darts out, sliding quickly across his bottom lip as his eyes light a fire into mine.

      “It’s getting harder and harder to come up with excuses not to kiss you, and damn if you’re not makin’ it even harder.”

      The words I never meant to say come tumbling out anyway.

      “Well then maybe you should stop making excuse-”

      I don’t even finish before his lips sear fiercely against my own. I moan as he kisses me hard enough to bruise, growling into my mouth as he presses me up against the door behind me and smothers me with his hard body.

      I’m melting into him, my hands instantly clutching at him and yanking him into me. His hand slides to my waist, pulling me against him as his other hand slides up to tangle in my hair.

      I’m throwing my arms around his neck and kissing him back before I can even second-guess any of this. I’m moaning into his mouth as he pulls me into him, cupping my jaw with one hand as the other slides down my back to palm my ass and grind me against him.

      His kisses are hungry and demanding - insistent and needing.

      Needing me, and I know right then that whatever the hell this is, I need him back.

      I kiss him hungrily, my hands sliding up and into his hair as our tongues swirl.

      He’s growling into my mouth as he fumbles behind us. The door suddenly swings open behind us and we go tumbling inside, hardly breaking the kiss as we crash to the floor of his entryway. I gasp as his mouth pulls from my lips to trail down to the tender skin of my neck, his hands sliding over me as our bodies undulate together.

      I’m gasping, swirling, falling, and I feel like I might explode.

      But I’m alive. More alive than I’ve felt in a very, very long time.

      I pull him back to my mouth, whimpering as I kiss him fiercely, like he’s my lifeline back to feeling this - to feeling in control and feeling alive. I’m moaning into him, and knowing this is wrong, but it can’t be helped.

      There’s no saying no to this, and there’s certainly no putting this genie back in the bottle. Not with those hands, and these lips.

      His hand slides to the hem of my top, pulling it out from the waist of my skirt and pushing it up to expose my skin. I slip it over my head, already feeling his fingers at my back slipping the clasp of my bra.

      That goes too, followed quickly by my hands on his shirt, pulling it up over the coiled muscles of his torso and watching with a hungry look of my own as he kneels to pull it from his body and throw it across the room.

      His powerful arms snatch me, pulling me up into his lap as my legs go around his waist. I gasp as he stands, lifting me like I’m weightless before striding across the room and sinking us both into the couch.

      And then we’re moaning into each other’s mouths, skin-to-skin. I feel his chest against mine, my nipples sending shivers of electric tingles through my body as they drag across his warm chest. His mouth moves to my neck again, his hands sliding down to pull at the hem of my new skirt. I’m soaking wet, wanting him so badly, and feeling my pulse roar inside as his hands slide between my legs to trail over the seam of my panties.

      “Wait.”

      The word comes tearing out of me, fueled by the last shreds of my self-control.

      Austin pauses, his mouth moving away from my neck as his eyes dart across mine questioningly.

      “I-” I shake my head. “Look, just no…” I roll my eyes at myself, feeling my cheeks blush red. “No sex, okay?”

      His brow cocks and a grin teases the corners of his lips as he looks at me questioningly.

      “Just, no sex.”

      He frowns. “No sex like…”

      “Like I’m not fucking you.” I frown and quickly shake my head, realizing how crass it sounds.  “I mean not-”

      Not while you’re paying me money because it makes me feel like a hooker, or like Vince’s secretary?

      I bite my lip, feeling the voice inside screaming at me to shut the hell up and let this insanely gorgeous man with his lips on my neck and his hand on my thigh making me wetter and hotter by the second do whatever he wants to me.

      “I just can’t,” I say quietly.

      He nods, and his fingers slowly slide up across the edge of my panties, making my eyes flutter shut as I moan quietly. “But this…”

      “Fingers are okay,” I nod quickly, panting as his finger trails across the front of my panties, teasing me.

      He pauses, and I open my eyes to see him grinning at me wickedly. “Oh are they?”

      “Uh-huh.” I nod again, swallowing the thick lump in my throat as his eyes burn in to mine.

      “I think I like this loophole,” he growls, his eyes dropping down to my breasts.

      “Like this?” He pushes my wet panties to the side, his thick fingers brushing over my slit and making me whimper.

      God yes.

      He leans down, his lips brushing against my ear before he gently nips the lobe between his teeth, making me gasp. His fingers slip between my lips, rubbing me slowly before he slides one thick finger easily inside as I moan loudly.

      “Seems fingers are very okay,” he growls into my ear as I whimper and arch my hips towards him.

      His fingers curl, and he starts to stroke that magic place just inside. His lips move down to the hollow of my neck, teeth grazing the skin as his thumb begins to roll over my aching clit.

      I’m moaning, clutching at rippling biceps and letting my head fall back on the couch as he slowly starts to tease me higher and higher with his fingers.

      “No sex, huh?” he growls into my ear, rocking his hips against me and making me gasp as I feel the huge thickness pulsing against my thigh through his shorts and making me sorely second guess my own convictions. “Well that’s fine, princess, cause I already know I can make you come harder with these fingers than you’ve ever come in your life.”

      “Big words,” I mumble out, gasping and moaning loudly as he sinks his fingers deep and curls them up.

      His hand starts to move faster as he moves his mouth lower, sucking and nipping at the skin of my neck. I can feel my pulse roaring through my veins, my body starting to tense up higher and higher as his lips trail over my heaving breasts until they find the hard buds of my nipples.

      I’m burning up inside, the fire only growing hotter and hotter as Austin stokes it with his fingers, and that wicked tongue teasing across my nipples. My hands slide into his hair, clutching at him as I feel the world start to spin around us. I’m gasping, feeling my body go cascading towards that sweet drop and release as his fingers work magic across my sex, his thumb rolling my clit in a steady, demanding rhythm.

      “Oh, God-”

      “Come for me, princess,” he growls into my ear before dragging his lips across my cheek and claiming my mouth. I moan into him as his tongue probes my lips, his fingers curling deep inside and that thumb of his sending me right to the edge.

      “I want to watch your face when you come for me, Natalie,” he growls. “And I want you to come. Right. Now.”

      And I shatter.

      I scream into his mouth as my orgasm tears through me. My thighs clamp on his wrist, my hands clutching wildly at his shoulders, at his hair, at his face - anything to keep myself from going spinning away from him in the vortex of my release. My body goes rigid, my hips rocking off the couch into him before I suddenly collapse beneath him as if the strings holding me up were cut.

      Oh, God, what did I just do?

      It’s the first thought that hits me as I slowly regain use of my mind - the horrible, sinking, self-loathing realization that I’ve just left my standards and my scruples at the door and done that with a man who’s literally paying me to be his wife.

      The feeling rolls through me like nausea, and I’m suddenly sitting up and feeling the awkward need to cover myself as I smooth my skirt down.

      “Hey, hang on.”

      Austin’s hand on my cheek stops my mad thoughts for a second, the warmth of his palm centering and calming me for one brief moment.

      But it’s too much to hold in.

      I shake my head, pulling away from his hand. “We shouldn’t have done-”

      He kisses me, bringing me back to center again. “Yeah, we should have,” he murmurs into my lips.

      But there it is again - that nagging, lingering thought that this is wrong. That pulling feeling on my back that I can’t ignore - all of it stemming from the fact that all of this is due to to a financial contract.

      Me living here, these clothes I’m wearing, meeting his mother…

      All of it, built on the premise of an exchange of money.

      And I feel filthy.

      I pull away. “No, Austin.” My eyes dart to his, almost losing my sudden resolve in the deepness of those hazel orbs, or in the thin lines of those dimples in his cheeks.

      “You’re- you’re paying me.”

      He frowns. “Nat, it’s not like that-”

      “It’s exactly like that, Austin.”

      I push my hair back as I stand, snatching my shirt up off the ground where it landed and hold it to my bare chest.

      “That can’t happen again,” I say, quickly shaking my head.

      And I don’t know who I’m trying to convince more as I whirl and run for my room.
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      Club music pounds through my head, vibrating my skull and making my damn teeth hurt it’s so loud.

      I fucking hate clubs.

      I’m a Texas boy. Give me some country music and a cold Lone Star and I’m a happy guy. But instead I’ve got shitty Euro-pop and some godawful designer light beer my new teammate Eli passes to me.

      Welcome to LA, I guess.

      “Hey, so, congratulations I guess, man,” Eli hoists his beer my way.

      Daryl, another new teammate, along with Kyle who’s just along for the ride, join in, toasting my newly-spilled nuptials that’ve been splayed across the fucking internet for the last two days.

      Daryl chuckles and claps me on the back. “Twenty-three, a first round draft pick, a sweet new bachelor pad up in the hills, and a forty-mil contract.” He snorts. “And now is when you decided to settle down with one woman? The fuck is wrong with you, rookie?”

      What’s wrong with me indeed.

      It’s the question that’s been looming over my thoughts ever since Natalie locked herself away in her room after our craziness in the living room the night before. It’s the question rattling through my head ever since I almost followed her up there like some sort of pussy-whipped, well, pussy.

      Fucking married life, man.

      I needed to get out. And hell, I should be here, even if I hate the place. I’m a damn NFL player; it’s practically in my contract to be out at clubs acting like a rock-star.

      Eli cracks up as he and Daryl clink beers over the pounding of the house music. “You’re in your prime, young buck!”

      I get that the whole marriage thing has to be a secret, even to guys on the inside like Eli and Daryl who for all I know have the same sort of arrangement going on with fake media-wives of their own. Except - as Derek reiterated by way of yelling when I called him after the thirty-nine text messages, six voice mails, and an email the size of the Old Testament he’d left when my phone was off - “you just don’t talk about it.”

      Apparently, these bullshit “image-wives” are commonplace, except it’s like that fight movie - “the first rule of fake wives club is, you don’t talk about fake wives club.”

      This town is insane.

      This whole “image” thing rests on me showing the American public that they don’t have to lock up their daughters whenever my face shows up on the television. It rests on me looking like I’ve turned the corner from wild, womanizing, party boy to the sagely, family-friendly, Disney-fied married man. It’s about showing the world that I’ve put all my wickedness behind me, all for the love of a woman.

      Which is of course all complete bullshit, but that sweet, sweet endorsement money is pretty damn motivating.

      “I mean, she’s a great girl,” Kyle says, taking a pull from his beer. He grins my way. “You know, I’m proud of you man. I think you’ve really turned a corner with this one.”

      I shoot him a look. He knows the truth, and while an outsider might look at it as him “protecting” the secret, I know the little shit well enough to know he’s messing with me.

      He grins back, chuckling to himself.

      Asshole.

      “Yeah, well, hope you enjoyed all the pussy you got up until this very moment, kid.” Eli chuckles, shaking his head. “Because that ship has sailed. Great girl or not, good fucking luck getting laid now.”

      I clear my throat, ready to play the part. “Hey, I mean, I went into this knowing it meant one girl from here on-”

      Eli and Daryl laugh, and I furrow my brow. “What?”

      “One girl?” Daryl snorts.

      “Yeah, bro, I didn’t mean your days of chasing college girls and cheerleaders were over, I meant your days of using your dick at all are over. Period.” Eli grins as he clinks his bottle of beer against mine. “Welcome to married life, kid.”

      I frown. “You’re married?”

      “Fuck no!” He laughs, almost spitting beer out of his nose. “Cause I’ve done it twice. Daryl’s in the middle of dropping his third right now.”

      Daryl shrugs. “This life doesn’t mesh with the normal life, kid. You’re rich, you’re young, you’re traveling all the time, and every single girl you meet wants a piece of you. There ain’t no room for ‘one and onlys’ and ‘happy ever afters’ with that kind of pressure.”

      “Oh, but happy endings you get whenever you want though, buddy.” Eli grins. His eyes light up. “Ooo, we should set you up with Lori, from the cheer squad.” He pantomimes crossing himself. “A mouth like a fucking artist, let me tell you.”

      I frown into my beer as Eli and Daryl crack up again and the music pounds loud around us.

      Like I said, I hate clubs, but now and again, you just gotta get lost outside yourself somewhere.

      Accosting me at my fucking house is a new one, but being rich, young, and famous drags all kinds of leeches like Tina out of the woodwork. Tina, who’s still trying to threaten me with with this media bullshit about me knocking her up, which would be a pretty fucking amazing feat considering I’ve never laid a hand on her, much less ejaculated inside her.

      Except Derek’s right. If she puts up enough of a stink about this, it’s going to get ugly.
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* * *

      “QB! Let’s go!” Daryl nods his chin at me with a small army of club girls giggling around him. “We’ve got the limo outside, gonna head to that new club.”

      I turn back to Kyle who grimaces as we both knock back shots and slam the glasses back on the bar top.

      “You ready?”

      He makes a face. “Nah, I’m out, man.”

      I frown. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, it’s late,” he says with a shrug.

      “Kyle, you’re a newly minted millionaire, you’re twenty-three, and you’re at a club in LA with three professional football players.”

      He laughs. “And now I’m going home.”

      I shake my head at him. “Do you even comprehend how many different ways you could be getting laid right now?”

      He grins and claps me on the back. “I got stuff to do, man. And hell, don’t you have practices starting in like two days?”

      “Yeah, but we’ve got four guys worth a collective hundred million dollars, a limo, a city to conquer, and that-” I stick a finger back in the direction of the club-girl army.

      Kyle shakes his head. “Dude,” he leans in. “You know I fucking hate clubs.”

      “Well, me too pal, but I happen to really like the girls who come to them.”

      He grins and shakes his head. “How about the one waiting at home?” He clicks his tongue in the way he does that makes it sound like he’s scolding you. “You know, your wife?”

      I give him a look. “Really?”

      “Fake, real…whatever man. I’m just saying.”

      “Saying what.”

      He laughs and holds his hands up. “She seems cool, that’s all.” He shrugs. “Seems like she could be good for you.”

      “Yeah, well, you didn’t see her storming away and locking herself in her room like a total drama queen.”

      “After you pulled something stupid, I assume?”

      I frown as Kyle rolls his eyes at my silence.

      “You got the part where she’s my employee, right?”

      He gives me a look. “Oh, that’s the issue here, huh?”

      I flip him off. “I do have lines I don’t cross, you know.”

      Kyle hoots. “Married women, groupie skanks, that professor of ours back in college - oh, the barely legal junior commissioner’s daughter?” He scratches his head and gives me a faux-sympathetic look. “Sorry, was there a line there somewhere I missed?”

      I scowl at him.

      “Just sayin’, man,” he says with a shrug. “Might be nice to stop pulling the same shit everyone expects you to pull. Aim higher, man.”

      I raise a brow at him. “Nice pep talk, really.”

      He grins and shakes his head. “Sorry. Look, ignore me man. I’m the guy that’s about to go home and code until five o’clock in the morning.”

      “Rookie! Let’s go!” Eli hollers at me from the door to the club.

      Kyle claps me on the back. “Go out and have fun, man.”

      Gee, thanks.
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* * *

      The problem is, he’s right, and I know it.

      The problem is that the whole limo-ride over to this new club - with two scantily clad models, or actresses or whatever the fuck they are squirming on my lap -  him being right and who he’s right about is the only thing playing through my head.

      And I’m very quickly not feeling this at all.

      The same two girls are all over me once we’re in the next club - dragging me out to the dance floor and grinding against me. One’s got her lips on my neck while the other one starts to pull my hand under her skirt.

      And all I can think about is Natalie, and the other night.

      “She’s not wearing any panties.”

      “Huh?”

      I blink back to the here and now, there on the dance floor of that shitty club. The girl at my neck giggles this awful laugh as she leans into my ear again. “She’s not wearing any panties,” she whispers again, nodding at the other girl grinding on me trying to pull my hand under her skirt. The girl at my neck traces her fingernails across my chest through my shirt. “Neither am I,” she husks.

      Fuck this. I can’t do this.

      I pull away from the two girls. “Maybe some other time, honey,” I mumble, ignoring the looks they give me. “You know, poor Daryl over there is going through a divorce, why don’t you go say hi to him?” I nod towards my teammate who already has four club-girls all over him before I turn and just walk away.

      And part of it is press, sure…at least, that’s what I’m telling myself as I grit my teeth and storm out of the club. Part of it is wondering about whatever pictures will show up on gossip blogs or on Facebook or whatever of me cavorting around drunk at some party with an armful of scantily clad girls when I’m supposed to be a newly minted married man.

      But that’s really all secondary bullshit, and I know it. Because I’m not thinking about the girls all over this club that’ll say yes to whatever I ask.

      I’m thinking of the girl in my house that keeps saying no.

      I’m thinking of my wife.

      And this is a problem Because this whole thing is supposed to give the appearance of me being less of a pussy-chasing horn-dog, not actually stopping me. But somehow, for whatever bewildering reason, Natalie Ames is in deep.

      And I want to go deeper.

      I want more, now.

      I want to feel her, skin-to-skin, with those long legs wrapped around my waist. I want to feel her honey dripping down my cock as she rides me, and I want to watch her face go to pieces as I slip those legs over my shoulders and fuck her hard and deep.

      Hell, I’m paying her enough.

      The thought stings through my head like a bard, and I scowl as I slam the door to my Vanquish shut.

      Fuck no.

      She’s right. The idea of that being some sort of trade-off for the money makes the whole thing sound sordid and dirty - and not in a good way. And besides that, I’m sure as hell not paying for sex.

      I mean please, it’s me.

      I don’t pay to get laid, and especially not when it’s my damn wife.

      So, Natalie wants to say no because of the money, even though its fucking obvious how much we both want this?

      I grin as I turn on the car and rev the engine.

      Sounds like a challenge. And if she thinks I’m the kind of guy that shies away from a challenge, well, she hasn’t been paying attention.

      My cock throbs in my pants as I roar back through downtown LA towards the hills, my mind on one, single thing.

      I’m going to have her begging for it, and that’s a promise.
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      The house is dark, but there’s the faint sound of music from upstairs.

      Where’s my wife.

      I can’t stop saying it. It’s like there’s something possessive about the way it sounds that pulls at something primal and something caveman inside of me.

      I follow the music up the stairs, hearing it get louder and louder as I make my way down the hallway towards her bedroom door. There’s no plan here, only this burning, roaring need to bring this whole thing to a head, right here and right now.

      No more games. No more using this idea of us being employer and employee as this absurd excuse to deny the obvious magnetic pull between us.

      I pause just outside her door, the sound of loud, raucous country music blasting from her room.

      I grin. None of that obnoxious club music, no bullshit light beer, and no clingy club-skanks with their hands all over me.

      Looks like the party was right here all along.

      I grin as I twist the knob and swing the door wide open.

      I freeze at the sight of Natalie, standing right there in the middle of the room.

      Totally. Fucking. Naked.

      She shrieks instantly, jumping away and snatching at the covers on her bed, which only has the effect of presenting her perfect, sweet little peach of an ass to me.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you!?”

      She whirls back to me, holding a sheet to her body as she reaches over and turns down the music. She glares at me. “Ever heard of knocking?”

      “Yeah, but I’m seriously inclined to skip it from now on.”

      Her face goes bright red and she glares at me again. “Well?” she says indignantly.

      I grin as I lean against the door frame, my eyes hungrily taking in the scene in front of me. “I mean, it’s nothing I haven’t seen bef-”

      “Would you please look away?” She groans, shooting me a look.

      “No.”

      The room goes still as her eyes go wide. There’s country music playing softly in the background, a warm breeze coming in through the double doors from the terrace, and damn if I can’t stop staring at how fucking beautiful she is.

      We stand there for a moment, both of us glaring at the other, our eyes saying all the shit the silence isn’t. There’s a flush to her cheeks and something she clearly wants to say hanging on her lips.

      But we say nothing at all.

      I can feel the blood and beast roaring inside as I move into the room, my eyes locked on her standing there as I step towards her.

      “You can’t just come in here,” she says softly, still holding that sheet to her flawless, nude body.

      “It’s my house.”

      Her lip quivers. “Well it’s my room.”

      I take another step towards her, my eyes never leaving hers. I watch as she rakes her teeth across her bottom lip, and that small little gesture gets my cock throbbing hard as stone.

      “What do you want.”

      “I just wanted to say goodnight to my wife.” I watch her chest rise and fall with her breath.

      “Where were you.”

      I grin. “Hey, just like a real married couple.”

      Her cheeks flush and she drops her chin down to hide the small smile there.

      “I was at a club with some friends.”

      She looks up, her eyes flashing something she’s clearly trying to hide, and I keep going, because I have to push this.

      I have to push her.

      “Just some drinks, some dancing.” I pause. “Some girls.”

      I can watch the fire blaze up in her bright blue eyes when I say it, her whole body tensing as she bristles.

      “Good thing we’re not a real couple or you might just be jealous.”

      She swallows quickly and nods icily. “Good thing.”

      I step closer.

      “You said goodnight, you can go now,” she says quietly, her eyes flitting across mine and her perfect pink lips pursed like a thin white line across her face.

      I’m rapidly approaching the point of no return here. She’s standing there like a fucking goddess, chewing on her lip, her eyes flashing fire at me, and her pulse beating quickly in the hollow of her neck. I can see the hard nubs of her nipples poking teasingly out from the sheet in front of her chest.

      “Not yet I didn’t.”

      “Well say it.”

      Jesus, I want her. I mean I really want her - her as in all of her, not just her body, as much as I want that.

      And it scares the shit out of me.

      I want every single inch of her, her present and her past. I want to know her better than anyone has before. And I want her because she’s not throwing herself at me - because she’s at no point ever wanted me for what people think I should be from the media bullshit and the hype surrounding me.

      She stands there, defiant, holding her ground, not giving in, and not doing what so many other girls I know would do here in this moment.

      And that’s when it hits me.

      I want her because she doesn’t want me.

      I move closer, and I can’t even stop myself.

      “Austin-”

      Her eyes dart across mine as she clutches the sheet in her fists.

      “What are you-”

      “Saying goodnight.”

      And then I’m kissing her - kissing her harder and fiercer than I’ve ever kissed a woman in my entire life. I’m pouring every single thing I have no fucking clue how to say into that kiss as she melts into me.

      It’s fierce, and wild, and she’s moaning into me, kissing me back.

      But there’s something missing, and I know it. This is need, not want. Her tongue is sliding into my mouth, and my hands are moving down to cup her perfect, bare ass. And I’m roaring inside for this. I’m tied up and twisted in her arms with those satin lips against mine.

      But it’s not quite right, because she’s right with what she said before.

      There’s a power dynamic here that feels fucked up and wrong. Because damn if she isn’t kissing me right back, and molding that tight little body against mine through the sheet, but I know it’s because I’ve pushed and teased and wound her up to this moment.

      And with literally any other girl, I’d be more than fine letting this happen. Anyone standing here basically naked in my arms and I’d be bending her over that bed, tangling my hand in her hair, and sliding every thick inch of my cock deep inside of her.

      But this isn’t working, not like this.

      Not with her.

      Because I want her to want me, not just give in to me.

      Every other part of me but that one traitorous thought screams at me to shut the fuck up, but it won’t be ignored.

      She has to want me.

      And that’s going to be the fun part, if I can survive it.

      She’s sucking at my lip as I pull away, moving my mouth to her ear to brush against the lobe there.

      “Natalie.”

      “Yes?”

      I growl into her ear. “Natalie.”

      “Austin-”

      “Goodnight.”

      She freezes as I pull away, grinning.

      She blinks, her breath coming in staggered gasps and her lips bright red and marked from my kisses.

      Her eyes narrow at me. “You are ridiculous.”

      “This isn’t happening until you want it to happen.”

      Her face goes flushed red as she clutches the sheet tight against her body. “What the hell do you think that just was?” she says heatedly, her cheeks flushed and pink.

      I shake my head, stepping into her again and feeling her shiver against me as I move to her ear again. “This is going to wait until you’re begging for it, princess.”

      Her whole body tenses before she moves back from me, her whole face wild and angry. “Well then you’re going to have a rough time,” she says icily.

      I turn and head to the door, gritting my teeth at what a fucking moral high-ground idiot I’m being. I pause just outside her door, turning.

      “Look-”

      The door slams in my face.

      Nice job, dick.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      Two frosty days of ignoring Austin later, duty calls.

      It’s the first day of team practice, which is apparently a big deal if you’re into that sort of thing.

      And I’m not.

      But - as Austin so handily reminded two nights ago in my room, this is a job. This is a role, and so here I am, playing the part and dressing the part of the big sports star’s wife. I’m painted up, coifed, and dressed to the nines - Dior top, Chanel skirt, Louboutin heels, at ten o’clock in the morning standing on astroturf along the sidelines of the stadium where the team is running drills.

      I might be out of place on a football field, but dressing a part and looking perfectly put together is something I was born doing.

      Thanks, Mom.

      I can clean up. I might roll my eyes at it, but my mother groomed me for this life and circumstances such as these where I’m here to smile and look pretty in order to support “my man.” And even if I never really wanted that, here I am anyways.

      God, she’d be thrilled.

      This is literally her dream - her darling daughter standing poised and put together, smiling at the right times, “engaged and yet unobtrusive, like a lady ought to be.”

      Of course, my mother’s dream might involve a bit more horse racing or polo, but I’m sure she’d be pleased nonetheless.

      The sidelines where I stand are crowded with managers and PR teams, media cameras and reporters, coaches, agents, and of course, other players’ wives looking about as interested in what’s going on on the field as I am. Being here hits every single pressure point in me for uncomfortable situations, though. People I don’t know, a place I don’t understand, and a thing I’m not familiar with.

      One of the catering staff comes around with a tray full of champagne flutes, which I take despite the time of day. I take a calming swig from the glass, eyeing the other wives, clustered together like a high school clique simultaneously smiling and shooting daggers at each other.

      They all look vaguely plastic. It’s really the only word I can think of, looking at the lot of them. Hell, they’re all dressed the same, in exactly the same yoga pants, stiletto heels, and Balmain jacket combo like it’s some sort of uniform I didn’t get the memo about. I’m almost suddenly self conscious about the far more formal outfit I’m wearing until I take another large swallow of champagne and decide I don’t care.

      These women are all the same sort of girl as the lovely Tina - vapid, social climbers and party girls all looking for the next big fish to land.

      I grimace as I realize that for all intents and purposes, I am that girl now.

      Gross.

      I quickly knock back the rest of the bubbly in my hands, smiling at the waiter who comes by with a tray as I replace it with a full one.

      “So, Nat is it?”

      I turn to see the flock of plastic-looking wives approaching me as a group, a woman with pink highlights, dagger-red nails, and a diamond nose stud at their helm as they collectively size me up with little sneers on their faces.

      Except, same as with Tina, I’ve played this game before. I’ve had years of practice tactfully dealing with catty girls and cliquey bullshit like this. And besides, I’ve got a secret weapon here.

      I don’t give a shit about any of this.

      Judge away, you crows.

      I smile plastically right back at pink highlights girl and her gaggle of gold-digger shrews. They can honestly make whatever judgments they want about who I am, what I’m wearing - any of it. Because in six months, I walk away from all this, and they’ll still be here harping on each other on the sidelines.

      “Natalie, or Nat,” I say evenly, smiling thinly at the front girl.

      “Virginity, hi.”

      I almost choke on my champagne.

      “Uh, hi.”

      She taps the side of her glass with a long, sharp red nail as she raises a brow at me. “Wow, so, Austin Taylor huh?”

      The plastic crew behind her all follow her lead, raising eyebrows and looking at me with a sort of appreciation.

      What, are they impressed?

      The answer is of course yes, with the whole group of them eyeing me with what now looks like envy and reverence, all because of the “big star” I’ve “managed to land.”

      “How’d you manage that, sweetie?” Virginity lets her gaze drop to my apparently non-union Chanel skirt, her manicured brow arching dramatically.

      I want to roll my eyes. Or puke. Or tell them to spend one night in that man’s house and realize what a ridiculous man-child he is. I want to tell them I don’t care about any of this and that I’m just here for the money, before I almost laugh, realizing that probably is exactly the situation of every other woman here.

      And of course, I’m here to play the role I’m supposed to play, as much as I want to do all of the above.

      I push all of it to the side as I calmly smile at them, batting my eyes and playing the part. “Oh, well, you know,” I brush a stray lock of hair behind my hair with a nail, “he’s a great guy, and I just fell in love with-”

      Virginity starts to giggle, followed quickly by her whole crew, and I frown.

      She quickly puts a hand on my arm, shaking her head. “Oh, honey, no offense meant.” She shakes her head sympathetically as the rest of the wives laugh behind her.

      “You can drop the act though, the cameras are on the boys now, not us.”

      I furrow my brow, quickly taking a sip of champagne. “Oh, I’m not-”

      “Right, true love?” Virginity rolls her eyes as she grins at me. “You found true love with a man-child who hits other guys for a living and spends his nights banging as many skanks as possible, right? Just like every little girl’s dream?”

      My jaw drops a little as her whole demeanor changes from frosty-cold alpha-chick to smiling and putting an arm around my shoulders.

      “Welcome to the jaded wives club, sweetie,” she says with a laugh, nodding at the other women in our little cluster. “Population, us.”

      She shrugs. “We all knew what we were getting into, it just goes with the territory.” She nods at a woman with perfect braids and long dark lashes. “Lana here is on her fourth.”

      Lana shrugs. “I’ve only had to fuck Josh three times, and we’ve been married six months now.”

      She says it like a brag, nodding to whoever Josh is out there on the field amongst the grunting, tackling men.

      “Honey, it’s the life.” Virginity shrugs. “Get paid, girl. Work what you got, right?”

      She looks me up and down again with a raised brow. “I didn’t think this was Austin’s type but, hey, if it works, right?”

      I frown. “Type?”

      “Oh, hoe, spelled capital S-L-U-T,” she says with a wry grin before smiling at me. “But you look classy - put together.”

      I laugh as I take a large sip of champagne. “Thanks?”

      And just like that, I’m in. And these women aren’t actually that bad, as I suddenly find myself in the middle of a bizarrely personal conversation about IUD’s. Jaded, obviously, and morally questionable, but hey, they have points.

      “Game faces, ladies,” Lana murmurs suddenly, smiling and tossing her hair back as a camera crew starts to make it’s way over. Practice has apparently ended while I’ve been engrossed in intimate details of Virginity’s choice of birth control, and I look up to see the players pulling off helmets and slapping each other on the back as they walk off the field.

      And there, on the side of the field, is Austin…surrounded by a gaggle of giggling, fawning cheerleaders. I narrow my eyes as I watch him sling an arm over one girl’s shoulders, laughing at something she says. Another one in a small little cheer skirt and a high ponytail moves into his other side and strokes his arm, batting her eyes at him. A camera guy moves in and starts snapping pictures of the clichéd big macho quarterback with the two giggling cheerleaders in his arms.

      I’m scowling without even knowing how or why, quickly draining my God knows what number glass of champagne as I glare daggers at the two girls fawning all over my fake husband. I realize my hand is in a fist as my face goes dark.

      “Oh, girl.”

      I snap my head up to see Virginity, shaking her head at me.

      “You’re gonna have to let that go.”

      I quickly smile, pushing the emotion from my face and casually running a hand through my hair. “What?”

      She cocks a brow at me. “Caring,” she says with a shrug. “This is about looking after you, not him. Smile, look pretty for him, and let him do him.” She shrugs and smiles at me again. “Like I said, get paid, and do you.”

      I glance back at Austin, still smiling for the fucking cameras with the two girls. “That’s him ‘doing him’?”

      “Yep.” She shrugs. “Of course, you can get smart with it too.” She nods back at the gaggle of wives behind us. “Lana’s only fucked Josh a couple times, but she’s got that shit locked down, you know?”

      I frown. “Locked down?”

      Virginity grins. “Get knocked up, honey.” She shrugs. “I don’t care what sort of prenup you sign, that’s a guaranteed cash-flow for at least another eighteen.”

      I wrinkle my nose, shaking my head.

      “Yeah, sad, but it’s the way it is, honey,” Virginity says, polishing off the last of her champagne. “Welcome to the game.”
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* * *

      I’m on yet another glass of champagne, standing there on the sidelines glaring at Austin, but I just don’t care.

      Because I’m mad.

      And it’s the bubbly that’s even making me admit that to myself, but it’s true anyways.

      I’m mad, and I feel like I’m being mocked - like I’m being made a fool of while my “husband” flirts and gets handsy with a bunch of cheerleaders with me standing right here like some trophy wife cliché.

      I know we’re not a “real” couple - I know what we are is set up. But it’s the principal of it. Because this might be a fake marriage, but that doesn’t mean I have to sit here and be real humiliated.

      “Oh you are so bad, Austin!”

      The sound of one of the giggly little cheerleaders’ high-pitched, flirty voice has me grinding my teeth, and I turn to see her laughing as she leans up to kiss Austin on the cheek.

      I almost crush the champagne flute in my hand, glaring at Austin once more and feeling so stupid.

      “We all knew what we were getting into, it just goes with the territory.”

      And I did too. Okay, I might not have known who Austin was exactly when I said yes sitting at that picnic table - or hell, when I said it again to some preacher in a Vegas chapel when we were drunk. But I knew what the score was. I knew this was basically the same game I’d been born to play - the one where I follow in my mother’s footsteps of being a conversation piece for some man.

      Elegant, demure, sidelined.

      I’ve done “sidelined.” I did it for two years with Vince, and I’ll be damned if I jump from one situation like that to another.

      The hell with this.  The hell with “doing my job” or “playing the part,” because I sure as hell don’t need to stand here watching that. I pound back the rest of my glass before setting it on a passing tray.

      Screw this.

      I storm away, leaving Austin to his clichés.
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      “You left early.”

      An hour after Natalie stormed off, I step into the player’s parking garage to see her leaning against my car, glaring at her phone. She looks up briefly, her eyes narrowing at me.

      “Sure did,” she mumbles, glancing back at her phone.

      I clear my throat. “Do I get indication of why?”

      “Why what,” she say evenly, pointedly not looking up.

      “Why you left.”

      She does look up then, clearly trying to look emotionless, even if its written all over her face. “Not my scene.”

      I frown. “I mean, you hang out, drink champagne, and chat with the other wives. Jesus, they’re not that bad,”

      The door to the parking garage behind us bangs open, and the giggling sound of cheerleaders pours across the parking lot.

      “Byyyee Austin! Call me!”

      I cringe, ignoring them as I turn back.

      To a furious looking Natalie.

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, that.” I grin. “That’s why you stormed off?”

      “Can you please open the car so we can go home now?”

      “Nat, it’s all just part of the show, you know.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s a show I don’t need to watch.”

      Her face is heated, eyes furious and wild, and I grin. “So, jealous then?”

      She shoots me a look. “No, I just have pride and respect and self-worth, ass.”

      “You know, that is exactly why I married y-”

      “Stop.” The word comes sharply out of her lips as she shakes her head. “Look, just stop, okay?”

      I stop short as Natalie takes a deep breath, looking away before finally whirling back at me. “Look, this job is whatever it is, but I just don’t need to watch that, alright?”

      My jaw tightens. “It’s not real, Nat.”

      She shrugs. “Hey, you’re the one paying half a million dollars to clean up his image. I figured shamelessly flirting and making out with cheerleaders while your wife is twenty feet away might not go over so well with that whole thing.”

      “Just looking out for me, huh?”

      She rolls her eyes and turns away. “Sure, fine.”

      I pull my keys out and unlock the car.

      “I wasn’t making out-”

      “Don’t split hairs.”

      We get into the car, shutting the doors and letting the silence settle over us.

      “Okay, look, I get it,” I say quietly after a second.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re jealous, and feeling insecure, and-”

      Natalie groans loudly, pushing her fingers through her hair and shaking her head. “God, are you arrogant.”

      I frown. “Look, it’s the role, okay?”

      “Spare me.”

      I whirl at her, my temper flashing. “Okay, princess, you want to get real? Fine. It’s your job to stand there and wave at me at practice, okay? It is literally what I’m paying you to do. If it’s not your fucking scene, by all means, go back to your mother or your trust fund.”

      The car goes silent.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, running my hand through my hair, still damp from the showers. “Nat, I’m sor-”

      “Just take me home.” She spits out before turning to press her cheek against the passenger side window. “I’ll stay at your fucking practice next time.”

      I rev the car into gear and peel out of the lot.

      We drive in silence through the LA traffic on the way home, Natalie pointedly ignoring me and staring out the window.

      I glare at the back of her head. She’s acting ridiculous. None of the shit with those cheer girls back there means anything, and I’d have thought that’d be perfectly fucking clear by now. It’s all just part of the “star” status.

      I mean I’m the starting quarterback for a fucking PRO team. I need to be the biggest swinging dick in the room every fucking time I walk onto that field. I need to own the respect of those guys out there, and if part of that is the image that I’m banging my way through the cheer squad, then that’s what it takes.

      Except she’s also got a point, even if I’m mostly sure she’s just jealous. I am going to fuck up this new image thing if I don’t change a single thing about my act. Getting a wife was part one, acting the part of the husband is the other, and on that note, I’m failing.

      “David Beckham,” Derek had said the other day when I touched base with him. “Just try and channel Beckham”

      “David Beckham married a Spice Girl.”

      “And now he’s selling Fruit of the Loom to soccer moms.”

      I frown into the LA traffic in front of me.

      Well David Beckham never had to go toe-to-toe with Natalie fucking Ames, or he’d be whistling a different goddamn tune.
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* * *

      I sigh as I put the car into park in my driveway, turning to her. “Look, I’m sorry I was a dick,” I say, turning to her.

      Natalie shrugs.

      “I didn’t mean to sideline you like that, and I’m-”

      “It’s fine.”

      Natalie gets out the car and slams the door.

      This fucking girl.

      I’m muttering and gritting my teeth as I follow her into the house.

      “Look I said I was sorry,” I growl, following her into the kitchen.

      Natalie shrugs again as she opens the fridge and pulls out a bottle of water. “Great.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “What’s your problem?”

      “Nothing,” she snaps, shooting me a look.

      “Bullshit.”

      She shrugs, bringing the bottle of water to her lips and taking a sip. And for a half-second, I forget everything. For a frozen second, as I watch her tongue slip across her bottom lip, and as she slips a finger through a tendril of her sable hair, I just get fucking caught in it all.

      Goddamn is she beautiful.

      Even petulantly mad like this, even testing me with this little attitude thing she’s doing, she’s like no other girl I’ve ever met. She’s defiant and good, and wild, and not trying to get something from me - well, aside from what we discussed.

      She takes another sip from the bottle of water. “It’s-” Natalie sighs, and her big blue eyes suddenly dart up to mine. “I’m just trying to process this whole ‘keeping you interested’ part of the job I never thought about.”

      I grimace. “You talked to the other wives, huh.”

      Natalie nods. “Yeah,” she says quietly.

      I shake my head, scratching my chin. “Shit, sorry about that.”

      “I just…” She looks down, picking at her nails. “I don’t want six months to go by where I walk away this big victim of you and your…whatevers.”

      “It’s not going to happen like that.”

      “Of course it will, Austin.” She shrugs in this way that stabs something through me, like she’s giving up. “You’re you, and with your reputation, it’s just-”

      “Natalie-“

      “Look, am I not good enough?”

      I freeze, my jaw dropping a little as she looks down, wringing her hands.

      “What?”

      She suddenly shakes her head. “No, I’m- I’m sorry, that was stupid.”

      “No, Natalie-”

      “I’ve just had too much champagne. Seriously forget it, please.”

      She suddenly whirls and dashes out of the room, running her fingers through her long dark hair as she disappears.

      No way.

      No damn way is she walking away from me and from this again.

      I take one more second to think about what the fuck I’m doing before I storm after her.
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* * *

      I find her in her room, standing in the open double French doors that lead out to the terrace.

      “You’re too good.”

      She whirls, having not heard me coming up the stairs. “What?”

      I step into the room.

      “Austin-”

      “I said you’re too good.”

      Natalie blinks. “For what,” she says quietly, her fingers toying with one another, clasped in front of her.

      I take another two steps towards her, watching her teeth drag over her bottom lip as she watches me.

      “For me to corrupt. For me to tarnish.”

      I move even closer, until I’m standing right in front of her, my eyes burning into hers.

      “Sounds like an excuse,” she says, her eyes darting across my face.

      “It is.”

      She swallows thickly and I step right into her, reaching up as I lock eyes with her and pushing a piece of her hair away from her face.

      “It is, because not a fucking second goes by with you in this damn house where I don’t want to tear your clothes off and taste every fucking inch of you.”

      Natalie’s eyes go wide, and her breath catches as her cheeks flush hot.

      “Not a day, huh?” She breathes.

      “Not a damn day,” I growl.

      She swallows again, her chest rising and falling with the tension of her breath. “So, today, for instance-”

      “Today I want to tear that shirt off of you, toss you down on that bed, push your skirt up to your waist and bury my tongue in your pussy.”

      She gasps, her eyes growing wider than I’ve ever seen.

      I smirk. “Too much?”

      Slowly, she shakes her head side-to-side, and it’s the last crack in the dam around my self-restraint before the whole thing just gives.

      “Good,” I growl.

      And then I kiss her.

      I mash my lips against hers, hard - swallowing her moans as my hands slide down to her waist and push her back against one of the posts of her bed.

      Her hands grab at my shirt, pulling me into her as her tongue slides across mine. My hand moves to her hip, tightening on her thigh and pulling her leg up to my waist. Natalie’s moaning, gasping into my mouth as I grind against her, kissing her fiercely as we grind into the bedpost behind us.

      She’s pushing my t-shirt up over my chest, gasping as she pulls away from my mouth. She drops her lips to my chest, kissing, sucking, and biting at my skin as I yank the shirt from my head and toss it aside. I cup her jaw in my hands, bringing her back up to claim that mouth.

      I yank that conservative fucking top out of her skirt, pulling away to tear it from her body. I drop my mouth to her neck, making damn sure I leave bruises in their wake as I nip and kiss my way down to the tops of her breasts.

      I’m tearing at her bra pulling it from her arms and growling as I drop my mouth to those perfect, pert little nipples. Natalie cries out when I wrap my lips around one, darting my tongue across the bud as my hands slide down to the edge of her skirt.

      I’m pushing it up her thighs to her waist, and she doesn’t stop me this time.

      And I’m fucking hungry for it - going damn insane for the need to taste her.

      My fingers hook into the waist of her panties. I pause, waiting for her to stop me, or say no. But she only moans even more fervently into my mouth, her nails raking through my hair and down over the stubble of my chin as her lips bruise against my own.

      I yank her panties down her legs before making her yelp as I push her back across her bed. I shuck my jeans off, kicking them away as I crawl over her.  My muscles bunch as I ease down to claim that mouth again, kissing her even fiercer when she moans and wraps her legs around my waist.

      And then she’s pulling back, her eyes wild and her lips pink and swollen from my kisses. “I still- I mean.” Heat flushes into her cheeks, and she moans as I silence her again with a searing kiss before she pulls away again.

      “No sex.”

      My hands slide up her thighs, and she gasps as my fingers find her soaking wet and dripping for me.

      “Define sex,” I growl into her ear.

      She moans as I slide my thumb over her clit, sucking her bottom lip between her teeth as her eyes flutter shut.

      “No fucking.”

      I growl. “And what if I’m not going to be able to stop myself from licking every drop of honey from between your legs.”

      She moans, biting her lip and whimpering for me as my thumb drags lazy circles around her clit.

      “I- I think that might be a gray area.”

      I chuckle into her ear, curling my fingers inside of her and loving the way she rakes her nails down my biceps and moans. “That a yes, princess?”

      “Please.” she gasps out.

      Music to my fucking ears.

      I suddenly spin us around so that I’m on my back with Natalie perched on top of me, her legs astride my hips. I slide a hand into her hair, tugging it and making her gasp as I pull her down to my lips.

      “I need to fucking taste you,” I growl into her ear. My hands slide down to her ass, fingers squeezing the smooth, supple skin there as I start to pull her up my bare torso.

      “Get up here and sit on my mouth.”

      She blushes scarlet, her eyes going wide and hungry as she stares at me. “You’re so demanding.”

      “Get,” my hands grab her ass hard, “that sweet pussy-” she moans as I pull her up my chest, “on my mouth. Now.”

      Her face is red and flushed, her mouth hanging open and her hair wild, but she nods as she slowly rises up and moves her hips forward.

      My hands slide up her creamy thighs, pushing her skirt up with them until it’s bunched at her waist. I growl as my eyes drink her in - bare, wet, and ready for me as I use my hands to guide her down onto my mouth.

      Natalie cries out as I push my tongue deep inside. I lap at her, dragging my tongue up and down her slit and teasing her clit with the tip. I push deep, using my tongue to slowly fuck her as my hands guide her back and forth across my lips.

      She’s gasping, moaning wildly as her hands grasp at my hair, holding on as I push every button she has. I swirl my tongue around her clit, teasing the hard little nub mercilessly as her body rocks and shudders above me.

      She drops one of her hands back to my hip. Slowly, almost tentatively, it’s moving towards the waist of my jockey shorts. I groan as I feel her fingers follow the trail of hair down over my abs and under the waist, until they curl around my rock-hard cock.

      “Yes,” she moans, her fingers slowly moving up and down, stroking me as I wrap my lips around her clit.

      Suddenly, she’s pulling away from me, and I growl.

      “And where do you think you’re going.”

      “What’s yours is mine, right?” She tosses back with a sassy look, her hair wild as she winks at me and slings her leg back over my face.

      My hands grab her ass, bringing her back to my face though she’s facing the other direction now. I groan into her wet heat as I feel her fingers push my briefs down my thighs, freeing my cock and wrapping both hands around it.

      I can feel the metal of her wedding ring against my shaft, and damn if it doesn’t get me even harder.

      I feel her weight shift as she leans forward, and I groan as I feel her slowly wrap those perfect, velvety lips around my head. Her tongue teases the very tip, swirling round my crown as I push my own tongue deep into her pussy. My hands grab her ass, planting her firmly on my mouth as she starts to bob up and down, sucking me as she moans.

      I’m in fucking heaven.

      We’re moving together, her hips bucking against my mouth and my tongue as she muffles her moans around my cock. Her hands stroke me, reaching down to cup my balls as her hot, wet mouth sends me into fucking orbit.

      I slip a hand down between us, cupping a breast and letting my fingers tease her nipples. My tongue dances across her clit, swirling around and around until she finally pulls away from me and cries out.

      “Oh, God…”

      And I want to tell her how I want her to come for me. I want to tell her that I want her to explode on my tongue until her honey covers my chin.

      Instead, I just use my tongue to shove her screaming over that edge.

      Natalie cries out, stroking my cock in quick, wet strokes as she reaches back with her other hand, grabs my hair, and just fucking explodes against my mouth. She moans, her whole body shuddering as she comes - shattering, exploding, breaking for me.

      She suddenly drops her mouth back down and inhales as much of my thickness as she can, and it’s the last thing I can take.

      I roar out, fingers digging into her skin as I explode into her mouth. She moans, swallowing my cum as I grit my teeth and groan, her lips bobbing slowly and coaxing every drop from me.

      Holy. Sweet. Hell.

      Natalie moans as she rolls off of me. She turns, sliding against me, throwing one leg over mine, and letting her hand rest on my chest.

      And it’s damn near perfect.

      “That…” she trails off, her finger tracing lazy circles across my chest. She grins, burying her smile in my shoulder. “That was a necessity,” she finally says, blushing as she looks up into my eyes.

      “I could not agree more.”

      What I don’t say, because I don’t feel like pushing this or making her weird, is that the other necessity is that we do that again.

      We need to do that a lot, again.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      I wake up sometime during the night. There’s a slight chill across my bare back from the wide open French doors, but the other side of me - the side pressed against Austin - is warm.

      The side pressed against Austin.

      Right…that.

      I slowly bring my cheek away from his sleeping chest, rubbing my eyes with my hand as I scrunch my face up.

      I’m apparently making a habit out of getting drunk and waking up naked in bed with Austin Taylor.

      I shake my head, wincing at the thought.

      No.

      Because I know damn well what happened earlier - what I wanted to happen. And I may have been drinking, and still buzzed from the champagne from earlier, but I wasn’t drunk, that much I know.

      Just drunk off the heady rush of letting myself go with the stupidly attractive scoundrel with his arm around me right now as he sleeps.

      I glance down at his chiseled face, illuminated by the moonlight - his tattoos etched across his skin. His chest rises and falls with his sleeping breaths.

      God he’s beautiful. Everything from the messy and yet somehow perfectly messy mop of hair on his head, to his dark brows, shadowed eyes, and perfect, utterly kissable lips. The hollow of his cheeks, the strong lines of his jaw, the scruff of his five o’clock shadow.

      Or his finger, or his tongue, or that perfect cock that took every single ounce of my restraint not to jump on top of.

      I’ve never felt like that. I’ve never had my body played like that.

      Perfect - utterly in tune.

      He’s just a man when he’s asleep. There’s no reputation, no broken background, no highly-publicized track record. No arrangement, either. It’s just me, and my beautiful cowboy, in bed.

      If only it was that simple.

      And as much as I hate to even think it, the truth is right there, waiting to pounce on me: that shouldn’t have happened, because this isn’t real.

      This might feel good right now, just him and I, and pretending the rest of it isn’t a thing. But that’s a fantasy - a fantasy more fantastical than this sham marriage.

      This is for money, nothing else.

      The thought instantly sends a souring feeling through my body.

      God, what does that make me?

      Whore, harlot, prostitute.

      The words are crude and jagged, and I shake my head to clear them. They’re also overly dramatic, because I know that’s not what this was.

      But they still aren’t pleasant thoughts.

      Austin’s eyes slowly open.

      “Hey there.”

      “You should go,” I whisper.

      He frowns slightly, the move casting dark shadows across his eyes and deepening those hollows in his cheeks.

      “I don’t have to, you know.”

      “Yeah, you do.”

      The words come out harder than I meant them to, and I wrinkle my brow as he sighs, clearing the sleep from his face with his hands before pushing them through his hair.

      “Right okay, are we back to that mode now then?”

      “What mode?”

      He gives me a wry smile. “You know what, princess? I can’t even fucking keep track of them.”

      He sits up, the warmth of his body lost as he shakes his head and looks away.

      “You’re one thing, then the other. You’re hot, you’re cold-”

      “I’m confused, because I shouldn’t have let that-”

      “Then why did you?”

      His face is tight, lined in dark, moonlit room - his voice like rough leather.

      “I-” I shake my head, almost embarrassed to use it as an excuse. “I was drunk.”

      “Fuck off, I’ve seen you drunk.”

      And he’s right. And I feel like an asshole. But it just can’t happen. This whole thing is business, that’s all - even if we keep forgetting that.

      I don’t respond to him, I just pull the sheet up, holding it to my chest and looking away.

      He blows air through his teeth, shaking his head. “Yeah, I don’t know what the fuck I was thinking.”

      “You don’t know what you were thinking?”

      “Look, you want business? Fine.” Austin stands from the bed, his gorgeous body uncoiling from my sheets.

      “You want to get your fun though too, and I think I’ve made it clear I’m good with that.” He slips his boxers back up his legs, snapping them on his waist before leaning over the bed towards me.

      “But make up your fucking mind.”

      He turns before I can say anything else, storming out of the room.

      The last of the warmth and the last of the moment gone with him.
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        Austin

      

    
    
      Why is it things always go from bad to worse?

      I’m sitting by the pool, stewing over Natalie’s little freakout and sipping a beer. This would be the classic case of money not buying happiness, because here I am sitting by a pool outside my twenty million dollar home. I’ve got a cold beer in my hand, the southern California sun shining down, and if I turned on the television, there’s a very good chance that I’d be on it.

      Am I happy?

      Fuck no.

      Goddamnit, why did I even go there with that girl? She’s clearly too uptight, too much of a stick up her ass for me to be involving myself with her.

      And yet, she’s the only one I want to go there with - the only girl I want, period.

      I’m one of the most wanted men in the fucking country, with my pick of damn near any girl I want. Cheerleaders, Hollywood actresses, models - you fuckin’ name it and I could probably make it happen right now.

      Except I’m broken somehow, because my mind’s all twisted up with her.

      Damnit.

      I sip my beer and let my head drop back onto the sun chair. My eyes close, my mouth tight as I try and force my mind to clear, if even for one damn second.

      “Little different from Texas, huh?”

      I’m jumping out of the chair and whirling in a half second at the sound of his fucking voice, my hands clenched into fists and a snarl on my face.

      “How the fuck did you get in here?”

      My dad grins and I sneer at him. “Oh, right, I forget that you’ve had lots of practice breaking into places.”

      He chuckles, holding his hands up palm forward. “Hey now! Easy there boy.” He winks. “Your front door was open, big-shot.”

      “And the driveway gate?”

      Dad’s mouth curls into a devil smile. “Well,” he shrugs. “Old habits, huh kid?”

      Yeah, I know all about his “old habits.” Habits like meth, like stealing from my mom.

      Like giving her black eyes, and then to me whenever I was dumb enough to try and stop him.

      He plants his hands on his hips, looking around and whistling at the spacious, tree-filled backyard of my house.

      “Nice place, boy. Can’t believe I’ve never seen it.”

      “Shocking, isn’t it.”

      He turns back to me, reaching up to scratch the back of his silvered head. “You know, you did good.”

      “No thanks to you.”

      He blows air loudly through his lips and reaches to his back pocket for what I swear is the same fucking flask of Rebel Yell whiskey that was there fifteen years ago.

      “Hey, who’s the one that brought your ass to peewee football, huh?”

      “Mom,” I say evenly.

      “Aw, what?” Dad waves his hand at me dismissively. “I definitely took you.”

      “Yeah, when Tommy Rooney’s dad was there, cause he was dealing.”

      Dad grins at me as he takes a pull from his whiskey.

      “The fuck do you want, Harry.”

      He fidgets, that same fucking junky shuffle that hasn’t changed one damn bit since he walked out before. “I wanted to talk to you about somethin’.”

      “You’ve got one minute.”

      “Son, it’s important.”

      I roll my eyes. “Try me.”

      Harry scratches the scruff on his chin. “I owe some guys some money.”

      I laugh out loud, the sound mirthless and hollow sounding. “Oh, yeah, a real changed guy, pop.”

      “A lot, Austin,” he says evenly. “I owe a lot of money.”

      I snort, raising a brow at him. “Well, that sounds a whole lot like your problem.”

      Dad’s suddenly right up in my face, the smell of stale cigarettes and rot-gut whiskey clinging to him like a second skin.

      “Nah, son, that’s your problem, actually.”

      I plant my hand on his chest and push him back a step, feeling my other hand clench into a fist. “I can promise you, it’s not.” I glare at him. “What do you mean by ‘a lot’.”

      “Two million.”

      I instantly throw my head back as I start to laugh. “Alright, a minute’s up. Thanks for the laugh.”

      Dad’s not laughing when I glance back at him. He’s not smiling either, just slowly shaking his head. “I ain’t.”

      “No one in the world would give a two-bit hustler like you two fucking million dollars, you’re out of your mind.”

      He grins wickedly. “Some people would, if they knew my baby boy was a big-shot millionaire now.”

      A shiver runs down my back as I freeze, narrowing my eyes at my father. “What the hell did you do.”

      Dad pulls a crumpled pack of smokes out of his pocket and jams one in his mouth. “Had an investment opportunity,” he mumbles out, flicking his thumb across the cheap plastic lighter and bringing it to the end of the cigarette. “Real solid one.”

      “Oh really.”

      He blows out a plume of smoke, muttering under his breath and spitting on my fucking patio.

      “Well, supposed to be.”

      I swear. “Jesus fucking Christ, Harry.” I narrow my eyes at him. “Who.”

      He shrugs. “Yeah, well, there’s the rub of it, kid.”

      “Who.”

      “They go by ‘La Cosa Nostra.’”

      My jaw drops as I stare at him. “The mob.”

      Dad shrugs again, puffing on that fucking cigarette.

      “Jesus, Harry, you’re fucking unbelievable.” I jab a finger at him. “Still your fucking problem though. Your shitty debts are on you.”

      He grins a yellow-toothed grin. “Nah, kid, they’re on you.”

      “Spell that out for me,” I growl.

      He nods, rubbing his chin and looking away. “You know your mother loves me, right?”

      I bristle, taking a step towards him with my fist raised.

      “Uh-uh!” He backs up, wagging a thin, sallow finger at me as he grins. “What can I say, kid, I’m a charmer.”

      “You’re a disease.”

      He chuckles out a rattling, hacking laugh. “It’d break her heart, you know, if something happened to me.”

      “I’m very much willing to take that chance.”

      Dad stretches, doing that junky shuffle again like it’s about time for him to start looking around for a fix. “Shame if I disappeared.” He grins. “Died maybe? Disappeared? No body?” He winks at me. “Pretty hard to collect debts from a dead guy, kid.”

      I can feel my blood run cold as what he’s saying starts to sink in. “You’re fucking kidding me.”

      He grins toothily at me. “I’m a resourceful man Austin, you know that. If I disappeared, it’d break your mama’s heart.”

      “She’d get over it.”

      “And the debt?”

      I go quiet.

      Dad takes a last drag of his cigarette and then flicks it in the pool. “That two mil? Yeah, that don’t go away though. Those Cosa Nostra guys are good like that, thorough.” He steps towards me and points a finger at my chest. “Real family people, those Italians.”

      I’m shaking my head because I don’t want to believe if, but I can already put the pieces together.

      “Better get your checkbook, kid, or this whole thing lands in your lap.” He unscrews the cap to his little flask and knocks it back. “They’re sticklers for late payment-”

      I’m on him in a second, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt and slamming him back against the house. “Clean up your own damn mess, Harry!”

      Dad just grins, even pinned to the wall like that. “Austin, Austin, Austin.” His skeletal hand comes up to pat my cheek. “I will, but my way.”

      I let him go and he chuckles as he regains his footing and straightens his shirt. “Now c’mon now, boy, look at this fucking house! Look at this fucking life you’ve got! Two mil ain’t nothin’ to you.”

      “You think I keep it under my fucking mattress or something?”

      Dad’s eyes perk up.

      “I don’t, Harry. It’s in the bank, it’s tied up in this house, and Mom’s, and funds. I can’t just pay that kind of money.”

      He shrugs. “Well, sounds like we should put our thinking caps on and figure it out, huh?”

      I shake my head, staring at him with rage in my face. “Why couldn’t you just stay in whatever hole you were in the last eight years?”

      Dad chuckles as he tucks his flask in his pants and starts to head towards the side gate that leads back to the front of the house.

      “Cause I’m a disease, boy,” he calls over his shoulder. “I’ll be in touch.”

      I stand there for another ten minutes just staring at the cigarette floating limply in the pool.

      Fuck.
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      My sister picks up on the first ring.

      “Two weeks?” I hold the phone away from my ear as what I’m sure are, well, two weeks’ worth of rehearsed vitriol.

      “Viv-”

      “You’re married for two fucking weeks and this is the first conversation we have?”

      “Hi Vivian,” I say dryly, sitting back on the Venice Pier bench. “How are you today?”

      “Mad,” she says petulantly, but I can almost hear her grinning through the phone.

      “So…”

      She trails off and I smile. “You have questions.”

      “Uh, some, yes. Nat, Austin Taylor?”

      “Yeah…”

      “How does that even happen? And what the hell happened with Vince?”

      “Vince died of syphilis related complications,” I say without batting an eye.

      My sister snorts, but then her tone changes. “Shit, Nat, I didn’t know.” Her voice softens. “What happened?”

      “Banging his secretary, on his desk.”

      “Eeew.” Viv makes a retching sound. “What a fucking cliché.”

      “Let me guess, Lenore didn’t tell you that part.”

      “She mentioned you doing ‘something rash’, but yeah, no. Of course not.” Her voice takes on a stuffy tone. “Natalie, don’t you know it isn’t proper to leave your fiancé when he’s diddling about?”

      We both crack into giggles.

      “Sorry I didn’t call you, it’s been a busy few weeks.”

      “Oh I bet it has,” Viv says with a slight intonation at the end.

      “Meaning?”

      “Uh, meaning you somehow married the hottest guy on the planet and I’m amazed you’ve got time to make a phone call with all the banging you’ve been doing.”

      “Vivian!”

      My cheeks go beet-red as I bury my face in my hand.

      “Look, it’s not like that.”

      “Well, that’s a travesty then,” Viv says with snort. “But seriously, how did that even happen?”

      I shrug, even though she’s not in the room with me. “I just didn’t want to be some plaything for some rich guy.”

      Viv snorts another laugh. “Nat, there are way worse rich guys to be playthings for than Austin Taylor. Oh, God, remember Marnie Summers from Choate?”

      I grimace. “I heard.”

      “That guy is seventy years old, Nat. I mean gross. And now look who you landed.”

      I roll my eyes. “Christ, Viv, it’s not about landing someone, no matter what Mom says.”

      “Says the girl who just married the hottest millionaire in the country.”

      “I didn’t-”

      I bite my tongue, squeezing eyes shut as I resist the urge to tell her.

      “You didn’t what?”

      I can’t tell her. I want to, but I can’t. Because I love my sister dearly, but she couldn’t keep a secret to save her damn life.

      “Nothing, it’s just not like that.”

      She laughs. “Oh, what is it then, Nat. True love? You a huge football fan now?”

      “I watch football,” I say indignantly. Indignant, even though it’s a boldface lie.

      “Oh yeah? What position does Austin play?”

      I wrinkle my nose, wracking my brain. “Uh, thrower.”

      “You are the shittiest liar.”

      I sigh. “Look, I just didn’t want this to be my life. I never wanted to be a fucking accessory like I was with Vince.”

      “Well, Vince was a weeny, so I’m with you there.”

      “I don’t want to be some damn plaything for some rich guy, Viv.”

      “So take charge, dude. Make him your plaything. And Nat,” she laughs. “You’re married to the hottest man in pro sports, please tell you’ve at least tried that.”

      I make a face. “Eww, no.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      I groan. “Spare me, I’ve already heard the whole thing from other players’ wives about how I need to ‘keep him in line’ or ‘keep him occupied’ or whatever.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.” Viv sighs into the phone. “Nat, he’s hot, he’s ready, and you need this. So why not? It’s not like it means anything.”

      “Viv, I’m married to hi-”

      “Nat,” she says, cutting me short. “Save the bullshit for Mom, okay? I don’t know what your angle is, or what the deal is, but I can smell it a mile away.”

      “Viv, I don’t know what-”

      “Fiiiine, keep your stupid secrets.”

      She says something muffled over the phone before her voice comes back. “Look, I’ve got this function to go to. But listen - I’m betting your ‘true love’ marriage has an end date, and until then, just enjoy it, okay?”

      “Thanks for picking up.”

      “If you ever wait two weeks to call me after eloping again, I will legit kill you, okay?”

      “I swear.”

      “No regrets, Nat,” she says, before the line goes quiet.
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      I’m driving back to his house with a purpose - a girl with a damn mission.

      Because Viv is right, why not enjoy it? I am with the hottest man in pro sports, at least for the next six months. Why on earth would I not let what we keep fighting just happen? Why the hell would I not use the situation for what I have zero doubts could be the hottest sex of my life?

      Giving in to what I have to admit I want doesn’t make me anything or mean anything. Because this whole thing doesn’t mean anything.

      It’s an arrangement - my secret marriage. But even secret marriages can have very real, very necessary, very much denied-myself-for-entirely-too-long sex.

      And it proves something to myself - it proves that I can take charge, that I can own the situation, and the direction of my life, and make it work for me.

      Because this is about me, and I’m about to sleep with the last man on earth I should.
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* * *

      The front door to the house slams behind me. It’s quiet, and I let my purse drop to the ground as I walk with purpose through the house.

      Where is he.

      I’m on the prowl, and I want this.

      No regrets, I say to myself as I poke my head into the empty living room, repeating it twice more as I move into the kitchen.

      “You’re home.”

      I freeze at the sound of his voice behind me. I turn, feeling my pulse beating a million miles an hour, running my hands over my jeans as I turn to face him.

      He’s just come out of the gym - sweaty, shirtless, panting.

      Perfect.

      I can feel the raw need, and the hormones, the primal urge inside me roar like a jungle cat.

      I want him.

      I want him to take me.

      I want him to make me feel.

      “Nat?”

      I stride towards him as he wrinkles his brow at me, bringing the water bottle in his hand up to his mouth. I smack it aside, knocking it from his hand. And before he can even react, I’m throwing my arms around his neck and kissing him as hard as I can.

      Wasn’t expecting that, now was he.

      But he reacts instantly, his arms wrapping tightly around me, his hands sliding down over my ass, and his tongue sliding against my own.

      “You better know you’re playing with fire here, princess,” he growls, pulling away from my lips, his eyes blazing into mine.

      “I know exactly what I’m doing,” I husk back, sliding my hands up into his hair and yanking him back to my lips.

      He’s kissing me hotly, pushing me back until I feel the cool steel of the refrigerator at my back. We’re panting, gasping and moaning into each other’s mouth as he pulls away, tearing at my shirt.

      He suddenly grabs my hands and brings them up above my head, pinning them there with one hand as he lets the other trail down across my heaving chest. “I’m not going to hold back this time, princess,” he growls into my ear, his hand sliding around my bare torso and pulling at my bra. He sucks my earlobe between his lips, nipping at the skin there with his teeth and making me cry out.

      “I’m not going to stop myself this time.” His honeyed leather voice rasps in my ear, sending shivers through my body and sending desire pooling hot between my legs.

      I lean into his neck, raking my teeth across his skin. “I don’t want you to.”

      He growls as he kisses me hotly, before dropping my hands and pulling off my bra. I slide my fingers into his hair, closing my eyes and letting my head hang back as his mouth moves lower over the rise of my breast.

      I can feel his cock, pulsing thick and hot against my leg through his gym shorts. I drop my hands to his waist, sliding them inside and feeling him groan as I wrap my small hands around that thick muscle between his legs. His lips fasten around my nipple, his hands moving down to pull at the button and zipper of my jeans as I stroke him and arch my hips towards him.

      His hands slide down to my ass, and I suddenly gasp as he lifts me up. My legs go around his waist as he spins us around, his mouth still hot on my neck.

      The first level surface we hit is the island in the center of the kitchen. Austin clears it with a sweep of his arm, sending glass, and fruit, and a vase of flowers shattering across the floor. He rests me on the edge of the counter, draping me across it as he moves between my legs to crush his lips to mine.

      It’s a blur as I somehow get my jeans and my panties down my legs, and then I’m panting as I watch him drop his shorts - his chiseled, inked body glistening rock hard in all the perfect places.

      Yeah, this is what I want.

      This is what I need.

      Raw, hot, and mindless, with no strings attached - something animalistic and primal to make me feel.

      He drops down, pushing my legs apart as his velvet tongue drags hotly across my slit. I moan, draping back across the counter as he slings my legs over his shoulders and cups my ass, swirling his tongue across my clit. I’m gasping, clawing at the butcher-block wood beneath me as his tongue drives me higher and higher. I arch my back, crying out his name as his wicked tongue gets me right to the edge.

      He’s pulling away, grinning smugly at the look of disappointment on my face. But then he’s there - bare and raw against me as his hand strokes his gorgeous cock.

      I moan as he teases my opening, the thick head dragging through my wetness and teasing over my clit before I realize we’re not using a condom.

      I look up at his face, but he seems to read my thoughts plainly as he brings his mouth down to mine, kissing me hotly.

      “I’m clean,” he whispers into my mouth before he kisses me again. “Got checked the day before I met you actually.” His eyes flash into mine, his breath hot across my lips. “Are you…?”

      I nod. “I’m on the pill.”

      He hesitates a second longer before I wrap my legs around his muscled waist, slip my hand into his hair, and yank his mouth to mine.

      “Please fuck me.”

      He drives in with one, clean stroke, and I cry out into his shoulder. He’s so thick, and so deep inside me, his cock filling and stretching me so damn perfectly that I see stars. He groans into my neck, his cock pulsing deep inside of me as I claw at his back.

      He pulls almost all the way out before driving back in, his hands sliding over my soft skin and holding me tight as he does the whole thing all over again. The feel of his hands on my hips, his lips dragging across the small of my neck, his muscles rolling like coiled steel under my fingers has me panting for him. I’m rocking my hips to meet his thrusts, urging him harder and faster and deeper with my legs around his waist.

      And this is exactly what I wanted.

      When I come, I’m screaming into his skin, leaving lines across his back and teeth marks in his neck as the world blurs around me. He roars out my name, his hands holding me tight as he drives in to the hilt and pulses hot inside of me.

      And he’s not even done. He picks me up, my legs tightening around his waist as he carries me through the house, upstairs, and into his bedroom - still so thick and so hard, still buried inside of me.

      In his bed, we take our time. In his bed, there’s less urgency, and more learning about each other and the way that we move together. I lose track of how many times my mind goes blank with sweet, blissful orgasm - riding him, under him, clawing at the sheets and screaming into my arm as he takes me from behind.

      This is exactly what I needed.
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* * *

      In the morning light, the reality of it all hits me as I wake in his arms.

      God, I slept with Austin Taylor.

      I slept with the biggest player in the country - the man with the legendary track record.

      …and it was great.

      I grin widely at the thought, my body still tingling, and buzzing, and so deliciously sore.

      Because last night was better than good - better than great.

      Last night was a damn religious experience.

      Part of me can’t believe I actually did it, or that it actually happened, but the other part knows it’s what I wanted.

      What we both needed.

      Of course this whole thing - whatever it is, and however this changes it - does have an end date.

      But I don’t think about that. Instead, I let my eyes close as I snuggle back into his sleeping arms.

      And I have no regrets.
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      Natalie sleeps in the next morning.

      Which is awesome.

      I catch myself watching her as the morning light trickles in through the doors to the terrace, watching the way her hair falls across her face, or the way her lips move in subtle ways, as if she’s whispering secrets in her sleep.

      She shifts, stretching and repositioning as she slowly curls back against me. And I can’t tell if I want to roll my eyes at what a tool I’m being watching this girl sleep, or if I want to wake her up with my mouth on her pussy.

      It’s a very confusing state of arousal.

      And hell, I’ve been laid six ways ‘til Sunday, and it’s never been that good. Which is confusing, because she’s just one girl, and one that’s clearly using me as much as I’m using her.

      And not in a bad way.

      Cause that was fucking crazy last night. That was a goddamn connection, and I’ve never felt anything remotely close to that.

      Like I said, it’s confusing.

      She stumbles downstairs later, looking like a fucking goddess. Hair a mess, mascara smudges, and one of my old jerseys slipped over her body.

      “Morning,” she mumbles sleepily, grinning this dopey smile as she saunters towards the coffee machine. I watch, totally fucking tongue-tied as she strolls past me, those long, smooth legs of hers disappearing under that jersey in such a tantalizing, teasing way that I can’t help but snag the edge of it as she walks by to see if she’s as nude underneath it as I hope.

      Yup.

      She giggles and slaps my hand away, moseying on towards the kitchen counter and flashing me another cock-throbbing peek of that ass as she reaches up for a mug.

      I’ve never given a single shit about the morning after. I’ve never cared about saying the right thing or anything like that. And the types of girls I’ve brought home since becoming rich and famous get that, which suits me just fine.

      So why the fuck am I tongue-tied this morning?

      Why am I forcing myself not to go over there and kiss her against the kitchen counter, and tell her how fucking incredible last night was, and that I want to basically spend forever in bed with her.

      “How’d you sleep?”

      I roll my eyes as soon as the words come out of my mouth. Perfect point. Why the fuck did I say that? Why do I care how she slept? Like any other hookup, the only thing I should be asking is if she needs cab money or if she wants to bend over the couch and let me fuck her once more on the way out.

      I wrinkle my nose.

      I don’t want to be crude with her, and I don’t want her to go anywhere.

      And then it’s all over. I’m moving towards her, coming up behind where she’s standing at the counter pouring coffee and pressing against her. I’m nipping my lips across the nape of her neck, and she sinks against me.

      God, the smell of her, the heat of her body.

      Where the hell did this come from? Where did the pull come from? I know damn well that I shouldn’t be kissing her fucking neck like this. I should be giving us space, and reminding myself that this is an arrangement.

      She’s one girl, filling a need. Just like any other girl before in my life.

      Course, it’s real hard to stick to that ‘giving us space’ thing when her head is leaning back against my chest, with the smell of her hair filling my nose.

      Natalie turns in my arms, smiling wryly at me as she stands up on her tiptoes to kiss me.

      Goddamn I could get used to this.

      “Look, so, I’m going to need some money to go out today.”

      The words hit like a fucking fist to the gut.

      Every insecurity, every dark thought, every second guess I’ve ever had about a girl’s intentions when trying to get with me. Every single one of them comes roaring out the second those words leave her lips.

      What was I thinking.

      And right then, the rest of it drops away and I can see clearly.

      I can see that this is like every other girl chasing fame and money and a free ride.

      This girl’s been playing me from the start, and and here it is. Here’s the flip. She “got me,” finally. Married me, strung me along, gave me little teasing tastes along the way until last night.

      And now comes the money.

      God fucking damnit.

      I hate how fucking textbook it is, and I especially hate myself that I didn’t see it coming.

      Damn she’s good.

      I hate that I got played.

      Natalie’s brow furrows. “Austin.”

      I look up at her sharply, feeling this edged, cold feeling lancing through me. “There it is,” I spit out, narrowing my eyes at her.

      She raises a brow. “What?”

      I smile thinly, taking a step away from her and folding my arms over my chest. “Just some spending money huh?”

      She wrinkles her nose at me. “Yes, Austin, I need to go-”

      “Yeah, no, I’ve heard it all before, princess.” I tighten my jaw, raking my nails across my stubble. “What, new clothes? Just need hubby’s credit card?”

      Her face darkens as she curls her lip. “You’re being an asshole, you know.”

      “I’m being real, Natalie,” I say evenly. “I’m just calling it like it is.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “What, you think this is me shaking you down or something?”

      I say nothing and she barks out a laugh. “You’re fucking unbelievable, you know that?”

      She gives me one last withering look before she slams her mug back on the countertop sharp enough for Buckley to jerk his head up from the other side of the kitchen. She turns on her heel and storms way, pausing at the doorway to whirl back at me. “I’m going wedding shopping with your mother, you fucking dick.”

      I freeze, blinking and suddenly feeling like the world’s single biggest asshole.

      Ah, shit.

      Nat throws her hands in the air “Oh, yeah, I was going to go on a damn shoe spree with freaking Virginity and Lana and all the rest of the jaded wives club!”

      “Fuck, Nat-”

      “Save it,” she spits back, giving me a very much deserved middle finger before she storms away.

      I glare at Buckley. “Thanks for the backup, pal.”

      He whimpers and puts his paw over his nose.
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      I whistle wolfishly. “Okay, she’s hot.”

      Kyle grins as he bows with a flourish in front of his brand new, fifty-foot yacht. “Sexy, right?”

      I shake my head, running my eyes over the sleek curves of the boat. “Not a bad way to spend your first paycheck.”

      “Government contract work is good, man, what can I say.”

      “Yeah, apparently.” I chuckle as I reach down to scratch a particularly attention-needy Buckley behind the ears.

      “Hey, it’s not NFL cash,” he says with a grin. “And anyways, I’m cashing out.”

      “What?”

      He nods. “Yeah, got a job offer man.”

      “Is that Austin?”

      I know that voice.

      I grin as the sound of Stella’s voice hits me just before she pops her head out from the cabin.

      “Steelllaaa!!” I crow it in my best, terrible Brando impression, like I’ve done basically every time since I first met Kyle’s older sister when he took me home that first winter break in college. Buckley barks and wags his tail.

      Stella’s another member of the very small pool of women who get a pass with him.

      And for all my wicked ways, Stella’s always been off-limits. And not in this illicit, tempting way  - like, say, Natalie - but because she quickly became the sister I never had.

      She grins down from the side of the boat at me. “Well well well, big shot Austin Taylor still has time to yell my name, hmm?”

      She turns back behind her. “Carter! You want to say hi to Uncle Austin?”

      I pump my fist in the air and grin.

      Awesome.

      I might not actually be related to Kyle and Stella, but the kid she’s got with her deadbeat ex is my absolute favorite small human of all time.

      “Austin!”

      “Hey, buddy!”

      “No running, Carter!” But my five-year-old sort-of nephew ignores his mom as he comes tearing down the gangway, shrieking as I toss him up in the air and catch him with Buckley barking and jumping around at my feet.

      “Dude, you didn’t say they’d be here!” I say, the first real, genuine smile I’ve felt in days spreading across my face as I hold a giggling Carter upside-down and tickle him.

      Kyle winks. “Surprise.”

      “We came down to see the new toy.” Stella raises an eyebrow and shakes her head as she does a Vanna White style arm wave at the boat she stands on.

      “Can Uncle Austin come on the boat, Uncle Kyle?”

      Kyle grins at me. “Well, buddy, only if he behaves himself. You see, the last time Uncle Austin was on a boat, he brought some girlfriends of his-”

      “Kyle-”

      We both look up quickly to see Stella shaking her head and wagging a motherly finger at us. “Get up here and give me a hug, Austin.”

      He chuckles. “C’mon up man.” He leans in as Carter goes scampering back up the ramp with Buckley in tow. “Try not to crash this one, huh?”

      I shrug sheepishly. “Hey, at least one of us actually owns this one if I do, right?”
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* * *

      “I really can’t believe you bought a boat.”

      I kick my feet up on the the bow and crack the beer he’s just handed me.

      “Hell I didn’t know you were a boat kinda guy.”

      Kyle grins. “Well, no time like the present.” He clinks his beer against mine. “Carpe diem and all that.”

      “So, where’s this wife of yours, Austin?”

      Stella’s watching Carter drive a toy car in circles around a sleeping Buckley, but she’s talking to me.

      “Oh, she, uh-” I dart a look at Kyle and he shrugs sheepishly.

      “She knows.”

      I sigh and throw my hands up as Stella laughs.

      “Hey, I’m not judging, Austin. She’s cute! Not-” Stella leans closer, lowering her voice. “Not like some of those s-l-u-t’s I keep reading about you being seen with in trashy magazines. She looks like she might even be out of high school, too, and she hasn’t made you crash into any Starbucks yet.”

      Stella winks at me as I roll my eyes. “Really never going to let that one go, are you?”

      She shakes her head as she reaches out and pats my cheek patronizingly. “No, honey. That one is way too good.”

      “Well where is Nat, anyways? I thought you were bringing her.”

      I shrug, downplaying it and trying not to think about the way I acted like a jackass this morning. “Eh, it’s not like there was going to be media here anyways.”

      Stella and Kyle share a look.

      “Oh, what.”

      Kyle shrugs and takes a sip of his beer. “Nothing, man. I just thought maybe you’d gotten past that.”

      I frown. “Gotten past what, that she’s just an employee of mine?”

      “Still telling yourself that, huh?”

      I glare at him when Stella cuts in. “Kyle says she’s one of the good ones.”

      I wrinkle my brow as I stare at the sibling inquisition sitting across the bow from me, both of them with that token, “Austin, you’re being an idiot” look on their faces.

      “Oh, c’mon.” I frown at them, raking my fingers through my hair. “You know it’s not real.”

      “I know you keep saying that,” Kyle says, shaking his head.

      “It’s an image thing,” I say, ignoring Kyle and turning to his sister. “I’m in the spotlight, and I need to clean up my act a little bit. Natalie gets what she needs I get what I need, and it is what it is.

      “Uh-huh.” Stella clucks her tongue, shaking her head.

      “Marriage tests really well with target demographics, actually,” I say, cringing at how much like Derek I sound like.

      “He’s trying to be David Beckham,” Kyle murmurs to Stella, like I’m not sitting right there.

      “I am not-”

      “Didn’t he marry a Spice Girl?”

      I drop my face into my hands, groaning. When I look up, they’re both still shaking their heads at me.

      “Will you quit looking at me like I’m an idiot?”

      Kyle laughs deeply. “Well quit acting like one!”

      I glare at him, but I’m grinning too. Hell, only my best friend could talk to me like this.

      “Austin, you know you’re my friend, and you’re like family to the two of-”

      “You need to quit your bitching,” Stella butts in, giving me a stern look.

      “Mommy said a bad word!”

      Stella’s stern face falls as we whirl to see Carter shaking his head at us. I grin as I get up and monster-stomp over to him, picking him up and tickling him again as he giggles.

      “Naw, buddy, Mommy said fishing.” I eye Stella over Carter’s shoulder. “Mommy wants Uncle Austin to stop fishing all the time, right Mommy?”

      Stella smirks.

      Carter squirms out of my arms, trotting back to his cars as I slump back in front of the Kyle-Stella jury.

      “You know man, sometimes I don’t think you get how lucky you are.”

      I roll my eyes. “Kyle, believe me, I get-”

      “No, not the money, or the fame or all that, I mean Natalie.”

      I groan as I reach up to rub the bridge of my nose. “It’s arranged, Kyle. You get that, right?”

      “I get that I’d kill to have a girl that looks at me the way she looks at you.”

      I laugh. “Like she wants to push me down a flight of stairs?”

      “It’s not an unheard of reaction, honey,” Stella says, grinning at me.

      “You’re too wrapped up in your own-” Kyle’s eyes dart to Carter before turning back to me. “You’re too wrapped up in your own b-u-l-l-s-h-i-t,” he mutters, spelling out the word.

      I frown. “Try being in the spotlight like this.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Cry me a river, buddy. You’re so wrapped up in your crap that you can’t even see how that girl looks at you. Hell, you’re so inside your head that you forgot that I did tell you Stell and Carter were going to be here today.”

      I wince.

      “Hell, you haven’t even asked me what my new job is.”

      I cringe a little. “Look, I’m sorry man.”

      He smirks at me, shrugging. “It’s actually fine, I just need to call you out on your B.S. or no one will.”

      “Well, I will.” Stella grins at me. “Zero issues on calling Austin out.”

      “Aww, thanks, Stella.”

      I make a face at her as she laughs.

      “So, what’s the job.”

      Stella hoots. “Oh, you’re gonna love this.”

      Kyle scrunches his face up. “The FBI.”

      I toss my head back and laugh. “They know you were on a hacker watch-list, right?”

      “Uh, yeah, Austin, I think the FBI probably knows that.” He grins at me. “Actually, I think that’s exactly why they hired me. They’ve got me working on these financial transaction history algorithms targeting organized crime.”

      “Man, that’s like switching teams.”

      He groans. “I know. It’s such a sell-out move.”

      Stella rolls her eyes. “No, that’s called growing up and thinking about your future at little more.” She gives me the world’s most obvious look.

      “Yeah, hint taken, Stella.”

      I ease back in my set and stake out at the Pacific, shaking my head. “Well, sh-” I stop myself and glance back at Carter.

      “Well shoot, I guess we grew up, huh? The hacker works for the FBI, and-”

      “And the huge man w-h-o-r-e got married, to a nice girl,” Kyle finishes with a grin.

      “Just you wait, Austin, pretty soon you’re going to have a few of these running around,” Stella says with a raise of her brow, nodding at Carter.

      Yikes.

      I take a big sip of my beer to cover the look on my face as I try and picture a guy like me as a father.

      Kyle cringes and makes a face. “Sore subject, Stell.”

      She laughs. “I meant with your wife, Austin, not that s-k-a-n-k from the tabloids.”

      I know what she means though.

      I just don’t know what the hell to make of the feeling it brings out inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          31

        

        Natalie

      

    
    
      I’m stewing later, curled in the sun room barely concentrating on the book in my hands, when the doorbell rings.

      I look up, frowning.

      Bernadette?

      I wrinkle my brow as I walk through the spacious house to the front door. We’ve made tentative plans for another day of “wedding” shopping, but Austin’s mom strikes me as someone to call ahead, or hell, just come in if she was going to surprise-

      Oh, God.

      “Hey there, babe.”

      It’s Vince.

      My breath freezes in my lungs as I immediately go to slam the door, but he put his hands up.

      “Okay, okay, hang on. I’ll only be a minute, Natalie.”

      I look at him coldly, my hand holding the door with an iron grip and forcing myself to square my shoulders and keep my head high.

      Vince grins at me, smoothing the lapels of his three-piece Armani suit, with his damn driver behind him, standing beside the Bentley town-car parked in the driveway. His eyes raise to the sprawling house around us and he makes an unsettling clicking sound with his teeth as he shakes his head.

      “So, nice place.”

      “Get to the point, Vince.”

      He turns back to me, a little smirk on his face as his lips curl into a sneering grin. “Guess we’re both cheaters now, huh? A little bit of equal footing with all of this nonsense between us?”

      I narrow my eyes at him, feeling my temper rise. “I don’t see how you could possibly think that.”

      Vince sighs dramatically as he pulls out his phone before turning the screen towards me. It’s a picture of Austin and I walking into the stadium for that first day of practice, his arm around my shoulders as he leans down to kiss me.

      I ignore the wave of conflicting emotions tumbling through my stomach at the memory of that and everything that’s happened since. But I push that away and scowl at Vince as he takes the phone back.

      “He’s my husband, Vince.”

      Vince grins. “Of course he is, babe,” he says with a roll of his eyes.

      “How exactly am I a cheating piece of shit like you?”

      He laughs. “Well, I don’t seem to remember us breaking up, Natalie.”

      I stare at him incredulously, feeling the heat rise in my face. “Well, I remember you banging your secretary, Vince.”

      He waves his hand. “A hiccup. All relationships have rough patches, Natalie, and I didn’t bail like you and go and get married - like you did, when you already belonged to another man.”

      I shake my head at him, my mouth open and not quite sure if he’s just saying this to try and be an asshole or if he truly believes I’ve wronged him somehow.

      “This is absurd, I’m closing the door now.”

      “Well, hey, maybe you learned to suck a dick now and then since-”

      I slam the door as hard as I can, but Vince’s boot jams inside and stops it from shutting.

      “I’m not done, Natalie.”

      I swallow quickly, looking up and seeing something wicked in his eyes that sends a cold chill down my back. Vince is stronger than he looks. Not Austin, of course, but there’s more to his weasely, slender frame that you can tell by looking at him.

      He leans closer, grinning. “You know, I think I like you scared.”

      “What do you want?” My voice is small, weak sounding.

      Scared.

      “Well, Natalie, despite our history and your disgusting betrayal, I actually came by today to see how my loan is coming along.” He sees the confused look on my face and grins. “But I’m betting your husband didn’t tell you about that.”

      “Vince I don’t know what you’re talking-”

      “I know you don’t, Natalie, but I’m going to make sure you do.”

      Something about the way he says it makes me retreat further inside myself, hunching my shoulders and half-backing behind the door like some sort of cornered animal.

      “Your boy-toy and his daddy owe the family money.”

      The family.

      I don’t even have to ask him to clarify, because I can see from the evil glint in his eye exactly which “family” he means.

      And I know what that means.

      I feel a cold dread shroud over me like a veil as I slowly shake my head. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “It’s a lot of money, Natalie, and debts need to be paid.”

      He plucks at an errant piece of lint on his suit before he looks back up at me, a look of triumph on his face like he’s won something.

      “But you know, I’m a forgiving man.”

      Fear tingles through me as I hold onto the doorframe like a lifeline, forcing myself to breathe.

      “No one cheats on me, Natalie.”

      I clench my jaw, the indignity of his accusation pushing through my fear. “I didn’t-”

      “And when you figure that out and come back to me, well,” he smirks. “Maybe we can work out our own little arrangement, since you’re so good at those these days,” he says, arching an eyebrow at me and then turning his gaze back to the house around me.

      I stare at him, shaking my head and feel the anger creep up my neck. “Are you trying to buy me back?”

      “I’m giving everyone a way out, Natalie.” He clasps his hands in front of his chest, eyes looking skyward. “It’s just what I do.”

      “You are out of your mind if you think I’d ever be with you again, Vince.”

      “I’m just saying think about it babe, it could very much be worth your while.”

      He grins wickedly.

      “And his.”

      I glare at him. “Vince-”

      “You think you’re the only one, by the way? With Austin, that is? Where is he right now, Natalie? Where’s this loving husband of yours?”

      “Get your foot out of the door before I call the police,” I hiss.

      Vince holds out his phone again. This time, there’s a picture that looks half grainy, as if shot through a telephoto-

      I freeze as my eyes focus on the image of Austin, on a yacht of some kind, grinning with his arm around a very pretty girl with strawberry hair.

      I swallow quickly, swallowing the emotion along with it as I dart my eyes back to Vince. “That’s an old picture,” I say thinly.

      “That was taken an hour ago.” Vince smirks at me again as he slips his phone back into his pocket.

      He turns on his heel and strolls back to the car, his driver opening the side door for him.

      “Think about it, Natalie.”

      He turns back to me just before he steps into the car. “Debts will be collected.”

      I slam the door and lock it as his car pulls away, sinking down against it and burying my face in my hands.
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        Austin

      

    
    
      The house is dark when I come home, and I sigh.

      So much for the apology Stella coached me into that I’ve been rehearsing out loud for the past hour in the car.

      I kick my shoes off and pad through the dark house. I grab a tumbler and a bottle of bourbon from the bar cart in my living room and slump onto the couch. Buckley jumps up and snuffles at my arm as I pour a couple fingers before bringing it to my lips and taking a deep pull of the amber sweetness.

      I sigh as I glance around the dark house. No music or TV on anywhere, no sign of her at all.

      “The hell are you, Natalie,” I murmur out loud, taking another sip of bourbon.

      Buckley whines, rolling onto his back and showing his belly just at the sound of her name.

      “Dude,” I turn and grin at him. “You’re seriously going to have to quit playing favorite with my girl, traitor.”

      My girl.

      I roll my eyes as I drop my head back on the couch.

      I think of the little voice in my head that I ignored, that first night at the Chateau Marmont when I saw her. I think of putting my fucking nose where it didn’t belong in the lobby the next day.

      I think of that stupid fucking ice cream shop.

      The deal.

      The napkin.

      The fact that I still have it, tucked in a drawer at my desk up in my study.

      At this point, I honestly have no idea what the fuck I was thinking. This arrangement of ours hasn’t actually done anything but make both of us crazy. I’m not signing any deals, I’m not different.

      Or am I?

      I shake my head as I bring up the tumbler and knock back another belt of my drink.

      I’m not alone anymore in this giant house - nothing on Buckley of course. And I’m not chasing meaningless tail trying to fill some sort of boredom or emptiness with random women I don’t give a shit about.

      And then, there’s the way she looks at me.

      “I get that I’d kill to have a girl that looks at me the way she looks at you.”

      I swear. Goddamn, how’d she get into my skin like this? This whole thing was a deal - a play, a move, like any other I’d take on a football field after the snap puts the ball in my hands.

      And yet there she is, buried deep and fucking. My. Shit. Up.

      I kick back the rest of the bourbon, and I’m reaching for the bottle to top off when I stop and wrinkle my brow.

      Seriously, where the fuck is she?

      I slip my phone out of my pocket, rolling my eyes at what a damn pussy I feel like texting her like this.

      
        
        Where are you?

        

      

      I toss the phone onto the couch next to me as I drop some more booze in my glass. It buzzes, the screen lighting up the darkness of the room before I snatch it up.

      
        
        Out.

        

      

      I grumble. Yeah no shit.

      
        
        Out where?

        

      

      I want her here. I want her home. It’s possessive, and raw, and ridiculously macho, but it’s the only thought going through my head.

      Of course, part of it - hell, most of it - is that I want her again - I’m craving her. I want to hear her moans, dripping in my ears. I want to watch her eyes close in bliss as the orgasm crashes over her face.

      I want to feel how her body clenches up around me tightly when we explode together.

      But it ain’t just sex, and that’s the fucked up part. If this whole thing was just about getting laid, I’d have two cheerleaders over here right fucking now fighting to see who’d get to first ride. Or I’d be at some shitty God-awful club pulling something strange.

      Buckley leans over and licks my hand, and I groan.

      Because here I am: home, alone with my dog, drinking whiskey.

      I am every country song I grew up hearing my mom play on the kitchen radio.

      My phone lights up again, and I glance down and frown.

      
        
        Out having fun, just like you.

        

      

      Fuck this.

      I pick up the phone and call her.

      “The fuck does that mean?”

      There’s club music blasting somewhere muffled in the background when she answers the phone.

      “It means I don’t play games, Austin.”

      I clench my jaw. “I’m not.”

      “Sure, whatever you say,” she mutters dryly.

      The music changes up behind her, bass thumping like a drum into the receiver.

      “Where are you?”

      “Hey babe!”

      My vision goes red at the sound of some fucking guy’s voice there with her.

      “Come back and dance, gorgeous!”

      I growl out loud, every muscle in my body tightening as the rage comes bubbling up.

      “Who the fuck is that.”

      Natalie snorts. “Austin, drop the possessive shit, okay?”

      “Who is that,” I say again, my voice tense and edged.

      “It’s a nice guy I’m going to have a drink with, okay?”

      I take a deep breath, trying to calm myself.

      “You’re my wife.”

      “Austin-” There’s hurt in her voice, something off and something cracked.

      “I have to go.”

      The line goes dead.

      Buckley growls lowly on the couch next to me.

      “Exactly,” I mutter, abruptly standing and storming for the front door. I snag the keys to the Land Rover in lieu of the Vanquish this time, since it seems more appropriate as the war chariot it’s basically about to be.

      Because fuck this, I’m going to go find my wife.

      This is war.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      The club guy I’m only half-heartedly dancing with is every club guy - a cookie cutter version of every obnoxious, trying-to-hard guy with “vintage” clothes and an ironic haircut.

      I mean the man is wearing sunglasses.

      He’s basically the literal opposite of Austin, and I wasn’t about to actually have a drink with him, I just said it to get under Austin’s skin. But now here I am, reaping my karma and pushing condensation around my untouched glass of wine with the king hipster of the club.

      “So, what’s your deal, babe?”

      I shake my head, smiling thinly. “Look, I- thanks for the drink, but-”

      “Todd.” He grins, nodding his chin at me.

      “Uh, what?”

      “In case you missed it, I’m Todd.”

      I smile thinly. “Right, well, Todd, thank you, but I should go.”

      “Aww, now what’s the hurry?” He pushes his sunglasses down his nose and gives me a “lady-killer” look over the top of them, which might work, if your name is Don Johnson, in Miami, in 1985.

      I’m about to brush him off, when he slides his hand over my knee. I shake it off.

      “Look, I’m married, okay?” I smile thinly again at him as I bring my left hand up.

      He grins and holds up a ring finger with a gold band on it. “Me too, babe, so what’s the problem?”

      Gross.

      I stand from my bar stool. “Thanks for the drink.”

      “Hey, hang on, babe.”

      I start to walk away, but Todd’s hand shoots out and grabs my arm.

      “Let go of me,” I whirl and hiss at him.

      He grins. “But I just got you, honey. I don’t wanna let go of-”

      A hand comes out of nowhere, knocking me aside and ripping him away from me.

      Austin.

      Todd shrieks as his beer dumps into his lap, whirling on Austin. “Hey what the fu-”

      His words freeze as his jaw drops. “Austin fuckin Taylor?”

      Austin looms over him, looking furious. “Get your fucking hands off my wife.”

      Todd’s eyes go wide. “Oh, shit man, I am so fucking sorry-”

      “Go.”

      He nods eagerly. “Yeah, you got it boss.”

      Austin turns to me in a flash - eyes smoldering.

      I glare at him. “Are you going to make a habit of threatening men who talk to me?”

      “If they talk to you like that? Yes.” He growls. “What the hell are you doing here, Natalie.”

      I mean, he’s right, the place is so far outside my comfort zone it’s not even funny. It’s loud and dark, with people screaming, and thundering house music blaring around us.

      If Todd is any barometer of the class of the place, well…

      I narrow my eyes at Austin. “I’m out, having fun.”

      “Oh, having fun? In this fucking place, with that fucking guy?” He leans closer. “You know what it looks like? You out flirting on the town?”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh please.”

      “It’s unbecoming.”

      I bark out a laugh. “Says you?”

      “Yes,” he growls lowly. “Says me.”

      “Listen,” I hiss out, poking my finger into his chest. “I can flirt around the town as much as you can, pal. I’m not your clean little trophy wife.”

      He glares at me, his jaw tense and his eyes flashing.

      “Let’s go.”

      He grabs my arm, but I hiss at him, shaking it off.

      “The hell we are. I’m staying here.”

      “Damnit, Natalie-”

      “I can be dirty too, you know.”

      Austin freezes, his eyes snapping back to mine. Suddenly he’s right against me, making me gasp as I feel the bar-top at my back.

      “Oh you want dirty?” His voice, his lips right by my ear.

      I shiver.

      And without thinking about it, as if with a mind of their own, my hands slide up to his t-shirt, pulling at it.

      I nod slowly, and he grins, his eyes flashing.

      “Yes,” I grip his shirt tighter, feeling the energy and the pure need for him coursing through my body like lightning.

      He leans in, his lips brushing across my own, the heat of his body so close to mine. His hand slides across my hip, pulling me into him. His fingers slip beneath my shirt, skimming across the soft skin of my belly and making my breath catch.

      His lips trail to my ear. “I’ll show you dirty.”

      I gasp as he suddenly grabs me, pulling me through the club, my pulse pounding as the swirling crowd blurs past us. The heat and the throbbing desire for him throb between my legs - a need that aches for him.

      Austin kicks the back door open, ignoring the security guard that shouts something at him as he pulls me out of the club and into the dark, back parking lot.

      I moan as he spins me around and pins me up against the side of his black Land Rover, and before I can even catch a breath, his lips are on mine. I whimper into his mouth as he kisses me, my hands clawing at his shirt, pushing up under it to rake my nails across his skin. He’s pushing his hand under my skirt, and I moan out loud as his fingers trace across the front of my panties.

      His other hand slides up and under my strappy top, pushing it up and over my bra-less breasts. He groans as his fingers find my nipples, pulling away from my mouth and dropping his lips to the rosy nubs, hard under his touch.

      We’re grinding against each other, gasping and pulling at each other’s clothes. I wrap my leg around his waist, groaning as his fingers push my panties to the side and find me soaking wet and ready for him. I can feel the hot throb of his cock, pulsing against my leg through his jeans.

      He’s so hard against me, and there’s something so hot about him taking me like this.

      Taking what’s his.

      Austin reaches over and opens the passenger side door to the SUV. I moan as he suddenly spins me around and growls into my ear.

      “Get in.”

      I start to climb into the car, when his hands slide over my hips, pulling my ass back until I’m kneeling there in the passenger seat with my skirt around my waist.

      His fingers find my panties, and I gasp as he yanks them down to my knees.

      Oh God.

      His mouth sears against me, and I moan out loud, clawing at the car seat as his tongue pushes deep. His hands slide over my ass, pulling me into him and teasing over my skin. His fingers slide between my legs, finding my clit and rolling it under his thumb as I arch my back, pushing back into him.

      I’m panting, moaning, knowing that anyone could walk out here and see us.

      It’s like the final, illicitly filthy piece of the puzzle, and suddenly I’m coming.

      Coming like a bomb going off.

      I scream out my release, crying his name as I go to pieces under his wicked, velvet tongue.

      The back door to the club bangs open as drunken club-goers tumble out, laughing and lighting cigarettes.

      “Get in,” he whispers in my ear, gently pushing me inside the car before he shuts my door.

      I’m still trying to catch my breath, slumped in the seat like a hot mess with my climax still buzzing through my body and my panties tangled at my ankles.

      Holy shit.

      Austin slams the door shut on his side as he guns the engine. He turns to me, a look of pure, raw lust on his face.

      “I’m not done with you yet, you know. Not by a damn mile, princess.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          34

        

        Natalie

      

    
    
      My heart is racing, pulse pounding in my veins as we roar through the streets of LA. My body is on fire, still buzzing and shaking from the quick and dirty climax at his hands - and his mouth - back in the parking lot.

      I’m still sprawled in the passenger seat of his Land Rover, staring at the man behind the wheel.

      Cool, cocky, dominant.

      Possessive.

      And there’s still something insanely hot about his actions tonight, however caveman and however overly macho they are. There’s something biological that tugs at something deep inside of me about him storming into a place to come claim me, like I’m his.

      “I’m not done with you yet,” he growls, his eyes darting towards mine in the darkness of the car. Streetlights and neon signs cast streaks of light across his face as we drive past them, temporarily illuminating the inside of the car and glinting off the fire in his eyes.

      “Play with your pussy,” he says darkly, a passing sign casting an orange glow across his face.

      I swallow, panting. “Here?”

      “Spread your legs,” he growls, his hands tight on the wheel. “Let me see how wet you are.”

      I suck my bottom lip between my teeth, blinking quickly at him as I feel the surge well up inside of me.

      “Bossy?”

      He doesn’t even turn from the road. “You haven’t seen me bossy.”

      “Maybe you should fix that.”

      He does turn then, his eyes barely containing the lust and the need bottled up behind them.

      But I’m doing what he says. I’m sitting back against the door and pulling my knees up to my chest, spreading them. My skirt bunches at my waist, my panties still in a tangle on the floor of the car.

      Austin groans, darting quick looks my way and watching as I let my fingers slide over my pussy. I don’t know what he’s doing to me, to make me like this - that makes me want to go actually crazy and do insane things like this.

      Like, masturbate in a moving car for my “husband.”

      I moan softly at the thought of being so bad for him - of doing something so naughty like this. My breath comes staggered as I ease a finger inside, letting my other hand slowly rub circles over my aching clit. My head falls back against the tinted window behind me, gasping as the feeling melts through me.

      “God you’re fucking wet,” he groans, his hands tightening even more on the wheel. The car jerks slightly, and I gasp, my body shivering with the thrill.

      “Eyes on the road, mister,” I say breathily.

      “You’re making that very hard.”

      “Anything else?” I rake my nails across my bottom lip coyly, eyes flashing at him. “Anything else I’m making hard?”

      He grins. “So much for my clean little house wife.”

      “I told you I could be dirty.”

      I’m moving towards him, now utterly convinced I’ve lost my mind as my hands slide into his lap.

      “Nat-”

      I’m tugging at his zipper as he groans, popping the button above, reaching inside, and cooing as I wrap my fingers around his big, beautiful cock. He groans as I stroke him once, twice, before carefully pulling him out of his pants.

      “Fuck, Natalie…”

      Austin moans as I wrap my lips around his cock, swirling my tongue around the head as I slowly start to suck him.

      “Eyes on the road,” I whisper, letting my tongue dance down the underside of him.

      I inhale him again, moaning around his thick girth as I start to bob up and down, my hands stroking the rest of him that clearly won’t fit between my lips.

      He’s grunting while one hand slides into my hair and sending a thrill through me as he drives.

      He’s pulsing hard in my mouth, growing even bigger as I suck him deep, my fingers teasing his shaft.

      “Nat, fuck,” he groans, sucking in air through his teeth. “I’m going to-”

      “Come in my mouth,” I whisper, opening my mouth and sliding as far down on him as I can. My hands pump his shaft, my tongue swirling around and around his crown.

      We’re pulling up the driveway of his house, and right then, he explodes. His hot cum fills my mouth as I swallow eagerly, his cock pulsing between my lips as he stops the car with a jerk at a crooked angle outside the house.

      We barely make it out of the car, doors still open as he pushes me against the front door, his hand digging and jangling in his pocket for keys.

      We fall into the foyer of the house, pulling each other’s clothes off right there on the floor. His fingers slide inside of me as his mouth leaves bruises down my neck and collarbone, my moans dripping in his ears. He pulls me on top of him, and I toss my hair back and sigh as I slowly sink down on him.

      His cock stretches and touches me in places I’ve never felt inside, sending pleasure screaming through my body. His hands are on my hips, guiding me, his eyes never leaving mine as I ride him. I’m moving up and down, rolling my hips, my hands flat on his chest, and my eyes locked onto his.

      And it’s so good. It’s perfect synchronically, a perfect fit. Everything else fades away as we move together, there on the floor in a tangle of our clothes. None of it matters besides that very moment, - not the fake marriage, not the complications, not any sort of arrangement.

      It’s just him and me, eye-to-eye as we move together towards that sweet release.

      And when I come, he rises up, holding me, clutching me against his chest and driving up into me, rocking me right through my orgasm. I hear him groan my name in my ear, and then feel the pulsing throb of him deep inside as he lets go. The climax rolls through me - wave after wave as I slowly ride us both through it - milking him for every drop until neither of us can move another inch.

      And it’s perfect.
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        Austin

      

    
    
      Lying in bed with her the next morning, all the rest of it drops away. This is all that matters. Not the fucking arrangement, not the media, not the looming thought that eventually, this has an end date.

      I can forget all that with her.

      It’s easy, and comfortable, and for once, I don’t give a shit about the fact that I’m paying her, or whatever. It’s not like that. And there’s a sort of glowing satisfaction when I glance down to her hand in mine and see the ring on her finger. This whole thing may have started with some stupid napkin arrangement, but she’s actually wearing my ring, and that means something.

      Hell, she means something. She means a fucking lot, even if I still can’t wrap my head around what that means or how that happened.

      But I’m not going to try and overthink that one. Because if there’s one thing life’s taught me, it’s to know when it’s fucking good.

      And this girl right here, curled up into me and dozing in my arms - this is as good as it gets.

      My phone buzzes across the side table, interrupting my thoughts, and I grumble as I answer the number I don’t recognize.

      “Sleeping late, Mr. Taylor?

      I frown at the strange voice. “Who is this?”

      “You can call me the collector, Mr. Taylor.”

      There’s something in that voice that sends a cold feeling through me, and I sit up slightly, turning away from Natalie.

      “What the fuck is this,” I growl. “How’d you get this num-”

      “You owe us a considerable about of money, Mr. Taylor, and it is my job to make sure that gets delivered.”

      The cold feeling turning into an icy chill inside.

      “You’re looking for my dad,” I say evenly, clenching my jaw.

      “Sins of the father, Mr. Taylor, sins of the father.”

      “Look,” I mutter. “This is his business.”

      “Well, Mr. Taylor, I’m making it your business.”

      Natalie stirs behind me.

      “This has nothing to do with me. My father is a fucking degenerate and I have no relationship with him.”

      “This has everything to do with you now, Mr. Taylor,” the voice says in that same neutral, almost humored tone. “You have three weeks to deliver, and after that, well…” the voice trails off into a chuckle. “Well, after that I’m not sure I can guarantee you’ll be playing football anytime soon.”

      I swallow thickly. “Listen-”

      “Three weeks, Mr. Taylor.”

      The line goes dead.

      I pull the phone away from my face, holding it in my hands and staring at it.

      Fuck.

      I’m not scared. I don’t get scared. But there’s a white space in my head as the lingering of that cold voice rattle through it. It’s a blankness, a not knowing what to do. And I hate that feeling - the feeling of being helpless and not in control.

      The feeling of when my dad used to hit my mom.

      It’s the rage, the blank fury that comes out of the darkness and threatens to tear me down.

      “Who was that?”

      I turn to Natalie, rubbing sleep out of her eyes, and something inside of me seizes up. I can’t tell her this. Everything else, I want her to know, and let her in on. I want to show her places inside of me I’ve never showed anyone, as crazy as I know that is.

      But not this. For some reason, the idea of exposing her to this or bringing her into it is too much.

      “Nothing,” I say quickly.

      She rolls her eyes. “Austin with his biiiig secrets-”

      “It’s nothing, okay? It doesn’t concern you,” I snap, feeling like an asshole the second I say it. I wince. “Sorry,” I grumble out. “It’s just-”

      “Yeah, no, forget it.” Natalie slips out of bed, pulling the top sheet around her body. “It’s fine.”

      “Natalie, it’s-”

      “Austin it’s fine.” She looks at up, her face neutral and reserved. “This is just casual, right? I don’t need to know your personal stuff.” She shrugs. “I’m not your real wife, remember?”

      She pads into the bathroom and closes the door.

      It’s a sinking feeling. A few weeks ago, I’d have been grinning and readily agreeing. A few weeks ago, when she was just the strange girl who’d agreed to my stupid plan, she’d be right on the money.

      I’m still trying to wrap my head around what’s changed when she steps from the bathroom in a robe and leaves the room, leaving me with an even colder feeling than the phone call.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      I’m toweling my hair off after my shower, still not sure what to think about this morning.

      Or last night, for that matter.

      My hands freeze, towel still wrapped around my hair, as the ring on my finger suddenly flashes and catches my eye in the mirror.

      Last night when I slept with my husband.

      It’s like saying the words over in my head makes it mean something, even though it’s not supposed to.

      Even if it can’t.

      My phone rings from inside the bedroom, dragging me back out of my own head. Wrapping the towel around my body, I pad across the bedroom floor, reaching for it as it chimes a second time.

      I freeze at the number n the screen.

      Vince.

      “Let’s meet, I have something to discuss with you.”

      I scrunch my face up at the sound of his voice, as if my mouth was just filled with something sour. No “hello”, no “how are you, Natalie”, just a demand.

      I shake my head. “I’m deleting this number, Vince. Please don’t call-”

      “Natalie, I have plenty of ways of contacting you without a phone.” There’s something dark and something harsh in his words that I’ve never heard from him before, and it sends an uncomfortable chill down my spine as I snap my mouth shut.

      “Just a business proposition, that’s all. Meet me at Cafe Lola on Rodeo in an hour?” He chuckles a flat, icy laugh. “That’s near you, isn’t it?”

      I swallow the lump in my throat. “Vince, please don’t call me agai-”

      “You’ll want to be there, Natalie.”

      The line goes dead.

      I’m cold, shivering at the silence on the phone as I stand there in my towel. And for a moment, I think about calling Austin. For a moment, that’s all I want - for him to make this better.

      Except, that’s not what we are, as I guess we’ve both made that clear. We’re not real, we’re a convenience.

      An arrangement.

      I scowl at the thought, shaking my head and thinking of his own mystery phone call from this morning.

      Fine, Austin has his secrets.

      This is mine.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Looking good, baby.”

      Vince leers at me, and I hate the words coming out of his mouth. It’s the sort of compliment that makes you feel sick, or dirty, even though I’ve just showered an hour and half before.

      “What do you want, Vince? Why am I here?”

      He chuckles. “Looks like you grew a backbone slumming it with your little rebound,” he says dryly. “And how is Mr. Golden Boy?”

      “He’s fine, how’s your secretary?”

      Vince’s lips pull into a wicked smile. “I’m a weak man, Natalie, you know that.” He shakes his head, like he’s actually in any way feeling remorseful of his behavior.

      “Vince,” I say again, sitting up straight in my chair across the table from him, hands clasped tightly in my lap. “What is this about.”

      “I’d like you back, Natalie.”

      What?

      Not ‘I want you back’, not ‘I miss you.’ Not even a damn ‘I’m sorry.’

      I’d like you back.

      I roll my eyes. “Vince if this is the reason you had me drive through LA traffic-”

      “I’ll double what he’s paying you.”

      My jaw drops as I stare at Vince. “Excuse me?”

      “I’ve got eyes and ears, Natalie,” Vince says evenly. “I know what you and Austin are. I know about your arrangement, and I’ve got a better one.”

      I’m still trying to find words as I slowly shake my head.

      “Double, Natalie. I’ll double what he’s paying you.”

      My lip curls back from my teeth, my eyes narrowing at him as the rage roars up inside of me. “I’m not for sale, Vince!” I hiss at him, feeling my nails digging into my own hands in my lap.

      “Aren’t you?”

      I shake my head. “You are fucking unbelievable! That is not what-”

      Vince laughs mirthlessly. “Oh, what is it, Natalie? True love? Are you two fated lovers?” He sneers. “Please, don’t insult me. I know exactly what girls like you are.”

      “Girls like me?!” I snap, heedless of the turned heads and hushed conversation in the restaurant around us as I stand abruptly. “I’m leaving.”

      I whirl, but Vince’s hand shoots out, grabbing my wrist and yanking me back.

      “Hang on.” His eyes narrow at me. “Double what he’s paying you, and I won’t humiliate you like he is.”

      I sneer at Vince again. “He’s not-“

      “Oh please, Natalie. The tabloid nonsense? The other women?” He snorts. “That trashy girl pregnant with his child?”

      “That’s not true,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Says him.” Vince shakes his head. “I won’t treat you like that, Natalie.”

      It’s like he’s forgotten the incident in his office already.

      “Vince, this conversation is over.”

      I jerk my hand out of his grip, but he stands, putting a hand on my arm.

      “You’ll be my real wife, and I mean that. A real wedding, Natalie, with you becoming a part of my family.”

      Which “family”…

      “You’ll be taken care of, Natalie. Looked after.” He smiles thinly at me. “You’ll carry my children.”

      I groan, turning away from him. “Jesus, Vince.”

      “I’m not saying you have to love me, Natalie.” He rolls his eyes. “I think we’re both mature enough to know that’s not a real thing anyways.”

      His steps towards me, the smell of his cheap cologne nauseating me as his eyes level on me. “Think of it as a better business arrangement. I mean my God, Natalie, it’s not like he loves you.”

      The feeling that starts to bleed out inside is awful - this terrible, leeching, sinking feeling as I try and fight against what Vince is saying. I’m trying to block it out, trying not to let the poison of his words inside.

      But it’s there, and there’s just enough horrible, awful truth to it to make it take hold.

      “I have to go,” I say quickly, turning and grabbing my purse from my chair.

      “Think about it, babe,” Vince says, smirking like he’s perfectly aware and perfectly smugly proud of how poisonous he is.

      I grab my purse and speed-walk out of the restaurant, praying I get away from him before the tears start to fall.
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        Dear Austin. Would you like to get lunch today? There is a lovely little French restaurant I’ve discovered off of North Camden Drive. Let me know what you think. Love, Mom.

        

      

      I grin and shake my head at my phone. My mom sends text messages as if they were handwritten letters.

      I skip texting her back and just call her.

      “Hi, honey!”

      “Hey, Mom. What are you doing in Beverly Hills?”

      Mom usually avoids driving anywhere in LA. Actually, she’s not a big fan of leaving her West Hollywood neighborhood at all.

      “Oh, I’m with Natalie, honey.”

      I raise a brow. “What?”

      “Well we’re just doin’ a little bit of girl shopping, that’s all!”

      My mom sounds out of her mind happy on the phone, and there’s a pang of guilt that lances through me. It’s knowing this is fake, and knowing that Natalie is probably feeling the same thing. Not to mention the state we’re in right now having not spoken since “the collector’s” phone call the other morning and my subsequently shit handling of the situation.

      “Austin honey, if I haven’t said it enough,” Mom’s voice lowers, still full of glee. “She is the just the sweetest thing, you know!” She chuckles. “You did real good, honey.”

      Fuck, this fake divorce is going to be rougher on my mom than either Nat or me.

      Maybe.

      I shake my head. “Lunch sounds good, Mom.”

      I frown as I hang up. Will it be worse on my mom? It’s a weird thought, but it’s like having Natalie in my life has become natural. She fits into every facet and in ways I never saw coming.

      And she’s making me a better man, there’s no denying that.

      I groan as I rub my temples, trying to remind myself why this whole thing is “fake.”

      Money.

      Fucking money ruins everything. That’s not what you think about when you’re coming up broke as fuck in nowhere Texas. But when you have it, and see it, you know its true.

      Money fucked up her family, what with her dad. And money is fucking up any chance I have of seeing what this could be. Because that ship has sailed. The whole impetus for this girl even being around me is that I offered to pay her.

      I have a hard time seeing how that might transition into “lets see where this may go” or anything stupid like that.

      And anyways, I’m Austin Taylor - relationships? Being tied down? Nah, that’s not me anyways.

      Right?

      Six months. Six months more and then this little experiment will be over, and I can go back to the way things were. Meaningless, casual flings with terrible and trashy girls.

      I scowl as I grab my keys and head out the door, trying to figure out what the hell is wrong with me and why that plan sounds like the worst.
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* * *

      I pull up on a side street in Beverly Hills near the address my mom eventually figured out how to text me where she and Natalie are. Looking around, I see Mom’s car outside this little nondescript shop half a block up the street, which means they’re probably still shopping.

      I shrug as I jog across the street and walk over to the place. Nat and I haven’t spoken more than the bare minimum to each other in two days, but I push that aside.

      Just get in, see where they’re at, and then go have lunch.

      No big deal.

      I’m surrounded by white the second I walk into the place.

      Aw, shit.

      A bridal shop; of course, in the middle of my swirling mind-fuck of emotions and conflicting thoughts about Nat and what this all is, I walk in to her and my mom at a damn bridal shop.

      My brow furrows as I walk past racks of white frills and lace, past elegant, high-necked faceless mannequins modeling shit straight out of a damn Disney movie. I shake my head.

      What the fuck are you doing in-

      The sound of laughter and my mother’s boisterous voice filters out from the back of the store.

      It feels fake that they’re here, doing this. Because whatever fucked-up thoughts I’m having how Natalie’s making me want to be a better man, or however confused I am about the way I feel about her…

      She’s not really my wife - not in principle, at least. She’s just a girl I’m paying to play pretend.

      It’s a dark thought.

      I sigh and head towards the sound of them, pushing some sort of poofy pink thing out of the way, ducking past a rack of what look like padded bras, and pulling at the curtain that leads to the back of the shop.

      Shit.

      And right then, every grumbling thought, every confused notion, and every single worry I have just fades away as the breath leaves my body. Hell, the fucking world stops spinning for a moment and time stops as my eyes lock onto the utter vision standing in front of me.

      She’s head-to-toe in white and lace, standing up on a pedestal in front of a trifold mirror. She doesn’t see me, and I move back a little, peering though a small slit in the curtain.

      God she’s beautiful.

      She’s stunning actually, a damn vision that takes my fucking breath away, standing there in silk and lace.

      She looks so damn happy, and so damn perfect up there on the pedestal - the perfect wife. She laughs at something my mom says, blushing in the mirror and turning to glance at the back of it. My mom beams at her, fanning herself dramatically as she tells Natalie how wonderful this whole thing is and how gorgeous she looks.

      I couldn’t possible agree more.

      Mom says something I don’t catch to the shop woman, and the two of them leave the back room out through a side door. I open the curtain wider before I can stop myself, drinking in the pure beauty of this woman standing before me.

      Natalie looks up as she steps from the pedestal, and suddenly sees me in the mirror. She gasps, whirling with a hand on her chest and her cheeks flushing bright red.

      “You’re not supposed to see me,” she says quietly, blushing and smiling shyly.

      “I thought that was before the wedding,” I say with a grin, stepping into the room and letting my eyes roam over her.

      “Same thing,” she says primly, biting her lip.

      I shake my head. “Nat, you look-”

      “Goofy, right?” She makes a face.

      “Incredible,” I say, feeling my heart hammering in my chest, somehow unable to tear my eyes away from her. “You look fucking incredible.”

      Her cheeks go dark as she drops her eyes to the floor.  “Thank you.”

      “Honestly, it looks amazing on you.”

      She looks up with a little grin on her face “Well, you’re paying for it.”

      I laugh.

      “Seriously though, you shouldn’t see me.”

      “You know.” I lock eyes with her, stepping closer. “You keep saying that.” I reach out without saying another word and trail my hand over her silk-draped hip and up her side before trailing my fingers back down her bare arm.

      “Your mother is right outside,” she whispers, staring at me with hooded eyes.

      I step closer, my lips inches from hers as I lock eyes with her. And all the pent up passion, all the things I’ve wanted to say to her, and do to her for the last few says burning right into her.

      Her face says the same damn thing.

      “I think you should be done shopping for the day.”

      She nods quickly. “I think so too.”
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* * *

      I duck back out through the curtain before my mom and the shopkeeper come back with some new shoes or something for Natalie to try on. I turn back and glance through the slit in the curtain once more to see her standing there in white.

      And something inside of me breaks.

      It’s the push and the pull, the wanting her, but not wanting to get close because I know it’ll be harder when this is all over. Because this does have an expiration date, and for the first time, I realize just how much that sucks.
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        Austin

      

    
    
      I’m thinking about it the whole way home with her, after making up some excuse to my mom about a last minute business meeting I have with Derek.

      At some point, I realize Natalie is looking at me from the passenger seat.

      “What?” I glance at her.

      “You’ve got this look on your face.”

      I shrug. “Just thinking about practice this week.”

      I can’t tell her. I mean what, tell her that I’ve having second thoughts about the “fake” part of our relationship? That she’s making me better, and making me feel things I’ve never felt before?

      Yeah, right. I can’t tell her that. I have to remember what this is - an arrangement, a business transaction

      It can’t be more than that, because I can’t let it be more than that. We can’t keep mixing business and pleasure. God, I want her, but I have to put a stop to this. I can’t keep touching her, and tasting her, and letting her in deep like this.

      That part has to end.

      The car stops in the driveway, and I follow Natalie into the house, my mind a blur.

      We’ll pose for pictures, we’ll do the media thing for the cameras and the interviews. Derek will be happy, my mom will be happy, and the goddamn endorsement people will be happy.

      I steel myself as I turn to close the front door and hang my keys next to it. We’ll do the dog and pony show, we’ll make everyone happy, and then we’ll walk away from this.

      I’m putting a stop to this right-

      “Austin?”

      I turn, and I instantly forget every single morose, dark thought running though my head.

      She’s naked - a hungry look on her face and her sundress pooled at her feet along with her panties.

      “I believe I cut my shopping trip early?”

      I groan, even as the grin spreads across my face and as my cock rapidly grows inside my pants.

      Fuck.

      And right then, I know I’m wrong. Right then, I know every single thing I just decided in my head is utter bullshit.

      I’m not putting a stop to anything right now. I’m not walking away from this - hell, I wouldn’t even know how.

      She gasps when I snatch her up into my arms, her legs wrapping around my waist as I grab her ass and kiss her like a man possessed. There’s no floor, or couch, or kitchen this time.

      This time, I want her in my bed, and I want to take my damn time.

      I carry her up the stairs like that, hardly even looking where I’m going I’m so lost in those lips. I ease her down onto my bed, pulling my clothes off and crawling in after her.

      I use my mouth on every goddamn inch of her, starting at her toes and moving to her lips - teasing her along the way. She squirms and gasps, vainly trying to arch her hips or her chest towards my mouth as I wickedly pass just shy of the good parts.

      But that’s exactly how I want her - moaning, begging, whimpering. Craving my touch.

      And when I do move down between her legs, it’s like touching her with a live-wire. Her whole body jumps off the bed as I slip my tongue along her seam, dragging it through her sweetness and lapping up every drop of her cream.

      And then we make love - really, actually make love. It’s confusing and consuming, like some sort of damned drug. It’s like I’m high off of her, lost in her, drowning in those eyes and those lips.

      I drive in deep, grinding into her and feeling her legs tighten around my waist, her nails dragging down my back. There’s this new fiery side to her - this powerful new part that’s opening up to me.

      “Yes, yes, yes…”

      Her moans are like a sweet song in my ears as she throws her head back and shatters beneath me. Her orgasm seizes through her as she holds me tightly, and she’s never looked so fucking beautiful than how she does when she comes right there and then.

      I’m letting go, coming with her and gasping as I explode into her.

      And this is fucking perfect.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      “Honey, I found the sweetest little veil you ever did see when you come out of there!”

      Bernadette’s voice is muffled through the bathroom door, and I nod, if only for myself.

      “Okay, thanks!”

      “You sure you don’t need any help with that dress in there honey?”

      “I’m fine, thank you.” My voice is distant, but I can’t help that.

      Two weeks after the first visit, Austin’s mom and I are back at the dress shop, putting the finishing touches on the dress ensemble - what she’s been calling the “icing on the pie.”

      The location is hardly the place where I should be doing this, but I’ve had to pee all day, even if I’ve been too scared to. I’ve been too nervous to make myself do it, but it cannot wait anymore

      This is just nerves, or stress.

      It’s the fortieth time I’ve said those words to myself, like some sort of TV drama cliché.

      But honestly, what else do you tell yourself when you’re a week late on your period?

      Yeah…that.

      My hands are literally shaking as I pull open the package and take the little stick out. My pulse hammers against my chest as I pull up the elaborate white dress and crouch.

      Holding the stick.

      Shaking.

      Nerves, that’s it.

      I count breaths with my eyes closed while I let the timer on my phone count down the two longest minutes of my life. In my head, if I don’t look, it won’t be real. As long as I’ve got them tightly shut, I don’t have to see what happens next.

      I won’t have to see it when my world turns upside down.

      The timer dings quietly, and I slowly peel my eyes open and stare at the stick on the edge of the sink.

      I can pee again.

      I can definitely pee again.

      I can feel the color draining from my face as I shakily unwrap a second test.

      “You okay in there, honey?” Bernadette’s voice through the door scare the living daylights out of me in my focused state, almost making me drop the test.

      “Yep!” I suck in a lungful of air. “Just, uh…cramps.”

      God do I wish it was cramps.

      A minute later, I’ve got my eyes closed all over again, the second test sitting on the sink. And I’m not a praying person, but I’m whispering to whoever the hell will listen as I wait for that timer to go off.

      This can’t happen. This can’t happen, this can’t-

      The timer chimes.

      And, there sitting on the periwinkle blue porcelain sink, is another plus sign.

      I sit, and I stare.

      I’m wondering what the odds are of two false tests when the knock comes again.

      “Sure I can’t get you anything sweetheart? Got some Tylenol in my bag in case you need it.”

      Bernadette’s voice pulls me out of my trance. I’m suddenly moving on autopilot as I quickly flush the toilet, and wrap ten layers of toilet paper around the tests before I stuff them into the trashcan.

      I look at my white-dressed reflection in the bathroom mirror.

      This doesn’t mean anything.

      Nothing.

      I’ll go to a real doctor, and get a real test. These take-home ones are bullshit anyways.

      I say it twice more before I open the door.
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* * *

      Wow.

      Back in the dress shop, and back on top of that little pedestal by the mirror, I look like something out of a Disney movie.

      White dress, glittering heels, gossamer white veil shrouding my face, just like something out of the end of Cinderella or The Little Mermaid.

      Except, you know, pregnant.

      I frown behind my veil at the thought. I don’t think they go there in the cartoon kid’s movies.

      Bernadette is fawning all around me right alongside the shop owner. She’s bustling around clutching her hands and beaming at me, like she may actually be more excited about this than I am.

      Of course, I know it’s false.

      It makes me cringe, because she’s so damn sweet, and so happy that I’m married to her son.

      Maybe we can stay friends after this all goes to hell.

      Just think of the money. Think of why you’re doing this.

      The thought makes me cringe, because it suddenly makes me think of Virginity’s whole stupid thing about “locking my man down.”

      The dressing room suddenly goes a little quiet. I look up in the mirror to see the shop owner and her two assistants - who up until now haven’t been able to tell me enough how luck I am to me married to Austin - suddenly murmuring amongst themselves in hushed tones as they shoot me furtive looks.

      What?

      “Oh, Nancy?” Bernadette hasn’t noticed the silence as she fusses with the trim of my gown. She turns at the lack of response and frowns. “What’s that?”

      Nancy’s assistant quickly shoves the magazine behind her back. “Oh, it’s nothing.”

      Nancy herself turns to me, her face white as she plasters a fake smile across it. “It’s nothing, honey, just garbage.”

      I frown. “Wait, what is it?”

      “Just…tabloid stuff.” Nancy turns and shoots a look at the other assistant who mumbles it out.

      It’s about me.

      I know from the looks on their faces that it is. It’s the same look I got from people who knew me when my dad was being hauled out of his Wall Street office and into custody.

      “Oh, now this is silly! Give it here.” Bernadette deftly snatches the magazine out from the girl’s hand lets her eyes move across the cover.

      Her face goes pale.

      “Oh Lord Jesus.”

      I can feel the chill creeping up my spine as I start to step down from the pedestal.

      “Bernadette, what is it?”

      She looks up at me quickly and shakes her head. “No, honey, it ain’t nothing for you to worry about. This is just garbage, it’s just lies and slander and-”

      I snatch the tabloid magazine out of her hands and drop my eyes to the front.

      My first thought is that of confusion as to how Tina - the catty girl from Austin’s driveway - ended up on the cover of a national tabloid magazine.

      And then my eyes drop to the headline, and the bottom drops out.

      
        “DNA Tests Confirm Football Father!”

      

      I read it a second, and then a third time, the knife twisting a little deeper with every pass. Because the girl who’s been “lying” about Austin getting her pregnant hasn’t been lying at all.

      He has.

      Austin’s having a baby with another woman.

      And right then, it doesn’t matter that this is fake. It doesn’t matter that we’re only “pretend” married.

      What matters is the sick dread, and the pain inside.

      The hurt.

      The humiliation.

      The betrayal.

      Bernadette quickly steps forward. “Now, honey, I’m sure this is all just-”

      The room starts to spin, and I stumble.

      “Oh its just the media being nosey and making stuff up is all, sweetheart!” She pulls me into her, stroking my back as she leads me to a chair against the dressing room wall and sits me down.

      I stare at the magazine in my hands, flipping the pages to the article in the pin-drop silence of the room. Tina is apparently telling the press that Austin is “leaving his wife” to be a family with her.

      I’m going to be sick.

      And a part of me knows I have no real “right” to be upset, even if it is true. After all, we entered into this with knowing exactly what it was - an agreement, an arrangement.

      Just business, just a transaction, and nothing personal - no emotions.

      So why does this hurt so much.

      I stare through the magazine in my hands, feeling numb, and cold.

      Because you’re ALSO carrying his child.

      And that truth might hurt worse than the screaming headlines in my hands. It’s the knowledge that despite every warning sign, despite every single hesitation my heart gave me and as cringing as it is to even admit to myself, I thought it was real.

      For a moment there, I thought we were real, like a complete idiot.

      “I have to go.”

      Bernadette is saying something, but I don’t really hear her as I half stumble, half tear myself out of my dress. I’m aware of the coldness - the blank, empty feeling inside as I slip back into my clothes and run out the door.
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* * *

      I’m back at Austin’s house - somehow, though I don’t remember even driving myself here. I’m numb, moving on some sort of autopilot as I stumble into the house. Buckley’s there, wagging his tail as he pokes his head around the corner to say hello.

      Aside from him, the house is empty.

      I’m standing like a ghost in the middle of the living room, blinking, turning, and searching for something though I don’t know what that may even be.

      This was home.

      For a brief, fleeting moment, it was. This house, and the man who lives here felt like home.

      Except now I have no home, because apparently I belong nowhere.

      The phone ringing in my hand snaps me out of my daze. I glance down, cringing at Vince’s name across the screen.

      He knows.

      Of course he knows, and here he is ready to bait me - ready to gloat as he tells me he told me so.

      Hell, my own heart wants to say the same thing to me.

      I ignore the call, slumping down onto the couch and dropping my face into my hands.

      The worst part is, I’ve only got myself to blame. Austin lied? Really? Is it really any sort of surprise to me that a man like that was less than truthful about his involvement with women?

      Blaming Austin is easy, except I know deep down, this is on me. This is me, letting my guard down, letting my heart lead me places I had no business going, and wanting to find something in places it was never going to be.

      This was me actually believing somehow that money would buy happiness, and I’ve never felt like more of a perfectly silly idiot in my life.

      My mother was right. It’s a thought I didn’t think I’d ever actually have, but there it is, burning it’s way to the front of my mind. All the years I spent rolling my eyes at her “marry up and marry rich” mentality, I was the one in the wrong.

      Because love is a damn fairytale, and the real world is hard, and cruel, and you make it work by looking after you.

      The phone rings again - Vince, again.

      This time, I answer.

      “Yes or no, Natalie.” His voice is cold.

      “Come back to me, take me up on my offer, and this little debt with Austin goes away.”

      I’m too numb to even answer, or say anything at all as Vince chuckles.

      “I suppose now he can use the money for that kid he’s going to be having with that woman from the tabloids, hmm?”

      I’m opening and closing my mouth, trying to finds words but only feeling pain lancing through my heart.

      “Natalie,” Vince’s voice sends a chill through me.

      “Come with me, and Austin’s debt to the family disappears. Now, do we have an arrangement.”

      An arrangement.

      Because that’s my life. In the world I live in, that’s my future. I am in fact, my mother, and my sister, and Marnie Summers from Choate, and every other woman standing on a pedestal and ready to be an accessory or a trophy to some rich guy in exchange for a life of comforts and privilege. It’s a truth, an inevitability.

      And I’m tired of running from that.

      I’m done with pretending somehow I’m different, or that things will be different.

      They’re not, and neither am I.
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* * *

      It’s in a daze as I go upstairs after the call, shoving clothes into a suitcase I find in one of the bedroom closets. And I’m numb as I scrawl the note across a paper towel in the kitchen - the irony of this whole thing starting and ending with a ballpoint pen and a napkin not being lost on me.

      The ring slides off with the help of a little soap. I pause, closing my eyes and breathing, before finally placing it on the note and stepping back.

      It’s time to go.

      It’s time to stop pretending and stop running from my life and just play the part I was meant to play.

      Goodbye, I think, before I turn and walk out of the best home I’ve ever known.
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      I’m at drill practice with my passing coach Damon, gearing up for the first game of the season, when fucking Derek comes jogging onto the field.

      I frown as he comes huffing towards us in his suit, looking like he’s about to have a damn heart attack as he waves his hands in the air.

      “I’ll, uh, give you a minute,” Damon says flatly, nodding at the sweaty Derek stumbling towards us.

      “Thanks. Sorry, man. I’ll make sure he’s brief.”

      “Make sure he doesn’t die on my field,” Damon smirks, before he heads off towards the water station.

      “Austin!” Derek’s face is red and puffing, his eyes looking insane.

      “Derek, what the fuck, man, I’m at practice-”

      “You weren’t answering your phone!”

      I stare at him. “Cause I’m at practice, Der-”

      “Tina,” he blurts out, wheezing.

      I narrow my eyes. “What?”

      “Tina,” he says it again as he looks me in the eye. “Austin-” he shakes his head, his eyes wide. “This shit just went nuclear.”

      Oh, shit.
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* * *

      Fuck.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      My phone is still blowing up with shit from teammates, from the management team, from my coach, from Kyle, and of course from my mom, but I’m ignoring all of it as I roar through downtown LA.

      I don’t know how the hell Tina’s found the balls to come out with fucking “DNA proof” considering I have literally never touched her, but I’m not even really thinking about that facet of the whole thing right now.

      Because I know she’s seen it.

      I’ve called Natalie about four dozen times since leaving Damon in the lurch back on that field, all right to voicemail.

      Yeah, she’s seen it.

      I can’t even imagine what’s going through her head right now -  can’t even imagine how much she probably hates me for it. It’s bullshit, of course, but what the hell do you say to “proof” like that? And hell, even if I can prove to her it’s a lie, what then? She’s still just been humiliated across the front cover of a fucking nationally syndicated gossip magazine.

      It’s playing out exactly how she said she never wanted it to - with her being left and burned by one of my “dalliances”.

      I swore to her it’d never be like this, and yet here we are - another guy in a long history of fathers and fiancés and now husbands royally screwing her over.

      I brake sharply at the brake-lights in front of me, swerving into the breakdown lane of the 405 and roaring illegally past the traffic.

      Fuck it.

      Because nothing matters but getting to Natalie right now. Nothing matters but getting home and making this right, and showing her that I am capable of being the man she needs.

      Because I’m done lying to myself. I’m done with the “but why should I care” bullshit, because this is so far past a paper-napkin arrangement now.

      I gun the engine as I swerve to dodge a road cone, blasting down the off-ramp.

      We’ve moved way past that into something bigger, and more real, than either of us saw coming, and I damn well know it.

      I just have to make sure she does too.
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* * *

      My house is empty.

      “Nat!”

      I’m storming through every room in the house, shouting her name, but she’s not answering.

      Because she’s gone.

      I can feel the blood pumping in my veins, my head spinning as all the fear and all the worst case scenarios from my drive over here all come to fruition. I make a last pass upstairs, as if somehow I’ve missed her, before stumbling back down to the kitchen.

      And that’s when I see it, and my heart just fucking sinks.

      It’s the ring. The ring I don’t even remember buying, or putting on her finger. But damn if it still isn’t the biggest slug to the gut I’ve ever even imagined.

      I hold it up the light, feeling the color drain from my face as I slowly shake my head, not wanting to believe. I look down and see the note, scrawled across the paper towel, and my heard just breaks.

      
        
        Thanks for everything - you don’t owe me anything. Please keep the ring, and tear up the ice cream napkin. Congratulations.

        

      

      I’m barely aware of the doorbell ringing. I’m only half conscious of stumbling to the door, the ring still in my hand as I open the door to the man in the suit with a briefcase.

      “Mr. Taylor?”

      I’m blinking as he passes me the manila envelope with a cold, neutral look on his face.

      “Have a good evening.”

      No…

      Divorce papers. The thing is full of fucking divorce papers - real ones to dissolve our very real marriage.

      This is real. This is the end of all of it, sitting right there in front of me. There’s even little post it notes showing the places to sign our names, and she’s already signed her parts.

      Jesus Christ.

      It’s worse than any game I’ve ever lost, and hurts more than any sack or hit I’ve ever taken. I lost, hard. I played a game, and I got my damn ass handed to me.

      Numb, I stumble into the living room, absently grabbing the bottle of whiskey from the bar cart and slumping into a chair. I hold the ring up again and slowly shake my head.

      Fuck.

      This is what losing the war feels like. And its knowing too late how I really feel that hurts the worst.

      I take a swig right from the bottle, allowing the burn to creep down my throat before I raise it up in the air - a toast to no one.

      To the time I was married.

      Buckley looks up from the couch across the room, whimpering weakly before turning to look towards the front door.

      “She’s not here, pal,” I mutter. “She’s gone.”

      He whines as he puts his head back on the couch, his tail wagging once before going still.

      She’s gone.

      I bring the bottle to my lips and take a swig, followed by another.

      And then a third.

      I’m breathing heavily, my heart pounding in my chest as I bring the ring back up to my face.

      I don’t quit at anything. I’ve worked my ass off to get from nothing to the place where I am now. I’ve chased after what I want with every single ounce of strength I have for my entire life.

      But when the game’s over, it’s over.

      Sometimes, you’ve just gotta know when to go pack up and go home.

      The whiskey burns less and less the more I slug back. By the time it’s half gone, I’ve got an old Waylon Jennings record cranked up loud, my fist in the air, and the room blurring around me.

      She’s gone.

      And somewhere deep down, I knew this was always going to be like this. I knew it from the start and walked right into it.

      Over the stereo, Waylon wails about a Good Hearted Woman, and “lovin’ a man in spite of his wicked ways” as I tilt the bottle back.

      Walked right into a shot to the heart.

      The world goes black.
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      “He’s not coming, Natalie.”

      There’s a cold feeling in my stomach as I turn away from the window of Vince’s downtown penthouse to look at him. He’s sitting at the dining room table across the large, marble-floored open-concept from me, his hands steepled in front of his face.

      I’ve been staring out the window at nothing, like I’ve been doing for the past week and a half since I arrived here with a single suitcase and a mountain of regrets.

      Since I walked out of Austin’s house and quietly closed that brief chapter of my life.

      Calling Vince back, and listening to that little chuckle of triumph when he agreed to meet me felt like giving up. And coming back here - with everything that means and everything that will mean going forward - feels like quitting.

      Because that’s exactly what it is.

      But there was never any “winning” at this game, I know that now. This was certain from the start, and there was never anything else for me but this one path that I’ve been groomed to walk all my life.

      Even if for one brief moment, I was silly enough to think there was.

      I plaster a thin, strained smile at Vince, forcing the somber look from my face. “Hmm?”

      Vince sighs, shaking his head. “Your experiment, Natalie. Your little walk on the slumming side.”

      I tighten my mouth, shaking my head. “Vince-”

      “No-no, dear, we’re past that.”

      He smiles benevolently at me - the look he’s been giving me all week like he’s this magnanimous person, forgiving me for my sins.

      “No more jealousy, and no more talk of the past.” His smile curls at the corners. “I thought we understood our arrangement.”

      Our arrangement - the one that “settles the debt,” as Vince put it when we sat down on that awful day a week ago. The day I signed my soul away. Marriage, a baby as soon as possible, and the family “debt” goes away where Austin is concerned.

      You do what you have to do.

      Because even after the tabloid story - even after the pain, the betrayal, the humiliation, and the having to come back to Vince, I still can’t bring myself to hate the man that showed me for one brief moment that things could be different.

      So now there’s a new ring on my finger and a new man who needs me to smile for the damn cameras.

      I’m in a free-fall - stumbling in denial, in pain, and in a sort of numb state about how I got to this point. And I’m lost - lost and alone like I’ve never been before.

      Of course, Vince doesn’t know - can’t know - about the pregnancy. Then again, neither does Austin, but that’s the way things will be - the way they have to be. The wedding is next week, booked the second Vince’s lawyer received the divorce papers Austin sent back signed.

      So, I’ll marry Vince, and after -

      I shudder, the same horrible breaking feeling inside that I’ve felt all week.

      After the wedding, I’ll do what has to be done.

      I haven’t yet - God no. Nothing has happened with Vince since my return, because I haven’t been able to stomach the idea of even sleeping in the same room.

      I don’t know if I ever will.

      After the wedding though, I’ll do what has to happen to make sure the debt is paid. It’ll have to be quick, so there’s no doubting it and no question from him that it’s his.

      It’s such a psycho thought, like I’m one of those jaded player’s wives. But here I am, pulling the same card I once wrinkled my nose at even considering.

      Because debts need to be settled, and even if part of me hates the cocky, smooth-talking Texas boy who I somehow let steal my heart, the other part of me won’t ever be able to.

      Because for one small moment in this life, I saw what could be.

      Even if it was all just a beautiful lie.
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      “So, are you excited?”

      I shrug weakly. “Sure.”

      Vivian shakes her head and slips her arm into mine as we leave the new, different dress shop where I’ve just been trying on wedding dresses.

      Again.

      She smiles as she tightens her grip on my arm and steers me across the street.

      “Where are we going?”

      Vivian grins. “Mother’s recipe for stress and hard decisions.”

      I shoot her a questioning look and she rolls her eyes.

      “We’re going to get drunk, silly. On gin if we really want to truly become our mother.”

      Shit.

      Vivian pulls me into an upscale cocktail place, and we breeze through the mostly empty bar room to two empty stools.

      “Viv, it’s a little early.”

      She shrugs. “Perfect. If only it was breakfast, than we’d really be following Lenore’s recipe.” She turns to the hipster-looking bartender wearing suspenders. “Gin martini, up with olives.”

      He looks at me and I shake my head. “Just soda water, thanks.”

      Vivian groans. “Nat, I’m drinking before noon on a Wednesday because I am your sister and you need me right now. But I am not doing it alone.”

      She turns back to suspenders. “Another gin martini, and please make hers extra dirty,” she says with a flirty wink at the guy.

      Shit. Double shit.

      She turns to me. “This is going to sound terrible, given that you’re getting married in a matter of days, but…” She gives me a sympathetic look. “It’s only marriage.”

      I choke out a laugh, looking down and picking at the cocktail napkin in front of me.

      “I mean, look, Vince is…fine, right? I mean he’s never hit you or anything has he?”

      “Viv, he cheated on me.”

      She rolls her eyes, waving her hand dismissively. “Can I ask you an awkward question?”

      I nod, and she purses her lips. “Do you love him? Vince, that is.”

      “No,” I say it without hesitation.

      No, because my heart’s already been stolen by the last man on earth I should have given it to. The man with the voice like leather and tobacco and honey, and the eyes like a wild forest.

      Vivian smiles sadly. “Well, then, why stress about it? Look, everyone knows what this is - what this marriage thing really is between you and Vince.”

      I almost choke on my tongue. “They do?”

      Vivian rolls her eyes. “Nat, of course they do. It’s an arrangement - a convenience. Like Marnie Summers, or basically any of the other girls we grew up with. God, it’s what our own mother did. Twice.”

      The bartender comes back over with our drinks, and I roll my eyes as Vivian bats her eyes and lets her fingers trails his as she takes the drink from his hand.

      She turns back to me. “Look, it’s not about love, but then, that only exists in cartoon movies with singing woodland creatures anyways. This is the real world, and in this world, you need to do what you need to do.” She shrugs. “If that means marrying Vince Capra and having a kid or two before he gets bored and starts banging his secretary, then who cares? You don’t love him, and hell…”

      She raises her martini glass to me and grins wickedly. “You can have your own torrid affairs. Now drink.”

      I look down at the martini in front of me and shake my head.

      Viv makes a face. “Natalie, I swear to God- just drink it.”

      “I’m really okay, Viv.”

      She makes a grumbling sound at me as she frowns. “Will you stop being such a baby and-”

      And suddenly, I can practically see the lightbulb go off above her head.

      “Oh. My. God,” she says quietly, her eyes wide. “Vince?”

      I roll my eyes, pushing tears away as I feel my face start to crumple.

      “Oh God, Nat.” She quickly wraps her arms around me, hugging me close as I shake my head.

      “God no.”

      “Austin?”

      I sniffle out a groan. “Of course, Austin. God, who do you think I am?”

      She pulls back from me, biting her lip and smiling. “Hey, just asking.”

      She grabs a napkin from the bar and leans close to carefully blot at my wet eyes, her thumb stroking my cheek.

      “He doesn’t know, does he.”

      It’s not a question, but I answer anyways. “Neither of them do.”

      Viv gives me a pained look. “Oh, God, you’re not going to play it off like it’s Vin-”

      I look up and meet her eyes, and she stops.

      “You are, aren’t you.”

      I nod.

      My sister sits back in her bar stool, shaking her head and wrinkling her face. “Well, that’ll work until the kid ends up being really good at football.”

      I choke out a laugh, which immediately turns into more tears before Viv hugs me close again.

      “I don’t know what to do, Viv,” I whisper out hoarsely into her shoulder.

      She pulls back from me again and smiles sadly as she squeezes my hand. “None of us do,” she says quietly before turning and nodding at the bartender.

      “Can I get both of these in like, a bigger glass?” she says, pointing at the two martinis.

      The guy gives her strange look.

      “Yeah, just, dump ‘em in a pint glass or something. I’m drinking for two now, it appears.”

      She turns back when he walks away and gives me a wry smile as her eyes dip to my belly.

      “Or three, I guess.”
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      If you ever have the opportunity to wake up hung over after a five-day bender on a boat, I strongly suggest you tell that opportunity to go fuck itself.

      Kyle’s yacht heaves in cadence with the rolling of my stomach. And during this, I’m sitting on the edge of the bed in the spare galley bedroom, holding my head in my hands and trying to see straight.

      Jesus Christ.

      The last five days have been a fucking blur. The morning after Natalie left, when I woke up to Buckley licking my face on the couch and the Waylon Jennings record spinning vinyl hiss on the stereo?

      Yeah, that’s when it really sunk in. That’s when the storm hit.

      My mom had come over later, wringing her hands and shaking her head.

      “Look, Mom, get mad at me, not-”

      “Oh, I AM,” she snaps, looking at me the way moms do when they’re mad at you more for making them HAVE to be mad at you.

      “Austin, how could you?”

      “The thing with the girl from the papers-”

      “Oh my goodness, Austin, sweet Natalie having to READ about it like that? My goodness you should’ve seen her face, it’d have broken your heart!”

      I know for a fact it would have.

      “Mama, you gotta listen to me.” My mind is still foggy from the all-night whiskey and country music bender, but I look my mom right in the eye.

      “It ain’t real. She’s lying just to make a name for herself or try to shake me down. I swear I never even went near that girl - not before Nat and sure as hell not after.”

      Mom stops her fidgeting hands and nods. “Well good.”

      “Doesn’t change anything.”

      I slump down at the kitchen counter, trying not to think about the funny looks, the jokes, the stolen glances - all the interaction with that girl that happened in this very room.

      Hell…spreading her out across this very counter in the most fantastic way.

      Mom gives me a sad look. “Is she-”

      “Gone? Yeah.” I nod at the legal folder with the papers half-spilling out, and my mom’s whole face falls.

      “Oh…Lord, Austin.”

      “Yeah.”

      Mom runs her fingers over the rosary on her neck, but then she nods at me, looking calmer than I’d have expected.

      “Natalie did what she thought she had to do, honey.”

      I shake my head, dropping it to my hands.

      “It’s hard, Austin - this life of ours on this earth. We don’t always get what we want, and I can tell you-”

      Her face grows small as she looks down.

      “We don’t always get to pick who we love, and even then, we don’t always get to choose who we stay with.” She looks up at me sadly, and I know who she’s talking about.

      My father.

      “Life isn’t always fair, Austin.”

      I stand then, moving to my mom and hugging her tightly.

      Funny how even as a grown-ass man, a hug from your mama feels like it can cure cancer.

      “So,” I grumble. “How is Harry these days.”

      Mom pulls away and half smiles. “I asked him to leave.”

      My jaw drops. “Really?”

      She nods.

      “But sometimes life makes you choose, and you’ve got to do what you need to do. Natalie did.”

      My jaw tightens. “So you’re saying she NEEDS to marry this asshole?”

      Mom shoots me a look at the swear.

      “Sometimes you’ve got to let the ones you love do what they need to do, even if means you’re not part of it.”

      It was later that day when I signed the papers and sent them to my lawyer.

      And after that is when I went off the deep end. After that is when I opened a bottle of bourbon, poured a drink, and then pretty much made that my game-plan for the next five days.

      Kyle, being the good, true friend he is, joined in - at least for as long as he could. When you’re a forty-million-dollar arm-cannon who’s season hasn’t started yet, you can put in some days off. The FBI, however, seems to have a lower tolerance for fucking off from work to get wasted, and after Kyle’s second sick day, I think they called bullshit pretty fast.

      Sort of took him off my slow-train to drunken oblivion.

      I’d managed to drag him out last night though, which is why I’m here, struggling to be human as I sit in the dark galley of his boat.

      Slowly, I manage to stagger up to the deck and breathe. It’s better up here with the fresh air. Kyle looks up from the bow, two coffees from the cafe in the marina sitting in front of his haggard looking face. He looks about as miserable as I feel.

      “Remind me to never do that again,” he croaks out, bringing a trembling hand to one of the coffees and pushing it my way.

      I wince as I look around the carnage of the top deck of the boat - beer bottles, two empty pizza boxes, and an assortment of half empty bottles of liquor.

      I feel my stomach turn. “Which part?”

      My eyes drop to the bag of weed open on the table between us, and I raise a brow.

      Kyle follows my eyes and groans. “Yeah, great. Now I need to go on a fucking cleanse and call in some favors with the internal testing guys to make sure I get a pass for the next four weeks.” He glares at me as he sips his coffee. “Thanks for that.”

      I scowl. “Hey, same here. And shit, you bought it.”

      “I did?”

      I slump into the padded bench across from him, gratefully inhaling the coffee. “Actually I have no idea.”

      He grins and flips me off. I let my head dip back, closing my eyes and letting the LA sun beat down across my face.

      “Austin Taylor?”

      Kyle and I both turn to glance down over the edge of the boat at the sound of a woman’s voice.

      I do a double take.

      She looks vaguely familiar, dressed to the nines standing there on the dock in glittery heels and expensive looking jewelry.

      “Uh, yeah?”

      Goddamnit I am not in the mood for fucking Instagram selfies or whatever bullshit this is.

      “Can I come up?”

      Kyle mutters something as he stands. “Look, this is a private marina, miss, and we need you to respect Mr. Taylor’s priv-”

      “Yeah, I’m not interested in a fucking autograph, or football at all for that matter.”

      Damn, this girl has a mouth on her.

      Kyle frowns. “Look, lady-”

      “My name is Vivian Ames.”

      My brow shoots up as Kyle and I look at each other.

      “Yeah, uh, come on up,” he mutters when I nod at him.

      Vivian looks disdainfully around the boat once she makes her way up the gangway.

      Kyle clears his throat. “We, uh- we had a party.”

      “Evidently.”

      Her eyes drop to the bag of weed on the table, and I see her grin as Kyle hastily shoves it away.

      I glance up at her, squinting through the hangover and the late morning sun. “So, look, whatever you’re here for-”

      “Do you love my sister?”

      The question takes me by surprise, and I frown, scratching my chin. “Excuse me?”

      “It’s a simple question, Austin.” She holds me gaze, that same fiery look I recognize from her sister.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “It’s not, actually,” she snaps.

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Look, she’s getting married.”

      Vivian rolls her eyes. “Clearly I’m aware of that.” She gestures down at her dress, and the little bunch of flowers tied to her wrist, and suddenly my stomach drops.

      “Wait, today?!”

      She nods, and I drop back against the bench, grinding my teeth and staring at the floor.

      “Send her my congratulations.”

      Vivian sighs loudly, narrowing her eyes at me before darting them to Kyle. “May I speak alone with your friend here?”

      Kyle starts to stand, but I shake my head. “Whatever you’ve gotta say, he can hear it.”

      Her mouth goes smaller. “Austin, I think you’ll want to hear this privately.”

      “I don’t see what could be so-”

      “Natalie’s pregnant.”

      Something inside of me breaks. Because, now I’ve really lost. I lost the girl, and now she’s having a damn kid with that fucking…

      I can feel my vision swimming as I narrow my eyes at Natalie’s sister. “Jesus, why the fuck do you think I’d need to hear-”

      “Because it’s yours, you big idiot!”

      And that’s when the bottom drops out. That’s when the whole world comes to a screeching halt and shifts violently beneath my feet.

      Vivian makes a face. “Jesus, did you think it’d be Vince’s? Good God no. Natalie’s been sleeping in the damn guest room for the last two weeks.”

      I grin. It’s a weird, small victory, but I’ll take it.

      “Look, my sister is carrying your child, and about to make the mistake of her life – for you I might add. I thought you might like to do something about that.”

      I’m staring past her, through her, and out at the ocean, my head still trying to catch up and figure out what the hell to even say right now.

      I’m going to be a father.

      It’s both a world-shatteringly awesome feeling, and an utterly terrifying one wrapped up in one little bundle. And suddenly, I’m looking right up at Vivian, focusing on that last part of what she’s just said.

      “Wait, what did you say?”

      She frowns. “Which part?”

      “The part about her making a mistake for me.”

      Vivian looks away, but I stand and put my hand on her arm. “Vivian-”

      “Vince made a deal with her.”

      I can feel a cold, sinking feeling in my gut, my blood feeling chilled in my veins.

      “What deal.”

      Vivian’s eyes grow sad as her mouth falls a little. “A trade, Austin,” she says quietly. “She went to Vince to settle whatever this debt was you had with his family.”

      Holy. Fuck.

      My feet feel unsteady, and my legs suddenly buckle as I drop right into the seat behind me.

      She did it for me.

      Vivian suddenly glances at her watch. “Look, the wedding is at St. Anselm’s in about forty-five minutes.” She looks up at me, and gives me the smallest little smile as she arches her brow.

      “I think you should do something about it.”

      My child.

      Our child. Natalie’s having our child.

      “Dude-”

      Kyle’s poking me in the back but I wave him off. “Hang on-”

      “Austin.”

      I turn around this time to see Kyle’s eyes wide open as he stares at his phone. “What is it?”

      He’s shaking his head, his jaw hanging open. “It’s an internal memo.” His eyes dart up to mine. “They’re officially bringing Lorenzo Capra into custody.”

      “Who?” My brow shoots up. “Wait, Capra? As in-”

      “My sister’s douchebag future father-in-law,” Vivian mutters.

      I frown. “Yeah, well, apparently he’s mob connected or something. At least that’s what Natalie-”

      “Austin.”

      Kyle looks up at me sharply from the phone in his hand. “Your dad’s implicated in this.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “Dude, I’m reading it right here. He’s in the damn memo.”

      I whistle. “Harry’s got himself under the microscope of the FBI? Shit, that’s-”

      “You’re in the FBI?”

      Kyle shoots me a look before nodding at Vivian.

      “Uh, there’s more…” he trails off before he whistles lowly at the screen. “Austin, you’re in this.”

      That cold chill creeps up my back again as I snap my eyes back to him. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “That thing with your dad and the money?” Kyle looks up, grinning. “The ‘mistake’ Natalie’s making for you?”

      “Kyle, I am in zero mood to be fucked with right-”

      “There was no loan, man.”

      What.

      “It says here it was a shakedown - your dad and Vince’s family trying to blackball you for cash. They’ve got an inside source confirming. It’s one of the reasons we’re moving in.”

      Kyle’s phone suddenly rings, and his face gets serious as he puts it to his ear.

      “Reporting in, sir.”

      I raise a brow questioningly.

      “Yes, sir. I’m in the Venice Marina, I can be there in thirty minutes.”

      Vivian pulls a phone out of her clutch and frowns at it. “Look is there a cab stand or something around here? I actually seriously need to get back. This debacle starts in like forty-five minutes.”

      “St. Anselm’s in Malibu right?”

      Vivian nods and I grimace. “Wedding’s in forty-five? That’s at least an hour and a half in traffic right now.”

      Vivian swears, her eyes going wide. “Oh you’ve got to be kidding me! She’s going to kill me if I’m not- good LORD!”

      Her eyes go wide, and as I whirl back around to Kyle, my jaw suddenly drops at the sight of the silver and black .45 in his hand.

      “Uh, buddy?” I nod at the gun in his hand, standing and backing towards Vivian.

      He rolls his eyes as he snatches a plastic ID card on a chain from the boat’s glove box and slings it over his neck. “FBI, remember?”

      “You carry a gun?”

      “Yes?”

      I wrinkle my brow. “But you’re like, a computer guy.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m a computer guy with a gun who’s actually taking point on this raid,” he mutters. He turns back to to the wheel house, and the boat guns to life a second later.

      “St Anselm’s is on the water,” he yells over the engine as he jumps to the side of the boat and starts casting mooring lines off.

      “Uh, what the fuck are you doing?” Vivian looks at him wildly before turning to me.

      Kyle cocks the gun, safeties it, and then sticks it into the back of his jeans as he gives Vivian possibly the smoothest look of his life.

      “Grab onto something, beautiful, we’re about to take the express to this wedding.”

      Vivian’s face goes flush, but she nods as she quickly takes a seat by the bow.

      I slowly shake my head at him as he brushes past me for the wheel. “Dude, when did you become James Bond?”

      He winks. “I’ve always been James Bond, it just looks a lot cooler with a gun instead of a laptop.”

      He darts a look past me at Vivian and I give him a subtle nod and a thumbs up.

      “Let’s do this.”

      “Might I suggest a comb and brushing your teeth before you swoop in, by the way?” I turn to see Vivian giving me a once-over, raising her shaped brows at my jeans and the t-shirt I slept in. “Maybe a change of clothes?”

      “I’m sorry, am I going to a fucking wedding or stopping one?”

      Her face breaks into a grin as she shakes her head. “Oh, our mother is going to love you.”

      Kyle snorts. “Really?”

      “My mother thinks t-shirts are for ‘poor people’ and that tattoos make you a criminal.” She smirks as she shakes her head at me again. “Oh, right, and you knocked up her daughter.”

      Vivian turns back to Kyle. “My mother is going to lose her goddamn mind when we show up like this.”

      There’s a buzzing in my pocket, and I yank out my phone to see Derek calling.

      “Yeah, Derek, this really isn’t a good-”

      “It’s not yours,” he gasps out.

      I frown, holding my finger to my ear over the roar of the boat. “What?”

      “It’s not yours!” Derek sounds like he’s downright giggling into the phone. “Tina’s whole thing with the pregnancy!”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, no shit, Derek.” I frown. “Wait, what about the DNA tests?”

      Derek wheezes out a laugh. “Are you sitting down?”

      The boat lures over a wave.

      “Uh, not really-”

      “It’s your dad’s.”

      Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      “WHAT?”

      Kyle and Vivian glance at each other and then look at me with concern at what I’m sure is a full-on insane look on my face.

      “Austin?”

      “I’m here.”

      I swallow, slowly shaking my head trying to even process what Derek’s saying.

      “Yeah, some plan they hatched up together – another cash shakedown. Her lawyer just called our team - looks like she wants to drop the whole thing.” Derek makes a hissing sound. “Fuck, man, I thought I had a weird relationship with my dad.”

      “Yeah, well, Harry’s the father of the fucking year isn’t he.” I close my eyes and take a deep breath as the boat pitches beneath.

      Relief.

      “Look, Derek, I’ve actually gotta run, but thank you, seriously.”

      “What the hell is that sound? Are you in a convertible or something?”

      “Boat.”

      “Well, we beat this one, but try not to do anything stupid.”

      I don’t say anything and I can practically hear Derek scowl through the phone.

      “Austin-”

      “Derek, relax. I’m with Kyle and Natalie’s sister, on my way to break up a mob wedding. Call you later?”

      “Austin! You fucking-”

      I put the phone in my pocket.

      Kyle gives me a look and I shrug. “Harry being fucking Harry. That Tina shit?”

      He wrinkles his brow when he suddenly reads the look on my face as his jaw drops.

      “No fucking way. She banged Harry?”

      “Will one of you kindly fill me in?”

      Kyle grins. “His scumbag dad knocked up an attention-seeking tabloid skank so they could shake Austin down for phony child support.”

      Vivian gives me a half-disgusted, half-grinning look as she shakes her head. “I’m beginning to have second thoughts about which horse I’m backing here.”

      “Seriously,” Kyle says, nodding at her. “No amount of money could be worth that.” He grins at me. “I mean, bringing another you into the world?”

      Vivian snorts as I flip him off.

      “Just drive the boat, asshole. We’ve got a wedding to ruin.”
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      Where the hell is she.

      I’m pacing the floor of the dressing room for the four hundredth time, wringing my hands and cursing Vivian under my breath.

      “Who cares if you left your phone at the hotel?”

      She purses her lips. “I care, Natalie.”

      “It’ll be there when you go back, you are NOT leaving me right now.”

      Her eyes dart side to side as she bites her lip. “Look, I’ll be quick. I need it for pictures, after all!”

      I groan, dropping my face to my hands. “Of THIS debacle? I’d rather you didn’t.”

      And now here we are, two freaking hours later, minutes away from my walk to the gallows, and my one pillar of support is missing in action.

      Fuck you, Vivian.

      I glance at the wall clock again, feeling my pulse skip another beat as I see the time.

      I swear to God, if she leaves me to do this myself I will NEVER forgive-

      There’s a succinct knock on the door, and before I can even answer, it opens as my mother steps in. She beams, clasping her hands together as she sighs happily.

      “Oh Natalie, you look just wonderful, darling!”

      I hate this dress. It’s gaudy and overly-sequined, and nothing like the one Bernadette helped me picked out. I purse my lips together in silence, giving my mother a withering look.

      “Oh, don’t give me that,” she says, her voice suddenly back to the flippantly cold and bored tone I’m familiar with. “Vincent is a perfectly suitable first husb-”

      Her frown furrows as she shakes her head.

      “Well, second.”

      This isn’t happening.

      I mean it is, in about ten minutes actually by the sound of the string quartet out in the church. And in a way, I’ve resigned myself to this. Like the five stages of grief, I’m on to “acceptance” of my fate as Mrs. Capra.

      Austin was my escape. He was my last shot, my walk on the wild side and my experience in breaking free of the part I’d been born to play.

      And that couldn’t last.

      I look away from my mother then, trying to subtly fan my face as I feel the tears start to brim at the corners of my eyes.

      “Oh, honey.”

      And suddenly my mother’s arms are around me, bringing me into her and squeezing me tight. “Don’t cry, sweetheart, you’ll smudge your makeup.”

      She pulls way from me, a look on her face that actually looks close to tender - like she actually cares. She smiles weakly as she dabs at my eyes with a tissue, and it’s maybe the most motherly thing she’s done in years.

      “You make yourself happy, Natalie,” she says quietly. “Happiness isn’t about someone else, or being with someone else.”

      “Mom, I don’t love Vince,” my voice all but breaks as I suck in a lungful of air, trying to steady myself.

      “Marriage, love,” she waves her hand flippantly as she shakes her had. “It’s all a means, honey.”

      “Do you love Monty?”

      She gives me a sharp look, her lips pursed.

      “Did you love Dad?”

      She looks away. “We saw what happened there,” she says, her voice edged.

      “I just wanted something different, Mom.”

      She turns, slowly shaking her head as if mulling something over. “What we want and what life gives us aren’t always the same thing, honey.”

      “I can’t do this.” I hate how small my voice is as the words come out, like I’m a little girl all over again with my mother telling me that I do in fact have to go to my etiquette class.

      She smiles as her hands slide up my arms to squeeze my shoulders. “You can. You’re a smart, confident young woman, Natalie. Believe me, you will make yourself happy in this world, no matter who’s standing by your side.

      There’s a quick knock on the door, and my mother frowns as she turns.

      “Yes?”

      It opens, and one of the ushers pokes his head inside.

      “Ms. Ames?”

      Oh, God.

      “It’s time.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The grip on my arm is firm, unyielding - a shackle reminding me that there’s no escape from this more than the comforting touch it should be before I walk down the aisle at my own wedding.

      In lieu of my father, it’s somehow been deemed appropriate for Vince’s father, Lorenzo, to give me away.

      “I’m pleased you came to your senses concerning my son, Natalie,” Lorenzo says icily.

      I nod, saying nothing.

      “We all make mistakes, Natalie,” he lectures on. “The important thing is that you atone for those mistakes.” He turns and smiles coldly at me as he pats my hand. “I believe a grandson for me would move things in the right direction. Don’t you agree?”

      I nod again, my mouth still tight as the blood pounds in my ears.

      My pulse spikes with dread as the string quartet inside the church begins to play Pachelbel’s Canon in D - the wedding march that might as well be a funeral dirge at this point. The doors open, and the crowd turns to look at me.

      One foot in front of the other, you can do this.

      I close my eyes for a second, taking a thin breath.

      You HAVE to do this.

      I can feel the eyes of everyone in the church piercing right into me. I shiver and put a hand reflectively over my stomach. I’m obviously not showing yet, but its like they all know.

      And where the hell is Vivian? I’m scanning the alter, seeing the hole between Vince’s sister-in-law and one of his cousins up there where my one friendly face should be standing.

      But she’s not there. My own sister wants no part of this sham, and I almost can’t even blame her.

      Lorenzo tugs on my arm, pulling me forward down the aisle like a gallows walk. And all I can do is put one foot in front of the other, and try not to think about what comes at the end of it. I’m wishing for all the world that this wedding and my last one were reversed - that I was blackout drunk for this one.

      And I wish to everything that I could remember the first.

      “Here we are, dear,” Lorenzo says gruffly, turning to give me a brief hug as if we’re family already.

      I can’t breathe.

      “Do not disappoint me, or my son,” he says sharply into my ear.

      I shiver as I turn to see Vince, standing beside the priest three steps above me on the alter. He’s not smiling, like he’s not happy to see me on this day. He’s smirking - gloating, like he’s won.

      And maybe he has. Maybe I played the game of love and I-

      I freeze as the word sticks in my brain.

      Love.

      It’s nothing I’ve ever said out loud throughout this whole thing - not a word I’ve even really thought until this every moment.

      Love.

      I say it again in my head, feel the raw heat of it spreading through my body as the word sits there inside my head. And it’s like the sudden crack of ice beneath your feet as it suddenly hits me.

      I loved Austin. God, no, I do love Austin. More than anything I’ve ever felt in this world, I know without a second’s hesitation that it’s utterly and completely true.

      The cocky, crude mouth, those piercing hazel eyes, that confident cowboy smile. The way he both infuriates me and sets me afire in ways I’ve never felt. The way he gets in under my skin in such a way that I never want him to leave it. The way for the first time in my entire life, I felt like I belonged somewhere - with the last man on this planet I should belong with.

      I love him, and here I am at the alter about to sign my life and my heart to another man.

      It’s the final, crushing blow before the tears just start to fall. It’s knowing I came so close to something wonderful, and knowing I can’t ever get back there. It’s knowing how wrong this is, and how unfair it is to lose like this.

      It’s knowing I lost him.

      I’m floundering, there at the bottom of the three steps up the alter, when Vince’s cousin and his brother’s wife quickly move to help me up.

      “I know! It’s like a fairytale isn’t it!” His cousin gushes in my ear, obviously mistaking my meltdown as tears of happiness.

      Vince grabs my arm as I finally make my way up to stand in front of him. “There, there, don’t be so emotional,” he mutters through his fake smile at me.

      “Dearly beloved!”

      The priest begins, but I almost don’t even hear the words as everything starts to fade around me. I don’t hear the verses from Corinthians, or the quote from Ephesians. I don’t hear the asking for the rings, and its not until Vince physically grabs my arm and gives me a small shake that I look up through my tears.

      “She’s emotional,” he says brusquely to the concerned looking priest.

      “Follow through, Natalie,” he mutters through the plastic grin on his face, pushing the ring onto my finger.

      I shiver.

      The priest clears his throat. “Ah, well then. Do you, Vincent Salvatore Capra take this woman to be your lawfully wedded-”

      “I do,” Vince says sharply, cutting him off.

      The priest turns to me. “And do you, Natalie Elizabeth Ames, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

      The silence is deafening.

      I’m blinking as I try and make my brain connect with my lips. But I’m not seeing Vince standing in front of me anymore. I’m seeing what was - what I almost had.

      With Austin.

      Vince grabs my wrist. “Natalie,” he hisses, his eyes looking furious as a murmur starts to ripple through the church.

      And I can’t breathe.

      “Uh, my dear?” The priest is smiling awkwardly at me.

      “I-”

      I swallow, feeling what feels like pressure slowly closing in on my throat as my pulse comes in short, staccato beats.

      “Say the fucking words, Natalie,” Vince growls.

      “I-”

      There’s a sharp bang from the back of the church, and I hear a horrified gasp from the crowd.

      “No, she doesn’t.”

      It’s that honeyed, drawled voice - the one I know, the one that’s buried deep in my head and my heart. And I know it’s him even before I turn towards the last man I ever expected to see again.

      Austin.

      “What?!” Vince sputters, pushing me aside and taking a step towards Austin, standing at the back of the church by the doors.

      “I said no, she doesn’t.”

      There’s another almost comically loud gasp through the crowd, and I glance over to see my mother clutching at her pearls.

      “You’re a dead man, Taylor!” Vince screams, his face bright red and frothing up on the alter.

      The crowd suddenly shrieks, and I’m still gasping for air as I whirl to see Lorenzo standing from the first pew and pulling a gleaming silver pistol out of his suit coat. His eyes narrow at Austin as he suddenly levels the gun right at him. “Get this redneck piece of trash out of-”

      There’s a sound like a bomb going off, and suddenly every door to the church crashes in as men in black fatigues and jackets with the letters “FBI” stenciled across them come charging in, guns raised. And there at the front of them is…Kyle?

      What the HELL is going on here?

      “Lorenzo Capra!” Kyle roars, as two other agents wrestle Vince’s dad to the floor and kick the gun away from him.

      “You are under arrest by the United States Government on the charges of racketeering, money laundering, and conspiracy to commit fraud!”

      What?

      I can feel my knees go weak, and the world starts to spin as my vision starts to fade. And I’m clawing at my neck, my other hand tight across my belly as I suddenly start to tumble.

      And then I’m gasping as I feel Vince’s hands close around my wrists, shaking me. Austin roars as he charges the stage, and I’m dimly aware of him tackling Vince to the ground before suddenly he’s just there, right in front of me. His face is tight as his arms go around me, lifting me up as my head spins.

      “Medic! Kyle! Get a fucking medic!”

      “Hang on, princess,” he whispers, his lips brushing mine. “Hang on.”

      I look up at him dreamily as the world starts to go dim. “You came?”

      “Of course I did,” he says hoarsely, his face tight.

      My voice sounds distant, like I’m in a dream. “But I divorced you.”

      He grins. “Well, where I come from, paper-napkin contracts mean a lot.”

      I’m laughing, at least, I think I am, as the world starts to fade.

      “I- I need to tell you something,” I say suddenly as my hand slides across my stomach.

      “I know.” His hand entwines with mine across my belly as he nods quickly. “I know, princess.”

      “Thanks for rescuing me, cowboy.”

      And it’s the last thing I remember before there are faces above me, a light in my eyes, and the whole scene goes dark.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      “There she is.”

      That voice of his is the first thing I see, followed by those perfect hazel eyes the second I open mine. He’s leaning over me as I open my eyes, his face full of concern but with that smile teasing his lips.

      I cringe. “God, did I faint?”

      I start to try and get to my feet, but his hand is on my arm. “Whoa, hang on, princess. Everything’s fine, but just sit tight a few.”

      A cold fear shoots through me as my hands suddenly move to my belly.

      “Everything is fine,” he says softly, looking down at my laced hands as his moves to cover them. “Medics said you just had a panic attack, that’s all. No concussion, nothing serious.” He closes his fingers around mine. “Feel like standing?”

      I nod, and he slowly helps me to my feet. The glint on my finger catches my eyes, and I glance down and shudder at the ring on my finger.

      Vince’s ring.

      I quickly claw it off my hand like it’s burning me, tossing it into the grass with a shiver before I turn to look up at Austin. I’m almost afraid to ask the next thing that pops into my head, but knowing I have to lay it out here and now.

      “Look, if you came here today because of this-” I look down towards my belly. “I’m not- I mean, I’m not that girl, Austin. I’m not going to be like Tina or something and try to sue you or anything like-”

      “The Tina thing is over,” he says quickly, shaking his head. “Turns out it was Harry.”

      My jaw drops. “Wait, what?”

      He makes a face, pushing his fingers through his mop of hair. “Yeah, some sort of- look, not important.” He grins as he glances up into my face, his eyes twinkling. His hands move to my waist, sliding over my hips and gently pulling me towards him.

      “The only thing that’s important is that I’m all yours, princess,” he says evenly, his eyes burning right into mine. “Of course I came back for this,” he says, bringing a palm down to lay across my belly. “But I came back for you.”

      He pulls me closer against him, and it’s almost on instinct that my hands slide up to his chest.

      Suddenly, Austin’s face goes tight as he starts to breath quickly. He starts to drop to his knees, and all of a sudden the panic comes rushing back into me.

      Oh God, the tackle in the church.

      I’m suddenly realizing that in my whole ridiculous fainting spell, I’ve never asked him if he’s hurt from slamming Vince to the ground.

      “Oh God, Austin!” I drop to my knees, my hands going to his face as my eyes go wide. “Shit, are you okay?!”

      He stares at me. “What?” he shakes his head as his brow furrows. “Nat I’m-”

      “Is it your head?” I’m gasping, feeling the the panic spiraling through me as I cup his face in my hands. “Sit down! I’m going to grab one of the med-”

      “Natalie.”

      The firmness of his voice stops me, and as I turn back I suddenly realize he’s grinning at me. “No, you stand; I kneel.”

      “I-”

      Oh.

      OH.

      He rolls his eyes as I slowly stand, feeling my heart hammering in my chest as my chest rises and falls.

      “So, you left this at my place-”

      Austin holds his hand up, and there in his fingers, glittering gaudily in the sunlight, is the ring.

      My ring, from Vegas.

      “And I was sort of hoping you might want it back.”

      Oh my God.

      My lips are opening and closing, but no words come out as I blink and just stare at the man on one knee before me.

      “Natalie Ames-”

      Austin looks up at me, that same cowboy grin on his face and that dangerous glimmer in his eyes that swept me away by the elevators of the Chateau Marmont. Before the fake marriage, before Vegas, before all the ups and down and turmoil.

      Before I realized I fell in love with him with that first look.

      My heart stops for one single beat as the whole world goes still around us and Austin looks right into my eyes and takes a deep breath.

      “I fucked this up the first time around. But this time, I want to do this right.”

      He looks me right in the eye, and I’m almost saying yes before he even says the words.

      “Will you marry me? For real this time, and for always.”

      I’m screaming and throwing my arms around him as he stands. And then his lips are on mine, kissing me fiercely - a kiss that fills in all the gaps and lets everything else in the world just fall away.

      “I love you,” he murmurs into my lips, and I can feel the tears start to pour down my cheeks.

      Happy ones this time.

      “I love you too,” I whisper back, feeling him grin as he picks me up and spins me around, kissing me all over again.

      “Natalie!”

      I turn from Austin just as Vivian all but tackles me, throwing her arms around me and hugging me tight. “You scared the shit out of me!” She pulls back, grinning at me. “I can’t believe you fainted.”

      My jaw drops. “Well I can’t believe you left me here!”

      She laughs. “Please! I was getting your man here and his smooth spy of a friend to come break this whole thing up.” She nods behind her to a sheepishly grinning Kyle.

      I furrow my brow at him over her shoulder. “Yeah, Kyle, you carry a gun now?”

      He frowns, stooping to pick Vince’s glittering silver ring off the grass. “Why is this so hard for everyone to comprehend?”

      Austin laughs and shakes head. “Because you’re a big sweetheart, buddy.”

      “I am not,” he mutters.

      Vivian grins. “Oh, I think it was very sweet of you to come help rescue my sister, you know.”

      Kyle looks up, flashing a charming grin as he pushes a hand through his hair. “Hey, you know, just doing my job.”

      I glance at Austin in time to see him roll his eyes.

      “So, listen,” Kyle turns towards my sister with a shrug. “I was thinking maybe you and I-”

      “Oooh my God,” Vivian’s face goes white as her eyes drop to his hand. “I, uh, look, I don’t even know you-”

      Kyle’s face falls before he follows her eyes to the ring in his hand. “Oh shit!” His face goes red as he quickly jerks the ring behind his back. “No! No-no, I was going to say ‘get some coffee sometime’, not-” He swallows quickly. “You know, not that.”

      Vivian blushes. “Coffee I could probably commit to.”

      Austin pulls me aside.

      “You know, you, uh-” He clears his throat and arches a brow at me.

      “You never actually said yes, you know.”

      The corners of my mouth curl. “Oh, I didn’t?”

      “Nope.”

      “Hmm…” I bring my hand up to tap my chin, pantomiming a long thinking face. “I mean, I’m going to need some sort of prenup - you know, to protect myself.”

      Austin rolls his eyes.

      “And of course we’re going to have to sign a legally binding napkin of some-”

      “Hey princess.” He yanks me tight against him, his hand coming up to cup my chin.

      “Will you just shut up and say yes?”

      I barely have time to get the word out before my mouth goes crashing into his.

      “Yes,” I whisper out into his lips. “A thousand times yes.”

      “You know-” Austin shoots a look back towards his friend and my sister. Vivian’s making gooey eyes at Kyle, who seems to have the world’s biggest grin on his face as he shrugs casually and says something that makes my sister laugh.

      I turn back to see Austin flashing me a smile as he dangles a set of keys in the air between us.

      I raise a brow at him. “And what might those be?”

      He grins. “These are the keys to that lovely new yacht tied to the pier over there.” He nods towards a sleek looking boat down on the water before turning back to me and winking.

      “And whether she knows it or not, your sister is running some seriously great interference on a certain owner of that boat.”

      The smile creeps across my face as I shake my head at him.

      “You are terrible!”

      “Terrible enough that you don’t want me to take you out on that boat and tear this terrible wedding dress off of you?”

      My jaw drops. “Terrible, huh?”

      Austin makes an exaggerated grimace face as he scratches his head. “Awful, honestly, I’d be doing you a favor by literally ripping it off of you.”

      My cheeks flush as I step into him, dragging a finger up his hard chest through his t-shirt. “Is that a threat, or a promise,” I husk against his lips.

      “Both,” he growls, his eyes flashing hungrily at me.

      I shrug as casually as I can with the raw need for him coursing through my body like hot fire.

      “Well, I suppose it is a pretty terrible dress.”

      “The worst.”

      “Tear it off me you say?”

      “There won’t be a stitch of it left on you.”

      “Why Mr. Taylor, are you saying you want me naked?”

      “Nothing but a smile and that ring, princess,” he growls.

      I shiver as the heat pools between my legs, pulling his lips to mine by the collar of his t-shirt.

      “I think we need to get to that boat,” I moan into his lips as he kisses me. “Right now.”

      I muffle my shriek into his shoulder as he scoops me up and makes a dash for the dock.

      Ten minutes and half a mile out to sea later, he makes good on that promise.

      

      
        The End
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        Reagan

      

    
    
      “They’re fucking what?!” I almost drop the glass of champagne in my hand as I feel the floor practically drop out from beneath my feet. My campaign manager Donald’s face is impassive and steely - pretty much like it always is even in crisis meltdown situations like this - with his bushy grey eyebrows furrowing slightly like they do when he’s got news for me neither of us want to hear.

      “They’re pulling out, Reagan; entirely.” I see him reach out of habit for the phantom pack of cigarettes in his shirt pocket that hasn’t been there for five years; the frown in his eyebrows deepening.

      “All of it?”

      He sticks a pen between his lips instead of his old vice and glowers at me; “Every damn penny.”

      I swear fiercely under my breath, clenching my hand tight and digging my nails into my palm as the reality of the situation hits me like a wet blanket; “How fucked are we?”

      Donald tenses his face; he hates when I swear, especially in public and especially in public when there are cameras everywhere. “Lower your voice, Reagan” He mutters through the pen in his teeth, looking at me like I’m an ill-behaved child in that way that drives me crazy. In the movie version of my life, Donald is the kind and sagely grandfatherly type who guides me along a path of adorable metaphors and teary-eyed life lessons to victory. In reality, he’s cold, calculating, and robotically efficient at keeping me in line with his battle plans. But then again, kindly grandfatherly types doling out anachronisms like they were candy don’t win elections; robots do.

      “They were forty percent of our campaign.”

      I can feel the breath leave my lungs as the room spins around me; my lips moving soundlessly as my brain searches for the words to possible use here. This simply can’t be happening; not after we’ve worked so freaking hard to get to where we are.

      Donald glares at me as he furiously chews on his poor pen; “Maybe next time, you’ll stay on the damn speech I give you instead of going off on one of your ‘save the world’ tangents, Reagan. You know they’re going to jump down you throat for that kind of things because-” His phone beeps and he frowns, trailing off as he shakes his head and mutters at whatever’s just popped up, but I can pretty much take my pick of what he was going to say anyways: ‘Because I’m a girl,’ or ‘Because I’m the youngest person to ever run for the State Senate of New York,’ or my favorite, ‘Because I’m the daughter of the late William Archer; billionaire philanthropist-slash-arms-dealer, depending on who’s opinion you ask.’ To most people, I’m either the next great American Dream for politics, or a nut-job, which plays nicely to the split media opinion of eager-eyed media darling or poor little rich girl, depending on which new station you like to watch. I hang my head; running was one thing, but dropping out like this is going to be a news anchor joke for years.

      “So this is it then? We’re done, just like that?” I can hear my voice from outside my body, my ears ringing and my jaw clenching in that way Donald always tells me not to do in front of cameras because it makes me look aggressive. I look down at the trembling glass of champagne in my hand, suddenly wishing it was the size of a movie-theater cup.

      “What?” My campaign manager takes the mangled pen from his mouth and briefly wrinkles his face at it, as if just noticing how gross a habit it is. He looks up at me, a stony look on his face; “No of course not,” He snaps, a bit more condescendingly than I need right now; “We’ve been approached by another new donor who sees a lot of promise in our campaign.”

      I feel myself exhale for the first time in what seems like an hour and start to shake my head; “Well Jesus, Donald, you scared the living-”

      “Now, you aren’t going to like it, of course, but try to let go of personal baggage for once,” He interrupts me, his voice low as he glares at me; “Try to remember that this is about more than just you?”

      Instantly, I narrow my eyes as suddenly every one of my gut instincts start to tingle at the look on his face and the tone in his voice; “Donald-” I start to shake my head, my jaw clenching as I feel the anger and the heat rising in my cheeks; “No, absolutely not! It’s not even an option!”

      Even though we’re off in the corner of the big open gallery of the museum where we’ve been throwing the now seemingly-useless campaign fundraiser, people around us turn to stare at my outburst. Donald shushes me again as if I’m some child acting out; “It’s our only option, Reagan.” He huffs, “Look, we all get that you don’t want your Father’s company’s money, but it is the only move here.” Donald’s rolling his eyes at me in the obnoxiously patronizing way that makes my blood boil, and for the eight-hundredth time, I have to remind myself that he’s really good at this job, otherwise I’d have blown up in his face and told him where to stick it a month ago.

      “Now, there’s a man here from Archer Holdings to meet with you, and he’d like to talk with you-”

      “Ms. Archer, they need some shots with some of the museum trustees.” I’m still shaking my head furiously, my mouth open and closing like a fish out of water, when one of my staffers scurries over and starts to tug me by the arm; yanking me away from Donald before I can even come up with anything to say. I turn back to over my shoulder to yell something like ‘We’re not done talking about this,’ but they’re already pushing me in front of the wall of flashing lights and clicking cameras and back into the spotlight where I can’t look like I want so break something.
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* * *

      By the time they’re done, my face is feeling sore from all the fake smiles, and my palms are slick from other people’s sweaty handshakes; the hazards of the campaign trail they never tell you about. I’m extricating myself from the stuffy museum board of directors and scanning the room for another glass of champagne when I hear it - his voice; the voice from my past and the voice I haven’t heard in five years; “Hey, Princess.”

      I turn and he’s just there, standing in the flesh right in front of me. I feel my breath catch in my throat as I suddenly look up into the bluest, most piercing eyes I’ve ever seen, and then I feel my pulse actually skip a beat as I fully grasp the man they’re attached to. He’s even more gorgeous than he was back then, in that unbelievable, magazine-model way. His dark hair is slicked back to one side, and beneath those stunning eyes is a cocky grin stretched across a strong, chiseled jaw, marked on one side by just the faintest white line of a scar across his clean-shaved chin. He’s the same infuriatingly hot dichotomy he was five years ago; the perfectly tailored tuxedo and gleaming silver watch on his wrist screaming money, but the teasing glimpses of tattoo ink creeping out from beneath his French cuff sleeves or the neck of his linen shirt. His lips part as he grins at me; I know those lips.

      Suddenly Donald is there, beaming at this stunningly good looking man as if he’s the one running for a Senate seat instead of me; “Ahh, good, you’ve met!”

      I’d almost want to laugh if my body wasn’t suddenly froze in time where I stand. Yeah, we’ve met. I complete tune Donald out as I lock eyes with the brooding and handsome man grinning that goddamn smug smile at me that hasn’t changed a bit in five fucking years. He might be a little bit older and a little bit more polished looking now, but suddenly my body is remembering exactly how I know Hudson Banks. I  know how his body feels pressed against mine, how his hands feel on the skin at the small of my back, and how his lips taste. This time, we’re sipping champagne at a $5,000 a ticket political fundraising event, instead of moaning into each other’s mouths as he grinds that hardness into my thigh, making my whole body melt for him.

      It’s been five years since that night; five years since I was at my lowest - drunk, confused, and grieving. Five years since I completely embarrassed myself  by dragging this man away from the crowds at my father’s wake and attacking him like some sort of hot mess, and five years since he pushed me away from him and suddenly walked out, leaving me utterly mortified and even worse than I was before.

      And in five Goddamn years, I haven’t been able to get him out of my head.

      Donald is smiling benignly at me as he fawns over the smugly handsome man grinning that cocky smirk at me; “As I was saying, Mr. Banks, as you may know, works for your father’s comp-”

      “We’ve met” I say it with an icy tone, trying to look everywhere else in the room but Hudson’s eyes; “And this isn’t happening, Donald.” I shake my head, my jaw set as I grind my teeth together. I’m furious, and of course embarrassed like I was that night all over again, and all I want to do is walk away from this entire horrible exchange right now.

      “It is happening, Reagan.” Donald’s voice is firm and he shoots me a warning look; “This is happening or there is no campaign-”

      “Then fine, there’s no campaign. It’s been a pleasure working with you, Donald.” I spit out.

      “Well, nice to see you haven’t changed at all, Ray.” He says with a chuckle. He’s got that fucking smirk on his face, that cocky grin that I once found unbelievably attractive, and then I feel my face burn red as I realize I still do. He’s even more attractive now than he was back then; healthier, his eyes even sharper, those broad shoulders even stronger looking as they stretch the tuxedo just enough to show off. I’m remembering those shoulders now, and the way my hand felt hot against that hard, chiseled chest; his hands on my skin as I breathed and whimpered into his mouth.

      My hand is shaking, and I grip the champagne flute tighter, willing it to stop. I do not get this way over guys, especially a prick who tried to take advantage of my grief; winding me up around his finger before shoving me away, quite literally. Hudson Banks is a fucking head-case; some ex-military jock who somehow found his way into my Father’s good graces and wound up running a whole division of his company. I shake my head again, suddenly realizing I actually would rather there not be a campaign than take my father’s money; especially if it’s coming from Hudson fucking Banks, however stupidly good looking and sexy he looks in that damn tuxedo with those piercing blue eyes the color of a stormy sea.

      I’m dimly aware of Donald hissing at me as I shove the champagne flute into his hands and walk away, ignoring the cameras, the stuffy museum trustees, my campaign aides, and especially the hot asshole in the tuxedo, as I march right out through the museum foyer and out the door.
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        Hudson

      

    
    
      She storms out of the foyer and through the double glass doors into the museum courtyard, and I’m shaking my head and following her. Of course I’m following; like I’ve been following her for longer than she’s ever known and in spite of how damn bratty she gets. It’s cold out here in the open-air courtyard, and the city lights and sounds are only slightly muffled by the four walls of the museum around us.

      She whirls on me with a look of fury on her face, her mouth open ready to spit fire and brimstone and vitriol at me like I know she is, when suddenly she’s slipping on the ice under her heeled feet. I move faster than my brain even knows how to; years of training and reflex just making the body move on its own accord I guess, and I’m catching her before my head even totally registers that she’s falling.

      Fuck, she feels amazing in my arms. She’s come out here without a coat on in that classic hot-headed Reagan way, and as my arms go around her, I can feel the heat from her skin against my palms through the low-cut open part at the back of her dress. Her hands clutch at my jacket lapels, one seizing my arm as she gasp and tumbles right into my chest. I close my eyes for the briefest moments, smelling her perfume or shampoo, or whatever voodoo magic she’s using to bring my head completely to a stop as I just hold for a frozen moment in time.

      You know, smelling her, like a totally normal person.

      “Put me down,” Her voice is high and whispered, but she’s not fighting or struggling against me. I’m still frozen, feeling her hand against my chest and my shoulder like that; her hair in my face and her scent just enslaving me.

      “Hudson!” She sounds more insistent this time, and now she’s pushing at my chest; “The last thing I need is some photographer snapping pictures of me canoodling with some hot prick in a tuxedo.”

      I pull my face back to grin into hers; “So, five years later and you’re still thinking about my hot prick, huh?” I smirk at her, still relishing the feel of her in my arms, and doing everything I can, even if it’s obnoxious, to keep her there even a moment longer.

      Reagan rolls her eyes; “Emphasis prick,” she huffs out, squirming out of my arms and stepping away from me.

      “Hey, your words not mine, sweet stuff.” I wince inside, regretting saying it even before it leaves my mouth. Why the fuck can’t I just be normal around her? There’s something about the way she talks to me - the way she’s always talked to me - that brings out the fighter in me when all I want to do is be normal around her. Well, that’s of course not the only thing I want to do with her when I’m around her, but I let that thought simmer away for the time being. It doesn’t help that she’s sexy as hell standing here in the freezing cold with her red hair looking wild and fierce and wearing that ridiculously hot black dress with her nipples poking through. I can feel my cock stir in my pants, and I shake my head, trying to tear my eyes away from her perfect tits in that perfect dress with her perfect nipp-

      “In your dreams, asshole.”

      You have no fucking idea, babe I think inside, gritting my teeth and trying to will my erection to go away. Instead, like I always do with her, the snark comes out instead; “You know honey, Donald’s right about you.” I can see her bristling at the word honey and add that one to the list of probably slightly offensive names she clearly hates.

      “What?”

      “You do have a hell of a mouth on you.”

      She smirks at me, all sass and sexiness; “Oh, honey, you have no idea.”

      I groan inside, feeling my cock go rock-hard inside my tuxedo pants. I don’t know if she means for it to come out as innuendo-laden as it does, but before I can even think about it too hard, she whirls to march away from me and suddenly she’s slipping on the ice all over again. I lunge again, catching her once more before she falls.

      “Stop touching me, Hudson!”

      “Well stop fucking falling then!”

      We glare at each other for a second, and it’s taking everything I have to meet her eyes and not to stare at her trembling lower lip, or further down to where I can clearly see her nipples poking out of her sheer gown. Somehow, somehow, chivalry wins out over my dick, and I let her go, putting her back on her feet. She shivers, and before I know it I’m shrugging my tux jacket off and pushing it towards her.

      “Stop it, I don’t want that.” Her eyes flare defiantly, all the while rubbing her arms with her chilling looking hands.

      “It’s freezing out here”

      “Well I’m fine!”

      I grit my teeth and roll my eyes; “Have you seriously always this fucking obstinate?”

      “It’s my ‘political edge’,” she sneers out.

      “Well, that’s one word for bitchy.” I cringe again inside, wondering how the hell I can go about murdering the voice inside my head that keeps insisting on letting everything out.

      She frowns at me, reaching up to push a loose lock of hair behind her ear and just looking so damn cute standing there shivering; “Is there a fucking point to all this?”

      Ugh, yes, if I could just stop acting like an asshole and ruining it.

      I clear my throat; “Yes, actually. Archer Holdings believes in your campaign.” Christ I sound like I’m giving a board meeting address.

      She purses her lips and clenches her jaw at the name; “Fantastic, well tell them to vote however their little hearts desire in the election. I’ll have my people send over some lawn signs and buttons if they’d like.”

      “Cute” I mutter, seeing her frowning mouth turn up slightly at the corners.

      “So, what, is my Dad trying to buy my love from beyond the grave or something?”

      I grimace, feeling my muscles tense and hands clench, before I have to remind myself that she never knew William Archer like I did; like we did.

      When he found me, I had nothing; less than nothing really. None of us did back then, until he dragged us back from the brinks of our own personal hells. And when I say ‘Nothing,’ I don’t just mean in the material possessions sense of the word either. When a man is broken inside as I was - like all three us were - there's almost no coming back from it. In the very bottom depths of my own nightmare, with the shit I'd seen and the even worse shit I'd done, I'd given up on myself; almost.

      “When a man gives up on himself, that's when he's truly gone” He'd said to me that first night, sitting in that shit-ass bar as he’d pulled the bottle away from my shaky hand when I'd reached for another drink; “And you don't seem like you're gone; not yet.”

      'But Goddamn close to it’ is what I would've said, looking at me that night.

      I asked him later what he saw in any of us when he found us in that shithole of a slum-bar on the outskirts of Kinshasa, in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. I was curious about me when I asked him, but Bryce had been way worse than even I was back then with his addictions. William’s only response had been a single word: “Promise.”

      'Promise' is what turned three shell-shocked, burned-out, drugged out soldiers for hire to the worst dictators on Earth into the disciplined new men of means we were today. We'd never be the man who saved us, but we'd pledged our lives to getting a close as possible. And a promise - not just any promise but THE promise - is what brings me out here in the freezing cold, looking at Reagan Archer and wondering how in the world a guy who'd lived through the shit I'd lived through is having the hardest time in the world trying to figure out what the hell to say to her.
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        P A S T

      

      “Reagan! Ray! Do not make me late!”

      “What? I’m here, jeez.” I stomp down the stairs from the second floor landing with a scowl on my face, a scowl that only deepens when Quinn and my Aunt Kelly coo and aww and gush over the frilly, stupid pink dress I’m wearing as I make my appearance.

      “Oh Reagan, you look adorable, honey!” Aunt Kelly gushes; clutching her hands together eagerly before digging in her purse for her camera.

      I groan; “No! No pictures!” I make a face as the flash goes off regardless, setting my jaw even harder as I stomp the rest of the way down the stairs. I am fourteen years old, still very firmly in the grasp of my anti-dress tomboy phase, and I absolutely hate that I’m dressed up like a freaking cabbage patch doll.

      “Well I love my dress!” Chelsea comes bounding down the stairs, and even Quinn rolls her eyes at the exuberance. Chelsea is ten and firmly believes she’s actually a Disney princess.

      “Well you look very pretty young lady!” Aunt Kelly can’t help herself  as she snaps another couple of pictures, the flashes making me turn away and shield my eyes.

      “Well I look stupid, stop it.” I groan, pushing her fussing hands away from the dress; “Why do I have to wear this dumb thing?”

      “Because it’s my graduation, that’s why, Ray-Ray.” Quinn giggles and sticks her tongue out as I make a lunge at her, only to be held back by Aunt Kelly.

      “Reagan!” She scolds, looking at my firmly. Aunt Kelly is one of those sweet motherly types who is incapable of looking mad no matter how hard she tries, and even at thirteen, I think I’m aware of this fact and impressed with her attempt anyways.

      “She started it! I hate that name!”

      Aunt Kelly turns and gives Quinn another equally as unimposing stern look; “Be nice to your sister, she is wearing the dress after all.”

      “What’s the point? It’s not like Dad’s going to show up anyways.”

      The silence that descends over the bottom of the stairs is palpable, and I instantly regret opening my mouth as Chelsea’s face falls and the tears start to well up in her eyes. Even always-cool Quinn looks like I slapped her in the face, and my Aunt’s face goes a shade whiter; “Now Reag-”

      “Fuck you, Reagan.” Quinn spits at me as she turns and storms out the front door.

      I don’t know it yet, but me and my big mouth have a long, illustrious future ahead of us.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      Hudson gets weird when I mention my Dad, which only drives the wedge that’s already between us even deeper; the wedge being that I didn’t know my own Father half as well as he did.

      “Look, let’s go get a drink or something and I’ll explain.”

      He can not be serious.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.” I remember the last time with him when drinks were involved, and immediately regret it as I feel my face grow hot.

      “Will you fucking relax?” He snaps, looking irritated and still holding out his jacket to me even though we both know I’m not going to take it; “Look, this isn’t about us-”

      “There is no ‘us’, Hudson,” I sneer. I know I’m covering for my own embarrassment with this bitchy act, but I can’t seem to stop myself. Besides, what other way is there to act towards Hudson?

      “Yeah, no shit, babe.”

      I glare at him.

      “Listen, Red,” He scowls at me, his blue eyes somehow looking even hotter when they’re fierce like that. I make a conscious effort to look at his chin instead.

      “Believe it or not, this is about your campaign, which people are actually interested in seeing work out for you.” He shakes his head at me, as if I’m some petulant child; “Get over it being your Father’s compan-”

      “Are you shitting me?” I can feel the fury rising inside as I cut him off and stare at him in disbelief; “You think this is just about me trying to act out or snub my Dad? Do I look like I’m fucking twelve years old?”

      “Twelve year olds are better behaved, Princess.” He grins at me.

      “Don’t call me that!” I snap shrilly; “I don’t want the money because I am not taking campaign donations from a gun manufacturer!” Half my damn platform is about cleaning up the streets and keeping firearms out of the hands of kids; how the hell did Donald OK this?

      Hudson purses his lips - those perfect, totally kissable-

      “We got out of all that, it’s nothing we do anymore.” He says evenly, his eyes staring into mine.

      “Sure.”

      He sighs loudly, rolling his eyes at me; “Jesus, have you always been this ridiculous? Look, just come have a fucking drink with me and I’ll explain everything.”

      I know the sneering face I make at him plays entirely into his calling me childish but I just don’t care. I turn back to the doors and see Donald standing behind them back inside the museum, giving me a scowl and shaking his head, and I can practically feel his disapproval from here.

      “Fine; let’s go.”
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* * *

      “This is your car?”

      He looks up from the passenger door he’s opened for me with a smug expression; “Yep”

      Of course it is; I roll my eyes, wondering for the ninth time since we walked out of my own fundraising event why on earth I said yes to this.

      The sleek black vintage Charger is sexy as hell, but it’s just so overtly masculine and absurdly macho that I just shake my head as I slide into the passenger side of the bench seat.  A car like this, of course, usually says that you’re making up for something else. I instantly feel my face flush scarlet with the memory of that one moment and the size of that thickness pressing against me as he kissed me.

      Hudson Banks isn’t making up for a thing with this car.

      I jump from my naughty daydream when his hand brushes my knee as he reaches for the shifter; “Easy there, hands-y,” I quip, shooting him a look.

      “Oh, relax and put your seatbelt on, Senator.”

      I’m about to respond when he roars away from the curb fast enough to take the breath from my lungs and send a surge of adrenaline right through my core as we tear off into the cold city night.
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* * *

      The place we end up going is way fancy; like, the kind of bar that’s got so much class you can hardly get away with just calling it a “bar” anymore at all. As we’re ushered in, I’m suddenly glad we’re dressed the way we are, with him in a tuxedo and me in my gown. Although something tells me when I see the Benjamin that Hudson palms the maitre-d that he’d be seated wearing nothing at all.

      Images of Hudson’s chiseled, shirtless torso, and the big hint of what’s hidden lower flood my mind as we take a seat at the far end of the elegant bar-top.

      “What are you drinking?”

      “Huh?” I shake my head, feeling my cheeks burn as I try and clear my head of the dirty fantasies throbbing and undulating through my brain involving the man sitting next me. This is the man I need to loath and despise on pretty much every principal I have, not the man whose cock I should be fantasizing about. I don’t really drink much, and I can actually still feel the half-glass of champagne I had back at the fundraiser buzzing through me, but I shrug apologetically at the bartender anyways; “Oh, uh, wine I guess? Something white?”

      He smiles and turns to Hudson with a curt nod before he moves down to the other end of the bar.

      “He knows what I want,” Hudson says with a wink. He lets his eyes linger down the neck of my dress as he grins; the subtext that I should know what he wants too isn’t exactly lost on me. I clear my throat and look away.

      I let my eyes wander around the demurely lit, sleek and modern-looking room that reeks of money, taking the place in; “Come here often?” The place is full of gorgeous women; all young and hot and digging - and Hudson looks like he’s made out of solid gold.

      “Often enough, sure.”

      Yeah I bet, I think, eyeing the trio of skanks giggling and batting their eyes in Hudson’s direction from the other end of the bar. The jealousy takes me by surprise, and find myself shaking my head; confused by it. Why on earth am I so heated about this? There is no “Hudson and I”; it was one night, five fucking years ago, and we basically just kissed.

      Well, kissed with his shirt half undone and his hand on my skin, teasing across my hip and sliding down across the wetness at the front of my panties. I cough again to clear my throat and my thoughts as the bartender returns with my wine, and something that looks like it jumped off the kids menu at a chain restaurant that he sets down in front of Hudson.

      “Uh, what the hell is that?”

      Hudson shrugs as he takes a sip out of the straw; well, after he pushes aside the ridiculous little bouquet of thin orange slices and maraschino cherries adorning the top of it; “It’s a Shirley Temple.” He says matter-of-factly.

      I snort, a grin teasing my lips; “Are you serious?”

      He looks at me like I’m an idiot; “Of course I am, they’re delicious.”

      I grin in spite of myself, seeing the glimmer of his own in return as his blue eyes flash at me; “Right, if you’re seven years old.”

      “I don’t really drink anymore.”

      I laugh, and it comes out harsher than intended; “Since when?”

      “Since-” He wags his head side to side as if weighing something; “I just don’t anymore.”

      I stare at him and then the glass of wine I didn’t really want anyways; “Well why are we at a bar to talk then if you don’t drink?”

      He turns and winks at me, that smug smile totally back and spread across his face; “Because you looked like you needed one.”

      I take a big slug from my glass, certainly as an excuse to tear my eyes away from him, but also because the way he looks at me really does make me need a drink.

      “You know you’re sunk without the money, right?” It’s hard to take the guy seriously - no matter how fucking sexy he looks in that tux with the tattoos peeking out - with that stupid straw in between his lips and the cherry stems tickling his nose, but his words jolt me back to our reason for being here just the same.

      “Fine.”

      He looks surprised; “Fine?”

      “I said fine, OK?” As much as I hate to admit it, I know he’s right. I know the whole run is over without the campaign money from Archer Holdings, I just hate giving him the satisfaction of hearing me tell him he’s right. He looks impressed with himself; like he’s “won” and I’m submitting to him, and not in the way that just won’t get out of my thoughts being this close to him. “I just don’t see why you had to be here though,” I glare at him; “Don’t you have interns, or fucking servants or whatever to do this sort of thing for you?”

      He smirks at the ‘servants’ line; “Well, there’s a bit more to it than that.” I raise an eyebrow and his eyes sparkle as he winks at me; “It’s not just the money.”

      Oh really.

      “Well, what then.” I’m getting tired of feeling like he’s playing with me, especially since in my head he’s playing with me in a very different way and it’s distracting me to the point of anxious.

      “You’re pissing a lot of people off with your platform.” He says the words carefully, as if choosing them as he utters them.

      “I’m making a lot of people happy with my platform, which is why I’m way ahead in the polls, actually.” Now it’s my turn to be smug as I sit back and sip on my wine.

      He turns to face me fully, his face the most serious I’ve seen from him yet; “Let’s just say that there are things out there that you don’t see that I do,” His eyes drop to the front of my gown and he grins for just a hair of a second; just long enough to tell me he can see how erect my nipples are before he drags his eyes back up to mine

      I roll my eyes; “You know, those of us who don’t make a buck selling guns to third-world war-zones have a slightly more positive outlook on the world.” Ok I’ll admit I need my father’s company’s money, but I don’t need Hudson’s negativity packaged along with it.

      He wraps his soft lips around his straw and sucks gently, his eyes never leaving mine as he sips on his Shirley Temple, and it’s probably the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen involving grenadine. I feel an aching pull deep inside that brings a fresh flush to my cheeks, and I can feel my nipples hardening beneath my gown even more despite the warmth of the room. God damn you, Hudson Banks.

      “Well, those of us who have been around those third-world war zones don’t have the luxury of that fantasy, which is why I’ll be sticking around to make sure you’re ok.”

      I frown; “Excuse me?”

      “Me; around. I’m going to be watching you during the campaign.” He grins, and the motion pulls the skin of his neck just enough that I catch another glimpse of the dark ink there just under his collar, and I’m instantly fascinated with knowing what else is under that shirt before I shake the thought from my head. “Maybe you should think of it as less someone watching you and more just Archer Holdings looking after its investment,” He arches his brow as he sips at his Shirley Temple; “Which is you, in this scenario.”

      I can feel my blood begin to boil as I struggle to keep my temper in check; “You can’t be serious,” I mutter to him through gritted teeth; “I don’t need a bodyguard.”

      Hudson shrugs nonchalantly, that smug look never leaving his face; “Well, agree to disagree then.”

      I can feel the heat rising in my face to match the growing volume of my voice; “I’m serious, Hudson, I’m not doing this. I’ll call Dona-”

      “Donald agrees with me, actually.”

      Dammit; this is a setup. Donald’s not worried about something happening to me, he’s worried about me going off his by-the-book script and doing something to shake up the campaign in a way he can’t control. Hudson might think he needs to “protect me” or whatever, but I know the real reason for all this is so Donald can have someone babysit me.

      Fuck that.

      I’m out of my seat and storming across the room before Hudson can put down his stupid kids drink. At the front door, I feel his strong hand grab my arm, pulling me around. “Relax, Reag-”

      “Do not tell me to ‘relax’!” I hate when people say that to me.”

      “Fine, don’t relax then;” His voice is stoney, even though he’s still got that stupid smug look on his chiseled jaw. “Look, where are you going?”

      God, the nannying starts already.

      “Home, Hudson. I’m going home.” I yank my arm out of his grasp and turn back towards the door.

      “I’ll drive yo-”

      “I’m taking the train or a cab like a normal person.” I spit at him.

      “Fine, I’ll meet you there then I guess.”

      I freeze; “What do you mean?”

      He frowns; “Didn’t Donald tell- Oh. Fuck.” He chuckles and looks at the floor, a lock of his dark hair falling over his face. He runs a hand up through it and pushed it back as he raises his eye to look at me with that smug grin I’d just started to forget about; “Well, if you were mad before, you’re gonna be fuckin pissed now.”

      I shake my head; “Hudson what the fuck are you-”

      “I’m moving in, Reagan.”

      My jaw drops.

      “I mean my place would be better, and safer, but Donald and I both thought there was a snowball’s chance in you agreeing to that one, so your place it is.”

      That smug prick is grinning at me like this is hilarious; like HIM of all fucking people moving into the guest room of MY apartment is the funniest Goddamn joke in the world.

      I don’t even respond, I just turn on my heel and march out of the restaurant; guess I’m just fresh out of punchlines.
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      I’m back in the broiling heat, the shrieking chaos and the pure, undiluted hell on Earth of war -  back in Helman Province; back in Afghanistan. My back’s to the wall, my pulse racing in my ears like a goddamn jet engine as I count to three before whipping around the corner and firing. The gun jolts in staccato, hammering pulses through my shoulder as I focus on the shelled-out office building where they’ve taken defensive positions. I barely even hear the mortar warning through my com before the Humvee forty feet to my left just fucking erupts in fire and light, and I can fucking feel the hot flash of death cross my face.

      I’m screaming as I run, ignoring everything in my earpiece and barely registering the singing sounds of bullets flying around me as I pound the turf as fast as I can towards the raging, burning hull of the truck. I’m ten feet from it, the heat almost unbearable when I can hear Logan’s voice barking in my ear; ‘NOT Bryce’s Humvee.’

      Yeah but who’s-

      Later, I’ll swear to everything in this world and the next that I could hear the fucking bullet the second before it tore through my shoulder. I’m down, face-down in the dust and ash as more metal screams over my head, and all I know in that moment is that despite every thought I have on freedom, and my country, and about good triumphing over evil, if I die there, in that fucking desert, I’m going to have words to say to whatever God is waiting for me on the other side.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      I grunt and blink the sweat out of my eyes as I swing again, feeling the rivulets of moisture drip down my face and neck to dribble down over the ink and scars of my bare chest. The air burns in my lungs and my arms are one fire, but I just keep swinging; always swinging. The glove connects with the bag, every muscle in my arm screaming in pain and triumph at the perfect hit and the aching, numbing soreness I know will follow. Some guys when they got back, they drank or fucked it away; like I used to. Other guys like Bryce took it worse and turned to self medication, and the whole dark, broken dream that comes along for the ride with that. The fucked up part is, the pain never actually goes away. You can numb it a million different ways with drugs and sex and whatever else you can think of to distract you from the fact that part of your soul is missing, but it’s always there, right below the surface.

      I swing again, swallowing the burning in my throat as I pant, pushing myself harder, longer; don’t stop, never stop. My breaths coming short and hard, my head swimming as I connect with the bag again, and again, and again - I connect with the bag one more time before the pain is so real I can’t actually lift my arm again, and I collapse onto the living room floor. I can barely breath, or see through the sweat, but I laugh as I glance at my stopwatch and realize I’ve been punching this damn bag for an hour straight.

      I’m getting too old for this shit.

      I also realize I was supposed to call Logan when I got home and let him know how things went.

      Oh, yeah, you know, fantastic. Hey buddy, thanks for sending me into the fucking LION’S DEN back there with Reagan Archer.

      I know he and Bryce have no idea what happened with Reagan and I that one time - the time I got so close to everything before I let it all blow away - because if they did they’d have probably killed me by now. Well, Bryce maybe, but Logan for sure. But, I also know neither of them are blind. I mean, I’d like to think I play things close to the chest, but you don’t go through what we went through without being able to read the other guys like an open book.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Have you lost your fucking mind?!”

      I wince as I hold the phone away from my ear. Ok, I made two mistakes tonight. The first was taking Reagan Archer out to what was basically a thinly veiled date; the second - and maybe the dumber of the two - is telling Logan about it.

      I’m supposed to be at Reagan’s, but after the way she stormed out like that, I knew pushing it by going over anyways was not going to lead to good things. So I’m back at my penthouse, with two of my guys keeping a low-profile guard on her building.

      “Hudson, you’ve pulled some stupid shit, but this is beyond the fucking pale.” I can practically feel the venom leaking through the phone from his voice before he barks into the receiver again; “You fucking idiot!”

      “Logan!” I yell, reaching for the pack of emergency cigarettes I keep behind the spoons in my silverware drawer and tapping one out; “Look, it was stupid, I know. I-”

      “Did you fuck her?” Logan spits out, his voice ice cold; that tone he only takes when he’s about to fuck something up - like, in this instance, my face, the next time he sees me.

      “Wha- No! Come on man!” I stick the God-knows how old cigarette in my mouth and light it, coughing on the dry, ancient smoke that fills my lungs like burning sand.

      “Oh, and smoking; nice. Good fucking job, Hudson; hell of a night you're having.”

      “Will you calm the fuck down!” I spit out, making a face. The cigarette tastes like a horse’s asshole; well, at least what I imagine the butt of a horse tastes like at least. “Of course I didn't, what’s wrong with you man? She’s not that kind-”

      “That wasn't meant as a dis on her, idiot. That's 'cause I know you.”

      I suck at the horrible cigarette, feeling the bile rise in my burning throat; “The hell is that supposed to mea-”

      “The guy who slept his way through half of Italy and Turkey? The guy that almost got us shipped over to the fucking U.S. State Department in Cairo because he couldn't keep his fucking dick in his goddamn pan-”

      “That was a long time ago, bud.” My voice is beyond frosty. And it was. I’m a different guy now, and I’ve worked damn hard to get here.

      Logan is quiet on the other end of the line for a moment, his breathing coming in regular, controlled measures. Finally, he sighs; “I know; I know man.” His voice is calmer, and he’s back to speaking to me like a normal person; “Look, I'm sorry, brother.”

      “It's cool” I mutter out. That’s one thing about the three us; we might fight like the devil amongst ourselves sometime, but we’re always quick to tamp that fire out. I guess that’s what going through what we went through does to you.

      “You can't date her; you know that, right?”

      I stamp out the cigarette in my kitchen sink and turn on the viking range to clear the smell of smoke out of the place; “Yeah, I know that.”

      “We're supposed to watch them, Hudson; that was the promise. To protect and help them, and make sure they're safe.” Logan pauses; “That's it, brother. There are other fish in-”

      “Ok! I know! Fuck-” I trail off as I walk back into the massive library off the kitchen where I’ve set up my boxing bag and stare out through the tinted floor-to-ceiling windows at the New York City skyline. The old me would have loved to show off this view to any and every girl I could charm up here, but I’ve stopped all that now; because of the promise.

      Well, and of course, because of her.

      Except I can’t let that happen; not what I want to let happen. I toss the phone onto the couch behind me after I hang up with Logan and turn to stare back out through the window at New York. All of this - the money, the penthouse with the view, the cars, the girls, the power - all of this means nothing, really. And I don’t need Logan telling me how I can’t bring her into all of my baggage; I already know that. I already know that I can’t let her in; it’s why I pushed her away before as much as it’s killed me for five fucking years thinking about it.

      I’m broken, and a girl like Reagan Archer is the last person on earth I need to sift through the pieces.
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        Hudson

      

    
    
      
        P A S T

      

      “I can’t go back, man.” Bryce’s eyes have a wild look in them, and even though he’s technically looking at me, it’s more like he’s looking through me. He’s rocking on the balls of his feet; “Fuck, man; fuck.”

      Logan looks up from where he’s pulling the bits of shrapnel fragments out of my arm and meets my eyes, quietly shaking his head; “It’s not like we haven’t discussed this before, Hud.”

      I nod grimly, wincing as he squirts disinfectant over the gash in my bicep he’s just pulled the piece of Humvee fender out of. Sure, we’d all thought it before, even talked about it when it was just the three of us. Any guy out here in this fucking hell on Earth is a liar if they tell you they’ve never even thought about the idea of just lighting out of there. Following orders and saying yes is the one thing they drill into your head more than anything else in training. Fuck; saying yes is the glue that hold the entire chain of command together. You say yes, you shut your damn mouth, and you follow your fucking orders; that’s the job. You don’t debate yourself, you don’t weigh anything against whatever moral compass you’ve got spinning inside, you just do it. If the call was bad, then it was bad, but you move on.

      Except what if you can’t? What if you hit that one wall of your spirit inside they never got through; the wall to the part inside that keeps you being human when you’re faced with the horrifically inhumane every single day?

      It’s just the three of us left now from the nine of us that found ourselves in the Taliban ambush. I swallow heavily and choke back the rage as I glance back at the first of the two Humvees we rolled in with; the one that hit the IED and lit up like the fucking Hindenburg before they even knew what happened. I look around us at the burning wreckage of the village. In war, bullets don’t discriminate between Taliban psychos trying to murder you and innocent villagers just trying to get the fuck out of the way, as much as you try to do so. I look at the bodies strewn across charred and cratered streets and in the smoldering ruins of what were homes, businesses…

      …Or a school, like the one that burns quietly like a funeral pyre behind us.

      Logan catches my glance and shakes his head fiercely; “That isn’t what we signed up for, man.” He follows my eyes to the burning school; neither of knowing but both of us hoping to God it was empty; “I’m here to fight for my country, not watch bombs drop out of the sky onto fucking schools.” He spits, his face shaking.

      “Drop out of the sky; right out of the sky.” Bryce is staring at the dirt in front of him and just rocking back and forth.

      “So, what, we just walk away? Here in the middle of the fucking desert?”

      Logan catches my eye and nods quietly; “The radio went out with that second IED hit; as far as they know back at base, the whole damn convoy got taken out.” He gives me a hard look; “This isn’t going to stop, Hudson. Every mission is going to be like this; every mission is going to be bad guys hiding behind kids and the guys back home hammering them with bombs anyways.”

      “You’re talking about desertion of duties during wartime, Logan.” I say my words slowly; “They shoot you for that.”

      “I’m going to shoot myself if I have to be part of something like that!” Logan jabs his finger at the burning school across the shelled street at us, the flames still licking the burning Afghan air.

      “And it’s only desertion if they think you deserted. If you’re dead, well…” He trails of and looks up at the mountains on the horizon.

      “Where the fuck would we go, man? What do we do, fucking walk back to the States?”

      “I don’t think we do go back, Hud; ever.”

      I swallow heavily as I let his words sink in; we’d never go home. I mean it’s not like there’s anything left for me back there anyways. It’s not like my job at the garage before I enlisted was my dream career, and the only family that still even remembers who I am is my drunk asshole Dad, and if he remembers who I am between sips from that bottle, I’d be fucking shocked. Really, at this point the only family I’ve got are these two guys right here; my de facto brothers. I don’t know much about either of their lives before the Marines either, but I’ve heard enough to know they’re not much different than me.

      “So, where?”

      Logan’s face is grim; “Haul ass to the Chinese border, skip across and try and hook up with some of the Blackriver guys there.” He shrugs; “We’re not the first guys to do this, Hud, and the mercenary groups are always picking up guys with skills and a spotty background checks.”

      I grimace; “You want to be mercenaries? Out of the frying pan into the fire?”

      Logan’s laugh is hollow, and it ricochets sharply off the empty streets of the village; “Look around you, man; we’re already in the fucking fire!”

      Bryce looks up at Logan’s outburst, his eyes looking more focused for a moment as he nods; “We can’t go back, Hudson.”

      Yeah yeah, you can never go back, as they say. Except this time, I know they’re right. I’m already a completely different man than I was before, but I’ll be damned if I let them take the rest of me; “So, that’s our only option?”

      “We’re in hostile territory in an active war-zone, surrounded by countries that hate the United States and people that would kill each other to be the first to string us up or cut our fucking heads off,” Logan looks at me and his eyes soften for a second; “I don’t really see what other option we’ve got, man.”

      Fuck it; he’s right and we all know it. It’s go forward or go back, and we all know we can’t go back. I turn to Bryce and nod at his twisted ankle; “You ok to walk?”

      He shrugs, yanks the morphine pen out of his med-pack and stabs himself in the thigh with it; “Now I am.” He grins.

      Logan nods towards the pickup  parked next to burning sheep hut that looks relatively untouched; I’ll drive if you can navigate, Hud.”

      Fuck, we’re really doing this. “Any fucking idea where China is?”

      “East?” He chuckles, winking at me; “Out of the frying pan, Hud, and out of the fire.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Months later though, it still feels like we’re very much in the fire. When we’re scraping by, making a living selling ourselves and our services and parts of our souls to whatever awful piece of shit will pay us the most, I know we all still feel the burn. When Logan goes a little crazy, and Bryce goes to the needle, and I decided to be just like my father and find peace in the bottom of a bottle, it sure as shit still feels like we’re in the fire. Maybe we can never go back, but we’ve also got no place left to go.

      We feel those flames for more than a year like that; the hurt and the pain searing itself into us every single day. That is, until the day we meet William Archer, and everything changes.

      

      
        REAGAN

        P R E S E N T

      

      I wake up to the sound of my apartment door slamming shut, and sit bolt upright.

      I live alone.

      I’m out of bed before my head is even fully awake, and I grab the first deadly weapon I can find, which happens to be one of the heels I wore last night. With the fiercest face I can muster with my heart hammering in my chest, I fling open my bedroom door and scream bloody murder as I brandish the stiletto at the figure standing in my hallway shrugging of a winter jacket.

      He turns and grins that cocky, arrogant smirk of his at me; “And a good morning to you too, Princess.”

      Hudson?!

      I freeze with the stiletto still brandished above my head, blinking as I stare at him trying to figure out just what the hell he's doing standing in my apartment and leering at me like that at 6:30 in the morning.

      “What- I mean, how-” I start to sputter, my mind still trying to piece together the reality him being here right now when I see his eyes dip for a moment, and his grin only gets bigger as his eyebrow arches along with his smirk.

      I am suddenly keenly aware of the fact that I'm standing in the hallway with him in nothing but a thin t-shirt and panties, and with a gasp, I'm dashing back into my room and slamming the door to the sound of his laughter. “What the fuck are you doing here?!” I shriek through the door as I press my forehead against the wood and groan to myself as my face burns bright with embarrassment; “How did you even get in?”

      Hudson is still laughing, and I can hear him jangling something against the other side of the door that sounds like keys; “Donald gave me a set,” He chuckles, pointedly ignoring the first part of my questions. I yank on some pajama pants and fling the door open again just as he marches past my door into the kitchen. My eyes narrow at his back, trying to will my cheeks to stop being so damned red.

      “Aw, no battle-cry this time?” He turns and grins at me, his eyes twinkling; “I'm hurt.”

      “Yeah well, break into my place again and you will be hurt.” I mutter, feeling my ears burn as he only chuckles at my empty threat and breezes past me into the kitchen.

      I'm momentarily thrown off by suddenly realizing what he's wearing. He's not in a tux this time, and is instead curiously in running shorts and a black undershirt, despite the fact that it's freezing outside. I stare at him as he pokes his nose into my refrigerator, totally forgetting my train of thought as my eyes rove over the sleeves of tattoos running up his muscled and defined arms and across his chest and collarbone. I’ve seen them partially before I guess, but it’s only now seeing them in the daylight that I realize how beautiful they are. I recognize one image as the same Marine corp emblem that my father had inked onto his arm as well, but on Hudson the design is set into a twisting and complex background of other images and inked names.

      I’m once again drawn to his shorts and I wrinkle my brow; “Wait, what are you wearing?”

      He frowns; “What do you wear to the gym?”

      “We're not at the gym, though.”

      He grins; “Yeah, but we will be after we eat.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He sighs heavily and rolls his eyes as he pulls away from the fridge with a carton of Almond milk in his hands. My jaw drops as I watch him open it before he brings it to his lips and takes a swig.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Oh relax, cupcake, I don't have cooties,” He makes a face and stares at the carton in his hand before turning to me and shaking his head; “Almond milk? What the hell kind of-”

      “What, I'm lactose intolerant,” I grumble, brusquely pushing past him and trying to shove the fact that his arm just brushed against my side out of my head. I push the button on the espresso machine and turn back to him.

      Hudson snorts; “Of course you are.”

      “Remind me why you're here again?” I say, feeling the temper rising in my voice. I'm taking the damn campaign money, and I'm even taking it knowing that I'm going to have to deal with Hudson as a direct consequence of that. But what I am not signing up for is him barging into my home and seeing me in my underwear at a 6:30 in the morning.

      “I told you last night, to protect our investment.” He swigs from the carton of almond milk again before I rip it out of his hands and throw it away. Hudson grins at me, as if laughing at my admittedly childish behavior.

      “But why you,” I say, venom dripping from my words.

      “You mean, besides having been a soldier?”

      “How could I forget” I snap. Actually, I don't know why I say that. I mean I vaguely know he served just from hearing my father mention it once or twice, but it’s not like I’ve ever heard Hudson say anything about it. For a moment, my eyes are drawn back to the marine emblem on his bicep, and as my gaze looks higher, for the first time I notice a shiny looking scar the size of a quarter on his upper shoulder.

      “Thanks, yeah I've been hitting the gym a lot recently.”

      I shake my head and frown at him; “What?”

      Hudson is smirking at me, and he leans forward towards me, one arm reaching past my side to hold himself up against the countertop. He's suddenly very close to me - closer than I want him to be - and in spite of every part of me trying to stop it, I'm suddenly remembering the last time he had me pressed against something.

      “It's just that I saw you checking out my arms,” He shrugs, looking so fucking arrogant and so fucking hot at the same time that it's make the gears in my head grind against each other.

      Even though I can feel the heat from his body he's so close to me, and my gut instinct wants to grab him and pull him crushing against my body, instead, I narrow my eyes at him; “Do shit lines like that ever work?”

      The smug look on his face drops for just a second; just long enough for me to know I've scored a hit against great unflappable, unshakable Hudson Banks.

      His smirk is back in a second though, and he's grinning as he pulls back from me and turns back to the fridge; “Oh you have no idea, Red.”

      I roll my eyes; “There's no reason for you to be here, you know.” It's weird, wanting him to get the hell out of here but at the same time wanting him to stay so badly it hurts.

      “This isn't some sort of spy movie you know,” I snap; “There isn't a terrorist outside about to crash through the window and murder or kidnap a State Senate candidate. The world is not all a terrible, dangerous place, Hudson.”

      He turns to me, slowly munching on what may or may not be Chinese food from a week ago; “Do you really think of the world like that?” He shakes his head; “That's adorable.”

      “Damnit, Huds-”

      “The world is full of bad people, Reagan.” He says quietly. For the first time since he's let himself into my apartment - or my life, for that matter - he doesn't have that obnoxiously smug grin on his face and it's like I'm actually seeing the real him, with clarity and without armor, for the first time.

      “Anyways,” he says, breaking the moment and grinning as his armor goes right back up; “Go put some gym stuff on, let’s go.”

      I frown, finally reaching for the much needed espresso that’s finally stopped dripping from the machine; “Why? And where are we going?”

      Hudson rolls his eyes; “To the gym, dummy. Unless you wanna work out in those cute panties you had on earlier, in which case I'm all for it.”

      Yeah, moment of clarity shattered.

      I stare at Hudson like he's nuts before gesturing towards the icy-looking window with the wind whipping against it; “Are you kidding me? I'm not going to the gym, it's freezing outside!”

      “Seems like it's a little cold in here too, toots.” He smirks and nods at my chest, and I look down to realize my nipples are poking out through my thin t-shirt. I hastily cross my arms over my chest.

      “What are you, ten? Seriously thought, I'm not going to-”

      He cuts me off by tapping a piece of paper printed with what looks suspiciously like a time-table and shaking his has as he grins at me; “Donald's schedule, Princess; not to be ignored.”

      Something tells me arrogant, filthy rich, obnoxious and tattooed Hudson Conners doesn't give a flying shit about keeping schedules, and I know he's just doing this to get to me, which I am determined to not let happen.

      “Fine, let’s go.” I turn and start to march down the hall back to my room.

      “Oh, panties it is then?” He calls after me, and I swear it’s almost as if I can feel his eyes on my butt, looking right through my pajamas.

      I slam the door to my room, shutting him off again.
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        P A S T

      

      “I don’t understand why I need to wear this fucking monkey suit.” I grow, shifting uncomfortably as the tailor pats the inside of my leg and secures the expensive fabric with a pin from his mouth. I look up at the Old Man, and he’s grinning at me in this mix of amusement and something I can’t quite place- it could be pride, but I’m honestly not sure I’ve ever seen that emotion on someone’s face directed at me.

      But, there’s a lot of new things in my world after meeting William Archer. New like being back in the States and working for his company, or like having more money than I know what to do with; new things like a new identity. “Hudson” is easy to keep, since it’s what the guys called me in the service after I got busted singing Billy Joel’s “New York State of Mind” in the shower one night when I thought I was the only one up, and I was all too happy to drop my Dad’s fuckin’ last name for my Mother’s maiden one.

      “You wear that fucking monkey suit, Hudson, because it’s your costume; it’s your disguise. That fucking monkey suit will open doors for you that would otherwise be closed; doors you never even imagined existed. It’s the mark of a man at a certain place in the world, and it lets those around him know what that place is.”

      I raise an eyebrow at him, grinning; “Did you rehearse that?” He’s chuckling and I shake my head; “You rehearsed it, didn’t you.”

      William shakes his head, exhaling slowly; “Shut up and turn around, Marine.”

      I mock salute and roll my eyes as I turn; “Yes si-”

      Well, shit.

      The man who looks back at me in the trifold floor-length mirror is like a me from another alternate reality. It’s me - those are my eyes looking back at me, but that’s the only thing I could possibly guess is the same, and it’s not just the suit. It’s everything about me that I almost don’t recognize, and my brain can’t even begin to process how much of a good thing that is. I need the old me to not be recognized, even by me; hell, especially by me. The old me needs to be purged in the fires of what’s to come, and the new direction my life is going in faster than I can almost catch up with.

      “So, what do you think.” The Old Man looks smug behind me as he looks at me through the mirror.

      “I think I- I look different?”

      William tilts his head toward the tailor, who nods before ducking out of the room; “You look like a person again, Hudson. You look like a man ready to finally be one.”

      I’m remembering that shitty dive in Kinshasa, when the first guy I’d seen in months that didn’t look like some kind of criminal or terrorist sat down next to me at the bar and introduced himself.

      “You know I’d never let you down, Sir, but are you sure- I mean, just because we were in the Marin-”

      “If you think I’m ‘hooking you up’ with a job like this just because we share a common military history-” He trails off, shaking his head; “I do not make decisions like this lightly, Hudson. You of all people should know that.”

      I nod.

      “The company needs someone like you; someone like all three of you actually. We need men who can react-” He steps closer to me, his eyes boring into mine; “And men who’ve looked the devil in the face like you have and lived to know what it takes to walk away; what it means to keep a piece of your humanity when it seems like you can’t.” He smiles suddenly at me, breaking the spell; “So that’s why you’re wearing that fucking monkey suit, Hudson.” He smirks and winks at me; “Think of it as a uniform. I’d think even a Marine could wrap his grunt head around that way of looking at it”.

      I grin and look at myself in the mirror again, still amazed at the image looking back at me of the man I never imagined I could be.

      “It’s a responsibility, Hudson; that’s something else I don’t take lightly.” His voice is quieter, and when I look up I can see the solemn and somber look in his eyes.

      “Yes si-”

      “You’ve come a long way, Hudson, but there are demons still on your back I’m going to need you to shake at some point.” I’m still drinking, and we both know that. I mean, I’m drinking less, but addiction is addiction no matter how you quantify it.

      “I need you in control, Hudson.” His eyes flash as he looks at the visage of the new me in the mirror; “Are you in control?”

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      This is getting ridiculous. This girl is way too hot for me to be doing this whole pseudo-bodyguard thing, even though I can tell she's the type that doesn't even know it. I honestly don’t know what the fuck Logan and Bryce were thinking; hell I don’t know what I was thinking signing up for this, but this is too much. I mean a man can only take so much.

      We’re at the gym, and she’s working out; in fucking yoga pants and the worlds tightest, clingiest tank top. I mean honestly, how am I supposed to fucking deal with that?

      At least the place is secure. Reagan might eschew her father’s money, but she’s got enough of it herself along with some sense to pick a gym that caters to the those who don’t want their picture being taken while they’re grunting out a squat or puffing away on a treadmill. The fact that we’re entirely alone in the gym has a secondary bonus too, in that no one’s around to see that I’m rock hard inside my gym shorts as I watch her.

      I mean, I’m trying to tear my eyes away from the ice queen herself here, except the ice queen happens to have a fantastic ass, and from where I’m sitting pretending to do arm curls on a bench behind her while she climbs the stair-master, it’s taking every ounce of my willpower not to grab her by the hips, yank those skin-tight yoga pants right off that ass, and bury my face between her legs.

      Jesus Christ, get a hold of yourself, psycho.

      She’s barely tolerating my being there, but she knows she’s stuck with me thanks to the board at Archer Holdings and thanks to Donald and his rigid schedule. I mean, I get it; she wants to be taken seriously as a real candidate and not just some pretty little rich girl with a killer smile (and a great rack, for that matter) who wants to play politics. But as annoying as he is, Donald does have a point; you gotta work those strong points, and Reagan's strong points do happen to include the fact that she's young and hot and fit. Give the people what they want, and all that.

      Hence, the mandatory gym visit on today's schedule.

      “Stare much?”

      I shake my head and drag my eyes up, seeing that she's stopped the machine and is giving me a strange look over her shoulder. Her straight red hair is pulled up in this adorable little ponytail, and I just want to grab it and use it to guide my-

      Jesus I need to get laid.

      “Huh?”

      She rolls her eyes; “I said, 'stare much', as in, quit staring at my ass, perv.”

      Put on some fucking snow pants, or a burka or something and maybe I will I grumble to myself, knowing I probably still would.

      “Ray, your staff said you had a new bodyguard or someth-”

      I turn at the sound of the door to the weight room opening and instantly lock eyes with a younger, blonde version of Reagan.

      “Oh, it’s you.” She’s got the same look on her face Reagan had on this morning, without of course the distracting element of being Reagan; and of course, not standing there in just her panties.

      “Lovely, another warm welcome.” I plaster on my biggest, most fake smile for the Old Man’s youngest daughter and Reagan’s little sister; “Hello, Chelsea.”

      “What are you doing here, Hudson?”

      “Just waiting for smiles like yours, sweetheart.” I smirk at her. Jesus, do all these Archer girls walk around with chips on their shoulders all fucking day?

      “Don’t call her that.” Reagan’s snapping at me as she gets off the machine. She breezes past me, shouldering me out of the way as she goes to hug her sister; “What’s up, Chels?”

      I can see Chelsea’s stormy, guarded facade start to fall as her older sister hugs her, and then her face crumbles as the tears begin to drop.

      “It’s Andrew, he- with her!”

      I hate seeing girls cry. Seriously, no matter how bitchy Chelsea just was to me for a girl I’ve met all of like once, I instantly want to put my arms around them both and tell her that whatever it is, it’s going to be ok.

      Just then though, Reagan looks up and sees me staring at them. Her face curls into a snarl; “Do you mind?”

      I shrug, not ready to get bounced that easily; “What’s the problem?”

      Chelsea whirls on me with a sneer on her lips; “Oh what, billionaire womanizer Hudson Banks has some magical advice on cheating boyfriends I suppose?”

      It’s almost funny when you talk to people who clearly have no idea where you came from, and who you really are.

      “I do, actually;” I shrug again; “Ditch him.”

      Chelsea rolls her eyes; “Gee, thanks, Hudson but it’s not that simpl-”

      “No, it really is.” Reagan is staring at me with a strange mix of loathing and curiosity, but I force myself to concentrate on Chelsea; “He’s not going to suddenly just change, Chelsea. As a former lying, cheating asshole, I feel pretty confident in telling you that.” I level my eyes at her; “Just ditch him.” I can see her frown begin to fade as my words sink in; “You’re a strong, confident, beautiful girl, Chelsea, and you don’t need dead-weight like whoever this total idiot is holding you down.”

      Chelsea’s fierce look is gone as stares at me with a whole new, much nicer expression on her face; “Um, thanks Hudson.” She looks confused for a second, as if amused that those words came out of my mouth, before her face suddenly breaks into a big grin as she smiles at me; all traces of her former sneer gone. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Reagan shooting a venomous look at her sister, as if she’s somehow traitorous just for not acting like a total bitch to me like Reagan is. I’m almost ashamed to admit the sense of smug satisfaction I get in seeing it.

      “He really is kind of an idiot, isn’t he?” Chelsea shrugs in a defeated way, and I find myself opening even more.

      “To cheat on an Archer girl like you?” I shrug and wink at her; “Total idiot; must be blind too, which almost makes me feel bad for him.”

      Chelsea blushes and grins at me and I see Reagan roll her eyes dramatically and turn back to reach for the water bottle she’s left on the stair-master machine. For whatever reason, I suddenly feel compelled to push her buttons even more on this.

      “Why don’t we all go out to lunch? My treat, of course.”

      Chelsea’s nodding eagerly but Reagan cuts her off; “Thanks but no thanks, we came here in gym clothes, remember?”

      I wave off her concerns like they’re nothing, because they aren’t with the resources I have; “I’ll have one of my guys bring something here for you to wear. Just go hit the shower and I’ll be sure there’s a selection waiting for you when you’re done.” The dichotomy between Chelsea’s impressed and beaming face and Reagan’s look of “are you kidding me” disdain almost makes me laugh, but I compose myself; “So, that’s a yes then?”

      I can see just the tell-tale signs of a smile teasing the corners of Reagan’s frown as she shakes her head at me; “Who are you, God.”

      “Just ‘Hudson’ will do.”

      She rolls her eyes; “You know what I fucking mea-”

      “Well right now, I’m your lunch date. So go hit the showers sweet-cheeks.”
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      “So, how was Dad last night?”

      Chelsea looks up from her homework and frowns at me. I’m supposed to be doing the same thing, especially since I’ve just started sending transcripts to colleges, but I’m mindlessly paging through TV channels instead. “You should have at least gotten on to say hi, Ray.”

      I shrug; “It sounded like you were having a hard time hearing him anyways, wherever he is.”

      “Angola.”

      “What?”

      “Angola; that where he is.”

      I roll my eyes and sneer; “Of course he is.”

      Chelsea slams her homework down and glares at me; “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means wherever there’s some third world conflict with terrible people willing to spend money of disputable origins, that’s pretty much where you can guarantee our father will be, Chelsea.”

      I turn back to the TV with a huff, but my younger sister jumps out of her chair, grabs the remote out of my hand, and shuts it off; “Meaning?”

      “Meaning Dad sells guns to bad people, Chelsea!” I shout at her. She flinches at the outburst but I keep going; “It means all of this” I’m gesturing around at the opulent home around us; “We have all of this because Dad is an arms dealer.”

      Chelsea’s face scrunches up in a frown and it looks like she’s about to cry; “You don’t know that, Reaga-”

      “I know how to put one and one together and get two, Chelsea.” She starts to snivel, and I feel the wind go out of my sails as I reach out and pull her into a hug; “Hey, I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t know that, Reagan!” She says again weekly as she presses her wet eyes into my shoulder.

      “I know,” I say, stroking her hair; “I should gotten on the phone yesterday. So, how did he sound?”

      “Good,” Chelsea pulls aways, her eyes red and wet looking.

      “Who’s yelling in here?” Quinn pokes her head into the room and frowns when she sees Chelsea; “Reagan-”

      “It’s nothing, we were just talking about Dad.”

      Quinn shrugs; “Oh yeah, he’s in Angola with The Guys.” She frowns at me; “You really should find the time to talk when he calls you know, it’s not exactly easy to make phone call from there.”

      I suppress the urge to growl; “So he’s with the guys in some remote corner of the globe instead of spending time here with us while you’re back on break, huh?” I roll my eyes; “Shocker.”

      Quinn makes a face; “Oh, did you want to go to the sub-Saharan conflict zone, Reagan? Were you just dying to take in the scenery with a dash of extreme poverty and active war zone?”

      “You know what I mean. I mean spending time with them all the time.”

      My older sister frowns; “It’s work, Reagan. And besides, you know they’re all military or whatever; it’s like a brotherhood thing.”

      I shrug; “Yeah but they just - I don’t know, they’re weird.”

      Quinn grins; “You mean hot.”

      “Um, not what I meant, but eh, I guess.”

      “You guess?” Quinn is grinning at me; “Uh, news to Reagan, they’re hot. Chels? You with me here?”

      Chelsea blushes and grins; “They’re super cute, Reagan.”

      “They’re old!”

      Quinn laughs; “Fuck you! Old? I think Hudson’s my age and Bryce is younger than that, bitch.”

      “Fine, whatever.” I reach for the TV remote.

      My older sister frowns again; “Did you finish your application essay for Columbia yet”

      I groan dramatically; “Yes, MOM.”

      She bristles, and I cringe; “Sorry.”

      “Just finish that application, dummy.”

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      “What, no Charger?” I smirk at Hudson as his driver brings the Bentley limo around to the back-door of the gym.

      He flashes that cocky grin at me as he opens the door for us; “Not today”.

      “Hmm, yeah, much too flashy,” I nod with phony enthusiasm; “Good thing you’ve got the Bentley limousine as a far more inconspicuous backup.”

      He shrugs; “What fun is money if you can’t spend it?”

      “Oh is there money you haven’t spent? I wasn’t aware of that” I smile sweetly at him, nodding towards the sleek, ultra-luxury Bentley.

      “Get in the car, Archer,” He smirks, his eyes glinting at me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later as we’re finishing lunch on the rooftop terrace of the exclusive place he takes us, I frown as I watch him; half-listening to him as he doles out relationship advice to Chelsea. There’s a mystery to Hudson, almost as if there are two of him both sharing the same stupidly good-looking body. The one Hudson is arrogant and - wait, no, scratch that; both Hudson’s are arrogant. But while the one smug, cocky, overly-confident Hudson surrounds himself with luxury and and sarcasm and boorish behavior, there’s another one that I keep getting glimpses of, like the one sitting here talking to my sister. That Hudson is, well, utterly different. The second Hudson is fragile and partly broken; full of demons with fire in his eye. He’s the man with battle-scars and tattoos peeking out just enough from underneath that Armani armor to make me crazy to want to know which Hudson is the real one.

      Or are they both?

      But then of course, I’m reminded of who he is. I’m reminded that however charming and sober and put-together this new Hudson is, this is still one of the family of men my father surrounded himself with off in some remote corner of the globe when he was avoiding us - his real family. I remind myself that however handsome his face is, and however sweet he’s being to Chelsea right now, this man has an agenda in helping finance my campaign. My father might be gone, but Hudson Banks is here, as if he’s helping my Dad exert his will over me from beyond the grave, which is a bizarre and uncomfortable thought.

      Chelsea seems right as rain with him though, sitting there wrapped around Hudson’s finger. I shake my head at the sudden pang of, well, something that sure feels a whole lot like jealousy, even I know that’s impossible. But just the same, I find myself clenching my hand a little tighter around my water glass as Chelsea leans towards him, and puts her hand on his arm as she laughs at something he says. I mean it’s harmless; her mannerisms are far more sibling-like than anything flirty, but I still can’t seem to shake the possessive feeling, as if Hudson is mine somehow.

      But of course, he’s not ‘Mine,’ I’m not ‘His,’ and there’s nothing between us in that regard at all. He made that perfectly clear back before, during that summer and then at my father’s house. And then of course, I have to remember what he did - or more importantly what he didn’t do that night back then. I have to close my eyes and remember just how shitty I felt when I came downstairs and saw him walking out the door with that girl-

      “Uh, Reagan?”

      “Hmm?” I look up, started from my thoughts to see them both looking at me, as if waiting for an answer to a question I never heard.

      Chelsea rolls her eyes at Hudson; “I told you she wasn’t listening.”

      Hudson grins at me as he twirls his empty espresso cup around the saucer; “I was telling Chelsea that you can’t get weighed down with what came before. You’ve just gotta keep your head up, because you never know when something new might come next.”

      I smile thinly at him, still mulling over everything I was thinking about before, but now also wondering which of the three of us that particular advice was really meant for.
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      “Jesus, Hudson,” Logan is shaking his head at me in that way that makes him seem like my older brother. I don’t actually have an older brother, but if I did, I know he’d be Logan giving me this exact look.

      “What?” I toss the keys to the valet who’s salivating over the sleek white McLaren behind me.

      “Not exactly the most subtle statement is it? What part of ‘blend in’ and ‘seamless’ doesn’t click with you?”

      I shrug, annoyed at Logan's tone; “I needed a car, man.” Right, that’s why you buy a million-dollar vehicle; because you ‘need a car’. But I’m New Rich - capital N, capital R - we all are, and goddamn does it feel good to fucking live a little without worrying about where the next buck is going to come from, or what piece of my soul I’m going to have to cut out in order to get it. New Rich also means, by the way, that I’m half in the bag - a factor which I’m consciously attempting to downplay to Logan since I’m supposed to be going sober these days. Of course, I’m twenty one years old, I’ve taken a bullet for my country, I want to forget the last two or three years of my life, and I’m worth three-hundred million dollars; anyone who thinks I’m not going to be drinking is fucking delusional.

      “You should get one, it’ll help you calm the fuck down a little.” I can see Logan tense up, his jaw tightening and his shoulders flexing beneath his suit.

      “Baaaabbe?” Oh, right, my date. I dance over to the other side of the car, to the bejeweled, shiny-manicured hand dangling out of the passenger side, and pull her out. She’s makes a face at me that I know she thinks is sexy, which is in reality kind of just stupid looking, but I push it out of the way and grin at her as I haul her out.

      I look up to see Logan shaking his head again;”Seriously?”

      “Logan! Manners!” I say dramatically, feeling the booze I slugged down earlier course through me as I jerk my thumb at him. I roll my eyes at my date who’s name is escaping me and who’s probably either too fucked up or too clueless to actually get the look of disdain Logan is throwing her way anyways.

      “It’s a birth- no, retirement?” I frown, realizing I’ve honestly forgotten why the fuck we’re here.

      “It’s a graduation party,” Logan growls through tightly-clenched teeth as he eyes me; “For the Old Man’s daughter.” He shakes his head as he peers at me; “Jesus Christ, Hud, have you been fucking drinking?”

      The valet pulls my car away and as I jaunt past Logan with the bimbo on my arm, I pat him on condescending on the shoulder; “Try and have a little fun, dude. We’re fuckin rich now.” I somehow walk away without him breaking one of my arms, and we stumble our way through the front doors of the Old Man’s castle-like estate.

      A hand shoots out and grabs my arm hard, and I whirl around, fire in my eyes.

      “Easy, Marine.” It’s William, and I’m instantly feeling like shit because I know I’m not supposed to be drinking, and I also know that he can see right through me and knows I have been. His eyes narrow at me, and I can see that he’s not mad per-say, he’s just disappointed.

      Jesus, why is it always ten thousand times worse when he people you want to look good for are disappointed instead of just plain angry at you.

      “Are you in control?”

      No. Yes. Maybe? Grab me a beer and I’ll let you know? I of course don’t say any of those things and just nod like an asshole instead. I’m not trashed or anything, but this man has risked so much and given me a life straight out of a fucking movie script; all on the foundation that I clean up and keep my shit together, and I’m blowing that.

      “I’m good, sir.”

      He nods slowly; “Good, I know Reagan is excited to meet you.”

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      I awake from the memory momentarily confused by the ceiling that stares blankly back at me until I remember that I’m in the guest bedroom at Reagan’s apartment.

      Technically, it was her mother’s place that she kept in the city to get away from it all, Reagan told me last night when we got in. But since she graduated, it’s apparently became Reagan’s de facto home. It might not be a mansion up in Greenwich, but it’s hardly slumming it either. It’s light in here, and airy, and even though we’re in Manhattan, the sounds of the city seem more of a background lull than the typical white noise grating on your ears. There’s a homey warmth to it that I realize quite starkly is something I’ve never known; not in the desert during our deployment, not in hiding after that, and certainly not in my shattered life before. Even with the money I have now, my penthouse is stark and modern and cold; the opposite of this place.

      This place has love.

      I wince as I roll out of bed, feeling the dull pain in my shoulder and partially regretting my workout last night. Reagan’s building has a pretty lame little gym in the basement, but when I realized there was a boxing bag there, I hit it hard last night when we got back. I wince again recalling that I fell asleep without showering last night; a problem that needs fixing right now.

      I groan, thinking about how I’d tried to shower the night before, only to realize when I’d walked down the hallway that the door was shut and the water was on. The dawning realization that only a thin piece of wood and possibly a shower curtain stood between me and a naked Reagan had gotten me so fucking hard that I’d felt my pulse roar in my ears like a fucking jet engine. The mental image of her, the hot water cascading down her perfect body, the steam rising around her, her hands lathering her skin with soap had me gripping the doorframe with an iron grip, wanting nothing more than to break down that door, crush her body to mine and take her right there in the damn shower.

      Obviously, my restraint is to be applauded, as I’d instead gone back to my guest room with a raging case of blue balls and a nonstop fantasy of Reagan wearing nothing but some soap bubbles dancing through my head as I’d fallen fitfully asleep.

      I’m still thinking about it, and I’m rock hard with my cock straining at my boxer-briefs as I poke my head out of the door and look around. Reagan might be what most people call an early riser, but I’m a Marine; “early” is a subjective term.

      I’m used to the five-nozzle automatic steam shower I’ve had installed at my penthouse these days, but there’s an old world nostalgia that hits me when I manually crank on the water in Reagan’s clawfoot tub. The loofa that played a very soapy and very x-rated roll in my dreams of her last night is hanging there on a hook by the shower-head, and a surge of lust hits me again as the scent of her soap and her shampoo hit me. I think of her standing in this very tub last night, her skin pink and wet, her breasts rising and falling as she breathes in the steam, and the water running over her stomach and her hips to trickle down between her legs.

      Jesus, get a fucking grip, man.

      I’m so hard thinking about Reagan that I’m practically about to rip through my briefs, so I shuck them down my thighs, and that’s when the door barges open.

      She’s clearly just stumbled out of bed, and it’s the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen. She’s wearing these thin little white panties that are clinging tightly to every curve of her hips and every crease between her thighs, and this sheer lacy nighty thing that I can see right fucking through.

      “I, oh-!” She trips over whatever she’s about to say as I whirl around, and then she’s just staring at my cock. Her mouth is open in this sexy as fuck way, and I can feel my dick actually jump as her tongue barely slides out to briefly wet her lip and then it just feels like time stops. We’re frozen in this moment, barely three feet away from each other and yet neither of us moving or saying a damn thing. And there is so much I want to say that I almost can’t think, but at the same time, I don’t want anything in the world to shatter this moment.

      We stand there in silence for the longest three full seconds in the world before she starts to slowly back away. She’s not leaving, she just backs up against the door frame, her eyes stuck on my erection.

      “Hudson-” She breathes, her eyes wide and blinking quickly and her chest rising and falling with her breathing. Something about her saying my name like that breaks me from the freeze, and I’m moving towards her before I know what the fuck I’m doing. But dammit if she’s going to move, or leave, then she better fucking do it now before I crush those pouty, sexy fucking lips with mine and take her right here in the bathroom.

      I’m right in front of her, my pulse raging in my ears, her eyes still haven’t left my dick. Slowly, she draws them up, slowly shaking her head but her cheeks are bright red and her breath is coming in these cute little gasps; “You’re-”

      She swallows heavily and licks her lips again, and all I can think about is watching those lips wrap around my shaft.

      “Say it,” I growl out, my eyes flashing as I hold her trembling gaze with my own; “Say the word.” I want to tear those panties from her body and sink my cock into her right here against the bathroom wall, but I need her to tell me she wants me first. I’m already feeling like I’m breaking every vow and all the trust in the world with William and Logan and Bryce, and she has to make the first move or this is nothing, as much as I know we both want this right now.

      “We- we can’t-”

      I grab her wrist and push them back tight against the doorframe behind her. She whimpers and shivers, and this tiny moan falls from her lips, and God help me I’m going to take her right here in about three seconds.

      She arches her hips forward in just the smallest of movements, and my cock just grazes against the bare skin of her hip and she shivers; “Hudson-”

      “Say the word Reagan.” I growl, leaning down until I’m practically breathing the words against her lips. It’s taking everything I have not to shove my tongue into her mouth and fuck her right up against the wall; “Say the fucking word and I’ll-”

      “No!” She gasps, the spell suddenly broken as she pushes me back. My stomach drops as she’s whirling around and bolting out the bathroom door, leaving me standing here with heart in my throat and my cock rock hard.

      Day one of watching Reagan Archer; I am not going to survive this campaign.
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      I’m fussing with the hemline of the white dress again, even though Quinn and my friend Cassy have already told me a thousand times that it looks great on me. The problem is, the dress does look good, I’m just not sure it’s really me, you know?

      “Seriously, stop playing with it, you look hot.” Quinn is every inch the world-weary college girl home on break; twenty-one going on forty and totally jaded about, like, you know, everything.

      I make a face at her; “I’m not trying to look hot, Quinn, it’s a family graduation party.” A family event, I might add, that our Dad is actually around for.

      “Well, too bad, cause you look hot. That dress makes your tits look great, by the way.”

      “Quinn!”

      “Oh stop being a prude.” She sticks her tongue out at me before she stops and seems to look past me, and her brow arches and a little grin creeps across her face; “Well hello.” She slides her sunglasses down her nose an inch or so; “Don’t look now, but I’m pretty sure I’m not the only one that thinks you look hot in that dress.”

      “Huh?”

      “No, Reagan-” She hisses as I start to turn; “I said don’t look now!” But I’m ignoring my older sister as I turn around, and suddenly lock eyes with possibly the most attractive looking man I’ve ever seen. His piercing blue eyes flash at me, boring into me so much that I feel a warm flutter hit me even from 100 feet away across the gardens. He says something to the other suited guy he’s talking to, and suddenly he’s walking over to where we’re standing,  his eyes never really leaving me as he strides towards me.

      “Um, what do I do?” He’s definitely walking towards us, and I definitely have no idea what to say to a man that looks like that.

      Quinn laughs; “Ugh, you talk to him, psycho?” She sees me biting my cuticle and pulls my hand away from my mouth; “Yeah, don’t do that. Just, be normal and be yourself, ok?”

      Yeah but myself is an awkward, gawky bookworm, despite the sexy dress my sister picked out for me.

      “You know you are going to have to talk to guys at some point when you go to college, Ray,” she says grinning as she winks at me and starts to walk away.

      “Wait! Where are you going!” I hiss at her.

      She sticks her tongue out at me; “Go get get ‘im, tiger.”

      I’m opening my mouth to yell something at her back about deserting me when I hear his voice for the first time; “Congratulations, Reagan.”

      The voice is like honey and leather; smooth and smokey and yet older-sounding than the man who looks barely much older than I am standing in front of me.

      “Uh, hi.” I say, feeling flushed as I turn to him.

      Smooth; very smooth.

      Up close, I can see the tiniest glimpses of tattoo ink peeking out above his shirt collar or at the sleeves of his Armani suit, hinting at something much less polished beneath. A $5,000 suit and visible tattoos? Color me curious. Up close like this, I can see the thin white scar on his chin, and combined with that crazy charming smile and those hints of bad boy ink, I realize that more than just being the most attractive looking man I’ve ever met, he also might just be the most dangerous.

      I can feel my blush spreading up my cheeks as the thought hits me; the kind of blush that I hate because it makes my cheeks pink, which looks weird and not in a cute way if you’ve got red hair like mine. He’s grinning at me though with that totally charming and utterly disarming smile, and those piercing blue eyes are flashing and it’s like I’m under some kind of spell.

      …You know, the kind of spell where I apparently can’t say anything without sounding like a total weirdo; “So, how do you- I mean, how did you get-”

      Wow, was I really about to ask ‘how did you get invited?’ I shake my head; “Uh, sorry. I guess I meant to ask your name, not, you know, accuse you of party crashing or something.”

      He laughs, and the sound is like warm silk and smoke, which makes something tingle inside of me; “Oh, yeah sorry, I never even got to that part.”

      God that smile is freaking criminal it’s so attractive, it’s like I just want to-

      “Hudson,” My heart skips a beat; “Hudson Banks.”

      Shit. And just like that, I’m over it.

      “I work with- “

      “You work with my Dad.” I say evenly. Ok, spark gone; mystery butterflies dead.

      Hudson freaking Banks. I can’t believe I haven’t recognized him from the corporate gala event Dad threw a year or so back. Of course, back then I was too busy hating our Dad for dragging us to his stupid event and too busy sulking in the corner with a book to bother being introduced to anyone. Anyone like Hudson Banks; one of “The Guys” my father is always palling around with in whatever conflict zone he’s in this week. The charm suddenly looks more like smugness to me; the cool confidence now arrogance as I realize that this is one of the people it seems my father would rather spend time with than his own family at his own home.

      Hudson frowns a little, seeing the way my smile falls from my face, and he opens his perfect mouth to say something when suddenly something blonde and loud crashes into him; “Heeey baaabe.”

      I can see him wince, and see his jaw tense up, and I almost have to grin at his discomfort. I mean I thought my dress was a little too flirty for the occasion, but this girl looks like she might be a stripper.

      “Hiii, I’m Chastity.” She says, sticking out a hand covered in tacky looking jewelry with big fake nails.

      Ok, I take it back, this girl is definitely a stripper. I can’t even help but let the grin spread across my cheeks as I see the frown deepen on his. Whatever charm he was trying to work on me - and I refuse to admit that it was; working, that is - is now being totally shattered by this bimbo, and that thought is extremely amusing to me in that moment.

      Hudson clears his throat; “So, uh, you’re going to be in New York for college in the fall I hear?”

      I’m momentarily confused how he knows that, but I nod; “Yeah, Columbia. It was that or Cornell, but I really liked the idea of being in the city-”

      “Oh my God.” Hudson’s stripper-date has her mouth wide open, her eyes glazed as she shakes her head at me; “I totally gave up corn too. It has so many carbs it’s like crazy, am I right?”

      Wow.

      I can see Hudson’s eyes flash as he cringes, and it only makes me grin even more and nod enthusiastically at her; “That’s, uh, yeah that’s terrific. Good for you-”

      “Chastity.” She says with a smile, holding out her hand as if we didn’t just do this thirty seconds before; “Like the virtue.”

      I almost lose it completely; you just can’t make this stuff up, folks.

      Hudson clears his throat again, as if trying to clear how awkward an encounter this is; “Well, I’m in the city too you know, and I’d be happy to show you around sometime.”

      Oh, yeah, definitely, I think to myself; maybe we could go watch Chastity’s pole routine or something.

      What are you, jealous? I frown, quickly burying the voice in my head and the totally ludicrous notion that I could possibly feel jealousy involving a guy I’ve just met, who I already sort of hate just on principle.

      “Babe, I’m gonna go powder my nose, ok?” Chastity makes an exaggerated pantomime that even I get as a cocaine reference despite having never done drugs, before she giggles; “Oh, can I get my phone?”

      Hudson grits his teeth, clearly totally uncomfortable with this whole scenario as he slips his hand into his jacket pocket and pulls out her cellphone. It’s when the two little nip bottles of scotch fall out and hit the grass under our feet that his face falls, he groans; “That’s, uh, that’s not what it-” He looks up at me, his gorgeous blue eyes darting around my face as if they’re searching for something, and for the briefest of moments, I want to be that something.

      But this is Hudson Banks for crying out loud. Despite that charm and those eyes and that cocky, winning smile, this is the very last man on Earth I need to be anything for or with.

      “It was nice to meet you Hudson.” I say with a thin smile. He opens his mouth again, but I’m already walking quickly away, trying to convince myself not to turn around.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      My heart is pounding as I slam the door shut to my room. I’m pacing the floor, the blood roaring in my ears and hot across my face as I bring one of my fingers to my lips and chew at the cuticle; a habit I’ve been trying to kick since I was a kid. Shit; I just walked in on Hudson totally naked with those absolutely insane abs, those grooved muscles of his hips and that holy-fucking-shit HUGE cock. I can feel the blush bloom hotter through my face as I think of that particular part of him again; the part that had me staring and frozen like I was under a spell of some kind. It’s the part of him that has me wetter than I’ve ever been as the mental image of it sears itself into my brain.

      I’m used to living alone, but I can’t believe I just barged in through a closed bathroom door. And I stayed! Why on earth hadn’t I just turned on my heels and bolted as soon as I’d seen him, instead of staring at him and his- his cock like I was some sort of sex-starved, tongue-tied weirdo! And what was I thinking letting him get that close to me, so close that I actually felt him against my thigh like that.

      ‘Say the word, Reagan’

      My breath comes shaking as the desire floods through me, and I stop pacing to lean my forehead against the door. I have no idea where I possibly found the ability to say no, and as I feel my pulse throbbing in my ears and between my legs, I almost wish I could go back in time and try a different answer.

      “Reagan.”

      The knock at my door makes me jump, makes my heart leap into my throat; “Go away, Hudson.” I croak out. It takes every ounce of my control to keep my voice level and not betray the quaver I’m trying so hard to contain; “And learn to lock the damn door!”

      I can hear him growl in the hallway; “Will you just open this one and we can ta-”

      “There’s nothing to talk about.” My eyes are clenched tightly, my fingers digging into my palms as I chew at my lip, not sure if I want to will him to walk away or break the door down and take me right here and now. I can hear him swear under his breath on the other side of the door and then I jump at the sound of a palm slamming flat against the doorframe.

      “Damnit, Reagan, open-”

      “There’s nothing to talk about, Hudson.” I saw quietly; “Just lock the door next time.”

      Please don’t ask me to open this door again or I know I will, I think, chewing at my lip with my eyes closed tight. I’m so close to the edge that I know if he asks me again, there’s no way I’ll be able to say no. I clench my eyes closed even tighter, feeling my body shiver with desire and feeling the heat pulsing between my legs. Please, ask me-

      The door to the guest room slamming shut down the hallway makes me jump, and I let my breath out suddenly, realizing I’ve been holding it. I count to three, and then ten, and then fifty before I open my door. I poke my head out to see that the hallways is clear, before I slip out and pad barefoot to the bathroom.

      It’s still steamy in here from him, though I guess he never got a chance to take a shower before I barged in. There’s a bottle of aftershave lying on the sink next to a razor, and before I can stop myself, I’m holding the bottle to my nose and smelling his scent; letting it fill my senses as the steam of the room swirls around me. His aftershave hasn’t changed, and the smell instantly has me back there, back where we came so close. His hands are on me again, pushing me against the stone behind us as he kisses me; his hardness pressing hotly against my thigh through his pants.

      I blush crimson, knowing that as of seven minutes ago, I know exactly what that hardness looks like.

      I shake my head to clear it as I reach to turn on the water, trying to shake him out of my thoughts. The aftershave hasn’t changed, and as much as I want to think the man who wears it has with this whole new sober, healthy, helpful and positive Hudson, I know it’s just a new facade. People don’t change, not like that.

      But when I step under the hot spray of the water, he’s still in my head; all of him. And as much as I want him gone from my thoughts, as the water teases electrically over my skin, the vivid image of his rock-hard body and his big cock standing a foot away from where I stand now invade every corner of my brain. I’m wet; far wetter than I’d be just from standing under a shower head, and before I can stop it, I’m pushing my hands down over my hips and over my stomach, and sliding them lower. My fingers roll over my aching clit, making me gasp quietly as I lean my forehead against the tile wall. A moan as soft as the steam rising around me escapes my lips as I rub myself there, picturing Hudson standing hot and ripped and naked right in front of me, so close that I can feel the heat from his body, and then closer still as I feel the throbbing heat of his erection press against my thigh. I picture myself letting him go further then, instead of pushing him away like I did. His mouth is on mine, sliding down to suck one of my nipples into his mouth before he slides lower still until he’s sliding his tongue deep into my wetness as I buck against his mouth. I moan again, louder this time as I slide a finger over my entrance and push it inside. I’m squeezing my eyes shut tight, already feeling myself start to tumble as I rock my hips to grind my clit against the palm of my hand as I picture Hudson wrapping my legs around his muscled waist and sliding that big, hard-

      The bathroom door slams open; “Is my toothbrush-”

      “Hudson!” But it’s not a cry of anger or shock, or even surprise; it’s me crying out his name as I come. And gasping out his name as my body begins to shatter pushes me tumbling over that sweet edge as my climax explodes through me.

      “I- uh-” His voice is choked, and as I look up through the semi-frosted clear shower curtain, I see him staring at me as he backs out of the room; “Sorry.”

      The door shuts, and I slump against the wall, feeling like I want to turn to liquid and let the water pelting down on top of me carry me right down the drain along with it.

      It’s a frosted shower curtain, so- no, there’s no way-

      The water and the steam swirl around me as I slide to my knees in the tub and curl my legs up to my chin as I rock myself. He couldn’t have; God he couldn't have.
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      “Here, drink up.” Rob from accounting slides me a glass of amber liquid, and I wonder for the ninth time why the fuck I came out to a damn club tonight. To blend in, I guess? To go out with some of the “guys from the office” and be a normal person maybe? In any case, this is going from a stupid to a terrible idea really fast as I find myself staring at the glass in front of me with the hunger of a man who hasn’t eaten in a year. Some people keep a medallion of some kind around like some sort of stupid talisman or lucky charm that they can attach themselves to when they start to feel weak about relapsing.

      I carry the bullet they pulled out of my shoulder in my pocket.

      I smile at Rob and Hiro, and some guy who’s name I’m pretty sure is Mike; “Naw, I’m good, thanks though man.”

      Hiro frowns at me; “You did see the year on that bottle this shit came out of right?”

      I force out a laugh; “Yeah, looks like good stuff.” It looks like mana from the Gods and I want to guzzle the whole fucking bottle, but I can’t do that you fucking pricks.

      Rob looks at me quizzically; “Wait, are you really not gonna drink it? Seriously?”

      “Yeah, seriously. Thanks though.”

      “Dude, just have a fuckin drink.” Probably-Mike says, sipping on the scotch in his hand.

      “I said fucking no, ok?” I clench my fists, feeling the rage hit me harder than I was thinking it would. I need some new fucking friends.

      They all give me strange looks and I shake my head; “Sorry, I’ve just got a long day tomorrow at work.”

      That seems to be the magic word as Rob nods empathetically; “Old Man Archer got you working on the West Side Highway project huh?”

      No, actually I’m just distracted by the fact that I can’t get Old Man Archer’s DAUGHTER out of my fucking head for even a second.  ”Mhmm, yeah, it’s a doozy.”

      There’s a tap on my shoulder, and I turn to see 120 pounds of sex just staring at me with dark brown eyes and a hot pink dress; “Hey, you wanna dance?”

      She’s hot, she’s dressed up, she’s smiling at me like that and batting those eyes; why not? Hey, a man’s gotta have some vices, and it’s not drinking, right?

      “Uh, sure.”

      And then we’re out in the heat and the sweat of the throngs of peoples dancing and moving to the thumping bass on the dance floor, and I’m just not feeling it. She’s all over me, her hands on my biceps as she tries to grind on me, and instead of getting turned on it’s just putting me off in a major way.

      “Look, just stop.”

      She looks at me like doesn’t hear what I said and leans in to try and kiss me. I push her back and hold her there with my hands on her arms; “I said stop.”

      She pouts; “Awww, you’re no fun.”

      “Ok.” I turn and start to push my way through the crowd when she grabs my hand; “Hey, lets just get out of here instead. I’ve got plenty to drink at my place.”

      Ok, this girl is seriously asking me to come home with her, I’m seriously about to say no, and I’m starting to wonder if there is seriously something wrong with me; “No, thanks.”

      She looks at me like I’m totally nuts, which I can’t exactly disagree with her on at that particular junction; “Well fuck you then, prick.”

      Yeah, fuck me, right?

      The guys I came with are out trying to score on the dance floor, so I just pay their tab as a goodbye before I just leave. Out on the street, I breathe, fingering the metal slug in my pocket and feeling the sharp tug of the addiction demons grabbing at my fucking throat. Me, Hudson Banks, turning down no-strings sex with a hot girl; something is definitely throwing the world and reality as we know it out of whack. I take out my phone and scroll through my contacts until I see her name. This is why the world is off it’s axis, I think as I stare at Reagan Archer’s number.

      Fuck, this is a bad idea.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      It’s hours later, and I’m still rock hard. All I can think about - the only possible real thought going through my head at all actually - is the memory of her calling my name like that; Jesus. I mean I couldn't totally see through the curtain, but I could enough that I can assume what she was doing, and assuming is enough to have me going out of my mind right now. It’s not just the way she said my name like that either, it’s knowing what she was doing, naked with that hot water steaming over her perfect skin, trickling over her hot body when she did say it. It’s knowing that she was uttering my name when she came, and that thought has kept me hard for hours since.

      I tried fixing the situation myself; by hand, if you will. I tried wrapping my hand around my throbbing hard cock and stroking it as I imagined Reagan’s perfect pouty lips wrapping around my dick. I tried to imagine that insane body of hers sliding down onto me, my cock sliding hotly through her wetness as she came for me - on me - calling my name. But it wasn't the same, not by a damn mile, and I just couldn't do it with being pissed at it not being the real thing.

      The apartment, completely unsurprisingly, has been silent since; like, pin-drop quiet. And I’m willing to bet she’d down the hall doing the exact same thing I am - sitting on a bed staring at a wall trying to get thoughts together enough to think about what the hell we do now. What we had before? Yeah, they call that sexual tension. Now? I don’t they have a name for whatever the fuck falls between sexual tension and fucking, but Goddamn if it isn’t so damn tense that I feel like I’m about to snap.

      I’m on my feet in a second; I can’t just stay in this tiny fucking guest room anymore. Her door is still closed when I go to the living room and turn on some mindless movie, thoughI think I hear the quietest intake of breath in the world as I walk past her door.

      I want to leave, well, sort of. I want to give her space is more accurate. I don’t want to leave at all, but something tells me Reagan will stay in her room indefinitely until I do. I whip out my phone and text my office to get two of my guys to come watch the place tonight so I can get the fuck out of here; so I can clear the air of whatever just happened back there.

      “Sorry for walking in on you.”

      Her voice makes me jump, and I’m amazed at how I never heard her coming; “Reagan-”

      “I’m sorry for walking in on you.” She repeats herself, her voice level and quite, her face neutral, as if she never said it the first time at all.

      “I- I’m sorry too, for, walking in on-”

      For walking in on you with your fingers buried in that sweet pussy that I’d love to cover with my mouth and lick until you couldn’t see straight is what I want to say. I don’t obviously, but it doesn’t stop me from congratulating myself on being such a smooth talker.

      “It’s fine,” She cuts off my thoughts; “Look, if we’re going to- I mean if you’re going to be around-” She sighs, her hand coming up as she runs her fingers through her long hair; “That time before- you know, at my Da-”

      “This is my job, Reagan, I’m not going to get tripped up by-”

      “No, look, I’m just saying before was nothing, right?”

      I feel a tight clench somewhere deep inside my chest. ‘Before’, meaning ‘that kiss’. That kiss; the only kiss that’s ever mattered, anywhere. And yet I hear myself talking, and saying the opposite of everything I want to tell her; “Uh, yeah I guess so.”

      Fuck!

      “Good,” She breathes out, an expression that looks a lot like relief moving over her face; “OK, good.”

      Yeah, fucking awesome.

      “So before was nothing, right? I mean, I was drunk, you might've been drunk, I was grieving-” I start to open my mouth, but she cuts me off again. “No no, it’s not like you were taking advantage or anything, Hudson, I’m just saying it was nothing, OK?”

      I’m not sure who she’s trying to convince harder here, me or her, but it fucking sucks either way.

      “We were horny and sad and drunk and just made- well, almost made a terrible mistake.”

      I’m nodding at her words, even though every single fiber of my being is raging otherwise inside.

      “I- I just wanted to get that out so we can be in the same place together without biting each other’s heads off or there being this sort of-”

      “Sexual tension?”

      She blushes as I say the word, and it’s so cute and so fucking predictable that I’m grinning at her.

      “I- I just wanted to say that now, before anything else popped up.”

      “Well I’ve only got the one, you know.”

      Her face goes bright red, and I can’t help but grin even wider

      “So, there’s nothing more to talk about then, right? No sexual tension or anything like that? We’re just doing our jobs and just working together without anything like that lingering?”

      “Sure.” I say thinly; “Listen, Reagan, I’m out of your hair tonight anyways, so you can relax.”

      “Oh, you are?” She looks quickly up at me, her expression hard to read.

      “Yeah, I’ve got two guys coming over to watch you instead.”

      “Wait, two strangers?” Her voice quavers for a second, her eyes looking nervous.

      “They’re good guys, Reagan. I think they’ll watch you better than I c-”

      “Hudson  I don’t want two strangers.”

      I sigh in exasperation; “Well what the hell do you want, Red? Because you don’t want these guys watching you, and it sure as shit seems like you don’t want me around-”

      “I do want you-” She winces and shakes her as that adorable flush creeps up her cheeks; “I mean, I want you to stay and be the one watching me, if someone has to be doing it.”

      I stare at her with a puzzled look, trying to read her face.

      “Please?” Her voice is shy, naked in it’s honesty, and I find myself nodding as I open my phone to call off the two guards.

      Jesus, this girl is going to be the end of me.

      “Fine.”
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      The buzzing beneath my pillow shakes me awake, and I frown as I feel sleep begin to slide away from me. I’m grumbling to myself as I pull out the offending cellphone I must have fallen asleep with, blinking at its glaringly bright screen. The number isn’t familiar, but I do recognize the time that says it’s 3:45 in the morning, and with a muttered swear, I reject the call and shove the phone back under my head.

      The buzzing starts again just as I start to drift off. “Ugh, what?” I groan out loud, grinding my teeth as I see the same unknown number illuminating my screen and wrecking my sleep a second time. I’m tempted to answer just to tell them where they can stick it, but instead I just turn my phone off entirely. I’m yanking the covers up around me and burrowing deeper into my sleep when I hear the knock at my dorm-room door.

      What the actual fuck.

      “What?!” I know the disheveled, skate-punk-looking kid standing outside my door, but only through faint recognition as someone who lives on my floor on the other side of the dorm. “Can I help you?”

      “There’s, uh, someone here to see you.” He takes a sip from the atypical college red plastic solo cup in his hand.

      I furrow my brow at him; “Excuse me?”

      “Outside; there’s some dude who wants to see you.”

      “Who?”

      He shrugs. He looks high, or drunk; “I dunno, some guy just gave me a hundred bucks to come knock on your door and tell you to answer your phone.” He frowns and taps a finger to his forehead which would be comical if I hadn’t just been woken up at four in the morning.

      “Wait, no, that’s not it, he said to say ‘Answer your damn phone, Archer.’”

      I almost smirk; Hudson.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “A hundred dollars, huh? Just to get me outside?”

      Hudson is leaning against the side of a bright red Porsche convertible, his white oxford shirt unbuttoned at the neck and his sleeves rolled up, uncharacteristically showing off his tattoos. He grins and shrugs; “Eh, its the only cash I had in my wallet. Answer your damn phone next time.”

      “What do you want, Hudson.” Ok so part of me is thrilled that he’s shown up here like this at four in the morning like something out of a John Hughes movie; especially looking like that with his hair pushed back and that cocky grin and those tattoos peeking out down his forearms. The other part of me though - the sensible part of me - is wary of this for those exact reasons.

      “I want to show you something, get in.”

      I raise my eyebrows skeptically; “Have you been drinking or something?”

      “What? No, I don-” He frowns and shakes his head; “No, Reagan, I haven’t.”

      I cock my head towards the red convertible; “What happened to the white one?”

      “I got bored. Look, just get in ok?”

      “Hudson, it’s four o’clock in the morning,” I’ve been at college for all of a month, and the work is already seriously piling up. I roll my eyes at him; “I need to sleep.”

      “No, what you need to do is get in the car.”

      He’s so insistent and so earnest about it that something wants me to say yes when I know I shouldn’t, and suddenly, I’m caving.

      “Let me just go change my-”

      “Nah, PJ’s are fine.” He winks at me; “c’mon Archer, quit being a diva and get in the car.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Hudson, predictably, drives like an insane person, and we’re roaring over the George Washington bridge in less time than I thought was physically possible. He whips us around a van and veers off onto the Palisades Parkway, and then we’re tearing away from the city and up the west bank of the Hudson River. We aren’t talking, but the stereo is playing an old Grateful Dead record, and I almost grin at how not expected this choice of music is for the Armani-suited wild man Hudson.

      He smirks as if reading my mind; “I’m a man of odd taste, Ms. Archer.”

      “What, like drunk bimbos and sports cars?” I smirk, unable to help but get that cheap shot in; “Yeah, so outside the lines for rich young finance guys in New York.”

      “I was going to say like night drives and girls in pajamas, actually.”

      I feel myself blushing as I turn and look out the window at the inky black of the river we’re following. I don’t know what this is that we’re doing out here, but I’m suddenly very curious to see where it goes.

      Hudson swerves off the main parkway, and then we’re speeding up; up a twisting, winding, and wooded road. The elevation climbs, and Hudson drives faster and higher, taking bend after bend with screeching tires until I’m holding onto the edges of my seat with white knuckles and gasping as the trees rush past us.

      And then suddenly, the darkness of the trees gives way, the sky opens up, and and we’re squealing to a stop. I can still feel my heart hammering from the drive, but I gasp as I look around the parking lot lookout where we’ve stopped. I can see the lights of the whole city from here, down along the black ribbon of the Hudson River, and its incredible.

      “I just thought you’d want to see the whole Hudson.” He says quietly from the seat next to me.

      I turn and see that he’s staring out at the view himself, and I grin; “Please tell me that’s a pickup line you’ve used before.”

      He laughs, his whole face breaking into a wide smile; “Not on a first date, Ray.”

      “Oh, is this a first date?” I smirk.

      “Is it?” He shrugs; “First date and I already get to see what you sleep in; not bad I’d sa-”

      I smack him on the arm with a laugh and he turns to grin at me; “No, Ray, it’s not a line; just something I wanted to show you.”

      We both turn back to the view for another minute of silence. I open my mouth to ask it but then stop myself, before changing my mind again; “You show this to a lot of girls?”

      A song ends on the album, and in the absolute silence of the car, he turns to me, his sharp eyes glinting in the light from the dash; “None, actually.”

      The music starts up again as we both sit back in our seats and just stare off into the predawn as civil twilight crests over the city; and its wonderful.
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      OK, so being around Hudson is hard. Ugh, I need to get my mind out of the gutter; it’s difficult I should say, being around him. Mostly because the only thing I can think about at all is that cock of his I saw when I stumbled into the bathroom. I mean, it’s not enough that he’s rich, cocky, muscled and criminally attractive; the guy has to have an big dick too?

      I mean honestly, it’s distracting.

      He of course seems to have have totally moved on from seeing, well, whatever it is he thinks he saw. Although at this point, I’m fairly sure he knows exactly what he saw; and heard. I cringe a little, thinking about gasping his name out as my orgasm ripped through me, and then seeing him just standing there, staring at me. Whats worse is that I can’t I get my damned mind off of that image of him standing there totally naked and completely hard. And why can’t I help but wonder what or who he was thinking about that got him that way?

      His back is to me, as he reads through business emails of some kind on his phone in my living room, and I find myself chewing at my lip nervously, my mind a whirlwind. I mean, would it really be so bad?

      YES! The voice in my head screams, shaking me from my idle day-dreaming and making me realize with a  blush that I’ve been staring at Hudson’s back for the past five full minutes. YES, it would be bad like ruination of public image bad. I mean sleeping with the guy in charge of donating campaign funds? It’s not illegal or anything, but they’d fucking crucify me for that in the papers. I can almost see the headlines now, something like “Silly Little Rich Girl Predictably Bangs the Guy With Money; Bows Out of Campaign”.

      No, fuck that. What I need is to get images and thoughts of me banging Hudson out of my head, now. Of course, the pathetic amount of time it’s been since I’ve been involved in banging of any kind makes me groan, and I know that’s part of the problem. I mean there was Chet - yes, Chet, like something out of a fucking Archie comic - but that was over six months ago, and even then it was barely a thing. It was barely a thing so much that when I heard the whispers about him fucking his intern like a walking cliche, I remember feeling more sorry for whatever college poli-sci major had to lay there and fake it now that I wasn’t doing it than I did for myself. Erika, my “brand manager” (God I hate that title), of course want’s me to get back together with him, and is always talking about how much of a “complimentary companion” he is for a “power-woman” like myself.

      Yeah, because “complimentary companion” has “sexy” written all over it. And again my mind instead thinks of the hard-bodied, cocky Hudson. Hudson with the tattoos and the obnoxious bad-boy chip on his shoulder; Hudson with the dangerous glint in his eye and the fucking missile hanging between his legs. I’m pretty sure it would give Erika an aneurism if I announced that he was going to be my new “companion” of any kind.

      I’m still mulling all of this over in my head when Chelsea comes over later with takeout sushi.

      “So what do you think, Hudson?”

      I grumble into my yellowtail maki. I don’t know if I’m pissy because she’s decided to include him in what was going to be a sister get-together, or that she’s somehow getting along with him swimmingly. Or maybe I’m just generally feeling on edge because of the Hudson situation as a whole.

      “Your ex sounds like a dick, Chelsea,” He’s saying as he takes a bite of salmon. He sees me staring at him and grins as he makes an extra big show of sensually slurping the piece of fish between his lips while Chelsea is looking down at her own food. I make a face at him, which only gets him grinning more and more my own pulse beating faster.

      “Aw, thanks Hudson!” I’m still making my stink face at him when Chelsea looks up sees me, before she turns and nods her head at Hudson; “You know, you can always come hang with me if my sisters being a bitch, Hudson.”

      He chuckles right along with her as I stuff seaweed salad into my mouth and look away. It’s not flirty between them - she’s acting like more of a kid sister and him more like a conspiratorial brother than anything like that - but it’s still getting under my skin. It’s as if their closeness brings out some sort of bizarre jealousy in me, which is stupid because I don’t want or need to be close to Hudson.

      Keep saying that to yourself and maybe you’ll start to believe it.

      I’m interrupted from battling my inner dialogue by Chelsea poking me in the arm with a chopstick; “We should ask his opinion on your ex, Ray.”

      I blush as Hudson arches an eyebrow at me, a grin teasing his perfect lips; “Ex-boyfriend, huh?” Yeah, I definitely haven’t mentioned Chet to Hudson.

      “Let’s…not?” I’m staring daggers at my sister, but she’s either not getting the hint or just ignoring them anyways.

      “Oh com’on! I bet Hudson has a ton to say about you and Chet.”

      I groan inside as Hudson grins wickedly at me; “Chet?” His cocky, smug mouth cracks even even wider as winks at me; “Oh, yeah, I think I’ve got loads to say about ‘Chet’.”

      “See?” Chelsea gives me a sassy look as she reaches past me for the ginger.

      “I’m sure you do.” I say icily.
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* * *

      “So, Chet, huh?”

      We’re cleaning up the kitchen after Chelsea leaves; Hudson rinsing out wine glasses and me drying them. It’s weirdly domestic, and probably the last thing I could ever imagine spending my Wednesday night doing with billionaire playboy Hudson Banks.

      “Chet is none of your business, actually,” I say, almost unable to hide my smirk. Is he jealous?

      “I’m just curious that’s all,” Hudson passes me a clean, dripping wet coffee cup.

      “Oh what, for security purposes?” I say sarcastically as I reach for the mug.

      “No I’m just curious for me actually.” I freeze with my hand on the lip of the coffee cup he’s holding in his hand, suddenly very curious where he’s going to go with this.

      Hudson grins, as if seeing right through the casual face I’m doing my best to maintain and seeing the eagerness within; “I’m honestly just wondering who could put up with you long enough to date, that’s all.”

      I roll my eyes, suddenly angry with myself for being such a weirdo about all of this; “Oh shut up.”

      Hudson laughs; “Oh I’m just kidding Red, jeez lighten up.” He casually reaches over and wraps his arm around my waist, and I freeze.

      “Stop.”

      “What?”

      I can feel the strength in his arms, and the heat in his fingers as they circle around my waist, drawing me closer to his body and I can feel the shiver run up my spine.

      “Just- don’t touch me like that.” I’m saying no because I need him to, not because I want him to. In fact, I desperately want him to keep touching me.

      Hudson frowns; “Jesus, Reagan, like what?” He drops his arm and steps back from me, and I’m instantly missing the heat of his body and the heat my body feels when he’s that close to me; “Ok, fine.”

      I swallow heavily; “Fine.” I know my cheeks are bright red, and the heated, needy desire pouring through my body and dampening my panties scream that I want anything but him to stop touching me, but I force myself to turn away from him.

      I gasp when he reaches out and grabs my arm, and my heart leaps into my throat as I feel him spin me around and press me up against the refrigerator. I’m flush against his body, feeling every ripple of his muscles, every inch of his skin on mine, and I let out the tiniest of moans in spite of myself. I can feel his hardness pressing hotly against me as his hands push my arms back against the cool metal of the fridge, and he leans down until I can feel his breath teasing across my lips.

      “Just so you know, I’m betting I could have you right here, right now, Princess. I’d only have to ask.”

      “Oh is that a fact, huh?” I give him my most defiant, carefree look, but I know by the way he grins that he can see right through that. And I know by the way my face is flushed and the way I know he can feel the heat between my legs on his thigh that neither of us are fooled by my little act.

      “Yeah, that’s a fact.” He growls, leaning closer still until his lips are barely millimeters away from mine.

      “Then why don’t you then.” My voice is breathy, and I hear the words muted as if I’m speaking underwater. I’m willing him to kiss me; willing him to lean down press that mouth to mine and take me right here in the kitchen; right up against the refrigerator.

      Please, please, please I beg inside my head, biting my lip and staring deep into his deep blue eyes and wanting nothing more than to feel him slide inside of me. I’m so wet and I can feel my heart just racing as we stare at each other. But I need him to make the move first. I’m running for a seat on the State Senate for crying out loud, I can’t be throwing myself at my bodyguard - or my campaign financier, or both, or whatever the hell Hudson is. I just can’t, and for that singular reason, every fiber of my being and every thudding beat of my pulse in my veins wants him to tear my panties off and fuck me right here.

      But he doesn’t, and the moment passes, and we both know it. Hudson moves away from me suddenly, his own chest rising quickly with his breath as he stares at me hungrily with a look I can’t quite read; “Like you said, Reagan; it’s nothing.”
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      “Are you drinking?” My older sister’s eyes are narrowed, red-rimmed as they are as she leans down to sniff the cup of soda she’s snatched out of my hands.

      “N-no.” I mumble out, fairly confident that there’s no way she’s going to smell the white wine I’ve dosed my diet-cola with. Yeah, I’m drinking white wine with coke; I was a very special breed of eighteen year old rebel.

      Quinn swears at me, even though I know damn well she’s had a few herself; “It’s a wake, Reagan, not an open bar,” She hisses; always the one in charge, especially now.

      “It’s not a wake, it’s a memorial vigil,” I say it tensely through gritted teeth.

      Quinn looks at me sadly, shaking her head; “Ray, he’s d-”

      “He’s missing, Quinn, he’s not dead.” Well, missing for three months, last seen near the Syrian border; presumed dead.

      My sister tenses her jaw and exhales through her teeth, either because she’s thinking it too, or more likely because she’s just not about to have this argument again with me, here of all places. “In any case, you’re not supposed to be drinking.”

      “So?” I sneer at her; “I’m mourning.” It’s really only half true; maybe even less actually. Of course I’m upset about my Father’s death, but the anger is still so present that it’s clouding my ability to really grasp that he’s gone. I’m angry that it’s felt like he’s been gone for years anyways; always off doing something in some random part in the world that he won’t tell us about and that I don’t want to know about anyways. I remember asking him once when I was much younger if what the kids at school had said were true; “Do you sell guns, Daddy?”

      “It’s complicated, honey.”

      Right, “complicated”. It’s bullshit like that, mixed with his complete absence from our lives - certainly after Mom died, but almost completely in the last three years - that have me spiking soda with wine like some sort of total amateur. I storm away from my sister, just in time to see the staff ushering Hudson into the room full of mourners along with the two other guys; Bryce and Logan. I barely know them - honestly, I hardly know much about Hudson really - but in that moment of them walking into my Dad’s funeral, I kind of hate them. I hate them because they were closer to my father than any of us ever were; the military sons he always wanted and never got. And in that moment, there at his funeral, their presence makes me feel like they have more of a right to be there then I do.

      Of course, his being there is also just another lingering question as to what we’ve been doing the past few weeks. Since our pre-dawn ride to Bear Mountain, there’ve been other late-night calls and other adrenaline-filled car rides. We talk all night somewhere, or just go for a drive, or he shows me some wild rooftop in the city I never knew existed. It’s platonic, but only on the surface. We smile and do weird things like shake hands after he drops me off at my dorm. But it wouldn’t take any sort of particular genius to see that below all that stuff lies something much more adult. Something powerful and aching and sensual, and barely contained lies beneath that “friend” surface, and every time he calls or every time I look into his eyes as he says goodnight to me, I feel like it’s going to come rushing out of us like a burst dam.

      And of course, his eyes spot me almost instantly across the crowd, and they linger, and I’m sure he can see the deep flush of red spreading across my cheeks before I hastily turn around.

      “Ms. Archer,” The deep voice shakes me from where my mind is somewhere lingering on Hudson, and I turn to the older man with the thick mustache who I vaguely remember meeting before. He’s military, and even though I’ve never bothered to learn what any of those pins and symbols mean, I’m pretty sure the amount of medals on his chest the golden oak leaves on his lapel mean he’s important.

      “Major Lawson, ma’am; United States Marine Corp.” He salutes me, and I’m sort of not really sure what I should be doing with someone so formal, so I end up awkwardly curtseying. The Major’s stern-looking mouth turns up slightly in the corners as he smiles in an almost grandfatherly way at me; “I was quite close with your father, Ms. Archer; in fact you and I have met before, though you were a little girl back then.” He breathes and turns away for a second before he looks me directly in the eye; “My deepest condolences for your loss, Reagan; William Archer was one of the finest men I ever knew.”

      Great, someone else telling me how great of a guy my Dad was. It would’ve been nice to have seen that for myself when he was still around.

      Instead though, I nod quietly; “Yes, he was.”

      He reaches out and takes my hand, and as I look into his face, I really do see the hurt and the pain of someone who truly knew my father; “I know he wasn’t always here for you girls, but you should know that your father was so proud of the women you all grew up to be, and I know he wished he could have told you that more often.”

      I realize in that moment of sadness in his eyes that while I lost the ghost of someone I should have known better, this man lost a friend.

      “Your father was a great man, Reagan, and if you don’t mind my saying, the apples have not fallen far from the tree.”

      I thank him again before he moves back into the crowd, and now I really do need that drink.

      

      
        HUDSON

        P R E S E N T

      

      A week later and I’m practically tearing my hair out over this fucking girl. It’s this fucked up mixture of frosty single-word banter with the girl I’m playing house with coupled with the fact that she’s been parading around the apartment in bra-less tank-tops and tiny little lounge shorts while she’s been practicing for her speeches or having conference calls with Donald and the rest of her team; it’s psychological torture is what it is.

      Part of me doesn’t want to believe she’s doing any of it on purpose; that sweet little Reagan Archer isn’t actually capable of the sort of tormenting sexual manipulation I’m being forced to endure. But I’ve made a vow to myself that if I see one more fucking glimpse of an upper thigh, or one more top of her breast just begging to slip out of the tight little tank top that’s hugging her tits and pressing tight against her nipples, than I will not be able to help what happens next between her and I.

      Thankfully she’s clothed here, at some teacher’s union meeting or wherever we are that she’s giving a speech to. Honestly, I hate crowds; hate the sounds and the noises and the way they make me nakedly aware of William Archer’s words: Blend in. Blending in is not something I do well with in crowds. And yet, here I am, standing here and enduring. Tell me again why the fuck I signed on for this?

      Reagan pushes past me to get to the stage, her shampoo in my nostrils and her fingertips just lingering over my wrist as she slips past me.

      Fuck. Oh, right, yeah that; that’s why I signed on for this.

      As grueling as it’s been when we’re alone and she’s driving me completely wild, we’ve also been going out to events and speeches and fundraisers, and that’s a whole new game. I’m seeing her more and more in the limelight like this, and I’m getting it; she’s amazing at this shit. As childish or as flustered as she gets when I tease her,  or when we’re in the middle of this frosty bullshit cold-war, she’s fucking incredible at this whole politician thing. She exudes the confidence in front of crowds that you’re really only born with, and she acts the part and suddenly becomes older than her twenty-three years, and I get why she’s such a sensation.

      She even dresses older. I mean obviously there’s no place for yoga pants and bra-less t-shirts on a campaign trail or on a news blurb. But the problem is, even in those conservative long skirts or even those fucking pants suits, she’s still sexy as all hell. Jesus, when’s the last time I- hell, when’s the last time anyone has checked out a chick’s ass in a pants suit?

      But even as stunning as she looks, I’m still mesmerized by what she’s saying, and by her poise and her grace. And the people she speaks to go fucking nuts for her, and seeing that, I realize that she might actually win this thing.

      I’m grinning at her from off-stage, laughing right along with the rest of these teachers over some joke about PTA meetings that I don’t even get, when I feel a tap on my arm. Before I can even turn, the tap is turning into a hand which snakes its way through my arm, and then all of a sudden I realize I’ve been blind-sided with a hug.

      “Hiya handsome.”

      Rachel- No, Tiff- shit. I’ve met her before. She does something with events planning with a firm we worked with months ago, and it seems she’s about as forward now as she was then when she literally palmed me her hotel key; which, of course, I left on the bar. There’s persistence, and then there’s just plain skanky, and the latter is a total turn-off for me. I wonder briefly if the bartender I passed the key-card on to ever ended up having a great night back then.

      Samantha; that’s her name

      “So, how’re things, big guy?” She purrs out; oozing sex through the wildly inappropriate low-cut of her neck and hemline, and pressing her tits against my arm.

      I glance back at the stage, at Reagan, before I turn back to her; “I’m sort of working right now, actually.”

      “You? Work?” She giggles obnoxiously and runs a finger up my chest, and it’s annoying the shit out of me.

      “Yes, Samantha, I work.” I say irritably.

      “Well, you want to come work on me?” Jesus, subtlety is not in this girl’s vocabulary. For a half-second, part of me responds, if only because I’m still so on fucking on edge from the week of watching Reagan; seven days and nights of working out with her, watching her practice her speeches in fucking shorts and tank-tops and seeing just a peak of her panties one time when the skirt she was wearing around the apartment rode up to her ass as she bent over to pull her boots on. Yeah, that part of me responds, just for a half-second.

      But no; fuck no.

      “Maybe some other time, Sam,” I smile thinly at her and turn at the sound of applause just in time to see Reagan coming off the stage, and then I’m even more pissed that Samantha’s kept me from hearing the rest of her speech.

      “But boooo, I thought you’d be more fun.” Samantha wines, tugging on my arm and pressing her tits up against me even more.

      ‘Boo’? Is this girl fucking serious? I turn around again to yank my arm out of my grasp and give her a withering look, and when I turn back to the stage again, my eyes narrow and I growl.

      Reagan is talking and laughing with some douchey looking prep-school poster-boy, her hand on his arm as she laughs uproariously at something that’s just come out of his pompous-looking mouth. Erika, Reagan’s obnoxious “brand manager” is there too along with Donald, and the two of them are beaming like a couple of assholes at Reagan talking with this chump. The confusing surge of jealous only intensifies when they turn and nod at me before they all start to walk over to where I’m standing on the side of the stage with Samantha still hanging off of me.

      “Hudson!” Donald says to me, as if we’re old pals. His face is all red and puffy from smooching this guy’s ass; “I wanted to introduce you to Congressman Kennedy.”

      Oh you’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.

      The douchebag chuckles and puts his hand on Reagan’s shoulder for whatever reason he’s deemed that to be appropriate as he laughs, as if Donald’s just made the joke of the fucking century.

      I want to hit him.

      “Oh, no, not those Kennedy’s; I wish!” He chuckles again and Reagan is laughing right along with him; loudly.

      “Chet Kennedy,” He says, sticking his hand like he’s about to sell me a used car. Holy shit, this is Chet the ex boyfriend? If I wanted to hit him before, I want to knock him the fuck out now.

      “Nice to meet you,” I say as formally as possible, my voice frosty and leaden as I stick my hand out.

      “New York Legislature; Westchester County, of course.” He says, as if I should know what even means. His eyes drop to the ink peeking out from my cuff and I see this smirking, judging look pass across his face. I squeeze his hand extra hard, enjoying seeing him wince. Reagan’s eyes are boring in on me, with a look on her face that I can’t quite read.

      “Hiii! I’m Sam!” Fuck; she’s still fucking here and she’s still hanging off my arm. I glance at Reagan and see her eyes narrowing at Samantha before she slips her arm through Chet’s. My blood pressure immediately spikes through the ceiling.

      Donald and Erika are all over the two of them, gushing over every dip-shit comment that comes out of his mouth and making sure every damn photographer in the room gets a picture of him and Reagan with their arms linked. Samantha is still tied around my arm, and the whole thing is just like watching a slow-motion car-wreck in action as I stand there with my throat feeling tight and my rage bubbling just below the surface. I want a cigarette; hell, I kind of want a drink.

      Chet’s people come over and tear him away for something, and I can’t manage more than a barely perceivable nod as he tells me again how great it was to meet me. Donald’s shoots me a dirty look and taps the daily schedule printout in his hand against his watch, as if it’s my fucking fault that Chet has us running off schedule. I finally manage to shake the bimbo off my arm as he and Erika split, and then we’re alone on the side of the stage.

      “What?”

      Reagan’s shooting me this thin little smirk, her eyes flashing at me; “So, Sam-”

      I roll my eyes; “Not what you think.”

      “Oh and what would I be thinking, Hudson, and why would I possibly think that?” Her sarcastic smile is exaggeratedly fake.

      “Relax, Princess, she’s not my type.”

      Reagan bristles at the word; “And what type would that be that, Hudson? The kind that has something besides air between their ears?” She snorts, “She sure had me fooled.”

      For some reason, I grin; getting a weirdly smug sense of satisfaction from the fact that Reagan is clearly jealous. “Well what about you and Chet back there? You guys pick out color-schemes yet for the Lincoln bedroom?”

      Reagan rolls her eyes, “Oh give me a break-” Her eyes land on me and she grins; “What, are you jealous?”

      I tense up inside, but I keep my voice cool; “What, of Chet and his collection of polo shirts and boat shoes?” I snort; “Uh, no, Reagan, I’m not.”

      “Oh, and what, is little miss Tits McGee back there supposed to make me jealous?”

      I want to laugh, but the fire in her eyes stops me, and I let out an exasperating sigh instead; “Jesus, what about our relationship would make you this jealous seeing that girl hanging off my arm?”

      “There is no ‘our relationship’, Hudson” She snaps, looking fierce and adorable at the same time.

      “Yeah, no shit, Princess.”

      I see her eyes blaze at me, and she opens her mouth to say something but then stops herself and shakes her head instead; “We’re late for the next appearance today, let’s go.” She says curtly, before turning on her heel and storming away, leaving me standing there watching her walk away. I want to kick myself for saying shit like that to her, but really, I know why I do it. I push her away like that because I can’t let her get close; not with the shit that I’m carrying around. Fuck; I saw hell on Earth in the desert, so why the fuck can’t I deal with this girl?
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        P A S T

      

      “What are you drinking?” Reagan’s been giving me this weird look from across the room for the past fifteen minutes while I’ve been giving my condolences to the rest of her family. I’ve finally extricated myself from Bryce and Logan, and some Aunt who I’ve never met before, and made my way over to where she’s sitting on the bottom step of the curved staircase in the foyer.

      “I’m not.”

      She frowns at me as she sips on the cup of what looks like coke but smells suspiciously like something else; “Well, it’s a funeral, you probably should be.” She clearly has been, as she leans into me and holds my gaze in that slightly glazed way a good couple of drinks will do to you. She sighs and looks into her cup; “Sorry, I forg- It’s just sort of weird being back here without him, even if he was barely every here anyways.”

      I nod, intimately knowing the feeling she’s describing, since it’s how I feel about everything, every day I wake up after coming back from what I did; “Yeah, I know the feeling.” She’s still staring into her cup, so I try and change the subject; “Hey so how’s art history going?”

      “Renaissance Art, and I switched to Political Science.”

      I can’t help but grin, knowing how much the Old Man would have smirked at that one; “Hey, that’s pretty coo-”

      “Do you want to go for a walk?” She’s looking up at me with that same look on her face that I can’t quite read, thought I can see a flare of wildness there that always manages to drag me into her.

      “Uh, sure?” No, bad idea, bad fucking idea asshole! I’ve been around enough girls in this exact same precursor to a mistake to know what “do you want to go for a walk” means. But when she stands and offers her hand, I’m still grabbing ahold and getting up to following her as she leads us away from the crowd. I follow her up the staircase and down the hallways, and I almost want to say some quip about ‘interesting walk, up here where your bedroom probably is’ but I don’t because that would be crass, and that’s something I’m working on.

      But we don’t go to her room anyways. We end up in the huge second floor library that’s practically two stories in itself. She’s running her fingers over the spines of leather books, almost wistfully, and when she looks back over her shoulder at me and smiles, I’m lost. She opens the double doors at the end of the room to the private stone terrace and steps out.

      Idiot; you fucking asshole idiot this is such a dumb fucking move.

      I need to leave. What I should be doing is turning right around and heading right back to that crowd of mourners downstairs morning my friend and her Father. But instead, I follow her out into the night air.

      She takes a deep breath and lets her head drop back as she stares up at the stars, and she’s so fucking beautiful and so fucking sad standing there that I want to put my arms around her and tell her I’m here, but I know I can’t and shouldn’t do that; not here, not now, not ever.

      “It’s nice out here; nice and quiet.” She turns and smiles at me; “Sorry, I just couldn’t be in there anymore.”

      I shrug; “I don’t really do crowds either.”

      She smiles and turns, and walks over to the stone balcony on the edge of the terrace. I’m tongue tied; me, for the first time ever at a loss of what to say; “He was a great-”

      “I don’t really want to talk about my Father right now.”

      She turns, her hands behind her as she leans back on the balcony, looking perfectly broken and like the perfect fix all tossed into one beautiful package. She smiles at me and bites her lip in this sexy, innocent way as she slowly raises one of her hands from behind her and starts to beckon me with one finger.

      No. Stop. Stop it.

      But I’m ignoring that voice inside my head as I walk in slow motion towards her. It’s like I’m walking underwater, in a dream, as I put one foot in front of the other, and before I know it I’m standing right in front of her. Her eyes are huge, and blue, and looking up at me with such sadness and such determination, and I can smell the lavender of her shampoo in her hair, and before the world can move another inch across it’s starry path, I’m kissing her. It’s fire, and passion, and it’s everything I’ve ever imagined kissing someone who matters feels like, and it’s like my whole life gets hit with a reset button; like I know after this I can start clean.

      She moans into my mouth, the sound both soft and completely sexy at the same time, and I find myself growling as I push myself against her. Her hands are at my neck, pulling at my tie and unbuttoning my shirt, and my hand is sliding over her thigh. I’m pushing her dress higher, feeling her shiver and whimper into me as my hand trails up until I feel lace, and heat, and-

      Protect them.

      The words hit me like slap across the face. Fuck; I can’t do this. I want to do this with every single fiber of everything I am, but what the fuck am I doing?

      I pull away from her; “Wait, hang on,” She’s leaning forward to kiss me again and I draw back further; “Reagan, hold on.”

      “What?” She’s looking at me like she messed up; like it’s her that’s doing something wrong, and that look just kills me.

      “I-” What, tell her I can’t do this? Tell her it is her? Yeah, no, fuck that; I’m not doing that to her. “I- I just need to go get something for a sec.”

      She gives me a strange, nervous look as she bites her lip; “Oh-”

      Ah, shit, she thinks-

      “Ok, there might be one in my sister’s room, in the bedside table.” She looks so shy, so innocent, and so on the verge of breaking, and it’s giving me the fuel I need to walk away. I can’t let her get into me; can’t let her touch the wreck I am inside. Reset button? How fucking delusional am I? I’m broken, and in the way that can’t be fixed.

      “I’ll uh, I’ll see you soon.”

      And then I’m walking away; walking away from the one girl in the world I can’t get out of my head and regretting it and hating every step I take as I let the terrace and her and the memory of that one perfect moment in time slip away behind me.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      There’s something dreamlike about being back in the Old Man’s house in Greenwich, and I feel like I’m half-asleep as I wander through it. The strongest thing is, I’ve only ever been here a handful of times, but every single one sticks out like a dog-eared bookmark along the pages of my past. The kitchen has the lingering memories of swapping stories of trauma and horror with William over mushroom pizza; like our own fucked up little PTSD support group. There’s the guest-room upstairs, where he and I sat by day and night with Bryce for seven fucking days in a row while he detoxed off the junk; screaming his demons out at the ceiling while we held him down and kept him hydrated. I can remember parking myself in the library and reading every damn book the Old Man had on power and management and business when he set me up within Archer.

      And then of course, there’s the garden out back where I first met Reagan, and really, that’s the weirdest part. It’s not just that I haven’t been back here since William died, it’s that the last time I was here was when I kissed her.

      “Remind me again why we picked this place for the media Q&A?” I grin as I hear her walk up behind me where I’m staring off across the back gardens like a weirdo. It’s basically the first time she’s spoken to me since our little stupid blow-up yesterday, and I can tell she’s just as weirded out by being back at her Father’s place as I am which gives me a strange comfort. We both have our own ghosts about this place, but I can’t help but wonder if she’s thinking about that last time we were both here too.

      “One guess, but I’ll give you a hint; it starts with a ‘D’ and ends with ‘onald’.”

      She snorts, and as I turn to her, I see her look up at me like she’s about to say something.

      “Reagan! We’re live in two damn minutes!”

      Goddamnit, Donald.

      Reagan rolls her eyes and shakes her head, and with one last flickering look at me, she’s following her campaign manager back through the house to the front steps where they’re holding the press conference.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m anxious and restless; subtly shifting my weight from foot to foot, tensing my muscles, and generally feeling too warm under my dress-shirt. I start to roll the sleeves up too before Donald gives me the evil eye and mutters something about “not testing well with target demographics” as he scowls at my tattoos, so I leave them be with a scowl right back at him.  

      My nervousness of course has nothing to with Reagan talking to the media. No, fuck that, she’s flawless up there, looking every bit the political powerhouse behind the podium. Her answers are effortless, she’s direct and yet light, and she makes them laugh without even trying to play the comedian. No, what I’m fidgeting about is how I’m going to apologize to her about yesterday when we’re done here. There’s a nervous, rumbling energy inside of me that tumbles under the surface; the kind I usually only get when I’m strapping on my gloves for what I know is going to be a long, rough session with the bag, or when I think too long about the past. I want to tell her everything - all of it - and that quite honestly scares the shit out of me.

      I’m walking towards her with a grin on my face, ready to pull her away from all of this and just lay it all out, when mother-fucking Chet swoops out of nowhere with Donald tailing behind him like a puppy dog. And then it’s just a repeat of the previous day, where I’m gritting my teeth and trying to keep my cool while this asshole cracks stupid jokes and mugs for the cameras next to Reagan, using every ounce of my willpower to try and ignore the fact that he keeps touching her on the arm.

      And really, it’s not even Chet; it’s the thought of any guy putting their hands on her that makes me rage inside. The thought makes my fists clench up and brings me right back to where I was, drunk and fucked up in whatever shit-hole third world slum we were in at the time back then. I can’t help but think of my hands on her; my hands running down her sides, feeling the curve of her hips and the heat between her legs.

      Fuck, I mean I was so close to everything one time, and not just the prospect of fucking her, but I mean everything. That last time we were both here, I know it was something more and something deeper than just the idea of banging a chick. It was fucking way more than that, which is why five Goddamn years later I still can’t get it out of my head and still can’t get her out from under my skin. I think I even knew back then that when I kissed her for that first time, I was just done. With her, there was light, and peace, and finally a fucking silence to the blaring of my memories that scream through my head. I was so fucking close to knowing her, and letting her in before I ruined it.

      I realize I’ve been zoning out again as I hear Chet’s horrible little weasel laugh.

      “So I say, that’s how you putt a par-three, baby!” Donald erupts in laughter right along with him, and even Reagan is humoring him with a smile; the kind of smile I’ve barely seen tossed my way in days.

      “Am I right, Hudson?” Chet winks at me; “Yeah this guy knows what I’m talking about!”

      I have no fucking idea in the world what he’s talking about.

      “Hey so Hudson, remind me what it is you do over at Archer Holdings? You were a fighter pilot or something, right? Currahee!” Chet pumps his fist in the air like he’s at a football game or something.

      Seriously, punching this asshole in the face right here and right now would be an act of mercy.

      “I was a Marine, actually. And Currahee is the 101st Airborne; Army.”

      Reagan gives me a look, and I begrudgingly plaster a nicer, totally disingenuous look on my face; “I make sure the money flows in the right direction at Archer and just pretty much fix problems.”

      Chet grins and elbow’s me in the arm like we’re buddies; “Fix things, huh? So, you think you can fix this girl’s phone so she can call me back sometime?” Chet laughs hysterically at his own joke, with Donald right there with him clapping him on the back.

      No, but I can fix how fucking straight your teeth are in about five seconds, dickwad.

      But Reagan is laughing too, even though I know she can’t stand this clown either. She’s touching his arm and leaning into him, and I wince as a photographer flashes a quick shot of the two of them like that which I’m sure will end up on some stupid blog somewhere involving “romance on the campaign trail” or some other bullshit that Donald and Erika cook up.

      I want to hate all of this; all the fucking pageantry and the concocted narratives, and I definitely want to hate Reagan having her picture taken with this fucking guy. But deep down, I get it. I look around at the college volunteers clearing chairs from the front lawn; I see the campaign posters with her face on them, and the boxes of buttons and t-shirts with her name emblazoned across them, and I get it. Chet’s obnoxious, and vanilla, and a total talking head, but he fits the part. This is who she should be with, I think darkly to myself; not some fucked up broken toy soldier like me, with all the shit I’m still carrying around on my shoulders. This girl is fucking incredible, but her being with a guy like this just makes sense, and I’m fucking delusional to think otherwise.

      She laughs again at something stupid he says - the sound so perfect and so pure and good - and I can’t; I’m just done.

      I’m barely aware of Donald asking me where I’m going as I just walk away; away from the lights and the camera and Reagan and Chet.
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      I’m still trying to breath; still trying to get my racing heart to calm down enough for it to drop out of my throat and back into my chest where it belongs, even five minutes after he went back inside. I just kissed Hudson; I mean, holy shit. And not just any old “kiss” either; not some chaste princess-movie kiss, but a searing-hot, gravity-defying kiss that still has me grinning like an idiot and trying to feel the floor beneath my feet. Or did he kiss me? Does it matter? Does anything else in the world matter right now after that?

      Ten minutes after, I’ve calmed myself a little more, but I’m biting my lip nervously as I start to wonder about what comes next. I mean am I really going to do this with him? I mean it’s not like I’m a virgin or anything; well, not technically at least. That dubious technicality involves a spectacularly brief encounter with my date to senior prom. But this is Hudson we’re talking about; Hudson with the dangerously charming smile, Hudson with the practically legendary history of women trailing after him. I’ve been drinking, but I’m hardly drunk anymore; maybe from that kiss, but not from wine. But I’m worried now that there was a boldness and a confidence in me that I’m not used to when I pretty much dragged him up here, and now I’m starting to wonder how much longer that boldness is going to last me without his lips on mine.

      Fifteen minutes after he went inside, I decide I can’t just stand here out on the terrace tapping my feet, so I find myself walking back into the house. He’s not in Quinn’s room, not where I told him to look for condoms, and he’s not in mine, where I’m secretly hoping to find him waiting for me. Walking back downstairs is like slowly re-immersing myself into reality, as the shadowy murmuring sounds of family and mourners sucks me back into the now. I’m scanning the room for him, thinking maybe he got drawn back down for some sort of emergency or to help someone, but I’m still not seeing him.

      His back is to me, and he’s standing with a bunch of other suits in corner of the foyer, and I’m about to go up and tap him on the shoulder when I hear it, and the floor just drops out from under me; “..A girl like that is just another place to get your dick wet.”

      It’s his voice; the same man who just kissed me with a passion I never knew existed in the world, and who told me he’d be right back is now telling a bunch of his buddies that he fucked me. I’m backing away slowly, realizing that the pain inside my chest is the feeling of my heart just breaking.

      “Reagan, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      I turn quickly to the woman I’ve never met before who probably worked for my father - someone else who probably knew him better than I did - and nod quickly; “Uh, thanks.”

      “He was a great man.” She looks at me plaintively, shaking her head and pursing her lips.

      “M-hmm.” When I look back, he’s gone, and I can feel the shattered pieces inside of me tumbling to the floor. I turn back to the women talking to me about my father, and it’s then that I see him. It’s right then, surrounded by the mourners and shadows and memories of my father, that I see the Hudson Banks - the man that just broke my heart - shuffling out the front door with the pretty blonde girl hanging off his arm and giggling at something he’s saying. He’s nodding quickly at the valet out front and helping the drunk-looking bimbo into the passenger seat of his car before he turns quickly, his eyes darting over the crowd quickly as if trying to make sure he’d not caught making this escape like this. He doesn’t see me - which is good because if we’d locked eyes in that moment, I’d have broken entirely - before he takes a quick breath, his face looking dark, and slides into the car. And then he’s roaring away, dust kicking up behind the car with the screaming giggle of her voice trailing out the window.

      And then he’s gone.

      There’s a sting; something piercing deep inside that threatens to take me to my knees right here as I realize what a complete fool I’ve been. And in that moment, I’m not even sure I’m mad at him; I’m mad at myself. I’m mad at being the silly little stupid girl I never wanted to be. I’m mad at letting my convictions and my armor and my sensibilities drop for just a second; only realizing now that it was just enough to get hurt.

      The tears start to come then, and another person I don’t know is hugging me and telling me how it’s all going to be ok. And with this stranger’s arms around me, I realize how awful I am that I’m standing there shedding tears over some bullshit crush on some bullshit shadow of a man named Hudson instead of my father, who I should be crying over.

      And then I’m tearing away and pushing my through the crowd, back up the stairs, past the Goddamn library and the terrace, and down to my room. I’m under the covers, my face pressed tight to my pillow as I sob; for my father, for me, for the pain of growing up and the bitterness of life.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      “Hudson!” I’m stomping up the staircase to the second floor, chasing him as he storms down the hallway

      “Goddamnit, Hudson where-”

      “Go back, Reagan.” He’s in the upstairs library, pushing open the double doors to the terrace where that kiss happened all those years before; back to the scene of the crime. I tense myself and tighten my jaw as I stand staring at the double doors across the room where he’s just gone through, feeling the licking tendrils of the shivering cold teasing through the crack where he’s left them not quite closed. I storm across the room, fling them open and step out into the chilly night; determined to corner him here.

      “What the fuck was that back there?”

      He turns, his face looking tight and tense and his sharp blue eyes blazing liquid fire as they stare at me; “It’s nothing, Reagan; just leave it. Oh and say hi to Chet for me.”

      I stare at him, feeling my own flame begin to churn inside of me; “You’re jealous? Of Chet?”

      “Of course I’m fucking jealous.” He growls it quietly, before he starts to stalk past me back into the house.

      “You know it wasn’t just that you rejected me and made me feel like a complete idiot.” My mouth spits the words out before my brain can stop me, and he freezes in the doorway.

      He whirls around, his eyes blazing that steely blue fire as he looks right into mine.

      “It wasn't just that you humiliated me, Hudson; after you led me on like that.” I take a shaky breath, realizing I’m about to say everything I’ve been wanting to tell him for five years; “I was young-”

      “So was I-”

      “You knew better!” The pained look in his eyes says it all, but I just can’t stop; “And you just left me there!” I can feel the tears begin to well up, hot and stinging my eyes as my heart races in my chest.

      “I was a mess, Reagan,” He says gruffly, a tightness to his voice; “I was broken and I didn’t want you to get dragged into my-”

      “You know what Hudson? Fuck you- it’s not that!” I’m desperately trying to keep it together and not let myself fly off the handle, but it feels like the whole stupid thing is about to give way. I feel my throat tighten, catching my breath in my throat; “It’s not even that you wound me up and left me feeling like a stupid little girl-”. My chest burns and my eyes sting as I glare at him, standing there with his smoldering gaze just burning into me; “I mean what was the point of pretending you even liked me like that for all that time Hudson?” I’m crying now and telling him this, and basically doing everything I don’t do as I just spill everything; “What was the point of making me feel like I was special or like you even wanted me?”

      “Jesus, Reagan, because I-”

      “I saw you!” Tears are rolling down my cheeks, fueled by the memory of him driving away all those years before; “I fucking saw you leaving with that girl, OK?” My breath hitches as I try and fight the tears; “And after nothing even happened with us, you went off and gloated to everyone that you fucked the boss’s daughter anyways!”

      His face crumbles into a frown; “Reagan, what the fuck are you talking abou-”

      “ ‘A girl like that is just another place to get your dick wet’, right Hudson? That’s what you fucking said, right?” Hudson’s face is tight and his eyes are flashing fire at me he takes a step forward and reaches for me, but I rip my arm away and turn away from him; “No, forget this, and fuck you, Hudson; fuck this whole thing, just leave me alo-”

      He grabs me, his grip tight on my arm, and I gasp as I feel him pull me around and yank me against his chest; “Will you listen to me!” He growls.

      I can feel my heart leap into my throat as he holds me tight against him, and I fall right into those eyes as the smell of him and the feel of his hands on my skin just draw me right in. “Don’t touch me!” But I know my fight is gone the second I find myself in his arms, and I’m not stopping him.

      He shoves me back against the ivy-covered wall behind me, his body so close to mine that I can feel his heat; “I gave that girl a ride home because she was wasted, and her boyfriend was being an asshole.”

      “Oh, please; fucking save me the bullshit Hudso-”

      “Logan.” He growls out; “Logan was her boyfriend. They fought, she was drunk, and I was going back to New York anyways; that’s why she was in my car.”

      His eyes pierce into me, and I’m trying to fight the cooling effect they’re having on my temper because I need to be mad; I need to scream at him and tell him I hate him because if I don’t I’ll explode. “You- you told that group of guys that we-!”

      “You didn’t hear the whole thing, did you.” The winter wind whips up over the terrace, and I shiver against him. “Those guys were a bunch of douchebag finance assholes who worked for Archer Holdings, and I bumped into them after I told Logan I’d take his girl home.” His eyes narrow as if he’s remembering the moment, and he sort of looks through me as he talks; “They were all bullshitting around, talking about girls and their conquests or whatever, when one of them said something about a pool they all had about sleeping with one of the Archer girls.” Hudson’s face glowers darkly, and his eyes flash with a fierce emotion; “One little prick said something especially foul about you, and yeah, what I said was; ‘if you think a girl like that is just another place to get your dick wet, we’re going to have a problem’ “. Hudson’s eyes bore fiercely into mine; “I’m guessing you left before I told him I’d push him off the fucking roof if I ever heard him talk about you or your sisters like that again.”

      I stare at him, feeling the heat of his palms on my skin in stark contrast to the chill in the air around us. I want to believe him -  desperately want to believe him, by I’m still hanging onto that hate; that feeling of betrayal. I roll my eyes and sneer at him; “Oh, right, and you expect me to believe-”

      “Goddamnit, Reagan,” He snarls at me, his face strained and tight, and suddenly I know I’m watching that armor drop away and I’m seeing the real Hudson; “Do you have any fucking idea how hard it was to walk away from you?” He says softly; “How could you think I’d-”

      “Because thats you! That’s just fucking like you, Hudson!”

      “Not since you!” He barks.

      “What the hell is that suppose to me-”

      “Jesus, Reagan for once will you just shut the fuck up.” And then he’s kissing me, his lips crashing into mine hard as he presses me up against the stone behind me, and I feel my whole body fall into him

      But I yank myself back from him somehow, and before I can think it through, I’m smacking him across the face; “I’m not going to be just another notch you know!”And this time, I’m kissing him, smothering that look of wild bewilderment and primal fury on his face as I kiss him with everything I have. I feel his strong arms tighten around my waist, pulling me hard against him, and I moan into his mouth as I feel the throbbing between his legs pressing hotly against me.

      “You could never be ‘just another’ anything, Reagan Archer,” He growls into my kiss; “You couldn't be even if you tried.” And when he kisses me again, the whole world disappears around us.

      I grind into him, whimpering into his mouth as I feel his body hard against mine and feel his hands slide down to cup my ass. I’m shoving aside the voice inside my head that’s screaming at what a terrible idea all of this is, trying to smother it as Hudson smothers my mouth with his lips. I shouldn’t be kissing him like this, or moaning into his mouth as his hands grab my ass, or arching my back and rocking my pelvis against the thick hardness of his cock pressing at the front of his pants. No, I definitely shouldn’t be doing any of those things; not here, not now, and definitely not with Hudson Banks.

      “We- we shouldn’t be doing this!” I whimper out, moaning as he sucks my earlobe between his lips.

      “We should definitely be doing this,” He growls softly; “I can’t even tell you what I wanted to do with you the last time we were up here,” He says hotly into my ear, sending shivers through my whole body.

      Oh, I want to know everything he wanted to do with me; everything he wants to do with me; “Show me,” I whisper out, my voice heavy with lust, and I’m shocked at my own words even as true as they are.

      He’s yanking my prim and proper jacket off of me, and I’m shrugging it off my shoulders as I moan into his kiss. “Well, this, for one,” He tears my conservative blouse apart, sending the buttons scattering and making me gasp at the ferocity of him as I arch my back towards him as I feel his hands sliding over the thin lace of my bra, making my nipples pucker into hard points under his touch. His mouth slides down my neck, nipping at my skin as he kisses over the tops of my breasts. I whimper as he yanks my bra down, baring my nipples to his hungry eyes, and then I cry out as his lips wrap around one rosy nub; his tongue darting across and sending jolts of electricity shooting through my whole body.

      I arch my back and thrust my chest out towards him, gasping as his mouth sucks at my sensitive nipples; “Th- that’s all you’ve been waiting five years to do?” I moan out, biting my lip as my hands running up the muscles of his arm. He answers with his hand sliding up the inside of thigh, and I whimper as he pushes my conservative skirt up around my waist as his fingers find my heat.

      “No, Princess,” He says with heat in his voice as he brings his head up to stare into my eyes; “That is far from the only thing I’ve wanted to do to you for the last five fucking years.”

      He growls as his fingers slide beneath the edge of my soaking wet panties and slide through my folds. “God, you’re so fucking wet for me,” he husks into my lips, and I gasp, my hands clutching at his arm muscles as he pushes a finger inside. I kiss him with a ferocity as I feel him curl his finger inside of me, stroking that special place just inside and making me whimper and moan for him. No one has ever spoken to me like that before, and the barbaric animalism of it has me desperate for more.

      “Take off your shirt for me,” he says thickly, punctuating his words with a curl of his finger.

      “Jesus, are you always this bossy?” I say with a grin as I begin to pull the torn blouse from my shoulders.

      “Bossy?” He pulls back from lips with hungry grin on his face; “Princess, I have not even begun to show you bossy.”

      I gasp as he pulls his fingers from my center and spins me around suddenly, pushing me right up against the stone railing.

      “Bend over,” He growls out deeply, sending a chill down my spine.

      “What? Hudson-”

      “I said bend over.”

      And I’m doing it. I’m holding onto the stone and bending over for him, arching my ass out towards him and almost not even being able to handle how much it turns me on that he’s bossing me around like this. I’m not one to take orders, but listening to him has me wetter than anything. His hands on are on my hips, pushing my skirt up around my waist as he hooks his fingers into the waist of my panties. I shiver as he yanks them down over my ass, pulling them off my hips and down to my knees as he kneels behind me. But my surprise quickly turns to pleasure though as I feel his mouth on my pussy. I moan and grab tightly to the railing as his tongue pushes deep inside of me, and I can feel the reverberations through my whole body as he growls into me.

      He licks and eats me like a starving man, his hands grabbing tightly to my ass and pulling me against his face as he slides his tongue through my wetness. When he wraps his lips around my clit and flicks his tongue across it, it takes everything I have not to scream out over the whole estate. My hand is sliding across my breasts, pulling on my nipples as I whimper and moan and push myself back against his tongue. I know somewhere deep inside that we shouldn’t be doing this, or that someone could walk in and see us. But when he sucks my clit hard between his lips and slides a finger deep inside me, us not doing this is very quickly the very last thing on my mind.

      I want all of him; right here where we came so close before. I want to feel him slide that hard cock deep inside of me and fuck me right here, and I want to cry out his name without a care in the world about who hears as I come for him. I try to pull away from him, to draw off the sensation and wait, but his strong hands hold me firmly in place and his tongue and his finger only get more insistent. And when I hear him moan into my pussy, as if the sheer act of tasting me is so erotic to him that he can’t help but let go, it’s too much, and I explode. I bite down hard on my hand, the pain lancing through me almost heightening the pleasure as I come against his mouth. And as the white moon shines down on us hidden away on our terrace, I fucking scream his name into my hand as my whole body just shatters with the pure release.
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        P A S T

      

      “This is fucking impossible.” I slam the laptop shut, my eyes blurred from the rows and rows of spreadsheets I’ve been staring at.

      “What’s impossible?” Bryce looks at me coolly from across the office; always so calm, always so precise with his emotions in a way that I’m pretty sure I’ll never be able to be.

      “This,” I say, flipping the bird to the laptop in front of me.

      Bryce chuckles; “Mind over machine, Hudso-”

      “I’m not a fucking accountant, man.” I growl at him, standing to walk over towards the big windows looking out over the river that bears my name; or the opposite, I guess. “I mean we’re soldiers, Bryce. This?” I turn, pulling at the lapels of a suit that costs more than I used to spend on food in a year as I shake my head at him; “This isn’t us man. What the fuck was he thinking putting us in charge of shit like this?”

      Bryce is quiet, looking at me pointedly in that zen way he does that’d be infuriating if he wasn’t my brother; “No one ever said you were an accountant, Hudson.”

      “Ok, then what do you call looking at numbers all fucking da-”

      “I call it problem solving.”

      I arch my brow at him; “Excuse me?”

      “Problem solving. You’re not ‘being an accountant’, Hud, you’re looking for problems and finding solutions, which is what you’re good at.”

      I laugh; “You’ve met me, right?” I shake my head; “Dude, I am the problem most of the time.”

      “Ok, who figured out how to get us past that roadblock on the Chinese border?”

      I roll my eyes; “It’s called bribing, Bry-”

      “Who got us out of that detention center in Cairo after all that shit went down where they were going to sell us to the State Department?”

      “Oh, you mean the shit that went down because of me?”

      He rolls his eyes; “Somalia, Angola, the DRC; dude, you’ve saved our butts like two dozen times, and it’s because you know how to think your way out of a box.”

      “Bryce, you’re don’t know what you’re-”

      “Oh fuck off, Hudson.” He stands and walks over to the window; “When will you just admit to yourself that you’re a whole new man, and that the fuck-up you were died back there in the desert?” He looks at me with cool, stony eyes; “And when will you just learn how to take a fucking compliment, man?”

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      We’re back inside the house camped out on opposites sides of the sofa in the library looking out over the moon-lit grounds of her father’s house. If I had my way, she’d be on my lap, and preferably naked, instead of four feet away across the giant expanse of couch. But I know she’s right that we need to maintain distance; I know what this can’t look like. Of course, being this close to her when I can still taste her on my tongue is driving me nine different shades of crazy, and I shift again uncomfortably as my cock presses rock hard against my pants.

      She’s glowing in the im moonlight streaming in through the windows; her whole face lighting up in a way I’ve seen so rarely since walking back into her life as she grins at me from the other end of the sofa; “So, is that what you do to all the young female politicians that Archer Holdings funds?”

      “Oh, absolutely” I say with a totally straight face; “Although most of them don’t try and yank my hair out by the roots when they come on my tongue.”

      I can see the shade of red her face goes even from here, and even through the white light of the moon as she rolls her eyes; “Dick.”

      “Oh, is that what you were after?” I’m teasing her, but I shrug and start to reach for my zipper.

      “Hudson!” She hisses, her eyes darting to the wide open library doorway before her concerned look drops back to me and she sees the smirk on my face. “Asshole,” she says with a wry grin. She swings her feet up into the couch as she turns to face me; “So that’s how you used to get all those girls you’d parade around with? Just whip out the fishing rod and see what bites?”

      “Pretty much, yeah.” The banter is making me grin, and I can see her roll her eyes as she tries to hide the flash of smile on her face. “Of course, it helps to have a big rod.” I say with a sly wink, and I love seeing her face instantly get even redder as she buries it in her hands.

      “Well, I wouldn’t know.” She says primly; mock sophistication in her voice.

      I arch an eyebrow at her and she bites her lips and rolls her eyes, and I know she’s thinking about walking in on me in the bathroom; “I mean I wouldn’t know what it feels like.”

      “But you’re dying to, right?”

      My hand slides over her foot and up to her calf, and I can hear her sharp intake of breath; “Mayb-”

      “There you are!” Reagan jerks her feet away from me at the sound of Donald’s voice behind us as if she’d just had them in hot coals. I frown as I see her relaxed body instantly stiffen back to formal, political Reagan.

      “Goddamnit Reagan,” Donald grumbles, storming into the room towards us; “It is not ok to just walk away from mingling with those types of people like that; it sends a bad message.” He glares at me, his eyes narrowing as if trying to suss out why it is Reagan is here alone with me in the dark library.

      Good thing you didn’t come knocking fifteen minutes ago, dick, I think to myself.

      “What, ‘those type of people’ like Chet Kennedy?” Reagan rolls her eyes as she stands and smooths out her skirt; “I have far more important things to worry about than what dipshits like him think of m-”

      “Dammit we talked about this Reagan!” Donald fumes; “I don’t care if Chet Kennedy is literally Adolf Hitler; he tests amazingly well with your target demographic.”

      I can see her tensing up, the laid-back and relaxed Reagan of five minutes ago gone as she frowns; “So, what, are you trying to pimp me out for ratings, Donald?”

      “You better believe it.”

      She stares at him for a second before she shakes her head in disgust; “Fuck you.” She whirls on her heel and storms out of the room.

      “Jesus, Donald,” I mutter, standing as well and glowering at him; “I mean she hates the guy-”

      “You know, Hudson,” Donald interrupts, his eyes narrowing at me; “I see what you’re doing, and you’re not going to ruin this for me.”

      I furrow my brow; “For you?”

      “For the campaign.” He mutters, but I know what he means, and it puts me instantly on edge; “We both want the same thing for the campaign, Hudson.”

      “For Reagan, you mean.”

      He shrugs; “A campaign is a campaign; I’d have figured a big important business man like yourself would understand that,” he says with a sneer. “Reagan makes a great figurehead for that campaign, but it’s the run that’s important here.”

      “You mean it doesn’t matter if she wins or not, as long as the campaign is good?” My voice starts to rise as I shake my head in disgust at him. Because then you become the next wizard campaign manager for putting a twenty three year old girl up for a New York Senate seat and running a ‘good campaign’, even if she doesn’t win.

      “I don’t expect one of William’s army buddies to understand.”

      “Marines, dick.”

      Donald shakes his head; “Regardless, it’s nothing you’d understand. If Archer Holdings wants to finance the campaign, that’s great. And if they think you need to somehow protect her like some sort of bodyguard, fine, I’m even ok with that too.” He frowns and takes another step towards me before he sticks his finger out and pokes me in the chest; “But if you think there’s anything else for you here, I’m here to tell you that you are sorely mistaken.”

      “Fuck you, Donald.”

      “Look, you’re here to protect an investment, right?” He frowns at me again; “So do your fucking job. ‘Protect the investment’ doesn’t mean suddenly deciding you know more about running a candidate than I do, ok?”

      “You’re pushing her too hard.”

      “She’ll adapt and she’ll mold into what she needs to be.”

      I shake my head at him and his mechanical robot answers; “Jesus, Donald; are you fucking serious?”

      “Hudson, this isn’t the first time I’ve helped a trust-fund kid play politics you know.”

      I can feel my temper start to rage inside, my hands clutching at my side; “We both know she’s a lot more than that.”

      Donald just shrugs; “Look, I get it. She’s beautiful, charismatic, magnetic; she’s William’s daughter - I mean really Hudson, I get why you’re following her around like you are.” For a moment I bristle; suddenly wondering if Donald actually knows what’s going on between Reagan and I. “I mean I’m glad you’ve decided to be her friend like you’ve been-” whew, guess not “- and that’s exactly the kind of attraction we’re working for her target demographic.” He looks at me shrewdly; “Don’t fool yourself though, Reagan has an angle here, and that angle is to get elected, not be your pal.”

      “Donald, the only one playing shadow angles here is you.” I growl, feeling my jaw tense.

      He shrugs; “Look, you want to help her? Keep her locked down; keep her focused on what she needs to do.” He starts to walk out of the room before he pauses and turns at the door; “Stick to the plan, Hudson.” And then he’s gone, leaving me alone in this dark library full of ghosts and questions and my own shattered thoughts.
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      “Well I think it’s awesome,” Chelsea says, sipping on her coffee.

      “Thanks. I mean it’s just a low-level position for the campaign, but he’s a pretty strong incumbent, so it’ll be great experience to work for his office.”

      Chelsea grins, “Dad would’ve loved that you’re getting into politics you know.”

      “Not why I’m doing it, but fine.” I mutter.

      Chelsea huffs and slaps her hand down hard on the bench we’re camped out on in Central Park; “Ok, honestly, when are you going to let all of that go?”

      I scowl and look away from her; “What does it matter?”

      “It matters because it’s not healthy to keep letting it eat away at you like that! Ok, fine, we get it! Dad worked a lot, and he missed some stuff, and you’re mad about it!”

      “Are you not?” I snap at her.

      “We all have regrets, Reagan, but no, I’m not mad at him for working hard, or for Mom dying so young.”

      I look away again, wordless and angry.

      “He did what he could-”

      “Well it wasn’t good enough, now was it!?”

      Chelsea’s face tightens as she holds my furious look and shakes her head; “He’s dead, Reagan; you think you can get around to forgiving him now anyways?”

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      Donald is talking about polling points, or something to do with “provisional budgeting,” but I’m honestly not even hearing a word he says.  It’s hardly been a handful of hours since what happened back at the house in Greenwich, and while we might be back in the City, my mind is still right back there on that balcony, watching my breath crystalize in the chill of the air as Hudson’s hot mouth devours me-

      “Reagan!”

      I snap out of my fantasy to see Donald shaking his head and snapping his fingers at me, Erika tut-tuting behind him like some sort of angry schoolmarm.

      “I need you to be here, Reagan,” He huffs, his face red; “If you’d rather daydream though, let me know now and I’ll quit wasting my time with this damn campaign.”

      I want to snap at him, but in all honestly, I know he’s right. We are way too deep into this campaign for me to be slacking off like this and letting myself be carried away by distractions. Fuck, is that what he is? I mean everything that we said back there at the house was so nakedly honest, and so real, and God did it feel real when his tongue slid into my pussy like that. But, Goddamnit, no! How fucking stupid am I to get involved with Hudson Banks of all freaking people! Never mind the past; the fact that he works for my largest campaign contributor, which I’m already going to get shit for sharing the same name with, is another huge blaring warning sign! I can’t even imagine the shit-storm my run would find itself in if the papers got ahold of the juicy tidbit that I was fucking my campaign contributor!

      Well, not fucking yet. Yet; which means there’s still time to end this. I can stop this train wreck now right here before it goes any further; before the risk gets any bigger to the campaign, and to me. There’s too much at stake here, and it’s just not worth it.

      Now, if I could just convince myself of that.

      “I’m here, I’m sorry Donald.” I let the air out through pursed lips; “Honestly, I think I’m just tired and worn out from the day. You guys mind if we break here so I can go take a shower?”

      Donald grumbles but nods as I stand; “Just be ready to hit this tomorrow, ok? You’ve got that interview in the morning, the other one later after lunch, and then the gala event with Congressman Kennedy in the evening.”

      “I will.” Because tomorrow, I’m nipping this in the bud with Hudson and putting an end to the distractions.

      “Ooo! Don’t forget to use that facial scrub I got you! Reagan!” Erika say something else about cucumbers and tea-tree oil as I roll my eyes and leave them in the conference room.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The hotel we’re staying at in Midtown is exactly the kind of campaign expense I don’t particularly enjoy, even though I know it’s all part of the pageantry of the race. I’ve tried to tell Donald a million times that it’s ridiculous for me to be staying here, seeing as I live barely ten blocks away, but he’s insisted that at this point in my campaign, I need a “headquarters”.

      Right; what I need is a stiff drink to give me the courage to figure out what I’m going to say to Hudson. I pause for just a second outside his door, almost tempted to knock on it and just rip the band-aid off right then, but I stop myself, of course. Tightening the fist I was about to pound on his door with, I walk into my own room and close the door mercifully behind me.

      I feel a shiver as I strip off my clothes in the bathroom, still feeling the lingering graces of his touch on my body as I turn on the water. I still have no idea what I'm going to say to him, but I'm bracing myself to do it anyways; it’s the only realistic thing to do at this point.

      The shower spray is bliss; hot, sudsy, and steamy to the point where I can just let go a little bit and let it all just take me away. So much so, in fact, that I don’t even hear the door to the bathroom open until it shuts, at which point I practically jump out of my skin. My scream freezes in my throat as he yanks the shower curtain back and smirks at me.

      “Hudson!” I gasp, my hands clutching at my chest; “What the fuck!”

      He grins wickedly and shushes me.

      “Are you fucking insane?!” I husk at him, still meekly covering myself with my hands as if he hasn't seen me naked before; as if he hadn't just had his mouth on my pussy barely hours before; “Donald and Erika are in the conference room right down the hall, get out of here!” I hiss at him through clenched teeth.

      He smirks at me; “Well I guess that means you'd better keep quiet then.”

      “Hud-”

      He pulls off his towel, and he's rock hard, his erection throbbing as he grins at me and steps into the shower with me.

      “Hudson, I-” I can feel my resolve cracking; already forgetting all those poetic words I'd been putting together in my head to tell him why we couldn't continue this exact behavior anymore. He's steps close to me, so close I can feel my own body betraying me; warming, and wanting him nearer still.

      “We can't- we can't do this-”

      “Reagan,” His voice is low and growling; “I'm going to kiss you on the count of five. And if you don't want me to do that, you're going to have to tell me, because after that, you're going to have to stop me.”

      Goddamnit, why won't he listen to me! I can't do this, as much as every fiber of my being wants  to. He steps closer to me, so close that I can practically feel his skin on mine, though he's still not touching me. The water trickles over his chiseled and inked chest, over the scars and the muscles there.

      “Hudson-”

      “One.”

      “Dammit, get out of the shower!” I whisper noncommittally, barely believing the words myself.

      “Two.”

      His hand reaches up and he trails his fingertips across the arm I've still got covering my breasts, making me shiver despite the steam from the shower. But we can not fucking do this! It could ruin the whole campaign and everything that I've worked so hard for.

      “Three.”

      I'm wet; so fucking wet and ready for him that it's making my knees feel weak. But we can't-

      “Four.”

      “Hudson, shut up.” My resolve crumbles completely and I slide my hands into his hair and kiss him fiercely, as if I'd fly away without my lips on his another second. He growls as his strong arms wrap tightly around me, his hands sliding over my skin and grabbing me as he pulls me tight against his skin. I moan into his mouth, feeling his cock throb hotly pressed between us. His hand slides around over my hip and down between my legs to stroke my clit, and I pull away from his kiss and gasp as I feel him slip his fingers inside of me. I rock against him, whimpering his name as the water cascades over our skin; over his scars and ink and over everything that's ever separated us. I drop my hands to his cock, shuttling my hand up and down his enormous hardness as he curls his fingers inside of me, stroking against that sweet spot. I'm so close as I feel him growl into my neck, and it's taking everything I have not to cry out loud and scream his name as he coaxes me closer and closer to that sweet edge.

      He bites my earlobe between his teeth; “Come for me, Reagan. Come for me right now.” When I do scream this time, I muffle it into his shoulder. My whole body shudders against him as my orgasm shatters through me, and I clutch him to me tightly, as if he might float away.
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        Hudson

      

    
    
      
        P A S T

      

      It’s the pretending to care that gets old after a while. It’s exhausting really, pretending I’m interested in what they’re saying, or their opinions on the menu, or in them as people when really, I just don’t care. I’m going out with girls because I know I should, and I know it’s something I need to do to get my mind off of her, but it never helps. If anything, it just makes it worse.

      A year later, and here I am out with some other redhead who only even vaguely looks like her, who’s chattering at me across the dinner table about - fuck, actually I have no idea. I’m dating because I know a man of my position should be dating cute women in skimpy dresses at fancy restaurants. I mean let’s face it, there’s already enough weird shit about me to make me stand out more than I ever want to; being that weird guy who never goes out or is never seen with a hot girl on his arm is just a reputation I don’t need if I’m trying to blend in.

      When I drop her back off at her apartment, she looks at me like I’m completely nuts when I politely decline her invitation to come up for for coffee “and maybe a little cream and sugar”. Besides it being such an over-the-top line, I’m just not interested. I mean shit, the old me would’ve had her dress off halfway up the stairs; hell, the old me would’ve probably fucked her in the bathroom of that 5-star restaurant. But the new me feels pulled in too many directions, and is hounded by too many demons, and is haunted by the memory of the one perfect girl who no one is ever going to replace.

      And as I roar away from the redhead’s apartment, I wonder just how in the hell I’m ever going to get Reagan Archer out of my fucking head.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      We’re giggling like fucking teenager as we stumble out of the shower, barely toweled off and leaving wet footprints across the carpet. She pushes me back in this big stuffed chair by the window of her room, and before I know it, she’s kneeling at my feet. When her lips wrap around my cock, it’s fucking miles better than every single one of the multitude of fantasies I’ve had of this exact moment. Her tongue slides across the underside of me as she begins to gently suck, and I’m just done. I’m gasping for breath with my hands running through her long red hair as she moans and swirls her tongue around me. When I warn her, she only moans louder and sucks me deeper, and I explode inside her mouth as I gasp out her name.

      She giggles as she pulls away, wiping her mouth in this way that would look just plain slutty with literally any other girl in the world but her; on her it just looks incredible. She smiles shyly up at me as I try to form words though the fog in my head. Our eyes meet and then I’m pulling her up into my lap and kissing her neck and feeling her whimper softly into my ear.

      “You trying to kill me, Red?” I growl, nipping at her earlobe and loving the way it makes her gasp.

      “No but I’m starting to see the appeal all those other girls found in you.”

      She’s giggling, teasing me, and I groan as bring her lips to mine; “there are no other girls but you, you know that right?” She’s kissing me, and then as her hand drops to my lap she starts to giggle again

      “Oh my God-”

      “What?”

      She laughs- the sound so fucking beautiful and musical; “Hudson-” Her eyes are wide and her cheeks are blushing bright red as she nods at my cock, standing straight up between us; “You’re still, um-” She’s trails off, and I shrug, not being able to help but add in a smug smirk at the fact that I’m still hard. Reagan bites her lip; “Do you- um, do you have one?”

      Fuck. Of course I don’t. The old me had them stuffed into every pocket I owned, but of the course the second the new me needs one more than a dying man needs water in the desert, I’m without. She sees the hesitation on my face and smirks as she reaches for her purse on the table next to us; rummaging around before coming out with a little foil packet in her hand and an adorable pink glow to her cheeks. I raise my eyebrows teasingly and she rolls her eyes; “You should probably check and make sure it isn’t expired.”

      She’s grinning at me as our eyes meet, and I feel so fucking close to this girl without even being inside her that it practically knocks the wind out of me. I’m not used to feeling this emotionally exposed with someone; this naked. In fact, even with all the women before, I’m fairy certain in that moment that I’ve never felt quite like this before; the sobering epiphany hits me that this is what making love feels like. She looks at me, so innocently, and so full of need that I’m suddenly terrified of shattering everything that she with the burden of what I carry.

      “Reagan, you know we don’t have to do thi-”

      “Hudson will you shut up and fuck me already?” She leans down and kisses me, sucking my lip between her teeth, and that pushes me right over the edge.

      I tear open the packet and roll the condom down over my length before my hands are grabbing her ass and moving her up to my tip as she squeals. And then I’m feeling her slide down on to me, and it’s like heaven and I could die right here. She’s like warm silk around me as we move together like the movement of an ocean; rocking together like a tide upon a shore. I’m gentle at first, but the way she starts to dig her fingernails into my shoulders and the way she bounces up and down my length making these sexy as hell little cooing sounds has me grabbing her harder and pumping my hips to meet hers. She grinding against me and whimpering as my hands grab the soft skin of her ass hard enough to leave marks as I start to fuck her hard. I can feel her tightening around me, her muscles clutching at me and her mouth hanging open as I kiss her and then slide my lips to ear; “Come for me, Reagan; fucking come for me right now.” I muffle her screams with my mouth this time as she goes to pieces around me, and it’s more than I can take. I see stars as I roar my release into her kiss and explode inside of her.

      When we’ve caught our escaping breaths and racing hearts and moved to the bed, I’m curled up next to her. And for the first time in maybe ever, I’m not counting down the seconds until I can leave.

      She yawns into my chest as she snuggles against me, worming her way deeper into my arms; “We shouldn’t fall asleep like this” she says sleepily.

      I nod, feeling my own eyelids weighing heavily down; “Definitely not.”

      I can feel her lips smiling against my skin; “But Hudson, would it really be so bad if…”

      I’m waiting for a full five seconds for her to finish her sentence until I grin as I hear the soft rhythmic breathing of her sleep. Before I can even convince myself to stop, I’m holding her tightly against my body as I let sleep take me under, and for the first since longer than I can honestly remember, I don’t dream at all.

      And it’s wonderful.
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        Reagan

      

    
    
      
        P A S T

      

      I quietly hang up the phone and stare at the wall of my apartment for a second before I let the air out in a slow stream. The empty, sort of blank feeling inside is weird, especially since I know I should be feeling something much more right now. When your friend calls to tell you that your boyfriend’s been cheating on you, there’s a certain way you’re supposed to feel and react.

      Except, I just don’t.

      And a lot of that might be because there wasn’t exactly a whole lot there anyways with Chet. He was more like a companion, and kind of an annoying one at that than any sort of romantic role. Movies are full of dramatic encounters and fiery kisses and unbridled passion, and I know that’s all Hollywood bullshit, but I also know that I’ve seen that sort of passion. I’ve felt it, if only once and if only for one brief kiss, but that one kiss with him is better and more memorable than anything I’ve known since.

      So, no, I’m not mad that Chet’s apparently been fucking one of his interns, I’m just sort of sad, I guess.

      I open my phone, and almost like second nature, I’m scrolling down through my contacts until I see Hudson’s number there on my screen. It’s right where it’s been for over a year now, sitting there in front of my face with my thumb hanging half an inch above it but never actually touching it and actually going through with calling him. I don’t even know what the hell I’d say to him at this point, even though for a while I was so mad I even wrote down all the poisonous vitriol I wanted to hurl at him. But now- now it just seems like a faded and sad dream.

      Wow, look at me. I’ve just been cheated on and dumped by my boyfriend, but all I can think about is the man who broke my heart a full year ago. I take a deep breath and look at the number once more, and I know it’s time; I know it’s time to let him go. I slide my thumb across his number, and before I can stop myself, I’m hitting the little red “x” there to delete the contact. And just like that, he’s gone.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      There’s the usual fog that accompanies waking up when I first open my eyes, and as sunlight glows around the drawn curtains, I find myself lazily stretching as I yawn and roll over - right into Hudson. Suddenly I’m wide awake and panicking, and I jump out of bed and back away from it, as if being near him somehow makes it more real and more than I can handle right now. Holy shit, I slept with Hudson. My hand flies to my mouth as my eyes go wide, suddenly thinking of all the repercussions that could come of this; my campaign, the funding from Archer Holdings; God, the media if they got ahold of this?

      I realize I’m pacing and chewing at my cuticles again, and I force myself to stop as I turn and look at him, still sleeping heavily in bed. The covers are pulled most of the way down on his torso as he lies on his stomach, and my eyes trace over the inked and scarred skin there; his back rising and falling slowly with his breathing. A flush creeps into my face as I think about last night with him, and how freaking incredible he felt in that first delicious moment of penetration. There’s a feeling of stinging guilt that I’m standing here regretting last night while I stare at the man that’s made me happier in one night than I’ve felt in a long time. But then the panic hits me again; fuck, I mean what if somebody heard us? My face gets hot as I try and think how loud I might have gotten the previous night. Or what if someone puts two-and-two together when they see that Hudson's bedroom door is wide open and his bed still made?

      He stirs in the bed suddenly as he begins to wake up, and for some bizarre reason I’m suddenly keenly aware and awkward about the fact that I’m standing there naked, despite what happened the previous night. I grab the first thing I see - his dress shirt - and throw it on; quickly buttoning it as he opens his eyes and starts to sit up in bed.

      “Morning,” He grins at me, blinking sleep from his eyes. God he looks incredible sitting in my bed like that; so peaceful, so naked, and so - I flush - so hard. He arches a brow at me and then smirks as he nods to the sizable tent in the sheet in his lap; “You know, as good as you look right now in that shirt, I think you should probably take it off and come back to bed, darlin.” And for a moment, doing just that sounds like the most amazing thing in the world.

      …That is, until there’s a startling knock on my door and Erika’s chipper, annoying voice hollering through about the interview I need to to be ready to leave for in thirty minutes. And just like that, the fantasy of curling up with Hudson and letting the world just float away without us is shattered as the very real reality hits me like a ton of bricks.

      “You need to get out of here!” I hiss at him, feeling panicked as I throw his pants at him.

      His grin falters as his brow furrows; “Relax, Rea-”

      “I can’t relax, Hudson; don’t fucking tell me to rela-”

      “Reagan, it’s just one fucking interview for what, some stupid NYU school paper?” He’s sitting up on the edge of the bed while I run around the room like a crazy person trying to hide the signs of the previous night as I yank on my black dress pants and hunt around for a clean blouse; “Look just skip it.”

      I whirl on him, feeling furious that he’s just sitting there while I’m in panic mode; “Because that would be stupid and a big mistake.”

      He rolls his eyes; “Oh, please, a big mista-”

      “Kind of like last night.”

      He freezes, his eyes narrowing at me as a shadow passes over his face. I cringe, instantly feeling like a total crazy bitch for letting it slip out like that; “Shit, Hudson, I didn’t mean it like-”

      “No, forget it, you’re right.” He’s up and yanking his pants on with his back to me, and my heart drops as I realize the fantasy veil of last night has completed dropped and we’re standing in the naked reality of today.

      “Mistakes happen, right?” He shrugs and flashes a thin smile at me, and right there I see his armor go right back up.

      “You should get to that interview, I’ll- I need to-” He’s at the door, opening it slowly as he peaks out and checks the hallway; “I’ve got some shit to do anyways.” He turns and looks at me coo;ly; “Don’t worry, we’ll pretend this whole little mistake never happened.”

      And just like that, he’s slamming the door behind him and slamming the chapter shut on whatever happened last night.

      Fuck.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I subtly peep under the table at the phone I’ve ever-so-secretly slipped out of my purse. There are plenty of messages of course, but I frown when I see that his number isn’t among them. Part of me hoped he’d still just show up at my first interview today, but he never did.

      “Oh, stop it, Ray!”

      I glance up, trying to look as innocent as possible as Quinn glares at me from across the diner table, even though I know she’s busted me; “What?” Leave it to family to totally burst your bubble on feeling subtle or sneaky.

      “We said no phones! That’s what!”

      I roll my eyes, “Quinn, you do know I’m running for State Sen-”

      “Yeah and when you win, you’ll have even less time for your boring, non-famous sisters.” Chelsea butts in.

      Ten minutes; we’ve been sitting at lunch for ten minutes and they’re already ganging up on me. I sigh dramatically as I slip the phone back in my bag and sling it over my chair; “Fiiiine. So what should we talk about?”

      “How about the fact that you’re a major political figure and you’re still dragging us to shitty brunch diners like this place.” Quinn says, wrinkling her nose at the plain white cup of coffee in front of her.

      “Hey, this place is an institution, you know. Plus it’s freaking delicious; I’d eat here every day if it wouldn’t give Donald and Erika conniptions.”

      “And what would Hudson think?”

      Chelsea’s snarky grin catches me off-guard, and I stumble; “W-What do you mean?”

      “I mean about you eating pancakes and scrambled cheesy eggs every day.”

      I shrug as nonchalantly as I can; “I’m sure I’ve got no idea what he thinks about anything.”

      Like, me, for instance.

      Quinn grins at me, and I steel myself, afraid she’ll sniff out what I’m really thinking about him like some sort of sex-bloodhound; “So how is spending all that time with Hotsun going, anyways?”

      I groan; “Qui-”

      “What?! Have you fucking seen him!” She says with mock indignance; “He’s like-”

      “Packaged sex.” Chelsea butts in, making the two of them devolve into giggles and my face into total guilty embarrassment.

      “Guys, he’s not-”

      “Oh my God, Ray, why are you fighting her on that? She’s totally right and you know it. Hudson is like, James Bond, but with super hot tattoos and a body off the cover of a romance novel.” She arches her eyebrows at me; “Hey, I mean if you don’t want that, I mean I’m single-”

      “Quinn I think you stole quite enough boyfriends from me in high school.”

      They both immediately beam at me as I realize my slip-up and die a little inside.

      “Oh. My. God.” Quinn’s jaw drops.

      “Guys, no, that is not what I-”

      “No fucking way!” Chelsea stares at me with a grin on her face. She and Liz turn towards each other and start giggling again.

      “Wait, no, it is not like- stop that!” People are starting to turn and look our way, and even in this greasy little diner in midtown, I know it’s a matter of time before someone realizes who I am and starts to get really interested in what we’re talking about so animatedly.

      “Guys, seriously!” I hiss; “Keep it down!”

      Chelsea is beaming at me; “Hudson fucking Banks?”

      “I think it’s more ‘Hudson fucking our sister’, actually.” Quinn quips, with the predicted giggle from Chelsea and the deeper shade of red on my face.

      I shake my head much to animatedly; “No way, of course not, he’s horrible.”

      Quinn shrugs; “Well, I mean he’s crude I guess, but horrible?”

      “Ugh! He’s one of Dad’s thugs!” I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince more, me or them.

      “So?” Chelsea shrugs; “Ok, he worked for Dad; big deal. It’s not like he’s our brother or something.”

      I make a face into my coffee; “Eww?”

      Chelsea sighs; “No, I just mean what would be so weird about hooking up with Hudson?”

      “Um, because besides that, how about the fact that Dad ditched us for him and his other adopt-a-veteran pals all the fucking time?”

      Chelsea looks quickly down and Quinn shakes her head at me; “You need to let that one go sometime, Ray. You know Dad had his reasons for-”

      “Ok, fine, whatever.” Not the conversation I want have in the middle of a political campaign sitting in a diner.

      We sit in silence for another moment before I open my mouth again; “Ok, how about that he’s technically my campaign financier? Hello? Conflict of interest much?”

      Quinn shrugs; “Archer Holdings is your campaign financier, not Hudson. So what’s the harm?”

      I slam the coffee cup down harder than I intend, spilling the lukewarm liquid onto the countertop; “Because I feel like an idiot for sleeping with him after what happened at Dad’s wak-”

      I freeze and clasp my hands to my mouth as the whole table goes silent, my sisters staring at me with open mouths.

      Oh, fuck.

      “Wait, what? You did sleep with him?!” Chelsea is wide-eyed and grinning at me.

      “You hussy!” Quinn clucks her teeth like a mother hen; “And oh my God; what did you do get up to at a wake?!”

      And it’s right there, with room-temperature coffee all over my hands, sitting in a crappy little midtown diner in the middle of the afternoon that I start to cry. Quinn immediately changes her whole tune as she jumps out the booth and crams in on my side, her arms going around me as the tears and the sniffles come pouring out of me.

      “Hey, hey now Ray.”

      “I’m horrible!” I moan into my hands, feeling Quinn’s arms tighten around me.

      “No, hon, you’re not.”

      “But at Dad’s fucking funer-”

      “You were emotional and lost, and you needed something to grab onto; and he was there.” She nuzzles my hair like she used to do when we were kids; “That’s not being horrible, Ray, that’s just being human.” She says softly.

      Chelsea reaches across the table and takes one of my hands, patting it dry of coffee as I look up at her miserably; “And Hudson isn’t so terrible you know.”

      “I know,” I sniff.

      Quinn leans down to peer into my face with that wicked grin back on her face; “So, you slept with him, huh?”

      I feel a horrible mixture of relief and embarrassment and sadness wash over me at the way things got left this morning with him, especially with the previous night being so incredible, and I nod quietly.

      Quinn chuckles; “So was it good?”

      “Of course it was good, or she wouldn’t be so upset right now!” Chelsea says as she squeezes my hands, and I giggle in spite of myself.

      “Oh, ok, details, now.”

      I laugh again and roll my eyes; “Quinn!” Chelsea throws a balled-up napkin at our older sister, and then we’re all laughing, and I can already feel the weight lifting from my shoulders.

      Suddenly though, Quinn turns and looks at me skeptically; “Hang on.” She bites her lip; “No, forget it.”

      “Gah! Quinn! What?” I say, wiping my eyes on her arm.

      She gives me a look a the mascara marks I leave on her sweater before she shakes her head; “No, it’s just- I don’t know, you’ve just never really struck me as the casual hook-up type, that’s all.”

      I frown; “What do you mean?”

      She frowns; “I mean with Hudson,” She shrugs; “Hey I guess the campaign really is good at getting you out of your comfort zo- Oh fuck, honey-”

      My face starts to crumble again, and Chelsea reaches across the table to smack Quinn’s hand.

      “Soooo…not necessarily a casual thing.”

      I dump my head in my hands; “I don’t know! No? Maybe?” Ugh; I fucking hate crying like this over some guy like some sort of movie cliche. But damnit if Hudson hasn’t wormed right under my skin.

      “It’s complicated, I guess.”

      Chelsea smirks at me; “Ray, your whole life is complicated; maybe you need a little simplicity.”

      I exhale loudly; “I should let the whole thing go, shouldn’t I?”

      My younger, somehow far wiser sister grins at me as she squeezes my hand; “No, I’m saying you clearly have a lot more feelings about Hudson than I think you’re even admitting to yourself, and like always, you’re overthinking it.”

      “So-”

      “So you like him, and I’m betting he likes you. So just tell him, Reagan.” Quinn says.

      Across the table, Chelsea nods and shrugs; “Try simple for change, Ray.”
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        Hudson

      

    
    
      
        P R E S E N T

      

      I end up getting a grand total of two jabs into my warm-up before I throw off my gloves with a snarl and head for the shower. There’s a brief hesitation right before I step under the spray; as if a tiny part of me is reluctant to wash the smell and the feel and the memory of her off of my skin.

      ‘A big mistake…kind of like last night.’

      I step under the water and slam the shower-door shut.
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* * *

      I don’t know why or even how I find myself at the cable network building where her second interview of the day is being filmed, but fuck it, I’m there. That’s what’s so twisted about this whole Reagan situation; I don’t want to be around her, but apparently I can’t seem to stay away either. The interview has already started as I stand just outside the light behind the cameras off-stage, watching her and trying not to let the fact that she’s laughing and smiling and just plain gorgeous get under my skin so much.

      “Hey babe.” Samantha’s voice slithers into my ear as she comes up behind me and wraps her arms around me, as if we’ve even met more than three times.

      “What are you doing here, Sam?” I hiss at her quietly, though not quietly enough to avoid getting an evil look from one of the stage managers. Is this girl following me or something?

      She slaps my chest playfully and rolls her eyes, as if I’ve just said a joke of some kind; “Uh, because I intern for the Archer campaign? Duh?”

      Oh fuck. Reagan’s immediately furious reaction to my having Samantha on my arm before suddenly makes way more sense; because she’s a campaign intern, kind of like the type of campaign intern that she broke up with that idiot Chet for fucking. The pieces slide a bit more together and I cringe as I think about it.

      She answers a question with a line I don’t hear but that makes the older news anchor chuckle. But then as she looks up with a smile on her face, she suddenly sees me standing there behind the cameras with Samantha hanging off my arm, and her smile fades instantly. She’s glaring at me, so much so that I even see the stage manager signal for another camera angle. There’s a bit of smug satisfaction with seeing her jealous like that, but it’s an empty victory considering the way shit went down this morning and the two pieces I’ve just put together, and I can’t even find a crumb of victory in it.

      The interview ends, and I finally get Samantha to get off my arm by promising to call her later even though I’ve certainly never saved her number anywhere. I almost want to smile at the predictability of Reagan marching right up to me after she yanks off her microphone, but I keep it under wraps at the look in her face.

      “I thought you weren’t coming.” Her eyes flash past me at Sam walking away behind me and her eyes narrow a little’ “So how’s Sam?”

      I reach out and put my hand on her arm; “Calm down, it’s not what it looks-”

      “Don’t tell me to-”She stops and takes a deep breath; “Hudson I don’t care,” She shrugs my hand off and takes one small and yet infinitely giant step back; “We’re both adults here, you can do whatever you want.”

      I take a step towards her, my voice low and growling; “You know what I want.”

      She opens her mouth but then shuts it abruptly as she nods towards the sound of Samantha giggling obnoxiously at something across the room; “Yeah, I guess I do. Have fun, Hudson.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I feel like a fucking idiot when I knock on her door, about to escort her to fucking Chet Kennedy’s “gala” event; whatever the fuck that is. I’m literally driving the girl I can’t get out of my fucking head into the arms of her shitty ex-boyfriend. The old Hudson would have punched this Hudson in the nuts and told him to sack up.

      She opens the door though, and any and all rational thought just flushes right out of my mind as I stare at her. She looks stunning. I mean, she always looks amazing, but the short, slinky, form-fitting little black dress she’s wearing is like a punch right to my gut, and I find myself just opening and closing my mouth as I let my eyes roam over her. And then of course the thought hits me that she isn’t wearing this for me, and I frown.

      “Well?”

      Her voice startles me out of my freeze and I jerk my head up; “Jesus, why are you wearing that?” I immediately cringe; Nice man, nice.

      Her lip curls into a snarl; “Well fuck you too, Hudson.”

      “No, I mean -  isn’t this a formal-”

      “It’s black tie, black cocktail dress; isn’t that your circle of things?”

      Yeah, hardly.

      “I’m just saying you look nice.”

      “Gee, thanks. Funny way of showing it.”

      I roll my eyes; “Listen, Ray-”

      “Can we go please?” She looks at me sharply; “I’ve got a date waiting for me.”

      I freeze; “Excuse me?”

      She taps her heeled foot on the ground; “I said can we go.”

      “You know what I mean, that second fucking part.” I growl.

      She smiles at me, as if she know’s she’s just scored a hit on me; “My date, Hudson. Chet’s waiting for me.”

      I can feel my blood pressure jump through my skull as I grind my teeth and clench my fists. I know exactly what she’s doing, but the shittiest part is, it’s working.

      “You’re dating Chet again?”

      She shrugs, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world; like last night never happened. I can still imagine the way her lips felt wrapping around my cock, or the way her hair smelled and the way her skin felt so warm and alive when she slid down onto me. I’m instantly thinking how it incredible she felt rocking up and down on top of me, and the sounds of her cries as she came. And suddenly, I’m rock-hard inside my pants, which is thoroughly confusing with the angry scowl she’s giving me in our current situation. All I want to do is kiss her hard right here in the doorway. I want to shove her up against the door, lift up that teeny little black dress she’s wearing and remind her exactly how good last night felt since she’s clearly pretending to have forgotten.

      “Reagan can we just fucking talk about this like adults instead of acting like children?”

      She stares daggers into my eyes; “I am acting like an adult, Hudson. Now can we please go so I can get on with being an adult with my date?”

      Chet, who I get to fucking drive her to. Who I get to watch her moon over all night at this stupid fucking ‘gala’ while everyone fawns over the two of them and takes their pictures and tells them what an incredible ‘power-couple’ they are. In recovery and in the program, they talk about “relapse triggers” like  ”feelings of frustration,” or “expecting too much of other people.” If you can ball every single one of those triggers into one damn thing, it’s called “Chet Kennedy’s stupid fucking gala event that I have to take Reagan to.”

      I’m furious; raging inside like a bomb about to explode. But I swallow it, all of it, as I look at her sharply; “Fine. Let’s go.”

      This is fucking ridiculous.
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      “Hang on, are you serious?” Quinn glances at Chelsea, and they both turn to look at me skeptically.

      “Yeah, I’m serious.” I roll my eyes at them, “What, you don’t think I can do it?”

      “Oh, no, it’s not that Ray!” Chelsea says quickly, shaking her head; “It’s just, uh, I mean it’s just that you’re-”

      “You’re twenty-two, Reagan.” Quinn says evenly, frowning slightly.

      “So?”

      She rolls her eyes; “Ok, you’re twenty-two, and you have zero political experience. That might be a problem here.”

      “Quinn, I do have a degree in political science, and I’ve spent the last two years working with Chet on his campaign stuff.”

      Quinn snorts and Chelsea opens and closes her mouth quickly as if she’s trying to figure out what to say to that.

      “OK, OK, laugh it up, I know. Chet’s…Chet, but the experience with the campaign is real, guys. It - I don’t know - it got me moving and got me thinking about stuff like I never have.”

      “But Ray, the Senate?” Chelsea looks worried.

      “State Senate, but yeah.” I shrug; “If you’re gonna dream, dream big right?”

      Quinn grins; “You’re actually going to do this, aren’t you?” I nod and she rolls her eyes; “You’re fucking insane, you know that right?”

      “Well, with endorsements like that!” Chelsea laughs and turns to look at me; “So when do we start?”
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      “So I told you about getting my amateur pilot’s license, right?” I raise my eyebrows towards Chet, nodding as I plaster a dopey, fake smile across my face. I’m not really listening to a word he says though, since I’m concentrating on not looking at the scowling  Hudson standing right there with us. Hudson who’s alternating between rolling his eyes at practically everything Chet says and glowering at me every time I very purposely laugh at it.

      I might be laughing on the outside, but inside I’m scowling just as hard as he is now; I mean where the fuck does he get off being so possessively alpha about me talking with Chet when he’s the one that had Samantha and her tits hanging off of him barely hours after we’d slept together. It’s classic fucking Hudson, I grumble inside. But if anything, I’m more scared than pissed, as much as I don’t want to admit it. In fact, I’m doing my damnedest to ignore it, since I’m scared what me being jealous of Hudson with another girl really means, especially after what I talked about with Quinn and Chelsea.

      “So what do you think, Hud?” Chet’s nodding his head and wagging his eyebrows at Hudson, who’s piercing scowl and pointed silence he seems to be oblivious of; “Pretty soon you and I can get up there together and do a little ace piloting, huh Iceman?”

      “Why would I do that.” There’s almost a humor in the way Hudson does nothing to hide the disdain in his voice or the plaintive ‘I don’t fucking care’ look on his face when he speaks to Chet, but I bury that humor with a scowl instead.

      Chet sighs dramatically; “Well hell man! I thought they taught you guys how to fly planes in the Air Force!”

      Hudson’s eyes narrow at Chet; “I’m sure they do teach people to fly planes in the Air Force,” He says, his voice icy.

      Chet snaps his fingers and shakes his head; “Right, right! Ranger, right?”

      Hudson’s fist clenches at his side; “Marine.”

      “Ahhh, well, I was close!”

      Hudson’s eyes very plainly say “no, you weren’t” but he mercifully keeps his mouth shut. Unfortunately, Chet doesn’t; “Well you’ve still got planes with the Marines, right? Don’t they take you up in them to get pushed out or something?” He chuckles and I see Hudson’s jaw tighten; “I thought that was your guys’ thing!”

      Hudson smiles broadly at Chet, his eyes like a shark’s; “Oh it is! I’d be happy to show you sometime if you wan-”

      “Don’t you have some other place to be,” I hiss at him.

      “Whatever you say, Princess,” he mutters sarcastically to me, and I jump as I feel his hand quickly swat at my butt behind me where Chet can’t see. He narrows his eyes like he’s about to say something to me, but he turns sharply on his heel and walks away instead, without another word to either of us.

      “I’m, uh, I’m sorry about that.” I shrug and try to smile at Chet’s smirking face; “He gets-” He gets, what, possessive? Dominant? My body hotter and my pussy wetter than anything I’ve ever felt before? “He gets feisty sometimes.” Feisty, right. My mind is instantly flooded with thoughts of just how “feisty” he got the other night when his hands were on my ass, bouncing me up and down his cock. I swallow hastily, trying to force the flush from my face.

      Chet just chuckles in this affected, eye-rolling way as he sips the martini in his hand; “Oh, he’s just looking out for you.” He arches a brow at me, giving me what I’m sure he believes is his most charming smile; “Can’t say I blame the guy; if I had my way, I’d be looking all over you too.” The thought of Chet looking at me anywhere close to the way Hudson does makes me nauseous, but I smile at him anyways as if I totally get what he’s saying.

      “Say, you know speaking of which, I’ve been thinking a lot, Reagan.” Fuck; I think I know exactly where this conversation is headed, and it’s not one I really ever need to have with him.

      “Chet, I-”

      “No, now hang on now, Ray,” He puts his arm around my shoulders, and if we weren't surrounded by people and press, I’d already be pushing him off me and telling him where to stick it. But I know I’m supposed to behave myself, and after the near miss disaster of being found with Hudson in my damn bedroom, I feel like playing by the rules might be a good thing.

      “You know-” Chet looks around before he leans close, “Can we talk somewhere a bit more private?”

      I don’t even know what to say as he’s suddenly leading me to the side of the large ballroom and down a darkened hallway away from the crowds and music.

      “Chet where are we goin-”

      “Ray, baby, I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry you had to find out about that; before I mean, about me and that staffer.”

      I stare at him incredulously; “Wait, that’s your apology?” I almost want to laugh at how insanely cliche this guy is; “You’re sorry that I found out? Not that you were fucking one of your interns like some sort of politician cliche out of a movie-script?”

      Chet smiles and nods his head patronizingly at me; “Now, let’s not be crude, Reagan. You know these sort of relationships sometimes just happen in politics.”

      I roll my eyes; “No, Chet, I don’t know that.” But I’m also done having this conversation, and I just shake my head; “You know what, fine; apology accepted.” I turn to leave, when I feel his hand grab my arm, tightly.

      “Oh I’m so glad, Reagan.” He’s grinning that smarmy smile at me again, and I’m suddenly on edge; “I think we’re going to have a lot more luck the second time, I can feel it.” And then before I know what’s happening, he’s yanking me towards him and trying to kiss me.

      I sputter and push away from him; “Chet!” I can feel my pulse racing, roaring in my ears like an engine as the adrenaline spikes; “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      He’s still holding my arm, and he chuckles; “Oh, c’mon babe, don’t tell me you haven’t missed a little of the ole’ Chet magic.” I open my mouth to say something but he just keeps going; “You remember, Reagan, just like the old times huh?” He’s pressing me back against the wall behind me, and I’m feeling every inch of my skin crawl as my throat freezes up. He leans close, running his hand up the front of my dress and making me cringe in revulsion; “You look so tense, bab-”

      In the blink of an eye, his arm is suddenly getting wrenched away from me and behind his back. There’s a snapping sound, and he’s screaming. Hudson - Hudson - snarls like fucking wild animal as he brings his fist crashing down across Chet’s face, sending blood splattering from his nose as he cries out and drops to his knees on the ground. He’s holding his face and staring up at the utterly ferocious looking Hudson, and he’s screeching as Hudson’s fist crashes into his face again.

      And then I’m yelling - screaming even - and suddenly there’s the sounds of running footsteps as security comes thundering around the corner. Hudson snarls as two of them grab his arms; “Not me, you fucking idiots,” He spits out, nodding towards the sniveling Congressmen on the ground cradling his limp arm as the blood pours down his face. I can barely nod as they look at me for verification, feeling as though I’m moving in slow motion as Hudson shakes them free and jerks his head around to stare at me.

      “Are you ok?”

      “I- I-” I’m stammering, my mouth opening and closing without words.

      “Reagan.”

      Hudson’s voice is sharp, and I jerk my head to stare at him; “What?”

      “Are you hurt.”

      I shake my head quietly; “No.”

      “Then lets go, now.”

      It’s not until we’re outside that the shock really hits me, and suddenly I find myself angry, and I’m angry at Hudson for some reason. I’m angry that I needed rescuing; that somehow I need him at all. We’re right by his car when I shake my hand out of his and stop suddenly in my tracks. Hudson turns to me and I suddenly snap; “I don’t need rescuing you know.”

      He frowns; “Could’ve fooled me, Princess.”

      I narrow my eyes at him; “I mean in general, I don’t need you saving me or anything. I mean I’m the normal one here, Hudson; you’re the one with all the baggage that needs rescuing.”

      He looks at me coolly as he steps closer to me; “Is that a fact? You think I need rescuing?”

      I purse my lips and frown, crossing my arms over my chest; “Mhmm.” And then he’s right in front of me, and I can feel my own body betray me at his proximity; my pulse starting to race and my breath coming quicker.

      “You know,” he growls, smirking that smug smile as he leans so close to my face that our lips are almost touching; “We’d probably get along better if you’d just stop pretending you don’t want me.”

      “You’re fucking delusional, I don’t want you at all,” I sneer at him, knowing how totally unconvincing that sounds and feeling more like I’m trying to convince myself than him.

      “Oh, so it’s Chet you want in there? Is that it?”

      “Shut up, you don’t know what I want, Hudson.” His eyes flash at me, and he’s so close to me that I could just breath and kiss him.

      “Yes, I do.” He growls lowly, his eyes flashing at me, and I gasp as he takes my hand and places it against the front of his pants. He’s rock hard inside, and I can feel my own body throb with desire as I feel how aroused he is for me. And I know he’s right, too; I know he sees right through my bullshit and little bratty outburst and sees exactly what I want.

      The side door to the museum slams open and Donald comes huffing out, looking furious and red in the face as he starts to scream something at Hudson.

      “Get in the fucking car, Archer.” He whispers into my ear, sending a shiver right through me and making me tingle somewhere deep inside.

      “Fine” I spit out, as if I’m letting him take me away, even though its the only thing in the world I want in that moment.
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      I duck and weave, dancing back to try and avoid Logan's hook, but I of course catch it in the side anyways. I can feel the sweat stinging my eyes, and my shoulder’s throbbing in that way that I know I should give it a rest, but I know I won’t. I also know that Logan's going to beat me like he does every time we box like this, but that doesn’t stop me from putting up a fight anyways. That’s pretty much the first thing he taught after showing me how to lace up the gloves; always put up a fight.

      I swing wildly, feeling fatigued to the point of sloppiness as I swing through air where his face used to be. He’s grinning at me, looking like he’s barely out of breath as he skips away before ducking back in to land another hit against my jaw.

      “You wanna yield?” He’s taunting me, and we both know it. We also both know these little bouts of ours only end when I can’t physically lift my arm anymore or when I hit the ground too many times.

      “Getting tired, old man?” I grin at him, knowing this gets right under his skin; “I mean thirty’s creeping up there buddy, I can let you go take a breather if you wan-” I see fucking stars as his glove catches me right above the left eye, and then the world is spinning as I land on my back on the floor of the ring.

      Bryce taps the bell, shaking his head as I turn to shake my head at him; “Nope, fuck off Hudson, I’m calling it.”

      “Aww c’mon man! I had him!”

      Logan snorts as he bends down to give me a hand up; “Oh, definitely, Hud. Closest one yet.”

      “Dick.”

      He grins at me; “Hey, someday you might even land a punch on me, which’ll be the surprise of the century.”

      I’m swatting at him with my glove when Bryce swears under his breath; “I got one better for you.”

      I glance over at him, hunched over his laptop screen with his jaw hanging open and furrow my brow; “What?” He’s slowly shaking  his head, his eyes skimming whatever he’s reading. “Dude, what?”

      Bryce raises his head to look at us with a crooked grin on his face; “Reagan Archer just announced her candidacy for New York State Senate.”

      Well, huh.
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      “Where the fuck are we going?”

      I grit my teeth and try to stop myself from saying anything; from telling her she’s being a brat, from telling her I’m sick of this bullshit - hell, from telling her all the shit I’m dying to tell her if I could only figure out how.

      “Hudson!” She’s yelling now; “You can’t just fucking kidnap me you know. Aren’t you Mr. ‘Low-Profile’? I’m pretty sure kidnapping Legislative candidates gets you high-profile faster than you can-”

      “Will you shut up?” I finally bark at her, my hands gripping the wheel tight as we screech around a corner, narrowly missing some idiot hipster out riding a fixie bicycle in the fucking snow.

      “We’re going to my place.”

      She frowns; “Why, you’ve never taken me to your place bef-”

      “Because it’s safe there, that’s why.” I turn and stare at her, our eyes meeting with a sort of burning spark that keeps me looking at her for far longer than I should considering I’m driving a damn car. I tear my gaze away and accelerate around a taxi.

      “Is it?” She says quietly, and when I turn back this time, her look is hungrier; more naked.

      I turn back to the road, and without warning I slide my hand up high on her thigh. I can hear her breath catch, and feel the thrum of her pulse hot under her skin.

      “Don’t you dare think you’re going to-”

      Her words end in a gasp as I slide my hand right up under her dress to the heated and damp fabric of her panties and I grin; “Ahh, yeah, you don’t want me at all, right?”

      She bites her lip and shakes her; “Mm-mm, nope; not at all.”

      I gun the engine, letting the horses fucking rip under the hood as I stroke my finger up over her panties; tracing her sex through the wet material and relishing in the quiet moan she valiantly tries but ultimately fails to swallow. We’re speeding through streets now, the engine roaring as I dodge cars and blow through lights. My finger slides beneath the side of her panties and strokes her lips, and she rocks her hips towards me.

      “Still sure you don’t want me?”

      “Definitely,” she gasps, her breathing comes ragged as I stroke my finger through her wetness and roll my thumb over her clit. She drops her head back and willing spreads her legs wider, and I know I’ve got her close as I roar around another corner.

      “Oh, well that’s good then, because we’re here.”

      I screech the car to a purr in front of my building and withdraw my fingers from her panties. She whirls to stare at me, and the look she gives me as her jaw drops is pure, undiluted frustration, and I love it.

      “Better cover up, Senator,” I say with a shit-eating grin as I nod towards the approaching valet. Reagan scrambles to pull her skirt back down, shooting daggers at me as I chuckle and step out of the car. I toss the keys to Richard, the valet, outside my building and usher the fuming Reagan through the front door. The brusqueness is to minimize the exposure to possible photographers who might see where she’s headed, but also because I’ve got this insane need to be alone with her as quickly as fucking possible. I hurry us across the glossy marble floor of my lobby and yank her into one of the ultra-modern glass and metal elevators. Reagan’s skirt is riding high on her thigh, and as the doors close, she starts to smooth the material down.

      “Stop it.”

      She pauses, and looks at me sharply; “Excuse me?”

      “I said leave it. Don’t smooth it down.”

      “You can’t just order me around like some sort of Lord of a castle you know,” She says tightly. But she blushes, and she doesn’t pull on the skirt anymore.

      The doors close, and it’s like the final stroke; the final straw on the back. They’ve barely shut before I’ve turned and pushed her up against the glass wall of the elevator, my lips devouring hers as she moans into mine. The elevator begins to rise out of the bank, and as it does so, the view behind the glass surrounding us changes to the bright lights of the city. I grab her wrists and shove them against the wall, growling into her as I move my lips to nip at her earlobe.

      “Hudson, stop-”

      “Lift up your dress.” I tell her, my voice commanding as I move back up to kiss her hard; crushing her lips with mine.

      She gasps as she pulls away; “No-” Her eyes dart to the glass walls and the neon city-scape slowly dropping away behind her; “People might see-”

      “No one’s going to see.”

      I see her hesitate, and I whirl around and hit the emergency stop button on the elevator, making her gasp; “Are you fucking kidding m-”

      “I own the building,” I growl, before turning back, grabbing her by the wrists, and pushing her firmly back against the glass. My lips are barely touching hers, and I hear her moan ever so softly; “Now lift up your fucking dress.”

      I drop one of her arms, and she reaches down without hesitation and grabs the hem of her skirt. She’s pulling it up, and I can feel my cock throb as her clearly wet thong panties come into view. I slide my hand between her thighs, drawing it up until my fingers brush against her heat, and I grin wickedly as she shivers and moans again for me.

      “Hudson…” She’s whimpering as I stroke her wetness through her panties, teasing her and relishing the feel of her hips pushing back against my fingers; “Please…” Holy fuck, hearing her beg like that is one the hottest things I’ve ever heard, and it’s taking my all not to pull my cock out and fuck her right here in the elevator.

      “Tell me what you want,” I growl into her ear as I push her panties aside and roll my thumb over her clit.

      She moans wildly and bucks her hips towards me; “Please, Hudson!”

      “Not until you tell me what you want.” I whisper deeply into her ear, feeling her shudder against me.

      “Hudson, please.”

      She’s desperate, I can hear it in her voice as I lean in close and suck her earlobe between my lips; “Tell me, Reagan.”

      “I want you,” she moans out breathily.

      “What do you want, exactly.” I snarl into her ear, feeling her shiver against me.

      “I want your cock!” She gasps, and it sounds so fucking hot coming from her proper little mouth.

      “Where?” I growl, rolling my thumb over and around her clit in lazy, teasing circles.

      “Inside me! I want your cock in my pussy!”

      I groan, feeling my dick throbbing almost painfully against my zipper, but I’m not ready to give in and give her what she wants; not quite yet; “The other day, when I walked in on you in the shower,” Her face reddens and I can feel her get wetter; “You were thinking about me, weren’t you.”

      She whimpers, but she shuts her eyes tight and shakes her head side to side.

      “Reagan-”

      I curl a finger up against her opening and began to tease it inside, and she caves with a shuddering moan; “Yes! Oh God, yes! I was!”

      I reach back and slam the button again, and the elevator immediately begins to rise again; “And what were you doing, Reagan?” I husk into her ear, feeling her hands clutching at my shoulders and my biceps as I push her back against the glass elevator wall with her skirt around her waist and my hand in her panties. One of her legs wraps around my waist, and she pulls me tight against her. She shakes her head and she whimpers into my shoulder as I slowly tease her, my fingers curling through her wetness and making her rock against my hand.

      “Tell me,” I command, and she moans loudly; “Fuck! I was playing with myself! I was playing with my pussy!”

      The elevator door dings behind us as the doors open into my Penthouse, and she shrieks as I whirl her bodily around and throw us both to the floor inside. We’re on the ground, ripping at clothes and moaning into each other’s mouths; needing each other like something primal and animalistic. I literally tear her skirt in two up the seam as I rip it off of her, not stopping until I’ve popped every button on the side of it as she yanks my pants down. And then I’m rolling a condom on and I’m inside her, and it’s like pouring gasoline on the fire.

      Holy fuck.

      Cute, innocent little Reagan - smiling, friendly, baby kissing, hand-shaking girl next door Reagan Archer does not want it gentle, and we are not making love there on the floor of my penthouse. We fuck like animals; her legs wrapped tight around my waist as she claws at my back hard enough to draw blood. She gasps as I pull her head back by her hair, and I suck and bite at her neck hard enough to make sure her stylist will have a fucking heart attack the next day. She moves onto her knees, looking at me with pure lust over her shoulder as she reaches back to scratch my chest or grab my thigh, urging me on harder and faster, until I see white light and can’t even hold out any longer. She screams out her release, and as my mind goes numb, I forget anything and everything about the world and life as I come inside of her.

      We’re panting and sweaty on the floor, as she lazily raises her head from my chest and looks at me with a grin; “Now what?”

      “Now what; what?”

      She giggles, and the sound is fucking magical; “Now that you’ve got me here to your lair and torn all my clothes to shreds?”

      I reach down and grab her ass, feeling my cock stirring already; “I guess we’ll just have to stay here then, so I can keep you naked.”
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      After that first night at his penthouse, it’s like we’ve hit the reset button on the whole thing; whatever this thing is that Hudson and I have. But for the first time in probably ever, I don’t give one flying crap about labeling anything, or compartmentalizing it, or making it fit a certain parameter I’ve set for it.

      With him, I just let go.

      And things are just better with him around, and I don’t just mean the sex, though that’s of course mind blowing. It’s everything. Over the next two weeks, I just start to surge ahead in the polls, and I know it’s got everything to do with him and the way he makes me feel. Every speech I give, he’s there to the side, nodding silently; his eyes flashing at me and encouraging me. He’s helping me run speeches, late at night while I’m tucked against him without a stitch of clothing on, and for some reason the scripts I’ve run through once or twice with Hudson’s half-erect cock pressed against my back somehow just come out even better when I deliver them. Really, he’s giving me his undivided support, even if he really can’t give it in public.

      Which brings me back to the sex. Out of the public, it’s something else altogether. We’re sneaking around like fucking teenagers, screwing every chance we get and every wild place I let him drag me; like really every place. It’s like I can’t resist him, or I can’t say no when he looks at me the way he does. He takes me on the hood of his car, up on the top floor of a parking garage looking out over the New York harbor and the twinkling lights of the city, or against the floor to ceiling glass of his living room windows without me giving a care in the world. I arrive red-face and glowing, and barely on time for a stump speech at the city manager’s office because Hudson’s just had me bent over in the utility closet down the hall with his mouth on my pussy.

      Essentially, I’m better with him, and for two full weeks, we pretend that there’s no way anything in the world can touch that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Yes, second row?”

      I’m at podium up in front of the Police Union offices surrounded by Donald, Erika, Hudson, and a few other staffers giving a quick press Q&A. This by now quite mundane and routine thing is made somewhat more interesting by the fact that I can literally still taste Hudson on my tongue from the hot and fast fun we had right before I stepped onto stage in an empty office.

      “Yeah hi, Marc with the Times,” The sweaty looking reporter with the ironic mustache suddenly looks right past me, to Hudson; “It’s Hudson, is it?”

      Hudson smirks and turns to look out the windows to the side of the conference room; “I believe that’s the East River, actually.” He grins as the murmurs and chuckles spread through the gathered reporters - mostly from the female contingent I notice - aided by his winning smile and that roguish charm it exudes. The reporter smiles thinly and nods before Hudson winks at him and nods; “Yes, it’s Hudson, last time I checked.”

      “Sir, if I may-”

      “All questions to Ms. Archer, if you would.” He cuts the man off succinctly as he nods towards me and takes a step back into the gathered staffers behind me.

      “Well, no actually, this one’s for you.”

      I frown as I look over my shoulder to see Hudson’s face darkening and his jaw tightening slightly; “Well then I’m all ears, Mar-”

      “You’re military, right?”

      Hudson’s jaw tightens even more, his lips thin, and I can see his eyes flash with some emotion I can’t quite place. He looks almost grim. “That’s correct, but again, I must ask that all questions be directed towards Ms. Ar-”

      “Right, yeah no, you said that. But the thing is, Mr. Banks, I don’t actually see anything about you anywhere.”

      The Times or not, I have no idea what this guy is going on about. I step up to the mic ready to cut him off; “Excuse me, Marc, but I think we should move on to oth-”

      “I’ve looked you up, Mr. Banks; public record and all that and I don’t see anything.”

      Hudson’s face is white and drawn tight, his shoulders rising and falling rapidly with his breath; “I’m not sure what you’re implying-”

      “Sir, I’m implying that there’s simply no record of you being in the U.S. Military.”

      Hudson’s face goes dark, his lips thin, and the hushed murmur has barely begun to spread through the crowd before he turns and abruptly leaves the stage. Donald is smiling his showman smile as he steps to the mic and says something about no further questions, but I’m already rushing off after Hudson. He’s gone by the time I get backstage, and my heart sinks as his phone goes right to voicemail when I try calling his cell. Whatever happened back there hit him somewhere deep, and somewhere where his armor doesn’t protect him, and all I want to do is tell him I don’t care and that whatever it is I’m here for him.

      Of course, I have to find him first, in order to tell him that though, wherever it is he’s gone to hide that he thinks is safe.

      I freeze, and just like that, I know exactly where he is as I run out the backdoor and hail a cab.
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      “Shit, man.” Logan shakes his head and looks at the floor; “I’m sorry, brother; I’m real sorry to hear that.”

      I’m not, though even I get that it would be weird to say that out loud.

      “How-” He coughs uncomfortably; “Shit, sorry man, that that’s none of my-”

      “Booze.” I shrug and look up at him with a wry grin; “Apparently what they say about apples and distances from trees is pretty spot on, huh?”

      “You’re not your father, Hudson.” Bryce says quietly.

      My father was mean, fall-down drunk who I stopped talking to the day after my high school graduation when I enlisted. The only reason I even know about the neighbors finding him is because of a Google alert I set up for my old hometown newspaper’s online obituary report. I know Bryce is right; I’m not my father, but it’s still this grim fucking reminder about mortality. Besides, the man  I actually think of as any sort of actual Dad-figure in my life was the Old Man, and I’ve already grieved for that father.

      For a weird, brief moment, I think about calling Reagan, even though I know that door is shut. I want to call her and tell her, and just talk to her about her Dad and Dads in general. I want to hear her voice, even just once more, but I know calling would be a useless venture.

      “Do you wanna call someone? A sponsor maybe?”

      I know Logan is being serious, but I laugh out loud anyways; “No, man. I’m good.”

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      I’m sitting in my living room, in the dark, staring at a bottle when the front desk buzzes up that she’s in the lobby, and I’m ashamed to say I almost pretend I’m not home before I finally grumble a confirmation into the phone.

      I don’t turn when I hear her come in, not even when I hear her footsteps pause as she walks into the room. I just stare at the bottle of scotch sitting like some sort of monolith in front of me on the carved wood table.

      “Are you ok?”

      Her voice finally breaks the spell the amber liquid holds over me, and I turn to her, seeing the worry etched across her face; “That was nothing, back there, it was just-” I trail off and force a smile at her instead. I’m not comfortable feeling this exposed to her, knowing that the emotions and the baggage I usually cram down somewhere deep inside are threatening to rip me apart while she’s right in front of me, and the thought of that is almost more than I can stomach.

      “Look, this is nothing,” I nod at the bottle; “I’m not going to actually open it or anything, I just- I don’t know, I just like to look at it sometimes. I guess it helps in some weird way when I can stare it in the face and know I’m not going to let it get to me.” I shrug as I look at her standing there in the doorway of the dark room, silhouetted by the low light from the kitchen behind her.

      “I know you aren’t.” She steps hesitantly into the room; “Hudson, I don’t care what that asshole was talking about, and you don’t have tell me anything. I just want to know that you’re OK.”

      Jesus, how did I find this girl?

      “I’m- I’m fine.” But then I look into her eyes and it breaks me, breaks the bullshit; “Well, no, I’m not actually.” I close my eyes as she moves into the room, and when I feel her weight on the couch next to me and feel her wrap her arms around me, I just sink into her. “Reagan, there’s a lot about me-” I pull back to look her in the eyes, and she’s looking at me so innocently, and with such an intensity that I can’t even tell her. How can I ruin that smile and the light in those eyes with the literal hell I’ve seen; with what I’ve done.

      I kiss her instead, and I’m just like that, I’m losing myself in her. I’m lost in that kiss and i’ts better than any escape I’ve ever found in any bottle I’ve ever seen the bottom of. She’s pulling us both back onto the couch and I’m collapsing into her, tearing at her stiff formal clothes. I’m pulling off the vestiges that make her the prim, poised public Reagan to get to the sexy, animalistic primal Reagan that I know that lives deeper; the Reagan that comes out when we’re both naked and my mouth is on her pussy. She gasps as I slide my lips over her sex and push my tongue inside her, and she’s rocking against my face as her hands grip my hair and my name falls from her lips. Her hands are on my hips, pulling me onto the couch alongside her, and I groan into her wetness as she takes me in her mouth. Her lips are like heaven, her tongue dancing across me, and there’s something so sensual, so visceral about this that I almost don’t want to break away.

      But I have to have her; I need her in that moment. She’s my new vice, my everything.

      She pulls me into her as she lays back in the plush sofa, her legs wrapping around my waist to keep me inside as she rocks against me almost as hard as I push into her. We’re panting, kissing, grasping at each other like we’ll fly away if we don’t as we move together like one wave in an ocean, like a tempest. We’re both lost in the everything until the world shatters around us, as we both come screaming to the neon skyline.

      Her head is lying against my chest afterword, her fingers tracing an inked line across my skin.

      “Before, that time at my Dad’s-”

      “Ray-”

      “No, no, it’s not like that. You already explained all that, and I’m not mad that you didn’t take advantage of the situation, Hudson; believe me. I just want to know-”

      “Why I walked away, you mean?” The words are ones I’d never have imagined telling her before, though for some reason they come easy now.

      “Because I knew you were hurting; I was too.” I take a deep breath; “Reagan there’s so much he never told you, about everything.”

      I can hear her sniff against my chest; “I know,” She says quietly.

      “I had so much shit, so much pain inside. You- you don’t know, and you can’t know the things I’ve seen, Reagan,” I whisper out; “The things I’ve done-”

      Her lips kissing my chest stop me; “You don’t have to tell me.”

      Right, but being near me might be bad enough for you I want to scream. I’ve come a long way from the broken man I was when her father found me, but I’m still toxic, and I know that. I still have the demons clawing at my back, the lust for vices I’ll have to deny myself for the rest of my life, and the recklessness of a man who’s already seen death. How can there be a place for a girl like her in all of that shit? She’s so good, and just so damn perfect and unbroken and undimmed by the darkness of the world that I can’t bare the thought of even telling her that darkness exists. She’s the light, and I can’t let my darkness swallow that up.

      “I want to, you know,” I say, running my hands through her hair and closing my eyes as she softly kisses my chest again; “I just- I just can’t; not yet.”

      “I’m here, you know, when you can.”

      I smile into her hair, wondering for the millionth time how all this is possible; “I know.”
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      I know as soon as I step off the stage that I’ve fucked up, even before my new campaign manager stomps over to me with that mean look on his face.

      “Oooo-kay, so, that was-’ He shakes his head, sighing heavily at me like I’m some sort of disobedient child; “That was not good, Reagan.”

      I’m feeling flustered, and out of my element, and mad at myself for not going up there and being strong; “I know, I’m sorry, Donald.”

      “I give you a script for a reason, you know; stick to it.”

      I groan; “I know, I know, it’s just- I mean, I’m doing this because I have ideas, and visions, and projects that are important to me that I really want to make part of my platform in all of this. And I feel like if I ignore those things-”

      “If you ignore those things, you’ve got a shot at being elected.” Donald snaps at me.

      “Well then what’s the point? What about fighting for what you believe in? What about having passion for things that matter?”

      He sighs; “To get elected, Reagan. If that’s not your goal, than you may be wasting your money with me.” He takes off his glasses and looks at me sharply as he cleans them with his tie; “You do want to actually get elected, right?” I nod quietly. “Good, then keep your fluffy daydream ideas inside and stick to the damn script.”
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      I giggle as I push back against him, feeling his lips brush against the back of my neck and send shivers down my spine; “We need to stop this, I’m about to go on stage you know.” I bite my lip, wondering if that sounded even remotely more convincing to him than it did to me.

      “Stop what?” He growls into my ear, and I gasp as I feel his fingers slide up the inside of my thigh, under my relatively conservative knee-length skirt. I gasp as he finds what I know he was looking for, his fingers sliding over the gusset of my panties and only making me press back against him even more.

      “Mmm…that. Stop that.” I murmur, my eyes closing as he touches me there.

      “What, this?” His fingers slip under the seam of my panties and slide through my wetness. I suck my bottom lip between my teeth as I reach back behind me to the hardness in his pants, and I begin to stroke his length. “That’s not exactly doing much for your case here, Senator,” He whispers huskily into my ear.

      “Fine.” I grin as I hear him groan as I take my hand away from him, but suddenly I’m gasping as his other hand suddenly hikes my skirt all the way up to my waist behind me. Before I can even turn around, his hand is yanking my panties down over my thighs; “Don’t even think about it!” And I squirm to try and stop him, but not really all that hard.

      “Too late,” he says with a sly grin against my skin, as he pushes my panties down further until they drop down my legs to my heels.

      Welcome to a typical Thursday afternoon with Reagan and Hudson; sneaking around like we’re teenagers and fucking every chance we get; even when that chance is a chancing it in itself. We’re about to go out on stage to sit for this panel-type discussion with a news anchor about my platform and about me being the “fresh young face of politics” or something like that. Hudson’s going to be out there too actually, due to his association with Archer Holdings, and while he resisted at first, I managed to convince him.

      …Ok, so maybe I convinced him while I was fucking him, but that doesn’t make me any less of an amazing negotiator.

      Suddenly, I can feel him doing something behind me with his hand, as I hear a familiar sound, my eyes go wide; “Hudson!” I can feel it then, his bare, naked cock pressing hotly against the skin of my ass cheeks. “What the fuck are you doing?” I hiss, peeking out from behind the curtain we’re hiding behind to glance out at the stage and seeing that they’re just about set up. He pushes the head of his cock down between my legs, and I’m suddenly moaning quietly as I feel him slide it across my opening; “Hudson, don’t even thi- oooh.” He growls into my ear as he pushes half of his length inside of me, and I can feel my knees go week as I ease back against him.

      “Oh, did you mean don’t even think about this?” He chuckles as he pushes his hips forward, sliding deeper into me.

      “Reagan!”

      Fuck. Erika is on stage, shielding her eyes from the lights and looking around the empty auditorium for me. With a moan, I’m pulling myself away from Hudson and pushing him back as I try and catch my breath; “Put that away!” I say with a giggle, eyeing his cock which is sticking out from his pants still glistening from me.

      He shrugs and grins at me; “Why?”

      “You’re incorrigible!” I roll my eyes at him before I see that he’s holding my panties on the end of one of his fingers; “Give me my panties.”

      “Oh, these?” With a smirk, he closes his hand around them and slides them into his jacket pocket.

      “Hudson!” I hiss, my face growing red; “I’m serio-”

      “Reagan!”

      Hudson’s cocky grin is plastered across his face as he gestures nods towards the stage and to Erika’s shrieking voice; “We better get out there, Senator.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m still buzzing electrically from Hudson’s teasing while I smile at the woman sitting across from us. It’s Hudson and I sitting at one desk, and her at the other, at sort of angles to each other so that we can both also face the small assembled crowds and the live cameras. Yeah, live televisions with loose cannon Hudson Banks and a lingering sexual high still teasing my body from him; what could possibly go wrong in this scenario?

      “Well, Amy,” I’m saying; “Politics don’t exactly run in my family, but doing good does. You see, my Father-”

      “Now, forgive me for interrupting Ms. Archer, but Archer Holdings is, or at least was a major player in the international firearms market, was it not?”

      Well, this question had to come up sooner or later, and I’m prepared; “It was, Amy, but that was a long time ago. My Dad and a lot of very good friends of his, including Mr. Banks here, did a lot to change that.”

      “And Mr. Banks here is involved in your campaign?”

      “Oh I think I can take this one Amy, if you don’t mind.” He’s flashing that criminally charming smile at her, and I can see her cheeks flushing a little, even through all the lights and the makeup. Yeah, welcome to my world, honey.

      “I’m affiliated with Ms. Archer’s campaign, but only so much in that I consider myself a strong supporter of her platform.”

      I stiffen suddenly as I feel his hand drop to my thigh beneath the table, and my eyes shoot to his face, which is of course, totally impassive as he smiles at the news anchor.

      “Right, but you do work for Archer Ho-”

      “I do, but my personal involvement with Ms. Archer’s campaign -” his hand slides up my thigh, and I’m scrambling to thrust my own hands beneath the table as well as unassumingly as I can to stop him; “- is totally separate from what I do with William Archer’s company.” His hand pushes my own away easily, and then I’m struggling to swallow and keep my face neutral as I feel his fingers slide over the lips of my pussy.

      Yeah, when exactly did I think it was a good move to go on live televisions with this man?

      “So, Ms. Archer-”

      I cough as Hudson’s fingers slip between my dripping wet lips, and Amy looks at me quizzically. “Sorry, Amy, I was just going to say that you can really just call me Reagan.” I smile at her innocently; “I think we’re on a first name basis here aren’t we?” She laughs along with the audience, and I turn my grinning face towards Hudson, who’s just sitting there grinning at me like the cat with the canary. Only in this case, it’s his fingers and my pussy.

      “Well, you know lots of people associate you with your father because of your last name, but I hope I’m not the first one to make a political reference about your first name!” Amy chuckles; yeah, yet another joke I’ve only heard about eight-million times since I started politics.

      “So anyways Reagan, why don’t you tell us a bit more about what it feels like to be the media sensation you’ve become since announcing your candidacy? I mean - and no offense meant here - State Senate races are rarely given the amount of limelight you’ve manages to shine onto the New York state primaries.”

      “Oh, no offense taken Amy, you see-”

      Hudson clears his throat; “If I could just insert something here, Amy.” I groan and grab the edge of the desk with white knuckles as I feel Hudson push two of his finger into my opening, sliding them deep inside of me. I glare up at him, but he’s still mugging for the camera. “I think Reagan’s strong suit is her ability to galvanize people and get them to pay attention. It’s all about rubbing people the right way.” I swallow my gasp as his thumb begins to roll over my aching clit, sending electric shocks through my whole body right there on live television. I decide right there that if I somehow make it off this stage, I’m going to murder him.

      The interview continues, and somehow I find myself on autopilot; answering Amy’s questions with answers that just sort of come to me while I sit there smiling at the cameras like a robot as Hudson’s magic fingers coax me higher and higher, until I’m terrified that I’m going to come right here on live television and give the whole fucking thing away. But then, the interview is over, and everyone is cheering at my apparently winning answers, and it’s right there, in the midst of everything clapping and cheering, that Hudson manages to completely push me over the edge of my climax. I cry out, but it just looks like I’m shouting my exuberance to my adoring voter base, instead of what it is I’m actually doing, which is having a fucking orgasm on live Goddamn TV.

      “I am going to kill you!” I hiss into his ear as we stand after it’s over; smoothing my skirt down and trying to find my breath.

      “Bring it, Red.” He grins, winking at me.

      Amy shakes my hand, and mercifully not Hudson’s, before he’s leading me out the stage door to the side parking lot.

      “What the fuck was that?” Donald is standing there waiting for us just outside with his arms crossed over his chubby chest and his face looking furious.

      “Uh, excuse me?” My voice falters as I suddenly have a horrible thought that he knows what Hudson was doing to me up there during the interview.

      “What happened to sticking to the Goddamned SCRIPT, Reagan!” Donald honestly looks furious, and I’m suddenly realizing that I never glanced down at his list of canned answers once during the whole thing. I did the whole interview off-the-cuff while Hudson was driving me wild; probably giving the answers I wanted to give instead of the boring, middle-of-the-road ones he wanted me to say.

      “I- I don’t now, it just felt natural to say what I wanted to say, Donald.”

      Hudson is tugging me away towards his car, and Donald is sputtering as he trails after us.”Where the hell do you think you’re going? Uh, excuse me, Hudson, I’m not done with my fucking candidate yet!”

      We’re at his car, and Hudson suddenly whirls on Donald; “Yes, you are.” He says, his voice deep and leaden as he stares down my campaign manager. He turns to me as he opens the passenger door; “Hop in, Senator.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      This time it’s me that hits the emergency button inside Hudson’s elevator, and the surprised look on his face only gets better when I just start to pull my clothes off right there. But when I turn around and press my hands against the glass and arch my ass back at him, I’m pretty sure that surprise turns into something else pretty quickly. He growls as he enters me, and then he fucks me like he owns me, and it’s exactly how I want him to fuck me. His grip is tight on my hip, even bringing his hand down to smack my ass and make me cry out against the glass and the neon New York skyline. He grabs me by the hair and turns my face into his kiss, and I’m clawing and screaming at the edges of my sanity as I feel his length fill me again and again and again. When I come, he’s right there with me, pressing his body flush to mine as we ride that wave together, our choked breaths coming as one as our heartbeats racing the other in a dead sprint.

      I have officially gone off-script; both with the campaign and with whatever it is I’m doing with Hudson, and quite honestly, I’ve never been happier.
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      A few nights later, we’re driving in my car and I’m almost insulted when she doesn’t ask me where we’re going, but I see the grin on her face out the corner of my eye as I take us over the George Washington bridge and onto the Palisades Parkway. I let the horses under the hood roar as I gun us up the west side of the Hudson, letting New York fall away behind us in the rearview mirror as we head into the night.

      Finally, I cave; “Well, shit, don’t you even want to know where we’re going?” Reagan’s face breaks into a wide smile; “I mean come on Archer, I prepared this whole little speech and everything.” I shake my head, feeling alive and on fire and more whole than I’ve felt in a very long time.

      “I’ve got an idea where we’re going, but please, lets hear this speech of yours.” She sticks her tongue out at me, her whole face lit up by the dash and her smile just flashing right into me.

      “Well, now I’ve forgotten it.” I shake my head as I sigh dramatically; “Your loss too, it was a good one.”

      She laughs that musical laugh of hers and slides over across the bench seat against me. And as my arm goes around her shoulders and draws her close, I realize I have and will never feel more like Steve McQueen than I do in that perfect moment. It’s just Reagan and I, the car, and the road, and it’s just fucking perfect.

      I know she thinks she knows where we’re going; to our place where the romance that didn’t, that couldn’t happen back then. But then is not now, and things are very different now with Reagan and I than they were back then a lifetime ago. I mean I was crazy about her back then, even if I didn’t know what to do with it. And now? Well now that I’m in lo- wow, shit. I feel my heart pound as I mull over that particular four-letter word, but I don’t even have to dwell on it to know its true.

      When we drive past the Bear Mountain turnoff I know she recognizes, I grin broadly seeing her glance back at the sign out of the corner of my eye. She looks at me with a sly look; “Alright, you got me.”

      “I’d say so.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      She’s cracking up by the time I park the car, and as we stroll arm and arm towards the entrance she looks at me and shakes her head; “Seriously? A Renaissance faire?”

      I grin; “Hey, might as well put that one semester to use huh?” She rolls her eyes and I pull her to me and kiss her hard as she melts into me. “You know,” I say, breaking away for a second; “I think it’s good for you to get out of that city sometimes. Now c’mon Senator, let’s go get us some culture.”

      “Oh, culture? Is that what we’re here for?” She nods towards two guys dressed in actual metal armor chugging enormous steins of beer while a woman dressed as some sort of tavern wench with her tits half hanging out cheers them on and shouts things like “m’lord.”

      I shrug; “Well, you know, someone’s culture.”

      She laughs, hugging my arm tighter in the chill of the air, and then we’re laughing as she loops her arm through mine and we stroll through fair-grounds.

      “Why do I feel like I’m in high school or something right now?”

      I laugh; “Were you a big Dungeons and Dragon’s kid in high school?”

      “No!” She rolls her eyes at me in that adorable way that just makes me smile; “No I mean strolling around a fair like this, renaissance or not.” She shrugs; “I always wanted to stroll around a fairgrounds with some hot boy on my arm.” She raises her eyes and looks at me, a blush of pink spreading over her cheeks.

      “Oh, what, like you didn’t have guys beating down your door to stroll around anywhere with you back then?”

      She shrugs; “Nope, I guess not. Com’on, you met me during that phase, back at that graduation party.”

      I stare at her like she’s insane; “Yeah, and you were a fucking knockout.”

      “I was a bookworm.”

      “Yeah and that’s worked out terribly for you, hasn’t it Madame State Senator.” I shake my head at her as she giggles; “And besides, I did meet you back then, and you were, and remain, a total babe.”

      She grins and pulls me in for a kiss; “So, how’s the fairground fantasy so far, Archer?” I murmur into her lips.

      She laughs and looks around us until her eyes fixate on something behind us; “Well, you could go win me that stuffed dragon over there, that might make it complete.” She winks at me and leans close; “You might even get lucky later if you do.”

      I arch my eyebrows, already feeling my cock stir in my pants; “Lucky- like I get to pick what we listen to on the way home?” I grin, knowingly baiting her.

      She leans in again and brushes her lips across my ear; “Oh I meant lucky like you get to bend me over the hood of your car and fuck me like you mean it on the way home.”

      She pulls away and winks at me, and I’m practically speechless; “You know I could just buy you the fucking toy and we could get to that part now.” She giggles as she grabs my hand and pulls me towards the game stands, and I’m wondering how I’m going to throw a fucking knife with a hard-on threatening to tear through my pants.

      Both Reagan and the guy dressed like a jester stare at me with their jaws on the ground when I manage to not only hit the bullseye on the first throw, but then subsequently split the handle of that first knife with the second and then third throws. I shrug and grin smugly at the guy as he wordlessly passes me the stuffed toy before I turn to bestow it on Reagan.

      “Ok, where the hell did you-”

      “Eh, it’s just this thing I can do.” I don’t need to tell her that back in Africa, throwing knives were like the chess game of the mercenary circuit.

      She’s just shaking her head at me though as she laughs and slips her hand into mine; “I don’t want to know, do I?”

      I laugh; “Someday, but for now, there’s some fried dough over there with our name on it; classic fairground fantasy fodder.” She wrinkles her nose at the mention of fried dough, but I pull her close and kiss her; “And then, don’t think I’m not going to take you up on that offer of bending you over that car and fucking that sweet pussy of yours.” I growl, nodding with my chin at the stuffed dragon in her hand and letting her feel how hard I am as I press against her.

      “You promise?” She whispers, her voice thick.

      I do manage to get her to eat fried dough, and we drink hot cider, and even watch a damned jousting match, and it’s amazing. No one knows her here; no one gives a shit who she is, and that’s a good thing. We laugh, and we’re making out in public like two idiot teenagers, and we’re invisible to the world around us. Out here, she’s not some hotshot politician. Out here, in my arms, she’s just a beautiful girl, kissing the luckiest guy in the damn world.
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      “It looks so quiet from up here.”

      I’d grinned and feel a little thrill of excitement shiver through me when Hudson swerved off the main road onto the turnoff I’d recognized before. We’re back at our lookout spot on Bear Mountain looking out over the Hudson River and the shining lights of New York in the distance beyond that, just like we were all those years ago. Now though, it’s like I took every romantic fantasy I had back then and made them real. This time, we aren’t sitting on opposite sides, not touching and just sitting in our own unspoken feelings. This time, I’m snuggled right up against him, his arm is around my shoulders, and I’m leaning my head into his chest. Our hands toy with each other, palms sliding together and fingers interlocking with fingers as we just stare out over the city in the stillness of the night.

      “You’re right, you know,” I say, running my fingers over his wrist; “I do need to get out more often and just get away from all that.” I sigh; “Sometimes it just feels like I’m trapped in this whole act that isn’t even me; like I’m just playing a part in this play and spilling out the lines from this character I wasn’t ever meant to play.”

      “You should speak your mind and say what you wanna say more often, Archer.” He grins; “Hell, you don’t ever hold back with me and you’ve seemed to have gotten my attention.”

      I laugh and smack his hand away as it slides down over my breast; “Oh is that the kind of attention I’m looking for with my core voter pool?”

      He snorts; “Hell no, this belongs to me only.” His hands slides back down and cups my breast through my thin sweater, and I roll my eyes.

      “Oh, belongs to you, huh? So I guess I’m just your own private little plaything?”

      “Yep, you’ve got it.”

      I laugh again and nuzzle my face into his broad strong chest; “How come I can never tell if you’re a good influence or a terrible one?”

      He chuckles; “Tell me that’s not half the fun.”

      I close my eyes and grin and just savor the moment; “I just feel like we missed out on so much time, because of, well, you know.”

      He reaches down and turns my face up with his fingers on my chin, and his eyes are boring right into mine; “It was time I needed to figure out me, and and time that you needed to become, well, look at you; now you’re this fucking sexy as hell State Senate candidate.”

      I roll my eyes in mock disdain; “Oh, now? What was I back then, hmm?”

      He kisses me fiercely; “Oh you just weren’t a politician back then;” his slides his tongue teasingly over my lips, making me smile; “But that doesn’t mean you weren’t sexy as fuck.”

      Something about the way he says that word fuck sends a shiver of arousal through my body, and the fact that his hand is still on breast and that his finger is starting to circle slowly around my nipple through the thin material of the sweater has me suddenly squirming in my seat against him.

      “Say it again,” I whisper, biting my lip as I feel his mouth slide down to my ear.

      “What,” he says, sending electric shocks through my whole nervous system as he growls into my ear; “That you’re sexy as fuck?”

      A small gasp escapes my lips as my eyes close, and I can feel him grin devilishly into my ear; “Ahh, does innocent little Reagan Archer get hot and bothered when I say the word ‘fuck’?”

      “I’m innocent am I?”

      “Not after I’m done with you.”

      The moan that drops from my lips is the only confirmation he needs, and suddenly his hands are doing a lot more than teasing. I gasp as he slides them up under my sweater and under my bra, his fingers teasing my nipples. He kisses me fiercely, his lips bruising mine as he growls into my mouth, and only pulling back to pull the sweater off over my head and tear my bra off.

      His hands are on my waist, his fingers teasing along the seam of my jeans; “Take these off,” he growls into my mouth. I look around sheepishly, even though I know we’re the only ones up here.

      “Now, Princess.”

      His words send a throbbing wave of desire right through me. God, how does he do that to me? I’m not one to be bossed around like this, and yet no sooner does he say it then I’m unbuttoning them and pulling them down off my feet.

      “Those too.” He draws my mouth back to his as I skim my panties down my legs, and then I’m totally naked in the front of seat of Hudson Banks’s Charger. I curl my legs up under me, but he stops me with a hand on my thigh; “Uh-uh, show me.” He looks at me like a wolf cornering his prey; “Show me how you played with yourself when you’d think of me.”

      I blush and shake my head at him; “Why you arrogant-” I trail off as I bite my lip, seeing the fire in his eyes flare at me; seeing right into me. And suddenly, I want to show him; I want to show him everything.

      I keep my eyes locked on his as I spread my legs and lean back against the door behind me. My heart is racing in my ears as I slide my hand down over my stomach, and then I’m moaning quietly as my fingers find my wetness. I’m biting my lip and gasping quietly as I roll my fingers over my aching clit, and the look of pure unbridled hunger and lust in his eyes is driving me crazy, as is the huge bulge in pants.

      And then he’s pulling his shirt off, and my eyes are roaming over his muscles and his tattoos and his scars, and it’s so fucking hot and feels so goddamn sexy to be touching myself like this while he watches; “Hudson, I want to see-”

      But he’s already yanking his pants down, and his thick cock is springing up to slap against his muscled abdomen. And then he’s leaning over across the seat between us and kissing his way up the inside of my thigh. My head is thrown back, and I’m biting my lip and still rubbing my clit as his tongue drags over my lips and pushes inside. My other hand clutches at his hair as he licks me slowly and then faster and faster, his tongue swirling around my opening before he slides it up and sucks my finger and my clit between his lips and sucks. When he pushed a finger inside of me and curls it up against that sweet spot just inside, I’m crying out his name and bucking against him as I come for him.

      And then I’m pushing him back and crawling into his lap. I can feel him pulsing hot against me as I grab him by the face and kiss him, tasting my own sweetness and not only not even caring but actually feeling more turned on by it. I reach down between us and position him against me, teasing him with my slippery wetness until he growls and pulls away from my lips; “Hang on, I think I’ve got one in-”

      “No.”

      He frowns and looks up at me questioningly; “Reag-”

      “Don’t put one on,” I say quietly, my eyes flashing as we lock gazes; “Not this time. I want to feel you and just you inside of me.”

      He groans, his jaw tightening and his cock throbbing against me; “I’ve, uh-” He furrows his brow; “That’s my one hard fast rule. I’ve never without one.”

      I bite my lip, grinning at him shyly; “Look who you’re talking to, Marine; neither have I.”

      His chest is rising and falling quickly with his breath as he stares at me with lust and wonder on his face, a look that makes me feel like every stupid girl-hood princess fantasy; “I’m clean-”

      “So am I,” I say quietly, unable to stop myself from rocking my hips against him and feeling his thickness against me; “And I’m on the pill.” This is utterly insane and totally reckless, and nothing I could picture myself doing in a million years, but that’s just how he makes me feel. It’s like he has this sort of power over me, and yet the fact that he’s willing to take the same leap with me speaks to the power I have over him; it’s a power we have with together, and it’s the last assurance I need.

      “Fuck me, Hudson.” I whisper into his lips; “Fuck me like we’re the last two people on Earth.” I slide back onto him, gasping as I feel his head begin to slide into me.

      “Fuck, Reagan.” He groans, and I’m whimpering as he slowly fills me entirely with his impressive length. His hands hold me tightly by the waist as he rocks in deeply, pulling me further and further down onto him until I moan as I feel myself press tight against his body. He feels incredible inside of me, filling me like I’ve never felt before, and when he grunts, I can feel the throbbing twitch of his pulse deep inside. His hands clutch at my ass, grinding himself against me and hitting that secret spot inside as we just rock like that for a second.

      “Holy shit, Reagan, you feel fucking incredible.” He slides his fingers into my hair and grabs a handful of it, using his hold to pull me to his lips.

      “Just you, and just me; nothing separating us,” I moan into his mouth.

      We begin to rock together like that, me straddling his lap right there in the car as he plunges me up and down his length. We moan together, our breath and our tongues mingling as his hard muscled arms hold me tight and rock me against him. He yanks my head back by the hair, making me cry out with pain and pleasure as his lips nip and suck at the sensitive skin along my collarbone. I rock on him, my nipples dragging over his chest and my clit grinding into his pubic bone as we move faster and faster together and I feel myself begin to tumble over the edge.

      “I’m- I’m going to- Oh fuck, Hudson, I’m-”

      “Oh fuck me too,” He growls, biting my earlobe and rocking deep into me; “Come for me, Reagan, come all over my big cock.” The thought of Hudson coming with me, bare and totally unprotected inside of me has me clawing at the edges of my sanity as I begin to fall. He grinds up into me one last time, and it’s like a bomb going off. I scream his name, my fingers clawing at his biceps and his shoulders as the whole world shatters around me. He’s hugging me to him tightly as he roars out my name, and then I can feel him throbbing within me as he lets go and just fills me with his hot cum.

      We stay like that, wrapped in each other’s arms and in each other’s heat in the steamy-windowed darkness of the car. There’s so much I want to say in that moment, and then later when we drive home in grinning silence, or even after that back at his penthouse when I curl up to him in his bed, but I just don’t know how. I can give a million wordy speeches to crowds of cheers or jeers, or cameras broadcasting my face and my words to televisions across the country, and it’s effortlessly without a second thought in the world. So why is it when it comes to saying three words to the one man I’m dying to say them too, I suddenly feel like I’ve come down with stage fright?
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      “Oh my God, you’re terrible!” I grin as she squirms in my arms, fighting but not really fighting me as I kiss up the side of her neck.

      “Hudson!” She hisses, before a low moan escapes her lips and she closes her eyes as I nibble at her earlobe; “I’m on stage for the speech in like ten minutes!” She moans again, her hands running up my arms and clutching at my shoulders; “We should really start timing these shenanigans for when I’m not about to walk in front of a bunch of TV cameras looking like I just rolled around bed with someone.”

      In fairness, we do this other than when she’s about to walk out for a speech or a debate or something too; all the fucking time in fact. But the fact that I want her all the time, and the fact that neither of us can keep our hands off each other means that here we are in situations just like this with my hand creeping up under her blouse, and her hand stroking my cock through my pants.

      “Yeah, but you love our shenanigans.” I growl into her ear, making her giggle before my fingers on her nipple makes her gasp.

      “Well, yeah, but - oh fuck, right there.” I grin as my lips center around that magic switch of a spot I’ve found at the base of her neck, right where it slopes into her collarbone. Her hand starts to fumble at my belt-buckle, and then she’s pushing her hand inside and wrapping her fingers around my cock.

      “Hell of a protest you’re putting on here, Red.” I groan into her neck, letting my own hand slip down to her skirt. I slide my hand up under it, and suddenly pull away to stare at her with shocked amusement; “Is little Miss Reagan Archer not wearing panties?”

      She blushes, but it’s more of a hungry look than anything embarrassed; “I want you in the car ride home, after,” She purrs quietly in a way that makes my cock throb in her hand; “I thought I’d make that easier.”

      “Jesus who are you, woman, and what have you done with sweet little Reagan?” I grin, moving down to kiss her as I slide my fingers into her wetness.

      “I think it’s what you do to sweet little Reagan,” she husks sexily into my mouth, and I growl.

      I push her back against the desk, sliding her up onto it and pushing between her thighs. She’s moaning and pulling my cock out of my fly, and I’m teasing against her opening. We’re kissing and gasping, and so into the moment that neither of us hear the door to her prep-room open, and it’s not until we hear it slam and Donald’s bellowing yell that we spring apart like we’ve just been shocked with a current. Reagan’s sliding off the desk and smoothing her skirt, her face bright red, and I’m stuffing my cock into my pants as I look at fucking Donald over my shoulder.

      “Oh now this is fucking perfect isn’t it!” His face is bright red and puffing mad, and as I turn around to face him, he narrows his eyes at me; “Yeah, we’ve got big trouble now, Hudson.”
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      There’s a ringing in my ears as I look around the room in slow-motion; like in the movies after some kind of explosions. But I suppose you could say a bomb has just gone off here too. Donald is sputtering something, and slowly, as the pulsing ring in my ears dies away, his shrieking words hit me.

      “Oh now this is fucking perfect now isn’t it?” His face is contorted as he shakes his head, wagging his finger at me like I’m some misbehaving child; “First you go off script, and then you’re back here slumming it with this piece of trash! You’re going to ruin this whole thing for me, Reagan!”

      I narrow my eyes at him; “For you, Donald? I’m sorry, remind me who’s campaign-”

      “Oh, save it, honey. Do you know how many hands of trust fund brats I’ve held through first round elections? You think you’re special just because you’re playing kissy-face with this washout?” Hudson’s face goes dark, but Donald barrels right along; “I set things up with Chet, who tests very well with our voter base, and you’re going to ruin that with this schmuck! Jesus Christ, Reagan, why can’t you just follow the plans I fucking tell you to follow?!”

      “Maybe because you work for her, and maybe because your plans suck, that’s why.” Hudson growls, taking a step towards him.

      Donald fumes as he whirls on Hudson; “You stay the hell out of this! I don’t need one of William Archer’s stupid little fucking pet projects stepping on my toes here. He should have left you in whatever third world pocket he found you in and let you rot; hell, he should have stayed there himself.”

      I can feel the rage explode out of me; “You do not talk about him OR my father like that, asshole!”

      Donald whirls on me, his face red and puffing as he shoves a piece of paper into my hands; “We’re going to fix this right now. Read this when you go out there, and say only this. I swear to God, you are not going to ruin this for me you spoiled little bitch!”

      Hudson’s fist is already drawn back when he steps forward, but before he even gets close, I slap Donald hard across the face.

      He gasps and sputters, holding the red mark on his cheek and gaping at me; “Oh, now you’re going to regret that! I’m calling my attorney!”

      “Be my guest,” I spit out; “Oh and, Donald, I think it might go without saying, but you’re fired.”

      He sneers at me; “Read my contract, babe; you can’t fire me mid-run.”

      Fuck.

      Hudson does step forward then, right in Donald’s face, and he glowering down on the smaller man; “And if the campaign can’t pay you?”

      “Excuse me?” Donald huffs, taking a wary step back from Hudson.

      “I said what if they can’t pay you. If the campaign goes broke, are you prepared to work for free?”

      He sputters; “What? No, of course not! It’s ridiculous to think that I’d be willing to stick around this spoiled little brat without-”

      “Excellent.” Hudson nods curtly, cutting him off. He takes his cell phone out and begins to type something before he turns to me. “Ms. Archer?” He winks at me with a big shit-eating grin on his face; “Romantic fraternization between political and private enterprise is unfortunately grounds for contractual liquidation under your agreement with our company.” His back is to Donald, and only I can see as he winks again and sticks his tongue out at me; “So, on behalf of Archer Holdings, I regret to inform you that we’ll be revoking your campaign funding, effective immediately.” He turns back to Donald; “I’d recommend not cashing your check this week; it’s going to bounce.”

      Donald’s face goes a bright shade of crimson, and he opens his mouth as if to say something though words seem to fail him in that moment. He sputters something unintelligible out his piggy mouth before he whirls around and stomps out of the room.
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      “You know as soon as he quits, I’m making sure the funds hit your campaign again, right?”

      Reagan’s cheeks are flushed when she looks up at me; “Holy shit, I mean; wow.” She laughs nervously and then with more feeling, like she’s just shrugged a weight off her shoulders; “I should not have done that. I mean I really should not have done that! He’s probably going to try and sue you know.”

      I grin; “I’m willing to bet he doesn’t know that quitting before his contract finishes voids it entirely, so fuck him; I’ll have your father’s lawyers eat him alive.”

      She’s staring at me with stars in her eyes and her whole face smiling, and I can’t help but smile right back; that’s just the effect she has on me; “Hudson, I l-”

      The door bursts open and a harried and winded looking campaign intern with a clipboard barges into the room; “Ms. Archer! You need to follow me right now; you’re on stage in three minutes!”

      Well shit, hows that for perfect timing,

      She nods at the kid but whirls back to me; “Will you watch it?”

      “Oh, what is it we’re here for? Some sort of telethon? Are you raising money for PBS?” I grin at her as she makes a face at me; “I was actually thinking about heading across the street to that bar and catching the rest of the game or something.”

      She rolls her eyes; “Hudson, you are the most infuriati-”

      “Reagan,” I grab her hand and squeeze it. There’s so much I want to tell her; so much I need to tell her. But she’s about to go on fucking television for this speech, so instead I just wink at her; “Of course I’ll watch it.”

      And I do, and it’s incredible; she’s incredible.

      There’s none of Donald’s bullshit middle of the road crap this time; she speaks the truth and she speaks from the heart. She talks about corruption and government kickbacks, and the lack of oversight. She names names, and calls people out right there on television, and it’s fucking amazing. She’s bold and she’s fearless, and once they pull their jaws off the ground, the people there go fucking nuts.

      “Ms. Archer!” A woman with a microphone calls out from the crowd of screaming reporters as Reagan prepares to take questions; “You really just came out swinging in that speech, which isn’t quite a side of you we’ve seen yet. You’re already ahead in the polls; what brought this on?”

      Reagan smiles and nods her head; “Because a dear friend recently taught me that the things you care about are the things worth fighting to be heard about.”

      There are a million more questions, but one guy towards the front is screaming louder than the rest; “Ms. Archer! Ms. Archer! We’re hearing reports from your very own campaign manager about some sort of alleged illicit relationship between yourself and an employee of Archer Holdings, your primary campaign financier. Some sort of ex-Army guy?”

      The screaming crowd of journalists actually goes quiet, hanging on the silence as Reagan’s face freezes, and I feel my whole heart skip a beat. But then she’s turning to look right at me in the wings off-stage, and she’s grinning that perfect smile that just slays me every time. She nods at me, her eyes sparkling, and then she’s beckoning to me, and waving me on stage. I give her a quizzical look, but she rolls her eyes and beckons me again before turning back to the gathered reporters again with a smirk on her face; “He’s a Marine, actually, and I wouldn’t exactly call being in love an ‘illicit affair’.”

      I’m staring at her like we’re both crazy as I walk on the stage, right into the limelight and the camera flashes and the screaming questions. “You sure you know what you’re doing, Archer?” I murmur as the crowd of reporters begin to scream and hurl questions at us.

      She grins; “Which part?”

      “Both?”

      She grabs my tie and pulls me close; “Definitely,” she whispers, and then she’s pulling me into a kiss right there in front of everyone. This is literally the polar opposite of blending in, but as I scoop her into my arms, I feel the whole world slip away anyways, because that what she does to me. And right there in that moment, I know I’m ready for whatever the fuck comes next because I’ve got her, and for the first time in forever, I feel whole.

      We kiss for what feels like an hour but is probably more like ten glorious seconds with the million flashbulbs going off around us, before she pulls back and grins at me.

      “Sorry, I probably should have mentioned it before that I love you.”

      I shrug and grin at her; “Oh, do you? Yeah I never would have picked up on tha-”

      She laughs and punches my arm before I pull her right back into me; “Hey Princess,” I murmur, kissing her again; “I love you too, you know.”

      And right there, nothing else matter in the whole fucking universe but her.
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      I take my time getting ready. As I’m pulling my pants on, or tucking in my shirt, or tying the double windsor knot in my tie, it’s like I’m suiting up my armor to head into battle. I can feel my nerves jangling like live-wires inside of me, my pulse skipping around like a broken record as I finish getting ready; finish getting prepared for this.

      I’ve had a million conversations with her over the last few years. I’ve written her letters that I’ve burned instead of sending, had conversations with the memory of her late into the night when I’m alone and sleepless with my thoughts. Hell, I’ve played out this very meeting a hundred different ways in my head since I decided I was going. But none of it has me prepared to see her again. But the nervousness and the jangling nerves is like an elevated, surreal feeling that’s better than any booze.

      It was Bryce who heard about the chain store pulling funding after her comments about raising the minimum wage, and while I’ve weighed how she’s going to react to this a dozen different ways since then, I know this is the only way. I believe in her, and not just because I know William did, but because if believing in her and her campaign is believing in myself and maybe my ability to become normal someday.

      I finger the bullet in my pocket, staring down my reflection in the mirror. I straighten my tie once more, along with a straying bit of hair, before I take a deep breath. This is it. It’s time to go meet Reagan Archer for the first time in five years, and for the first time in a very long time, I’m actually excited about what might come at me next.
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      Two weeks later, after the media circus has sort of died down about the “Young Senatorial candidate and the billionaire Marine,” Hudson and I are back at my father’s house, sitting on the terrace off the library; our terrace. We’re sipping iced tea, and with my hands held in his, and he tells me everything; all of it. He tells me about the horrors of war, and the village in Afghanistan. He tells me about addiction and demons, and being on the run, and their stint as mercenaries in Africa. I start to tear up when he tells me about getting shot - both times -, but it’s when he looks me straight in the eye and tells me that my father was the best thing that ever happened to him for saving them from all of that, that I just start to cry.

      “So, that’s-”

      “That’s why I pushed you away the first time. I’d made your father a promise to protect you, and letting you into all that shit that was inside of me wasn’t protecting you at all.”

      “And now?” I bite my lip as I look up at him, at this man who’s basically gone to the very edge and somehow come back to life; this man who makes me feel complete and alive like I’ve never felt before; “Is all of that history finished now?”

      He shakes his head; “No- it’s not; not entirely.” He slides his hand through my hair to the back of my head as he pulls me close and grins at me; “But for now, I think I can let a lot of that shit go.” He winks at me; “Seems I’ve got more important things to think about now.” He leans in and kisses me, and I lose myself in him.

      “Ms. Archer?” I break shyly away from Hudson as one of my staffers pokes her head out the door. Ok, Hudson and I are out in the open now, but PDA still makes me blush like a schoolgirl, even if he’s trying something in public every chance he gets.

      “Yes?” I say, clearing my throat.

      “There’s an older gentlemen here to see you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Major Lawson nods a thanks as I pour him a glass of iced tea; “So, you’re going to win this thing, you know.”

      I smile; “Ah, well thank you for your positive thoughts!”

      He shakes his head, smiling; “No I mean, I’ve been doing this a long time, Ms. Archer, and you just plain have it. You are going to win this election.”

      “Well, thank you, sir.”

      “I’ve got a proposition for you though.” He takes a sip of tea and smiles at me; “I want you to do your two year stint with New York, and then I want you to quit.”

      My eyes dart to Hudson before I turn back to the Major; “Excuse me?” I shake my head; “Listen, Major Lawson, if you think you can-”

      “Because I want you to stop piddling away with this local yokel state stuff and come with me to D.C.”

      My jaw drops as I stare at him; “What?”

      “You have a unique quality, Ms. Archer, and a talent for statesmanship that you don’t see often in this business, as strange as that sounds.” He puts his glass down and steeples his hands in front of him; “I want to run you for U.S. Senate, Ms. Archer, so that I can put you on with Veterans Affairs where you can do some real good.”

      I’m speechless, my mouth opening without words as my heart jumps up into my throat, and I realize I’m grinning like an idiot before I can even say anything. Major Lawson just smiles at me; “I’m going to assume that’s a yes?”

      “Thats-!” Holy shit is that a yes! “Yes! Major, yes! I’d be honored!”

      Hudson is squeezing my hand and the Major’s eyes drop to that joining before he looks up at him; “Oh, and don’t think I don’t have plans for you too, Banks.”

      Hudson frowns; “Sir?”

      “We want you in D.C. too, actually. We’re starting up a new panel on VA affairs and post-combat aftercare, and we need a chairman.”

      Hudson chuckles quietly and shakes his head; “Sir, I appreciate the honor, but I don’t think I’m the man who-”

      “William Archer and I were quite close, Mr. Banks,” Major Lawson looks pointedly at Hudson; “Quite close.”

      “Sir, I-”

      “Son, I’ve seen war on three different continents, and after the shit-show you boys saw over there in that damned desert, I’m amazed you came back alive at all.” Hudson closes his mouth, and as I squeeze his hand, I feel him respond back.

      Major Lawson looks at Hudson and nods; “What I’m trying to say is, son, I know about all the other stuff that came after, and I’m here today to tell you that I don’t really give a shit about all that. You’re a hell of a Marine, an even more impressive leader, and one of the strongest men I’ve known. I want you working where you can help.” He winks; “And seeing as I’m pretty much in charge of military records, I think we can go right ahead and gloss over those other things.”

      Hudson is staring at him like he’s just handed him the keys to the world, and all I want to do is jump into his arms right there and kiss him.

      The Major nods towards me and grins at him; “Just so long as you keep looking after William’s girl here.”

      Hudson turns and looks right into my eyes, his grin wide and his shoulder looking free of a weight that he’s had on them forever; “Always, sir.”

      We of course wait until the Major leaves before I let myself all into Hudson’s arms and into his kiss; “Always, huh?”

      “Yeah,” He says, smirking at me; “Always.”
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      We don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl yet, but we’ve got either William or Christine picket out for names after my Dad and his Mom. I know Hudson’s pretty excited at the idea of having a little girl, but I’ve told him that there are plenty of Archer girls already without adding one more little probable spit-fire to the mix.

      It was a small wedding with basically just the immediate families; my two sisters and my Aunt Kelly on one side, and the two guys who are for all intents and purposes his brothers on the other. We asked Major Lawson to walk me down the aisle, and Bryce ended up taking one of those online ordination classes and married us right there in the gardens of my father’s house. We were barely pregnant at the wedding, but that didn’t mean there weren’t plenty of jokes about the “shotgun” nature of it, especially after Logan told me the story of my Dad literally breaking up an arranged wedding in Angola between some local warlord and this poor child of a girl with an actual shotgun. Turns out my Dad was kind of a badass, which kind of makes the tattooed, scarred up, ex-mercenary, ex-drinker, ex-playboy of a Marine who’s now my husband make a whole lot of sense, if you subscribe to that weird Freudian stuff.

      I can’t say the aftermath of the blowout with Donald and my telling everyone about Hudson and I was all a fairy-tale ending, because that’s just not real life. Donald did end up suing Hudson, who ended up having to settle for some not-that-crazy-amount - well, for him - out of court to avoid criminal charges. Of course, after that he used every considerable connection he had to make sure Donald didn’t work in politics ever again, so I hope the $40,000 or so that he walked away with was worth it. And I did take a hit in the polls after the announcement about the two of us; guess some people have a problem with other people’s happiness. I still won though, by some almost record-breaking numbers, and on the next term, I was sworn in as the youngest State Senator in New York history. The victory was only made sweeter when we got wind of a massive lawsuit being leveled at Chet by three of his staffers for sexual misconduct.

      I’m due in two months, so I’m of course as big a fucking whale these days. But for some insane reason I still can’t believe, my hunk of a husband still seems to find me irresistible, and he’s still trying to start things with me in public that we should not be doing in public. I know even as excited as he is, he’s worried about having kids just because of his own upbringing and the stuff he’s witnessed in the world. But I know he’s going to be an amazing father. I think the fund we’ve recently started up to rebuild schools in Afghanistan is helping too; helping him work through some of things he saw over there.

      After the baby, I’ll be taking some maternity leave before I finish up my term with New York, and then I’m putting my career into Major Lawson’s hands; both of us are actually. We’re excited for whatever comes next, and since we’ve got each other, I know what does come is going to be something amazing that we face together. The things you care about are the things worth fighting for. We’ve both fought for what we care about, and somehow against all the odds, we’ve found our happy ending.
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      What a fucking week.

      I toss back a hefty gulp of the champagne I swiped from the catering tent, wrinkling my face at the fizzy bubbles tickling my nose.

      Flats; I definitely should have worn flats, I grumble to myself and hike up my bridesmaids dress with one hand as I stalk my way high-heeled through the rose garden.

      Ok, I'm well aware that sneaking off to the greenhouse in the back gardens of my father's estate to slam down stolen champagne probably isn't what I should be doing thirty minutes before my sister's wedding. But with the week I've had, I'm basically categorizing the bubbly in my hand as medicine, and my normally quite sensible sensibilities can go ahead and deal with it.

      An ”amazing opportunity,” my youngest sister Chelsea had called it after hearing about the job offer at our late father's company.

      Yeah, well, the real 'amazing opportunity' - the one that I wanted - was the team leader position in the research group I was in back at the hospital; the one I was pretty much “guaranteed” by the Administrative Director. 

      Of course when that Director is kind of maybe your sort-of boyfriend, and you walk in on him getting blown by some slutty young med student, it's amazing how quickly your guaranteed position turns into her actual position. 

      And no, that's not a euphemism; he actually gave her the job he'd promised me. 

      Ok fine, the job at Archer Holdings is a great job, but that doesn't mean that coming to work for my father's company doesn't feel like moving back in with your parents after failing out in the real world. I mean, it's not like being a Doctor by twenty-seven is exactly slacking, but I can't help but feel like a washout coming back to work for “Dad's” company.

      I'm taking another swig of champagne as I shove open the door to the greenhouse, and I guess that's the reason I don't realize I'm not alone until he speaks.

      “Looks like I'm not the only one that couldn't wait until after the ceremony for the champagne toast.”

      I actually spit champagne out as I whirl at the uncomfortably familiar man's voice behind me, and when my eye land on him, my jaw about hits the floor under my feet.

      No fucking way.

      This isn't happening; this seriously can't be happening. It can't be him; there's just no possible way this is real.

      But his dark greenish brown eyes lock onto mine as the recognition dawns there, and just the faintest shadow of a grin teases at the corners of his mouth; “You?”

      I know the criminally good looking man in the tux standing right in front of me, even though I'm not supposed to. I shouldn't know about the body built for sin underneath that tux; shouldn't know about the tattoos covering his chest and the coiled muscles of his biceps, or those abs carved out of marble. I shouldn't know how the muscles on the side of his hips groove down like pure sex, and I certainly shouldn't be able to exactly picture the thick- well, what I know he's got between his legs.

      He's shaved his beard off, and the bruises around his face from the last time - from seeing him slumped in the elevator that night barely a week ago - seemed to be healing. I briefly wonder about the shallow stab wound in his side and how the bruised rib is doing. 

      And how is it that I know these things I shouldn't? Because one week ago, I saw those bruises; I sewed up that wound. 

      My one one night stand, the one man I never expected to see again even if I haven't been able to get him out of my head for the last eight days, is standing in a tuxedo, right in front of me, at my sister's wedding.

      What the hell is going on here?

      My brain is still trying to get my mouth to work and say something to the grinning, criminally good looking man standing in front of me, when the door to greenhouse bangs open.

      “There you ar- Oh, hey!”

      Hudson, my very soon-to-be-brother-in-law, smiles at me, “Good, looks like you two found each other.”

      Huh?

      “I mean, wow, how long's it been since you guys even last saw each other?”

      Warning bells start to sound inside my head, slowly at first and then building louder and louder, until there's an audible ringing in my ears. Hudson opens his mouth again, and the words that tumble out have my heart jumping up into my throat as the floor practically drops out beneath my feet; “Quinn, you know Logan, right?”

      Oh God; oh holy fucking shit-balls. No-no-no-no-no...

      The words are screaming through my head as I whirl around almost in slow motion to lock eyes on him. I can see the same horrible shock mirrored across his face as his eyes go wide as the recognition dawns on him too.

      “You know Logan, right?” 

      God, do I know 'know' him? 

      I know how his lips taste. I know how his tongue feels buried between my legs. And I know how his cock feels as he grabs my hips and slides deep inside of me. Yeah, I think it's safe to say I know Logan Dempsey. 

      Except, I sure didn't know who he was then; not that night.

      Of all the men in all the world, it had to be him. The one night stand that never should have happened; and in half an hour my sister is going to marry his brother, which basically means we're family. 

      I'm barely breathing as his eyes lock in on mine. And it's almost still in slow motion when he grins and sticks a hand out; “Great to see you again, Doc.”  

      Oh, fuck.
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        Logan

      

    
    
      Oh fuck me fucking sideways. 

      You know that dream you have where you go to school with no pants on or some shit? Yeah, well that's what this feels like. Except this isn't a dream and the reality is staring me in the face with wide, accusatory bright blue eyes. The girl from that night barely a week ago; the girl who patched me up and probably saved my ass. 

      The girl who stayed in my bed afterwords and fell asleep on my chest. 

      Oh, and the girl who later slid down my cock and rode me like a woman possessed until we were both screaming for air. Fuck, she looked strangely familiar before, but she looks like original sin staring me in the face now. 

      Quinn Archer; William Archer's daughter. I slept with the daughter of the man who brought me up in the world from nothing, gave me the gilded life out a fucking book, and taught me to be a man. 

      And I fucked his daughter. Oh, and her sister is basically my future sister-in-law; future as in thirty minutes from now. I'm suddenly horrified at the shit I gave Hudson when I first heard about him and Reagan, William's second daughter. I mean what are the fucking odds?! They're actually too much to even comprehend, and I know odds. I mean of all the girls in all the world, THIS has to be the random chick who found me that night? I can still remember her hands - so firm and so unflinching as she sewed and patched me up. And then her lips; yeah, I can definitely remember those lips. They're the same pouty lips parted in shock and probably the same jolt of fear I'm feeling right now as she stares at me, but damn do I remember how they felt crushed against my own as she moaned into my mouth. 

      Fuck. This is literally the last girl on the whole fucking planet I should have anything to do with besides a friendly nod or a boring conversation about work at the odd Christmas party. 

      Protect them. William's words reverberate through my head, filling the deafening silence between my ears. The Old Man's dying words were to make sure his daughters were safe and protected. I'm fairly confident that grabbing Quinn's hips and pulling her back against me as I bury my cock inside of her doesn't count much in that department. 

      “Wow how longs it been since you guys have seen each other?” Hudson's words cut through the hanging silence, and the cheer in his voice is so amazingly out of place given the situation, even if he doesn't realize it that I cringe; “Probably not since the wake or-” 

      “Yeah it's been a very long time.” Quinn's words are sharp and quick, and her eyes darken as she stares daggers at me. 

      Yeah, she's pissed. I suddenly realize I'm still staring at her like a complete asshole with my mouth hanging open, and so I force myself to smile. Great, now I'm grinning like a douchebag at a girl who very clearly wants to either drop through a hole in the ground or push me into one; possibly both, and I can't say I really blame her. 

      “Uh, hey, Quinn.” I cough uncomfortably. She's wearing this incredible navy blue bridesmaids dress that brings out the storm in her eyes and shows every single one of her curves and-

      - And wow, I'm having thoughts about her wardrobe bringing out the 'storm in her eyes'; what the fuck is wrong with me? 

      “Hey Logan.” She spits out my name like it’s a bad taste in her mouth before she turns to Hudson and plasters a smile on her face; “Well, I need to go make sure we're all set up with the caterers. You ready for this, big guy?” Hudson grins and all I can think is how envious I am of how cool and collected he is right now. As opposed to, you know, me, who's tongue-tied and sweating bullets. Fuck, isn't that his job today? 

      Quinn turns back and gives me one last quick and withering glance before she turns on her heeled foot and storms out of the greenhouse.

      Well, that went well. 

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Quinn, hang on!” The sprawling rose bush and hedge gardens of the Archer estate are a great place to have a wedding, but they're also a great place to lose this girl if she won't slow the fuck down for one Goddamn second.  

      My mind spins as I stalk after her. OK, so we're two people who slept together, who definitely shouldn't have ever slept together; definitely. But shit, like that's the first time something like that has ever happened between two consenting adults? We're both grown ups here, and so we saw each other naked; big deal, right? I mean, it's funny, right? We're going to just laugh about this, right? 

      I finally catch up with her and grab her by the arm, but she whirls and shakes loose of my touch. There's a fury on her face as she looks at me with this wild mix of hurt and fierceness, only made more-so by the auburn hair framing her face and the ice-blue of her eyes as she glares at me; “Did you know?!”  

      Yeah, no, we're definitely not going to be laughing about this.

      I've cornered her behind one of the hedge-rows in the back gardens, but the way she whirls towards me has me suddenly feeling like the cornered one. I clear my throat; “What?” 

      She huffs and crosses her arms across her chest and stares at me with fire in her eyes, and she'd almost look adorable if I wasn't at least half sure she was maybe about to stab me; “Did you know who I was that-” She closes her mouth quickly and looks around before she glares at me again; “that night?” She hisses out. 

      There's something about her tone that digs under my skin, as if she's accusing me of wronging her honor or some bullshit; as if she wasn't a completely willing participant in everything that happened that night a week before. 

      ...A very willing participant, I might add. 

      “You mean when we fucked?” I'm crass on purpose, trying to dig into her right back, and I grin when I see that it works as she blushes bright scarlet and rolls her eyes as groans loudly in disgust. 

      “Yes, Logan, when we-” She shakes her head and looks away again. 

      “No, Quinn, I didn't.” 

      “No?” She's got that fucking accusatory tone in her voice that's getting under my skin like a splinter. 

      “No, Jesus, of course not.” I say it way too fast and with way too much force.

      Her eyes narrow at me; “Well what the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 

      “I mean I'd never have done that if I knew it was you.”  

      Oh, yeah, much smoother; asshole.

      Quinn clearly has the same opinion of my answer as she snarls at me; “You lost the beard.”  

      “Yeah, I-” She's still frowning at me, but hey, it sounds like at least a half concession towards mutual fault here. I mean shit, it's not like I purposefully showed up beaten to fucking pulp at her apartment that night. 

      I clear my throat, trying to salvage this in some impossible way; “Your hair looks, uh, different than than before.” She looks like she's almost about to concede - almost - but then I of course open my mouth again; “And I mean, you look a lot older now than back at your Dad's wake- “ Fuck. I wince as she shakes her head at me and I bring my hand up to push it though my hair; “I'm fucking this up pretty badly aren't I.” 

      “With flying fucking colors, yeah.” 

      I mean it's true; I hadn't seen her since her father's funeral like five fucking years ago. But shit, looking at her now, would I have even said no to a girl like this even if I knew? I mean she's a knockout to begin with, but it doesn't help that while that bridesmaids dress teases at what's beneath, I actually know what she looks like naked. And the thought of her naked is making me harder than it should right now, given the situation.  She brings a hand up and pinches the bridge of her nose as she takes a deep breath; like this whole thing is some sort of headache she just has to deal with; “Look, let’s just get through this thing.” 

      “And a cheers to the happy couple!” I grin, trying to lighten the mood. She smirks, but then that flush comes back into her cheeks and she shakes her head again. 

      “Look-” She stabs a finger towards me, still keeping her distance with her back up against the hedge behind her; “Not a word, to anyone about-” 

      “Quinn, I'm not going to-” 

      “To anyone, Logan.” She almost looks scared, like I'm some dirty little secret that might come tumbling out, and I can't tell if that amuses or pissed me off more. 

      “Look I fucking get it, ok?” 

      “Good.” 

      “Fine.”

      Ah yes, this is progressing just like an adult conversation should. 

      “Look, I have too much going on up here in my head to even think about this right now, OK?” She squeezes her eyes shut and shakes her head; “I'm about to stand up with my sister while she gets married and I have an insanely busy first day at a new position tomorrow.” Her arms are still crossed over her perfect chest, and she's still glaring at me like I'm some sort of bad guy; “At my Dad's-” She stops and frowns; “At your fucking company, actually.” 

      I'm about to open my mouth when she shakes her head, cutting me off; “You know what, it's like you said; let's just get through this, ok? Cause after this, I don't have to see you, and you don't have to see me until at least Thanksgiving or some other family gathering.” 

      Ah, fuck; she doesn't know.

      I almost want to laugh, except I think I might be too surprised to.

      Quinn shakes her head; “And until then, we can drift back off to being strangers, OK?” 

      Well, this is about to get even better. 

      She knows that her new job is with Archer Holdings in the company's new humanitarian healthcare outreach program. What she doesn't know is that it's my program, and what's quickly dawning on me is that as of tomorrow, I'll be working side-by-side with this girl for the next three months. 

      She stops as she notices my silence and narrows her eyes at me; “Oh, what is it, Logan?” 

      Oh yeah, this little meltdown is about to go fucking nuclear.
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        Quinn

      

    
    
      
        One Week Ago:

      

      It’s almost 3 a.m. by the time I get home from what will be my last team meeting at the hospital for the next few months while I work on the outreach program at my Father’s company. I’m grinding my teeth and muttering under my breath as I stand in the lobby of my loft building, hammering the elevator button, and it’s not even the fact that it’s late and the birthday bash I was invited to is long over that’s got me pissed off either. It’s that leaving my team after that whole thing feels like giving up, and admitting defeat.

      It also seems totally fucking unfair.

      ‘It’s just not appropriate, Quinn. I can’t be seen dating one of my staff. Especially one that’s a shoe-in for team leader.”

      In theory, Andy has a fair point, except it loses just a little bit of credibility when I walked into his office a week ago to see one of the other young Doctors on the team blowing him.

      And honestly, that’s not what has me so furious. I mean it’s not like I ever thought Andy was “the one” or anything, and it was hardly a passionate affair, unless you count hidden dates and maybe four fairly unsatisfying intimate encounters over as many months as passionate.

      And I don’t.

      What I’m pissed about though is just the hypocrisy of it, and I hate hypocrisy. It’s telling me “being professional” is the reason things have to end when you’ve got Vicky fucking Spears’s lips wrapped around your cock in your office.

      But again, that’s not even what has me so angry tonight. No, I’m practically steaming at the ears because Andy decided to announce at the end of our last team meeting - almost as an afterthought - that we were going to have a new team leader.

      ‘Mad’ is your boyfriend ditching and probably cheating on you. ‘Fury’ is having every head in the room turn expectantly towards you just as Andy announces that skanky, cock-sucking, slut-bag Vicky Spears will be stepping into the role of technically being your boss after you get back from working at Archer Holdings.

      Perfect.

      So, I’m already thinking about which Netflix series I’m going to binge with a bottle of red wine upstairs as the elevator doors ding open, and it’s right then that the scream freezes in my throat.

      The man is slumped against the wall of the elevator, bloodied and out cold. He’s shirtless, his muscled, tattooed body covered in bruises and cuts and blood, and for a horrified minute, I wonder if I’m looking at a corpse. But then the doctor in me kicks into gear instantly, and I’m dropping down next to him to feel for a pulse.

      My heart jumps into my throat as he suddenly gasps awake, his hand jerking to grab my wrist and his eyes wide and wild as he stares into mine. I stutter out a gasp as I find myself staring into the most piercing brown-green eyes I've ever seen; eyes the color of the forest, flecked with gold.

      His eyes dart around the elevator in wild, jerking movements, and I can see the veins in his neck pulsing as he jerks forward.

      “Hey, hey!” I say, putting my hands on his bare chest and gently pushing him back against the wall. The muscles beneath his skin feel like rippling iron under my hands, and I feel myself blushing at how absurdly unprofessional it is to think of this bleeding stranger with those kind of descriptors.

      Especially bleeding strangers as staggeringly good looking as this one.

      His dark hair is buzzed short, and even with a thick beard covering his chin, I can see how handsome he is from the prominent cut of his cheekbones and the dark, smokey look in his eyes.

      “I need you to relax, OK?” I’m pressing him back down as gently as I can; “You've been in some kind of accident, and I'm going to help you.”

      He lunges forward again, a crazy look in those handsome eyes; “You-”

      “I'm a doctor, OK?”

      Ok, clinical virologist, but close enough, I mutter to myself. I didn’t sit through four semesters of triage and two years of late-shift E.R. work not to be able to do something in a situation like this.

      “Listen, I’m going to help you while we wait for the ambulance-”

      “No.” His voice is like sandpaper on wood; rich and rough, with a touch of something warm there. He momentarily looks much more awake and alert as his face darkens; “No ambulance; no hospitals.”

      I'm suddenly very afraid of what that implies, as well as suddenly very aware that I'm alone with a beaten and bloodied stranger who for all I know could have just come from murdering his whole family or something.

      He must see the fear shoot through my face, because his look softens for a moment; “Look, just- no ambulance. Please.”

      I bite my lip, my hand still hovering near my purse and my cellphone, but there’s something utterly bewildering and unexplainable about the sincerity in his eyes that has me wanting to trust him. He winces, his hand pressing against his ribs, and it's then that I realize how much he's bleeding from some wound there.

      “Oh my God, you need to let me call an-”

      “You're a doctor you said?” He coughs violently, tilting his head back against the wall and gritting his teeth for a second.

      “Yes?”

      “Good, you're hired.”

      I frown; “Wha-”

      “Reach in my left pants pocket.”

      “Um, excuse me?”

      “Just do it.” He coughs, wincing.

      Warily, I lean closer to him, wondering when he's going to tie me up, or ax me to death, and reach into his pocket.

      I blink at the fat wad of $100 dollar bills I pull out; dyed rust colored around the edges from his blood.

      “Ok, what's-”

      “That's your fee,” He whispers out with a grimace; “For patching me up.” He's looking paler and paler by the second as he leans his head back against the wall, and I notice his breathing is coming slower and slower by the rising and falling of his muscled, tattooed chest.

      “I'm not taking this money.”

      Oh HELL no am I taking a bloody wad of hundred dollar bills from a complete stranger. I want no part of that, actually.

      His brow furrows, and I can see him trying to open his lips, but I'm already whirling around and hitting the button in the elevator, the doors closing behind us.

      “I'm not taking this money,” I say again, this time yanking my t-shirt off over my head and pushing his hand away as I press the cotton to his open wound; “But I am going to help you. Just don't die on me, OK?”

      He momentarily opens his eyes once more, and when he grins, I can't tell if it’s because he’s glad I’m going to help him, or the fact that I've taken my shirt off. Maybe both.

      “Top floor,” he whispers hoarsely.

      “Wait, what?” As dumb of an idea I know it was, I was just going to drag him into my own apartment on the second to top floor. As far as I knew, the apartment above me was empty.

      “I live-” he coughs blood and then he's going slack in my arms; “I just moved-”

      Oh, wonderful; the hot, muscled bleeding guy dying in my arms is my new upstairs neighbor.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Thank you, really.” He says with that deep, baritone of a voice. He's sitting up now in his bed, which is weirdly the only piece of furniture in the whole apartment. His color is coming back, and there's a clean bandaged wrapped around the stitches I've just put on the wound on his ribcage and another bandage taping down the other heavy cut on his brow.

      I nod at him quietly, as I start to pack away the medical supplies I grabbed from my own apartment.

      “Look, take the money; seriously.” He says, nodding at the bloody stack of bills sitting on his empty kitchen counter.

      I choke out a small laugh; “Yeah, uh, no; thanks though.”

      “Why not?”

      I look up at him, and he's got this cocky, devilish smirk on his face, his teeth shining white through the dark beard covering his chin. And for maybe the fifth time since finding him, there’s something so familiar about him that strikes me in a funny way but that I just can't place.

      “Because I don't want to know what happened to you tonight, but I also know a stab wound when I see one.”

      The grin fades from his lips, and he nods at me; “Fair enough.” He clears his throat; “It was a fight; a boxing match.”

      “I said I didn't want to know.”

      He laughs; “Yeah but you seem like the curious type.”

      “Oh, and you figured that out from the full two hours you've known me, half of which you were passed out?”

      “I'm good at reading people.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, over the fresh tank-top I've changed into;  ”A boxing match doesn't usually involve knives.”

      He grins and shrugs; “Some people are bad at losing.”

      “So you won?”

      He nods at the kitchen counter; “That wad of cash I keep trying to get you to take is twenty five thousand dollars.”

      Holy shit.

      I shake my head; “You know you could have died tonight if I hadn't found you, right? I mean why do this?”

      “Eh, it’s just what I do I guess.” He says, leaning back against his headboard. He winces for a second and I can see a red bloom at the bandage on his side.

      “Shit, you're bleeding. Hang on, let me change that bandage again.” I move towards the bed and sit on the edge as I bend down to examine him.

      “So is that why you fight then? That money?” I nod my head at the kitchen counter.

      He laughs dryly; “Not at all, actually.”

      “So why then?”

      “Let me ask you this, Doc; why did you fix me up tonight?”

      I give him a look; “Because it’s what I do, I'm a doct-”

      “See?” He grins at me.

      “Cute,” I say dryly, a grin teasing the corners of my lips.

      I look around the empty loft; “Look do you have  anything to eat here? You lost a lot of blood tonight, you should eat something.”

      “I have no idea.” He says with a nonchalant shrug.

      I raise an eyebrow at him; “You don't know if you've got any food here?”

      “I dunno, I might?”

      “You do live here, right?”

      “Uh, sort of.” He says awkwardly.

      “What's that mean?”

      “I mean, yeah, I sort of live here. It’s sort of like my hideaway from life.”

      I frown at him; “What are you, married or something?”

      He barks out a laugh; “Uh, no, darlin; I'm not.”

      I find myself smiling at his drawled “darlin’ as I look away, and then I’m wondering why I feel such an immediate spark of excitement hearing that he isn’t married.

      I turn back, and he’s slowly closing his eyes; “Hey, hey!” I snap in his face and pat his bristled cheek as he opens his eyes and grins at me; “You can’t fall asleep like this.”

      “Aww, what’s the matter, Doc, enjoying the conversation too much?” His grin is just charming enough to let the cockiness of the comment that would usually dig right under my skin just sort of roll off of me instead.

      “No, I mean you probably have a concussion and I really can’t let you sleep.”

      He nods, and his eyebrow arches suggestively; “Guess we should find a way to keep me up then.”

      I’m still sitting right on the edge of his bed, right next to him, and I swallow heavily, my pulse hammering in my chest as I find myself biting my lip and locking eyes with him. There’s a spark there, something familiar, and yet something wildly strange, and for whatever reason, it’s drawing me in like a moth to flame.

      There’s a final moment, right before my lips touch his - right before I let myself go and right before we both crash together - where I suddenly realize I don’t even know his name.

      But of course by then, it’s almost better not knowing.
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        Quinn

      

    
    
      “Are you fucking kidding me!?”

      No, no FUCKING way. Taking the job with Archer Holdings was one thing, but there isn’t a snowball’s chance in hell that I’m going to work under Logan fucking Dempsey for the next three months; no fucking way at all.

      Instantly, my mind goes to an entirely new place with the thought of being under Logan, and I blush at the dirty thoughts that quickly escalate in my head before I shake them away and scowl at him, as if this smug prick set this whole damn thing up from the start.

      “Yeah,” Logan runs a hand through that perfect head of dark hair; “We should probably talk about this.”

      He reaches out to put a hand on my arm but I yank it away from him; “Don't touch me,” I hiss, mentally cursing my sister and the entire concept of a wedding with no booze.

      “Will you fucking relax?” He says, brow furrowing.

      “And don't tell me to re-”

      “Well calm the fuck down then, instead.” He growls, suddenly grabbing me by the arms and pushing me back against the wall. A tiny gasp drops from my lips and I blush bright pink as I realize that I'm instantly and horribly turned on by his rough touch. I can smell his aftershave, and the vague familiarity of it from that night invades my head in ways it really shouldn’t. His pressed dress shirt  is open at the collar, his bow-tie undone, and I can see the inked lines peeking out through the opening there from the tattoos that I know cover his chest and shoulders.

      His perfect, chiseled, muscled chest and shoulders.

      I shake my head again; I mean how the hell would I have ever guessed that the stranger from that night with a body made for sin would actually in fact be one of the wealthiest men in New York? Aren’t billionaires supposed to be eccentric old guys who live in board rooms? Since when do they have stab wounds, bruises, and heavy tattoos covering perfectly sculpted muscled bodies and a huge, thick - I blush, my thought trailing off as I think of the tool I know Logan’s packing between his legs.

      “I am not working for you, you prick.” I spit out, willing myself to look as defiant as possible and hoping that it covers the flush of arousal blooming on my chest and face.

      Logan arches a dark brow at me; “You’ve already signed the papers-”

      “Then sue me.”

      He rolls his eyes; “And we’re funding the research team you’re leaving behind at Mt. Sinai for five more years since they’re losing you for a few months; fully funding, Quinn.”

      “So?” I spit out. Great, yeah, fund the research team comprised of my dickhead ex and the skanky under-qualified blowjob queen who’s taking my place. Perfect. I’m being petulant and childish, and I know it, but I’m just too furious at the situation to get past that. I have one Goddamn one-night-stand and fate serves me up Logan fucking Dempsey; my father’s military pal, basically my new brother-in-law, and oh, apparently also my new boss. I mean seriously, what fucking horrible karma am I paying off right now?

      His strong hands on my arms are warm, and I snap out of my little pity-party as I suddenly think that they may just feel too good on my skin. I’m remembering the feel of those hands on other parts of me, but then I’m quickly shaking my head and pushing him away from me, like pushing away the last bite of desert even though you so desperately want a taste.

      “Fine.” I say, still fuming and acting like a child.

      Logan has an arrogant looking smirk on his face; “So that sounds like a big fat ‘maybe’.”

      “Don’t get cute.” I mutter.

      “Oh I thought I already was cute, which is why you just couldn’t resist me the other night.”

      Is this fucking guy for real?

      “It’s a yes,” I hiss out through clenched teeth; “But watch it.”

      He chuckles like we’re having some sort of witty banter; like we’re just two old friends chumming around; “Well, we do need to talk about what happened.” He says, his eyes flashing at me.

      “No, we don't, actually.” I hiss back, bringing my hands up to rub my temples.

      “So you’re fine working together with no problem?”

      After I came on his tongue and after he fucked me better than I’ve ever been fucked in my entire life?

      I swallow heavily, trying to calm my racing pulse and trying desperately to quell the heat throbbing between my legs at the feeling of this man so close to me, as arrogant and cocky and totally forbidden as he is. Fuck, there’s no way I can take this job.

      “Yes, Logan. I can very happily forget everything about that night and live a very productive and content life.”

      His eyes flash at me; “Everything that happened?” He smirks at me, and that glint in his eye brings a warm flush to my cheeks as I suddenly begin to remember things I shouldn't about that night. I'm remembering how his lips tasted, and how they felt as he kissed and nipped up the inside of my thigh-

      Fuck.

      This is going to be a problem. I shake my head quickly; “Yes everything, thank you very much.”

      He cocks an eyebrow at me, and when he smirks and leans closer to my face, I can feel my pulse skip a beat as the heat of him draws nearer; “Well, there are some aspects of that night I'm quite happy to remember,” He winks salaciously at me, just in case I missed the innuendo; “But there are also some other things I'd rather- well, that I'd rather you kept to yourself.”

      I roll my eyes; “Logan, I will not be telling anyone ever about us sleeping-”

      “I mean the fighting, Quinn.” He says sharply.

      “What about it?”

      “I mean no one can know about that.”

      I laugh; “Are you serious? Logan, have you seen your face today?” He’s still sporting a black eye and the hint of a bruise on his lip, which has this terrible side-effect of also making that mouth even more attractive to me right now.

      He sighs heavily and turns to look away as he shakes his head.

      “No, honestly; do you think everyone here is totally blind?” I nod at the boxing glove tattoo peeking out of his rolled-up sleeve; “Seriously, it's not like you make it a secret you know.”

      This time he rolls his eyes, and the gesture is both infuriating and disturbingly sexy on him; “Obviously they know I box, Quinn. It's just that they don't know about the kind of boxing I do.”

      I put my hands on my hips and cock my head at him; “What, the kind of boxing that has you stabbed and beaten to a bloody pulp lying in my elevator at three o’clock in the morning?”

      He grins and looks away, shaking his head.

      “What?”

      “Well, my elevator, technically speaking.”

      I freeze; “What.”

      “Yeah, I bought that building a few years ago and just use a management company to rent it out. I’m redoing my Penthouse uptown right now, so I just decided to crash there during construction “ He chuckles, and as he looks up I think we both suddenly get it at the same time; “Hey, shit, I guess that mean’s I’m technically your landlord!”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose with my fingers and try and count backwards from ten; I get to about seven before I decide a very tall drink would work a whole lot better right now.

      “So anyways, no gabbing about the fighting, OK?”

      I finally lift my head up and stare at him, “So wait, Bryce and Hudson don't even know?”

      Logan raises an eyebrow and makes a face; “What do you think. I’m the responsible one, remember?”

      “Yeah, a regular pillar of reason and society, Logan.” I’m tapping my foot on the ground, anxious about how, well, anxious he makes me; “So, I’m guessing you want me to keep this a secret or something?”

      “No ‘or something’, just the first part.”

      “What’s in it for me?” Instantly I have no idea why I said it.

      Logan smirks; “Well well, there’s that famous Archer hustle and negotiating I’ve heard so much about. But I don't think you want my counter offer, Quinn.”

      I roll my eyes; “Oh please, what could possibly be your-”

      “That a bit more went on that night than just me getting the shit kicked out of me in a fight?”

      Oh you’ve got to be shitting me. Is he seriously about to use that as leverage?

      “You’re kidding, right?” I glare fire at him; “You're seriously going to hold that over my head?”

      He smirks that irritating, cocky smile of his; “Well you sure seem like you want it to be this big dirty secret.”

      “So do you.”

      “Do I?” He winks at me, looking cocky and arrogant and - goddamnit - unnervingly good looking.

      “Fine.”

      His grin widens, as if gloating over winning some kind of board room debate or something; “Fine what, Quinn?” He’s messing with me, and it’s making my blood boil.

      “I mean fine, secret for secret.”

      Logan flashes that grin at me again and holds out his hand; “Deal!”

      I ignore his hand as I roll my eyes as I turn away from him; “Oh and just so we’re clear, Logan,” I shoot back over my shoulder; “That is never happening again.”

      “Which part?” He calls out after me, chuckling; “Agreeing with me or fucking me?”

      My face goes five shades of red as I whirl and flip his grinning, cocky face off with both hands before storming off; “Both!” I hurl back, hearing him laugh as I storm off.
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      Great, more secrets; just what I need. Pretty soon they’re going to bury me under all the secrets.

      The fighting; fuck, I mean, I know why I do it. I also know why I don’t tell anyone about it; not even Hudson and Bryce, the two men who are my brothers in every sense of the word but who we were born to. That might actually be the worst part of all of it; that with everything I’ve seen and been through with these brothers of mine, I still can’t tell them. I mean part of it is to protect them, but I know the other part of it is because of who I am. I’m a fighter, and when you’re on the ropes, you don’t cower and call your friends.

      You fucking hit back.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You’re not my father.”

      His eyes narrow into slits, and he gets that wicked looking smile on his face. I’ve seen that smile before, and it’s usually the prelude to a storm.

      “Dammit, boy!” My mother’s words are slurred as she staggers out from the kitchen, holding the coffee mug that hasn’t held anything but vodka and orange juice in it for as long as I can remember; “You treat your daddy with respect, you hear?”

      I whirl towards her, my face contorted in as much rage as an eleven year old can possibly muster; “He’s NOT my dadd-”

      It only takes half a second for me to realize what a fucking terrible mistake it was to turn my back on Rich like that; a mistake he only too readily hammers home with a sharp cuff to the back of my head that sends me sprawling across the floor.

      And she laughs.

      My goddamn mother is laughing, like seeing her son get slapped across the room by her drunk piece of shit boyfriend of the month is the funniest fucking thing she’s ever seen. Rich wheezes out a chuckle too, his gravel-tinged nicotine laugh ragged and joyless. Tears sting my eyes as I grab at the threadbare carpet, but I’m grinding my teeth together, just sitting there on my hands and knees listening to them just laugh their drunk ass off at me, and something inside me just snaps.

      I’m yelling as I surge up from the floor and throw myself bodily, head-first into Rich. I’m windmilling my fists as hard as I can at his stomach and his balls, just trying to HURT him in any way someone my size can to someone that size. I’d like to think I get a good few licks in, but then he’s got me by the shirt collar and hauling me back at arm’s length.

      “By God, you’re gonna learn to respect me, boy!” He roars at me, the scent of beer wafting over my face.

      “No!” I yell, willing myself not to cry; don’t cry.

      My mother is shrieking in the background; “Boy, you respect your daddy now, ya hea-”

      “He’s NOT my daddy!” I scream, and then I do the only other thing I know how to do in that moment.

      I haul back and spit right in Rich’s face.

      And it’s the last thing I recall before he hauls back with his fist and sends it crashing into my face, and then it all goes black.

      It was later that we went through hell, spit in the devil’s eye, and somehow came back from that. None of it makes sense, because in a just and fair world, we’d have been dead a long time ago. But somehow, we’ve gone from the dark hole on the outskirts of basic humanity to the men we are today; and I don’t know if I believe in any sort of higher power, but that shit just doesn’t make sense.

      When we came back from all that - when the Old Man rescued us that is - we were all broken; broken in every sense of the word. Three years of running will do that; three years after running off from the duties and orders none of us could bring ourselves to execute ever again. I can look back on that and wonder about what-ifs all I want, but I know in my heart that none of us could have kept going; not after the shit we saw back in Afghanistan. There were three years of forcibly losing every sense of who we were as men, working as mercenaries to the highest bidder in the combat zones of Africa, and losing ourselves in drink, drugs, and women, probably in that order. Hudson always liked to say that Bryce was the worst of us back then, but his demons were just the most visible; needles will do that. Me, I like to drink as much as the next guy, but it’s in Ghana that I learned to fight. Sure, I’d hit people before, but in that mercenary camp, I learned how to fucking fight; and that became my drug.

      And that’s how he found us; washed out, beaten up, drunk, and clawing at the last shreds of what made us men, and somehow, he saw promise in us. Don’t ask me how.

      So now that we’re whole new men, worth more than we’d ever even dreamed we’d be and running William’s company after his death, why the underground fights? Goddamn secrets, that’s why. Because something followed us back from that hell. Someone, I should say, with a knowledge of a truth that I thought we’d buried back in the jungle; someone with a knowledge about who we really are.

      But you don’t stop fighting, ever.

      You never stop fighting.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Earth to Logan?”

      Bryce’s words shake me from my thoughts, and I frown at him; “This is a bad idea.”

      “Yeah, uh, probably the worst thing you could say at a wedding, bud,” He says, rolling his eyes.

      “Funny. You know what I mean though; Quinn on the team for the medical program. It just seems- I dunno, it seems like a conflict of interests is all.”

      “What are you talking about?” Bryce shakes his head as he straightens his bowtie in the mirror; “It’s a healthcare outreach program through Archer Holdings; she’s a doctor, and her last name is Archer. I mean how much more perfect for the job can she get, man? You want her to be physically on-site, project managing the hospital constructions? Cause I bet she can do that too, she is the Old Man’s daughter, after all.”

      Yeah, like I need to be reminded.

      “Look I just don’t think it’s a good idea, that’s all.”

      “Why on Earth not?”

      Uh, because I know how she tastes riding my tongue? Because I know how she feels when comes? Yeah, no fucking way can I say that to Bryce or Hudson; they’d kill me. Shit, I’d kill me.

      “I just- I don’t think we’d get along personally.”

      He glances at his watch; “Well, get personal, because in half an hour she’s going to be part of the family.”

      I wince at that word, but then Hudson pokes his head into the room; “Hey, assholes, I’m getting married in twenty fucking minutes; think you could finish putting those ties on and get up to the altar with me?” He frowns and shakes his head at me; “Have I mentioned your face looks like shit by the way?” Bryce snorts from the other side of the room, and I glare at the both of them. “Oh and thanks for having a fight right before the wedding, buddy. Reagan’s going to love looking at your Goddamn black eye in the pictures later.” Hudson shakes his head, looking more amused than actually pissed at me; “I mean I thought you guys wore fucking masks at the gym.”

      “Uh, yeah-” I can’t exactly tell them about the fights; not these ones, which are most certainly not held at the gym.

      The ones where there aren’t any gloves.

      The ones where I bleed to forget.

      “Yeah I guess I caught a bad hook or something.” I mumble out, trying to deflect the subject.

      “You got hit?” Bryce grins at me from his spot by the window of the room; “Wish I’d been there to see that.”

      Hudson snorts out a laugh; “You know, you could let me hit you, for once,” He says, referring to our sparring bouts where I basically wipe the floor with him every time; “It’d be a hell of a wedding gift you know.” He steps towards me and brings his hands up to straighten my bowtie; “So, what do you think about Quinn on the new-”

      “Bad idea.”

      Bryce growls at me from the other side of the room; “Logan, what is your fucking problem with it, man?”

      My problem is I can’t stop thinking of that night. My problem is that I can’t stop picturing her naked body as she rides on top of me, her breasts swaying with her breathing, her lips trembling, and her fingertips raking my shoulders and my back as she explodes around me. Hell, I couldn’t stop thinking about that whole night before I knew who she was, but now it’s like pouring gasoline on a fire, and it’s about to blow up in my face. On top of that, the fact that she’s William’s daughter - my brother’s new sister-in-law, or whatever -  and the fact that she’s so off limits isn't turning me off like it should be.

      It’s making it worse.

      I mumble something under my breath and push Hudson’s hands away as I move towards the window.

      “Well, whatever problem you’ve got with Quinn, get over it, man.” Hudson says, and I turn to look at him; “You just have to work with her, Logan, not take her out or something.”

      I can feel my gut seize up as I stare at Hudson standing there grinning at me

      He knows, he must know, and he’s fucking with me.

      Except if he did know, he'd have already thrown me out this window.

      “Alright, alright; fine.”

      “Atta boy.” Hudson checks his watch; “Alright boys, time to get up there and meet the rest of the family.”

      I cringe; fuck.
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      So much for ‘until at least Thanksgiving’ I think darkly to myself. I’m sitting in some gorgeous, opulent conference room at the Archer Holdings building with jaw-dropping views of midtown Manhattan and Brooklyn out the big windows. But it’s a view I can’t enjoy, because Logan Dempsey is sitting between me and that view, and he’s got that damned cocky grin on his face, and it’s making me squirm in my seat.

      The meeting is Logan and I, which would be bad enough, except Bryce and Hudson are also here, which is making me feel like I'm under some sort of microscope. It’s a classic “Telltale Heart” scenario; I’m sure they can hear my pulse racing like an engine or can see the dirty, dark thoughts about Logan I’m desperately trying to shake from my head clearly across my face.

      His lips are hot on mine, kissing me with a fierceness I’ve never felt as his hands explore my body. He’s pulling at my tank top, slipping it up the small of my back as his hands trace the skin there, sending shivers through me core. There’s a fervency and a throbbing need here that I’ve never felt with any man before, and where I’d normally be put off with how quickly his hands are familiarizing themselves with my body, I find myself urging him on, wanting him to touch me.

      Wanting him to know all of me.

      He’s pushing his hands under my shorts and cupping my ass, grinding me against the hardness pushing in his pants that feels bigger and thicker than anything I’ve ever felt before. And my hands are reaching for him, finding a boldness in their need to touch that I’ve never seen from them before. But he’s pushing my hands away and slipping my shorts and panties down and off my legs, and then he’s touching me, and I’m gasping as he finds me hot and wet and ready for him.

      When he pulls me up his body, pulling my sex towards his mouth, the shyness and the awkwardness I know would normally be there slips away, replaced instead with a heady, almost drug-like need to feel him.

      I WANT this man; this total stranger.

      His tongue slips into my folds, pushing deep against my opening and then curling up to tease at my clit. Hands grab my ass and coax my hips back and forth, back and forth across his magical tongue, urging me further, and higher, and harder until I’m almost screaming as I come and-

      Oh, God, and now I’m fantasizing about Logan Dempsey in the middle of a business meeting at my job.

      Something is severely wrong with me.

      I glance around, suddenly self conscious about what is I’m sure a bright red blush across my face, but also the fact that my panties are hot and wet beneath the formal business skirt I wear. I shoot a look across the table at the man responsible for these wicked and ill-timed thoughts, hoping to find some sort of counterpoint there; hoping to find him as confused and ill-at-ease looking as I feel.

      But, if he’s feeling any sort of uncomfortableness, he sure as hell isn’t showing it, that’s for damn sure. It’s just that same stupidly handsome, stupidly mesmerizingly cocky grin on his face; that cool, composed look staring right back at me and making my face burn despite my attempts to push him from my thoughts. He’s also staggeringly good looking in a suit, which isn’t helping. I mean to be fair, all three of them are good looking guys and in amazing shape but Logan is just fucking criminally good looking, his broad shoulders and chest filling out the suit perfectly as he leans back in that big leather conference room chair and winks at me.

      And of course, just to make matters worse, we’re joined in the meeting by Peyton, a young little blonde thing that looks all of twenty years old who also happens to be Logan’s chief affairs manager. She’s also immediately a frosty bitch to me for no apparent reason that I can figure out, and on top of that, there’s something about the way she looks at Logan or the way her hand rests a little too long on his arm when she speaks to him that has my blood boiling.

      Jesus Christ, am I jealous?

      Ugh; it’s a terrible thought, and one that I quickly try to push out of my head. God no; I am not jealous of flirty little bouncy-tits Peyton grinning away at Logan, just like I’m not going to get bothered by her cutting me off mid-sentence every three seconds throughout the whole stupid meeting either. I’m just uncomfortable with this whole arrangement; the secrets upon secrets, and of course the fact that I’ve barely paid attention this whole first meeting because all I can think about is how the man across the table from looks without that suit on.

      This is going to be a problem.

      How on Earth did I agree to this? I could blame Andy, my ex the administrative director for being an asshole, or Vicky, for being a job-stealing skank. Or hell, I could blame my sisters for encouraging this whole thing, or Logan for not recognizing me that night. But really I should just blame myself for saying yes.

      …To the job, and to him, that night.

      Finally, it seems like we’re done, and Bryce and Hudson excuse themselves, though Peyton sticks around; “So, are we clear, Doctor Archer?”

      I frown, realizing I have zero idea what little miss blondie is asking me; “Hmm?”

      She sighs dramatically; “Are we clear, about the schedule for the next few days and the D.C. meeting?”

      “Oh, uh, yes?”

      She rolls her eyes dramatically at me before shooting Logan a look as she snatches her papers off the conference table and marches out the door.

      Logan clears his throat as she walks out, and I swivel back in my chair to look at him; “Well, she’s fun.”

      “Oh, yeah,” He chuckles, standing from the conference table and walking into his adjoining, office; “She’s a real firecracker.”

      I can’t stop the frown that storms across me face as I follow him in, and when he turns and sees it, he grins; “Oh now what are you, jealous, Doc?”

      “Of missy teeny-bopper back there? Hardly.” I roll my eyes as I brush past him into his office; “What is that, some sort of high school internship, Logan?”

      He smirks at me, “Hey, you know you two may have more in common than you think,” he says with a wink.

      I balk and wrinkle my nose; “Eww; gross?”

      Logan’s grin cracks into a full laugh; “No, I mean you’re both driven, and you both want for this project to work.” He winks at me again; “And hey, Peyton wasn’t the one staring at me through that whole meeting.”

      “Oh, fuck off, please.”

      “Well hey, we’re alone now.” He shrugs and arches a brow at his large wooden desk; “I mean we’ve got the room to ourselves, and this great view-”

      “Dream on, Logan.”

      He shrugs; “Hey we could always just keep things to your place or mine like last-”

      “Oh and enlighten me why the hell you’re living in my fucking building? Aren’t you a billionaire for Christ’s sake?” OK, I’ve got a great loft apartment in a great building in a fantastic location. But Logan’s in the sort of income bracket that keeps a whole other level of residences. I narrow my eyes at him, suddenly suspicious of why the hell he’s “slumming it” in an East Village loft with practically zero furniture.

      “Oh calm down, Archer,” He growls, rolling his eyes. “I already told you, the penthouse is under construction, so I just decided to crash there.

      I narrow my eyes at him; “You, a billionaire, just ‘crashing’ at a place with a single piece of furniture and a punching bag?”

      Logan grins; “So, you remember my single piece of furniture, huh?” He winks, and I know he’s talking about the bed; the bed from that night; “You can come by and see if whenever you want, you know.”

      I huff my breath out in disgust; “You’re delusional if you think that would ever happen again.”

      “Oh please, keep pretending you haven’t thought about it, cute stuff.” He taps the desk with his knuckle and then looks up at me in this over-the-top suggestive way that brings a flush to my cheeks; “I mean no one would have to know, darlin; might make working together go a little easier.”

      I roll my eyes, trying to subdue the grin threatening to spread across my face; “Oh, very romantic, Logan.”

      “Who said anything about romance?”

      I can feel my face getting hotter by the second as I start to lose my hold on my thoughts and as they begin to drift to all the dirty fantasies I’ve been having about him. Suddenly the room itself begins to feel warmer and smaller the longer I spend in it alone with him; “I need to go,” I say, shaking my head and staring towards the door.

      “Hey, hang on.” He reaches out and grabs my arm.

      I try and ignore the feeling of heat and buzzing electric current on my arm where he’s touching me as he steers me back around; “Are you going to be like this every time we meet, because if so, I’m done,” I mutter, crossing my arms over my chest.

      He grins; “You wouldn’t, not with what it would mean for your research group funding.”

      “Try me.”

      His grin falters for just a second; “Fine. No, Doc, I won’t be.”

      “Good.” I can feel my own smirk on my face, feeling this momentary feeling of triumph.

      “Will you?” He’s shrugging his jacket off and draping it over the back of his chair.

      I frown at him; “Excuse me?”

      “Be all moody and clearly sexually frustrated like this every time we need to be together for this project?” Logan starts to casually unbutton his dress shirt, and button after button reveals more and more hard muscled chest and etched lined ink of his tattoos.

      “No, I- What are you doing?”

      He shrugs; “Oh, I have a free hour so I was going to head down to the gym; what?” He’s trying to act like it’s the most natural thing in the world for him to be taking his shirt off in front of me in his damn office. He reaches for his belt-buckle and smirks at me.

      Goddamn him. He’s trying to tease me and get a rise out of me, and I’m pissed because I know it’s kind of working. That fucking cocky smirk is right back on his face, and I feel my cool dropping; “Oh please fuck off.”

      I turn my back as he starts to lower his pants, if only because I feel like I should, even if part of me is dying to see Logan in just his boxers.

      Get a grip, lady; I mutter to myself.

      “OK, you can look now,” He says sarcastically. I turn and find myself almost disappointed that he’s actually wearing shorts and a sleeveless t-shirt; “Listen, you know Peyton will probably treat you better if you let her know you can stand up to her.”

      “I didn’t come here to play power-games.” I sneer.

      “Can I be honest?” He says with that infuriating grin on his face. I shoot him a look, and he rolls his eyes; “Fine, I’m gonna take that as a yes. You’re a pushover, Quinn.”

      “I am not!” I huff at him, feeling the heat bloom up through my chest.

      “Yes you are!” His eyes flash at me and his voice is booming, and I find myself taking a step back from him.

      “Fine; whatever.”

      He smirks at me; “See?”

      My lip curls as I glare at him; “Did you just fucking yell at me to make a point?”

      Logan nods his head at me; “Look, I’m just saying you should stick up for yourself more often; put up more of a fight.”

      “You know what, Logan?” I sneer out; “Don’t think for one second that just because we- just because of what happened, that you know anything about me.”

      “What, like that you were up for that team leader position at the hospital and you got pushed out by someone far less qualified than you?” I narrow my eyes at him and he grins; “Yeah, I heard that story.”

      “It’s a bit more complicated than that, Logan.”

      “Ok, so she sucked his dick for the job; yeah, heard that story too. Look I’m just saying you should be more assertive.”

      “What, like I should have blown him too?”

      A dark look flashes across his face and his jaw tightens for a second; “Fuck no, I’m saying if you just stood up for yourself a bit more, that shit never would’ve happened to begin with.”

      “Says the guy keeping secrets from his best friends and fighting in weird underground boxing matches?”

      “Not everything is what it looks like on the outside, you know.”

      I force out a harsh laugh; “That’s my Dad’s line, not yours.”

      He rolls his eyes; “At some point, you are going to get bored of this whole ‘fuck you, Logan’ thing, right? I mean there’s no way it’s healthy to be this much of a bitch all the time, Quinn.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, my fists clenching; “You want to see how healthy it is for you to call me a bitch again?”

      Logan hoots; “Archer! Damn, looks like you do have a little fire in you, darlin.”

      I huff my breath out and go to push past him, when he grabs me by the wrists and spins me around, and I gasp as I fall against his chest, my heart hammering in my veins. His smell and the heat of his body just invade my senses, as well as any sense of keeping my wall up as I find myself speechless and staring up into his eyes with my breath caught on my lips.

      “A little fire suits you pretty well, you know.” He growls, his eyes flashing at me.

      “You don’t know what suits me.” I whisper, swallowing heavily as I find myself unable to look away from those deep eyes of his.

      “Well we’ve got that jet to D.C. tomorrow for the meeting,” He says quietly, his voice thick and low; “How about I show you exactly what would suit you at 30,000 feet?”

      My breath hitches at the thought of Logan Dempsey “showing me exactly what would suit me”, and I’m suddenly slowly leaning forward into him.

      “What do you say, darlin,” He winks; “Think we should join the mile high club?”

      And just like that, the spell shatters, and I realize it’s not some dream guy I’m inches away from kissing right here in his office.

      It’s Logan fucking Dempsey; the polar opposite of my dream guy.

      Yeah, keep telling yourself that.

      But I’m shoving the voice in my head aside and then pushing away from Logan; my wide, doe-eyed stare turning to a scowl as I realize how close I came to just making the mistake all over again.

      “Looks like some things are exactly what they look like on the outside, Logan.” I hiss, yanking my hand away from him. I turn sharply on my heel and storm away before he can even open his mouth.
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      In a perfect world, it’d just be me and Quinn sitting on this plane tonight. Ok, in a perfect world we’d be doing a whole lot more than sitting, but I digress. In any case, a perfect world this is not, so instead I’m also stuck on my jet with two guys from our finance team and Peyton.

      Quinn’s turned away from me and looking out the window, and as I catch myself staring at her, I also find myself weighing out the risks of what’s going on here. Whatever the nature of our, well, whatever this little train wreck of two people is, her even being around me is dangerous; because of the fights, because of my past, and because of who I am. I’m like a fuckin magnet for violence, and it should go without saying that being around Quinn isn’t a good idea.

      Of course, neither is sleeping with her, for that matter.

      She clears her throat across the cabin from me, and I suddenly focus and realize I’ve just been staring at her and she’s busted me for it. There’s a hint of a grin on her face, as if she’s amused that she’s caught me like that, but then she rolls her eyes and looks away. Peyton is talking to me about God knows what, and I frown as I realize her hand is on my arm just about the same time Quinn catches the gesture and scowls at it. I excuse myself as politely as I can, leaving Quinn, Peyton, and the finance guys to continue going over some of the finer points of the contract.

      As amusing as it is seeing Quinn Archer get all jealous and angsty - and it really is - I need to clear my head, and it's tough going while cooped on a plane with her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I step out of the bathroom in the back of the jet directly into Quinn. I freeze at the contact, feeling her body pressed against mine in the tight confines of the galley space by the back of the plane, and I can see her eyes go wide and her face go flushed as her breath catches in her throat.

      She clears her throat; “Let me get by.”

      “Relax, I’m trying.” But I’m not; at least, not that hard. I’m enjoying being this close to her too much, and I’m definitely enjoying the way I can see her pupils get wider and the way that adorable pink flushes across her cheeks.

      Her mouth is half open, and she closes it with a snap as her eyes narrow at me; “Your little games aren’t cute, Logan.”

      “What games?” I say as innocently as possible, trying and failing to hold back the grin on my face.

      “Trying to rile me up; those games.” She hisses, her eyes darting toward the front of the plane where the others are sitting with their backs to us, as if she’s worried how this might look with us being pressed together in the tight confines of the hallway.

      “Listen, cute stuff, if I wanted to rile you up, you’d know it.”

      She almost smiles as she rolls her eyes; “Oh please.”

      “Is that a request?” I shrug; “OK.”

      She gasps as I push her hard against the door to the galley kitchen behind her, letting my body press flat against her curves. I’m calling her bluff; daring her to back down here, and I think she knows it even if she won’t play the game back. Her eyes flare with a fire in them and her chest hitches with her breath. Just that simple sound of her quiet gasp suddenly has me rock-hard in my pants, and that I know she knows about.

      She shakes her head slowly; “I’m not falling for this kind of bullshit, Logan. Your little games aren’t working.”

      I smirk as I let my eyes drop to the front of her shirt, seeing the telling outlines of her hard nipples poking beneath the fabric there; “Oh aren't they?”

      She blushes bright red; “I’m not falling for that again.” She says quietly.

      “Falling for what?” I growl lowly, leaning into her.

      “That charm.”

      “Oh so you do think I’m charming.”

      I’m leaning even closer when she lets her breath out and rolls her eyes again, like the moment just faltered; “I think you’re delusional, and I told you, that isn't happening again.”

      I move back from her; “Who said I want it to? You’re the one getting all hot and bothered around me.”

      Her eyes blaze and she opens her mouth as if she’s about to scream at me before she snaps those pouty lips shut and turns her head to look away. And I want to kiss her so fucking badly in that moment; kiss her and so much more. I want to take her right here in the back of my plane, the pilot, and the finance guys, and Peyton up front be damned.

      But I don’t, obviously. And then the moment passes as soon as we hear one of the pilots come over the intercom about our decent into Dulles.

      “Logan, let me go.” I look back at Quinn, looking at me with those big eyes. and all I can think about is the way she looked that night, when she took me in and took care of me. It’s lust I feel, immediately at least, but fuck it’s something else too. It’s the way she took in a stranger who looked like I did and made me whole.

      I shake my head to clear it. Fuck, what am I doing? This is William's daughter for fuck’s sake; this is the definition of off-limits.

      And then the moment is gone entirely as she pushes me back and slips away from me back towards the others.
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      “I’m sorry again I couldn’t stay longer after the wedding.”

      Major Lawson pulls out a chair for me at his desk in this extremely old-world and yet exceedingly grandfatherly way, and I can’t help but smile as I take a seat. The Major is every bit the stiff-upper-lip soldier-type, but I can also see why my Father and him were such good friends.

      “Oh, that’s fine. You didn’t miss much, really.”

      Well, I suppose you missed out on the spectacular and nuclear level event of me realizing the man I slept with and can’t get out of my head is in fact the most off-limits man in my entire world, not to mention my new brother-in-law.

      I don’t say that, and instead just clear my throat; “I know Reagan was really glad to have you there, and it meant a lot to Chelsea and me to have you be the one to give her away.”

      He nods quietly and solemnly as he takes his own seat across the desk from me; “Well, I was no substitute for your Father, you know, but it was an honor to stand there in his place for his little girl on her day.”

      “It would be the highest honor in a lifetime of medals,” he’d said when Reagan had asked him to be the one to walk her down the aisle and give her away in lieu of our Dad, and the memory of that makes me grin.

      “He’d be extraordinary impressed by the woman you’ve become; you know that don’t you?”

      I smile, thinking of my Dad’s look of surprise when his black-haired, gothy little poetry fanatic of an eldest daughter informed him that she wanted to go to medical school; as if I hadn’t shocked him enough with black eyeliner and heavy metal up to that very point. It’s a look I wish I could’ve sealed up in a little bottle and carried around me with forever.

      “Well, I guess maybe part of it is making up for what the company used to do.”

      The Major nods; “Sins of the past, and all that. William always hated that part of the business, you know.” He says, sitting forward in his chair and studying my face; “He’d certainly look at the new direction those boys of his are taking Archer Holdings in as the right move, I know that.”

      “Do you sell guns, Dad?”

      “Who told you that?”

      “I’m seventeen, I’m not stupid,” I frown, crossing my arms; “Is it true?”

      “Not everything is black and white, Quinn. Sometimes life is a bit more complicated than a yes or no.”

      I’d never liked it, back then when we were younger and my Father’s constant absence from our lives to visit places like Kosovo, or Libya, or whatever other place in the world was busy killing each other. We all sort of knew that our Dad’s company sold arms, and while I was hardly for that, I also never really held onto that hate like Reagan had. But now, through Hudson and hearing more about the man we all wished we’d known better, there’s a cathartic sort of healing element to knowing that he’d actually been visiting those places to do the opposite of what we’d all just assumed he was doing.

      “Your Father would be very pleased to hear about it” He smiles at me and shakes his head again; “But my, look at you, Quinn Archer. A doctor, and working for his company; he’d love it.” He leans forward and winks at me; “And again, I’m not William, but I’d be remiss if I didn’t at least check in with his daughters on his behalf.”

      I grin and roll my eyes as I feel my cheeks burn a little; “Before you even ask it, no; no boyfriends.”

      Major Lawson chuckles and shakes his head as he sits back in his chair; “I had to ask.”

      I smile at him, “Let me guess; Dad left last will directions for you to have any ill-intended suitor sent to Guantanamo or something?”

      He laughs deeply, the kind of laugh that sucks you right into it too, and he leans back again to wipe his eyes; “Something like that, yes.”

      “Yeah, well, save your favor with the CIA; no boyfriends.”

      “With your credentials and your mother’s looks?” The Major shakes his head; “What the hell is wrong with those idiots up there in New York?”

      I snort; “I don’t even have time for dating! I mean first with the hospital work, and now the stuff with the outreach program, and then there’s Logan-”

      The Major’s eyebrows twitch just enough for me to trip over my words, and I freeze.

      “What about Logan?”

      “Hmm?” I swallow, trying to make my face look as blank as possible; “Oh, nothing.”

      Smooth, Quinn, so smooth.

      “I just mean with him running the new healthcare program at Archer and everything; he keeps me pretty busy over there!”

      The Major’s brow raises with just the slightest hint of a smile on his face as he nods; “Logan’s a good man, you know.”

      I laugh, maybe a bit too harshly and quickly than I mean to; “He’s, uh, he’s something alright.”

      “He can be prickly”

      I do hold back a snort this time, but Major Lawson chuckles; “You know, your father had a way of seeing things in people that others didn’t, including themselves.”

      “Not everything is what it looks like on the outside, you know.”

      So what is it that I see in Logan? What can I possibly -

      No. I shake the thought from my head quickly. God, what am I thinking? I don’t see anything in Logan except a mistake I need to just put behind me and move on from. Except if that’s the case, why am I still dwelling on it? If Logan is such a cataclysmic and obvious bad decision, why am I having such a hard time getting him out of my damn head and just forgetting about the whole sordid thing?

      I force myself to push the whole thing with Logan out of my head for the time being, and spend the next thirty minutes or so chatting with Major Lawson. But it’s right back there in my head the second I leave his office, it’s still floating around as I grab a coffee at a cafe down the street, and it’s still gnawing at me as I make my way over to the National Mall.

      Ok, enough of this, I finally think, setting my jaw and staring across the reflecting pool. One mistake one night is not going to mess with my head this much, and I decide right then and there that it’s time to just cut this whole thing loose and just move on.

      Simple.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Been enjoying the view?”

      I’m sitting on the steps near the top of the Lincoln Memorial when I turn to see Logan walking down towards me; “I was,” I say petulantly at him.

      He smirks and nods his chin towards my chest; “Yeah, me too.”

      I frown at his glance and look down to realize the top button of my shirt is open a bit more than it should be. I frown and try to shove the burning blush from my cheeks as I hastily button back up; “Do you always have to be the man-child?” I shake my head at him.

      Logan shrugs, grinning at me; “Keep your shirt on and maybe I won’t stare so much.”

      I roll my eyes; “Like it’s my fault my button came undone.”

      “Like it’s my fault you’ve got great looking tits!”

      The childish tete-a-tete comes to a screeching halt as we both glare at each other before turning away in silence.

      Oh yeah, moving on is going swimmingly.

      “So when’s our flight?” I say, hoping to change the subject; “I was wondering if I have time to get dinner here in D.C. before we head back.”

      Logan shrugs; “I mean, it’s my plane.”

      “Oh, is it?” I say with overly-dramatic mock surprise.

      He grins; “I meant we can go whenever you want to.” He shrugs; “You know, we could also just stay the night; grab some dinner, a hotel room-”

      “In your dreams, Logan.” I say, shaking my head, but also trying not to grin at just how damn shameless he is.

      He laughs; “Hey, don’t flatter yourself, darlin; you get your own room.” He strokes his chin like he’s really pondering something; “Hmm, actually I wonder what Peyton is up to tonight.”

      Just the thought of him doing something like that with her - heck, with anyone - has me seeing red, even though I know he’s just trying to get a rise out of me. I open and close my mouth a few times, before I just give up and shake my head at him. It’s infuriating how likable he is, even when he’s trying to get under my skin like this.

      And deep down, I know that’s the problem here. On the surface, I’m basically spitting in his face every chance I get as if our little run-in from that night is entirely his fault. But I knew exactly what I was doing when I leaned into him that night, and I knew damn well where kissing a man that made me feel like that in the dead of night in his bed would lead. The wall I keep throwing up is more to save my own face than it is to keep him out, which is a moot point since all he has to do is grin at me before the whole thing comes crashing down anyways.

      Logan laughs, and drapes his arm around my shoulders, and for the first time, I actually just let myself enjoy his company without worrying about trying to keep this tenuous wall up between us.

      “You really are infuriating, you know that Logan?”

      “Darlin, you have no idea.” He starts to lead us down the stairs; “Come on, let’s get some dinner somewhere and then my plane will chauffeur us home.”

      I’m laughing, and actually enjoying a moment with Logan Dempsey, and then his phone rings. He frowns as he pulls it out of his pocket, and then his face goes dark and he swears under his breath as he looks at it.

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing.”

      He shoves the phone back into his pocket and his arm drops quickly from my shoulder. Well, whatever it is has his mood changing like the flip of a coin.

      “What?”

      He turns and looks at me quickly; “It’s nothing, Quinn. Look, change of plans; we need to head back to New York, now actually.”

      “Um, OK?”

      His limo is already waiting by the curb as we leave the Mall, and he opens the door and quickly ushers me in.

      “OK, what’s with the sudden flip-flop here?” I finally demand as we speed off back towards the airport.

      “It’s nothing, Quinn; just leave it.” He mutters, staring out the window with a scowl as he taps his fingers against the arm-rest in staccato beat.

      “Well it really does seem like something, Logan.” I mutter out loud; “Look, stop with the stupid secret spy shit and just tell me why-”

      “Just drop it, OK?!” He whirls and growls sharply at me, making me jolt upright. His mouth opens as if to say something, before he just shakes his head and turns to look out the window.

      Well, hell; just when I’m ready to start figuring you out, Logan Dempsey, I grumble to myself as D.C. flies past the windows of the car.
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* * *

      He’s silent later, back on the plane as he just stares out the window at the evening clouds beneath us as we cruise back to New York. And there’s a bizarre sort of irony to the fact that I busted him staring at me on the trip here, and yet here I am doing the same thing back.

      There’s a metaphor for this whole messed up relationship between us in there somewhere, but I’m too tired to even think about it. And really, “relationship” is definitely the wrong word for whatever is going on between Logan and me. We’re just two people - two separate people - who happened to cross paths in an unusual way. Maybe those paths got mixed up more than they should have, and maybe it’s a bit more complicated than either of us anticipated. But that doesn’t mean we can’t just get on our own paths again and just move on, right?

      Logan closes his eyes and leans his forehead against the window next to him, and I catch myself wondering for the tenth time what’s gotten him this quiet and brooding and sullen, as opposed to the loud and obnoxious exuberance that usually defines him. But as I watch him, watch his brow crease as he frowns against the glass and against whatever demons are clawing through his head in that moment. I find myself wondering so much more about him. His sleeves are rolled up, showing the ink of his tattoos, and while some like the boxing gloves and the “semper fi” are obvious, there are other swirling images and effigies that have me curious about their meaning. What stories follow in Logan’s shadows that I don’t even have a clue about? What haunts him when he’s alone? And what else goes through his head?

      Me?

      I quickly roll my eyes at my own stupid thought and shake my head. No, that’s not a path I can let my mind wander down. Like I said, we’re just two people who found themselves on intersecting lines.

      And now it’s time to move on.

      I turn to stare out my own window, watching the vapor trails and cloud tails streak across the wing of the plane as we slide through the night back home; back to the confusion and unfinished conversations that will still be there when we get back.
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      I’m daydreaming and letting my thoughts wander when the muffled cheering and jeering of the crowd out by the ring jars me into the present. I blink and grimace at my surroundings. The back room of the nightclub out in Queens that’s serving as a locker room is dimly lit and grimy. The walls are streaked with rusty evidence of old pipe leaks and maybe something worse, and the whole place smells like ammonia and defeat.

      What the fuck am I doing here.

      I used to love this - the thrill and the rush before the fight; the feeling of burning excitement and the euphoric high of the adrenaline. I used to love the smell of sweat and gym locker-rooms; of chalk-dusted workout bags and sweat-stained gloves. The sound of the crowd used to get me higher than any drug and the sheer anticipation of the primal act of fighting used to have me bouncing off the walls with excitement.

      This place is, and does, none of those things for me.

      Some girl in a bikini, who I think is probably one of those sign girls or maybe just some other broken individual there trying to latch onto something is smiling at me as she saunters into the room. I frown as she straddles my lap and starts to run her hands up and down over my bare chest.

      “You look all tense, baby.”

      There’s absolutely nothing tense about the way I’m just slumped in the old rusty metal folding chair, deadened by the weight of even being here.

      The girl is gorgeous - all sex and desire, pressing her tits against me and letting her hands trail over my biceps. And normally, yeah normally I’d be very down for this, even though you're never supposed to do this kind of thing right before  a fight; no sex before you swing, they say. You need that pent up testosterone and aggression as fuel.

      Of course now I’ve got Quinn Archer buried deep under my skin like an itch I can’t reach, and the idea of having this girl scratch that is completely turning me off.

      “Maybe later,” I mutter, pushing her off of my lap.

      She pouts in a way I’m sure she thinks is cute and sexy, but that just looks slutty, and not in a good way; “Well, maybe after you kick that guy’s ass then?”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      No.

      “Hey there, cabrón!” The man with the dark hair and dark black eyes like those of a shark - the man who’s the singular reason I’m here - steps through the doorway grinning that fucking leering, toothy smile of his; “Hey there’s my buddy!”

      I’m not his fucking buddy and he damn well knows it. I’m his captive.

      “You ready for this?”

      I set my jaw as I stand from the chair and take a step towards Javier Toro, my jaw tightening. I’ve got at least six inches on him, and easily forty pounds of muscle, and I would love nothing more than to just pound that fucking shithead’s face in right now. Hell, even just a shove would be nice.

      But I don’t, of course. I’m hotheaded, but not dumb, even if Javier’s completely let himself go physically since we knew each other before, back in the jungles of Ghana.

      “You hit like a bitch, you know.” Javier spits in the dirt, his arms up and his body flitting side to side like a dancer as he circles me; “You gotta keep em up, like this. You let that guard down, and you’re gonna get smacked upside the head again.” He jabs suddenly, and I swear as his glove connects with my ear.

      “See? Just like that, Irish! I should start charging you for these fuckin lessons!”

      He hoots as he signals fight over and yanks his gloves off before coming over and clapping me on the back; “You ain’t so bad, you know. You got a fire inside of you that most guys don’t, Irish. I just gotta figure out what gets it burning and then you’re gonna be one mean son of a bitch in a ring.”

      We walk over to the old roadside motel that Blackriver has taken over and repurposed into a sort of barracks in the abandoned village we currently occupy. The fact that we’re the only building for fifty miles in any direction with electricity, let alone running water, satellite television, and the internet only makes this whole thing even more surreal. It’s like some sort of tech-savy version of Marlon Brando’s  jungle-fiefdom in “Apocalypse Now”.

      If life can get any stranger than playing soldier for hire in a mercenary corporation stuck in the middle of Africa, I’d almost welcome the chance to see it.

      Javier pulls two beers out the fridge and hands me one; “My name’s not actually Irish, you know.”

      He grins at me; “I figured your mama wasn’t that mean.”

      “You’ve clearly never met my mother.”

      We both chuckle as we sip on the cold beers, looking out from the porch over the dirt boxing ring and the jungle past it.

      “It’s just- you know, I feel like a lotta guys here who signed on with Blackriver come from some pretty hardcore backgrounds.”

      “Like you and your two buddies? The drunk and the junkie?”

      I grit my teeth at the mention of Hudson and Byrce and shake my head. Hudson’s trying - kind of. But Byrce; shit, Bryce’s addiction is getting worse every day, and the fact that you can literally buy smack for cheaper than a bottle of clean water in this place isn’t exactly helping things.

      “Yeah, well, we’ve seen some shit.”

      Shit like one too many drone strikes on innocent people; one too many bombs dropped on fucking schools or villages back in Afghanistan. After that last one, where we all almost died, we snapped. I guess we all broke in different ways.

      Which is why we’re here, in some God-forsaken part of the world playing soldiers for hire, because there’s just no going back home after you go AWOL from the Marines during active duty.

      Javier nods; “Seems like it. I’ve seen some shit too, amigo,” He shakes his head; “But Papi, you got that cold hard cowboy look on your face like I’ve never seen before.”

      I force out a laugh and sip the beer; “Well, I guess we all get the shit we carry from wherever we come from.”

      “Yeah? And where’s that, Irish?” Javier clinks his beer against mine and peers at me curiously; “Where’d you come from?”
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* * *

      “Hey, wake up, Irish!” Javier snaps his fingers in my face, startling me from my daydream, and his grin widens as he sees the bottled up hate behind my face. He narrows his eyes as he leans in closer, as if daring me to hit him; “Don’t fucking forget, buddy, you get to win this one tonight; comprendes?

      “Yeah, fuckin comprendes.”

      His eyes narrow again and he looks quickly at the girl still standing there and jerks his head for her to leave.

      “Listen, Logan,” He hisses at me after the door closes behind her; “Don’t get all soft on me.”

      “I’m not, fuck off.”

      Javier nods slowly; it’s the same calculating look I first saw in Ghana, back when he was teaching me to fight. Back when he knew who I was, which consequently means he still knows who I am. Not Logan Dempsey, billionaire finance manager at Archer Holdings. Not the man working to rebuild the future from the wrongs of his past, brick by fucking brick. No, he knows who I really am, which means he owns me.

      And I fucking hate feeling owned.

      “Don’t go forgetting our arrangement, Logan.”

      “I’m aware of it.” I growl out.

      He chuckles; “Aww, now don’t get all mad like this is my fault, Papi.” He spreads his hands wide; “I’m a businessman, and you were just too good a business opportunity to let go of!”

      Years ago, back in the jungle, he’d mentioned wanting to figure out what made me “burn” inside; what made me snap and made me a demon in the ring.

      …I guess neither of us could have predicted that that it’d be him.

      “Now don’t get all sore about it Irish; get mad. Get mad, get out there, and you hit that motherfucker.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I can hardly stand afterwards, and all I’m barely aware of is pushing Javier away and stumbling back to my dirty changing room. The girl is there, of course, and she’s taking her top off, but I’m pushing her out the door too. It’s not just the pain - which is real - either. It’s the fact that through the whole fight, I’ve had one face in the back of my mind, keeping me standing, keeping me sane, and keeping me from fading out. One perfect, beautiful, untouchable face of the last girl on Earth I should be thinking about. I realize suddenly with a sobering thought that there’s only one place I want to go right now.
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      Long, hot baths are supposed to be relaxing. They’re supposed to de-stress you and wash away whatever burdens you’re carrying with you as soon as you step into that glorious sudsy water. And yet somehow, despite the tea-lights, the stupid lavender bath-oil that Chelsea got me for my last birthday, and even the glass of wine in my hands, I’m still tense.

      And I’m still tense because I can’t stop thinking about Logan fucking Dempsey.

      Yikes, ok, I certainly don’t need to use the word fuck and his name together in the same thought; nope, not at all.

      Whatever that little encounter on the plane was, whether he set that up or if it was just plain happenstance, it doesn’t matter. Either way, I can’t get the lingering thought of it out of my head. Because just that brush of a touch, the heat of his body close to mine in the tightness of that plane, and the way his eyes burned into mine had me thinking about that night; that first night full of heat and anonymity. Ok, he’s a rich, entitled, pompous ass, but God would I be lying if I tried to tell myself it hadn’t been amazing; like, mind-blowingly amazing.

      And then before I know it, I’m letting myself sink down a little further in the heat of the tub and letting my thoughts wander to that illicit, forbidden place where the memory of that night is stored. I’m thinking of the way his hands ran over the curve of my hip and up to my back, teasing the skin there with his fingertips. The way he was so primal with his need for me, and yet so teasing in the way he brought me to a damn boiling point before he touched me there.

      There, where I realize my hand has crept beneath the bubbles of the bathwater.

      I’m remembering the way his fingers finally delved down between my legs and slipped inside, making me gasp. The way he moved me around like I weighed nothing, and the way he brought me to his mouth, my legs straddling his face as he curled his tongue and his lips around my clit and sent shivering shuddering pleasure through my body.

      I’m reaching for the waterproof vibrator sitting on the edge of the tub that I knew was a mistake bringing in here with me. It’s mistake because then I’m bringing it back down beneath the water’s bubbly surface and thinking of him and the way he felt so damn hard and so damn big as he slowly slipped inside of me.

      His hands grab my ass as I moan into his mouth, and I gasp as I feel him start to physically pull me up his body.

      “What are you- oh GOD-”

      His mouth is kissing down my stomach as he drags me up his chest, pulling me closer until I can feel his breath hot against the cleft of my inner thigh. And then his tongue; tasting me, pushing thickly between my folds to tease around my clit and lap at my wetness.

      I’m usually so passive and so quiet in bed, but that night, he ignites something inside of me. That night, I’m running my hands into his hair and holding him tightly to me as he licks me. I’m rocking my hips against that tongue of his; riding his face as he makes me come again and again on his tongue.

      And I want to tell him that I’m not like this; as if for some reason I need to tell him that this isn’t something I EVER do. But instead I say nothing and just give in to the wild, animalistic fantasy of the single night of passion.

      I’m moving down off of his lips, and it’s then that I let my eyes fall to the massive-looking erection curving from his chiseled hips and abs, and I swallow heavily as my eyes go wide at the sight of it. I’ve been with a grand total of three men in my life, and I can honestly say none of them are even in the same league as this man who’s bed I’m in right now.

      He’s tearing a packet open and rolling a condom down over his thick length, and I’m both nervous and excited for this. But then I’m straddling his hips, and moaning as I feel him press against me down there, his hands holding my hips tightly as he gently begins to slide me down onto his-

      The sudden buzz of my doorbell clanging through the loft apartment has me jolting out of my reverie as my eyes fly open with a gasp. The buzzer sounds again, then twice more.

      It’s fucking midnight I hiss to myself through clenched teeth as I quickly step out of the tub to the sound of the bell going yet again. I’m wrapping my bathrobe around my wet body as I storm across the loft space to the front door, briefly wondering if any jury in the world would find me guilty for murdering whoever this is, given the circumstances.

      I slide open the peephole, and I almost can’t believe it, even though really, of course I can.

      Dammit; not him, and certainly not after what I was just doing in the bathtub thinking of him! But there’s Logan, standing there with that cocky grin on his face even though he’s holding a bloody-looking towel to his temple, and it’s almost as if he knows I’m looking at him at that very moment.

      “Little help out here, Doc?”

      I can feel the heat bloom in my face in spite of the frustration of having him actually standing in front of me instead of just keeping to my bath-time fantasies where I need him to stay; “What do you want, Logan?”

      He cocks his head to the side and gives me a look through the keyhole; “I’m selling fucking girl scout cookies, Archer; what does it look like.”

      “You live ten feet up from here, Logan, and I’m sure you’ve got a first-aid kit. Goodnight.”

      He rolls his eyes at me; always so fucking self-assured, like he knows I’m not actually going to let him walk away in that condition.

      And of course, he’s right.

      “You’re a Doctor, Quinn.” He pauses and chuckles; “Unless you prefer ‘Medicine Woman.’”

      Gee, never heard that one before; dick.

      “Keep it up, Logan.” I mutter through the door.

      “Come on, I’m a wounded man! Don’t you have an oath or something?”

      With a roll of my eyes and an angry huff, I tighten the tie of my robe and slide the big industrial door open; “Let me guess, I should see the other guy?” I say it with sarcasm dripping from my voice as I arch a brow at him and cross my arms over my chest.

      He grins, and dammit if he doesn’t still look sexy as all hell even with the bruise on his cheek and the cut on his lip bright with blood; “You really should, actually; I won.”

      “What do you want, Logan?”

      He shrugs; “I dunno, a band-aid would be nice?”

      I roll my eyes again as I step aside and let him come in, sliding the door shut behind him; “I mean what do you want with me?” I look at him expectantly, my arms still folded over my chest; “This is New York; there are literally fifty-four hospitals in this city, not to mention walk-in clinics.”

      “Guess I just come here for the lovely bedside manner, babe.” He winks at me through his shiner of a black eye and grins as he pushes past me towards the bathroom.

      “Just where do you think you’re going?”

      He turns and cracks a smile at me; “The bathroom, Quinn. I have to piss.” He stops for a second, and his grin widens at me; “I mean, unless of course you wanna help.”

      I can feel my cheeks go hot as I wrinkle my nose at him; “Don’t be crude.”

      I’ve pulled my bag of surgical supplies out of the closet by the time he saunters out, and I have to shake my head to physically stop myself from staring at the now shirtless Logan moving towards me in the living area. “Try not to get blood on the damn couch,” I mutter, trying to cover my blushing cheeks as he collapses down into it.

      “I’ll buy you a new one.” He stretches out as he sinks back into the couch, his head resting on the back as he stares up at the ceiling and lets out a coughing sigh. Truth be told, despite our banter, I can tell that he really is actually hurt. Not hurt like the night I found him, but he’s definitely taken some mean looking punches by the looks of his face and hard-muscled abdomen.

      He lifts his head up off the back of the couch; “Do you have any beer?”

      I frown; “No? I think I’ve got vodka in the freezer?”

      “Yeah that’ll do.”

      After a long second of silence, I raise my brows at him; “Um, it’s in the freezer, Logan.” What, did he want me to go over and fetch it for him? I mean I know the guy is probably used to servants or whatever but give me a fucking break!

      “Hey, I just didn’t want to bleed all over your floor or anything, Quinn.”

      “So just my couch then?”

      He grins at me, and I’m huffing out a sigh as I get up and storm over to the kitchen.

      He takes a large swallow from the glass of ice and liquor that I hand him after I walk back over, before he holds it up to his bruised temple with a wincing sigh.

      “Why do you do this to yourself?”

      He snorts out a kind of bitter laugh at my question; “Yeah, mystery solved, Quinn. I’m actually a deranged lunatic and I do this to myself.”

      I roll my eyes as I start pulling gauze and peroxide out of my bag; “You know what I mean. Why not do something else that doesn’t get you so messed up all the time?”

      He takes another sip from the glass and shrugs as he chews on an ice cube; “It’s not exactly that simple.”

      “No, I mean, you’re rich; isn’t there plenty of other rich-guy type stuff out there you could do that wouldn’t get your face bashed in?” I shake my head as I start to dab at the cut on his face with the peroxide; “Shouldn’t you be trading in bonds, or funding super-PACs or something?”

      “Trading bonds, or funding super-PACs?” He chuckles; “Well sounds like you sure know how to have a good time, Princess.”

      I shoot him a look; “I know how to have a plenty good time, actually.”

      “Oh really?” He’s leaning closer as he grins at me, and I find myself not wanting to pull back even though I know I should; “So you know how to just cut loose and play?”

      “Yep.” I say with a withering smirk of my own.

      “So, kinda like how you were playing with yourself thinking about me right before I walked in here?”

      I can literally feel the blood drain from my face as my heart just drops. I’m frozen and just staring at him with my jaw right there on the floor as he leans back into the couch and grins.

      “I-” I’m sputtering; “I don’t know what you’re-”

      With a look of triumph on his face, Logan pulls out my fucking vibrator - the one I evidently left out in plain sight in the bathroom - from behind his back where he’s obviously been hiding it since he first sat down.

      The blood comes rushing back to my face with a burning feeling, and I suddenly just want to collapse into a puddle and just drip through the floorboards.

      Logan grins at me with a sort of gleeful look on his face; “I mean, maybe you weren’t thinking about me, but I somehow doubt it.”

      I grit my teeth, feeling angry and mortified as I slowly shake my head at him; “Anyone ever tell you you’re an arrogant asshole?”

      He laughs; “If I had a dollar for-” He trails off and then chuckles; “Well, I’d be me.”

      I stand quickly and storm back towards the front door of the apartment; “Well go be you somewhere else, dickhead.”

      The actual genuine shock on his face is almost worth the price of my dignity and my embarrassment, but not quite; “Aww, now Quinn, don’t be-”

      “Out.”

      “I mean I can stay if you think it’ll help you out, back in the bathtub with your little friend here-”

      “OUT.”

      Logan shuts his perfect mouth and nods slowly before he wincingly stands and shuffles towards me and the door I’m holding open.

      “You forgot your shirt, Rocky.”

      He grins as he passes me, leaning in so close to my ear that I feel a shiver at the heat of his breath, hot on my neck; “Keep it, darlin.”

      “Out.”

      “Fine.”
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      “Do you like it here?”

      I shrug; “Room and board while on active duty, and the pay’s pretty decent,” I strap up my gloves, warily eyeing the guy easily two and a half times my age lacing up his own; “Listen, pal, you sure you actually wanna do this spar match? I’m kinda, uh, good.”

      The older guy with the silvered beard grins at me, taps his gloves together almost like he’s eager, and steps into the dirt circle; “Hoo-rah, Marine.”

      I freeze for a second before I whip my head around to stare at him; “What’d you call me?”

      Ok, so I’m hardly the only ex-U.S. Military who works for Blackriver, or even the only guy who may or may not have walked away from duty before getting here. But, it’s pretty much on the list of “never talk about” when you’re living with a bunch of roughneck, battle-hardened mercenaries like the guys here.

      The old guy smiles at me; “Like I don’t know another jarhead when I see one.” He pulls up the sleeve of the t-shirt he’s wearing, showing me the faded eagle, globe, and anchor tattoo there.

      Ok, didn’t see that coming. Still, I shrug and brush off his Marine reference; “Nah, I was a cop back home before this.” It’s half true; ok, more like a quarter true, at best. I never even went out and took the test or anything.

      The older guy nods, but there’s a smart glint in his eye that says he doesn’t buy a word of that bullshit; “Hey, I don’t need to know.”

      That’s right, he doesn’t, I fume to myself. Whoever this old dude is - arms dealer or whatever he is - he’s sorely mistaken if he thinks he can just waltz into camp one afternoon and start playing head games with guys like me. Marine or not, this guy’s asking for a beat down.

      “Officer?”

      “Huh?” I look up from tying up my shoes to see him studying me.

      “In the Marines, I mean. Were you an officer?”

      I can feel my temper flare; “Listen, pal, I already told you-”

      “Right, right,” He shakes his head; “My mistake, I meant in the police force.”

      I narrow my eyes at the old guy; I don’t know who this asshole is, but he’s got a lot balls to walk in here trying to bait me like this when we’re about to step into a ring together; “No,” I say quickly; “I wasn’t.” I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of asking ‘why’, even if the question is practically falling out of my mouth.

      “Ahh, I see.” He says, smiling at me; “You just seemed like the leader type.”

      I laugh; “You got the wrong guy, pal.”

      He nods, as if internalizing something; “Well, my mistake then. Shall we?”

      We tap gloves while I glower at him, and once we’re set in position, I come at him hard. He dodges my feint punch, but then he’s also ducking the second and third ones meant to actually connect. Suddenly, I’m off balance and his glove is crashing into the side of my jaw.

      Well, fuck.

      The man’s a whirlwind, and I can barely get my own gloves up before he’s got me off my feet and ass-down in the dirt.

      What the fuck was THAT?

      He chuckles as he pulls a glove off and reaches down to pull my bewildered ass back up; “Not bad for a nosy old man I guess, huh?”

      What is he, a mind reader?

      “Ok, I’ll bite. Yeah, I didn’t see that coming.”

      “Not everything is what it looks like on the outside, soldier.” His eyes narrow for a second as he looks into my face; “I’m betting a guy like you might just take that one to heart.”

      “Listen, I’m really not a Marin-”

      “Hey, I told you; I don’t need to know, son.”

      A week later, I’m dragging Hudson and Bryce with me when I opt out of my - and their - contracts with Blackriver and jump in the back of William Archer’s jeep. I still don’t know exactly where we’re going, or even really who this guy is. But I do know that after two years of looking over my shoulder for the U.S. State Department after ditching out on active war duty, two years of fighting in the mud and the jungles of the worst places on Earth for cash like some sort of honor-less gun for hire, and two years of watching me and both my friends succumb to anger, fear, apathy, drink, and drugs, I’m ready for whatever comes next. And what comes next is William Archer, new names, a new place in the world, and a reset on the game of life.

      I never do manage to knock him down in a match.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m bleary-eyed and half blind from the sweat, my lungs burning for air. I’m laying hit after hit into the sparring bag when the knock on my front door jolts me into the present. I stop, only then feeling the absolute agony my muscles are in as I turn and wipe sweat from my eyes and peer at the door. The knock comes again, and I start to grin, knowing there’s really only one possible person who’d be knocking here at this hour.

      And I think I even know why.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Quinn spits at me, before shoving me aside and storming past me into my apartment.

      “Oh, please won’t you come inside, Quinn?” I grumble, tearing my boxing gloves off and watching her as she starts digging through my kitchen draws. I’m still partially curious, that is until she shoots me another furious look before she storms over and starts digging around underneath my mattress.

      Oh, now I know what she’s looking for.

      “Where is it!” She snaps, seeing the grin on my face as I grab a towel off the hook by the door and wipe the sweat from my face.

      “I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about, Qui-”

      “You kept my vibrator, you asshole!”

      I can’t help it then, and my grin just breaks into a full-on laugh. I mean honestly, how many times in life do you actually get a chance to hear someone say that to you?

      “Oh, you noticed that, huh?”

      It’s been three days since I was at her place, and the temptation to pocket that little toys of hers I found in the bathroom was just too good to pass up, even if only just to mess with her.

      Quinn’s face is bright red as she fumes at my grin; “What?! No! Not funny, not cute, Logan!”

      “So you did notice it was gone then?”

      “Wh-” She stammers; “Yes, Logan, I noticed it was gone and that you stole it.”

      I nod, trying but failing to keep my face neutral; “So I guess that means you were actively looking for it, for - oh, some reason, when you noticed it was-”

      “Oh shut up.”

      Ok, so even though it’s a lot of fun to mess with Quinn and get under her skin like this - not to mention how easy it is - there is part of me that wonders why the fuck I’m still doing it. I mean she’s great, really. Actually she’s amazing, if I can get my head out of my own ass enough to just admit that. And it’s thoughts like those that have me wondering why I’m still just being such a massive dick to her. She might actually just like me, if I wasn’t trying so hard to sabotage the whole thing. And for what? Why, so she doesn’t get close? Because she’s “off limits”? No, fuck that; Hudson broke those rules first and that seems to be working out dandy for just about everyone involved.

      “Logan!”

      “Oh fine.”

      “Where-”

      I nod towards the kitchen; “Refrigerator, salad crisper.”

      Quinn wrinkles her brow at me; “Eew?”

      “Just wanted to keep it fresh for you!” I call out as she stomps towards the kitchen; “Oh hey, there’s also a cucumber or two in there too if you’re feeling extra frisky tonight, darlin.”

      She makes a face as she turns back from the fridge, shoving the toy into her jeans pocket; “Why are you always so gross?”

      The question actually catches me off guard, because honestly, I don’t know. And this brings me back to the whole “why the fuck am I acting like this” thing from before. It’s like just being around this girl has me acting like some sort of juvenile asshole full of crude comments and pulling dumb shit like the vibrator in the refrigerator thing. It’s barely a single level above pulling her hair on the playground or calling her names on the school-bus. I’m even betting that if I just got my shit together and started talking to her like a normal fucking person, we might even be able to get along.

      Except there’s something about Quinn Archer that makes it impossible for me to act anything remotely close to normal.

      And the real question here is, why can’t I act normal around her? If that one night from before was just this one time thing, and we as adults can both agree that it was a mistake and just move on from it, then why the fuck can’t I do just that?

      Quinn slams the fridge shut and marches towards me and the door, but I stick my arm out across the doorframe, blocking her.

      “Jesus, Logan-” She cocks her head at me; “Does this shit ever work for you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean this whole ‘asshole with a chip on his shoulder’ acting like a child stunt. Does this actually get you laid?”

      I grin widely at her before I blow her an air kiss; “Apparently?”

      Her face goes bright red again, and her mouth does that little adorable thing it does when she purses it shut extra tight, as if trying to keep in whatever she’s tempted to say; “That was-” She trails off and looks down at the floor.

      “Fantastic? Life-altering? The best lay you’ve ever had?” I smirk at her, seeing her cheeks get even redder as she shakes her head.

      And here I go, right back into the swing of being that sophomoric douche with the crude comments and the incessant need to pull this girl’s hair at recess, as if it’s the only way I can get her to keep paying attention to me.

      “A mistake.” She says sharply, abruptly ending my thoughts as I snap my eyes to hers. She raises her head and looks me right in the eye; “Obviously, a big mistake.”

      I frown, but when she pushes my arm away, I don’t stop her, and when she storms down the hall to the stairway, I don’t follow her either.
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      It’s already after two o’clock in the afternoon by the time I realize I haven’t actually left my office since stepping into it. My stomach is the one that not-so-subtly reminds me that lunch was about two hours ago, and that I’ve been fueling myself purely with coffee since breakfast.

      It’s also not like I’ve been hard at work either; quite the contrary actually. I’m distracted, and I’ve pretty much been spending my time all morning alternating between staring at the wall and staring out the window, with a few rounds of mahjong on my phone thrown in to mix things up. And what is it that has me so totally out of sync with the work I’d normally be throwing myself into?

      Yeah, take one guess.

      I’m still pissed about the previous night, not to mention every instance before that in which Logan feels such a need to be such a smug, cocky, dick. OK scratch that; I’m pissed that he keeps alternating between being a smug cocky dick half the time and a hot, unfairly irresistible dick the other half.

      Part of me was insanely proud of myself for actually leaving his place the night before, especially in the manner I did; leaving him standing there and speechless. Logan Dempsey isn’t usually a guy without words, so getting that reaction was at least a bit of a win. But, it’s an empty one really. By the time I got back down to my place after storming off like that, I was already feeling sullen and more annoyed rather than triumphant by the whole encounter.

      And of course, annoyingly turned on, after being in such close proximity to a shirtless, sweaty, tattooed and volatile Logan.

      When I’d sat in my bed later after a shower, there was a dark sort of allure to thinking about what might have happened upstairs if I’d only let my guard down. One move; that’s all it would’ve taken for me to probably still be up there right now, reliving that night we had before with Logan’s perfect cock and incredible tongue pushing me higher and higher, until-

      I’d bitten my lip as I’d looked at the vibrator - now washed of salad-crisper, thank you very much - sitting on my nightstand. I’d even almost reached for it until I’d groaned and rolled my eyes; as if giving in to the dirty thoughts running through my head right then would be like giving in to Logan.

      …Even if part of me would love the idea of giving in to him.

      So I walked in to work ticked off, pent up, and on edge. But it wasn’t until I’d gotten to my office - more specifically my assistant’s desk - that I’d gone from ticked-off to just plain pissed.

      “Oh, Dr. Archer?” Carol, my assistant, had looked up from her desk with her usual heavy dose of eye-shadow and her amazing Staten Island accent; “Mr. Dempsey wanted me to let you know that he needs to reschedule the team meeting today. He’ll be in Washington D.C. for the evening.”

      My first emotional response is actually one of relief; relief that I might actually get a whole day without that arrogant prick trying to insert himself into my life, or my thoughts. But then of course, I’m annoyed, since the meeting is actually an important one.

      “That’s-”

      What, ‘presumptuous of him’? Annoying? Typical Logan?

      “Ok, thanks Carol,” I say, blowing air out of my cheeks; “We can just have Peyton sit in and relay the meeting notes back to-”

      “Oh, actually Ms. Wheeler accompanied Mr. Dempsey to D.C.”

      Yeah, that’s about when I see red. Of course he brought Ms. Teeny-bopper Mickey Mouse Club on an overnight “business trip”. Of course he did, the night after I manage to reject him and walk away feeling like I got the upper hand. It’s like his own personal little retort to my storming away from him the previous night; his own little “fuck you” right back.

      And if that “fuck you” involves a “fucking Peyton”, I’m swear I’m quitting tomorrow and moving the day after.

      “Dr. Archer?”

      I shake my thoughts and look up from my desk to see Carol poking her head into my office; “Yes?”

      “Sorry to interrupt, but there’s a courier package here for you?”

      I frown; “OK, uh, thanks. You can just sign for it and I’ll get to it-”

      “It’s a direct courier, signature only, from Mr. Dempsey.”

      Oh now what.

      I nod, furrowing my brow as Carol ducks back out of the room before returning with a sweaty looking hipster with a bike helmet and a bag full of brown-box packages; “Dr. Archer? Dr. Quinn A-” The kid starts to snicker before I level my coldest, bitchiest face at him and he just mumbles something about signing on the dotted line as he passes me his clipboard.

      He’s barely out the door before my cellphone buzzes on my desk. I glance down, and my face instantly goes bright red before I hurriedly snatch the phone off the desk.

      It’s Logan calling, of course. But it’s not who the number is that has me flushed pink as a tomato and looking quickly at the door to make sure Carol isn’t hovering. It’s what the picture is that pops up accompanying that number.

      Because what flashes in big, high-definition pixels across my phone screen is a picture of Logan Dempsey’s cock.

      “How did you get into my phone?!” I hiss, hunching over at my desk and turning away from the door.

      I can hear him chuckle on the other end; “Do you think I got my good side?”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to block out “the good side” of Logan that’s just seared itself across my brain; “Jesus, Logan, I mean what if someone saw-”

      “You’re always calling me a dick, so I thought I’d deliver!” He snorts a laugh, and I’m grinding my teeth as I shake my head.

      “When- I mean how did you get into my-”

      “Listen, did you get the packages?” He says suddenly, cutting me off in a way that says there’s no way he’s going to tell me how he managed to get into my contacts list without me knowing about it. With a guy with his sort of resources though, I’m not sure I want to know.

      “Yeah,” I mutter; “I got them.”

      “Well, go ahead and open them, Doc!”

      I furrow my brow; “What, now?”

      “No better time than the present; carpe diem, darlin.”

      There’s something strangely chipper in his voice; a giddiness that’s more suspicious than anything else when you think about the man they’re coming from.

      “OK, what is this, Logan.”

      He sighs over the phone; “A present; from me to you.”

      Ok, yeah, now I’m suspicious; “What kind of present,” I say evenly, wondering if I should expect some sort of live animal to jump out of any of the six packages sitting on the desk in front of me.

      “You should open the smaller one first.”

      I’m reaching for the box, ignoring every single voice in my head that’s telling me to just hang up and throw all these packages away; “Is something going to bite me, Logan?”

      He laughs heartily as I apprehensively pull off the packing tape sealing the box and tear it open.

      It’s totally full of batteries. Like, batteries of all different shapes and sizes; double-A’s, triple A’s, C’s, D’s; even a few USB charger cables.

      “Ok, what the hell is-”

      “Quinn, Quinn, Quinn,” He sighs; “Look, I felt bad the other day about the whole, you know, the whole thing with stealing your, uh, toy like that.”

      My face goes hot instantly as I close my eyes, leaning over my desk and rubbing the bridge of my nose between my fingers; “Logan, what-”

      “Hey, actually I’ve gotta run for this meeting, so you just go ahead and open the rest-”

      “Oh, the meeting with Peyton?” I say icily. I want to hear him deny, or falter, or lie; anything really.

      But he doesn’t do any of that; he just laughs.

      “Ok, you know what, fuck off, Lo-”

      “Jesus, Quinn!” He hoots, laughing his ass off; “That jealous streak is crazy! You know, you should really deal with that sometime.”

      “I am not jealous!” I hiss, feeling totally, completely, and utterly so.

      “Well, let me know how that’s going for you later,” He says, and I can practically hear him grinning that smug smirk through the phone; “Enjoy your presents, darlin.”

      I slam the phone face-down on the desk, muttering under my breath as I stare at the five remaining boxes sitting on top of the work I’ve ignored all day. I want so badly to just shove them all into my waste basket and call it a day, but I also know that the curiosity is killing me.

      Screw it, I think, as I snatch the first box up and shake it. Nothing hisses, or scratches, or growls back, so that’s a good sign at least. The tape comes off as easy as the first box, and then I’m pulling it open and reaching inside to grab-

      Oh you have got to be fucking kidding me.

      There, in my hand, is small, pink, vibrator. In fact, when I snatch up the box and stare into it, I realize that’s all that’s in there - vibrators; like thirty of them. I start to tear into the second box, but I already know what’s inside even before I pull out the twenty-odd more vibrators and two obscenely jiggling dildos. I’m red faced and mortified as I quickly open up my bottom desk drawer and start hastily shoving the boxes full of sex toys into it, slamming it shut before Carol can walk in and think I’m some sort of sex-addict.

      That son of a bitch, I mutter to myself, clutching at the edge of my desk and trying to regulate my breathing and cool down my beet-red face.

      “I felt bad the other day about the whole, you know, the whole thing with stealing your, uh, toy like that.”

      God, this whole messed up tit-for-tat with Logan is just so- so- I take a deep breath.

      It’s infuriating is what it is.

      I’m not some lost teenager, and this isn’t some sort of stupid high school crush thing. We are two adults, who made one mistake like plenty of other adults make. We should be able to move past this; I should be able to move past this at least. So why does the idea of him and Peyton spending a night alone together in DC have my blood boiling? I mean, there’s only so many times and ways that I can tell myself I’m not jealous before it just doesn’t have any more weight to it. Because as much as I fucking hate to admit it, I am jealous. I’m jealous that he’s there with her, and the thought of her hands on him, or her lips, or…God, I can’t even think of it anymore.

      And now here I am, moody, jealous because a man I shouldn’t want anything to do with, and sitting at my desk at a job I was skeptical about taking in the first place. Oh, right, and I’ve got a drawer full of about two-hundred sex toys.

      “Carol!” I snatch up my purse and storm out the door; “I’m taking lunch.”
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      Alright, even if I still think it's a fucking terrible idea that I've got Quinn Archer physically near me while we work together, I'll grant that having her on the team is the best move we could've made. I'd like to think I'm man enough to know what my strengths and weaknesses are, and I certainly know that one of those weaknesses is shit like this. Negotiations, and board meetings, and trying to be diplomatic in them. Me? I'm terrible at that kind of thing; zero tact and absolutely zero patience for talking things out.

      Yeah, I suppose there's a reason I spend my nights punching guys in the face.

      But Quinn - damn, it's like she was born for this, and knowing her father, she kind of was. She's smooth and easy with the team, and she gets shit done. And it's not because she's bossy or cajoles people into doing what she needs them to do, which is basically my method, it's because she’s open and firm, and just honest with people.

      Well, honest with people besides me.

      Because I know I’m not the only one still thinking about this whole thing between her and I; not by a damn mile. And I know I'm not the only one getting all turned around when we're alone or even not-so-alone with each other. She can deny it all she wants to, but I'm definitely not so blind that I don't catch the linger in her looks when she thinks I'm not watching her.

      ‘Did you know who I was?’

      That look in her eyes and those words of hers are fucking haunting me. She’s pissed, of course, but the worst part is, I’m not sure I can tell which part she’s actually more pissed about; that it happened, or that I didn’t recognize her.

      Hell, I’m not sure she can tell which one she’s pissed about; probably both.

      I mean hell, I hadn’t seen her in five Goddamn years! And it was dark, and I’d just had the shit kicked out of me, and- and-

      And she was gorgeous, and sexy as fuck, and there was something so damn disarming about her fixing me, and helping me, and leaning into me and letting me smell the jasmine in her hair.

      On the other side of that coin, it’s not like she knew who the fuck I was, which seems like some serious double-standard bullshit to me. Oh, a beard was my masterful disguise? I can’t look that different with or without facial hair from what I did five years ago. She on the other hand-

      Well shit, if Quinn Archer was this hot five years ago, I’m fucking blind.

      I scowl to myself, thinking about the night that started this whole cock-up, and the more I think about it, the more blame I’m putting on her for whatever consequences we’re dealing with now. I mean, hell, she’s a damn Doctor, and she slept with me? If “come on your patient’s tongue and then ride his cock like a race-horse” is part of the hippocratic oath, than I’ve been seeing the wrong fucking doctors my whole life.

      “You might have a concussion; I can’t let you fall asleep.”

      Right, and I’m the fuckin bad guy here. Give me a break.

      “Ok, well that's a wrap, guys. We'll check back in tomorrow on the U.N. appropriations stuff.”

      I blink away my own daydreams and realize I’ve been scowling for probably half of the meeting that’s now over. The rest of the team starts to pack away folders and laptops as they stand and slowly empty from the room, but I'm still sitting back in my chair, lost in thought and staring at Quinn when I hear Peyton's voice come up behind me.

      “Hey, big guy, got a second to go over some numbers?”

      I'm barely cognizant of whatever data Peyton has me going over with her, because as soon as I give her my attention, I can see Quinn glaring at us from the corner of my eye. I grin to myself, seeing just a sidelong glimpse of the fiery look I'm getting from her at the other end of the room. Part of me knows it's a cheap shot to let her think what I know she's thinking about Peyton, and I know I should probably get around to settling that little misconception sooner than later. But honestly, making Quinn Archer jealous and getting her riled up like this is just way too much fun; especially when I’ve just decided that the whole mess is actually her fault anyways.

      Peyton finishes showing me her spreadsheets and heads out the door past a frosty looking Quinn. And as if I didn't need anymore confirmation of her being ticked off by the whole thing, Quinn very obviously turns her back to me cold-shoulder-style as soon as I get close to her.

      Like I said, way too much fun.

      “So, Quinn, I need you to be honest with me,” I say, as soon as we’re alone.

      She swivels her chair towards me, eyeing me with a frosty expression on her face; “What.”

      “Now, think about this, because it’s important, OK?” She nods, and just as her gaze actually starts to soften, I grin; “How many of those batteries I sent you did you blow through the other night?”

      Her whole face goes this adorable shade of pink as she wrinkles her brow and rolls her eyes at me; “Jesus, Logan. Do idiot lines like that work on Peyton?”

      She swivels her chair back around and goes to collect her things when I lean in close; “Jealous much?” I whisper in her ear, making her jump as she whirls around.

      “What are you, twelve?” She sneers out, that pouty, so obviously jealous look on her face just making her look extra hot and fiery.

      “I guess you just bring it out in me, Doc.” I grin.

      “So, you flirting around Miss Delta Zeta slut over there has nothing to do with me being in the room and trying to get under my skin?”

      I shrug; “Well that depends.”

      “On?”

      “Did it work?” I wink at her and she huffs and looks away.

      “So is all this just because you're mad that I won’t sleep with you again?”

      “Been there, done that.”

      The slap actually does knock the smile right off my face, if only momentarily. But then I'm just grinning uncontrollably at the how impressed I am that she actually just smacked me.

      “Oh my God!” Quinn's eyes go wide as her hands fly to her face; “Oh my God, I'm so sorry!”

      “Wow!” I shake my head as I grin at her; “I like seeing this side of you, darlin!”

      “Logan, I'm so-”

      “Quinn, I know how to take a hit, you know.” I move in closer; close enough to smell the jasmine of her shampoo and the hint of something minty on her breath; “Besides, that's a nice hook you've got there, Tyson.”

      She's wearing this sleeveless blouse, and I move my hands up to slide over the bare skin of her exposed arms. She shivers and then pulls away from me; “Gets your hands off me.”

      “Really?”

      I smirk as I let one of my hands trail up to her shoulder, and then across her collarbone to the open neckline of her shirt. I'm waiting for her to stop me - hell I'm almost waiting for another slap - but she just bites her lip and looks at me nervously; “You shouldn't be touching me like that, Logan,” She says quietly, not making a single move to push my hand away.

      “You shouldn't be letting me touch you like this, Doctor.” I let my hand slide boldly down over the top of her breasts, sliding between them and feeling the heat of her skin and the thud of her pulse as I deftly pop the top button on her blouse open with my hand.

      “Someone could-” Her cheeks flush bright pink, and she swallows heavily as I slide my hand down into the front of her blouse and under the lace of her bra. Her nipple is stiff and hard against my palm. I slowly tease it with my fingertips, and I can see her lips tremble as she loses her words.

      Someone could what, Quinn?” I growl, moving against her; “Someone could see how turned on I'm making you?”

      “You are not turning me on, Lo- Logan!”

      She gasps as my other hand slides right up between her legs and slides against the front of her panties. She's wet there; very wet; “You're going to have to put up a better argument on that one, Doc.” She whimpers as I push her soaked panties to the side and slide my finger against her opening. I lean my lips close to her ear; “Because I'm not buying it.”

      She bites her lip between her teeth, her brow furrowing as I slide my finger into her pussy. And there's something about the way she sucks on that bottom lip that has me rock hard in my pants, and I growl as I lean down, ready to suck that lip myself. Her eyes close, and she tilts her head up as if ready for the kiss I know we both want; ready to close the distance. And I want nothing more than to bruise those lips with my own, and taste her tongue across my own.

      “Doctor Archer?” Quinn's eyes shoot open as one of the analyst's voices calls from somewhere down the hallway; “Doctor Archer, did you want to look over those genome resistance reports again?”

      Her eyes go wide for a moment, and then she narrows them at me angrily. It’s as if she’s suddenly realizing what happening; as if I’ve just tricked her into this position somehow.

      “Logan!” She hisses, shoving at my chest; “Get your fucking hands off of me, you meathead.”

      Meathead?

      “One second!” She calls out to the analyst,” All while pushing my arm away from her. I roll my eyes and slide my hand out of her panties as she fumbles to smooth down her skirt and button her blouse back up, all the while shooting me a dirty look; “I can't believe you just did that!”

      “Oh, what, like that's all me, Quinn?” I scowl at her as I lean in close, my voice low; “Don't pretend you weren't just dripping wet to feel my fingers inside you.”

      Her face goes crimson red; “Don't be disgusting.” Somehow, the flustered look on her face makes her look almost as sexy as she looked when my fingers were stroking her wetness.

      Trisha, the analyst, pokes his head into the room; “Doctor Archer?”

      “Trisha! Yes!” Quinn’s face is flushed and she quickly clears her throat as she smiles at her; “Let’s, uh, let’s take a look at those reports.”

      She shoots me a look as they both move past me towards the conference table, but I can’t help but bring my hand up to palm her ass as she brushes past. Quinn whirls back to me, her look tense, but her eyes wild, and I just grin at her.

      “Get the door, would you, Logan?”

      Trisha’s back is turned as she flips through one of the binders on the table, and I look Quinn dead in the eye as I bring a finger up to my mouth - the very same finger that was up until recently buried in her slit, and grin before sucking it clean. It’s the predictability of her squeamish and wrinkled-nose reaction that’s so much fun, and I smirk and give my finger one last dramatic lick before I turn and leave her to work.

      Yeah, good luck with that, sweet cheeks, I grin to myself as I saunter down the hall back to my own office.
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        Quinn

      

    
    
      “I can’t just let you out here, miss.” The cab driver wearing a leather vest and a porkpie hat is a big guy, but even he looks nervous as he glances at me through the rear-view mirror.

      “Oh, it’s-”

      What, ‘It’s scary as shit here? Here in whatever utter horror-show of a warehouse area of Brooklyn I’m crazy enough to have driven to in the middle of the night’? Cause, yeah, that’s actually exactly what it is. But I had to, and I have to be here.

      “It’s fine, I’m meeting some friends.”

      The cab driver mutters something and looks warily out the windows at the darkened, dilapidated warehouse that we just watched Logan’s car pull up to about five minutes before; “I got a daughter about your age, honey. Ain’t no way I’d let her hang out with any friends that hung around a fuckin place like this. ’Scuse the language.”

      I push cash through the divider; “Good; don’t. I really am fine though”

      Yeah, totally fine.

      I definitely shouldn’t be here, I think to myself as the cab roars away into the depths of the night, leaving me alone in the shadows. Except by the thudding sounds of music and cheering coming from the warehouse looming in the darkness, I know I’m not really alone.

      I’m still undecided which one is a worst prospect.

      Granted, this was a terrible idea, but I couldn’t not follow him tonight; not after I’ve spied on him ducking out of the building late at night and heard him stumbling home even later, usually nursing an ice-pack or bloody towel of some kind. So tonight, I was ready and waiting in the cab out front of our building when he slipped out and got behind the wheel of his Maybach. Tonight, I followed him here to the sketchiest, darkest block in the borough of Brooklyn. Whatever this is, I have to know and I have to see it, even if I’m not sure why.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As I creep around the corner of some shipping containers, I can see two men standing out front of the warehouse door itself. Now, I may be utterly out of my element here, but I do know door security when I see it. I skirt around the shadows to the side of the building, and find myself creeping between a pile of old wooden crates trying to ignore the possibility of coming across rats or worse. I creep up to the dirty little window emanating light from inside.

      The whole cab ride over, I wasn’t quite sure what I’d find tonight. I mean sure, I had some suspicions about the nature of what Logan was up to, but nothing - absolutely nothing - prepares me for what I see when I finally claw my face up to the edge of the window and peer through.

      The scene is medieval.

      Logan is stripped the waist, his tattooed muscles glistening with sweat under the crappy overhead lights as he slowly circles around the man facing him. The other guy is shirtless as well, and both of them eye each other with grim looks with their fists raised up. They’re surrounded by a jeering crowd, all shouting and waving money and fists as the two men in the ring dance around each other.

      The guy across from him swings wildly at Logan, who ducks the fist and crashed his own into the guy’s ribs. Logan steps back for a second but his opponent rallies and sends an elbow crashing into his gut, doubling him over. I’m cupping my mouth with both my hands to keep from screaming as the guy starts to rain blows down onto Logan, even though he’s on his knees in the ring.

      This is where he goes; this is what he does. This is why I found him that night bleeding and broken in my elevator.

      I almost can’t watch this happen, and I’m just about to turn away when Logan suddenly springs to his feet. The whole vibe of the place changes in a heartbeat as Logan slams the guy over onto his back and just starts to wail on him. He looks ferocious and animalistic and just so raw in the way he lays into his opponent; that is, except for his face. Because his face is blank and neutral, as if he’s just going through a motion has has to do.

      The fight is over thirty seconds after that when the other guy goes limp on the ground beneath him. The crowd of men around them go wild as the bell sounds, and there’s a furious exchange of screaming and yelling and fists full of cash as some sort of referee raises Logan’s arm and two other men drag his unconscious opponent from the ring.

      A man wearing a bomber jacket with black hair and an olive complexion pushes his way through he crowd and approaches Logan. He’s grinning, but there’s something dark and something sinister in that smile. Logan glares at him as the man claps him on the back and mimes a few shadow-boxing punches. He’s chuckling as Logan just stands there glowering at him, his chest heaving and his skin shining with perspiration.

      The man says something and pokes him hard in the chest, and suddenly Logan just spits at the guy’s feet. There’s a sudden stillness between the two men, and I’m not sure what I’m expecting to happen next. But the man only laughs as he points a finger at Logan, prodding his chest again as he winks at him, before he turns and walks calmly away. I watch as Logan shakes his head and spits on the ground again before he walks out from my my viewpoint.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Jesus fucking Christ; Quinn?!” Logan hisses at me as he steps out of the side-door to the warehouse. I’m leaning against the side of his car, glaring at him; “What the fuck are you doing here?!”

      I take a step towards him as he rakes a hand through his sweat-slicked hair, still shirtless in the dim glow of the streetlight; “What the fuck am I doing here?” I’m shaking my head and staring at him “Are you fucking crazy, Logan? Do you have some sort death wish?!”

      “Lower your voice, Quinn,” He growls, his eyes darting to the side door. He grabs my arm; “Look, just get in the car-”

      “No! What the hell was that back th-”

      “Get in the fucking car, Quinn, before someone sees you.”

      I shoot him a last glaring look before I step into the car, jumping as he slams the door after me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “That’s what you’ve been doing!?” I hiss at him, staring at him like he’s completely insane as we roar back towards Manhattan; “I mean, you said you were boxing for fuck’s sake, but Jesus;” I shake my head at him, suddenly scared about what I’ve just witnessed; “I mean there aren’t even any gloves.”

      The wind buffets against his face and through his hair, and he grins and shrugs before he turns and spits blood out through the open car window; “Yeah, well, that is why they call it bareknuckle.”

      I stare at him; “It’s barbaric.”

      He shrugs again, looking both completely insane and absurdly attractive in this dirty, hot way as he sits there shirtless in the car; his muscles and tattoos still gleaming with his sweat; “Not gonna fight you on that, darlin.”

      OK, I know he’s this big macho ex-Marine or whatever, with all hardcore tough-as-nails crap that comes with that. But this is completely insane; he must know that.

      “This is totally nuts, you know that, right?” I reach out with a tissue from my pocket and dab at the blood on the side of his face; “You could die in there, Logan.” I say it quietly, keeping my eyes locked on his.

      “Is that your medical opinion, Doctor Arch-”

      “Yes.”

      His eyes narrow at my cutting him off, but he nods slowly as the streetlights streak across the windshield; “Well, not today.” And there’s that grin again; that armor coming right back up and shutting me out.

      “I saw you arguing with that guy, afterwards.”

      Logan’s face tenses, but his lips stay closed.

      “You could've knocked him out, but you didn’t.”

      “My my, Doc, resorting to violence? Isn’t that against your oaths or something?”

      “Stop being cute; why didn’t you hit him?”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “What, is he paying you or something?”

      Logan barks out a laugh; “I’m a majority shareholder in a multi-billion dollar corporation, Quinn. I’m not exactly hurting in the finance department.”

      “OK, so why the hell would-” I stop, the answer suddenly as clear as day in front of me. Why would a man like Logan do anything anyone says, especially someone he clearly hates like the guy from the fight?

      “You’re doing this because they’re making you, aren’t you?” Logan doesn’t say a word, and I push on; “They aren’t paying you, so what, are they blackmailing you or something?” Instantly, I know I’ve hit a nerve as I see his face harden again as he stares out at the road in front of us; “I’m right, aren’t I.”

      “Sort of. No.” He sighs as he runs a hands through his hair; “It’s complicated.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Not to this.”

      “Try me.”

      Logan looks at me with a curious smirk on his face; “Let’s get a drink.”

      Yep; there he goes shutting me out again; “Fine” I say defeatedly, turning to look out my own window and shake my head.

      Logan turns a quick corner, and he suddenly pulls up at once of the nicest, most exclusive boutique hotels in the city.

      “Do you like scotch?”

      I blink at the posh, ultra-cosmopolitan bar on the ground floor of the hotel and turn to stare at him; “Are you serious? No offense, but have you seen how you look right now?” He looks like, well, he looks hot, but he also looks like he just went three rounds in a bareknuckle boxing match.

      ‘Cause, you know, he did.

      He’s also still not wearing a damn shirt, and I’m hardly more appropriately dressed for this kind of place, wearing cut-off denim shorts and a t-shirt. Logan just shrugs though; “Simple question, Archer. Scotch: yay or nay?”

      I sigh; “Fine, yay. Very yay.”

      “Great.” His grin widens, and he nods towards the glove compartment; “Pop that and grab it, and let’s go.”

      Inside is a bottle of scotch that probably cost the same as at least a month or two of my rent. I’m opening my mouth to ask what the heck we’re doing, but he’s already hopping out of the car and tossing tossing keys to a valet as he yanks a t-shirt on.

      “Fine”, I mutter as I snatch the bottle and step out; “Bringing your own booze to a bar? Little low-brow for a guy like you isn’t that Logan?”

      He grins and takes my arm as he steers us through the front doors of the hotel, past the lobby, and past the bar; “We aren't going to the bar, we’re going upstairs.”

      I balk at him “Uh, excuse me?”

      He rolls his eyes; “Quinn, get over yourself. We’re going all the way upstairs.” He nods to the front desk guy who seems to know him, and Logan palms the guy a fat wad of bills before steering me towards the elevators.

      “OK, so where are we-”

      “Quinn.”

      “What?” I snap.

      “Do me a favor.”

      “Wha-”

      “Stop talking for like, one whole minute, OK?”

      I open my mouth to say something back, but instead I snap it shut and shake my head, not wanting to give him the satisfaction as the elevator moves up. The doors open and we’re up on the roof-top lounge area, complete with a pool and a bar and an utterly insane view of Manhattan. It’s also completely deserted.

      “Did you plan this or something?” I say, frowning at him.

      “What, paying off the night manager so that I could come up to the pool bar alone and drink scotch after my fight?’

      I look at him expectantly.

      “Uh, yeah, Quinn, I did.”

      I’m laughing in spite of myself, watching his face crack into a smile as I do so.

      “What, you think, that I did all this for you or something?” He grins; “I’m not telepathic, you know. It’s not like I knew you were going to follow me around like a stalker tonight.” I try to hide my grin, knowing he’s right, and he laughs; “You’re a welcomed addition though.”

      He reaches over the empty bar and grabs two glasses before we walk over to the pool’s edge. He’s kicking his shoes off, and I start to follow suit before I realize he’s pulling his t-shirt up over his washboard abs and over his head.

      “Uh, what are you doing?”

      He tosses his shirt aside; “Uh, swimming, darlin. It’s a pool, that’s what you do in them.”

      “Cute.”

      “Oh, you’re coming in too, you know.”

      I raise an eyebrow at him as he starts to unbuckle his belt; “Yeah I don’t think so.”

      “Nope, you have to,” He shrugs nonchalantly, which is hard to pull off when his face looks like the cat that just caught the canary; “Post-victory tradition; jump in the damn pool.”

      “I don’t have a suit.” It’s a lame excuse, since he clearly didn’t bring one either.

      “Neither do I.” He’s stripping his jeans off, and I’m blushing but not really trying to look away as he stands there in tight, grey boxer-briefs that cling to every inch of him; and I do mean every inch. It’s almost not even fair. I mean the guy’s a billionaire already; does he have to look like some kind of Greek warrior too? He tosses his pants onto a lounge chair and looks at me expectantly, standing there with that incredible body, with his insanely ripped abs and those twin grooves of his hips leading down…

      Ooooo-kay. Yeah, I am definitely not getting in a pool with Logan Dempsey looking like that.

      “Archer, you’ve got about 10 seconds to start stripping before I toss you in just like that.”

      We lock eyes, and I know he’s crazy enough to be serious. He’s also not going to get this one over on me, and so instead I just shrug and start unbuttoning my shorts. He smirks, looking pleased with himself.

      “You didn’t think I would, huh?”

      “No, not really actually.”

      “Shows what you know then.” I’m hoping my voice comes off as flippant and confident instead of the bundle of nerves I feel like inside. I’m pushing all the thoughts out of my head though of how crazy it is that I’m pulling my t-shirt up over my head and letting him see me in my black bra and panties. I’m actually relieved for a second that I actually managed to wear a matching pair, though I’m kind of wishing I wasn’t wearing a damn thong.

      Whatever, I think; It’s not like he hasn’t seen it all before.

      Yeah, not really a comforting thought, actually.

      But a minute later, we’re both standing in chest-high water clinking glasses, and I’m doing my damnedest not think about the fact that I’m barely a foot away from a practically naked Logan Dempsey in just my underwear.
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      Ok, there’s playing with fire, and then there’s just sticking your whole fuckin hand in the flames.

      Late-night underwear pool-hopping with Quinn Archer is so, so much the latter.

      I’m kind of going out of my mind here, and I know I’m pushing this whole “innocent flirtation” thing way too far. I’m dancing on that edge; I’m testing myself here, and I also think I’m about to lose. Why the hell is she up here? Why did I bring her, and why on Earth did she even say yes? She’s a smart woman, obviously, but I’d have thought she was smart enough to see right through my bullshit and just flat-out turn me down on this. I mean the whole point was to push her buttons until she backed down and I’d just drive her home; the plan never actually went further than that. Certainly not to the point where I’m standing two feet away from her in a pool when she’s just wearing that fucking black lacy bra and thong panties hugging all her curves in all the right places.

      Luckily, the water surface is enough to maybe conceal the fact that my rock-hard erection is threatening to tear a hole in my briefs.

      Damn, this is like the mistake I just can’t let go of. If I was a smarter man - maybe if I were Bryce or something - I’d walk away right now. Erection be damned, I’d step out of this pool, call a driver for Quinn, and then leave. I’d find somewhere else to live that wasn’t ten feet up from where she sleeps, find a new team member for the outreach program, and just severe ties.

      Of course, looking at her now with just the tips of her dark auburn hair getting wet in the pool, the tops of her breasts glistening with drops of water in the low light, and that unintentionally coy smile, I know that none of that is happening. Not in a million fucking years.

      So instead, we sit on this submerged bench seat against the side of the pool in the shallow end, sipping scotch and just staring out over the neon forest of Manhattan.

      “It’s pretty up here.” She takes a small sip of her drink, and I’m not even able to look away from the perfectly unintentionally sexy way her lips linger on the edge of the glass as she swallows.

      “I like coming up here.”

      “After fights?”

      I nod; “Yeah, actually. It clears my head,” I say, as if my head is any fucking way clear right now with her sitting so close that I can almost feel her skin against mine.

      But it’s true. I come up here after the fights because win or lose, it puts things in perspective for me. When I’m up here, surrounded by the trappings of wealth and power that I wield now, it forces me to remember where I am in life. That might sound absurd, or like some sort of douchebag “rich-guy problems” bullshit, but it’s something I’ve found I need. Because again, win or lose, I have to remind myself why I fight, and I fight because this life that William Archer gave me is precious. I came from nothing, and I was nothing before saw something in us and dragged us out of that hole. I might truly hate being beholden to Javier and the fighting, But I know I owe William even more. There was the promise made to stand tall under the responsibilities and the trust he gave me, and owing up to that debt means more to me than anything.

      And so, I fight.

      “Listen, sorry about snapping at you back there at the warehouse. I just-” I take a sip of the scotch and then clear my throat; “I just wasn’t expecting to see you.”

      She fidgets with her glass; “Sorry I followed and spied on you like a stalker.”

      “I’d say it worked out OK,” I say, chancing a grin at her.

      “Well, I think we’ve had quite enough encounters without me following you around looking for more.” Quinn says quickly, her cheeks blushing adorably as she takes a big sip of her drink.

      “Oh?” I smirk at her; “And what kind of encounter were you looking for tonight, darlin?”

      She stammers as her face goes bright red and she opens her mouth and closes it again quickly about three times before she just looks away; “That’s- that’s not what I meant.”

      I grin at her; “Yeah but you’re dying to mean it.”

      The voice in my head is screaming about how terrible an idea it is to be flirting with her like this; how I need to get up and just walk the fuck away right now. But she turns and looks into my eyes, and as her pouty lips just part, her tongue slips out to wet them. I can see her chest rising and falling with her every breath, and it’s almost too much for me to take before I end up ripping her panties off right here and driving my cock inside her.

      I need her to roll her eyes, or smack me, or just walk away from me right now. I need a hit of reality right in the face for me to simmer the fuck down and just know how bad of an idea this is; how dangerous it is to play with this particular fire named Quinn Archer.

      But instead, she does the exact fucking opposite. Instead, those big lashes of hers blink as she looks up into my face, her eyes wide and her teeth just gently biting at her lower lip as the flush from the pool and booze creeps over the tops of her breasts. And then she opens those pink, pouty lips; “Maybe.”

      Yeah, fuck; I’m done.

      My hand goes to her hair, and I grab a handful of it as I roughly bring her crashing against my lips. She moans out this sexy-as-fuck cooing sound as I growl into her mouth; our breaths intermingling as our tongues slide together and our lips crush against the other hard enough to bruise.

      She’s moaning into me, her hands running over my chest and dropping down over my abs. I grip the handful of hair tighter in my fist, loving the way she gasps into my kiss as I do. My other hand traces over her hip there and teases at the elastic of her panties. She drops her hand down into my lap, the boldness of the act from a girl like Quinn surprising me momentarily, but it’s only that much hotter because of it. Her fingers grasp at my cock through my briefs, pulling at me like she needs me, and I feel like I could explode right here and now.

      She gasps out loud as I yank her head back, exposing her neck to my lips and my teeth as I nibble and not so gently suck my way down to her collarbone. I’m pulling at the straps of her bra, slipping them off her shoulders as she shudders and presses against me; her hand still stroking my cock through the fabric.

      “Fuck, Logan.” She gasps; “We- we can’t-”

      “Yes,” I hiss out; “Yes we fucking can.” My hand slides down to grab her perfect curvy ass, and she whimpers, and that’s it for me.

      I slide my hand around right between her thighs, and she moans as I push her panties aside to trace my fingertips over her lips. I push two of them deep inside, curling up against her as she cries out and bites my shoulder, and I suddenly want much more.

      I let go of her hair slide my fingers out of her before I grab her by the waist and bodily lift her onto the edge of the pool. My hands grab at the elastic of her thin little thong, and I tear it away from her body to her surprised gasp. And then she’s bare and open for my eyes, looking so fucking sexy and so fucking perfect perched naked on the edge of the pool like that. She’s got this look that’s both totally innocent and smolderingly sexy at the same damn time, and it’s making the blood roar in my ears.

      She cries out and grabs me by the hair when I slide my mouth over her, tasting her pussy and devouring her like a starving man. She’s bucking wildly against me, and prim little Quinn Archer loudly moaning my name and rocking her sex against my face is possibly the single hottest thing I’ve ever experienced.

      “Oh fuck oh fuck, we- we can’t - we- oh GOD, oh FUCK, LOGAN!”

      When she crashes over, it’s loud, and explosive, and she tastes like honey as she comes on my tongue.
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        Quinn

      

    
    
      So, part of me is freaking out about what I’ve just done - again - with Logan because we work together. Another part of me is throwing a fit because of what my sisters would say, or my father for that matter. And then there’s a third part of me that can’t believe I just let that scenario happen again after all the moaning and groaning and sworn protesting to the contrary I’ve been doing over the last week or so.

      But that doesn’t really matter, because all of me is very much into the reality that Logan Dempsey is kissing me hard on the mouth, with my legs wrapped around his waist and my body still throbbing from the feel of his tongue on me. I can taste my own sweetness on his lips, but instead of totally turning me off like I’d assume it would, I actually find myself kissing him harder, and deeper, and wanting even more from him.

      God; what am I doing? I’ve spent the better part of my entire waking and even sleeping existence since the wedding cursing myself for letting this exact thing happen the first time. I’ve been practically useless at work since I’ve been spending my hours there staring at walls trying to shrink-talk my way out of thinking of this man all the damn time. But for all of my pep-talks, and vows, and lengthy internal monologues, where do I find myself?

      Exactly where I swore I’d never be again; lip-locked and moaning against Logan Dempsey.

      I should fire my inner-shrink.

      “More,” I whisper, grabbing at the bulge in the front of his briefs. He’s huge, and I feel a shudder of electric desire course through me at the sheer anticipation of what I want right now from him, and from this tool in my hand.

      I’m slipping my hand under the elastic, feeling him growl into my mouth as my fingers tease down the trail of hair over his rock-hard abs, and lower until I-

      “I hope I’m not interrupting, Logan.”

      I shriek at the sound of the voice behind us, especially since I’m sitting here on the edge of the hotel pool totally naked with my legs wrapped around a mostly naked Logan. I see his face grow dark as he flashes a snarling look at the sound of the man’s voice behind me and before I know it, his powerful arms grab me off the edge and whirl me around behind him.

      “What the fuck do you want, Javier.”

      I’m hiding naked behind Logan’s broad back, and as I peep over his shoulder, my eyes go wide as I recognize the man leaning nonchalantly against the pool bar. He has the same look of dark humor on his face as he did back at the warehouse, when he confronted Logan after the fight. His long, slick black hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and he arches a dark brow as he sees me peeking out from behind Logan.

      “Well, well; so this is how the rich live large, huh?” His accent sounds Spanish, and he nods appreciatively as he looks around the deserted pool; “Nice booze, private pool parties, and a hot little doctor, huh Irish? You’ve got yourself set up nice and pretty now don’t you?”

      It takes me a second to appreciate the sudden cold feeling of fear shooting through me, but then I place it; ‘hot little doctor’. How in the hell does this guy know anything about me?

      “I’m going to ask you again,” Logan’s voice is dark and dangerous sounding; the muscles of his shoulders tensing and bunching; “What do you want, and how the fuck did you get up he-”

      “Oh, give me a little credit, cabrón!” He grins at Logan; “You’re not the only guy who knows how to grease wheels my friend.” He reaches into his pocket, and Logan’s whole body tenses for a second; “Oh relax, Papi; you just forgot this.” He tosses a bundle of something at Logan, and as it’s not until it splashes down in front of us and sits there floating in the pool that I realize it’s a bundle of cash with a rubber-band around it.

      A bundle of cash that looks a whole lot like the blood-stained one from his pocket that first night.

      “I told you, I don’t want it.”

      Javier grins wickedly; “Oh, but I want you to have it!”

      Logan’s jaw tightens and I can hear a growl at the back of his throat as I clutch at his back; “I don’t need it.”

      Javier’s grin drops in an instant; “I don’t give a shit what you need, marica.” The warmness in his voice from before, however fake, is dropped like a rock; “You take it ‘cause I want it to remind you of our deal.”

      I lean into his ear; “Logan, what-”

      Javier chuckles; “Yeah I bet she doesn’t know, does she? I bet she’s just got no idea what sort of shit you and me got up to before her daddy swooped in and wrote you a blank fucking check.”

      Wait, what? A million questions whirl through my head, none of which I can ask right now given our circumstances.

      “Hey, chica;” Javier’s eyes narrow as he grins at me over Logan’s shoulder; “Stick around with this guy and you’re gonna get burned, baby.” Javier cackles at that one, as if he’s just told the joke of the century; “Yeah this one likes deserting things he starts, don’t you, Irish!”

      Logan’s hands start to close into tight fists; “You have five seconds to walk the fuck out of here before I throw you over the edge.”

      Javier chuckles again; “Just keepin you on your toes, pendejo; just keeping you on your toes.” He looks at me again and blows me an air kiss that makes my skin crawl and my nose wrinkle; “You have a good night too, baby. If you get tired of this loser, you come find Javier, OK?”

      He nods as he looks around the pool area again; “Not bad, Irish; not fuckin bad.” He gives Logan one last look before he turns and heads towards the elevators, leaving us alone.

      It takes me another few seconds to find any words at all; “Ok, what was that?”

      Logan pulls away before turning to me; “I need to take you home.” He moves away and steps out of the pool.

      “Logan, talk to me; what was that guy talking ab-”

      “Let’s just go, ok? I should bring you home.” He holds a towel out for me, and I blush before he turns his head as I step nude from the pool and grab the towel around my body. He turns back to me with this hard glint in his eyes like he’s wrestling with something inside.

      And so much of me wants to ask him what that battle inside is; what he’s fighting against even now, when it’s just the two of us. And I want to know what this whole thing was - the part with Javier, but also, and maybe even more-so, the part before.

      I look at him and see the man that was open to me when it was just him and I, in that one perfect moment in time.

      But the way his face betrays nothing now, as he snatches his keys off the table and yanks a shirt over his head tells me that openness is now closed. The walls are back up, and I’m suddenly furious with myself for letting myself fall for all of this again, and making the same Goddamn mistake all over again.

      “Fine.” I say quickly, yanking my shorts back up and snatching my t-shirt up; “Take me the hell home.”
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        Logan

      

    
    
      “Look, I’m sorry you had to see that back th-”

      “It’s fine.” Quinn’s arms are crossed over her chest, her face as stiff as her body and staring straight ahead as the elevator in our building slowly rises.

      “Quinn, there’s a lot more to-”

      “Logan, it’s fine, OK?” She snaps, her jaw tightening and her eyes still looking right in front of her.

      The door opens at her floor, and she starts to step right past me when I stick my arm out, stopping her as I jam my thumb against the close door button. The elevator starts to rise and her face flashes fiercely as she whirls on me; “What the fuck are you-”

      “You don’t get it, do you!” My voice is louder and harsher than I mean it to be, but it certainly gets her attention . Her eyes flash fire as she glares at me. The door opens to my floor, and Quinn shakes her head and makes to move past me again. I grab her by the wrists this time, shoving her back against the elevator door-well; “This little dance we got going on, darlin?” I’m close to her, so close that I can feel the heat of her breath across my lips and the heave of her breasts against my chest; “Well it’s gotta stop.”

      “Well the sooner you get your fucking hands off of me, the sooner I’ll be all too happy for it to!”

      She tries to yank her hands away from me but I hold her fast, the heat and the naked tension almost palatable in the air between us; “Goddamnit, Quinn! Will you just fucking listen to me for one fucking second! I’m trying to tell you tha-”

      “Oh, save me, Logan,” Quinn cuts me off, rolling her eyes; “What is this, the part where you give me some sort of bullshit line about how you can’t get me out of my head?” She shakes her head in disgust; “Well it’s not going to-”

      “If I can’t get you out of my head it’s because you’re the only fucking thing I want in my head!”

      The hallway goes pin-drop silent but for the sounds of our breathing. Her eyes dance across mine in wild tango, her chest rising and falling quickly with the pounding of her pulse that I can feel in her wrists beneath my fingers. And I know if we say one more thing at all, the fire that’s barely being held back will engulf us both, and burn until there’s nothing left but her and I in this singular moment.

      Her lips part, and as the word comes whispering from her lips, it’s all over; “Logan-”

      My mouth crashes against hers, and she’s whimpering as she kisses me fiercely, her tongue eagerly sliding between my lips as I grab her ass and haul her into my arms.

      I practically tear the sliding door off its track as we come crashing into my loft; her legs wrapped around my waist and her mouth attacking my neck. My hands are grabbing that sweet, tight and curvy ass of hers as I kick the door shut behind us and walk straight towards the only piece of furniture in the whole apartment. I toss her down onto the bed as we’re yanking our clothes off, barely able to tear our eyes away from each other. She skims off her shorts, letting me see all of her since we left her torn panties wherever I tossed them back at the hotel pool. I let my jeans drop and my cock spring out, I love the look of need in her eyes as she licks her lips when her eyes drop hungrily to my erection. It’s a move that would look outright slutty on any other girl in the world, but the way it looks on her just makes my pulse thud like a fucking jackhammer.

      “On your fucking knees, darlin; now.” I growl at her, wrapping my hand around my cock and stepping towards the bed where she’s sprawled out.

      “Anyone ever tell you you’re kind of a bossy fucking asshole?” She raises an eyebrow at me as a grin teases her lips.

      “Anyone ever tell you you’ve got a dirty mouth, Doc?”

      Her grin curls, looking downright wicked; “Oh you have no idea how dirty my mouth can get.”

      Dear Lord, take me now.

      She giggles at the look of shock I can’t even try to hide on my face at her words; “Actually, I don't think you could even handle it.”

      She smirks again at my stunned silence; this girl is incredible.

      Before I can even come up with something snarky to say, she’s flipped around and sliding off the edge of the bed onto her knees. She’s looking up at me, her legs spread as she kneels on the floor, and I would literally give every cent I own for a camera right at this moment. She opens her mouth as she looks up at me, slowly sticking her tongue out and barely grazing the head of my cock with it.

      Yeah, she’s right; there’s no fucking way I’m going to handle this.

      Her eyes flash at me, and almost in slow motion, she’s slipping forward and wrapping those perfect, plump lips around my cock. Her mouth is amazing, and her tongue is like silk, and I’m slipping my fingers into her dark auburn hair and holding her to me. She’s slow and deliberate, her hands on my thighs and using just those lips and that wild tongue to bring me closer and closer to the edge, until I’m practically gasping for a breath of air as I pull her off of me.

      She looks up at me with soft, pouty eyes, and it’s the sexiest look of disappointment in the history of the world; “Why’d you stop me?”

      “Because I was about to fill that mouth with cum, that’s why.” I growl out.

      I turn to look for a condom when I feel her fingers wrap around my length, and when I turn back round, she’s grinning wickedly up at me; “Good.” I groan as she sucks me back in, and it’s barely a minute later before I’m gasping out her name as I grab her by the hair and explode white heat into her mouth.

      I’m seeing spots, trying to stop my bullet-train of a pulse from exploding out of my chest when she stands and grins at me. She gives me a saucy looking raise of her brow before she turns around and slowly bends over across the bed on her hands and knees. She turns to look coyly at me over her shoulder; “Now what was that about me being on my knees?”

      Holy fucking shit, this girl is a Goddess.

      And there’s something about the transformation in a matter of hours from good-girl, prim little Quinn Archer to this new sex-Goddess of a woman bent over on my bed in front of me basically begging me to fuck her from behind that has my cock back to rock hard in seconds. I finish tearing the condom out of it’s wrapper and roll a it on as I step up behind her and push the head against the silk of her opening. The way her moan sounds so soft and innocent in contrast with the forward, naughty way she’s just offered herself to me drives me wild, and I groan as I begin to push inside of her. My hands are on her hips, and she’s sliding back onto me as we both choke out gasps of pleasure as I slowly fill her all the way up.

      And when we fuck, it’s raw and it’s animalistic, and it’s incredible. I’ve always said that fighting was the biggest high I’d ever had, and I do mean including sex. But that particular opinion shatters like a cheap imitation that night with her. This right here - this feeling of being one with Quinn Archer - is the highest I’ll ever be, and there’s something so real and right about it that the world slips away around us. She’s begging for it hard, and deep, and fast, and I’m giving her everything I have until I feel her seize up around me as the cooing moans drip from her lips. We both come crashing together, shuddering into each other as the world shatters around us and leaves us both breathless and gasping for air as we collapse onto the bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          18

        

        Quinn

      

    
    
      The boxing bag hanging down from the ceiling in the middle of the room is the first thing I notice when I open my eyes. I’m still in Logan’s place. I’m also hardly the expert on the subject, but I feel like I at least know enough that “sleeping over” is pretty much top on the “not-to-do” checklist when it comes to casual hook-ups.

      Of which I know nothing about, apparently.

      Oh, shit. Shit-shit-shit-shit.

      I should not have done that. What the hell was I even thinking? Drinks, skinny-dipping in a deserted rooftop pool? Did I actually buy all that crap? When I look back on the previous night, it just seems like some sort of cliched movie scene from some cookie-cutter romantic comedy, and there I was swallowing it hook, line, and sinker.

      Hardly the only thing you swallowed last night; the thought has me blushing bright crimson and biting my lip.

      I mean whatever happened to that first time being a “one-time thing”? What happened to calling it a mistake that I was just going to push to a dark corner of my mind; one that I’d keep covered with an extra glass of wine or three at any family get-togethers where I’d have to be around him? Yeah, a one time thing; and here I’ve gone and done it again - twice.

      I can feel Logan stirring behind me, the scruff of his chin brushing against the back of my neck as he absently kisses the skin there. The subtle movement is perfect, and at the same time, it’s terrifying; terrifying because of how damn comfortable it feels being in his arms with the familiarity of that kiss on my neck.

      What are we doing? Because as perfect and familiar as this feels, why does it also feel like some dirty little secret affair?

      “Morning, gorgeous,” He mumbles, his arms pulling me tighter against his bare body. But I’m squeezing my eyes shut and trying to fight the swinging of my heart between wanting to let myself just sink into him or just jump out of this bed and run.

      My phone chimes from the floor next to the bed, distracting me from the moment, but I ignore it and begin to shift towards him; “Logan, I- I mean, we-”

      My cell goes off again, and I frown and turn back to grab it off the floor and peer at the text on the screen:

      “I’m downstairs- Buzz me up! Let’s get brunch.”

      It’s Reagan. My sister is downstairs probably trying to buzz my apartment, which I can’t hear because I’m naked in bed with her fucking brother-in-law.

      “Oh, shit!” I’m bolting out of his arms and sliding out of the bed, looking wildly around for my clothes and trying to ignore the fact that I’m naked.

      “Hang on,” He says sleepily, “I’ll walk you-”

      “No, Logan, I have to get out of here.” I snap.

      “OK, OK, relax, Doc-”

      “Now, Logan.” I huff out quickly, yanking my shorts on and looking under the bed for my shirt.

      “You know, for the girl who doesn’t do flings, you’re starting to get pretty good at this whole hit it and quit it thing, Quinn.”

      I jerk my head up to see the dry smile on his face; “That’s- that’s not what I-” I shake my head; “I mean it’s no big deal, I just don’t-”

      “So how about we just invite Reagan up for some breakfast then.”

      He plucks my phone off the bed, and I shriek and snatch it back out of his hands; “Don’t you dare!” He gives me a thin smirk before his eyes narrow and he looks away.

      “Wait, Logan, I didn’t-”

      “Yeah, Doc, I get it.”

      “I just mean she can’t-”

      “She can’t know about this lurid little secret; I get it, Quinn.”

      I’m dressed, but I’m just standing there across the bed from him, not really sure what I’m waiting for. Closure? Release? Affirmation that me running out the second we wake up and not talking about what happened doesn’t just make this whole thing even more messed up?

      “Logan-”

      My phone rings again in my hand and I wince. Logan just slides out of bed and pads across the loft to the bathroom, where he slams the door shut behind him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Hey, you ok?”

      I’m walking through the Union Square Farmer’s Market with Reagan, picking over strawberries and trying to drag my mind away from what happened back in Logan’s apartment. I’m also trying to concentrate on whatever my sister is talking about. Clearly, I’m failing.

      “Uh, yeah,” I shake my head and pop a strawberry into my mouth; “Yeah, I’m fine I guess.”

      Reagan arches a brow at me with a sisterly look I know all too well; “Bullshit.”

      “You know, you’re starting to swear as much as your husband, Ray.” I stick my tongue out at her; “You two are going to have to quit talking like sailors when the baby comes along you know; “ I say, nodding at the small bulge in her stomach.

      “Oh, give me a break; I happen to like my husband’s dirty mouth,” Reagan says with a wicked little wink, and I blush. Of course she doesn’t know that I’m actually blushing for a different reason concerning that particular dirty word-play.

      Anyone ever tell you you’ve got a dirty mouth, Doc?

      OK, yeah, that needs to get the hell out of my head right now.

      “You’re distracted.”

      “Hmm?” I try and look as innocent as possible, which is hard with thoughts of Logan’s cock throbbing through my head and the guilty blush across my cheeks.

      “Is it work? No, wait,” Reagan peers into my face with a little grin; “It’s a guy, isn’t it.”

      Crap.

      “Nope.”

      “Quinn.”

      “Hmm?” My sister has this big shit-eating grin on her face and I look at her nervously; “What?”

      “Uh, Quinn you have a giant hickey on your neck.”

      The flush hits my face like a heatwave, and I cringe and look away as she laughs; “Well well! Cool as a cucumber Quinn is all turned around because of a guy! Do I need to save this date for posterity or something?”

      I roll my eyes, trying to will the color away from my cheeks; “It’s not like that.”

      “Well, then dish; what is it like?”

      Forbidden? Off-limits? Wrong? Incredibly hot and the best sex I’ve ever had in my life?

      “He’s- he's someone I shouldn't be with; like at all.”

      Reagan rolls her eyes; “Well you’re talking to the right girl, you know. We’re in my wheelhouse now!”

      Oh you have no freaking idea how right you are, Ray, I want to say. But of course I don’t.

      “So, spill it! Why is this such a bad thing?” Reagan frowns; “Oh, God, this isn’t another workplace thing like with Andrew, is it?”

      “Uh, no.” I swallow heavily and look away to avoid her look, but I know she catches me anyways.

      “Quinn-”

      “Ok! Yeah, sort of.”

      Reagan’s eyes go wide as she grins at me; “At Archer? Is he like your boss or something” She makes a dramatic face as she pokes me in the arm; “Ooo, so scandalous, girl!”

      “Sort of? Not really I guess.”

      More like just plain bossy?

      My younger sister waves her hand as if brushing something away; “Oh, who cares then? I say go for it; I mean how long ago was Andy?”

      We’ve moved on from the strawberries towards a stand selling cutesy “farm-style” kitchen utensils; “Uh, well, I also sort of live with him.”

      It spills from my mouth before I can stop it, and Reagan about drops the wooden salad bowl she’s looking at as she turns to stare at me with her jaw on the ground; “What?!”

      “No! No, not like-! I mean, he lives in my building.” I stammer, feeling more and more flustered the further down this rabbit hole we get.

      “Ooooh!” Reagan shakes her head at me; “Well, yeah I guess that would make things complicated.”

      Tell me about it, I think glumly, dropping my gaze to the ground.

      She seems to see the fall in my face though; “Well, is he worth it?”

      I shrug.

      “Is he worth you?”

      I hope so? On both accounts?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Look, what are you doing now?”

      We’re back from the farmer’s market in the lobby of my building, arms full of organic produce. I laugh; “Making salad for the next thirty-seven meals?”

      Reagan giggles; “Look, let’s just drop this stuff off and go get brunch and mimosas or something.”

      I make a face at her; “Mimosas, preggo lady?”

      She rolls her eyes again, “I meant for you, doofus; you look like you could use one. I’ll just stick to orange juice and as many sugary breakfast carbs as they’ll let me eat.”

      I laugh; “Sounds worth watching, but I actually need to catch up on some stuff for the new proj-”

      And just then, the elevator lobby-door next to us decides to ding open, and without a second’s warning, Logan Dempsey walks right off and right into us. I briefly wonder what the odds of a sinkhole occurring at that very moment in that very spot are.

      Reagan blinks; “Logan?” She looks at him quizzically; “What are you doing here?”

      His face looks pretty much exactly how I’m sure mine does - frozen in absolute shock -  but he manages to catch himself faster than me, standing there rooted to the spot; “Oh, I- uh, I live here.” He swallows; “I mean, I keep a place here. It’s a temporary thing.”

      “Oh!” Reagan frowns, looking confused before she turns my way; “Quinn, why didn’t you tell me that Logan-”

      I know it’s over when I can feel the heat just pulsing from my face; “Oh,” She finishes, giving me a strange little grin before turning back to him with a smile; “Oh you live here!”

      “Uh, yeah, sort of.” His eyes dart to mine over Reagan’s shoulders, and I can see the flash of something in them; “Just a temporary space really while they're working on re-doing my penthouse.”

      “Oh, right, of course!” Reagan turns back and looks pointedly at me, before she turns back to Logan; “Well, Logan, whoever she was, I hope you’ve got her locked back up now.”

      He frowns; “Excuse me?”

      “The jungle girl who gave you those crazy hickies on your neck!” Reagan grins, clearly relishing this moment while I just want to melt through the floor right there. Even stone-cold Logan looks totally flustered, and even borderline blushing as he laughs nervously. He brings a hand up to rub the marks on his neck, and it wouldn’t take a forensic team to figure out that they pretty much exactly match the size of my lips.

      He forces out a chuckle; “Oh, yeah, that.”

      The lobby of the building is so awkwardly silent for a solid ten seconds that I actually start to wonder if just running back out the door would be as horribly embarrassing a plan as it sounds.

      “So, I’ll, uh- I’ll see you at the meeting tonight, Quinn.” Logan finally says quickly, his eyes darting across my face.

      “Uh, yep; uh-huh.”

      He opens his mouth as if to say something more, but then closes it instead and turns back to my sister; “Nice to see you, Reagan.”

      He’s barely out the door before my sister is turning to me, the corners of her mouth curling up into a huge grin; “Oooookay, now we’ve got something to talk about, don’t we?”

      I nod pitifully, looking at the floor and just wincing.

      “I mean, I’m right, right?”

      When I say nothing, she comes over and wraps her arms around me, and I just melt into her shoulder, sniffing and trying not to let the emotions get the better of me; “Hey, you know I’m the last person in the world who’s going to judge you for falling for one of Dad’s guys.”

      “I know, Ray, but it’s just such a fucking cliché!”

      Reagan shoots me a sharp look; “Well I don’t think I’m a cliché.”

      “That’s because you aren’t! You and Hudson are like, soulmates or whatever; there’s history there.”

      She smiles warmly at me; “Well, it seems you and Logan have histor-”

      “Yeah, a one night stand is hardly history, Ray.” I say, barking out a sour laugh.

      My sister shrugs; “Well, if that’s all it is, than what’s the problem?”

      I guess my silence is enough for her to connect the dots, because the next thing I know, I’m starting to cry as she hugs me tightly and strokes my hair; “I don’t know!”

      She squeezes me close, rubbing my back; “So, how about that mimosa now?”

      I choke out a giggle through my sniffles into her shirt; “Yes, please.”
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        Logan

      

    
    
      Quinn gives me this ridiculous sort of silent treatment-type bullshit over the next few days at work. I mean, she speaks to me when she has to, like when we’re in a meeting or something, but past that it’s like a cold, frosty wall.

      And it’s pissing me the fuck off.

      Beyond that, I swear she’s going out of her damn way to look fucking amazing around the office. Ok, it’s not like I’m witnessing some sort of porno slutty-doctor-outfit fantasy or anything. It's the opposite actually, and that's what so damn enticing about it. She’s formal, and all business, but there’s something crazy sexy about the way she wears her hair up, or pushes the dark-framed glasses she sometimes wears instead of contacts up the bridge of her nose. She’s got these fucking pencil skirts too that just hug every sweet curve of her ass and show off her legs, and I can’t help but let my eyes linger on her as she walks away from a meeting room, or leans over a desk to type a quick note.

      But, while she might be giving me the hardest, most consistent hard-on in the history of the world, that doesn’t mean I’m not still pissed at her for freaking out after that last time together and then getting all weird with me. She’s acting like a total bitch, and it’s rubbing off on my own demeanor in not the best way. Bryce has already called me out twice in the last few days about my attitude. I’m sure he thinks it’s about the new project, which is fine because there’s no way I can tell him it’s actually because I can’t get my mind or my cock to stop dwelling on William Archer’s oldest daughter.

      Which brings me to the other thing bugging me. I might be pissed, but fuck, this was never supposed to happen. Hell, this never should have happened the first time, but letting her get under my skin like this and having this whole thing simmer from fooling around into actually sleeping with her a second time is just ridiculous. So whatever bullshit mopey crap I’m feeling, I deserve it for not listening to my own fucking advice. And I can see through that “cold shoulder” routine of hers. She might be mad, but really, I know she’s embarrassed. She’s embarrassed that a girl like her let herself get caught up in a fuck-up like me.

      But the frosty looks are starting to get to me, so I end up cornering her when coming out of her office later that afternoon.

      “What.” She says, overly dramatic contempt dripping from her lips.

      “Oh, drop the indignant bullshit, sweet cheeks.” I growl.

      She blushes; “Don’t fucking call me that.”

      “Fine.” I plaster a big fake smile on my face; “Quinn, this whole thing between us?”

      “There is no ‘thing’ between us, Logan.” She hisses out, looking around as if to make sure no one’s looking; “There’s no-”

      “Look we can drop the bitchy ice-queen attitude, darlin” I take a step closer to her, close enough that we’re practically touching and so close that she takes a step back against her office door. Her breath catches, and I see that fire blaze in her eyes just for second, but it’s enough.

      It’s enough to instantly shift me from angry to just plain wanting her, and the way the color blooms in her cheeks and the way I can see her nipples getting hard beneath that fucking blouse tells me I’m not the only one feeling that way here. I can feel my cock getting hard in my pants in spite of the fact that we’re at work, or in spite of the fact that she’s deliberately gone out of her way to be a bitch to me the last few days, and I find myself narrowing my gaze as our eyes meet.

      “We can't keep getting tangled up like this,” She whispers; “We have work to do, Logan.” She says quietly, her eyes still blazing at me.

      “It can wait,” I growl, and I’m milliseconds away from kissing her right there when she shakes her head quickly and pushes me back.

      She frowns and blows air out through her pouty lips; “No, Logan, I can’t,” she says pointedly; “This stops right here.”

      But Goddamnit, she’s still got that wild look in her eyes, and those fucking nipples are just begging for my fingers, and that skirt is just asking to be yanked up over her hips.

      “Is that what you really want, darlin?” I move close and growl into her ear.

      I can hear her breath catch as she swallows whatever she was about to say. Her bottom lip trembles, and I know right there that if she says one more fucking word, or moves one millimeter closer to me then I’m going to drag her into her office and fuck her over the desk until she comes screaming my name.

      “I- I don’t know,” She breathes out, and it's enough to just push me past that boundary.

      She moans when I kiss her, hard; our lips pressing hotly together as she opens her mouth for my tongue. My hands are grabbing her firm ass and sliding down her thigh to yank her leg up to my hip.

      “What the hell do you think you're doing, you bastard.” She husks, kissing me back as her skirt bunches around her waist and as she arches her hips against the bulge in my pants. I shove my hand down between us and pull her panties to the side before I start to yank down my zipper.

      “Well I was planning on fucking that perfect little pussy right here and now,” I growl into her mouth, feeling her whimper at the coarseness of my words and loving the fact that sweet and innocent Quinn Archer gets turned on by my dirty mouth.

      “Oh, and do you plan on fucking me right here in the hallway of our office, you arrogant prick?” You'd think she was protesting if she wasn't snaking her hand down into my fly and wrapping her fingers around my throbbing cock.

      I push two fingers deep into her slit and curl them up, feeling her squeeze down on them as her breath catches; “Well just maybe I want the whole office to watch you come for me on my cock.”

      She whimpers again at my words, her hand stroking me faster and faster; “Why you smug, cocky, ass.”

      “You prim, stuck-up little tease.”

      She moans, her brow furrowing as my fingers stroke deep and insistently, and I know by how wet she is that she's close; “I'm going to make you come right here, Doc.”

      “Right here?” She whispers out, her eyes closed and her lips parted ever so slightly.

      “Right here,” I growl; “I want you to come for me just like you came for me the other night.”

      She freezes for second, and then suddenly her eyes are snapping open.

      Fuck.

      “Oh my God, what are we doing?!” Her cheeks are bright rose and flushed, but she's pulling her hand out my pants and pushing my hand away from her.

      “Quinn-”

      But then she’s shaking her head again and she’s suddenly pushing me back; “No, Logan-” She's shaking her head, frowning; “We can't keep doing th-”

      “We can do whatever we-”

      “I can’t keep doing this!” She says loudly. Her face is angry and drawn as she looks up into my eyes; “I can’t just keep fixing you up and then sleeping with you every time you get banged up!”

      My eyes narrow as I frown at her; “So, that what you think this is? You think I need some kind of pity fuck from you because I get hit or knocked down?”

      “Well?” She says, her head cocked to the side and a hand on her hip.

      I can feel the heat rising inside of me, but I shove it down as I glare at her; “Listen, Doc, I can take a hit.”

      “Yeah? How about a hint, Logan.”

      We’re both quiet for a second, just staring at each other and letting the air simmer between us before she shakes her head; “I’m sorry, that’s not what I-”

      “Nah, heard loud and clear, Doc.” I smile at her, forcing the grin to my face despite how pissed off I am; “A fling is a fling; I get it.”

      “Logan-”

      “I have work to do, Quinn.”

      She opens her lips again, but then she just shakes her head and storms off, leaving me with a raging case of blue-balls.

      Well, that sure went well.
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      “There’s no discussion here, Quinn, you’re coming!” Chelsea’s voice is her usual chipper, sunshiny self on the other end of the line, and I can’t help but grin at my youngest sister’s seemingly boundless supply of positive energy.

      “Seriously, thanks for the invite, but there’s no way I’m going to a college party, Chels.”

      “You make it sound like it’s some kind of frat party, Quinn! It’s being thrown by some of the graduate students anyways, there’ll be plenty of people there your age.”

      I’ve got my phone on speaker, and Reagan snorts next to me as I roll my eyes. My age. I’m fucking twenty-seven for crying out loud.

      “Besides, Reagan told me you could use a night out.”

      I whip my head to glare at my other sister as she shakes her head side-to-side; “I didn’t say a word about that!” she whispers quickly as I frown at her.

      “Yeah, Chels, she needs it,” She says louder for our sister to hear.

      “See? Come on, Quinn, come have some fun.”

      If there’s one thing I’ve learned about our youngest sister, it’s that she is deceivingly hard to say no to; “Are you coming to this debacle too?” I say sarcastically to Reagan.

      “I’m pregnant, Quinn. No, I won’t be coming to the frat party.”

      “Guys, it’s not a frat party!” Chelsea huffs over the line; “Quinn, please? I promise you’re going to have fun.”

      Reagan is nodding at me with a big shit-eating grin on her face and I already know I’ve lost this battle; “Fine, but if I see one keg-stand or a single Greek letter, I’m out, got it?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Ok, I’m officially way too old to be here.”

      Alright, it’s not like I’m the oldest person in the room or anything, it’s just that the general vibe is a far cry from the occasional one drink with coworkers or the more typical wine and Netflix that usually occupies my free Friday nights.

      My sister rolls her eyes; “You are not.”

      “Chelsea, I could have babysat some of these kids.”

      “Well, you babysat me!” She says, grinning at me.

      “Not helping, but thanks,” I grumble as she laughs and drags us into the crowd.

      To her credit, the party is definitely a step above anything I remember from my own college experience. It’s at some nice off-campus house instead of a dorm-room, and we’re wearing name tags for crying out loud; name tags. Parties I went to in college involved yelling your name to someone over loud music. But at Chelsea’s graduate program soirée, they’ve got sticker name tags and light jazz. The party even has an actual bartender pouring drinks instead of the “help yourself” style kegs and punch bowls I remember from school. OK, so he's pouring crappy drinks, but hey, it’s a step in the right direction.

      “You may notice a lack of keg, if you can see that far down from your tower, Quinn,” Chelsea says, smirking at me. Suddenly she arches a brow and lowers her voice; “Uh, and speaking of ‘noticing’, there’s a tall dark and handsome over there noticing you right now.” I turn to see a clean-cut, good-looking older guy with a beer in his hand quickly look away. Chelsea is wagging her eyebrows at me when I turn back, and she winks at me conspiratorially; “I’m going to go, uh, find my friends.”

      “No, Chels-!”

      “Try to have some fun, OK, Quinn?” She grins at me before peeling away and pushing her way through the crowd.

      Great, I grumble to myself; thanks, sis. I mean, granted, the whole point of tonight was a little distraction and to clear my head of Logan, but it’s not like I came here looking for that kind of attention anywa-

      “Please tell me you're not a student here.”

      I turn, started by the richly English-tinted accent behind me, and immediately blush at the steely-grey eyes looking intently into my own.

      “Because I'm pretty sure I can't buy you a drink or try and get your number at some point if you are.” He winks at me, and I can't help but feel a little thrill at it.

      Uh, Whoa.

      He’s attractive, in that sort of chemistry teacher way, and that accent is certainly hitting all the right points with me.”Uh, no, actually” I stammer awkwardly; “Definitely not a student.”

      “Oh thank God,” He says with that charmingly English accent and an even more charming smile; “I suppose that means I can buy you that drink then.”

      I can't help but grin back at him, feeling my cheeks burn; “I suppose it does, thanks-” I look down at the name-tag sticker on the lapel of his jacket; “Ryan.”

      He chuckles and holds his hand out; “I’ve been getting ‘Professor Smalls’ all night, but Ryan sure works too. Quinn is it?” He says, peering at my own name tag as I shake his hand.

      “A Professor at a student party, huh?” I smile as I raise a brow at him.

      He glances quickly around with a mock seriousness; “Yeah, just don’t let the faculty find out, OK?” I raise my eyebrows before he stops and grins at me; “It’s a graduate student thing; I’m totally fine to be here.” He smiles at me; “Plus now I’ve got someone else over the age of twelve to talk to.”

      We talk, and I’m listening to him, but I’m also stuck inside my own head trying very hard not to think about how this man is everything Logan isn’t. Logan Dempsey is cocky, and arrogant, and inappropriate, and vulgar. The man buying me a glass of wine and chatting me up here tonight is sweet, and kind, and charming - and not in that cocksure way Logan is. Sure, he’s a little fumbling, but at least he’s not giving me that look that Logan gives me when he flashes that grin at me.

      Of course, it’s that exact cocky grin that gets me so heated around Logan; it’s that look that has me hot and wet and wanting him more than I’ve ever wanted anything before. The thought sticks with me, and I quickly take a sip of wine, nodding at whatever Ryan is saying. Is that the reason I can’t seem to cut Logan loose from my thoughts? Is the fact that he talks to me in ways no man ever has, or the fact that he’s rough and dominant with me that has me practically begging on my knees for him; sometimes quite literally? I mean, God, here I am in a place I belong making quiet, intellectual conversation with a kind, much more appropriate man like Ryan, and all I can think about is Logan. Ryan Smalls is here in his nice, quiet, proper tweed jacket with conversation about literature and current politics, but all I can think about is a shirtless Logan Dempsey with the ink of his bare skin glistening with sweat as he jabs and hooks around a circle of jeering onlookers. The man across from me is smiling at me and asking me pleasant questions about my job, but all I can imagine is Logan’s chiseled body, and that arrogant, sexy mouth opening wide to tell me exactly what he wants to do to me.

      What is wrong with me?

      “So then I said, ‘Hey, if we keep talking about Charlotte Bronte, and I’m gonna need some Erye’!”

      I force a laugh out as Ryan doubles over at his own pun, and I’m just starting to think that maybe if I have enough wine, I can start to get Logan out of my head when the voice behind me drags me right back into reality.

      “Oh hey, there you are, babe!”

      I gasp and whirl at the sound of Logan Dempsey’s voice, and my jaw practically hits the floor as I see him, in the flesh, sauntering through the crowd towards me; “Hey, sorry I’m late, just got caught up at the hospital.” I’m standing there in absolute shock as he drapes an arm casually over my shoulder before kissing me on the cheek; “Hey bud,” He sticks his hand abruptly into Ryan’s face; “Dr. Jack Hoff, how’s it going?”

      Ryan looks completely startled before he quickly and awkwardly shakes Logan’s hand; “Oh, uh, yes, hello.” He looks quickly between my face and Logan’s before smiling awkwardly at me; “I’m- uh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize-”

      “Yeah, she gets that a lot, don’t you, honey?” Logan kisses my cheek again in this thoroughly un-Logan way before turning that shark-like grin back on Ryan; “I mean she just doesn’t look like an engaged woman, does she?”

      I’m going to kill him, I think as my face turns dark red; I’m actually going to kill him.

      “Well, I should- Uh, I should go find myself another drink!” Ryan smiles awkwardly at me again before he excuses himself.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you!” I hiss, turning to Logan and shoving him away from me. I squint and shake my head at the sophomoric ‘Dr. Jack Hoff’ scrawled across the sticker on his chest; “Jack Hoff? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Yeah I thought ‘Seymour Butts’ would be a little too overt.” He grins; “Hey, it scared that guy away, so I guess it worked.”

      “That guy was nice, Logan; you should try ‘nice’ sometime yourself.”

      He looks thoroughly amused and totally pleased with himself; “Oh, comon, that guy was a creep!”

      He grins at me, and I narrow my eyes at him; “How the hell did you know I was here?”

      He chuckles to himself; “Money buys all sorts of things, Quinn.”

      I open my mouth and stare at him; “What, like tracking devices! Are you fucking following me, Logan?!”

      He spreads his hands like anything I’m saying is some sort of false accusation; “Do I look like a psychopath, Quinn? No, I mean money buys all sorts of things like the pint of mint chocolate chip ice-cream I used to bribe Reagan into spilling where you were tonight.”

      I make a mental note to give my sister a serious piece of my mind for selling me out for some fucking ice cream. Way to completely live up to that ‘crazy pregnant lady’ stereotype, Reagan, I grumble to myself; “Why the hell are you here?”

      Logan crabs a glass of wine off a passing tray and shrugs before taking a big sip; “To save you from douchebags like that guy!”

      “He’s a Professor here, actually.” I say primly.

      “Quinn, he’s a teacher at a fuckin student party.”

      “So? He-”

      “So, that’s got predator written all over it. Ten bucks says he wanted you to wear a school- girl outfit and call him ‘Teach’ later.

      I roll my eyes; “You’re disgusting.”

      He grins wickedly at me; “Says the girl about to go suck ‘Teach’s’ D for an A.”

      “Don’t be crude.” I say, wrinkling my face in disgust.

      “Oh, you love it.”

      I’m gritting my teeth and turning away from him when I realize Chelsea is standing right across the room chatting with some friends of her. I whirl back to Logan; “You need to get out of here!” I hiss.

      He shakes his head; “No way, I just got here. Plus I promised some football-player guys out front that I’d take ‘em for a spin in the Maybach later.”

      I give him a look; “You drove a four-hundred-thousand dollar car to a college party?” I roll my eyes; “Not a big fan of subtlety, are you?”

      I gasp as his hand openly grabs my ass through my skirt, giving me a lingering and firm squeeze that has me shivering; “Nope.” He says, smirking at me.

      “Logan!” I hiss, darting my eyes around the crowded room; “Chelsea’s here!”

      His hand stays right where it is though, firmly cupping my butt; “Well, you should probably get your ass away from my hand then, Archer.”

      I can feel my pulse start to jump as I stand there with Logan’s hand on me. On the one side, part of me is actually so ok with him touching me like that, but the other part of me is glancing wildly around the party just waiting for my sister to walk up to see Logan Dempsey at this party with his hand on my ass and put two and two together.

      I start to squirm away from him, but I suddenly gasp as Logan’s other hand comes right around the front of me and cups me right over my pussy.

      “Are you fucking for real?!” I hiss at him, squirming against his firm hands holding me in the front and the back right in the middle of this crowded room of strangers. There’s a horrible feeling of arousal actually start to tingle inside of me at his touch.

      Thanks, body; who’s fucking side are you on, anyways?

      “Quinn, jeez, quit touching me already,” He grins at me, keeping his face a mask of neutral concern as his fingers begin to stroke me through my skirt and my panties, over the crack of my ass and over the front of my sex, making me roll my hips almost unconsciously against him.

      “Seriously,” I hiss; “Stop it!”

      I’m biting my lip, trying not to actually fucking moan in this crowd of strangers, when I look up and just about jump out of my skin. Chelsea is right in the other room, her back to me, but still only about twenty-five feet away.

      “Ok, enough, Logan!”

      I can see her saying goodbye to a friend, and I know she’s going to turn and look for me any second now and see me tangled up in the arms - and fingers - of Logan.

      But he just shrugs innocently like the cocky prick that he is; “Quinn, I don’t know what you’re-”

      “Oh my God, fuck this.” I grab his hands and shove them away from me before I’m pushing my way through the crowd away from him, turning only once to see his eyes glare at me as I slip away. I manage to come up to Chelsea at a different angle, mumbling out something about having an early work meeting before I give her a quick hug and skip out of the party as fast as I can.

      It’s not until I’m in a cab that I feel like I’ve been holding my breath, and finally exhale in a sort of pent-up release. And I’m mad at myself, but I can’t actually pinpoint why. Is because I let Logan rile me up and tease me like that?

      Or is it that more than anything, I wanted to stay and see where that went, and I’m mad at myself for chickening out and running away like I always do.

      But the silence of the back of the cab has no answers, and the neon city roaring past the windows only leaves traces across my eyes.
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      I’ve barely gotten home when I hear the rough pounding on my front door.

      Ignore it; just ignore-

      The pounding comes again; as strong, insistent and un-ignorable as the man I know it belongs to.

      When he raps on the door a third time, I finally stomp across the loft and yank it open; “Logan, what the fuck do you-”

      I moan as the my words are muffled into his lips as he grabs me roughly and kisses me, and I’m suddenly lost. I lean into him before I can stop myself, kissing him back before suddenly reason hits me like a shock of ice water. I shove him back and pull away, gasping as I bring a hand up to run my fingers over my lips, as if feeling for the evidence of our heat.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I yell at him, my eyes flashing fire as I shake my head; “You can’t just insert yourself into my life you know! You can’t just waltz in here and-”

      “I’ll insert myself wherever I damn well choose.” He growls, before he silences me with another heavy kiss, his hands holding me tightly against him as he slips his tongue between my lips.

      It’s even harder than the first time, but I somehow find the strength to push him back again, glaring at him as I shake my head; “No! You fucking animal, you don’t get to just show up whenever you want and do whatever you want with me!”

      His jaw tightens as he glares at me, but this time he stays where he is. Of course he’s still barely six inches away from me, and the sheer heat of his proximity is already weakening me even though I’m trying to keep my face hard and my resolve strong. I will not be Logan Dempsey’s little plaything whenever he wants.

      His eyes narrow before he shakes his head and turns away.

      “Look,” I jab my finger at his back; “I didn’t ask for this whole thing between us in the first-”

      He whirls back to me in a flash; “And you think I fucking did?! You think I like the guilt of walking around every fucking day knowing how fucked up what keeps happening between us is?” He whirls again, pacing across my floor as he shakes his head. And there’s something disarming about seeing that conflict on his face; something about the bareness of his words that has me slowing my breath and cooling my temper. I let the pent up breath inside out in a thin stream through my lips as I take a step towards him, trying to soften my face.

      He turns quickly, his face dark as he slowly shakes his head at me; “Quinn, stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      He exhales and looks down; “Just- that. You can’t look at me like that.”

      I wrinkle my brow at him; “Like what, exactly?”

      “Like, that!” The sharpness in his words takes me by surprise, and my breath catches; “Every fucking time, Quinn, you look at me like that and I kiss you, and it has to stop.”

      I can feel the temper rising up inside of me again; “Oh fuck you, asshole; I’m hardly twisting your damn arm here!”

      “That’s not what I mean, dammit!” He growls, taking a step towards me; “I mean me kissing you has to stop,” He says, his voice deep and even; “Every fucking time this happens, I make the first move, and it’s fucking killing me inside because I know I shouldn’t be, and I know you're the last girl on the fucking planet I should be kissing or thinking about in that way.”

      I can feel my heart racing in my ears as I stare into those deep, dark eyes; “So-”

      “So that’s it, Quinn. I’m done kissing you.” He looks into my eyes, and I know what he means, and I want to so badly but I just don't know how; I just can’t make myself take that one step it would take.

      “Yeah,” He says after five full, hanging seconds, a smirk on his face; “Yeah that’s what I thought.” He shakes his head and the voice inside my own is screaming at me. I know I should listen that voice that’s telling me to shut my damn mouth and just let him leave. But I silence that it; pushing that voice aside and burying it deep, and before I know it I’m grabbing Logan’s hand as he turns. Every fiber of my being is telling me not to, and I don’t even know what I’m doing here, but I just go for it.

      I take that one step forward, and I kiss him.

      Just like he said; I kiss him, and it’s like touching a match to a bomb.

      He grabs me tight against his body, and I melt into him as he growls into my kiss. He’s bruising my lips and sending jolts of pain and pleasure through my whole body as his strong hands wrap around me. We’re tumbling back towards the kitchen area, and he’s grinding into my hips and pressing my ass back against the island counter as his lips crash against mine. I’m gasping as his hand slips into my hair, gripping it tightly and pulling it back sharply as his mouth drops to my neck, my collarbone, and then further down to the tops of my breasts. Hands tear at the front of my blouse, actually ripping the buttons off in his hunger to strip me.

      He moves his mouth back to my lips, and I’m leaning towards him before he pulls back with a wicked glint in his eyes; “So, are you going to do what I fucking tell you to do now?”

      I’m briefly shocked at the roughness and the power in his words before I realize I’m even more shocked at how turned on they have me. I’ve never been spoken to like this, and the fact that he’s so dominant has a fever heat spreading quickly between my legs.

      “I don’t know,” I sneer out with a glint of sass in my own eyes; “Maybe.” It’s a flat out dare, and I can see the fire spark in his face.

      “Don’t test me, Quinn.”

      “Oh yeah?” I toss back, biting my lip and feeling my pulse racing through my veins as I feel the thick hardness in his pants pressing hotly against my thigh; “What are you gonna do, spank me, Logan?”

      It’s everything I have not to actually moan as I see the truth writ large in the sharp look that spreads across his face; “Try me.”

      My breath comes ragged in my lungs and the thundering heat pulsing through my body is threatening to tear me apart as I raise up my chin, defiantly; “You wouldn’t dare,” I whisper.

      I gasp as he suddenly spins me around and bends me over the kitchen counter with a growl as he lifts my skirt up and starts to yank my panties down; “Logan-!”

      Smack!

      The sudden sting and heat of his palm across my ass has me crying out in shock. His hand lingers on the tingling feeling, teasing the skin there for a second before he draws back and brings it slapping back down across my bare ass again. I cry out again, but this time the thudding of my pulse and the raw desire that floods through my whole body has me melting for him.

      Logan Dempsey is spanking me, and as I moan and blush, I realize it’s one of the hottest things I’ve ever felt. There’s something insanely arousing about being bent over my kitchen counter like this while a tattooed, cocky, dominant man pulls my panties down and spanks me, and it has me dripping wet for him.

      “And now?” He growls out, his voice thick with lust as he leans down to husk the words into my ear. I bite my lip and push back against him, feeling his cock pressing against my bare thigh through his pants.

      I shake my head, slowly; “I- I’m not sure.”

      Smack!

      The sting of his palm against my hot skin has me writhing against him, moaning as I gasp at the contact. I can feel his finger teasing over the heated, reddened and tender skin there before he slides them further, down between my legs. I moan loudly when his fingers find my wetness, slipping easily inside as he begins to rhythmically curl them against that perfect place right inside. He leans over me again, pressing his bulge against my thigh as he slides his other hand into my hair and uses his grip to pull my head up.

      “Such, a fucking, tease,” He growls into my ear, and when I feel his thumb brush against my ass, I actually whimper as the throbbing waves of pleasure shuddering through me.

      “Who’s- oh God - who’s teasing now?” I gasp out, pushing back against his fingers that have me teetering on the edge of  a screaming orgasm while maddeningly and purposely keeping me from actually crashing over.

      His fingers curl deep inside of my wetness, his thumb just teasing my ass, and his hand just pulling my hair enough to make me gasp as his teeth graze over the nape of my neck; “You better ask me nicely then, darlin,” He whispers darkly into my ear.

      Another whimpering moan drops from my lips, and I find myself caught between not wanting to give him the satisfaction of begging him for it and the sheer need I have bubbling inside of me. He strokes his fingers into me once more, and the last of my will crumbles; “Please,” I breathe out; “Please, Logan!”

      I gasp at the sharp sound of his belt hitting the floor, followed by the sound of tearing foil. The delicious anticipation has me clawing at the counter top and biting at my lip, and when I feel his cock press against my opening, it’s like everything pent up inside of me comes flooding out. He chokes out a growl as he enters me, and when he fills me, I let out a cry, tossing my head back and just letting go. We move together like one, him rocking into me as I push back to feel him fill me; thrusting slowly at first, but then faster and faster and harder and harder, until I feel like I might explode. His hands roughly caress my hips, sliding up and over the skin of my back to my hair. He grabs a handful of it as he fucks me, pulling my head back and making my eyes roll back in my head at the pure and raw pleasure that sizzles through me like electric currents. A bowl of oranges on my counter topples crashes to the floor, and as I bite my lip as the wave begins to crest over me. He pulls my head around, and as I stare into his eyes, I go pieces around him. He growls out my name at his own release, his powerful hands clutching my skin hard enough to bruise in delicious wonderful ways, and I cry out as my orgasm tears through me like a hurricane.

      “So, what was that new rule you had about not kissing me anymore?” I pant quietly afterwords, standing now and leaning back into him.

      I feel his arms circle around me and hold me close; “Fuck the rules.”
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      After that, it’s like we just say “fuck it” and go wild. After that, it’s basically open season on Quinn and I screwing around any and every chance we get. I even do get to act out the little fantasy I had before of fucking her bent over her desk at work one day, her lips wrapped tightly around my fingers to muffle her screams as she comes like a fucking rocket with me right along with her. Inappropriate touches and lingering looks turn into little squeezes and fondles, even to the point where at one point I’ve got two of my fingers buried deep in her pussy under the table at a power-point presentation, coaxing her to an orgasm that has her scratching her nails across the table-top enamel in the semidarkness of the room.

      But of course, we’re also still sneaking around and playing this big game of secrets about the whole thing. I mean, Reagan obviously knows by this point, but I’m still pretty sure that she hasn’t told her husband yet as evident by the distinct lack of Hudson beating me to death with my own arms. Secrets in-and-of themselves aren’t new to me; years of assuming a new name and a new life is a pretty good classroom for keeping truths hidden away. But there’s also not a whole lot I don’t tell Hudson and Bryce, so to be adding this on top of the whole Javier thing gets under my skin in this weird way.

      But it’s fun, and it’s wild, and I know somewhere deep inside that it’s probably more than that, but neither Quinn or I are touching on that particular facet of it. I catch myself worrying that the thrill of it being this secret affair type thing is what’s fueling the fire between. I wonder if Quinn is just viewing this whole thing as some sort of ongoing casual fling; that little good-girl Quinn’s got a temporary taste for playing with the bad boy. But that train of thought of course leads down an entirely new rabbit hole; one where I’m actually having thoughts about whether some girl likes me or not.

      Yeah, there’s nothing about any of that kind of thinking that’s me. But then of course, there’s nothing “some girl” about Quinn, either. She’s just too amazing, in that way where it’s clear she doesn’t quite see that herself. Beyond that, fuck is she sexy; again, in a way where it’s clear she doesn’t quite get that either.

      So yeah, generally you could say there’s nothing normal about this relationship.

      Yeah, relationship; because sneaking around like we’re having some sort of illicit affair and fucking around like teenagers in every private and even semi-public place we can find is exactly how you’d define a healthy a relationship, right?

      Right.

      “Stop!” Quinn looks at me with wide, wild looking eyes as she covers the phone receiver and hisses at me.

      “What?” I whisper right back, shrugging and resuming the slow advance of my hand up the inside of her thigh under her skirt.

      “Absolutely, absolutely; well, we’ll need to monitor infection rates in the clinical trials, but it does look promising.”

      Quinn’s on some phone call - actually on what I gather is a fairly important phone call - with someone in D.C. about a vaccination we might be investing in. Of course the importance of this call does nothing to curb the fact that I’m still alone in a room with Quinn Archer, and as such, I’m naturally taking every liberty I can to be as inappropriately hands-y as possible.

      Naturally.

      Because lingering worries about the nature of our “relationship” aside, I can’t get enough of this girl. It’s bad enough in public, or while we’re in a meeting or something. But here in her office with the door shut and her wearing that little pin-stripe pencil skirt? Yeah, forget it. Her ass just looks too fucking incredible in that thing as she stands by the window talking on the phone, and I am apparently not a strong-willed man when it comes to forbidden, auburn-haired girls wearing ass-hugging pencil skirts.

      “Logan!” She hisses again, looking at me like I’m insane as she nods at something to do with the phone conversation; “Certainly, certainly. No, I’ve got time to go over the analysis now; sure.”

      Let’s hope you can multitask, Doc, I grin to myself.

      My hand slides up even higher, and she shivers as my fingers find the warm front of her panties. I push gently against the softness there, feeling her squirm as I start to slowly rub her slit through the cotton of her underwear. Feeling how wet she is immediately has me rock hard in seconds.

      “Well, preliminary testing has positive neurological feedback.” Quinn’s eyes close as she clearly struggles to keep the even tone in her voice while I rub her pussy; “Mhmm, no, the Watson trials for sure.” Her lip trembles as I hook my finger through the gusset of her panties and slowly begin to tug them down to her mid thighs. But she’s still talking over the phone, and I grin, actually impressed with how normal her voice is sounding despite the fact that her face and her body look like she’s dying to get fucked right here and now.

      I push her forward, one of her palms flat against the glass of her big office window as she bends at the waist while still holding the phone. She turns over her shoulder, her eyes wide in shock and arousal as she stares at me before nodding at something to do with her conversation and turning back. I drop to my knees behind her, pushing her skirt up over her ass and pulling her back towards me. I take a second to appreciate the pure, unbridled eroticism of this view.

      “Well, the secondary analysis could be an indication of- oh!” Quinn does her best to cover her moan as my mouth finds her dripping wet lips; “Mhmm, no, just some hot coffee.” She whirls her head back to stare at me mouthing “oh my God” at me as I grin before pushing my face back between her thighs.

      I inhale the intoxicating scent of her, slipping my tongue through her folds to taste her sweetness as I feel her shudder against me. My hands grab her ass, kneading the flesh there and coaxing her back and forth against my mouth, as if fucking her with my tongue. She’s rocking back against me, her fingers scratching at the windowpane in front of her as she arches her back and pushed against my tongue.

      “Mhmm, yes absolutely. The research is- uh, it’s there, we just- mmm, we just need to- um, expand on it.”

      I slip lower, teasing her clit with the tip of my tongue before wrapping my lips around her there and sucking as I feel her shudder against me. She’s putting up a valiant fight to keep this phone call going, but it’s a fight I’m doing my damnedest to make her lose sooner or later. And when I curl my tongue around her hard little clit and slide a finger deep into her channel, she actually has to hold the phone away from her mouth as she gasps out loud.

      “I- I’m sorry, but I have to call you back in a minute,” She manages to gasp out, before hanging up and dropping the phone to the floor; “Fuck, Logan!” She moans, pressing her hands against the glass in front of her and crying out as she pushes back against my tongue and my finger.

      And all it take is five more seconds of my tongue sliding over her hard little nub and my finger curling against that spot inside before she’s turning her head to bite her own shoulder. Her muffled moans come ragged against the sleeve of her blouse as I push her over the edge, and she comes in shuddering, exploding elegance against my tongue.

      Her hair is loosed from the normally conservative bun atop her head and cascades over her face as she closes her eyes and sucks in breaths of air, but I’m already standing and tearing at my belt buckle. I’m rock hard as my pants hit the ground, and as I slip the head of my cock against her opening, I lean over her to whisper into her ear; “You can go ahead and call them back in a minute, darlin, but something tells me it’s going to be a bit longer than that.”

      And it damn well is.
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      “So, you two seem like you’re fitting together nicely.”

      I almost choke on my steak as I quickly glance up across the table at Hudson. He’s grinning at me, but I’m certain it’s more of a ‘I told you so’ look than a ‘hey buddy, I know you’re fucking Quinn’ look. He’s also not jumping over the table to murder me with his salad fork, so that’s a pretty good indication of choice number one.

      Of course, that doesn’t mean my pulse isn’t pounding like a fucking racehorse now. Yeah, dinner out with Hudson and Reagan, and Quinn was probably not a great plan. I’m sure this has double-date written all over it to anyone else in the restaurant, or our waiter for that matter, and that simple fact has me on wild edge right now. Fooling around like teenagers all over town and in the office is one thing, but playing couple out in public has this strange sort of serious undertone to it that has me more confused than it should.

      And then there’s also something about the way that Reagan’s curious gaze keeps lingering a little longer on me than necessary. I know she’s no idiot; even if she doesn’t explicitly know - and I’m pretty sure she does - she pretty obviously has a good idea. I’ll grant though that she probably hasn’t said anything to Hudson yet or he’d have tossed me out a window already.

      The thought of that actually pisses me off a little bit. Here I am sneaking around with this girl like it’s a big damn taboo thing, when he’s up and married another of the Old Man’s daughters. But he and Reagan look so fucking happy, and hell, he broke whatever rules we had first. ‘Protect them’; I mean don’t think William exactly meant ‘don’t date my daughters’ with those words, but I seriously doubt he’d be impressed with a roughneck grunt like me fooling around with Quinn like this. It’s different with Hudson and Reagan. Hud’s learned to deal with his shit, instead of like me who just hides it.

      My cellphone buzzes in my pocket, and as I take it out and glance at it, I’m suddenly reminded of exactly what I’m hiding; reminded like a slug to the gut.

      I scowl at Javier’s text under the table, gritting my teeth. Fighting has always been a thrill to me; there’s this rush of pure reality when you connect, or even when someone connects with you. But now, fuck, now it’s just this thing I have to do; like a jail sentence I just can’t get through. I’m over it, but it’s not over me, apparently.

      I glance at the address on my screen - some shit-hole part of the South Bronx -  and stand from the table as I clear my throat; “I, uh, I’ve gotta run and do something.”

      Hudson frowns; “Aw, what the hell, man? We went over those shipping contracts all afternoon; we’re done with business for the day.” He shakes his head; “Sit your ass down and be normal.”

      “It’s- uh, it’s a date actually.” I say, raking my hand through my hair and trying not to look as guilty as I feel.

      “Oh!” Hudson looks up from his plate and grins at me; “Well, shit, get going then!”

      Reagan’s eyes narrow at me; “Good for you, Logan,” She says dryly, and I swallow and clear my throat again uncomfortably. Yeah, she definitely knows.

      I glance quickly at Quinn and see the frozen look on her face as she avoids my eyes and pushes food around her plate with her fork. She knows what this is.

      “Uh, so, OK then. I’ll see you guys later on?” I force a casual smile out at the table, but my eyes keep darting back to Quinn, who still won’t look at me.

      “Yeah, see ya,” She finally mumbles out, looking away and taking a sip of wine.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s not until I’m about to climb into my car at the valet stand when I hear her shout my name as she comes running out of the restaurant. Her face looks white as she shakes her head when I turn to her, and it feels like a stab through my chest.

      “Don’t go,” She says pleadingly.

      “Quinn-”

      “Just don’t go? You don’t have to fucking do this! Please, Logan! Please don’t do this.”

      “I have to.”

      And I can’t tell you why, and I know you’re going to hate me for that.

      I can’t, though. Telling her everything would mean losing her. This might mean the same thing, but at least this way she just thinks I’m an asshole instead of knowing the utter piece of scum I was before. And if I have to lose her anyways, I’m sure as hell not going to let her into that part of me if I can help it; for her sake.

      “I have to go, Quinn.” I say quietly.

      “Please.” Her eyes are wide and searching my face for something that I know she’s just not going to find; not right now. “For me,” She says, and it’s like someone’s just punched me in the face; “For me, don’t go.”

      It’s all for you, I think, tightening my jaw as I look into those deep pools of her eyes.

      “Here,” I fish the keys to my penthouse out of my jacket pocket and push them into her hands; “It’s still partially under construction, but you can stay at my place.” She’s shaking her head and looking away from me with all the pain I know she’s feeling in her eyes; “Quinn, I’ll meet you there later; it’ll be fine.”

      She takes the keys, but she’s turning and slipping out of my hands and walking back inside; “It’s going to be fine!” I lie, calling out to her. She turns and gives me one last lingering look full of hurt and pain, and it kills me because lying to her face hurts the worst, worse than I know it’s going to hurt later.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I’m stepping into the ring later, sweat already pouring down my bare chest in the rush of the moment, the lights bright and the guy across from me looking like he wants to bury me, that last look from Quinn is the only thing I can see.

      I’m supposed to win this one, but I just don’t fucking care anymore. Javier is screaming bloody murder at me from outside the ropes, but I ignore him and just take the beating. I barely put up blocks as the guy I’m fighting hits me again, and again, and again, numbing the pain. It’s sweet release with every hit; like the punishment I get and deserve for fucking up my own rules and breaking her heart.

      Quinn-

      I stagger back from the solid hit, blinking as the guy advances on me, his fists raised.

      Quinn, I’m sorry.

      It’s the last thought I have before I hit the ground, and it all goes black.
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      I’m awake when he comes home later. Well, I’m fairly sure I’m asleep at first actually, curled up in the large couch in his study. But the loud crash and the sound of shattering glass has me bolting from my sleep and from the couch with wide eyes and my breath in my throat as I dash towards the sounds. A cold chill seizes my heart as I round the corner, and my hands fly to my mouth when I see Logan slumped over on the floor next to a broken lamp.

      Oh, God-

      I’m running into the room, and I’m at least four steps in when I shriek as I realize we’re not alone, and the scream hitches like cold water in my throat.

      “Well hello there, bonita.” Javier has his arms crossed over his chest and a predatory glint in his eyes as he grins at me, backed by two big looking guys who look incapable of smiling. I’m freezing mid step, and I glance back towards the doorway as Javier laughs; “Aww, now don’t go leaving the party just yet, chica. You just got here!”

      He blows me a kiss that has my skin crawling, and one of his guys is stepping behind me to block the doorway.

      “Get the fuck away from her, or I’ll-”

      I scream and Logan grunts as Javier strides over and cuts him off with a kick to the ribs; “You’ll do what now?” He says with a leering grin down at Logan; “So sorry cabrón, I think you mumbled that last bit.” Logan grits his teeth and glares up the man, but Javier only laughs again and turns towards me. I can feel the blood pounding in my ears.

      I’m suddenly keenly aware that this is a world I know nothing about, and that I’m so far out of my element with seeing actual mobsters - or whatever these guys are - inflicting real violence. I immediately think of my time as a med student working the late-night E.R. shift and patching up all manner of stabbings, or busted faces, or cracked ribs from people fighting. But I’ve only ever seen the aftermath, and seeing the first part being enacted right here in the supposed safety of Logan’s home is almost too surreal to even take in.

      “Sorry if we woke you, baby,” Javier says, his eyes drifting down over my t-shirt and making me shiver uncomfortably; “We just had to bring your boyfriend back home.” He mimes tossing a drink back; “Think he had a bit too many,” he finished with a wink. “But hey, listen, I could do with a little nightcap if you wanted, honey.” The wicked look on his face has my heart pounding in my ears like a freight train as I slowly take a step back and narrow my eyes at him; “Don’t you fucking touch me.” I hiss.

      Logan makes another move on the floor, but one of Javier’s guys keeps him down with a booted foot on his chest as they all laugh.

      “Relax, honey,” Javier says with another lecherous grin; “But hey, if you’re into the mercenary type and you wanna try something new,” He winks and grabs his crotch, and I sneer at him in disgust; “Maybe you’d like a guy who doesn’t get his ass kicked so much?” He turns and chuckles down at the bleeding and enraged looking Logan pinned to the floor; “You know, I taught this fucking pendejo everything he fuckin knows back in Africa, and this is the kind of thanks I get!” He sighs dramatically and shakes his head; “Always gotta play the game his way, even when I tell you not to, huh Logan? Always gotta be on top instead of just knowing your fuckin place.”

      I frown; Mercenary? Africa? What’s this guy even talking about?

      Javier’s eyes light up as soon as he sees the look of confusion on my face; “Oh shit; he still hasn’t told you has he!” He starts to laugh out this grating, horrible chuckle; “Man, Irish, only a guy like you could get away with hittin’ a cutie like this and still not telling her where you came from. Shit, I’m almost impressed!” He chuckles before he turns his gaze on me, a glint in his eye; “And you’re his daughter! You’re William Archer’s kid, and you still don’t know!”

      His laugh curls into an evil looking grin as my face betrays my shock; “Oh I know who you are, honey,” He says quietly; “I know exactly who you are, and I also know where to find you and those pretty little sisters of yours.” He grins; “So how about we keep tonight just between us friends, comprendes?” He shoots me a last, lingering wink that has every muscle in my body tensing before he shrugs and turns; “Well, looks like my work here is done!” He nudges Logan with the toe of his boot; “See you next time, Irish.”

      I’m frozen in my place, trying to will my heartbeat to calm down enough to even think until the front door slams shut. And then I’m racing over to Logan and dropping to my knees beside him; “Jesus, are you-”

      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” He growls out, turning away from me and wiping the trickle of blood at his lip with the back of his hand.

      “What the fuck, Logan!”

      He forces out a laugh; “And a good evening to you too, sweet-cheeks.” He turns back and reaches out to grab my hands in his; “Look, I’ll be fine, Quinn.”

      But before I can help it, I can feel the sting of tears in my eyes; “Get out, Logan.” I whisper.

      “What?” He frowns.

      “Of whatever you’re involved in, please just get out!”

      His face darkens; “I told you, it’s not that simpl-”

      “Why, because of Africa?”

      He stiffens and starts to open his mouth but I grab him my the shirt and lean in close to him; “Look, I don’t care, Logan! I don’t care what happened there, ok? I know my Dad was involved in certain things, but I don’t care; I just want you to get out of it.” The tears run down my cheeks then as I look pleadingly into his eyes; “Please.”

      I whimper as his lips crash into mine, and then I’m clutching at him like time or the world or even a strong wind might tear us apart. Then we’re tearing at each other’s clothes, and I’m gasping and clutching at him with the pure and undiluted need for him; the need to touch him and feel him. He pulls my t-shirt over my head and runs his hand down over my skin, and I’m shivering as my hands find the hardness pressing against the front of his gym-shorts. He growls as he flips us around and lays me on my back on the floor, his biceps and his chest rippling as he leans in to kiss me with fire and heat and growling, raging lust.

      There’s no foreplay this time; no teasing and no slow build because we’re both desperate for each other in that moment. He’s skimming my panties down my legs, tearing at the foil packet in his hands with his teeth, and slipping between my legs as I rake my fingernails down over his shoulders and kiss him with everything I have.

      I whimper as he runs the head of his cock over my entrance, looking up into his eyes to see them flashing green and gold at me; “You want this?” I bite my lip as I nod, and his grin only deepens as he leans down to nip at the lobe of my ear; “Beg me for it.”

      Oh fuck.

      “Please,” I breath out, my chest rising and falling with my gasping breaths as he sucks at that tender spot where my neck meets my collarbone as he runs his thickness over my wet folds; “Fuck me and never stop fucking me!”

      We both cry out as he plunges into the hilt in one stroke, filling me up so tightly and so perfectly. It’s like sweet release and relief as he grinds into me as I wrap my legs around him and draw him in deep. And when he starts to fuck me like that, right against the floor with deep, powerful strokes, it’s raw, and primal, and animalistic, and he’s got me moaning his name and scratching at his back as he nails me to the floor with that perfect cock of his.

      “This is mine,” He growls out, rocking into me and making me moan out loud as he shifts his angle to hit that perfect, secret spot just inside; “You’re mine,” He says thickly and dominantly as his lips crash against mine, and I know I’m lost in him as his words push me over the edge. We come screaming together, a release of everything that’s been pent up, everything that we’ve held back.

      “You know, I’m only yours if you can promise me about the fights.”

      I’m laying against his chest, listening to his heartbeat thudding against my ear through his skin, and I can feel him grinning; “Oh?” He says with some amusement.

      I turn my head to look into his eyes; “I’m serious, Logan. We really could just get aw-”

      “Ok, fine.”

      I arch my eyebrows; “Fine?”

      “Yeah, fine, let’s get away.”

      I’m grinning but still looking at him skeptically; “Just like that?”

      He shrugs; “I do own a private jet, darlin; might as well use it.”

      “No, I mean, you’re saying I just convinced you? Just like that?” I’m looking at him like I’m skeptical about how easy this was.

      He smirks, “Well, the hot sex and the fact that your hand is still on my cock makes a convincing argument, darlin.”

      “You pig.” I say giggling.

      “So, let’s go somewhere.”

      “No Peyton?”

      He laughs and rolls his eyes; “No Peyton; just you and me.” He sits up a little and winks at me; “Actually, there’s a place I’ve been meaning to take you.”
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      “Well, I think it’s a fantastic idea,” Bryce nods slowly at me from across the conference table; “Not bad, Logan; really.”

      “I do have my moments, you know.” I frown, watching him grin at me.

      “What’s your timeline?”

      “The sooner the better, man. I’m going to ram this down the board’s throat until they either sign off on it or choke on it.”

      Bryce gives me a look; “We really gotta work on your bedside manner, pal.”

      I laugh; “I won’t even pretend to give a shit about diplomacy; that’s your area.” It works out well with Bryce and I; he’s the carrot, and I’m the stick.

      …The stick with chip on his shoulder, a mean right hook, and no patience for petty boardroom bullshit, I might add.

      “It’ll get through, don’t worry.” Bryce looks up and studies my face in that strange, quiet way he does sometime that always makes me feel like he’s the oldest of us, even though it’s the opposite.

      “What?”

      “This is because of Akazi, isn’t it.”

      My jaw tenses and I meet his eyes for moment before I look away. Even the name of that fucking place just-

      “Look, sorry, I shouldn’t have ask-”

      “Of course it’s because of Akazi,” I mutter, shaking my head looking at my hands in my lap.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When you look back on life, there are things that stick out as turning points; places where the road split and you made a decision. And when I think over my own journey, there’s one single place and one single fucking moment in time that ends up defining the course of my entire life from there on out.

      And that moment is Akazi, Afghanistan.

      War sucks, and I don’t mean that in the slang sense of the word. I mean it in the sense that it sucks just about every single part of your soul out of you like some sort of vortex of pain and suffering and hardening of the spirit. And it’s when you’re there, amongst the flames and the heat and the death and senselessness of it all that you truly understand that war is literally hell.

      We’re listening to Duran Duran’s “Hungry Like the Wolf” that day in the second Humvee when the ambush hits. You’d wonder with all the shit that happened immediately following that how I’d have possibly remembered that little detail, but it’s one of those bizarre things that’ll stick with me long after I manage to forget the rest of it. Evans, our driver, is cracking some sort of crude joke about someone’s sister while Simon Le Bon belts out a chorus through the speakers when the first Humvee in front of us just erupts into liquid fire. It fucking blooms into flame, and then it’s just gone. The chaos of the moment hits like a shot of something strong right to the head, and there’s screaming and shouting as Evans tears us off the road as metal rakes the side of the truck.

      The actual sequence of events are blurry, but I can remember the sound of peppering bullets plunking like hail on the other side of the building I’m crouched behind. There are people everywhere - and I don’t mean soldiers or guerrillas either, I mean fuckin PEOPLE. There are civilians and fucking children running right through the firefight and all I can think is how Goddamn UNFAIR of a world it is because of that. How in any rational, sane universe, no kid should have to cover his fucking head and run between two ideologies hurling metal at each other that he doesn’t give a fuck about.

      Guys who’s names I knew but have now forgotten are getting shot - they’re dying around me, and through it all, the guys from Duran Duran just keep on playing from the open door of the shot-up Hummer behind me.

      “Mark target!” Our ranking Sargent is screaming at me, his face tight as he pops around the corner to squeeze off a few shots; “Drone strike inbound, Irish! I need a target, NOW.”

      I glance over the wall, wincing at the spray of rock that scatters across my face as I eyeball the enemy position. There’s a three story building at the end of the road with Taliban on the roof with mortars and two gun placements.

      “Sir!” I yell, ducking back behind the wall; “Tall building, end of the street; tallest one in town!”

      He’s radioing it in, but there’s something lingering from my quick look at the building that’s nagging at me, and I chance one more peep over the wall.

      Oh, fuck.

      It’s hits me like a slug to the gut; the tallest building in town, with the empty flag pole, and the Taliban on the roof….

      …And the playground right outside the front door.

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      “Call it off!” I’m running, heedless of the metal flying past my head and exploding across the ground by my feet as I sprint towards the Sargent across the road on the radio; “It’s a school! It’s a fucking school!” I’m waving my arms at him, screaming. He must suddenly hear me, because he squints and looks up as he puts his radio down; just in time for the bullet to catch him right through the ear and drop him like bag of cement on the ground.

      Drones are noiseless, but missiles turning the school at the end of the street along with half the other buildings in town into pillars of fire are not.

      And neither are my screams.

      When it’s over, I hear true and absolute silence. Everyone in our squad besides the three of us is dead, the pieces of shit using the school as a shield are dead, and I’m pretty sure anyone left in the town is dead as well.

      It’s in that very moment where I make my decision, and it’s in that same moment where I convince Bryce and Hudson to come with me. It’s then that we desert and just walk away from all of it. We’re already dead, as far as intel is concerned, and from there it’s over the border to China, and then to the Mediterranean, and then Africa and the mercenary work; and later, to William Archer.

      And from that moment on, our whole lives change.
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* * *

      “Wait, where are we?”

      I grin to myself in my seat across the cabin from Quinn, watching her lips curl into one of those sexy, intriguing and curious smiles of hers. Apparently, keeping secrets from this girl can be fun after all.

      “Why do you ask?” I say as casually as possible, trying to hide my grin as she turns back to me with that questioning smile on her face.

      “Uh, because I’m not looking at a map, but I’m one-hundred percent positive that’s not Seattle down there.”

      I frown and shake my head as nonchalantly as possible; “It isn’t?”

      “Unless Seattle has suddenly found itself a white sandy beach with palm trees?” She arches her brow at me, her eyes sparkling, and I find myself wondering if I have time to tear her clothes off before we land.

      “Huh, did I say Seattle?”

      She laughs; “Um, yeah, you did.”

      “Huh, weird.”

      “OK, I give up! Where are we, Logan?” She says, giggling as she saunters over and slips into my lap; “Mexico?”

      “Nope.” I say, dropping my eyes to the swell of her breasts in her tank top and enjoying watching her blush and roll her eyes.

      Just then a bell chimes as my pilot’s voice crackles over the intercom; “Mr. Dempsey? Sir, we’ll be touching down at Jose Marti International in fifteen, if you folks want to get buckled in back there.”

      I can’t help but grin as her eyes go wide as she whirls to look at me with her jaw dropped; “We’re in Cuba?” She shakes her head; “How’d you get vacation entry into Cuba?” She rolls her eyes; “Oh, wait, let me guess; money,” She says with a smirk.

      “Cute, but no. We’re actually here as a medical aid relief mission.” Her eyebrows shoot up in this adorable way and I flash her a grin; “Grab your med bag, Doc; we’ve got work to do.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The hospital in the village is something I had built after the first time I was here. Back then I was here with money; just learning how to live with with being newly rich after starting with Archer Holdings. Back then, I was drinking rum and just looking for trouble, but there was something about this village stuck with me.

      Something like the school, sitting at the end of the only street in town.

      And just like that, maybe for the first time really, I started to get the Old Man’s whole thing about “giving back to the world.”

      I’m helping a couple of guys from the village frame out a new wing of the care center; pounding nails and using my hands in a way that I love instead of sitting idle or using them to hit people. But I keep catching myself just staring off at Quinn on the other side of of the Med Center compound, working with the other doctors to immunize the cluster of kids crowding around apprehensively with their sleeves rolled up. I had a pretty good hunch Quinn would jump at the chance to help out here, but damn if she doesn’t fucking shine at it. Seeing her like this is just incredible. This isn’t “hide in the research lab and let people walk all over her” Quinn. This is the bold, confident, and fearless Quinn I knew she was from the moment I met her. She’s just instantly on point, and instantly organizing and showing people what to do and where to go. The whole fucking med team from the hospital in Havana just stares at her and jumps to do what she says; not because she’s bossy or bitchy, but because she just exudes this confidence and poise. And besides that, it’s just obvious that she loves this. She’s on the ground, getting her hands dirty and helping people like I know she wants to do.

      “You’re gonna put a nail through your hand if you keep looking at the seniorita over there,” Raul, the project manager, grins at me as he nods towards Quinn. He chuckles; “Then you’ll be in some real trouble.”

      I laugh as I find myself grinning back at him; “You have no fucking idea, Raul.”

      Except Quinn Archer is the best kind of trouble I’ve ever been in; the kind of trouble that you can’t get enough of, the kind of trouble that keeps hooking you back in, and the kind of trouble that you could just find yourself falling in lo-

      Whoa.

      I let my hammer drop as I look up at her again, and this time she catches my eye and winks at me as she pushed a strand of hair out of her face. I can feel my whole heart get bigger inside, my pulse jumping in my veins as I meet those eyes of  hers and just let myself get sucked in.

      Just what kind of “L” word am I prepared to use when it comes to Quinn?
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      “So, you think I did OK today?”

      We’re sitting on the balcony of the El Presidente suite of the luxury hotel back in Havana looking over the bay. Apparently, even doing humanitarian outreach comes with a little luxury when you’ve got Logan Dempsey-type money. The place is honestly a palace, occupying the entire top floor of the hotel and with full balcony terraces overlooking all of Havana Bay. Honestly, if we hadn’t spent the entire day giving immunization shots to kids at a hospital he built, I’d have put my foot down at first sight of this place.

      “Yeah, Doc,” He grins at me and raises the glass of rum on ice in his hand to me; “You did OK.”

      I fake pout at him; “Just OK, huh?”

      I yelp as his other hand jerks out to grab my wrist and he pulls me giggling into his lap; “Ok darlin, you did amazing work back there, but quit pretending you don’t know that.”

      I’m feeling wild, free, and more alive than I have since maybe even medical school, and for once, I push all those “what-ifs” and “maybes” and “but what abouts” out of my head as I lean in and kiss him. It’s not a hot and heavy make-out type kiss either, like it seems has been our style either. It’s just that; a kiss. And in that moment, I’m know suddenly and without a doubt that I’m kissing the real Logan. This is tender, and there’s something more behind it than just lust, and with a dawning realization, I suddenly know that this is Logan sans-armor. This is this man at his most open and unguarded, and in that moment, I know that whatever this crazy feeling is that I’m feeling for him is even bigger and wilder than I thought it was.

      His lips tastes like sweet rum and there’s something even more intoxicating about that than even the drink in my own hand.

      “So is that a ‘Hey thanks for bringing me to Cuba, Logan, and letting me get my hands dirty doing what I love to do’ kiss?” He’s grinning at me, and for a moment I’m terrified that the humor and cavalier attitude that he uses as his armor will come up, and I quickly kiss him again.

      It’s deeper this time, moving from tender to something bolder; something more passionate. I’m kissing him with everything I have, because I need him to stay right here with me in this moment. I need to be in his arms; the real Logan.

      “Mmm, now that was a thank-you kiss.” He murmurs into my mouth, his tongue darting out to run against my lips.

      “Shh, hang on.” I whisper back, kissing him again.

      “What?”

      “Just- “ I hesitate, pulling back to look deeply into his green-gold eyes with my wide-eyed blues; “Just keep those walls down. I just want you, as is, without the armor.” His eyes flash at me, and yet he holds my gaze; “Just just stay here, right here with me.” I whisper.

      “Darlin,” He says thickly, leaning into me as his lips brush mine; “There’s nowhere else in the whole world I’d rather be than right here, right now, with you.”

      I kiss him again before pulling back once more; “You know what I mean though, right?” This is the moment of truth; this is the moment where he either lets me in or those walls come up again, and if it’s the latter, I’m not sure I’ll ever get in. The thought has me suddenly terrified of him even answering.

      He takes my chin in his hand and kisses me deep and slowly, like something out of a Hollywood movie; “This is just me, Quinn.” He says deeply and quietly; “No more walls, no more games; you have all of me.” And when our lips meet again, I know without a doubt he’s right.

      “So, Logan Dempsey,” I pull back from the kiss and peer at him mischievously; “Is that a family name?”

      He chuckles; “Anyone ever tell you that subtlety isn’t really your bag, Quinn?”

      I giggle into his neck as he pulls me against his chest and tickles me; “Oh comon! You’re always so guarded; cut a girl some slack when she sees a little chink in that armor of yours and wants to get to know the guy she’s running around with a little bit more!”

      His eyes flash for just a second as he looks into mine; “Quinn, it’s-”

      “Complicated; right, yeah I think we’ve covered that,” I say, rolling my eyes at him before cupping his chin and pecking him on the lips; “I mean it’s not like I don’t already have you totally figured out anyways. I did date a Psychiatry student in med school, you know.”

      “Sounds immensely unfulfilling.” Logan’s body tenses and bristles under me at the mention of the ex-boyfriend in this possessively reactive way that I have to admit is kind of hot.

      I grin at him again, seeing the flash in his eyes again; “It’s not like you have to tell me everything, I just want to know where a guy like you comes fro-”

      “Texas.”

      I blink, actually shocked that I didn’t hit another deflection or another wall of humor or sarcasm; “Oh.”

      He laughs at the look on my face; “What were you expecting, Mars?” He chuckles; “And Logan was my dog’s name.”

      “Your parents named you after the dog?” I raise my eyebrows at him.

      Logan shakes his head; “Nah, I took Logan later, because I loved that dog. My mom named me after the guy that got her pregnant, even though he took off faster than she could say ‘I’m late.’”

      “You mean your Dad?”

      His jaw tightens; “Wherever that prick is, he’s not my father.”

      I nod, biting my lip and just taking this all in. There’s something that’s just so intimate about sitting here with him letting him tell me these things, and it’s not because I’m basically straddling his lap, or that his hand is stroking the skin of my back under my shirt, it’s that this is finally an open, unguarded, and armor-less Logan that I’m seeing for the very first time.

      “What about your Mom?”

      “Dead.” He says without emotion. His eyes quickly lock with mine as he feels me tense at the coarseness in his words; “OK, I don’t actually know; probably dead. And that only sounds harsh if you don’t know her. My mom was a crazy, manipulative, parasitic drunk who liked violent, angry men. And she blamed me for that asshole running off on her.”

      His face clouds darkly, and I find myself snuggling against him even more, as if the contact of our bodies can erase and heal whatever pain he’s obviously still feeling. He looks out over the bay, his eyes searching deep; “That where I first learned to put my fist up, actually.”

      I look at him in shock; “Your mother?”

      “Nah,” He grins at me; “The assholes she liked to bring home until they got bored of her. There was this one guy, Rich, who liked two things; drinking, and hitting kids half his size.”

      “Jesus Christ, Logan…” I trail off, shaking my head and not even knowing how to respond except with sympathy.

      “I had to find her a few years ago for-” He trails off and shakes his head; “I just had to go home for this thing. She hadn’t seen or talked to me since before I enlisted, and the only thing she said to me after asking for money was to stop wasting her long distance points while her soap was on.”

      I bite my lip as I feel my heart break a little inside for this man who’s somehow ended up the man he is today despite what sounds like a complete lack of love growing up in the world. I mean, I understand loss, with my mother dying when we were little and my dad always being off traveling the world for business even before he passed. But I know there’s nothing there that compares to what it must have been like to grow up as Logan. I might not have had my parents physically around, but I knew I had their love.

      He sips on his rum and then darts his eyes back down to mine, where the hard look softens as he shrugs and grins at me; “Actually this might sound weird given the nature of our relationship, but your father was the only real parent I ever knew.”

      I smile; “Not weird; my dad had that effect on people.”

      “He saved us, you know.”

      “From?”

      Logan leans up and kisses me softly; “From nothing you ever need to worry about it.” I start to pull away in protest, not wanting him to close me out again, but he holds me still as he kisses me; “What he saved us from is the worst parts of ourselves, darlin. He saved me from a part of myself I don’t need to go back to; not ever.”

      I nod slowly, understanding as he holds my gaze; “You’re not shutting me out?”

      He laughs; “Just so you know, Doc, not even Bryce and Hudson know about my Dad.”

      “Wait, seriously?” The full weight of just how open Logan’s just been with me almost takes my breath away.

      He shrugs; “I guess I’m not big on sharing the past, even with people I like.”

      “I guess this mean you either really like me or can’t stand me, huh?” I stick my tongue out at him, grinning as he laughs and wraps his strong arms around me.

      “Darlin, I’d say that means I really, really like you.”

      He presses his lips hotly and forcefully against my own, searing me with the heat there as he pulls me tight against his body. I moan into his kiss, and I can feel him surge beneath me, the kiss quickly turning more and more passionate and fiery. Our mouths open as our tongues tease together, and his hands slide over my body as I moan into his kiss. He’s teasing over my breasts and making my nipples harden under my tank-top as his tongue slides against mine. His hands slide lower to my legs curled in his lap and then over my knees and thighs, moving higher. I’m already soaking wet for him as his fingers push my panties to the side and slide easily through my folds. I’m moaning into his mouth and rocking into him as my hands fumble for the button of his jeans, desperate to feel him.

      I slip my panties quickly down my legs and pull my sundress over my head as he shoves his jeans down his muscled thighs and yanks his shirt off. I’m kissing him passionately, tasting his tongue with mine as I straddle him and feel his cock so hard and ready, pulsing against my thigh. He stiffens as I wrap my hand around him and bring him against my wetness; “I’ve got one,” he growls, sucking at my bottom lip with his teeth; “Back in my bag, in the room-”

      But I’m pulling back and shaking my head slowly, stopping his words; “Leave it.” I whisper, feeling a pulsing heat shoot through my body while his eyes smolder with lust as he understand what I’m saying.

      “Quinn, I-”

      “I’m clean,” I say maybe more hastily than I should have.

      But he’s smiling at me as he cups my face in his hands; “So am I. I’ve actually, uh, never-”

      “Me neither.” I whisper quietly, and he leans in and kisses me.

      “Are you sure?”

      For a second, I wonder if I am. After all, what really is this little secret fantasy we’re both living together? And where does it go after we leave this little fantasy island and have to go back to the real world, with family and work and all the reasons why this shouldn’t happen?

      But again, the thought is only for a second, and of course, seconds do pass quickly.

      “I just want you, Logan.” I say shyly, but with my everything behind it. I’m biting my lip and looking into those green pools; “Nothing between us, just you and me.”

      He growls as he kisses me this time, and I’m whimpering into him as he pulls me into his lap. His cock presses against my wetness, and then he’s pushing inside, bare and without anything between us as I slowly slide all the way down his length until he’s completely inside of me.

      “Fuck, Quinn,” He gasped into my mouth, and I can feel him throbbing inside as I slowly begin to slide up and down on his thickness.

      We take our time, on that balcony. It’s slow, and it’s tender, and it’s like the gradual build of a tidal wave as we rock together in the current of one shared breath, one shared heartbeat, and two people moving as one. And the realization hits me right before I come that I’ve never done this before; because this is something new altogether.

      This is making love.

      And with that, the whole world shatters around me. I’m clawing at his shoulders and throwing my head back to the moonlit sky as I come crashing into him, feeling him shudder as he falls right over that cliff’s edge with me, filling me with his heat.

      We stay in that position, me straddling his lap, him still inside of me, and my name dropping quietly from his lips as the stars glow above us; and in that moment, I know we’re untouchable.
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      “Logan!” She hisses, giggling and half-heartedly pushing me away as I try and slide my hand down the front of her pants. She bites her lip and rolls her eyes as my fingers find her slit, already soaking wet and heated despite her all-for-show protests; “We can’t, what about the pilots?”

      I can’t quite tell if the look of genuine worry on her face that we’re going to get caught is more adorable or more just plain hot, but I decide on the latter as I slip a finger against her soft opening and watch her shiver with desire as I start to slide inside; “What about the pilots?” I murmur into her ear, loving the way she squeezes her eyes shut and lets her mouth hang open just enough to be insanely sexy without her even realizing.

      “They might-” She whimpers as I push my finger deep inside and start to curl it against her sensitive spot just inside as my thumb begins to tease over her clit; “They might see us!”

      “Well I sure fucking hope not, because they’re supposed to be seeing where the hell we’re flying, not peeping back here.” I start to stroke my fingers in and out of her wetness, feeling my own cock throbbing rock hard inside my pants as she coos and makes these insanely hot moaning sounds as she rocks her hips against me. I start to unbutton her pants with my other hand, my tongue dancing over hers as I slide them off of her ass along with her panties and push them to the floor. My mouth moves down to her jaw, teasing and nipping at the skin there as I suck on her collarbone.

      “Oh God,” she moans, and as she opens her legs wider for me, I can feel the pent up desire inside of me practically explode out of me. I still don’t even quite know what it is about this girl that drives me so fucking wild, but I do know that I can’t get enough of her. I know that touching her and tasting her, and filling her with every inch my cock is just about everything I ever want to do for the rest of my life.

      I growl as I tear her shirt off over her head followed quickly by my own, and she’s kicking her pants off as I kneel in front of her, grab her roughly by the backs of her thighs, and shove her legs up over my shoulders. Quinn cries out as I drag my tongue through her wetness, teasing across her opening and swirling around her clit. Her panties are still tangled around her ankles, and with her legs up like that and her head thrown back, it’s just about the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.

      I abandon the slow teasing for deep powerful drags with my tongue, coaxing her higher and higher as I lick her faster and wildly. She grabs at my hair, the sounds of her moans and gasps filling the cabin so much so that I actually start to wonder if the pilots will actually hear us.

      Something actually strikes me then. There’s something that tugs at the instincts carved deep into my being from years fighting to survive; from the Marines and war, and even from working with Blackriver. After years of conflict - years of sleeping with a weapon under your pillow and years of listening for that one twig snap or hint of a scent on the wind that can mean death around the corner, some things just strike you funny.

      Like, for instance, the fact that my normally chatty pilots have been entirely silent since we got on the plane. Or the fact that we’re slowly descending barely an hour into the trip.

      Yeah, something isn’t right, that much I can tell even if I don’t know what it is. Quinn looks down at me shyly, her cheeks red and her eyes wide as she starts to open her mouth, probably to ask me why the hell I’ve stopped.

      “Put some pants on,” I whisper darkly, standing and pricking my ears to try and figure out what’s tugging on my instincts.

      “Logan?” Quinn moves close to me, pulling her shorts back up her legs and looking towards the front of the cabin as she slips my shirt on; “What’s going on?”

      I shake my head, alert and on edge; “Something’s not-”

      “Attention passengers!”

      Every muscle in my body tightens and my pulse instantly jumps into fight mode as I narrow my eyes at the closed cockpit door. I know the voice, because I’d recognize that accent anywhere in the world. Except recognition isn’t a good thing when I hear Javier Toro’s voice coming out of the intercom speakers on my private jet while I’m alone here with Quinn.

      I can feel her hands on my biceps as she grabs me tightly; “Logan-”

      Her whispered voice is strained and tinged with fear and I instinctively find myself moving in front of her, between her and the door. There’s a million fucking thoughts blasting through my head, and every synapse and every muscle in my body is cocked and spring-loaded and ready to explode into action. The first thing I can think of is that I’m not going to let a Goddamn thing happen to this girl.

      The intercom crackles to life again; “Ladies and Gentlemen, we’ll be making an unscheduled stop on our way back to New York to, uh, to settle some debts.” Javier’s voice chuckles over the speakers, the sound of it sharp and grating; “You’ve been a bad, bad boy, Logan,” Javier tut-tuts me, and suddenly the door to the cockpit opens and he’s standing there, leveling a gun at me. Quinn gasps behind me, her hands clutching at my arms and back as she flinches at the sight of the gun. I’m flashing my teeth at Javier, practically snarling like an animal in full-on protective mode as he grins wickedly at me.

      “We had a deal, Logan,” He says evenly, shaking his head dramatically, as if he’s disappointed in me or something; “You fight how and when I tell you too, and all your dirty little secrets stay right here.” He taps on his head as he grins at me like a shark.

      “Something came up,” I growl out.

      Javier chuckles; “Sorry marica, but fucking little rich girls on a Caribbean island doesn’t really count.” He shrugs and tsk-tsks me again; “A deal is a deal, Irish, and you fucked up.”

      “Then let’s renegotiate,” I snarl out, feeling every muscle in my body screaming as I stand there tense as a coiled spring ready to do something the second he tries to get close to Quinn.

      “Ni de coña!” Javier laughs; “No way, Papi!” He shouts something, and suddenly the door to galley in the back of the jet bangs open and two of his guys step out.

      Sparks and fire flash through my head as I try and calculate my odds of reacting and not getting one of us shot here before I admit to myself that they’re pretty shit odds.

      The men start to advance on us, holding rope, and Quinn starts to scream as she grabs for me. My fists are clenched into white-knuckle fury, and I get one step towards the two new guys before I feel the cold, heavy metal of a gun barrel on the back of my head and freeze.

      “You fucked up, Irish,” Javier’s voice is low behind me as he cocks the pistol in his hand. The men advance on us, and Quinn is still screaming and clutching at my arm as Javier leans close to my ear, his voice a dark whisper; “You made a big mistake coming here, Logan, and now I gotta show you just how big a mistake it was.”

      The men pull black bags out, their faces dark and neutral as they step towards us.

      Protect them.

      One fucking simple request from the man who gave me my second shot at life. One job; protect his daughters, and here I am utterly failing at that.

      I’m sorry; so fucking sorry.

      I lunge forward, and I feel the sharp crack of something hitting the back of my head before I start to fall to the ground. Quinn’s screaming as they grab her and start to pull the bag over her head, and it’s the last sound I hear before everything goes black.
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      “You know, I gotta say, you look good, marica! I mean you might’ve fucked up pretty bad, but at least you got yourself a tan down there.”

      My mouth tastes like cotton as I slowly open my eyes to blackness, and at first I’m terrified that I’m blind or something until I remember the bag. Slowly, I can see light trickling through the course fabric, and I’m trying to peer through it when the sudden presence of Javier’s voice right next to my ear makes me gasp and flinch away from the sound.

      “Oooh! Looks like your girlfriend woke up, Irish!” I gasp as the bag is quickly yanked from my head, and I’m blinking my eyes at the sudden light, however dim. My breath catches in my throat as I slowly take everything in around me.

      The first thing I see is Logan, his battered-looking face intently and wildly looking at me from across the room from the chair he’s bound to. My arms feel sore, though I quickly realize I’m not tied up like he is; like that means anything with Javier and two large men with guns in the room with us.

      “Get the fuck away from her.” He snarls, his biceps bulging as he grits his teeth and strains against his bonds.

      “Oh, from her?” Javier grins and runs the back of his hand sickeningly across my cheek; “I’m not so sure, Logan! I’m just not so sure!” He nods his head as if he’s thinking some sort of deep thought, and he turns on his heel and walks slowly towards Logan; “Orders, Marine; orders. You see there’s a chain of command for a reason, cabrón, but I guess you missed that day back in Marine school.” He reaches out and pats Logan on the cheek, who snarls and whips his head away as Javier chuckles; “So, I’m thinking, maybe you need to learn a solid lesson about doing what you’re fucking told to do, Marine; a big lesson.” He turns and winks at me, giving me an evil smile that makes my skin crawl.

      Logan strains violently at his ropes; “You leave her the fuck alone!” He snarls at Javier; “You wanna hurt someone? Hurt me, fucker.”

      Javier about doubles over laughing; “Oh, please; come on, Logan! What do you think I’m gonna do, hit you?” He turns to his goons and shakes his head while he shrugs dramatically; “Nah, no way Papi. You’re the type of fucked-up weirdo that enjoys that shit too much.”

      “So what do you want.”

      “What do I want, Logan?” Javier tsks and shakes his head; “We had a deal, remember? I just want you to keep up your end of it.”

      “Blackmail isn’t a deal.”

      Javier shrugs; “Well, it’s not one you want, but it’s still a deal.” He turns to look at me again; “I bet she still doesn’t know, does she? About Africa?” I stare at him defiantly, but I can see that wicked grin on his face curling into something even more sinister; “No? Oohhh, then I bet she also doesn’t about Afghanistan either, does she.” He smirks at me; “I bet you didn’t know Captain save-the-world over here is wanted by the U.S. Government for desertion of duties and colluding with the enemy, did you?”

      A chill runs up my spine, and even though I try and stop them, my eyes instantly flick to Logan. Javier catches the move and chuckles; “Uh-oh! I think I just blew up your spot here, marica; you’ve got some explaining to do now!”

      “Quinn-”

      Logan’s chest is rising and falling heavily with his breaths, and he slowly shakes his head at me; “It’s not-”

      “Oh, come on, Logan!” Javier hoots; “You gonna be that clichéd about it? ‘Oh, it’s not what you think, baby’,” he pantomimes to me before rolling his eyes; “Yeah, chica, it’s everything you think it looks like. Soldier boy over here skipped out of the Marines in Afghanistan. Fucked right off in the middle of battle like some kinda chicken-shit and just ditched it like a bad date.”

      Logan’s eyes are locked on mine, and he’s slowly shaking his head as his face grows paler and tenser. He looks more hurt and more terrified in that moment than anything I’ve ever seen from him before; even more-so than anything I’ve ever seen from him after a fight. My heart breaks a little bit knowing I can’t just walk over there and hold him and tell him it’s ok right now.

      “I met up with him and his little pals working for Blackriver in Africa,” He winks at me; “Mercenary outfit, in case you didn’t kn-”

      “Don’t listen to him, Quinn,” Logan says through gritted teeth, his eyes never leaving my face; “Don’t listen to a word he-”

      I scream as Javier’s fist comes comes crashing across Logan’s mouth, knocking his head sideways with a thud. Javier hoots and shakes his hand; “Dios mio, Papi! You got a jaw like a fuckin brick wall!” His goons cackle at his joke as Logan turns and spits blood on the floor.

      “Logan!” I start to jump up from my chair when one of the big guys shoves me back down. Javier hoots out another laugh and turns back to Logan; “You know, I take it back; I might just learn to enjoy smackin you around with her here watching it.”

      He cracks his fist across Logan’s face again, and the sound of his grunt tears at me like someone ripping my heart out.

      “So how about it, cabrón; you gonna go fight who I tell you to fight next week? We learn our lesson yet?”

      Logan grimaces and shakes his head before he looks up, blood trickling from his lip as he grins like a crazy person at Javier; “You know what? I’m actually having a hard time with the first part of the assignment if you wouldn’t mind going back over it.”

      Javier shakes his head slowly before he turns to me; “Your boyfriend’s a funny man, you know.” He whirls and slugs Logan in the gut with his fist, and I can feel the sharp jolt of anger pounding inside of me.

      “Don’t watch, Quinn.” Logan’s looking right at me, his mouth bleeding as he shakes his head; “Look away, just-”

      Bam. Javier’s fist crashes into his gut again, doubling him up as much as the ropes tying him will allow. I cry out, wincing and turning my head as if hit myself. And it’s then that I notice my bag sitting on the ground next to my chair; my medical supply bag from the plane.

      “How about now, Papi? How’s my fuckin tutoring going that little problem you’re having with the lesson?” Javier back-hands Logan sharply across the face, and suddenly, it’s like something is snapping inside of me. It’s a slow burn, and at first I just think it’s the fear and helplessness of the situation tightening inside of me. But slowly, the burn grows hotter and hotter, and suddenly I realize that the emotion clawing up from somewhere deep inside of me is rage.

      And there’s another emotion I’m suddenly realizing as I flinch again at the sound of Javier hitting Logan. Because it’s right then in that dingy room that I recognize the emotion totally consuming every fiber of my being for the man bound, beaten, and yet not broken in the chair across from me.

      And I recognize it as love.

      The burn flares inside of me, and I’m suddenly filled with purpose; fiery, blazing hot and steely purpose.

      Javier’s fist connects once more with Logan before he whistled and steps away, shaking his fist; “Goddamn, Irish! We shoulda done this years ago!” He turns and steps towards me, moving closer and closer as he brings a handkerchief out of his pocket and starts to wipe the blood off his knuckles; blood from the man I love.

      The man I love.

      “You know, chica, a lot of Papas bring toys home to their little girls from business trips,” He puts his hands on the arms of my chair and leans right down close to my face; “Too bad your daddy brought you back such a broken one.”

      And that’s when I snap.

      In the medical field, you always hear stories of people taking on almost super-human abilities in crisis situations, like mothers lifting entire cars off their kids after an accident or something. I’d never believed those stories, but that was before that exact moment. Because in that moment, I move faster than I could have ever imagined.

      Or Javier, for that matter.

      It’s like the whole world except me goes into slow motion as my hand jabs down into my medical bag to the side of my chair. My fingers push through gauze and wrappers and and bandages until they touch cold steel and lock around it. And before my brain can really process what I’m doing, I’m yanking my hand back out of the bag and sinking the surgical blade deep into the side of Javier’s neck.

      And that’s when all hell breaks loose.

      Javier screams as he clutches at his neck and falls back onto the floor; blood gushing out from his fingers. Both of his goons look frozen to the spot, and just start to scream at him while Logan starts yelling my name.

      I’m froze for half a second, drowning in the surging chaos of the moment around me before I stand from my chair.

      “STOP!” The room goes silent at my scream. The two goons whirl on me with guns drawn, and Logan strains at his ropes. But for some reason, I’ve never been more focused in my life.

      “I’m a doctor,” I say evenly, leveling my gaze at the two men with guns; “And I’ve just cut his artery.” I glance down to Javier, choking and sputtering and holding his neck on the floor; “He has one minutes until he goes under; two before he bleeds out entirely.”

      One of the two guards cocks his pistol and my eyes dart to his; “And I’m pretty fucking sure I’m the only one here who knows how to fix that!”

      The room goes still like a frozen scene from a movie.

      “Untie him, now.” I say, my eyes blazing fire at the two goons. They quickly turn to each other and shrug and I feel my fists clench tight; “Now, motherfuckers!”

      One turns and gives me a quick nod before he goes over and and starts to cut away the ropes holding Logan, who looks up at me with this wild grin on his face.

      “I like this side of you, Doc.” He mumbles out, grimacing as he tries to grin.

      “I’m working on it.” I toss him the cell-phone from my bag; “Now figure out how to call the cops while I save this piece of shit’s life.”
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      I don’t remember making the phone call at all, but I’m on the floor and barely conscious when they come for us. I’m aware of the flashing lights, the cops with guns drawn, and Javier’s two guys being shoved against a wall and cuffed. Medical personal swarm over Javier, who looks pale lying in a puddle of blood on the floor. But then they’re hooking him up to a respirator and loading him up onto a stretcher, and they’re not covering him with a sheet, so it looks like Quinn actually managed to stop the piece of shit from bleeding out.

      I can’t pretend I’d have done the same in her shoes.

      I peer up as another group of EMTs start to load me up onto a stretcher of my own. ‘Tallahassee Emergency Medical Response’ is says on the their jackets. I realize I’ve never been to Florida before, and the thought that this is my first trip here has me almost laughing and mumbling something about “beating the lines at Disneyworld” before I realize I might be in way worse shape than I even think I am. The world starts to fade a little at the corners as I trying to cling to consciousness, and suddenly I’m glancing wildly around, trying to look for her.

      Quinn.

      “Hey, hey; keep still, pal, don’t move aroun-”

      “Quinn!” I’m pushing their hands away from me and struggling to sit up before my head swims and I drop back down to the stretcher with a grimace; Quinn.

      But then she’s just there, leaning over me as as they wheel me out of the concrete room and into the steaming heat of the night as we wheel towards an ambulance. Her face is tight and there are tears in her eyes as she clutches at my hands.

      “I thought we said no hospitals?” I mumble out, trying to grin and hoping it doesn’t look too horrible with the state I’m sure my face is in right then.

      But she’s choking out a laugh; “You used up all my band-aids, dummy,” She says, the tears starting to run down her cheeks.

      “Hey, hey, I’m gonna be fine you know.” I wince as the stretcher hits the side of the ambulance and the EMT guys lift me up and into the back.

      Quinn starts to jump up after me, but one of them stops her; “Ma’am, I’m sorry bu-”

      “I’m his Doctor, and I’m coming with him.” Her voice is bold, firm, and demonstrably confident in a way I realize I’ve never actually heard from her before, and the thought makes me smile.

      The EMT nods curtly; “Of course, Doctor,” he says, stepping aside and letting her into the ambulance.

      “You’re completely nuts, you know that, right Doc?” I mumble out, grimacing as I try to smile at her through my bruised up face as she slides next to me and takes my hand.

      “I love you; you know know that, right Marine?”

      The words hit me harder than any punch ever has, and the lasting glow exploding through my body better than any win, better than any adrenaline high I’ve ever had. Her hand squeezes mine and it feels like the whole world is just dropping away into the background, leaving just me and her, and nothing else matters.

      “I love you too, darlin.”

      She sniffs back a tear, and then she’s cupping my face gently in her hand as she kisses me. And I know it should hurt, and I know I should be in pain right now.

      But then again, it seems I’m not very good at doing what I should when it comes to her.
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      The aftermath of Florida was actually less messy than you would’ve thought. Especially so when you considering the implications of a plane from Cuba landing without authorization outside Tallahassee, of Logan refusing to tell anyone in the hospital his name, and with me almost killing someone. And the cleanup from all of that was thanks to someone I’d have thought as possibly the most unlikely candidate in the world.

      If anyone could’ve taken a picture of my face when Peyton walked into that E.R. room in Florida, it probably would’ve broken the camera. I remember glaring at her, my jealousy bubbling to the surface even with everything that’d just happened, including the “I love you” part.

      But she didn’t seem to bat an eye, and suddenly cold-shoulder, schedule-stickler, frosty Peyton was marching right up to me in the waiting room and throwing her arms around me in a big hug.

      Uh, what?

      “He hasn’t told you about us, has he.”

      It’s a statement more than a question, and part of me wants to smack that little smile she’s only half holding back off of her smug little twenty-year old mouth. I purse my lips, my jaw tensing and my eyes narrowing at her; “No, he hasn’t.” I say evenly, arching a brow at her; “And look, I really don’t actually need to know-”

      “Quinn,” She cuts me off as she cocks her head at me; “He’s my brother.”

      Whatever scathing retort I’m about to let loose on Peyton freeze in my throat as her words hit me full-force; “Excuse me?”

      Peyton’s usually stiff face breaks into a grin, and it’s an expression I actually recognize because it’s the same one pretty much permanently plastered on Logan; “Well, half-brother,” She says with a shrug; “Our mom- well, that part I might let him tell you.”

      “I had to find her a few years ago for- I just had to go home for this thing.”

      Holy shit.

      “Look, I’m sorry for being…” She trails off and looks at the floor.

      “A bitch?”

      Peyton looks up at me, grinning; “He’s always been protective of me, and so I guess I just get protective right back.” She shrugs, just like her brother; “I kind of figured you probably had the wrong impression,” She says, grinning at me in that wholly Logan way; “He’s a dick for messing with you like that. Sorry, he’s like that sometimes.”

      I choke out a laugh; “Tell me about it.”

      She squeezes my hand in hers as her face takes on a softer look; “So, how’s the big guy doing, anyways?”

      “I- I- He’s-” And right then it’s like all the pent up fear and stress and emotion of the past twelve hours just comes draining out of me at once, and I find myself collapsing into her; Peyton, of all people.

      “Hey, hey now,” She’s stroking my hair and helping me to sit before she pulls out her cell phone and looks me in the eye; “Hey, just sit tight, I got this.”

      And, she does.

      Bryce is there within hours, and if he has any questions about what, at that point is pretty painfully obvious about what’s going on with Logan and I, he doesn’t say a word. But it’s really when Major Lawson arrives soon after and starts mentioning things like “national security” and “State Department” to the concerned-looking State Troopers and hospital staff that the whole thing sort of just gets fixed. Half an hour later, we’re all on a jet headed to New York, and for the first time in what seems like a day, I can finally breath.

      Contrary to what I guess either of Logan or I thought would happen, Bryce and Hudson actually ended up taking the news about us pretty well, especially when they heard the story of my spur-of-the-moment heroics back in Florida. Actually, I believe Hudson’s exact words on the entire matter were “You know, the deal was that we protect them, not the other way around, idiot.”

      As it turns out, Chelsea ended up being the most pissed about the whole situation, and that was only because I’d spilled the beans to Reagan and not her. But even she got over it pretty quick as soon as she heard about me stabbing someone in the neck.

      “Holy shit, Quinn; when did you get so bad-ass?”

      I have no idea, but I’d like to think a certain tattooed boxer had at least something to do with it.
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* * *

      “You totally ruined the honeymoon, you know.”

      My sister whirls and punches Hudson in the arm, scowling at him as he grins and holds his hands up; “I’m kidding! I’m kidding!” Logan snorts out a laugh from the bed he’s propped up in, and Hudson pats him on the shoulder.

      Logan’s penthouse isn’t quite done being renovated, but it’s finished enough that he’s decided to recoup here rather than the hospital. Which, by the way, I’m still furious about, especially since everyone else seems to think this is totally acceptable as well. He did let me bring in a few old colleagues from the hospital to check him out though, which at least puts me halfway to at-ease.

      “You’re an idiot, you know.” Bryce frowns, shaking his head at Logan from the foot of his bed.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “You should have told us; about Javier and all of it.”

      Hudson scowls; “So how long had Javier been holding this over your-”

      “It doesn’t matter, it’s over.” Logan says slowly; “Except I don’t know what he’s going to say now.”

      “I do.” Major Lawson’s been quiet in the corner of the room until this moment, and as he stands, we all turn to him; “He’s going to say nothing, because his story has no evidence and no proof.” He arches a brow at all of us; “As it turns out, I’ve got an old colleague working in the records department in Blackriver, and as of this morning, you three were never employees. The three men stare at him, their jaws dropped. Bryce starts to say something, but the Major just chuckles and waves him off; “Oh, and Javier’s currently on a plane to a detention facility in Spain.”

      Logan’s eyes go wide; “What?”

      “Yes, apparently Javier Toro is wanted for just about every law they’ve got back in Spain, and when I realized who he was I took the liberty of alerting my contact at Centro Nacional de Inteligencia in Madrid and letting him know.”

      “You- wait-”

      The Major raises an eyebrow at a very shocked looking Logan; “William Archer was one of the finest men I knew, son, and I intend to do everything in my power to protect his own.” He winks at me before turning a stern eye on Logan; “Of course, you hurt this one and I’ll send you right back to Cuba, but I think you’ll find the continental breakfast at Guantanamo Bay slightly less accommodating than the one at the Hotel Nacional.”

      Logan grins and just squeezes my hand tighter; “The thought never crossed my mind, sir.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I want to show you something.”

      It’s later, after everyone’s gone and left us to each other, when Logan grimaces as he slides out of his bed. He takes my hand, leading me through the huge expanse of his penthouse; past the paintings on the wall, past the floor-to-ceiling windows with the jaw-dropping views of Manhattan.

      He see’s me taking everything in and shakes his head; “This is all meaningless, you know,” He says quietly; “It’s a disguise that your father taught me put on; to hide who we are and to blend in.”

      “Logan, you don’t have to tell me anything, you know.”

      He shakes his head; “Hang on, this is important.” We’re at the end of a hallway in front of a door, and he fishes a key out of his pocket and slides it into the lock; “You asked me before what your father saved us from,” He opens the door and leads me inside; “I want- I need to show you my life; where I really came from.”

      He flicks on the light, and I gasp.

      The whole room is full of framed photographs, hanging on the wall; hundreds of them. They’re of dusty, run-down-looking streets running past grimy looking oil derricks, of a young kid who can only be Logan with that grin on his face leaning against a beat-up looking pickup truck. My eyes scan over the walls, seeing pictures of the desert; of tanks and burning buildings. I stop on a snapshot of Logan in full combat gear, older now than the boy with the truck and looking completely shattered.

      I gasp, bringing my hand to my mouth as I step into the room and let my eyes just follow the timeline of the life of the man I love. There are villages in Africa, of smiling kids kicking a soccer ball around a grungy looking field; pictures of Hudson and Logan gritting their teeth and grinning as they sit in chairs getting tattoos in some hut of a building, Bryce smiling sadly at the camera, Hudson striking a pose, Logan wearing boxing gloves, looking sweaty and triumphant with Javier of all fucking people standing with his arm around him.

      And then there are pictures of my dad.

      From there the pictures change. We’re out of the jungle and in a city that can only be New York. There’s Logan grinning and looking completely out of place behind a thick wooden desk with a view of the city behind him. There are shots of him looking bored at lavish looking parties, and standing next to a new sports car, followed by more of both. And then we’re back in what must be Africa, and my dad’s there as well and the two of them are holding shovels and standing next to what looks like a new water pump. We’re in the desert somewhere, Hudson, Bryce, Logan and my father standing alongside others I don’t know in front of a brand new building that I can tell is a school from the playground out front and the boxes of books being unloaded from a truck.

      And it’s when I realize that this everything I never knew about my father that I start to cry.

      “This is our past, Quinn,” Logan says quietly from behind me; “It’s the past that I need to remember.”

      He touches my arm and I turn as he takes my hands; “I need to know the past, because it’s the path I took to get right here to you.”
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        Quinn

      

    
    
      
        E P I L O G U E

      

      What’s funny about growing up is watching yourself and those around you change and grow in ways you’d never have imagined. For instance, who would’ve known that my tom-boy of a middle sister who would have just as soon gotten her teeth pulled than wear a “stupid dress’ would’ve been the first one of us to have the romance novel of a happy ending; the one where everyone ends up barefoot and pregnant and getting married? And by the same stroke, if you’d have told a younger, nerdy, never-miss-a-curfew, never-step-outside-the-lines me that I’d end up with the swearing, tattooed, bareknuckle boxer of a bad-boy, I’d have thought you were nuts.

      But hey, that’s love; totally nuts.

      Logan and I aren’t getting married; not yet anyways. Reagan and Hudson, for all that passion and drama, had their history. Theirs is a story that they started writing five years before they found each other again. But Logan and I are just opening our book up; ours is a story we’re still learning to write, and one I might add that seems to get steamier by the page.

      We’re also not pregnant; not yet anyways. For now, we’re too busy helping the frankly staggering amount of kids out there in the world already that don’t have anyone. There are the hospitals we’re finishing up with the Archer humanitarian program in Cuba, Liberia, and Guatemala, but also the schools in Ghana and Afghanistan that Logan and I are just doing on our own on the side. I mean, just the traveling is enough to keep me busy enough that getting knocked up really isn’t an option.

      Of course, that’s not to say we aren’t “practicing”, as Logan puts it. And let me tell you, practice makes perfect; especially with that man.

      The world is an imperfect place, and sometimes it’s painful, and full of hurt, shadow, and sorrow. But, it can also be full of light and joy; of peace, of healing, and of love. Sometimes you just have to fight for it, because some of those things are worth fighting for.

      There are words inked across Logan’s chest that I love to trace my fingers across while I imagine a younger, more lost version of him may have gotten in another time, another life, and with a heart not yet whole.

      “Never Back Down”

      But I know they mean something new now; something even fiercer than the fighter ceaselessly swinging at the darkness. And they’ve also never been more true.

      Because you never back down from love.
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        Javier

      

    
    
      “You’ve been a bad, bad boy, Javier.”

      The punch to the gut that immediately follows Warden Juan-Carlos Gustavo’s words knocks the wind from my lungs. But, it doesn’t do shit to knock the grin off my face. The real tragedy here is that the irony of Señor Gustavo’s wife saying the same thing to me not thirty minutes before - albeit in slightly different circumstances - is probably going to be lost on him and his men.

      Not, of course, that it’s going to stop me from saying it anyways.

      “You know, that’s the second- no, wait, the third time I’ve heard that today.”

      The Warden’s eyes narrow at me, making him appear even more piggish if that was even possible from an already fat, sweaty, snout-nosed man. But truth be told, despite his appearance, Warden Gustavo is not a man you should fuck with; least of all when you’re a prisoner in his jail. I’ve learned a few things in my nine months here in Venezuela, but that one sticks out.

      Yeah, fucking Venezuela. I learned something when that cargo plane those pricks back in the States put me on touched down in Madrid; if you’re a big enough problem, no one wants you. Spain wanted nothing to do with me, even with being a citizen, and even with the shit they probably had on me from my bullshit there years ago. So instead? They called around, found out about the smuggling charges I’d pulled in Venezuela when I was younger, and figured I was someone else’s problem now. See, not many people really want anything to do with me, which suits me just fine because most of the time, I don’t want a fuckin thing to do with them either.

      Except let me tell you, South American jails aren’t anything like the jails they’ve got up north in Los Estados Unidos; not by a Goddamn mile. Sure, up north, prison might be cold, and boring, and possibly not the best place to take a shower if you’re in with the wrong people. But shit, they’ve got electricity, and three meals a day, and a roof that doesn’t leak when it rains. Down here in Venezuela? Yeah, down here things are a little different. Down here, we’ve got El Muerto Viviente; The Living Dead.

      Yeah, we’ve also got a touch of flare for the dramatics.

      But El Muerto is no fucking joke, I’ll say that. A crumbling, shattered shell of a castle from the colonial days, built up on a cliff and slowly melting into the ocean. It’s treacherous, smells like shit, and Warden Gustavo runs it like a Russian Gulag. So yeah, jail fucking sucks down here.

      That is, unless you know where to look for the perks. And in this case, “perks” was fucking the cute prison nurse in terrible, terrible ways in the pharmacy supply closet twice a week for the last two months. Oh, and if that cute nurse happens to be Mrs. Warden Juan-Carlos Gustavo?

      Merde, now we’re cooking with fire, aren’t we.

      The good Warden’s fist crashes into my face, jolting me back into the now as I shake my head, blinking at the stars flashing through my vision.

      “You’ve fucked up for the last Goddamn time, Toro.” He says. He’s grinning; that’s not a good sign. Angry Gustavo acts like every other angry little fat man in the world; that I can read. But when he grins like that, you know something’s wrong. And something is very wrong.

      He winks at his lieutenant, a thin man with a wispy mustache, before he turns back to me; “Listen you little marico maricón, this time, I’ve got a special place for you.”

      “Oh I think I’ve already been to you special place, señor.” I barely finish laughing the words out of my mouth before he starts to hit me. They all start to hit me, in fact.

      By the way, my hands are cuffed to a pipe above my head, and there are four of them. South American prison; comprende?

      I can take a beating. Well, I could take a beating, a long time ago back when I was a fighter and before I sort of let myself go. But nine months of hard time in El Muerto have me back to lean muscle and hungry fire inside. Not that it does a bit of good when you’re cuffed and outnumbered.

      I groan and sag against my handcuffs as the men in uniform step away, spitting on the ground around me as they wipe their hands of me. Gustavo is grinning at me again, slowly nodding his head; “Hope you packed your swim-suit, hijo e puta.” He says slowly; “Because you’re going for The Swim.”

      Oh, shit.

      I’ve heard stories of problem prisoners being taken out for The Swim and being made to disappear, but it’s always third or fourth hand talk from guys who’ve been here too long. The Swim is a one-way ticket three miles off shore. Full stop. Do not pass go, do not collect $200, and don’t bother trying to swim for it because if the sharks don’t get you, exhaustion will. It’s a bad dream; a scary story like the boogey man the guards tell us to keep us in line.

      Except from the look on the Warden’s face, this is anything but a made-up story.

      I want to tell him he “can’t do this”, or he “doesn’t have the right”, but in reality, we both know he can and he doesn’t fucking care. I’ve managed to go the last ten years or so of my life without, or at least squashing down any regrets, but something tells me that streak is about to change. Because for the first time maybe ever, I’m starting to wonder if maybe I’ve gone too far.

      Shit.

      Gustavo leans in close, his breath hot on my face as he pats my cheek and grins wickedly at me; “Te veré en el infierno, motherfucker.” See you in hell.
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        Chelsea

      

    
    
      The silver and glass hallway that leads towards The Vault is innocuous enough for what it needs to be. It looks like any other office hallway in the world I suppose, except you can’t help but feel a little shiver of excitement when you walk down this one, knowing what’s waiting at the end. It’s not the kind of excitement you might find in another job; not in a normal job.

      Of course, I’m still fairly new at the Center, which might contribute to the excitement, but it’s also just the general feeling of the place. For instance, I doubt normal jobs have two armed personnel guarding the doorways to areas that require a retina scan in order to enter.

      I take a deep breath as I approach the two men in black tactical gear holding machine guns. They’re parked next to a frosted glass screen with only the briefest shadow of a person standing behind it.

      “Agent, please state your identifying code.”

      The voice sounds metallic behind the glass, and I force myself into composure as I look evenly into the retina scanner and speak as clearly as I can; “Six oh wilco wilco charlie alpha eighty eight.”

      The door hisses silently open with the small click of a lock, and I nod as authoritatively as I can despite my nerves at the two men standing guard before I step into the cool, darkened ambience of The Vault. It’s my first time in here, and the sudden reality of that has me pausing just for a fraction of a second to take it all in. The projector is already on, casting a bluish glow on the far wall, and I realize that the others are already there, sitting around the dark mahogany conference table with the lights low.

      The Director looks up and nods curtly to me; “Ah, Agent Archer, we’re just getting started. Please, have a seat.” I nod quickly at a few familiar faces around the debrief room before I take an empty seat next to Agent Koufax, my supervisor. I can hear the door sealing shut behind me, and I’m aware from the debrief I received on The Vault last week that by now, my cell service is at zero, and that anything and everything I say in here is being recorded. What’s discussed here is for here only, and it’s only for matters where secrets need to stay in the dark. You bring nothing in here, and you take nothing out.

      Yep, welcome to a typical Tuesday at the Central Intelligence Agency.

      “Glad you could make it, Agent.” Koufax whispers harshly as he turns and glares at me, his eyebrows knitting and his silvered goatee mustache twitching.

      “I just got the notice five minu-”

      “Just try and keep up, rook.”

      Rook; as in, “rookie.” I narrow my eyes at his back as he turns, knowing it’s useless to even try and come back with anything, He’s hardly my superior, and I know even if I am one of the younger people here, most of his bullshit is because of my gender rather than my experience with the Agency.

      And for the record, being a full time C.I.A. agent while also maintaining the presence of being a full time graduate student to literally everyone you know - including your family - isn’t exactly a walk in the park.

      The Director clears his throat, and the small chatter around the room instantly goes quiet as every eye in the room turns to him.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen, we’ve got a runner. Four days ago, a man of importance to our interests managed to break out of a remote prison named El Meurto Viviente on the coast of Venezuela. He managed to commandeer a boat, killing two guards in the process.” People around the room begin taking notes and nodding at the Director’s words; “We’ve tracked his movements, and though he hasn’t gotten far, he has managed to gain entry into Aruba.”

      There’s a snort from the other side of the room, as one of the senior analysts shakes his head; “Well, he sure knows how to escape in style I suppose.”

      The tittering laughter around the room is cut short by a curt nod from the Director. He leans down over the head of the table, glowering at everyone else in the low light of the room; “People, this man holds certain information pertaining to national security, including information on ongoing domestic intelligence assets. That he was ever allowed to leave U.S. soil is a Goddamn bewilderment to me, but that he got to where he is now is an embarrassment.”

      The room is pin-drop silent as the Director stands and clears his throat; “Recovery operations need to be covert, as well as seamless. This administration is a bit more sensitive to holding an active operation on sovereign soil, and so we’re going to keep this quiet.” His eyes scan the room; “No teams, no heavy back-up. The plan is to send in a single asset who will intercept, apprehend, and signal for extraction.”

      I wonder who they found crazy enough to want to pull a stunt like tha-

      “Agent Archer.” The Director’s voice cuts through the silence of the room like a knife, and I feel my face go flush as every eye in The Vault turns to me.

      Um, what?

      I drop the pen in my hand and look up sharply; “Sir?”

      “Agent Koufax has assured me that you’re field ready, and he’s given me his full confidence in your ability to execute this mission.”

      My eyes fly to my smarmy supervisor, who’s turned and smirking at me like he’s daring me to say something.

      Field ready? I’ve barely graduated from training, I’ve never been on an actual operation, and I’m by far and away the greenest person in the room. Me?

      I shoot Koufax a questioning glance, wondering why on Earth he’d give me such a glowing recommendation for something like this considering he clearly hates me. But he only shrugs and gives me that same smirking look before I clear my throat and look up at the director; “Sir, I’m-”

      “I’m giving you a crack at the big leagues here, Agent.” He crosses his arms over his chest; “That is, if you can handle it.”

      My jaw tightens at his words; I don’t back down from challenges. And even if I’ve got half an idea that this was some elaborate scheme of Koufax’s to make me look like an idiot during a Vault meeting, I’m certainly not going to back down from this one; “Absolutely, sir,” I say without another moment of hesitation.

      Koufax’s smirk instantly drops from his face as he frowns at me; Checkmate, asshole.

      “Excellent. You’ll be leaving tomorrow, and asset intel will help you with your cover story. Let’s go over your target.”

      It’s my turn to smirk at my superior now as I hear the Director click to the next project screen. I’m still grinning and reveling in the moment when I look up, and it’s almost as if in slow motion as my eyes drag back to the main screen.

      Every single cell in my body freezes.

      It’s like a horrible dream as I focus on the dark, smokey eyes, the black hair, and the lips pulled back in a cocky grin at the camera.

      Holy shit.

      The man is staggeringly handsome, in that dark, brooding, almost scary way. There’s a wicked glint in his eyes that just screams a disdain for authority; clearly evident in the way he’s even smirking in his damn mug shot. Honestly, in any other circumstances, every woman and probably some of the men in this room would be fanning themselves at the Spaniard on screen oozing pure sex and the promise of mistakes you’d love to regret later.

      But these are not other circumstances, and the arrogant grin on the screen belongs to the Devil himself.

      A lump forms in my throat that I try to swallow, only to have it immediately replaced as I stare into the face of the last man on Earth I ever thought I’d see again. The face of the man who almost destroyed my family; who terrorized Logan, and the man who kidnapped him and my sister Quinn.

      The man Quinn stabbed in the neck, and who should be dead or rotting in a Spanish prison right now.

      ‘For every light in this world, there’s a shadow somewhere else’, my dad used to say. Every story has a bad guy, and this is ours.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Javier Gael Toro; our number one priority.” The Director says, looking sternly around the room.

      He starts to go into details of the escape and last known whereabouts, but I’m barely listening as my eyes burn hot into the eyes on the screen in front of me. Nine months ago, this man almost destroyed everything I know.

      I was powerless then, but I’ve just been given the keys to revenge.
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        Javier

      

    
    
      Goddamn freedom tastes good. Well, specifically, tequila añejo especial on the rocks is what tastes good, but the lack of iron bars and armed guards around me is pretty fucking nice too.

      The Swim; give me a fuckin break. I've been underestimated before; many times actually, and it's never worked out so well for the other guy. Clearly, Warden Gustavo won't be the last guy to do the same, but he certainly made my fucking list.

      You get two things when you go for The Swim, because apparently the good Warden has a fucked-up sense of humor. You get a life-vest tied tightly around you; not so that you live, but so that you can't just say fuck it and drown yourself. You also get a gun with a single bullet, and that one’s a gift; the last gift you’ll ever get, and you can use it whenever you want. Maybe it's for when the sharks come. Maybe it’s for when night falls and the terrors of what might be beneath you in the deep get too much for your own head. Maybe you make it a day or two, but then realize you're going to dehydrate or starve to death and that piece of lead starts to look real good.

      I frown into my near-empty glass, shaking my near-brush with death from my head and reaching for the bottle on the balcony table next to me.

      Lightning flashes as the motor cuts. One of the two guards on the boat jumps at the sound of thunder before his buddy punches him in the arm and calls him a pussy in Spanish.
      The thunder and lightning smashes against the sky again, and I can’t help but grin at how awesome and dramatic a send-off this is for my own funeral.
      “Hey, puta!” The second guard calls to me; “I hope you didn't eat anything in the last half hour. You don't want a cramp!”

      
      Hilarious. Gallows humor to another fucking level.
      They haul me up, tightening the straps to my life vest. The guard that jumped at the thunder grins as he hands me a pistol, butt first. He’s not grinning because he's helping me though. We both know there's one bullet in this gun, and we both know shooting him isn't what it's for.

      
      Let me rephrase that; HE knows shooting him isn’t what it’s for. Me? I’ve got a different opinion.

      
      He gasps and looks at me in total shock at the sound of the trigger being pulled. He's tumbling backwards, clutching his gut as he jerks overboard. The second guard is charging me from the bow of the boat firing his pistol wildly. I manage to catch him in the face with my own empty gun before I duck and lung, knocking him with my shoulder and shoving him over the side into the water as well.
      I'm revving the engine and tearing off, only then realizing that the outboard motor at the back of the boat is smoking from a bullet hole and that I've got no fucking idea where I'm going.

      But fuck it; I used to call these waters home, back in my smuggling days. I can do this. There's a map of the Venezuelan coast taped to the side of the wheel, and though I sincerely doubt I'm going to get that far with smoke pouring out of this fucking engine, it’s worth a shot.

      Thunder crashes overhead again, and I glance up once more before locking my eyes on the map. I want to laugh when I see what the closest point of land is that doesn’t involve me setting fucking foot on Venezuela again. But as I rev the engine, I pray to God I make it to there before I sink into the ocean.
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* * *

      I slug back the añejo, trying not to dwell on the past and my escape from death. I've had enough of those already for one or five lifetimes; I don't need to dwell on the latest. Point is, I'm free, and thanks to the wallet I lifted at the docks from one of those guys coming off a cruise ship, I'm set up nice and pretty in the penthouse suite of the Ritz-Carlton. I've got tequila in my hand, the sun on my face, and a view of some seriously hot women hanging out by the pool. Life could be worse.

      There's a flash of something blonde, and my head swivels to the doors by the pool bar.

      Damn.

      She almost seems to glide out of the doors, her hips swaying in the sarong around her waist and her mouth-watering tits gently cupped in a white bikini top. Her eyes are covered by the dark shades and Panama hat she wears, and her long blonde hair spills out around her tanned shoulders.

      Well hello, freedom.

      I tip back another swig of the the tequila before I stand, leaning against my balcony railing and staring down at the girl. She's young, and sexy as sin in a way that reminds me that I’ve been in jail for almost nine fucking months. The Warden's wife was a mediocre distraction, but this girl has my full damn attention.

      She slinks into a lounge chair, smiling up at a one of the pool boys who brings her a drink on a tray. I make a note to go grease the kid’s palm later and figure out what she's drinking. She takes her hat off, her long blonde hair flowing around her as she sinks back into the chair and arches her back, pushing her tits up against the thin white fabric of her bikini top. I can already start to feel my cock stir in my shorts watching her like this. Yeah, I need to get down there right now and work some of that famous Latin charm.

      I  snag one more sip from my bottle, feeling the pleasant burn of the tequila slide down my throat. I grab the gun that the second guard on the boat dropped when he went over and slip it into the waist of my shorts. Part of me knows I should just leave the damn thing in the room, but I guess it’s just the soldier in me that grabs it. I mean, not only am I technically an escaped con, but I’ve also managed to walk into Aruba through the side entrance; the kind that doesn’t have a customs agent checking your papers, or lack thereof.

      No sense in not playing it safe, I figure.

      I push my long hair back from my face in the mirrored interior of the elevator; I really need a trim, but I’m starting to like the shaggy look I guess. The doors open, and I strut my way through the lobby to the pool, feeling the liquid confidence of the tequila coursing through me as I glance around for the blonde.

      Oh yeah, there she is. Fuck, she looks even better from down here. I grin as I start to make my way around the pool, already musing over all the wickedly sinful things I’d love to do with this girl. But I barely make it five steps before something pings at my brain, and I stop cold.

      There are thing being a soldier does to you. Well for one, my social graces are absolute shit. But more importantly, you see things before you'd normally see them. Most people wouldn't see the two black SUVs screech to a halt next to the hotel. Most people wouldn't see the five guys in black suits pour out of them, or maybe even find it strange that anyone in this fucking beach-side paradise would be wearing black suits at all.

      But the, I’m not most people. Years of fighting in that piece of shit desert with the Spanish Legion, and then chasing the coin through the mercenary circuits of Africa have taught me one thing: that annoying voice in your head? Yeah, you should listen to that asshole as often as you can.

      My first thought is that they're here for me, and as my pulse roars in my ears, I'm already turning to run. It isn't the first time, and it sure as hell won’t be the last. But when I glance back, I realize that they don't even see me, and in half a second, the puzzle comes together. They're moving like a slow-motion black wave towards the pool area, and every single one of their sunglass-covered eyes is right on her.

      They’re after the blonde.

      Time freezes for a second as I step back into the shadows, my eyes darting between the girl and the men she’s clearly not even aware of who are quickly making their way right for her with weapons drawn. She's still reading her book, her legs curled up underneath her, a small smile on her face as she grins at something in the pages. She reaches up and brushes a strand of hair out of her eyes, tucking it behind her ears and just looking so fuckin perfect and innocent.

      Walk away, you fucking idiot.

      I grit my teeth, trying to shove that voice in my head away. I’ve done some truly horrible shit in this life. I've hurt, I've stolen, I've blackmailed and cheated; I've killed. I'm a bad, bad man.

      But I'm not a monster; as much as I want to be one in that moment.

      I know I should walk the hell away right then. I don’t know what the hell this cutie did to piss these guys off, but it’s not my fight; that much I know. I’m a Goddamn fugitive, I’m here illegally, and I’ve got three stolen credit cards and an unlicensed gun on me. Now is not the fucking time to play hero for the first time in my life.

      But my gun is out of the waist of my shorts and in my hand before I even know it. God, or fate, or karma didn't give me this freedom for me to sit back and let the world happen like this. This is my shot to do something different, right? I mean that’s the whole point of being “saved”; so you can do good, right?

      Yeah, growing up Catholic fucks with your head sometimes. Or maybe I’ve seen too many movies.

      In any case, the world slows to a crawl as I look up again to see the men have hit the fence by the pool. One of them is throwing his shoulder against the gate, and its as they start to pour through, she finally looks up.

      Her book drops to the ground, and she's lunging to her feet and reaching for her bag. The men are shouting and raising their guns, and it’s about to go down. And all I’d have to do is walk away. All I’d need to do here is step back into the shadows and go on with being Javier Toro; escaped prisoner, war vet, mercenary, general piece of shit bad guy.

      Yeah, fuck that.

      The gun feels almost weightless in my hand as I raise it, the thundering of the chamber seemingly muffled as I level it at the men and start to empty the clip at them.

      And Total. Fucking. Anarchy. Ensues.

      The men scatter, ducking back for cover as I fire away, my lips tight as I move towards the, I’m sure, terrified blonde girl. I grab her by the arm and yank her behind me, pushing her back towards the other exit to the pool as I jerk my arm back up and fire a few more shots into the group of men.

      “Go! Move!” I’m yelling as I grab her hand and start running towards the dock of the hotel marina, ignoring the way she's screaming at me as I calmly reload the one backup clip from my pocket and turn back to train the gun on the gate to the pool.

      Just try and follow, fuckers.

      They’re firing back as I shove her back behind me again, backing us onto the docks. She’s hitting me and yelling at me, and the spray of metal clanging off the side of the dock next to us sends a jolt of adrenaline through me; fuck, I kind of missed this.

      But then something happens. The screaming girl I can ignore, but it's when I feel the press of cold steel into my back that she has my absolute attention.

      What the fuck is happening?

      “Javier Toro, you're under arrest by the United States of America. Drop your fucking gun, and get on your knees.”

      I whirl on her in a flash, and it’s only then that the last puzzle piece falls into place.

      Holy fucking shit.

      We’ve never met, but that doesn’t matter because I know exactly who she is. In fact, there’s no way I couldn’t know her. Nine months ago in another lifetime, her older sister plunged a surgical scalpel three inches into my neck and put me as close to death as I’d ever like to be.

      Chelsea Archer, all young blonde blue-eyed little coed in a bikini, is in full-on firing stance with a nine millimeter pointed right at my chest.

      I repeat: what the fuck is happening?
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      My pulse is racing a mile a second as I squeeze the gun harder in my hands.

      Don't let it shake. Shaking shows nervousness and you can't show them anything but cold-hearted killer. You got that?

      Yeah, I got that. Training is drilled into your head with the Agency, but training is nothing like standing in front of a target with the weight of a loaded gun in your hand. The rush I expected, but the sheer hit of adrenaline that courses through me has me fighting to keep my body from shaking with every ounce of my being.

      Javier Toro; the devil himself is standing three feet in front of me, staring me in the face like he can't quite believe what’s happening.

      “I said drop it!” I yell, flashing my eyes at him and tightening my grip on the gun; “Now!” You're supposed to give one, maybe two warnings; then you shoot.

      I'm not so sure I'm ready for that part.

      “Now, Jav-”

      The dock next to us explodes in splintering spray of wood, and I whirl away, covering my face. I look up to see the men from the pool, the men with the guns, barreling towards us.

      Javier’s men.

      It’s a moment of chaos, which I know is exactly what he's waiting for.

      I whirl back to him, my gun raised; “I said on your knees, Javier!”

      He looks at me wildly; “Are you fucking crazy!?”

      “Now-”

      His gun is up, and it's right at me; “Look, I saved your ass back there, princess, but I am walking away from this, right now.”

      I shake my head, trying to meet his eyes instead of the barrel of the gun pointed right at my face. It’s a surreal standoff, eye to eye and gun to gun with Javier on this dock while a small army of men with guns runs towards us.

      “I'm taking you-”

      Bullets rake the side of the dock next to us, and suddenly, Javier lunges.

      I'm pulling the trigger, but his grip is firm as he shoves my hand back and away from him as we both tumble backwards. I gasp as the gun falls from my hand into the water as we topple back into a rubber dingy anchored to the dock.

      “Did you just try and fucking shoot me?!”

      His face is livid, and before I can say anything, he raises his gun. I do flinch this time, shrieking as I close my eyes at the sound of him firing. But he's not shooting me, he's shooting them.

      Ok seriously, what the hell is going on here?

      Javier moves like lightening. He's got the rope off the cleat on the boat and the engine roaring before I even know what’s happening; “Drive, Archer!” He shouts, standing to raise his gun at the men at the end of the dock.

      Bullets pepper the water around us as I stare at him; “What?!”

      “Drive the fucking boat!” He screams at me, ducking as another wave of bullets flies our way.

      I'm grabbing the outboard motor and jolting us forward so fast that Javier tumbles back into the boat as we roar off into the marina; “Where the hell are we going?” I scream at him, still eyeing the gun in his hand.

      Javier looks up, his eyes wild as he scans the marina, before they narrow; “There.”  He's pointing to a mid-sized luxury yacht at anchor.

      “What?”

      “That one.”

      “That one, what?”

      “That’s the boat we're stealing.”

      I start to slow the engine, but he whirls back to me; “You want to die here in Aruba, princess?”

      Not really.

      “No.”

      “Ever been in a fucking gunfight before?”

      I scowl at him; “I've had plenty of training in-”

      “So yeah, that's a no then?”

      My eyes narrow at him, but I don't; answer.

      Javier’s eyes dart to the men running onto the dock behind us; “Get us to the boat, spy-girl, or we're toast.”
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* * *

      “Nice driving, princess,” He mutters as we clamber up the stairs of the yacht's back landing.

      “Will you stop calling me that!” I say, snapping at him.

      He whirls; “Well that is what you are, isn't it? Daddy's little princess? Heir to the fucking Archer throne?” I can feel my face going pale as I stare at him, all the while watching his grin get wider; “Yeah, I know who you are, Chelsea.”

      His accent is thickly Latin; all smoke and espresso and liquor. It’s salsa dancing and late, dangerous nights.

      It’s also the voice of the man who almost destroyed my life, and that’s as raw and dangerous as it gets.

      My eyes drop to the gun in his hand, suddenly tensing as the reality of this insane situation starts to really sink in. He looks at me questioningly before he follows my gaze. Quickly, he puts the safety on the gun and tucks it into the back of his shorts.

      “You're welcome, by the way.”

      I frown; “Excuse me?”

      “For saving that cute princess ass of yours, baby.”

      “You didn't-”

      “Oh, seriously?” He rolls his eyes at me as he turns and marches toward the main cabin.

      “Hey! Get back here!” I stomp after him, my eyes darting around the boat for something to stop him with. This whole thing was planned, down to the letter. I spent three days straight figuring every angle, every exit, and every variable of this whole thing.

      Clearly, that was a colossal waste of three days.

      I storm into the control room just as Javier starts to rev the motor; “Do not start this boat up, Toro.”

      He snorts and shifts the engine into drive, not even turning around; “No can do, princess. We stay, we get shot.” He shoots me a smirking grin over his shoulder; “I somehow doubt you've ever been shot, so let me just spoil the surprise and tell you it fucking sucks.” He turns back, lurching the boat forward; “It sucks almost as bad as getting stabbed in the fucking neck.”

      My eyes suddenly land on the gun sticking out of his shorts and I freeze.

      'Whats the matter, rook? Ain't got the stones?'

      Koufax’s obnoxious voice rumbles through my head, and before I can even second guess myself, I lunge forward and yank the gun out of his pants; “I said stop the fucking boat!”

      That gets his attention. He lets the yacht drift to a stop as he freezes.

      “For the last time, I'm telling you to get on your knees and-”

      Javier whirls, knocking the gun from my hands as we both topple backwards. There's a scramble, and I'm shoving against him, but the reality is that he's much stronger than me. In a second, he's got me on my back, his body hovering over mine with my hands held firmly by the wrists above my head.

      There's something almost sexual about the position, and I can feel my whole body burn with heat feeling him against me like that. His face looks wild with his strong, chiseled jaw, and his dark brown eyes flashing at me. His black hair is tousled, framing his face, and I'm suddenly keenly aware of his lack of shirt.

      I'm also keenly aware of something pressing against my thigh.

      Oh my God, is he hard?

      His lips part slightly, his teeth white and flashing at me. Our eyes meet, and there’s just this pure fire between them. It’s wild and animalistic, mixed with anger and resentment. But there's a single second when we lock eyes on each other, and we both see it.

      But the moment passes, and then I'm just being held to the ground by a target I'm supposed to have halfway back to an embassy by now. And so I do what any rational woman would do when pinned to the ground by a dangerous, shirtless stranger, however perfect a body he has or however handsome a face: I scream.

      He jerks away from me as soon as I start to thrash and yell in his face, my hands clawing for him as he scrambles away from me; “Dios fucking mio; calm the fuck down!”

      I quickly stand, squaring off against him as I snarl like some sort of puma ready to pounce.

      “Look!” He points across the marina, where the men are quickly piling into another boat of their own; “Something tells me those pendejos aren't with you, right?”

      I shoot him a heated look before I shake my head.

      “Great. Well if we stay here, they’re going to shoot at us, comprende?”

      “If you think I'm going to help you escape-”

      “I'm helping you escape, princess!”

      We lock eyes again; the standoff all over again.

      Finally, he rolls his eyes; “Here.” He hands me the gun, butt first; “I'm going to drive, hold this if it makes you feel better.”

      I glare at him, but I reach out and take the gun from him. It's heavy in my hand as he mutters something in Spanish and turns back to the wheel.

      'You up for this, Archer?'

      'Absolutely, sir.'

      “Javier, turn off the boat.”

      The gun feels like it weighs a thousand pounds as I flex my sweating hand around the grip. Desperate times, desperate measures, and all that shit. I'm not going to kill him, but he can still talk to the C.I.A. with a hole in his leg.

      He freezes for a second, still not turning around; “You won't.”

      The boat continues on, plowing faster and faster as we cruise out of the harbor and around the lighthouse point.

      I pull the hammer back and take a deep breath.

      “You have three seconds, Toro. Turn off the fucking engine.”

      “No can do, princess,” He says with an arrogant chuckle; “Can't go back, so we're going forward.” He lurches the boat faster, and I can feel my finger tighten around the trigger.

      This asshole is seriously going to make me do it.

      “Besides,” he says with a chuckle; “We both know you're not actually going to-”

      I squeeze.

      Click.

      It's empty.

      The sound of the trigger still has Javier jolting upright though, and he whirls, his face a mask of absolute shock; “You fucking shot me?!”

      “I did not!” My face is pale and I'm staring at the gun in my hand like it's some kind of wild animal.

      “Yeah but you tried to!”

      Holy shit, I did.

      I've hit the targeting range about as hard as I did with schoolbooks, but I've never pulled a trigger on an actual person before. I stare at the piece of metal in my hand like it’s a snake that might bite me. I want to throw it away, but reason takes over and I hold it firm, trying to keep my hands from shaking.

      This is my op; I'm supposed to be in charge, and I'm supposed to be in control of the situation. And yet here I am on a stolen yacht, with the fugitive I'm supposed to bring in, being chased by a mob of men with guns trying to kill me.

      I am very much not in control of this situation.

      But I turn and look out the back of the cabin to see the men starting to untie the boat back at the docks, screaming at each other and pointing in our direction. I turn back to Javier -  the devil himself staring me in the face with that hard glint in his eye and that teasing smile across those lips of his.

      “It- it wasn't loaded-”

      “No shit, princess.” He sighs, his shoulders deflating a little with the moment. His eyes follow my gaze to them men in the smaller boat; “You know what? Fine; you're the boss, chica. What’s the call.”

      Men with guns, or the man that kidnapped my sister?

      I narrow my eyes at him; “Drive the fucking boat, Toro.”

      “Aye aye capitan,” he salutes with a grin on his face before turning and lurching the engines forward, roaring us out of the harbor.
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      “Where exactly are we going?”

      Dios fucking mio, this girl asks a lot of fucking questions.

      “Away from the men trying to kill you.”

      “Us.”

      “What?”

      “Us,” She gives me a hard look; “They're trying to kill us.”

      I laugh; “Princess, they're trying to kill you; they're only after me because I was a fucking idiot and stuck my nose where it didn’t belong.”

      She says nothing and turns to look out the side window of the cabin.

      “Yeah, you're welcome, by the way; again.”

      “Thanks,” she mutters as her hand tightens on the gun. It's kind of hilarious to me that she's still hanging on to it like that, considering we both know it’s not loaded now. But whatever; it seems to make her feel like she’s in charge, so fine.

      My eyes travel up from her clenched hand to her smooth arm, then up to her bare shoulders and across that exposed collarbone to the swell of her breasts. I mean this chick is a fucking knockout. Killer smile, bright blue eyes, tanned skin, and that white bikini and sarong which is doing everything right to show off that perfect body with curves in all the right places. I mean, damn, if i'd known the C.I.A. made spooks like her, I'd have gone looking for trouble a long time ago.

      Get your head in the game, Javier, I mutter to myself, shaking my head and dragging my eyes away from the temptation sitting at the helm next to me. Not the girl I should be thinking about like that, or looking at like that. She may be sexy as sin, but fuck, she's the enemy here. This is the C.I.A., for fuck’s sake; not to mention her fucking family and all their little helpers are the ones that got me stuck in that hellhole of a prison in the first place. She might be tempting as all hell, but I'd be a Goddamn idiot to let my guard down around her.

      “So what did those banditos want with you back there.”

      “What? I have no idea.” she spits out, frowning at me.

      Nice fuckin attitude.

      “No idea?” I laugh; “The 'I' does stand for 'intelligence', doesn't it?”

      “Cute,” She sneers at me; “Seriously though, where are we going.”

      “I know a place.”

      “A place?”

      “Maybe you just gotta trust me, honey.” I say with a grin.

      She barks out a sharp laugh this time, though she doesn't say anything afterwords, which pisses me off.

      “I used to smuggle through here, way back. Aruba's got all sorts of hidden little spots on the coast where we can dodge the heat.”

      “Fine, and once we're there, we're getting a phone and I'm calling this in.”

      Yeah, whatever you say, baby.

      Because I know the patch insignia on the flak jackets of the guys at the marina. I know that logo, because I used to wear it myself.

      And what the fuck Blackriver Mercenary Group wants with Chelsea Archer, I haven't the slightest fucking idea.
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* * *

      “We're going to need to lie low for at least the night.”

      I've gotten the boat to a stop near the mouth of the all but hidden cove I remember from my smuggling days. Really, “smuggling days” sounds way more badass than it actually was; cigarettes and American copies of Playboy Magazine for off-duty U.S. Navy guys isn't exactly narco-trafficking; not like my father.

      Chelsea looks up at me sharply. She's still holding that stupid unloaded gun, which is becoming more and more comical by the moment; “We're not staying the night anywhere, Toro. We're getting to the airport, I'm calling Langley, and we're taking you in.” She narrows her eyes at me; “But nice try.”

      “Yeah, that’s a no-can-do.” When she flashes those eyes at me again and starts to open her mouth, it suddenly occurs to me that she doesn't have any idea who was just after her; “You know I’m not the bad guy here, babe.”

      She laughs; “You don't seriously believe that, do you?”

      There's something about the way she thinks this is all a joke that gets right under my skin; “I'm not the-”

      “You kidnapped my sister and you-”

      “She stabbed me in the neck.”

      “You kidnapped. My. Sister.” Her voice is level at me, her jaw tight and that wild, dangerously sexy look writ large across her face. I hate to admit that she brings up a fair point, but my scar still throbs under the ink on my neck. That was another lifetime ago, another cycle in the ever evolving, swirling, constantly chaotic bullshit life of Javier Toro.

      I don't say a word though, outside of grumbling, as I turn back to the drive console.

      Chelsea sighs behind me; “Look, thank you, ok?”

      “For?”

      “For intervening back there at the pool.  I- I wasn't paying attention at all.”

      I turn back to her, a big shit-eating grin on my face; “See? Now was that so hard, princess?”

      She rolls her eyes and looks away; “Just take the fucking gratitude, Toro.”

      “Look can you not call me that?”

      “What, your name?” Chelsea frowns at me again; “Oh, what, are we on a first-name basis now?”

      Keep up that attitude, honey.

      “People who call me that are usually people like jail guards or police or whatever. It rubs me the wrong way.”

      “Well, I am the police.”

      I shrug; “I mean, sort of. Look, just stick with Javier and we’ll be fine.”

      Her eyes roll; “Fine, Javier,” She says dramatically.

      Satisfied, I turn back to the steering column and start reaching underneath for the wiring; “So what were you reading?”

      “Huh?” I can hear her pacing the cabin behind me. She's fidgety, usually the mark of impatience. I can tell she's someone used to having a plan; someone used to sticking to a schedule. That she has no idea what’s coming next, or that I'm making this up as I go probably has her panties in such a twist.

      I grin to myself; I probably shouldn't be thinking about this chick’s panties in any capacity, but damn is it fun.

      “Back at the pool, you were reading something.”

      She stops pacing behind me; “You saw that?”

      I smirk up at her over my shoulder; “Yeah I was checking you out from my balcony for like half an hour before those assholes showed up.”

      She blushes, and looks away, tucking a loose strand of her hair behind her ear. She might be the law, and she might still be holding a gun - however unloaded it may be - but damn is she sexy as fuck standing there in her white bikini hugging every curve of that hot little body. Her sarong is even half-transparent, especially with the light from cabin door coming in behind her. It takes me a second longer than it should to realize I'm letting my eyes wander freely over her body in a pretty obvious way. I glance up, just in time for her eyes to lock with mine, and that blush creeps back into her face.

      “Um, do you have a shirt or something?” She crosses her arms over the swell of her tits, biting her lip.

      I smirk and look down at my own bare chest; “Nope.”

      Get your fucking head in the game, amigo.

      I turn my head quickly, shaking the thoughts of Chelsea Archer's perfect bikini out of my head as I start to rip out the panel under the steering column.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      I shrug as I start to yank wiring out; “They're going to track the boat, you know. We need to ditch it.” I turn back to her, unable to resist a little probing dig; “I mean, you did know that, right super-spy?” She frowns at me again, and in spite of how childish it is to needle her like this, it's pretty fucking fun too.

      “I'm deactivating the cruise-control lock. We’re going to send this baby off on it’s own as bait.”

      “How do you even know how to do that?”

      I turn back to her, flashing my most charming smile as I look up into her face; “Trust me, you don’t want to know.”
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* * *

      And really, there’s a lot about me that agent blondie probably doesn't want to know, even if she thinks she does. I rev the outboard engine of the dingy, motoring us to through the rocks to the hidden cove as the yacht plows off behind us under autopilot into the horizon.

      She may think she's curious about me - a lot of people are at first. But the reality isn't a movie. I’m not a fucking character in some script, and my life does not have a pleasant little story arc with a happy fucking ending. It's just broken, shattered, and littered with the bones of those who've tried to “know me” before.

      Yeah princess, there’s nothing you want to know about me; trust me.
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      I hate this.

      I do plans. I do thinking ahead, sticking to the rules, and coloring inside the lines, and right now, we are everything but any of those things. OK, sure, we have a “plan” in that Javier thinks our best bet is to lie low here on the beach tonight to let the heat of the men looking for us cool off a little. But see, that’s the problem; it’s Javier’s plan, and I’m not sure I want anything to do with anything that comes out of that man’s head.

      I’m pretty sure I don’t want anything to do with any part of that man, actually.

      But here I am camping on the beach with him, and trying to keep my cool and my head focused, which is getting harder by the moment. Javier’s playing a game here; I know it, and I can’t let my guard down. Part of me is shocked he’s even still here to be honest. I’d spent most of the dingy ride to the beach wondering what on Earth I was going to do to stop him when he inevitably bolted the second we hit the shore.

      But here we are a few hours later, and he’s still here; bewildering as it may be.

      “Dinner is served.” I look up and jerk my hands up suddenly to catch the piece of fruit Javier tosses my way; “Mangos,” He grins at me; “Sorry, looks like I forgot the china plates and serving wenches you’re probably used to, princess.”

      “Will you quit calling me that?” I frown at him, peeling at the skin of the mango with my fingernails.

      “Hey, if the shoe fits, right?” He smirks at me, flashing that cocky, toothy smile my way. I can’t tell if that grin annoys me because it gets right under my skin, or if it’s because part of me is OK with it being there.

      “You don’t know a thing about me, actually.”

      He snorts; “Please, I can see the silver spoon stuck up that cute little ass of yours from over here.” I frown as I take an angry bite of my mango, not even sure how to respond to that.

      We sit without talking for a few minutes, just staring out over what is honestly a gorgeous sunset over the ocean. It’s beautiful, even if I can’t quite enjoy it as much as I’d like to considering our current situation and who I’m watching it with. I still can’t believe I’m here; here literally on this beach with Javier and my original plan in tatters around me, as well as “here” generally speaking as in the mission itself. Clearly, I’m not qualified for this, and I’m positive now that Koufax’s only motivation for volunteering me for  it was to humiliate me and wreck my career before I could even get anywhere.

      Asshole.

      I throw the last of my mango peel away and wrap my arms around my knees as I hug them to my chest. The sun dips a little lower over the horizon and I shiver at the hint of night-time chill that teases up my bare back.

      “I’d build us a fire, but I think it’s best to stay on the low tonight.” Javier’s looking at me, clearly having seen the shiver.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You can come over here and sit by me you know,” He grins that arrogant smile at me and pats his lap; “I won’t bite.”

      I frown at him and hug my knees tighter; “Yeah, uh, no thank you.”

      He rolls his eyes; “I’m just messing with you. Seriously, come sit over here and you’ll be a lot warmer.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Javier shrugs; “Your call, spy-girl; you’re the boss.”

      Right.

      “So we’re really here all night?” The idea of camping out sans-campfire, shelter, food, or really anything to even sleep on is starting to become less and less appealing the darker it gets.

      Javier nods; “Yup. We should stay out of sight.”

      Great; super. As postcard-perfect of a scene this would look like to an outsider, I know that this is hardly the “hot Latin guy on a beach fantasy” it might look like. I’m pretty sure that fantasy doesn’t involve being on the lam from guys with guns, nor does it involve the hot Latin guy being the last man on Earth you want anything to do with.

      Javier stretches out, his muscled, tattooed torso rippling in the low light of the last glimmers of sunset. I blush and quickly look away as I catch myself following the grooves of those chiseled abs down further than I should.

      Keep your head focused, girl. His being criminally good looking with that sinfully delicious body is all just part of his wickedness; I’m sure of it. He’s the snake and the fruit in the garden. He’s temptation and ruin wrapped up in this impossibly and wholly inappropriately attractive package, and I need to remember who he really is.

      Javier gets up from the sand and walks to the tree-line a few feet away. I’m about to ask what the heck he’s doing when I suddenly hear a very distinctive sound of water hitting sand.

      Is he fucking PEEING right in front of me?

      “Are you serious right now?”

      Javier starts laughing with his back to me; “What?”

      “Do you mind?” I huff, wrinkling my nose at him; “Can’t you go further into the trees or something?”

      He shrugs, still chuckling; “Thought you wanted to keep an eye on me.” He turns his head slightly and flashes a grin at me in the moonlight.

      “I-” I stumble; “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

      His shorts are slung low, and the soft glow of the moon traces shadows and valleys over the fine grooved muscles of his back, and the curve of his extremely sculpted ass.

      God, what is wrong with you, girl?

      “You want me to come closer so you can get a better look?”

      I jerk my eyes up to see Javier looking right at me over his shoulder, a smug look on his face.

      “No, that’s quite alright.”

      Is he STILL peeing?

      He raises his hands up in the air, though I can still hear his stream on the sand; “I’m hands-off, princess. You can come shake it off it for me; you’re the boss after all.”

      “Oh fuck off.”

      He chuckles as he finishes and tucks himself back into his shorts before he turns and saunters back over towards me. I shiver again as I catch myself staring up into his dark eyes; this time, it’s not from the temperature.

      “Offer still stands if you want to keep warm, babe.” He winks, those smoky eyes of his glinting temptation and all sorts of wrong.

      “No, thank you.” I say quietly but firmly. I just need to focus through tomorrow, and getting him into custody; that’s it. And after that, I can go back to my normal life and go have all the hot Latin guy fantasies I want alone and away from this man.

      I just need to get through tomorrow.

      Javier lies back on the sand, his hands behind his head as he closes his eyes and shifts into a comfortable position. He’s quiet for a minute and I curl up on my side in the sand, watching him, before a grin spreads across his lips; “You can close your eyes and get some sleep, Agent.” His grin widens as I blush, somehow feeling caught even though his eyes are closed; “I’m not going anywhere, and I’ll be sure to wake you if I need a hand taking a piss again.”

      He snorts a laugh before he settles back into the sand. I watch for another few minutes, still blushing in the darkness until I see his chest start to rise and fall with his steady breathing.

      I just need to get through tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          7

        

        Javier

      

    
    
      I wake up to the sun glowing brightly through my closed eyes, making me grumble and frown as I'm torn from my broken sleep.

      I growl as I slowly wake up, my eyes focusing on the annoying chirping of the birds over my head, the glare of the sun in my eyes, and the hard sand beneath my back. I'm instantly thinking of the nice, soft, comfy bed I had back at the hotel; the room service, the air conditioning, the satellite television.

      You just had to step in, didn’t you? Moron.

      I could still be in that damn bed right this very moment. Hell, I could still be there with literally any other hottie in the world that I could’ve been checking out at that pool besides Chelsea fucking Archer. I’d still be living large if I’d just kept my damn nose out of business that didn’t concern me, and all it’d have taken was just being who I am. I’m the bad guy. I’m no fucking hero, so why the hell did I have pretend I was back there?

      I groan, shaking sleep from my head as I sit up and try and toss those thoughts from my head. I'm sore from the ground as I stretch, once again thinking angrily about the hotel room I left behind me.

      Well, it’s not jail either, pal.

      But that doesn't mean I can't miss that sweet hotel room; maybe some room service for a steak, some tequila, and possibly some hot young thing in a bikini. My thoughts instantly drift back to Chelsea's full tits in that white bathing suit; the sarong slung low across her hips-

      I suddenly look around, more awake now. Speaking of Agent Sugar-tits; where the fuck is she?

      I stand, covering my eyes to peer through the trees at the shore as I start to make my way towards the beach. I'm pushing aside ferns and branches and just about to step foot onto the sand, when I finally see her.

      Holy fucking shit.

      She's swimming in the easy waves of the protected cove; ducking her head under and coming back up to push the water and the hair back over her head and down her bronzed back. It takes me a full five seconds to realize what's missing from the scene, and when I do, I'm instantly rock fucking hard.

      It's her bathing suit; her white, thin little bikini is sitting on a rock right next to the water.

      Which means I'm watching C.I.A. Agent Chelsea Archer swimming utterly naked, not thirty feet away from me.

      She ducks under again and comes up, half turning towards me as she pushes water out of her face. Holy fuck this girl is gorgeous. I can only see her from the waist up and at an angle, but it's just enough of a look to catch a glimpse of the curve of her breast, and just a peek of a soft, pink nipple; rosy and hard in the chill of the water.

      My cock throbs in my shorts. The old me, the younger, crazier me, might've stepped out right then. I would've walked right over and made my move. A girl like that needs to be handled right, and I'm willing to bet uptight, prim, frosty little Agent Archer hasn't been “handled right” in her whole life. I also decide right there that I’m just the type of scoundrel to show her how it’s done.

      Except, that’s the old me. You grow up a bit getting stabbed in the fucking jugular and going to jail though.

      You grow up a lot.

      And you learn more about how the normal world works outside of the fucking insanity and chaos that I’ve lived in all my life. You learn things like knowing that she'd lose her shit if I did anything remotely like jumping out and telling her we should fuck. Sure, the old me might've even welcomed the smack - hey, it’s a reaction. But I'd like to think I've maybe grown up a little.

      Just a little.

      I mean I want to step right out, grab her by the waist and pin her to the sand. I want to kiss her deep, run my hands over every inch of that fucking insane body, and bury my cock into what I'm positive is a pussy as tight as that attitude of hers.

      But, yeah, no. The new me understands how fucking weird a thought that is. Also, beyond how predatory the idea sounds, this girl is off fucking limits.

      She's the C.I.A.; the enemy. This bitch is here to put me away, probably for a very long time, and I'd do good to fucking remember that.
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      I might be dropped head-first into chaos right now, but I need my routines to stay normal; to stay focused. My routines usually include a long, muscle-burning swim in the pool at my gym, so when I first wake up, the shore is the first place I go.

      That and I really need to bathe after the insanity of yesterday and sleeping on the sand.

      There’s a guilt about leaving Javier still sleeping when I head down; guilt because my first thought is wishing I had something to tie him up with so I could walk away without thinking he might run. But then I’m just mad at myself for even thinking weak thoughts like those. Guilt? The man is a criminal, and an escaped one at that; running away is what he does.

      But it’s also quite early, and I know most people aren't up anywhere close to my normal waking schedule. I weigh the possibilities in my head for another minute, watching his muscled, tattooed chest rise and fall with his sleeping breath. His hands are still behind his head, his eyes closed, and I let my eyes wander down over the tightly wound body of the man I'm in charge of. I look down over the ink and muscle of his chest and shoulders, my eyes lingering for a moment on the scar on his neck from Quinn; now covered by a tattooed rose.

      My eyes drop further, down those chiseled abs and the deep grooves on his hips; in general the body built for sin. I follow the trail of hair leading down his abs under the waist of his shorts, and suddenly I gasp as I notice the huge bulge there.

      Oh my GOD, he's hard.

      He's actually very hard, apparently, and I blush furiously as I wonder just what sort of dreams Javier Toro is having at this moment.

      Yeah, I need to get this man and that body out of my head.

      He's not going to run.

      I shake my head and quickly make my way down to the water's edge, taking off my sarong and laying it on a rock by the water. It's absurd that I'm thinking about Javier Toro like that. It's unforgivable, really, after what he did to our family.

      Well, and what our family did to him.

      Oh shut up, the voice inside chides me, making me frown.

      I start to strip off my bathing suit, realizing how bizarre it is to do that before a swim, but also knowing that I don't exactly have a change of clothes, and the idea of spending all morning in a wet bathing suit is just uncomfortable to think about.

      The water is surprisingly cool as I dunk under, the chill of it tingling across my sun-warmed skin. I suppose I’m just overwhelmed a little with the adventure of the last twenty-four hours, which is why I'm not thinking clearly. I'm out of my element, and pent up, and just confused. And I blame my sex life back home, or rather, lack thereof. Boyfriends? Yeah, right. I don’t have time for life, let alone a relationship. I don't even have time for just going out for something casual, even if  wanted to. Working for who I work for is like having the most overbearing father-figure in the world monitoring your dating life. There's just too many levels of security around me.

      I realize as soon as the thought crosses my head that I mean that both literally and metaphorically.

      I guess I’ve just learned to be insular. I learned to add layers and levels around myself to keep me safe; to keep me protected. I was the youngest when our dad died, and my sisters were there for me of course, but they were also older, and moving forward with the rest of their lives.

      Me? I had to stay. I had to process being alone more than they did, I suppose.

      I shake my head as I stare at the gentle ocean waves before me. Of course, fucking none of this matters, because it’s all stemming from horrible thoughts about him.

      Jesus, just, no.

      I dunk under the waves again, letting the ocean clear my thoughts for me as I come up and push the hair from my face. There are bad boys; I mean I get that whole “rebel with a problem with authority” thing. Both my sisters are with tatted-up Marines who flaunt authority and rules like it’s their second job for crying out loud.

      But, Javier isn’t a bad boy.

      He’s a man.

      A very, very bad man.

      I step out of the waves, knowing it’s probably not a good idea to be so naked and exposed like this. But he was out like a light back at the campsite, and again, it's not like I have a change of clothes. The sun and the edge of my sarong dries me quickly, and I step back into my bikini before heading back to the campsite. Time to wake up Javier and get going with getting out of here.

      My heart drops like a rock though as soon as I step through the trees: The sleeping, muscular and hunky fugitive is no longer snoozing under the tree where I left him. He's just gone.

      You fucking idiot. The thought hits me like a rock to the head as I whirl around, manically looking around for him as if I’ve somehow missed him standing right there.

      Of course he's not here, you moron. He probably wasn't even sleeping, he was just waiting for his moment to strike, like a snake in the grass. I somehow trusted him, like a complete fool, and that piece of shit ran off.

      There's a trail of sorts leading through the underbrush and up the hill from the beach, and I wildly jump into the foliage. What am I doing, chasing him? With what, exactly? A sense of righteousness and a half-damp bikini? What exactly am I going to do if I even do find him?

      I'm shoving branches aside and starting to run further up the forested slope, when suddenly, I hear it.

      I hear my name.

      I freeze in the stillness of the trees, trying to push the sounds of birds out my ears as I strain to hear what there is no way I actually heard. But there it is again; my name, whispered quietly and whispered lowly. It’s followed by a groan and more growled words in a Spanish.

      There's a large boulder covered in moss on the trail beside me, and every muscle in my body tenses as I start to creep around the side of it. I can hear my name again, the sound of what almost sounds like struggle, and then a sharp gasp.

      Oh shit, he's in trouble.

      I dash around the boulder, pushing past a fern, ripping aside a branch and then-

      Oh. God.

      He's not in trouble, but I might be.

      Javier's eyes are squeezed shut as he leans back against the mossy slope of the boulder. His teeth are bared, and the muscles of his arms and shoulders bunch and strain along with the heave of his chest.

      But that’s not at all what catches my eye first.

      Because what my eyes immediately lock onto is the fact that Javier's hand is wrapped around his simply enormous cock and stroking it up and down while he moans my name.

      Holy. Shit.

      My first gut reaction is to be furious, or horrified. But that’s only because I know it’s what I should be feeling. But what I should be feeling is in very sharp contrast to what I'm actually feeling.

      Because instead of being mad or offended, or anything like that at all, I find myself very much, very uncomfortably, and very utterly turned on.

      The man is like some sort of Greek god; his muscles standing out as he grits his teeth and moans. His cock throbs in his hand, the head pulsing red as his hand shuttles up and down the thick girth of it. I'm wet, instantly, and it's not from my swim. There's a dull, burning need between my legs as I find myself captivated by the scene in front of me.

      His hand moves faster and faster, his breath coming shorter and quicker, and as he moans my name one more time, I realize my hand is on my breast, rubbing my nipple through my bikini.

      And that’s when he looks up.

      We both gasp at the same time as our eyes lock; me from utter shock, but him for an entirely other reason.

      Because that very moment is when he comes.

      My name groans from his lips as the shaft in his hand throbs and twitches and erupts into the air between us

      “Chelsea-”

      The sound of my name - directed at me this time - has me snapping out of my frozen state, and suddenly the moment is shattering around me as I come to my senses.

      “Oh! I-” I’m sputtering as I back away from him; “I'm so sorry!”

      And then I'm running as fast as I can back to the campsite; my heart beating a mile a second.

      Yeah, I am officially in no way in control of this operation anymore.

      What the hell am I going to do now?
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      Well, fuck; that could have gone better.

      I actually laugh out loud, standing in the middle of the forest like that with my cock still out and half-hard.

      Shit.

      Yeah, Special Agent Chelsea Archer definitely just watched me come and definitely heard me moaning her name as I imagined her lips and her hands wrapped around my dick. Part of me feels like I should be embarrassed, and if I were normal - which, I'm not - that might be exactly how I'd be feeling right now. I mean, someone normal might actually find some sense of shame there.

      ...I should probably work on that whole normal thing.

      I mean there's no way she doesn't have every idea of what she just walked in on. It'd only have been more in her face if I came on her or something.

      Well, there’s a thought.

      I'm still chuckling as I tuck myself back in and head back down the trail to the beach. She's going to flip when we're face to face again; that is, if she's even still there. I grin again, wondering if all it would take to get agent uptight spy-girl off my tail would be waving my cock at her. I should've thought of this yesterday!

      But of course, she's still there, tucking that stupid unloaded gun into her sarong and avoiding my eyes as I traipse back through the underbrush.

      “We need to get going.” She's curt with her words, not only not looking at me, but looking everywhere else but me; as if there's something in the empty stretch of sand that just needs her attention. She’s trying to play it cool and play it coy, but I know the second I look at her that she’s barely keeping it together. I grin to myself; I kind of like the idea that I have the power to make this girl fall apart like this.

      “What, no pillow talk?”

      Her face goes bright red and though her eyes meet mine for a split second, she hastily looks away; “Let’s- let’s just go, OK?”

      “Hey, princess.”

      She finally looks up at me, her cheeks an adorable shade of pink. I might be enjoying the power trip of clearly having this sort of effect on her, but that doesn’t mean I’m not confused why the fuck she’s the embarrassed one here. I mean I'm the one that got caught with my Goddamn pants down; literally.

      She stammers, looking at the ground between us; “I’m- I'm sorry for-”

      “Oh, for what, babe,” I say with a smirk, rolling my eyes; “For seeing it or for lingering?”

      Her eyes go wide and her jaw drops; “I did not linger,” She huffs out.

      “Oh, sure you didn't.” I roll my eyes, enjoying the look of absolute frustration on her face; “Did you get a good enough look? I mean I can show you again if you need me to.”

      “You're disgusting.”

      I grin, definitely enjoying making her squirm way more than I should be here; “Hey, a man has needs. I was in prison you know.”

      She wrinkles her brow and makes a face like she just bit into a lemon.

      Dios mio, this girl is easy to fluster. This is going to be way too much fun.

      “Look, I'm sorry, OK?”

      I nod, letting the silence stew for a second. Hell, I still don’t know why she’s apologizing, but if this the only way uptight, stick-up-her-butt Chelsea Archer feels we can move past this, then so be it. She opens her mouth, and then quickly closes it; still acting like it’s her job to be embarrassed, or apologize, or whatever is going through that entirely wound-too-tight head of hers.

      I let her twist on the line for another second before I shrug, like it's nothing; “You know, I really am happy to show you whenever you want to see it agai-”

      “Enough, Javier.”

      I laugh as I turn to scan the beach; “Get your things spy girl, we need to get moving.”
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      The walk along the edge of the cliff-side road at the top of the bluffs is quiet as we make our way towards the next resort village. Islands like Aruba are like this; long stretches of wildly beautiful, empty roads, followed by little bursts of towns and resorts.

      We’re walking in silence, of course, with me trailing behind him. I find myself zoning out as I follow, thinking about the day so far.

      I can't believe I saw his cock; I can’t believe I saw him come like that. The image of it is absolutely seared into my head and it’s embarrassing and just so not OK how turned on it has me.

      Like, way too turned on. Again, I want to blame the insanity of my first twenty-four hours on a field mission, or even the serious dry-spell going on in terms of my sex life. But, I know it’s more than that. Javier is crude, and piggish, and like some sort of manic wild animal. But the problem is, it’s that animal inside of him that's drawing me in like a moth to a flame, and I can't figure out how to extinguish it.

      A small beach motel finally reveals itself around the next bend, and I breath a sigh of relief; finally. I need to phone Langley and report in to Koufax and the rest of the team before they think I'm dead, plus the two of us seriously need clothes. This whole debacle is finally almost over. After this, I can go home, and leave all the horrible stories of my one day with Javier Toro behind.

      “Great, we can hole up here,” Javier says. He turns, his hands on his hips and his body glistening with sweat in the heat of the day.

      “’Hole up'?” I stare at him before I shake my head; “No, actually, we're going to call this in right n-”

      “You don’t know who those men were, do you.”

      I frown at him; “No.”

      “Any ideas at all about how they knew who you were, or where you were?”

      “I-” The words falter on my lips as I pause, my brow furrowing.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” He says, looking at me sharply.

      “Well enlighten me, criminal mastermind,” I say, rolling my eyes at him; “Who were they?”

      Javier narrows his eyes at me; “They're called Blackriver.”

      That name; it hits a nerve somewhere, like I've heard it before.

      “Oh, you know it.”

      Blackriver. Something to do with dad-

      “Mercenary group; guns for hire,” Javier says, his words sharp and his eyes flashing at me; “It's where your father found those little toy soldiers you and your sisters can't stop spreading your legs for.”

      My eyes flash at the mention of my family; “Don’t be fucking crude, and don’t you dare talk about them like that.”

      “So, you put out for that little guy, yet?” Javier's teeth are white and shark-like as he grins at me, cocking an eyebrow; “What’s his name, Rice? Bryce, that's it.”

      “Fuck you.” I spit out.

      “That a yes?”

      “I- ew, no.” I wrinkle my nose. Bryce is like a brother - a weird, quiet, brother, but still. We’ve joked about it before of course; how both my sisters have ended up with his two brothers. But the idea of the two of us like that? Yeah, no way. Besides how cliched that would be, like some sort of bad romance movie plot, Bryce and I click like friends or siblings; nothing more.

      Of course, none of this is Javier’s Goddamn business in the slightest bit.

      “Don't be disgusting.”

      Javier chuckles; “It's a honest question.”

      I shoot him a look before he just shrugs; “Well, anyways, that’s where they all came from; from Blackriver.”

      “What the heck would  they want with me?”

      Javier shrugs; “Great question, because honestly they should have everything to do with me. What they want with a C.I.A. operative is beyond me, because pulling a stunt like that seems fucking insane, even to me.” He shakes his head; “But you have to think about that for a second.”

      I stare at him, waiting for more.

      “You’re a C.I.A. Agent on a secret mission, right?”

      I roll my eyes; “It’s not that spy-movie sounding, but sure. Get to the point here, Javier.” I eye the payphone across the street from the beach motel; my lifeline back home and my ticket off this island and out of this ridiculous adventure with him.

      “And they knew where you were?”

      I frown, suddenly hating to admit how much of point he has here; “OK, why would they try and-”

      He shakes his head; “No fuckin idea. But believe me, honey; you want nothing to do with Blackriver.”

      “Oh yeah? And what makes you the expert on-”

      “Those daddy’s boys of yours?”

      I grit my teeth, and Javier seems to grin at my annoyance; “I hired them.”

      What?

      “I worked with Blackriver; the same Blackriver that knows who and where you are when only the damn C.I.A. should know that.” Javier looks pointedly at me; “Sure sounds to me like someone sold you out, princess. You still want to make that fucking phone call?”

      Goddamnit. I hate how much sense his crazy talk is making, and I hate how much I’m actually buying into it. The voice inside is screaming that this is all some sort of long-con mind-game of his; all part of his plan to ditch out and run away. But on the other side of that coin, I did get ambushed by a bunch of men with guns, and as much as I absolutely hate to admit it, the only reason I’m here and not God-knows-where-else or dead is because of the criminal standing in front of me.

      “Don't.”

      I frown; “What?”

      “Don't ask 'what now'“

      “I wasn't goi-”

      “You were so.” Javier smirks at me, and I can feel my blood boiling. I’m not thinking about seeing his cock anymore, I'm thinking about getting away from the obnoxious, arrogant asshole I’m saddled with right now.

      “It's your operation, spy-girl. So what's your move?”

      The cocky Spaniard rakes his fingers through his long, dark hair; pushing it back from his face. He’s so fucking arrogant in the way he acts like he’s letting me be in charge here; as if he’s allowing me to believe I’m still the boss. He’s egotistical, he’s full of swagger and macho bravado, and for God’s sake, he needs to put a fucking shirt on.

      “We need to lay low, until I can figure this out.”

      He grins; “Now you’re talking sense, princess.”

      I whirl away from him as I storm towards the main office of the run-down looking motel, but it’s not so much out of anger this time. This time, it’s to hide the grin on my face, because for the first time, I don't mind him calling me that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          11

        

        Chelsea

      

    
    
      “You're in deep shit, agent.”

      Koufax's voice is his usual weasel tone, though he sounds even more annoyed at me than usual.

      The pay-phone in the parking lot of the motel is hardly a secure line, but we've got protocol for things like this. Koufax, as sputtering mad as he is, also sounds like he's sputtering mad through about three layers of cardboard with all the proxy lines we're being wired through to avoid a trace.

      “Where the fuck have you been?”

      “We were ambushed at the hotel, sir. I had to break cover when we ran, and we've been in hiding since. This is the first call I could make.”

      “Ambushed?” Koufax's tinny voice drips with sarcasm even through the thirty-odd connections we're being patched through.

      “Yes, sir. There were trained men there; definitely a paramilitary group of some-”

      “Toro.” Koufax's voice cuts me off abruptly; “Do you have Toro, Agent Archer.”

      I'm fine, and I'm not dead. Thanks for asking, asshole.

      “Yeah, I've got him.”

      I can almost hear Koufax frowning on the other end of the line; “Well, where is he, exactly.”

      “We're at a motel, sir. He's back in the roo-”

      “You're at a motel?!” Koufax's voice explodes with anger, his tone sharp through the receiver; “Wha- you-” He starts to sputter; “You just left him in the motel room to make a fucking phone call?!”

      I wince, knowing how this probably sounds; “He's not going to run, sir, he-”

      “Of course he's going to run!” He rages through the phone; “I knew sending an under-trained, under-qualified agent was a total shit idea! Goddamnit!” He spits out a stream of expletives before his voice is suddenly louder and clearer in the phone, as if he's cut out all the middle-lines; “You're fucking this up, Agent.” His voice is gravel, and I swallow the lump in my throat; “I don't think you're quite appreciating the man you have under your charge. Javier Toro is a snake, Agent Archer. Do not let him out of your fucking sight, and don’t trust a word he says about anything. If he even is still there in that motel room when you get back in there, you will do your fucking job, apprehend the target, and wait for further instructions.”

      Further instructions?

      “Sir? Shouldn't we move to extract as soon as possible?”

      “We need to assess the intel for this paramilitary ambush before you do anything to put this mission in any further jeopardy, Agent.” I grit my teeth together and try to push the lump in my throat back down yet again as he let’s the words marinate in my ear.

      “Do not fuck this up anymore, Chelsea,” He says quietly; “Get back to your target and you lock him down.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      There's a weight on my shoulders as I walk back across the parking lot to the beach-side motel. I mean, I get that Koufax is just being an asshole and using the meager power he's been given over me to the fullest extent he can. But then again, there's a kernel of truth inside all that needless belittling and chastising. I have fucked up. Javier Toro is a criminal - a mark that it's my job to apprehend, subdue, and bring in - and here I am checking into a beach motel with him like we're on a vacation or something.

      Sure, I don't think he's going to run off, but then, I wonder how many other people he's screwed over or hurt have had the exact same thought before he showed his hand? Did Logan think of him as someone he could trust before Javier ended up blackmailing him into those underground boxing matches?

      You're fucking this up, Agent.

      I take the stairs two at a time to the second floor and break into a run towards our door. I suddenly cannot believe that I allowed myself to think it'd be ok to leave him unwatched like that back at the room!

      He's gone, he's definitely-

      I slam through the door shoulder-first, my breath coming in gasps and my eyes flying wildly around the room.

      Javier looks up from the bed he's draped across, a tattered looking paperback in his hand; “What the fuck happened to you?”

      I stare at him, my eyes unblinking and my mouth thin; he's here. He hasn't skipped out or left, and he wasn't waiting to ambush me the second I walked in.

      “Nothing, I...” I trail off and let my shoulder drop as I step more calmly into the room.

      “Well, you look fucking crazy right now.” He grins at me and starts to get out of the bed; “Why don't we go grab something to eat somew-”

      “You don't leave this room, is that understood?” My voice is icy and cold; way colder than I meant it to be, but I at least end up sounding every inch the stone-cold agent I meant to sound like; “You’re a fugitive under command of a U.S. Federal Agent. You stay right here, is that clear?”

      Javier's eyes narrow at me, the grin from earlier slowly curling into a tight-lipped frown; “Well someone went and found herself a pair of cahones.” He growls at me, his fists tightening at his sides; “What’s got your panties in a fuckin twist all of a sudden, princess?”

      “I said is that clear, Toro?”

      His eyes flash fire at me. For some insane reason, I feel like I'm letting him down or something in that moment; like I'm somehow betraying him.

      Screw that, this man is the definition of betrayal.

      “Yeah, fuckin comprende, Agent,” He growls, nodding his head. His eyes narrow at me before he lays back onto the bed and picks up his book. For some reason, I instantly feel a pang of regret for coming on so strong. I know it's just Koufax's over-the-top asshole-ness filtering through me, and I almost want to apologize.

      But of course, I can't do that. Apologizing shows weakness, and weakness to Javier Toro is like blood in the water for a shark.

      “Look, I'm going to go to that sandwich place across the street and get us something,” I soften my voice, trying to banish the hardcore agent bitch voice from before; “What can I get you to ea-”

      “Your pick, princess. You're in charge, remember?” He smirks at me and shakes his head before he looks back into his book.
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      “Um, what the hell is that?”

      Chelsea stands in the doorway, a bag of food in her hands and scowl on her face.

      It's exactly the reaction I was looking for.

      “It's a beer, sweet cheeks; una cerveza, if you wanna get bilingual with it.” A big shit-eating grin creeps across my face as I tilt back the cold bottle and take a big swig.

      Leaving the room the second she ducked out to get us food, after that ridiculous little speech about her being in charge, was my little way of saying “yeah, sure.” Sure looks like it’s working.

      “Where did it come fro- never mind.” She mutters, slamming the door shut and putting the bag on the table by the window; “I got you turkey.”

      “I'm more of a hamburger guy.”

      She narrows her eyes at me before all but overhand throwing the sandwich at me; “Deal with it.”

      I grin and reach for another beer and offer it her way; “Beer?”

      Chelsea huffs and rolls her eyes, and my own gaze lingers a bit longer than it probably should on her as she brushes a strand of blonde behind her ear; “Uh, yeah, I don't think so.”

      I smirk, already anticipating this exact conversation; “Why not?”

      She's going to say something about being on the job, or how I am who I am, or some other way of trying to tiptoe her way around saying she just flat out doesn't trust me. The fantasy I've got is that she actually doesn't trust herself around me, but I'm pretty sure that’s just the dry-spell talking. I shake my head and cut her off before she can utter whatever lame reason she was about to toss out; “Have a beer, spy-girl; you've earned it.”

      She eyes me warily and I laugh; “Look, I just went out for beer, sweetheart. I won't leave again; scout's honor, or, thieves honor, or, whatever. You're in charge, alright?”

      I hope it doesn't come off too much like I'm stroking her ego, since that's exactly what I'm doing. The old me - the normal me - would use this sort of thing all the time to gain an upper hand on someone. Stroke their ego, build them up, give them false confidence and trust in you, and then you strike.

      Except for the first time in, well, ever, that's not my goal here in this motel room with Chelsea Archer. Right now, I actually just want her to fucking relax and have a damn drink with me.

      “One beer, princess,” I grin at her, seeing the dead-set resolve start to melt from her face; “We've had a crazy two days, and hey, you've got the notorious bandito in custody. The little town on the prairie is safe, and you’ve earned a beer, sheriff.”

      She grins then, and I feel a strange sense of, I guess it’s happiness, inside seeing her finally relax. The old me would have felt triumph, like I'd won; seeing her cave to my suggestions like that. But for some bewildering reason I feel different now.

      Must be prison, I mutter to myself, shaking my head and trying to search deep for the old me. The old me was a real piece of shit, but the old me also didn’t get twisted up inside trying to make some cop of a chick like him; like I fucking need her attention or give a flying shit what she thinks about me.

      I crank the top off the bottle and pass it her way as she sits on the second bed opposite me and starts to unwrap her sandwich; “So, the C.I.A., huh?” I raise an eyebrow at her; “I mean how does that even work? You just walk in and ask for a job application or something?”

      Chelsea snorts; “It's slightly more complicated than that.”

      “Why?”

      She frowns; “Because it’s the C.I.-”

      “No,” I chuckle through my bite of mediocre turkey sandwich; “No, I mean why did you join. You don't strike me as the 'For God and Country' type.”

      She shrugs; “Who says I'm not?”

      “Me, right now.”

      A smirk teases her lips as she chews, before she take a sip of the beer; “My dad.”

      I bark out a laugh; “I knew it.”

      “And what's that supposed to mean?” She scowls.

      “Nada, princess, nada. I just knew it had to do with pleasing daddy.”

      Her eyes narrow at me; “You don't know a fucking thing about my father.”

      “I know more about William Archer than you could possibly know, actually.” I put my sandwich down and catch her eyes; “I met him, you know.”

      She freezes, the beer bottle inches from her pouty lips; “Excuse me?”

      “In Africa, when he first met those boy-toys of yours.” I can feel the familiar grip of malcontent inside just thinking about that particular past; “I was there, in the camp with them when he came in and- oh now what was it? He 'saw promise in them'? Isn't that the fuck-all rhetoric I used to hear Logan moaning about?”

      She chews slowly, her eyes locked on mine.

      “Yeah, well, apparently I didn't pass muster with the great William Archer; no 'promise' here.”

      The briefest smirk passes over her face, as if to say yeah, no shit; “So is that why you blackmailed Logan and kidnapped him and my sister?”

      I want to snort, and roll my eyes, and laugh and call her delusional. It was all a business transaction; that whole thing. Logan spilled his guts to me back in the jungles when we were mercenaries together, and when William stuck him in charge of his company and made him richer than God while I rotted in the jungle, I saw an opportunity, and I took it.

      Business; that’s all. At least, that’s what I’ve been telling myself for years.

      “You’re so clever, mijo,” My mother used to say with a sad, drawn smile when I’d come home with a pocket full of change from selling stolen candy at school. That was before I graduated to stolen beer and cigarettes. Clever, right; because if I’m “clever”, I’m not a “criminal” like my father. “Clever” is the makings of a businessman instead of a narco-trafficker, in her mind at least.

      I frown suddenly, thinking about that train of logic, and an uncomfortable feeling washes over me. I've been telling myself that the terrible shit I've done is all “nothing personal” or “all business” for years. I'm just an entrepreneur. But bullshit aside, I’ve had to fight for and steal everything I've ever had to get in life, and the shit with Logan and her sister was no different.

      Business; that’s all. You gotta be clever in this world to survive, and I’m a survivor if nothing else.

      Except for some fucked up reason, sitting here in this room trying to explain that to her right now makes me feel like the biggest phony jerk-off in the world. Who the fuck do I think I am, Robin Hood? I’m pretty sure Robin Hood never put someone through the shit I put Logan Dempsey through just to make some cash. I'm also pretty sure señor Hood didn't keep the money he lifted.

      “It's complicated,” I mumble with a frown on my face, looking away as I sip my beer; “Life is full of complications.”

      Complications like the increasingly distracting blonde-haired one sitting across from me in this motel room.

      She chews her sandwich slowly, her eyes focused on something on the floor as the wheels inside that pretty little head of hers whirl. My eyes, meanwhile, are focused on the slow rise and fall of the swell of her breasts, the fact that it’s cool enough inside the room for me to see a teasing glimpse of an outline of nipple through her white suit, and the extremely distracting amount of bare skin of hers on display right across from me.

      I feel like running, because it’s all I ever feel like doing. Well, no, I feel like I want a taste to see if those perfect little pouty lips on Agent Archer are as sweet as they look from over here. I want to palm those pillowy tits of hers and see if the hard nubs of her nipples are as responsive to my touch as I think they’d be.

      And I want to bury every single inch of my cock into that uptight pussy of hers and see if she’s as sinfully tight as I bet she is.

      Jesus, get your shit together, Toro.

      “Come outside, princess.” I stand quickly and nod towards the balcony off the side of our room.

      “Why?”

      Because I can’t be cooped up in this room for another second with you and still be held responsible for my actions.

      “Because we’re in Aruba, and we’re not outside watching sunsets, and that’s fucking stupid.”

      She glares at me, but there’s just a hint of a smile in the corners of her lips; “Fine.”

      It’s warm outside, even as the sun dips over the edge of the ocean in front of us. Still, it’s a breath of fresh air I need after sitting in that damned room with this girl. First thing tomorrow, we need to get some new clothes, because as much fun as I’m having spending all day with a hot blonde in a bikini, it’s also fucking with my head. Chelsea Archer is the enemy here, not a piece of eye-candy I should let myself get distracted by.

      It being a pretty cheap motel, the balcony is bare of any furniture. But a great view is a great view, and if it can distract me from her, I’m fine with it. I slide down to the floor, resting the beer on my bent knee as I lean back against the wall and look out over the orange gold of the fading day.

      Chelsea slides down next to me, exhaling before takes another swig of her beer.

      So much for a distraction, I grumble, forcing myself not to think about how damn amazing her tits look in that bikini.

      “I’m sorry if I was a bitch earlier.”

      I feel myself grin, though I don’t say anything and try and cover it by taking a slug from my beer.

      “You were right,” She continues, nodding at the sunset; “This is my first field operation.”

      “Well of course I was right.” I grin wider as I practically hear her roll her eyes beside me; “Don’t worry, babe, you’re doing a great job; top notch.”

      “Gee, thanks,” She says dryly; “Dick.”

      “Cop.”

      “Criminal.”

      I snort out a laugh just as she cracks up at the same time, and I clink my bottle against hers, as if toasting to the break in tension; “You know, princess, in another life you and I might actually be friends.”

      “That’s a TV sitcom script just waiting to happen,” She says, laughing; “We’re like those two characters from The Breakfast Club.”

      I raise a brow at her; “The what?”

      “You know, the eighties movie about detention? You’re the guy with the jean jacket and the earring.”

      “Earring?”

      “Yeah! You know, the badass. And I’m Molly whatever-her-name-is.”

      I grin and shake my head; “You watch some weird fucking movies in the States, princess.”

      “Well, you’re missing out.”

      I chuckle and take another swig of my beer as the sun starts to dip into the ocean. “So how do I rank, as first assignments go?” I say, flashing her a grin.

      “Definitely could be worse.”

      I laugh.

      “Hey, just being honest,” She says arching her eyebrows.

      The sun grows dimmer and darker as it dips into the horizon, and I let my eyes sag as I lean into the wall behind me. A yawn creeps from her lips as she stretches her legs out; “We should head in.”

      I shrug; “I’m good out here.” I roll my eyes as she shoots me a quick look; “Oh, relax, hot-stuff; I’m too fucking tired to start jumping balconies and making a run for it.” She frowns, her cheeks growing pink as if embarrassed that I busted her doubting me again; “Merde, how many times does a guy have to save your life for you to try trusting him for a second?”

      “That’s not-” She stops and purses her lips and shakes her head; “Fair enough.”

      “Look, we’ll go inside. But let’s share one more and just relax a little longer, alright?”

      “Just a little longer.” She says, stretching; her adorable face scrunching up as she yawns.

      “Cheers, princess,” I say, clinking her beer again; “Hell of a first day.”
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      There's the smell of salt brine and ocean that first wakes me up, and for a moment, I'm back home again; back in both of them. For a moment, I'm a little boy again back at Mama's house in Valencia, before the memory changes and I’m in Venezuela with my abuela. In Spain, Mama is waking me up and making me get to school; in Venezuela, I’m waking up with the sun to go help my abuelo, my grandfather, up in the fields.

      I stir, wanting just one more minute; one more minute before the sun's brightness through my eyelids is too much to ignore. I just want one more moment with my arms around her shoulders and her head nestled in against my shoulder.

      Wait, what?

      I wake with a start, blinking in the morning light before I turn and look down to see what can only be described as an angel in my arms.

      Apparently, we've fallen asleep outside on the balcony, and for a moment, I'm really just floored by the bizarre feelings of peace and comfort I have at that very moment. She's sleeping quietly, her face still and her eyelids barely moving. The smallest hint of a smile plays across her face, burrowed against my chest and curled against me. Her breath comes evenly against my skin, and with my arms around her, I realize I've never felt more protective of something in all my entire life.

      Yikes, get it together, pal.

      I blink away sleep and let my arm trail down her back, stroking her hair while I study this angelic creature in my arms. The sun glows off her blonde hair, and I never want this singular moment to end, no matter how fucking bizarre that is for me.

      She stirs though, eventually, and I know that this one single moment - like all moments - is going to end. Her eyes open, blinking before she takes in her surroundings and looks up at me. She sits up with a start, her face looking guilty and as confused as mine just did as she jumps to awareness quicker than I'm sure she normally would. She shoots me an accusing and furtive glance out of the corner of her eyes as she quickly scoots a few inches away from me, distancing herself physically from me but also from that one perfect moment.

      “Good morning.” I smirk at her, watching her blush as she quickly crosses her arms over her chest, clearing her throat and collecting herself as she looks around our little balcony.

      “Morning” She mumbles, still not meeting my eyes, which both amuses me considering how flustered she is, but also bugs me; like I'm some sort of leper she can't even be near.

      Whatever.

      “Ok, we need to collect ourselves,” She glances at my bare torso and back at her own bikini-clad chest and blushes as her arms tighten across her body; “We need clothes.”

      I snort; “What, tired of the beach look already?” I arch my brow, trying not to focus on the fact that her crossed arms have her tits pushed up against her bikini top, giving me a great fucking view of her cleavage. I'm seriously going to miss this view even if we do need to be normal people and get clothes.

      Of course, she's right. We do need to stop looking like beach bums and probably even change our appearances if we're going to avoid getting shot on sight by a bunch of trigger-happy Blackriver assholes.

      “Alright,” I finally say; “We should go get cleaned up.”

      Chelsea makes a face; “We?” She shakes her head; “I don't think so. You're staying here.”

      I smirk; “You're the one they're after, princess.”

      “You're the prisoner.”

      I narrow my eyes at her, feeling my temper flare more than I thought it would at her words.

      “You know what I mean,” She looks around the balcony everywhere but at me and shifts her weight uncomfortably.

      “So what, you're going to head into town and leave me here like a fucking puppy or something?” I get to my feet, glaring at her; “You gonna lock the door and crack a window? Leave me with some water and a treat?” She starts to open her mouth but I shake my head; “If I was going to leave, you think a fucking motel door would stop me? Sorry, spy-girl; I’m coming with you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “OK, so we meet back here in an hour?” She's wearing these giant, tortoiseshell grandmother sunglasses that we picked up at a gift shop as we walked into town. I can't help but grin at the way she's trying to sound authoritative and in charge while looking like she’s about to go play a round of bingo with my abuela.

      “All by myself? Unsupervised?” I shrug dramatically; “I don't know, princess; you sure you don't want me coming along with you?”

      “I have to buy clothes.” She frowns.

      “What, don’t want me helping you pick out some new panties?”

      She blushes, predictably; “I think I'll be just fine without your help, thank you.”

      I grin wickedly and lean in closer; “I’m a great second opinion for that sort of thing, you know.”

      Her face grows even redder, if that was even possible, before she shakes her head; “Try not to get lost, Javier.” She walks away, leaving me grinning at my own jokes, but still feeling like they're empty.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Considering that I'm the only Spanish guy in town, with no shirt on and a chest and arms full of fairly identifiable Día de Muertos sugar-skull tattoos, I buy a new t-shirt first. After that, I'm looking at hats before I decide I don't want to look like a total dipshit and find myself ambling around the market instead. Fantastic. I've got fifty full minutes to kill before I'm supposed to meet Chelsea; now what do I do?

      Oh hey, look; a bar.

      Perfect. Killing time and a way to get my mind off Chelsea Archer? Sign me the fuck up.

      I straighten my new shirt as I walk up to the place. I swing the heavy wooden door open and blink at the utter darkness of the interior as my eyes try and adjust from the outside; “Hey, let me get a tequi-”

      I stop talking as soon as I feel the cold metal of a gun barrel press against the side of my head.

      “Que paso, Toro.”

      Ah, fuck.

      I frown as my eyes begin to adjust to the dark bar and realize that the place is entirely empty but for the five guys in black t-shirts and tactical vests with the “BR” Blackriver insignia on the chest.

      Well, walked right into that one. Literally.

      “Figured a place like this was a good spot to bump into a little cockroach like you, Toro.”

      The man standing in front of me with the mustache and the leering grin on his face is Benson, and I know him from way back even if he is one of those people you’d love to never see again. Mercenary outfits like Blackriver attract all sorts of types. You get ex-soldiers looking for the thrill of a gun or just the regular paycheck from something they already know how to do. You get the wayward lost souls like me who're just looking for something to escape with, and then you also get the utter psychopaths.

      Benson falls into this last category. These guys are the guys that you'd lock up in a normal society; the guys the Marines say no to, because at heart, they're just murderous, trigger-happy lunatics who want a license to kill.

      I really don’t miss any of those groups after leaving that life, but it’s the Benson type that I hate the most.

      “Have a seat, amigo.” His accent is thickly American and southern, amplified even more by the ridiculously out-of-place cowboy hat he's wearing; as if anyone has any doubts that the man with the trucker mustache, the stars and stripes tattoo on his arm, and the Oakley sunglasses can possibly be anything else but American.

      I glare at him, hating the idea of doing what he tells me to do, but tightening my fists at the fact that defying him is probably a bad idea when I'm surrounded by five psychopaths with guns. I like stacked odds, but I'm not stupid.

      I sit.

      “Good boy.”

      Keep it up, fuckhead.

      “So, having fun? Enjoying being a man free of El Muerto?”

      Benson gives me a cold look, but I just lean back and shrug as I grin at him; “Figured I needed a vacation.”

      His lips curl into a chilling smile; the kind I used to use all the time when I was trying to intimidate people. Actually, there's a strong chance I lifted that look from him back in my Blackriver days.

      “You got yourself a pretty little travel partner.” His look says everything his mouth isn't, and that look says that he doesn't actually give two shits about me; he's here for Chelsea.

      “Her?” I shrug again.

      Casual, keep casual.

      “Nah, I ditched that chick. She got boring.”

      Benson smirks at me; yeah, he bought that like pigs fly.

      “Oh, I'm sure you did.” He sighs heavily; “Tell me, Toro, what is it with ex-employees of mine fucking William Archer's daughters, hmm?”

      I can't do a thing to stop the flash of pure anger that roars inside of me, and before I know it I'm lurching across the table and knocking my chair back.

      But Benson just laughs as guns train on me and hands drag me back into my seat.

      “Sit your ass down, Toro. I didn't mean to offend you about your little girlfriend.”

      “I'm not fucking her.”

      “And I don’t honestly give a shit if you are,” Benson says, his eyes narrowing at me; “You know, you and I still have a contract.”

      That I do have to laugh at; “The fuck we do.”

      “Desertion doesn't negate that, Toro.”

      “What about kicking me out?” My departure from Blackriver wasn't exactly my finest moment, and not one that I like to reminisce on. Let's just say there wasn't exactly a cake and a gold watch on my last day.

      Benson smiles; “Nope. I considered that a time out more than firing you.”

      This is getting stupid, and my patience is rapidly fraying away; “What the fuck do you want, Benson?”

      “Now, that's not hard is it? Normal conversation? You haven’t been in prison that long.” Benson chuckles as he takes his cowboy hat off to run a hand through his thinning hair; “I want your help, Toro. I want you to do what you do best.”

      “Yeah? And what might that be?”

      Benson shrugs; “Lie, cheat, steal, act like the general low-life piece of shit we both know you are.”

      I snarl at him but his look hardens as he leans across the table right into me; “I want you to get me Chelsea Archer.”

      I can feel my pulse jump, ice slipping through my veins; “What do you want with her.”

      “That’s my business.” Benson leans back, slipping the hat back onto his head; “But, do you want out of your contract? Because if you don’t that’s fine, but while I still own you, I’ll hunt your ass like a fucking animal to the end of the Earth.” He levels his eyes at me; “Get me Chelsea, and you're done.”

      I say nothing, and the room is pin-drop silent for a moment. Benson nods at one of his guys behind me, and suddenly I hear the hiss of a bottle of beer being opened before it's slid unceremoniously in front of me.

      “Have a drink on me, Toro. Think about the offer, and try not be an idiot here.” Benson stands, and winks at me; “We'll be in touch.”

      The bell on the front door jingles as they exit, daylight momentarily illuminating the inside of the bar before the door slams shut behind them, shutting me into this tomb as I stare at the beer in front of me and let Benson's words sink in.

      Fuck.
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      After thirty hours in a bikini, slipping on some cut-off shorts and a tank top - not to mention underwear - feels amazing.

      I twirl once more in front of the changing room's trifold mirror and try and bite back my grin. I've never been a “clothes” type of girl. I’m not the type that worries too much about which brand of jeans I'm wearing or if the shirt I'm wearing matches, well, anything else I'm wearing. Clothes are clothes; no big deal. Except today, there's a reason I'm trying to make sure I look OK, and it’s not even a reason I'm altogether comfortable thinking even to myself. It's a tainted reason; a criminal reason that’s wrong in all the worst ways.

      I’m not happy about having to use the wad of what I’m sure is stolen cash Javier’s been carrying around in his pocket. But, desperate times and all that, and I busy myself with paying for the clothes with the money before I head back out to the market square.

      I'm half expecting him to have left, if truth be told. I feel guilty for thinking it, but part of me almost wonders if he'll be there when I look for him. But then my eyes land on him, wearing a new shirt, new shorts, and a dark scowl on his face.

      “Hey there, stranger,” I say, trying to keep my thoughts from the dressing room safely tucked away in the back of my mind. Javier looks up at me, and I frown as I see how pale and strained the look on his face is as he looks into my eyes.

      “You OK?”

      “I'm fine.” He snaps, standing quickly and darting his eyes around the market square.

      Why yes, these are new clothes; thanks so much for noticing.

      But the thought is so alien and so bizarre to me, not to mention ridiculous that I shake my head and look away as I shove it back. What am I, some sort of crush-struck high-school girl?

      I look up, trying to will the heat away from my face, only to find him staring at me. His look is softer than it just was a moment ago; “Sorry.”

      I shrug like it’s nothing; like I haven't just been totally analyzing it in my head like a psycho; “No problem. Let's go.”

      “Hang on,” He grabs my arm, and I turn to look at him. His eyes dart around again; “We need to change our look.”

      I frown; “Right, hence the new clothes.”

      “No I mean more than new clothes.”

      He looks away, his whole body weirdly on alert as his eyes dart around the market. I’m about to open my mouth when he turns back and that grin of his finally makes an appearance; “So how attached are you to blonde?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I wrinkle my nose at the box in Javier's hands; “Chestnut?”

      The answer to his last question was “very”; I love my blonde hair. It’s always set me apart from my redheaded sisters, and while I do love my mother’s color on them, I like being the unique one. The idea of changing that in for something like brown is just depressing.

      Javier rolls his eyes and bats his hand in this flamboyantly mimed way; “Oh, Chestnut is so in right now, honey”

      I can feel myself grin in spite of myself.

      “Feels good, doesn't it.”

      I arch a brow at him in the bathroom mirror as he starts to squeeze the goop from the dye kit into my poor hair; “What does?”

      “Smiling; not being so uptight all the time.”

      My fist tightens around the towel clutched around my neck; “I am not uptight.”

      “You should smile more often, princess.” He grins at me as he starts to work the dye into my hair, streaking it through my locks as he piles my hair up on top of my head. He works in silence, concentrating and actually doing a pretty good job of making sure he's getting my hair and not my forehead or ears. I'm quiet as his fingers slide through my hair, making sure he gets every inch of it before he finally stands back and nods towards the shower stall; “Alright, hop in.”

      I stare at him through the mirror, waiting.

      “What?” He frowns.

      “Um, can you leave so I can take that shower?”

      “Do I have to?”

      He’s smirking, and I know he’s just trying to push my buttons, but I also know that it’s working.

      …It’s working in ways it really shouldn’t be.

      He winks at me once more before he steps out the door, closing it behind him.

      I shower quickly, washing the dye goop out of my hair and trying not to think too hard about the fact that I’m this naked and exposed with a man like Javier standing right outside the door. I bite my lip as the hot water cascades over my skin, suddenly wondering why I didn’t lock the bathroom door before I stepped in here.

      What if he comes in?

      What if I WANT him to come in?

      I shake the thought from my head as I shut the water off. Lordy, get a grip on yourself, girl.

      I slip my panties on and wrap myself in a towel as streaks of dye along with my shameful, inappropriate thoughts of the tattooed criminal not four feet away in the other room swirl down the drain.

      “I think I may have a new profession.” Javier grins at me from the bed when I open the bathroom door, nodding slowly as his eyes slide up and down my towel-clad body. I snort a laugh and turn to look at the new, dark-haired version of me in the bathroom mirror; it's honestly not terrible.

      “Ok, your turn.” I say with a grin, curling my finger at Javier and and patting the chair we've dragged into the bathroom.

      Javier frowns; “I don’t think chestnut’s my color.”

      I smile slowly at him before I pick up a pair of scissors and nod at his long hair, pulled back; “Get in the chair, Javier.”

      He glares at me, not moving

      “Oh, attached to the ponytail are we? What are you, a samurai?”

      He makes a face; “I like my hair long.”

      “So do the guys looking for us; come here.”

      “I’ll wear a hat.”

      I start to grin, realizing how hilariously vain this is sounding coming from the bad-boy hard-body criminal; “Are you Steven Seagal?”

      He grumbles something in Spanish and tightens his jaw, but he shuffles into the bathroom anyways and peels his t-shirt off as he plops into the chair. The fact that he really is apparently so attached to the look makes me laugh as I move behind him and start to pull the band out of his dark brown hair.

      “Look, relax. I've got two sisters; I've done this before, ok?”

      “What, cut ponytails?”

      “You have no idea.”

      His thin mouth curls into a grin; “Fine.”

      I'm as gentle as I can be, my fingers sliding through his hair and feeling for length before I take the scissors to it. I laugh as big tough bad-boy Javier flinches with the first snip, but after that, I'm too concentrated on making sure I'm even to pay attention to his little fit about getting his haircut.

      Lock after lock tumbles off his bare shoulders to the floor and slowly, the man with the wild look and the long hair transforms into someone, well, normal looking.

      And somehow someone even more attractive, actually.

      When I'm done, I slowly place the scissors onto the counter and stand back to admire my work; “Well? Not bad, right?”

      He swears and I roll my eyes; “Oh, come on, it's not-”

      “No, I like it.”

      I grin at him, pleased with myself; “Really?”

      “It's not bad.”

      I shrug; “You look less-”

      “Samurai-ish?”

      I laugh; “I was going to say like less of a villain.”

      Javier grins at me in the mirror; “I like being a villain.”

      “Well, now you look like a nice guy.”

      “How nice.”

      I can feel the flush coming into my cheeks as he looks into my eyes through the mirror in front of us, and I hastily look away, as if suddenly interested in cleaning up the mess from our makeovers.

      “I'd prefer to be bad, you know.”

      I whirl back to find him standing, his eyes narrowed as he stares at me.

      Hungrily.

      My breath catches in my throat, suddenly aware of the tension rapidly coming to a boil in the small confines of the motel bathroom.

      Please don’t come closer, I think to myself.

      Because as much as I want to deny it; I like him bad, too.

      And however forbidden the thought is, however wrong it is to even think to myself, I want him to be bad with me.

      He's moving closer, and I find myself gasping as I step back into the wall behind me. He takes another step towards me, his eyes blazing as he looks at me like a wolf sizing up his prey. He licks his perfect lips, and I bite my own. I'm a torn mess inside; willing this to happen with everything I am and at the same time praying to God that he walks away.

      Because I'm fairly sure that right now, I can’t.

      He steps even closer, and I can feel my blood pumping like hot metal through my veins. The masculine scent of him and the heat from his look invades the space around me, and a deliciously forbidden and taboo heat aches between my thighs. I can feel my breath coming ragged, my pulse racing as he steps closer still.

      “Don't let the hair fool you, princess,” he growls, and moves closer still, so close that we're practically touching; “I'm still a villain.”

      He closes the distance between us with a ferocity that has me moaning into his kiss as he mashes his lips against mine. It’s hungry and raw, full of pure need and desire, and I gasp into his mouth as I feel him press against my body.

      And as wrong as it is - as much as I want to pull away or push him back or shake myself out of this - I can’t.

      And I don’t.

      Because I know I want this. In that moment, I want him more than I've ever wanted anything.

      My hands move by themselves as I open my mouth to his insistent tongue, tracing over the hardened, inked muscles of his chest and sides. He growls into my mouth as his hands snake up my back, caressing my body with his fingertips until he finds the edge of my towel. He's pulling it off of me, letting it drop to the floor beneath us, and I moan as my aching nipples rub deliciously across his chest, the heat of our skin melting together.

      It's so forbidden, and so wrong, and so bad that I- that-

      Oh God; what in the world am I doing?

      The sudden realization that this isn't just “bad”, it’s very fucking bad, hits me like a splash of cold water to the face. I gasp as I suddenly push him away, my chest rising and falling with my panted breath; “Stop!”

      He growls and moves to kiss me again, but I push him away harder this time, grabbing another towel and holding it over my topless breasts as I shake my head. I wince, furrowing my brow; “No, oh my God, stop. We can't do this!”

      Javier's eyes narrow and he takes a half step back from me; “Yes, we can.”

      “No, we can't!” I say sharply; “I can't!” I step to the side, away from him, and hold the towel tighter to my breasts. A million scattered thoughts swirl through my head, and I shut my eyes tight, trying to stop myself from drowning in the vortex of regrets suddenly twisting through my thoughts.

      “Chelsea-”

      “I'm the C.I.A., Javier! And you’re a fucking target! You’re wanted by-”

      “You?” He says it with a smirk, and I know he's trying to lighten this mood, but there's nothing that would take back the horrible mistake I just made in kissing him.

      “No.” I shake my head; “This isn't happening, Javier. Not with someone like you.”

      The words sound far harsher the second they leave my lips, and I wince as my eyes dart to find his; “I'm- shit, I didn't mean-”

      “Well what makes you think I wanted anything to do with an uptight bitch like you?” His words are cold, and he pushes past me into the motel room, grabbing his shirt as he heads to the door.

      “Wait, where the hell do you think you're going?”

      “Out, princess.”

      I sputter, storming after him as I try and wrap a towel around my naked chest; “Hang on! You can't just leave!”

      He whirls on me, his face tight and his eyes blazing fire; “Where the fuck am I going to go, princess? It’s a damn island, and I can’t seem to get away from you anyways.”

      I open my mouth, but the words don't come as he strides out the door.

      Javier shakes his head before he storms out the door, slamming it behind him.
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      Fuck this.

      My head is still swirling with thoughts as I storm back downtown to the little shopping area where we were earlier. I march right back to the same fucking bar I was in before with Benson and his assholes. It may seem like tempting fate, but this time I can actually see people in there; people in Hawaiian shirts and touristy fanny-packs and startled looks on their faces when I slam the door open and stomp up to the bar.

      “Tequila,” I growl, slumping over my elbows on the wooden bar-top. I chance one dart of my eyes around the room, looking for any sign of the Blackriver douchebags. But of course they're gone now, and I know I'm just being an idiot.

      The bartender slides me a glass, which I instantly tilt back before sliding his way and nodding for another.

      I sip the second a bit more slowly than the first shot, brooding about what just went down in the motel room with Chelsea. I rake the fingers of one hand through my hair, grimacing as they slip through the unfamiliar shorter length. I can't believe I let her cut my hair like that.

      I snort and take another sip. Right, like I “let” her do anything. I know the altering of our appearances, however small a measure, is necessary, but it still makes me mad that I let her do it now, after that whole bullshit back there. It's more than just the general situation, too. I'm not a little pussy bitch that cries about the world not going his own way. I mean, believe me, I’ve had the world not go my way plenty of fucking times. Actually, I’m not sure it’s ever gone the way I wanted it to.

      But I’m pissed because I can't think straight. No matter what happens in life, even when shit goes sideways, my head is always clear. I know where I want to go, it’s just a matter of picking the right path to get there, sometimes no matter what the toll is.

      Except right now, for the first time ever, I’m lost. And I’m lost because now there’s something else in my damn head blocking my view of where I need to go and what I need to do; something young, blonde, and way more innocent than I should be fucking around with.

      How the hell did I let that fucking C.I.A. chick under my skin? And now here I am griping and moaning about it like a pussy. I've lost my power and my edge somehow just fucking being around her. I smile thinly as I sip the rest of the glass in my hand, thinking about some story I vaguely remember from church when my grandmother could drag me there. I spent more time most Sundays trying to steal alter wine to sell to the older kids, but I do remember Sampson and Delilah.

      And here I let that bitch cut my hair and break my throne.

      Another memory takes over then as the tequila starts to mellow me out. Only this one isn't me as a kid, holding abuela's hand and going to church. No, in this one, I'm holding a gun. I'm in a concrete room in some shitty little smuggler stop-off outside Tallahassee, and I've got Logan Dempsey and Chelsea's sister Quinn tied to chairs.

      And I hate it.

      I hate that it's come to this and I hate how being what I needed to be has brought me to this place where I have no fucking idea who I am anymore. I don't know how I got to be the Goddamn bad guy, but when you’re up against a wall and out of options, it’s the only route sometimes.

      I'm hitting Logan, not even knowing why I am. I'm threatening them both, trying to bend him to do what I need him to do, only because it’s the only option I've got. I'm in too deep with the wrong fucking people, and Logan's a way out of that. So here we are.

      I remember turning towards Quinn and just seeing the hate in her eyes; just pure fucking loathing and hatred, and for one brief second, I almost stop. There's a moment there, staring at Chelsea's oldest sister where I see the monster I've become reflected in her eyes. For one brief second, I see every mistake I ever made; every wrong turn and every poor decision that brought me right here to this very moment. I want to apologize; I want to say I'm sorry and find a way to change my ways.

      And then she stabs me.

      I can still remember that blade slicing into my skin and entering my damn throat; I can fucking taste it.  I’m drowning then. I'm drowning in my own fucking blood, which is maybe the worst feeling in the world by the way.

      And then, I die.

      I'm dead, and I know it. When I’m drowning on the coppery taste of my own life-force, I know I’m dead. End of the road, Toro.

      Except, she saves me.; that doctor, Chelsea's sister. She stabs me, and they could just walk away from all that, but she doesn’t. For some fucked up reason that I still don't understand, she saves my sorry ass. I will never understand that moment and what possessed her to do that, but fuck, here I am.

      I snort a laugh to myself; thinking of one of the brief conversations I ever had with Chelsea's father; “Out of the frying pan, into the fire.”

      And I'm roasting out here.

      The bartender slides a bottle of something nice-looking in front of me, breaking my thoughts; “What’s this?” I eye the golden añejo sitting in front of me, squinting at the label and realizing just how nice it really is.

      “Your friends bought it for you.”

      “Excuse me?” Friends? Clearly, we don't know each other, bud.

      “Yeah, your friends.” He shrugs, like he doesn't really give much of a shit; “I think they headed out back for a smoke or something, but they wanted to buy you one.”

      “What, a drink?”

      “A bottle.” The bartender shrugs and passes me a fresh glass; “You want me to hang on to it back here?”

      “Leave it.”

      He nods and pours me a shot before he sets the tequila on the bar top and walks away. I bring the glass to my lips and inhale the sweet burn of it before I knock it back and let the amber fire slowly leak down my throat. I allow the burn to settle in for a second before I stand and grab the bottle.

      This is a fucking real bad idea, but fuck it. I head through the bar towards the back door, knowing perfectly well now who my “friends” are. It's a shit move, walking out this door, but I knew they were going to check in on me sooner or later, and it might as well be here and now without Chelsea around. The way I figure, the more heat I can draw away from her, the quicker we can figure out what the hell we're going to do.

      Hands grab and slam me up against the wall the second I step out the door. I wince and my head rings as it knocks off the bricks of the alley wall, and there's the now-familiar feel of a gun against my back as a very familiar voice rasps in my ear: “Where are we at, Toro.”

      I grit my teeth and strain against the two guys holding me down, and I turn to sneer into Benson's stupid piggy little face; “Fuck you, cabron.”

      “I'm not sure you're understanding me, you dumb fuck,” Benson narrows his eyes at me, the veins in his neck sticking out and throbbing; “Get Chelsea Archer for us, and I won't dump your ass back in La Muerta, comprende? It's a fair trade.”

      “How 'bout I trade you for another shot at your mom’s ass?” I spit out, forcing a grin to my face.

      Benson's fist crashes into my mouth and white stars flash in front of my face. Yeah, I'm not sure what other response I expected from him; grunts like him aren't exactly the witty banter type.

      “I'm gonna try and impress this upon you one more time, shithead,” Benson leans closer, his face red and his eyes looking crazy as he pulls out his gun, cocks it and presses the barrel into my cheek; “Chelsea Archer, by tomorrow morning, or you're a dead ma-”

      “Drop it.”

      That wasn't Blackriver-

      All four of us jerk our heads up to the front of the alleyway, and I can’t stop the grin that starts to spread across my face.

      “I said, fucking drop it!” The gun in the newly brunette Chelsea Archer's hands is leveled right at Benson as she stands there with her feet shoulder length apart and staggered. Benson and his goons freeze, and I almost want to laugh; is this chick saving my ass?

      There's a coldness in her eyes, and I’m suddenly realizing as I hear the three idiots around me chuckle that they don’t take her seriously.

      From the perspective of a guy who’s had her pull a gun on him, twice, they really should; even if they don’t know the gun is unloaded.

      Benson chuckles and smiles at Chelsea; “Listen sweetheart, why don't we put down the gun before you hurt some-”

      “I said let him go. Special Agent Archer, United States Central Intelligence Agency, and for the last motherfucking time; drop the-”

      One of the guys holding me suddenly shoves me away and reaches for a gun on his belt holster. It's a blur of motion, but he barely gets his hand on it before the gun in her hand roars.

      Holy fucking shit!

      I don’t even have time to wonder where the hell she got ammo from before the man grunts as his shoulder rocks backwards with her shot, knocking him to the ground.

      There's a quarter second of everyone freezing and not quite believing it - myself included - before I use that to jump into action. I elbow the other guy holding me sharply in the nuts, knocking him over. Benson shouts and fires barely a foot from my head right over me towards Chelsea, and I lunge at him as I plant a haymaker of a fist into his fat face.

      I'm running for Chelsea, ducking wildly as she fires right over my head, before I tackle her back behind a dumpster.

      “Nice timing, spy-girl.”

      “I told you not to run off without me!” She looks furious, but I only grin at how insane this all is.

      Suddenly, there are flashing blue and red lights and the sounds of sirens at the other end of the alley; great, the fuzz is here.

      “Police! Everyone freeze!”

      Fuck, just what we need. I whirl to Chelsea, still crouched behind the dumpster with me, holding her gun with an iron grip; “We need to run.”

      She whirls to me; “What?! It's the police, Javier; we're going to-”

      “Remind me which one of us has actually worked for Blackriver again?!” I shake her by the shoulders, trying to impress upon her the seriousness of this; “Trust me, if the police are here, they’re with them. We need to run.”

      Chelsea rolls her eyes and puts the safety on her gun; “Jesus, you really are insane, you know that?” She starts to roll her eyes again as she begins to stand with her hands in the air. She screams as I tackle her back down as bullets from the guns of both both groups rake the side of the dumpster and the brick next to us.

      Jesus, I hate being right all the time.

      “Will you fucking listen to me for once!?” I yell; “Can we run now, princess?”

      Her mouth presses into a line and her eyes search my face wildly.

      “We need to run; now, Chelsea”

      She nods quickly, her eyes blazing and her mouth tight as I grab her and we run.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Her hand is firmly in mine as I lead us charging down alleyways, between buildings, and down towards the dark of the beach. Running feels good. Running is freedom, and the fact that I'm holding her hand sure is fucking helping. It's bizarre, but as insane as this moment is with Blackriver and the cops chasing after us and the fact that I just had a gun to my head, I'm almost laughing as we dash through the darkness. I feel more alive and more in control than I have in ages, and having this girl's hand in mine as we pound the sand has me feeling like a golden god.

      Her face looks tight but she’s not yelling, and she’s not panicking.

      And she came back for you.

      Quite honestly, I'm not sure anyone's ever “come back for me.” I'm the guy you leave; the one that takes the hit because I was disposable anyways, and the fact that Chelsea of all fucking people in the world is the one that came back has me grinning like an asshole.

      And we have a “thing” now; a common enemy in Blackriver. Whatever comes next, we’re a united front.

      And really, this princess ain’t so bad as she seems.
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      This situation is fucked. Actually, I think Logan, Bryce, and Hudson would call it FUBAR - fucked up beyond all recognition.

      I've graduated from flirting with a criminal, to hiding from mercenaries, to running from the cops now. If I had any sense left in me at all, I’d stop all this. I'm supposed to be lying low, and keeping a low profile and waiting for further instructions as to what to do for my job.

      And again, “running from the cops” is hardly a low profile move.

      At the same time, my heart is racing a mile a minute, and the fact that people with guns are chasing us is honestly only half responsible for that; at best. Because the other part of it is that my hand is firmly in Javier Toro's and as we run headlong down the beach, I can't help but let every part of me soar.

      We run for what seems like hours but must be more like minutes, though at our pace we've got to be at least two miles down the beach from where we were. We come up on a rocky area of the beach, and as we dash around the rocks and boulders, Javier brings our mad-dash to a halt.

      We stop, panting with our hands on our knees as we suck in breaths of air. I'm swallowing my pounding heartbeat, trying to catch my breath when I hear laughing. I frown and look up to see Javier chuckling with a grin plastered across his face.

      “Are you laughing?”

      He howls out another laugh, his whole face actually lighting up as he throws his head back and hoots at the night sky. Sweat drips down his face and his chest but he's laughing even as he struggles for a full breath.

      “You're insane.”

      “I've been told.” He grins at me and shakes his head; “Where the hell did you get bullets for that gun?”

      “The third Blackriver guy that was standing guard around the corner.” I try and shrug it off as if sneaking up on mercenaries and knocking them out to steal their ammunition clips is in any way something I’ve ever done before. Javier snorts, his laughs telling me he doesn’t buy my attempt at being a badass at all.

      “Well, nice job, Rambo.”

      I shake my head and start to turn but he stops me with a hand on my arm; “C’mon, princess, don’t you feel fucking alive right now?”

      I take another gasp of air and shake my head as I turn to look out at the dark of the ocean; “I feel like we’re making this situation worse.”

      He snorts; “But don’t you feel it? This is life; raw and crazy and happening all around you.” His voice is closer than it was before, and I turn suddenly to find him standing much closer to me, and my breath catches; “Don’t you feel alive?”

      More than I can possibly feel comfortable even admitting to myself, especially with him so close to me. I can smell his scent, and I can feel the heat of him, and I'm starting to lose myself in the reflection of the moon in his eyes.

      I take a small step back, biting my lip with eyes locked on his. This is dangerous; I'm flirting with real, tangible danger in the form of a criminal.

      My criminal.

      He holds my gaze a second longer before he turns and brings a bottle to his lips that I never even realized was in his other hand. He bites the cork in his teeth and yanks it out with a pop before spitting it out and raising the bottle high in his hand; “A toast!”

      I frown; “Is that alcohol?”

      “Absolutely”

      I'm laughing then. In spite of myself - in spite of knowing I should be furious or terrified, or scared - I'm laughing.

      And it feels fantastic.

      “Did you steal that from the bar?” I choke out, wiping tears from my eyes as the giggle-fit shakes me to my core.

      Javier grins at me as he takes a swig from the bottle, makes a face, and then passes it my way; “Have a drink, princess; we're celebrating a win tonight.”

      My giggling slows as I take the bottle. Drinking with him? Yeah, that's a bad idea.

      That's a horrible idea, actually..

      Javier turns and starts dragging and pushing bits of driftwood together into a little hut shape. He takes a lighter out of his pocket and begins to hold it to some of the smaller pieces in the middle while I watch him. I’m painfully aware that I’m standing on a secluded moonlit beach with a stupidly attractive Latin man panting with his shirt open like some kind of bull fighter, and he wants me to drink with him. Oh and he's building a fire.

      Yeah, no; no freaking way. Trusting him is one thing; trusting myself is another altogether.

      The fire begins to catch as he adds smaller bits of wood to fledgeling flame, before the whole pile starts to burn. He stands and turns, and then he rolls his eyes and looks pointedly at the bottle still in my hand.

      “Fine,” I say dramatically, before bringing the opening to my lip and tilting the amber liquid into my mouth.

      I swallow the swig and cough as Javier chuckles; “There we go.”

      He takes the bottle from my hand and moves back to the now crackling fire, where he tosses another chunk of driftwood onto it before settling down against one of the large boulders in the sand. I don’t think anymore, I just move to sit next to him, lying back against the rock and looking out past the fire over the ocean.

      There’s a war of ideals raging in my head, but I'm trying to drown it out and just enjoy the moment. Because one side of me is still raging that this is wrong; that Javier is the bad guy, and as the good guy here, it's my job to be his enemy.

      Drinking tequila around a campfire on the beach really doesn't fit on that list of good-guy versus bad-guy activities. Except I heard what they said back at the alleyway, and I saw what he did, and part of me knows that that’s not quite how the “bad guy” is supposed to act, either.

      So is he really bad?

      “What now?” He says with a smirk.

      I laugh; “Oh, I'm in charge now?”

      “Oh, sure,” He grins; “Only because I’m letting you be in charge though.”

      I roll my eyes and punch his shoulder; “Oh please, I'm in charge.”

      “If you say so, spy-girl.”

      We're laughing, and he moves closer towards me; very close. I can feel my pulse jump at the nearness of him.

      And there's that war inside of me again; the one side crossing her arms and saying no, and the other side just screaming yes.

      Javier turns to me, and I can feel my breath catch at the glint in his eyes, the throb of my pulse, and at the heat between my legs. I take a deep breath and I bring the bottle to my lips again, taking a swig with my eyes never leaving his; “Why did you come down to the pool that day?”

      I have no idea where the question suddenly comes from, but suddenly I'm dying to know how it is that circumstance brought me across Javier Toro's path in the way it did.

      “I saved you.”

      I smirk; “Well, I think we both saved each other, but why’d you come down in the first place? It wasn't to 'save me'.”

      Javier laughs and looks away, shaking his head before he turns back to me with that sparkle back in his eyes; “I already told you; I saw a hot blonde with a hot body in a sexy fucking bikini, and I wanted to come down and make a move.”

      I want to hold back the grin that threatens to spill over my face, but it's no use. I look away as my face burns, hoping he doesn't see how girlishly goofy it is that I'm blushing at a comment like that.

      Of course, the thing is, I don't want to see the goofy look either, because it's one I should not be having about the man sitting next to me. But there's my pulse, beating faster anyways, and there's my breath, catching in my throat. I know the booze is going to my head here, but I also just don't care. This is more than that anyways.

      This is me letting go.

      “So how do you feel about brunettes,” I say slyly.

      What are you doing!? The voice inside screams at me; Stop playing with fucking fire!

      But I know I can't stop at this point.

      I know I won't.

      Javier's gaze narrows at me and the corners of his perfect lips turn up; “Rapidly climbing the charts, princess.”

      Fuck. I needed him to say something crass in that moment. I needed him to put out the fire and the heat that's threatening to engulf me entirely. What I don't need is perfect, charming lines like that, because that's certainly not helping.

      “Still think I'm the bad guy here?”

      And for the first time in my life, I don't think, I just do.

      I lean forward, and I kiss him.

      His lips press hotly and hungrily against my own, and I moan into them as he kisses me deeply. His mouth tastes like tequila and the promise of breaking every rule I have. I’m falling; tumbling right over the precipice I've been tiptoeing the edge of for days now. His hand grabs my chin hard, steadying my fall but holding me to his lips so tightly as our tongues and our breaths exchange with the other.

      Suddenly he's pulling back though. He's pushing me away, his eyes wild as he stares into my own as a shadow crosses his face; “Stop it.”

      I swallow heavily, trying to push down the lump of my heart in my throat as I gape at him; “What?”

      Javier shakes his head and starts to stand, muttering and looking off down the dark beach.

      “Wha-”

      “You don't want me, princess.”

      A flash of heat spreads across my face and my chest, threatening to tear me apart as the sudden mortifying feelings of shame and rejection wash over me.

      “You think you do,” He turns and his eyes bore right into mine; “But you really don-”

      “Fuck you,” I spit at him, feeling horrible and utterly embarrassed and flustered as I shake his hand off my arm and turn to run from him, from the fire, from whatever this almost was.

      What the hell was I thinking?
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      No.

      Nope, no fucking way is she getting away from me and this conversation that easily; not after all that. My hand jerks out and grabs her wrist, hard, before she can even make it two steps. I yank her back towards me.

      “Oh, what,” She snaps sharply at me, rage stinging her face.

      Hell hath no fury...

      Stopping the kiss was bad, but fuck, she doesn't know what she's doing. She doesn't know me, because if she did, she'd have taken off running down that beach days ago.

      “I'm trying to save you.”

      She barks out a sneering laugh; “I don’t need saving; not from you.”

      “Get close to me and you will,” I growl.

      Get close to me and I'll destroy you, even if I don't want to and even if I do everything on Earth to try and stop it. It'll still happen, because that's just me and the fucked up reverse Midas touch that follows me. Good things wither and die around me, and something as bright and as pure as her doesn't stand a fucking chance.

      “I'm a big girl.”

      “I'm a bad man.”

      My hand slides up her arm, and before I can stop myself, I’m snaking it around her waist, exploring the curve of her hip as I pull her closer. I want to push her away - I know I should push her away - but I can’t even begin to conceive of doing that right now. Not when she feels so fucking good under my touch.

      “My job is to catch bad men and lock them up,” She whispers quietly, her eyes still flashing heat and fire as she matches my own hot gaze with her own.

      “That a fact, princess?” I move closer, pulling her against me; “You think you can catch me? Think you can put me anywhere I don’t want to go?” I growl, my jaw tightening.

      “I always get what I go after.”

      “Not me.”

      She's so close, and my pulse is roaring like a lion ready to pounce in for the kill. I'm such bad news for her, but if she says one more fucking word, I’m going to take her right here and right now. I'm going to claim her, make her mine, and have her screaming my name as she comes like it's the last name on Earth.

      “I’m a bad, bad man, princess,” I say with fire and danger on my breath.

      “Oh yeah?” She swallows and looks at me defiantly; “Prove it.” She whispers.

      Don't say I didn't warn you.

      I yank her body against mine as my mouth crashes against hers, and I feel her absolutely melt into me.

      She tastes like heaven and moves against me like original sin as her hands snake into my hair, pulling me into her. I push us backwards, pressing her against the side of the flat-top rock near the fire, pressing myself against every sweet delicious curve of her body.

      Her hands slip down to my shirt, hastily, like she's desperate for it. She yanks at it, tearing it over my head as I let her go just enough to get the thing off my head before I'm crushing myself against her again. I'm pressing her hard against the rock at the small of her back before I slip my hand down to her ass. I grab her tightly, my strong hands gripping and kneading the supple flesh there as I lift her up and into my arms. Her legs wrap around my waist as I push her up and back onto the flat top of the rock.

      My cock is rock hard in my pants and straining for release. But I know what I need first; I know what I've been craving and dying for since the second I saw her in that bikini down by the pool.

      I push her back down onto the rock, and she's gasping as I break our kiss. But my hands are yanking the button and the zipper of her cutoffs down, and she whimpers as I grab them and tear them down and off her perfect legs right along with her panties.

      She blushes and moves to curl her legs beneath herself, but I grab her thighs tightly in my hands as my eyes drag up her body to her eyes.

      “Show me,” I growl, and I see her face flush with desire as she slowly nods, biting her lip so coyly as she lets me pull her legs apart.

      I want to take my time, and I want to worship her there like she deserves. But a starving man is a man with hunger that needs to be satiated, and I attack her with my mouth and my tongue like I'll die without her perfect, sweet pussy.

      She's like honey and gold on my tongue, and she cries out as I drag my tongue through her lips, slipping it up to circle and tease at her clit. I push my tongue deep into her opening as my hands grab her ass, pulling her to my mouth as she moans loudly and slowly begins to go to pieces.

      I'm so fucking hard that I shove my shorts down and wrap my hand around my thickness, stroking myself as I taste her. It's like heaven, tasting this angel of a creature as I slide my fist up and down the length of my cock and moan into her pussy. I could come just like this; just from licking her honey and stroking my cock.

      “Hey-” She moans, biting her lip as she looks down to see what I’m doing; “That's mine.”

      And then before I know what she's doing, she’s spinning around and hanging her head off the edge of the rock towards me. She ducks her head down between my legs and as I stare bug-eyed like some kind of idiot, she wraps those perfect bee-sting lips around my cock and sucks me into her mouth.

      Holy fuck.

      I growl as I dive back in, yanking her tank top up and spilling her breasts. I’m teasing her nipples with one hand while I push her thighs apart with the other and bring my mouth back to her slit. Her hands are on my ass, pulling me towards her, pulling me in and out of her lips and making me fuck that mouth like I’ve been dying do. Her fingers are on my balls, coaxing, teasing me, and I can feel her trembling beneath me as I hungrily suck and lick at her pussy. She’s whimpering around my thickness, and when I suck her clit between my lips, she erupts like a volcano beneath me. The vibrations of her moans are more than I can take, and I groan as I explode into her needy mouth as she swallows every drop.

      She still shuddering as I stagger back from her, but then I'm turning her around and bringing her back up as I move against her, kissing her neck and feeling her clutch at me. She's moaning as my mouth finds her collarbone and the sweet spot where her delicate neck meets her shoulders, and I'm still hard.

      I'm still hard, and I still want so much more from this angel.

      I turn and grab my shorts from the ground, rummaging through the pockets until I come out with a foil packet.

      Chelsea starts to giggle; her cheeks flushed red and her eyes sparkling as she brings a hand to her mouth; “Did you buy condoms?”

      I grin and just wink at her.

      “You arrogant prick.”

      “You uptight little tease.”

      But her fingers are eager as she helps me roll the thing down over my cock, and she's clutching at my hips and pulling me close as I slide the head between her lips.

      “Fuck me,” she groans into my ear; “Fuck me hard.”

      I sink into her in one perfect stroke, and I could die in that moment. She’s impossibly tight, and she’s writhes like liquid gold around me as I bury myself inside of her.

      We move together fast and hungrily, undulating as one like the crashing of the waves against the sand behind us. And every fear and uncertainty and doubt and battle and knock-down I've ever fucking had just washes out to sea when her lips seal on mine.

      Her legs around my hips and her arms around my neck bring me closer and closer, urging me on and urging me to fill her entirely. Her head throws back as my lips and my teeth find her neck, and we explode together like a bomb, there on the beach under the island moon.
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      Comfortable.

      It's the only thought I have to describe the feeling I have upon waking. There are waves crashing quietly in the background, the tiniest sliver of wind teasing my hair across my face, and the strong, muscular chest of the man who absolutely rocked my world beneath my cheek as sleep slowly fades into a memory.

      Memory.

      My eyes snap open as the reality of morning suddenly dawns on me. I blink once as I open my eyes to the sight of the ocean waves, and Javier's chest slowly rising and falling beneath my face.

      Oh, God.

      I swallow the dryness in my throat and sit up, wiping the corners of my mouth and glad I haven't managed to drool on his chest.

      His chest; Javier Toro’s chest.

      Oh holy fuck.

      The regrets start as one little nagging whine and slowly start to tumble faster and faster until the sheer cacophony of them is almost too much to bear.

      Oh my fucking God, I fucked a fugitive; I had sex with Javier.

      This is bad; this is real, real bad.

      The whirlwind of regrets hits a fever pitch inside my head. I think of my sister, and Logan and all the horrible bad blood there. I think of my job, and my sworn duty and responsibility. And I think of myself, and what ignoring all those things says about me as a person.

      Somehow, I don't think it says anything good.

      There are lines you don't cross, and family is a big one. No matter how charming I think Javier is,  no matter how much I want to say he's “changed” or “different” than the man he was before, it doesn't change what happened. It doesn't change that he hurt my family. He made Logan fight in brutal underground fights with the threat of revealing his past to the world and then kidnapped him and my sister. He almost shattered everything I know.

      I stare at the man still sleeping next to me in the sand. This man may have changed so many notions I had of who he was, or who I thought I was, but it doesn't mean anything. Blood is thicker than water, and there's been blood spilled here.

      Jesus, what was I thinking?

      I'm pulling my clothes on as Javier stirs and slowly begins to open his eyes. He blinks, much in the same way I'm sure I just did, as consciousness and the reality of the world begins to dawn on him.

      I bite my lip as I watch him until his eyes blink and lock on me. I want to slip back into that comfort I first felt on waking. I want to go back to this new Javier and this new me, and this fugitive beach life existence. And I want to go back to last night; I want to go back to last night forever.

      But you can never go back, and I know I can't now; not to any of those things.

      He grins and starts to reach for me, but the walls are already going up. I force the warmth from my face and from my heart, and instead I steel myself for what I know has to happen here. I need to be cold; I need this to stop right here and right now, before it gets any worse.

      Right, worse; as if it can possibly get worse than you betraying your family and your country and your job.

      Javier frowns as he sees the frost in my look and the way I flinch away when he goes to take my hand with his; “And a good morning to you too, sunshine,” He mumbles, his brow furrowed.

      “You got me drunk.”

      I don't know why I say it, especially because it's not the “coldness” I was going for, it's just plain accusatory and mean.

      And wrong.

      Because the truth is, everything that happened the previous night I did because I wanted it on a level that scares me. I wasn't drunk. I was tipsy perhaps, but certainly nowhere near drunk where I didn't know exactly what I was doing. Javier certainly didn't take advantage of any situation in any way, but for some reason, that’s the vitriol I go with.

      He frowns, his eyes narrowing at me; “Are you serious?”

      I look away, hoping to move past my own awful words to the point where I can just be clear that this was a one-time thing; “Look, I'm just say-”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” His voice is bolder now as he wakes more. His eyes search mine, furious and full of rage as he slowly shakes his head at me; “You're fucking unbelievable, you know that, Archer?”

      The horrible feeling in my gut grows bigger, and stronger, and I feel awful. But I need an excuse; I need someone to blame for the passion of last night besides myself.

      Like, him, for instance.

      He's up now, pulling his clothes on and muttering to himself in Spanish. He's not looking at me at all.

      I take a breath to steady myself and take a step towards him; “Look, I'm sorry.”

      “Forget it,” He growls, yanking his shirt down over his head and pulling it down his gorgeous torso. The same torso that I clutched to last night in the throws of having the most incredible sex of my life; the torso I cried out against when I came screaming his name.

      “Javier, I-”

      “Probably just the tequila, right?” He smiles thinly at me; so thin that it’s just a single hard line across his lips; “Yeah well, you know, that’s my thing; getting poor little rich American girls drunk so I can take advantage of them.” He shakes his head at me before he turns and spits into the sand.

      “Javier, I’m sorry I said-”

      “No sweat, princess; it’s nothing and it was nothing.”

      Ouch.

      His look is hard as he turns back and meets my eyes, and I can feel the last of that comfortable feeling just shattering around me, breaking like glass.

      “Yeah, it- it's nothing.” I mumble.

      “Well, just don’t go telling anyone about this, ok? Can't have people knowing I slept with the law.”

      “Oh, like I want people to know I slept with a criminal.”

      “Fine.” He shrugs and starts walking down the beach.

      “Fine.” I snarl as I begin to follow him at a distance.

      Great.
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      “So, how’s Tulum?”

      I wince, closing my eyes and biting my lip. I hate this part of the job. Secrets are one thing; I mean I get that when it comes to the nature of who I work for and what I do, they’re part of the job. But it’s when I have to outright and bold-face lie to the people I love about my life that it all feels worse.

      “It’s, uh-”

      My sister Reagan sighs into the phone; “I cannot believe the Economic Development Conference picked a place in freaking paradise to have their conference, you lucky bitch.”

      “Ray, it’s not that nice, I mean we’re inside all day for the lecture ser-”

      “Oh, don’t even!” She says, laughing into the phone; “I saw your Facebook pictures; don’t try and downplay it, Chels.”

      Right, the Facebook page run by a group of first year interns at Langley, who probably also run a dozen other fake social media accounts for agents. I lean my forehead against the side of the payphone, looking out at the ocean across the street that’s somehow lost a bit of it’s luster today. I wonder what sort of wild vacation in Mexico I’m currently having on someone else’s media feed.

      “It’s OK, I guess.” I shake my head, trying to clear it, and quickly change the subject; “So how’s my favorite niece?” Reagan immediately starts baby-talking - literally, nonsensical baby-talking - on the phone; “Uh, Ray?”

      “It’s your Auntie Chelsea! Yes it is! Yes it is, Chrissy!”

      I grin, feeling, well, not shitty for the first time all day. But there’s a pang, hearing her across the world with her daughter, surrounded by love in a life free of drama, and men with guns, and complications with complicated Spaniards.

      “She says hello, Chels. And she wants you to FaceTime us next time,” She pauses; “Are you calling me on a payphone, by the way?”

      Routed through a call-center in Eastern Mexico? Yep.

      “Uh, yeah, my cell service is nonexistent down here.”

      “But the conference is good?”

      “Yeah, it-” I look up from the phone booth and see Javier across the street, leaning against a tree and staring out over the ocean, and I frown, thinking about the things I said to him earlier when we woke up. I wrinkle my nose at the thought of it, knowing I was way out of line.

      “Yeah, it’s good,” I say quietly, trying to keep the hurt and the whirlwind of the previous night and the confusion of the morning out of my voice.

      Reagan’s not buying it; “What’s up?”

      “Hmm? Nothing.” I mutter, looking across the street at the man who’s got me questioning everything.

      What’s up? Oh, nothing much. I shot a man last night, and then got shot at myself when I was running from the police. Oh, and then I had mind-blowing sex with the man I’m supposed to be arresting. You might remember him as the same guy who kidnapped our other sister before she almost killed him. So anyways, how’s YOUR day?

      “Chelsea, you’ve got the mopey-voice going on; c’mon, spill it. It’s just between you and me and Chrissy here. Isn’t that right Chrissy-girl? You won’t tell anyone Auntie Chelsea’s secrets?”

      Christine is fourteen months old, by the way.

      “Ray, it’s really nothing, forget it.”

      “Is it the conference?”

      “What? No, I-”

      “School?”

      “No. Ray, it’s really-”

      “Guy?”

      I shake my head; “It’s really not anything, Reagan, OK?”

      “You didn’t say ‘no’ on that last one.”

      “What?”

      I can practically hear my sister grinning on the other end of the line; “Oh yeah, it’s a guy isn’t it?”

      She’s like a fucking bloodhound.

      “Are you seriously this desperate for drama?”

      She snorts; “Chels, I spend ten hours a day with a one year old playing with jello and knocking down block towers,” She lowers her voice to a whisper; “I’m fucking starved for some adult drama.”

      I grin; “Well, forget it, there’s nothing to talk about.”

      “Is he married?”

      I roll my eyes; “Where do you get this stuff?”

      “I’m just trying to see what the obvious drama is here!” She says, laughing; “You know us Archer girls and scandalous relationships.”

      “I-” I shake my head, trying to turn my eyes away from Javier standing across the street; “I really can’t talk about it.” And really, I can’t; since the Agency is probably recording this call.

      I hear Reagan gasp suddenly, and panic shoots through me; “Ray! Reagan, what’s wrong!”

      “You!”

      I frown; “Huh?”

      “Are you and Bryce-”

      “Eww! What?” I winkle my nose; “No, Jesus, Ray.”

      “What! C’mon, I had to ask! It’s not like no one else hasn’t wondered when the two of you are going to complete the circle!”

      “Not gonna happen; gross.”

      “Fine.”

      I’m grinning and rolling my eyes at my sister as I hear her laugh over the line. I miss this. I miss honest sisterly banter, and laughing, and not worrying about who might come around the corner and fire a gun at me.

      I miss home.

      “So, am I at least right about it being a guy?”

      “Maybe,” I say.

      “Is there a reason you two shouldn’t - you know - be together?”

      I choke out a laugh; “Is my last name Archer or not?”

      Reagan laughs, and I can hear Christine burbling away in the background; “Well, do you want to be talked out of it, or do you want the same speech I gave Quinn?”

      I close my eyes and lean into the phone again; that’s a great question.

      “Silence means number two, you know,” She says quietly, and I bite my lip as I just nod.

      “Hold on to something good, Chels. Even if the world says no, if you know something’s good, you don’t let go.” She sighs; “Look, I’ve gotta run, I just got peed on; sorry.”

      I laugh, biting back the stinging in my eyes; “Go clean up my niece, Ray.”

      “Call us when you get back, OK? And don’t get sunburned!”

      “Hey Ray?” I close my eyes, willing the lump in my throat to go away; “I love you.”

      “Love you too! And chin up, dork; you’re in paradise!”

      Right.
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      Fuck this girl. I mean is she kidding me? Accusing me of…of that?

      It's infuriating, and it's insane to think of me as someone like that. Even if I have been a scoundrel and a scumbag to varying degrees my entire life, that is nothing I've ever been. But I also know that she's pulling shit like that so that she can feel like she's not at fault for what happened between us.

      By which, I mean, the single hottest fuck of my life. But still, fuck this girl, and fuck her bullshit.

      I'm rubbing the stubble of my chin, watching her through slit eyes across the street as she makes a call on a payphone. She's probably calling the C.I.A., and most likely talking about me and how best to put me in a fucking jail cell or something.

      Why the hell did I get involved with her like that? And for what? At the end of this whole little beach-life fantasy we're living out, there’s one outcome. Well, two, but neither are good. Either she turns me in and I go to jail, or Blackriver catches up to us and, fuck, who knows what then; certainly nothing good.

      But accusing me like that just to abstain herself from any guilt about her own poor choices, even after I warned her? Fuck that. I've been called a lot of things, but not that; no fucking way. Besides, no matter what shit she says to me, she can't change what’s going on inside that pretty little head of hers. Because I know she wanted that; that was all her.

      Well, I'm willing to accept that I had a bit to do with it, but still. I knew this was a bad idea.

      Nice work, asshole.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So what now, Agent Archer.”

      She finishes crossing the street to where I'm leaning against the side of a house, and I can see her stiffen a little at the harsh tone in my voice.

      Good.

      “Look, I'm sorry about what I said. I- I just-” She looks away, stumbling over her words; “I just think we should pretend that never happened.”

      “Done,” I say, as off-handed and nonchalantly as I can. I say it quickly. My tone of voice is shit, but fuck it; I can play this game too.

      Chelsea looks like she doesn’t know what to say.

      “So, what's your plan now then, spy girl.”

      She bites her lip as a blush of color washes through her cheeks; I should stop using those stupid fucking pet names I’ve been calling her.

      “Well, we need to get out of Aruba.”

      I bark out a laugh; “No shit.”

      Chelsea gives me a look; “No, I mean that’s the plan; literally. Langley wants us off the island for extraction.”

      “And go where exactly?”

      “Venezuela, to the mainland.”

      I snort out another laugh, shaking my head; “No fucking way.”

      Fuck that; hell no. I'm never going back to that place I used to call home; not after they threw me in that hell hole of a prison.

      She shrugs; “Well, those are my orders, and I'm taking you with me.”

      For the eight-hundredth time, I think about how easy it would be to run. It might not be a great plan, but it’s sure as fuck better than going back there. I mean what would she even do to stop me? What’s she gonna do, insult me? She’s got bullets now, apparently, for that stupid gun she’s been carrying around. But bullets or not, she wouldn't shoot me.

      I’m pretty sure.

      I frown as I stare out at the ocean, swallowing the pill of this reality. Deep down, I know she’s my one way out of this whole fucking mess. Well, probably, at least; I’m still working that out in my head.

      “So, any idea how two people with no passports leave Aruba?”

      She looks at me, her brow knitted in this adorable way that I try to ignore; “I was hoping you knew. I mean you got in here without one.”

      I laugh coldly; “Yeah, but it involved killing two assholes with guns and stealing a boat.”

      “Oh.” Her eyes linger on me, and a shadow of a look that might just be fear crosses her face.

      “They were about to throw me over the side to die in the ocean; don’t get all touchy-feely about it sweet cheeks.”

      Her gaze lingers a moment longer, but she drops her eyes to the ground and kicks a rock with her sandal.

      “OK so maybe I know a way off.” I flash her a grin and wink at her; “You’ll just have to ask me nicely I guess.”

      She sighs and looks up at me, clearly wrestling with something behind her eyes; “Look, are you going to be like this?”

      “Like what.” I say evenly, knowing full well what an immature dick I'm being about this.

      “This…just-”

      “OK fine, yes.”

      She frowns; “Yes you're going to keep acting like an asshole?”

      “No,” I roll my eyes and smirk at her; “I mean yes I know how to get us out of Aruba. I know a guy with a plane who owes me a favor or five.”

      “Where?”

      “A ways,” I look across the mostly empty street at an old jeep standing empty by itself; “Think the C.I.A. would mind if you added ‘cars’ the the list of stolen vehicles so far?”
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      We drive to the airport in the Jeep in total silence, with Javier brooding behind the wheel and me chewing on my nails as I stare out the passenger window. That vortex of regret and confusion inside is still raging, though now at least there are trails and tendrils of coherent thoughts trickling through.

      Coherent thoughts like me wondering why I allowed that to happen. I mean, I don't do “flings on the beach” like some sort of sorority girl on spring break. Not ever, and certainly not with criminals like Javier Toro.

      God, is that colluding? I think to myself, shivering at the thought.

      Why couldn’t I say no to him? More importantly, why couldn't I say it to myself? Why couldn’t I say no to the pure need I had for him

      The thought occurs to me that I still wouldn’t trust myself to say no even now; not when it comes to this man with the almost frightening and dangerously magnetic draw sitting next to me.

      I've had to think for myself for longer than I should have had to do. Quinn and Reagan were already older when our dad passed, and it's not like I wasn't amply provided for, but I guess I just went inside my own head more often than not. I've made all the right choices, gone to all the right schools and programs, and aced all the tests to get to where I am today with the Agency.

      So why do I slip up now?

      I think back to Javier teasing me about joining because of my dad. Truth be told though, he was right.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I'm not supposed to be in here, but my aunt is out late and the household staff is already gone for the evening.

      And honestly, he's been dead for a year; at the risk of being insensitive, I don't think my dad will be upset that I went into his study.

      I'm not even entirely sure what I'm looking for when I push open the heavy wooden doors and step into the musty oldness of the room. It smells like him in here, and I feel a pang in my chest at the still fresh hurt of his passing. I trace my fingers over books that line the shelves; some that I remember him reading to us, some that I remember him reading to himself there in his reading chair, and some I just plain don't know.

      I take one down at random and sit in my father's chair. Again, I’m unsure why I’m here, even if I know it’s probably just to try and keep him close though he's gone. It's as if wrapping myself in his life and the scent of him keeps me close to his memory.

      The book is Mark Twain's “War Prayer”, and what starts as me leafing through the forward ends with me curling into a ball in the chair and reading the whole thing straight through.

      “If you would beseech a blessing upon yourself, beware! Lest without intent you invoke a curse upon your neighbor at the same time.”

      I go to close the book, but a piece of paper tumbles from the last page into my lap:

      
        33 - 19 - 7

      

      Years of treasure hunts, mystery books, puzzles, and brain twisters with my father have me grinning as soon as I see the numbers; I know exactly what they are.

      My eyes drag up to the combination safe sitting darkly in the corner of the room beneath a mahogany table covered in maps. I've have no memory of my father being anywhere close to that safe, and in fact I barely remember noticing it before this very moment. But I'm stepping towards it, slowly, reverently; the page of scrawled numbers held tight in my hand.

      I'm not sure what I’m expecting when the dial clicks for the third time. Money? Jewels? Horrible family secrets?

      Certainly not books; twelve of them, to be exact.

      They're all bound in the same leather, and marked with the same stamp across the cover: “W.A.” I pull one from its forgotten tomb and bring it into the light. It's when I open to the first page that  for the first time since entering the room, I start to cry.

      They're diaries; all twelve of them are my father's diaries.

      It's everything we never knew about what it is he did. Our father's company historically sold weapons, but it was a subject he always hated to talk about. For all his traveling to conflict zones- well, we put two and two together and got “making deals.”

      Except they weren't the deals we all thought, as I learn in the books; not by a mile. They aren’t deals of war at all.

      He was dealing peace.

      The diaries tell of building hospitals in war-torn areas; orphanages in places of sickness and strife, wells where there was no water. Logan and Hudson and Bryce are in there as well, off with him changing the world across the pages of his life sitting in my lap, as I cry here in the now.

      So why is it a girl like me, from a family like mine, ends up in the C.I.A.?

      Because my father wanted to save the world, in any way he could.

      And apparently, so do I.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Oh, she's not as scary as she looks from the outside.”

      Esteban, Javier's pilot friend pats the fuselage of the rusted-looking single-engine plane with a big grin on his round, friendly face; “She flies like a dream; you won't feel a single bump.”

      I can hear Javier snort behind me; right.

      Esteban and Javier move off to the side, embracing again and cracking jokes as I skeptically eyeball the rickety-looking plane again. But hey, beggars can't be choosers, as they say, and Esteban was perfectly willing to take us out of Aruba and fly us to Venezuela without asking so much as a single question.

      We've already established on the drive here that that it'd be best to keep the nature of our relationship - or, lack thereof - away from Esteban; or who I am, for that matter. He’s hardly prying, but as far as the portly pilot knows, his old pal Javier the criminal needs a lift under the radar to the mainland, and I'm just his - what, accomplice?

      His girlfriend?

      Don’t be weird.

      “He's not really a questions guy, anyways,” Javier says on the drive over; “We go way back; he owes me one.”
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* * *

      “So how do you know Tio Torito?”

      So much for not being a questions guy.

      I start to respond, yelling and still not even hearing the sound of my own voice over the loudness of the prop engine, before Esteban grins and reaches over to turn my headset on. The sound of his friendly laugh coming through my headphones signals they're on.

      “What?”

      He snorts a laugh, grinning and shooting a quick look back at Javier sleeping in the cramped backseat of the plane behind where I sit up front with Esteban; “His- how do you- his nick name? My kids call him that. It means Uncle little-bull literally, but I think it loses something in translation.”

      I grin, allowing myself to laugh into the mouthpiece which helps my nerves with the wild shaking of the plane; “I don’t think it loses a thing in translation, actually,” I say, laughing; “And I guess it’s complicated,” I finish with a small smile and a shrug; “How I know him.”

      He laughs, “Yeah, that sounds like Javier.” He rubs his chin and grins to himself, as if reliving old times.

      “So you guys are old smuggling buddies?” I cringe a little as the words tumble out of my mouth, wondering if I've just crossed some sort of criminal code by even asking.

      Esteban just chuckles though and shakes his head; “Me? No, no, no, that’s not my business. I mostly do commercial jobs. Todo en los libros; everything on the books. It’s all on the level.” He grins, pantomiming a straight line with his hand; “No bandito stuff for me, but sometimes, an old friend like Javier asks me to fly something, and I just decide not to look at what it is.” He turns to me, his wide face smiling; “I thought it might be rude this time to ask you to sit in the cargo-hold.” he says with a wink.

      “He helped me, you know,” He says after another minute of rumbling, shaking silence in the plane.

      “Hmm?”

      “Javier; that’s how we know each other.” Esteban nods slowly to himself; “He was in Peru, during the uprising when the Communists were fighting the government. My wife and I and our three girls were hiding out by the docks, apparently in one of his holding warehouses. But when he found us, it wasn't even a question. He was small-time, back then; tiny boats, no planes, none of the tricks he used later. He was there to bring some crates of whatever he was moving then onto that boat and get away before the rioters got to the port, but he took us instead; no questions asked.”

      Esteban smiles to himself; “I asked him for a long time what was in those boxes that he'd left behind when he took us; you know, to pay him back. But he never told me, and that son of a bitch never lets me pay him back a penny.” He turns to me with a shrug; “So, that's how I know him.”

      “I didn't know that part of him, I guess.” I say quietly, turning to look out the window at the clouds streaking past us.

      “He's a complex man. He's seen too much, I'll give him that, and he got in deep with the wrong people a few years ago, when he was up in New York.”

      He got in deep with the wrong people a few years ago, up in New York. Like, around the time he started pressuring Logan with blackmail and ended up kidnapping him and my sister Quinn?

      “In another world? In some other reality with different circumstances?” Esteban jerks his thumb over his shoulder at the sleeping Javier; “He'd probably be president somewhere, or a Saint.”

      I bite my lip as I turn and let my eyes linger on the man sleeping behind me; the man who's got me turned around and inside-out in ways I've never felt before.

      “So, you two are…” Esteban trails off and gives me a conspiratorial wink.

      I blush furiously and shake my head; “Oh, no, no nothing like that,” I say, way too quickly as my cheeks burn.

      Esteban suppresses a knowing grin and just shrugs; “Hey, it’s none of my business, señorita. But as a friend to him?” He turns, looking into my eyes; “Be nice to that one. He's a better man than you’d ever know by just looking at him; remember that.”
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        Chelsea

      

    
    
      If I was confused about everything with Javier before, I don't know what to think after talking with Esteban. It's a side of Javier I've never even considered. I mean, in my mind, he's a villain. I might've been having ridiculous thoughts as of late of him being my villain, or whatever, but a bad guy he remains in my head.

      Except the story from the plane changes all that. The selfless, charitable Javier? I'm not sure I've ever met that side of him, and suddenly I'm curious what else there is to know about this man - this criminal - that he's managed to bury so deep.

      We say goodbye to Esteban at a small airfield cut into the forest that can only be a remnant of Javier's smuggling days, and hop into one of the beat-up pickup trucks parked near the end of the crude runway.

      We sit in silence as we drive through the trees. My mind is a blur as it spins with all the new thoughts and opinions about the man sitting next to me, and this whole crazy adventure we've been on for the last few days. And that’s what it is, really; a fantasy adventure. This whole beach-life existence of being on the run, with the threat of danger and the thrill of the unknown around every corner and in every shadow has been a fantasy. It's been like a joy-ride of avoiding real life and avoiding the inevitable for the last few days, and somehow that ride has culminated into crashing into one another in ways I don't think either of us expected.

      Javier Toro is literally the last man on Earth I should have ever had anything to do with, let alone sleep with. I want to blame the craziness of our shared experience, or the adrenaline thrill of the chase, or hell, the tequila. But I know none of that's fair to blame for this.

      Because really, I don't even know if “blame” is the right word anymore.

      Maybe it’s “thank”.

      He's like an onion, and I just keep pulling back layers to see just how deep this man goes. And just when I think I have Javier pinned down and figured out, I get a story like Esteban's about his past, and everything gets shaken up all over again.

      I'm still stewing about the whole thing when we pull up to a hotel by the beach. I'm silent as he signs us in, paying with probably the last of his stolen cash. I say nothing in the elevator as we slowly rise. I can't talk, because I don't trust myself.

      I don't trust myself to deny that I still want him, however wrong it may be.

      My mind is honestly made up before we even make it off the elevator, but it's not until he closes the door to the room behind us that I turn on him.

      Javier looks stunned as I shove him back against the door, hard, and slink into him as I mash my lips to his. It's fevered, and full of lust and pure need as I kiss him with everything I have; just needing to escape back into him and the fantasy he brings.

      He growls suddenly and shoves me away from him, his eyes blazing as he wipes my kiss from his lips with the back of his hand; “Fuck you,” He mutters, his gaze burning intently at me.

      “Well fuck you too!” I explode at him. My pulse is pounding through my veins as I tense every muscle in my body.

      “I’m not going to play this bullshit back and forth with you, Chelsea,” He says, his teeth bared and his eyes leveled on mine; “I’m not going to play ‘guess the fucking mood of the hour’ with you.”

      “You know what, forget it,” I spit out; “Fuck you for bringing me into all your bullshit, for bringing me into all this,” I choke out a harsh laugh as I jut my jaw out at him; “And fuck you for invading my life!” I hate him, and I also want him with every piece of my being, and the war between the two is making my whole body spin wildly out of control.

      “Oh, I invaded your life?!” He roars; the muscles of his arms bunching and tensing; “Just who walked into whose life here, Special Agent Archer.”

      He steps forward suddenly, snakes his hand into my hair, and pulls me into him as he kisses me. His lips and his mouth devour mine, and for brief half-second I melt into him before the rage comes rushing back like a flood and I shove him away.

      “That is exactly what I mean!” I yell at him, pointing my finger into his chest; “You can't just fucking kiss me you prick! It doesn’t work that way!”

      Javier's dark eyes narrow at me; “You kissed me first,” He growls. He takes another step closer to me, and when I start to back away, he grabs me roughly by the wrists and yanks me close; “But I will kiss you, and I will do anything else I want to you whenever I damn well please, princess.”

      “I dare you to try it and see what happens,” I spit out, feeling a tingling warmness inside at the rough way he's holding me still by the wrists.

      He leans close; “Watch me,” He speaks darkly into my ear, sending shivers down my whole body.

      “You’re a pig.” I whisper back, feeling every inch of his body press against mine.

      “Don’t even try, princess,” He growls right into my ear, making my knees week as I hold back the moan threatening to fall from my lips; “Don’t even try to pretend that you’re not dying know what it’d be like for me to take you any way I please. To tie you up, to dominate you, and to make you feel every inch of my cock when I fuck you like you’ve never been fucked in your life.”

      Oh, fuck.

      This time I can’t hold back the moan, and this time, it’s me that’s gasping as I mash my lips to his. My knees feel like jelly and the throbbing heat between my legs is threatening to engulf us both as I feel him respond to my whimpered, fevered kiss. He growls into my mouth, pushing us back towards the wall of the room by the windows. His tongue slides across mine as his hands yank my hands up over my head as he groans and presses his hardness against me.

      I gasp suddenly as I feel him start to twist the curtains covering the windows around my wrists, and I break the kiss to gape at him. He’s grinning wickedly at me as he snakes the cotton and lace of the material around my hands, tying it tightly before he trails his hands back down my arms and over my heaving chest. His hands suddenly grab at the front of my flimsy tank top and he tears it in two as he rips it from my body like some sort of nuisance that got in the way of him getting to me. But then he’s kissing me again, tasting my moans as his fingers yank at the button of my shorts before slipping inside to slide easily through the slickness between my thighs. A finger pushes inside of me and he growls at how wet I am as his lips trail down to my neck, biting and sucking the sensitive skin there.

      “I’m going to make you come like you’ve never come before, princess.” He whispers darkly into my ear, his fingers plunging in and out of my wetness while his thumb presses and rubs in agonizingly slow circles around my clit.

      “Is that a promise or a threat.” I husk back, my arms straining above my head at the binds of the curtains.

      “Both,” He growls as his teeth nip at my ear. He suddenly flips me quickly around and presses me against the window. His fingers curl inside of me, stroking at such a perfect angle as I squeeze my thighs together. His other hand begins to yank my shorts down around my knees, and by the time I hear the buckle of his belt hit the floor, I’m practically ready to explode just from his fingers and the promise of what’s to come.

      I can feel his cock then, burning hot and so hard as it slides against the skin of my inner thighs while he fingers my dripping wet pussy.

      “Please…” I moan, arching my ass back and straining against the curtains holding my hands above my head. I’ve never done this before; I’ve never let a man take away my control so completely like this. But I’m moaning for him, pushing back and so desperate for him that I’m literally begging for his cock. And the worst part is, I love every single thing about this moment.

      His fingers continue their slow tease of my clit while he slides my panties down my legs to pool around my knees with my shorts. I can hear the tear of foil and then the feel of his cock as he slides it over the tender, dripping, and desperate lips of my sex.

      “Oh, you can do better than that, princess,” He growls into my ear, his tongue and his teeth teasing the lobe there.

      I’m moaning now, practically panting for him as I sag against the binds of the curtains holding me by the arms; “Please,” I beg again, arching my back as I desperately try and push back against him; “Fuck me like you mean it.”

      Oh, yeah, that does it.

      I cry out as he enters me then, his fingers pressing into my clit and holding me open as every inch of his impressive cock slides inside of me. And when he starts to fuck me, it’s wild, and animalistic, and raw. His hands grip my hips hard enough to leave sweet, deliciously bruised reminders for days to come, and when he pulls my hair firmly but gently, exposing my neck to his sucking lips and teeth, I know he’s right -

      I’ve never been fucked like this before.

      He pulls my hair harder, making me gasp in pleasure and pain as his thrusting becomes deeper and faster, his thumb rolling over my clit and making my knees all but buckle beneath me. This is raw, and so fucking hot that I’m practically ready to come already.

      His hand comes down across my ass, making me gasp as the flat of his palm leaves a sweet stinging warmth across my skin there. I cry out, moaning my pleasure to the window as I let this man take me like I’ve never been taken before. His palm comes down to spank me again, making me whimper as I strain against the curtains firmly holding my arms above my head. The insistence of his thumb, and the grinding pressure of his perfect cock against that sweet spot just inside has my orgasm roaring through me like a tidal wave. He thrusts into me once more, and when I come, I know I’m falling from a height I’ve never been to before.

      Javier roars as he rocks in deep and explodes within me; his muscled arms circling around my body to hold me tightly against him as we both gasp for breath and sanity in the glow of the aftermath.

      He unties me and helps me to the shower, where he gently kneels between my legs and curls his tongue through my lips. He teases and gently coaxes me over that edge again with that wicked tongue of his until I’m pushing my hands through his hair and crying out his name as I come against his mouth.

      Later, I curl against him on the balcony outside our room. And with my head on his chest and his hand stroking my hair, we watch the sun dip low until it melts into the ocean. I’m not thinking about any of it; none of the worry or the reality of what life might have in store for us, because in that matter, it just doesn’t matter.

      And I never, ever want this to end, except I know it has to.

      Just, not right now; not yet.
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      Chelsea frowns into the phone, chewing on her lip as some asshole on the other end of the line screams at her. It's probably that dickhead Koufax she's been talking to, the guy that keeps jerking us around; telling us to lie low, then jump the country, and who even knows what next.

      “Yes- yes sir, of course.”

      God, I can't even imagine using words of respect and power like “sir” with fuckwits like Koufax. I guess this might be a pretty sure sign of what they like to call my “problem with authority”, but it's also one of the reasons I guess I've never had a “real” job. I can stomach a lot of bullshit, and I can and have gone up against some seriously hard-as-nails motherfuckers. Shit, I've even been in the military. But saying “yes sir” and “no sir” to some asshole you can't even try to respect? No fucking way.

      Chelsea's eyes are blazing with all the stuff I'm sure she wants to say to this prick, but she bites her tongue, figuratively, and chews her lips quite literally in this adorable way that gets me smiling and my cock twitching.

      Ok, she's also sitting in bed next to me without a single piece of clothing on. I also can't keep my eyes off those perfect fucking tits just begging me to play with them, phone-call to the C.I.A. or not.

      I slide closer to her, running one hand up her spine and making her shiver as she whips around to grin at me silently as she nods at something that asshole on the phone is saying. But then my hands slide further around, until my fingers trace over the side of her breast, teasing the skin there until I move them to her rosy nipple. Chelsea’s eyes snap back to mine and she quickly shakes her head “no”.

      I just nod a yes in response.

      “Wha- oh, yes of course sir.”

      I run my hands down to her hips flipping her onto her side and pulling her ass back towards me in one motion.

      “What are you doing?!” She hisses, covering the phone with her hand; “Javier, let me talk on the-”

      She gasps as my fingers slip between her legs and find her wet and ready for me, and when I push a finger deep inside of her, she bites her hand hard before turning her broken attention back to the phone.

      I use my other hand to continue to coax and pull her hips back, until somehow I've got her face down on the bed with her perfect apple ass up in the air right in front of me.

      It’s the best view in the fucking world, and it’s exactly where I want her.

      I tease the flushed skin of her ass with my fingertips, and she chokes back a whimper as she nods at something on the phone. I'm leaning down then and using my hands to spread her wide open for me, and I groan as my cock throbs at the sight of her like that.

      She gasps again as my tongue slips into her folds, teasing her and tasting her sweet honey as I push it deep inside of her. I'm using one hand to pull her by the ass back against my tongue while the other slips beneath to rub my thumb across her clit in slow, teasing circles.

      “Are you fucking crazy?” She hisses, trying to look back at me while she covers the phone; “Get your tongue away from me!”

      “Get your pussy away from my tongue then, princess,” I growl, before dragging my tongue across her clit and making her shudder against me.

      I want to make her come like this; I want to make her explode on my tongue as she does everything in her power not to let the douche on the phone know she's orgasming at the hands of the very man she's supposed to be arresting. But my cock is almost painfully hard, and right then, I want to bury every single inch of it into this perfect girl lying ass up in front of me like some sort of perfect offering.

      She hangs the phone up and arches her ass back towards me as I start to tear open a condom and line my cock up with her opening.

      “Wait.” Her cheeks are bright red as she bites at her bottom lip, her eyes full of heat as she looks at me; “No, never mind.” She says, her cheeks glowing darker as her eyes scan over my face.

      Ok, now I’m curious.

      I ease the head of my cock between her lips, making her moan softly; “Spit it out, princess,” I growl, teasing her clit with my head.

      “I want you to be bad,” She says quietly, her eyes darting across my face as her cheeks flame with red; “And I want to be bad for you.”

      “You have my full and undivided attention.” I say thickly, aching to burying every inch in her molten center, but dying to hear what she’s trying to say.

      “Tie me up again; like last time.” Her voice is tight, her face flush with desire; “Tie me up, tie me down, and make me yours.” Her voice is barely above a whisper, but it instantly has my cock harder than it’s ever been.

      Chelsea yelps as I grab her wrists and pull them behind her back. I can feel her breath catching quicker and faster as I snatch up her panties from where we’ve previously discarded them amongst the sheets, and start to wrap them around her wrists, pulling them together and knotting them.

      “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.”

      She’s moaning out words and I’m still barely even touching her. I grab the belt from my shorts and start to loop it around her ankles, pulling it tight as she moans into the sheets until I cinch it tightly and sit back to admire my handwork; it’s one of the hottest things I’ve ever seen.

      My blood is pumping like fire as I move back behind her, holding her by her tied and trussed wrists as I ease my cock against her dripping wet pussy. She whimpers as I start to push in, and I’m choking out a gasp at how unbelievably tight she is as I slowly slide every inch of myself into her.

      “So good!” She moans out, unable to move and impaled on my shaft.

      Jesus Christ this girl is fucking perfect.

      She writhes and undulates beneath me as much as she can as I start to fuck her like that; perfect, prim Chelsea Archer tied up and at my mercy and whimpering for my cock. The pure rush of it sends a charge through my whole being, and I start to rock in and out of her faster and faster. My muscled hips pummel and slap against the sweet curve of her ass, and her moaning cries of pleasure are like a symphony in my ear as she melts under my touch.

      “Faster! Oh fuck yes!” She cries out, arching back into me as much as she can as her body begins to tremble. Her cheek is against the sheets, her eyes squeezed shut and her mouth parted as her breath pants through her perfect lips. I grab her hips tightly in my hands as I thrust into her hard and deep, moving my hips faster and faster in time with her angelic cries. She’s so impossibly tight with her legs strapped together like that, and I’m gritting my teeth as I slide my cock in and out of her faster and faster, down to the very base on every thrust.

      “Fuck me harder! Oh GOD yes!”

      And when she comes, it’s like a bomb going off as she absolutely explodes around me. The shockwaves of her orgasm rock through me as she clamps down tight around my cock, and I roar out her name as I erupt inside of her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      She’s curled in my arms later, nestled tight against me as we lie on the bed and look out the open balcony doors at the ocean.

      “Chelsea?”

      We’ve been talking about whatever; about life, and funny stories from her childhood and my smuggling days, but she’s gone suddenly quiet halfway through talking about the time she sprained her wrist as a kid.

      I lift my head off the pillow and look to find her eyes closed and the quiet sound of her breathing the only response to my question. I grin to myself as I lean down to kiss her eyelids before settling back and looking up at the ceiling.

      God what the fuck is happening to me with this girl? I’m kissing eyelids, and telling stories about childhood; I’m fucking cuddling. I’m fairly positive I’ve never cuddled in my whole damn life. Part of me is freaking out, and wondering when the other shoe is going to drop, but I quickly shove that negative asshole part of my inner voice out of my head.

      Because call it whatever you want; maybe it’s some sort of Stockholm Syndrome thing where I’m actually falling for my captor, or maybe I’m just out of practice of being on the run.

      But no, fuck that. It doesn’t matter what the cause is, because the only thing that matters right then is this angel safe in my arms.

      And I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure she stays just like that; safe, and in my arms.
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        Chelsea

      

    
    
      I'm toying with the last of my late breakfast, pushing the eggs and fruit around my plate as I let my mind wander to what might happen in the next twenty-four hours.

      Because in twenty-four hours, this whole thing - whatever this thing may be - officially has an expiration date.

      Koufax's words echo emptily around my head; “Keep him in place and stay where you are. I'll be down by tomorrow with a team for extraction.” He chuckles quietly, almost to himself; “You've done a hell of a job, Agent; a hell of a job. Just stay where you are.”

      Except staying where I am is pretty hard when I've already been hurling so fast from where I was a few days ago. At this point, I don't even know if I could stop if I wanted to. And quite suddenly, I don't want this to end. Whatever this thing is between Javier and I - the criminal and the cop like some sort of cliche from a movie - I want to see where it goes and what happens next.

      I don’t want it to end in less than a day.

      You could run.

      Right. Besides the ramifications of losing my job and probably going to federal prison, I couldn't not talk to my sisters about this. I owe them that, even if they're going to hate me for it. I'm not even sure how I'd begin to tell them that I'm falling- fuck - that I'm...tangled up in confusing ways with the one man on Earth I should hate the most. How do I tell them that the devil that almost destroyed our family has somehow saved me in more ways than I can count?

      Javier clears his throat, startling me from my thoughts; “Daydreaming?”

      “Something like that,” I smile, sipping the lukewarm coffee in my cup.

      “You know, you can just say the word, princess, and I'll drag you upstairs and tie you back up again if you don't think you've gotten enough.”

      He winks at me, the dimples of his grin curving up and making me warm in all sorts of places beside the blush on my face.

      Uh, yes please.

      I'm about to open my mouth and tell him to throw me over his shoulder, take me upstairs, and fuck me like he just did before; where I could barely remember my own name afterwards. But he stands from his chair before I can say a word.

      “Let’s go for a drive. I want to show you something.” I'm frowning at him quizzically, but he grabs me by the hand and leads me out of the hotel garden, through the lobby, and out to the battered pickup from yesterday.

      The one I assumed is his. Or maybe stolen. I realize I don't know anymore and I that I also don't really care, because I'm too busy caring about - well - something else. I'm tied up and twisted around with this man who is the single last person I need to have any of these feeling for. This whirlwind of whatever this is has me looking at things differently; has me seeing myself differently.

      Yikes, three days in paradise and I’m falling for a criminal. What is fucking wrong with me?
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* * *

      We leave the bigger town around the hotel and the beach scene behind as we drive up the coast and into the trees. Javier hasn't said a word since we left the hotel, but I'm too preoccupied with staring out the window at the villages, the towns, the fields, and the incredible vistas that pass by as he he switches us off paved roads to less paved ones to a deeply rutted dirt one.

      Thirty bumpy minutes later, we pull into the main square of a village that time and people seems to have forgotten. Javier shuts off the engine and jerks open the creaky, rusted door of the truck, stepping out on the hot-baked earthen ground of the village square. I climb out, standing there in the deserted town, silent but for the wind rustling through the empty windows and the ocean waves in the distance. The whole place is empty, but it's almost beautiful in it’s silence and it's emptiness.

      “Where-” I look around, finally turning back to meet Javier's eyes; “Where are we?”

      “We're home,” He says quietly, a sad smile on his face as he looks across the crumbling town, the houses with the caved-in roofs and the forest slowly reclaiming them, and the sprigs of weeds growing through the stone of the square; “My home.”

      My eyes go wide as I stare at him.

      “I grew up here, a long long lifetime ago. My mother, she- well, she couldn’t take care of my anymore, back in Spain. So I came here to my abuelo and abuela’s house; my dad’s parents.”

      Wow. I guess whatever “this” is, it's intimate enough that he's taken me here.

      It's intimate enough that I'm so glad he did.

      He turns and smiles at me, before stepping around the truck and taking my hand; “Want the grand tour?” he says with a wink.

      “Definitely.”
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* * *

      We finally make our way to the old, steepled Spanish-style church perched on the edge of a cliff at the far end of the main square; its crumbling glory looking out over the rocking waves of the ocean.

      “What happened here?”

      He shrugs; “Governments change, people change; people move on.” He nods somberly as we stand on the church steps, looking out over the ancient ruins of his youth; “I moved on long before the rest of them did, but you sort of always think someone will be there with the lights on when you come back someday.”

      “Why'd you show me this?”

      He chuckles; “I thought you needed a change of scenery from just the ceiling above the bed back at the hotel.”

      I stick my tongue out at him and punch him playfully in the arm; “Dick.”

      “Oh, tired of that already?”

      Uh, no.

      All this charm and this sarcasm is just a covering though; I know that. I can see that it's the armor he wears to protect himself, to always stay aloof and one step ahead of whatever fate he thinks he's shackled to, or whatever demons from his past are still chasing him.

      “You know, you can drop it around me.”

      He arches a brow at me; “What?”

      “The whole bad-boy thing.”

      He grins as he grabs my hand and brings it to the front of his pants, making me grin as I feel him; “You think I'm a little boy, princess?”

      I blush and roll my eyes; “Hardly. C’mon, you know what I mean.”

      “I know what you mean.” He says quietly, dropping the cockiness as he moves closer to me, kissing my cheek and making me close my eyes and lean into him.

      “What are we doing?” I whisper quietly into his ear as his lips move to my neck and nibble at the skin there.

      “I have no idea, beautiful, but I don't care.” He husks back, kissing my ear.

      “Well- I mean what happens next?”

      He pulls back and shrugs as he meets my eye; “Why worry about it when we have right now?”

      “Because you need to think about the future, Jav-”

      He silences me with a soft, perfect kiss on my lips, and I melt.

      “Sometimes it's best just to live in the now, Chelsea,” He says gently as he pulls back from my lips; “And the now, here with you, is the only place I ever want to exist.”
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* * *

      Later, we sit on the crumbling altar steps inside the church, watching the sun set over the ocean through the missing back wall of the building. With how nature is slowly reclaiming the place, it's almost like being in a cave, with the moss creeping up the sides and the tropical birds quietly chirping in the rafters.

      We're sipping on rioja and munching on the cheese and crackers that Javier surprised me with as I let myself lean back into him.

      “You know I talked to Koufax yesterday.” I almost want to swallow the words back up the second they leave my lips. Somehow it seems even worse saying them here in this perfect setting, even if they are inevitable.

      “I know, and I figured the clock was ticking.”

      “I don’t want it to.”

      “Death and taxes, princess,” He chuckles behind me, “The only two certainties in this life.”

      “There are others, you know,” I say quietly, slipping my fingers into his; “Certainties, that is.”

      Javier growls and rolls me over on top of him, my legs around his waist and his hands on my hips; “Oh, I can definitely think of some other certainties, beautiful.” He leans up to gently bite my earlobe, making me groan against him; “Certainties, like me making you come like you’ve never come before.”

      He starts to slip his fingers into the waist of my shorts, and my eyes go wide as I stare down at him; “What, here?” I say, biting my lip and darting my eyes around the space where we are. I’m hardly the most religious person in the world, but it seems like sacrilege somehow, to do that here.

      Javier laughs; “What, never had sex in a church before?”

      “No!” I say, blushing before I look at him; “Wait, have you?”

      Javier makes an exaggerated face like he really has to think about it, and I punch him in the arm before he starts laughing and leans up to kiss my pouting face; “I’m kidding, Chelsea. No, I’ve never done that.” His fingers grip my skin harder, and I can feel his cock pressing hot and hard against me through far too many layers of clothes; “Too much?” He says, nodding at the church around us.

      I shake my head, trying not to moan as he grinds his hardness into my mound.

      “Good,” He growls, fire sparking in his dark eyes as he starts to push my shorts off  the curve of my ass; “Because I’m going to make you see God, princess.”

      He rolls us over as he pulls my shorts off my legs and runs his fingers over the damp gusset of my panties. He’s pushing my tank top up over my body, his lips hungrily moving to my sensitive nipples as they’re freed to the air. I gasp as his tongue flicks across one and then the other, sending bolts of electric desire buzzing through me as his fingers begin to move in circles around my pussy through my panties.

      His mouth trails down my body, biting and licking and dragging his tongue down my skin until he gets to the waist of my panties. He growls like an animal as he strips them off of me, and I gasp as his tongue finds me dripping wet and ready for him. He’s slow and teasing with his mouth, despite the fierce look in his eyes, and he’s got me riding that wave higher and higher as he slowly guides me towards my release with his tongue working magic across my clit. When I come, it’s his name I’m crying out, raking my nails across his scalp and shoulders as he licks me all the way through my orgasm.

      “Get up here,” I gasp, dragging him up my body and mashing my lips against his. I’ve never tasted myself before, but I find my body reacting with even deeper arousal and need for him as I taste my sweetness across his lips.

      I’m spreading my legs wide for him as he yanks his shirt and shorts off, revealing that chiseled, hardened body that has me question my very sanity. Because whatever happens next - whatever happens later - we’ve got right here and right now. And as crazy as it sounds, and is, I just want to exist right here with this man that has me looking at the world in entirely different ways.

      He reaches for the pocket of his shorts, but I grab his wrist; “Wait, no.” He turns, a questioning look on his face; “Leave it,” I say quietly.

      Javier’s eyes blaze as a grin begins to spread over his face; “You got me, princess. Never in a church, and never without-”

      “Me neither.”

      He grins; “Church or condom?”

      “Neither,” I say, rolling my eyes and reaching down between us to wrap my fingers around his impressive girth; “Now are you going to give me this gorgeous cock or what?”

      “You’re the boss, agent,” He growls. I yelp as his hands grab my thighs and spreads them wide as he eases the head of his cock inside of me. We both cry out and he slides through my wetness deeper and deeper; raw and bare as he sheaths himself inside of me.

      “Oh my God-” I moan, throwing my head back and moaning before looking up into the eyes of this man who’s somehow gotten under my skin, into my head, and into my heart in ways I never saw coming. It’s just him and I, with nothing between us as he begins to rock in and out of me. His hands move to circle around me and cradle my body to him as I wrap my legs around his muscled torso. We move as one, rocking harder and rhythmically, building slowly until our tempo begins to move faster. I can feel every beat of his heart through his skin and through his thickness filling me so perfectly. We move faster and faster, and as I start to fall and let myself go completely I know that I’m lost in such a perfect way; in a place where I never want to be found again.

      My body convulses as the burning,throbbing, rippling sensation begins to spread out from my core; his body grinding against my clit and making me shudder as his cock throbs deep inside of me.

      “Chelsea, I’m going to-”

      “Fill me, please.” I moan out. And as he roars out his climax, I can feel the heat of his release inside of me, and it’s more than I can possibly withstand. I cry out as my orgasm tears through me like a roaring blaze, erupting out of every pore of my body as we come together, crashing against the other like waves on a shore.

      Later, I’m pulling my panties back up and slipping his shirt over my head as I curl against him, letting myself drift into him as his arms move around me and draw me close. There are words I so desperately want to say, but I don’t since that would be absolutely crazy, given the whirlwind of the last few days.

      I almost want to chastise myself for even thinking them, but I shake my head slowly, grinning to myself.

      ‘What’s wrong with me?’ Absolutely nothing.

      I can hear Javier’s breathing begin to even into a steady pace and I start to close my eyes. There’s absolutely nothing wrong about any of this; because this is perfect.

      Until, of course, it isn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          25

        

        Javier

      

    
    
      Perfection.

      When I slowly wake to the melodic sounds of the birds and the slow crash of the waves with Chelsea in my arms, I know it’s the only word for it.

      It's perfect.

      I've got the freedom, and more importantly, I've got the girl. And for the first time in years there's actually a silence inside my head that I almost don't know what to do with. Is this what peace feels like? I feel like I've been at war of some kind or another for longer than I can even remember, to the point that I don't even know what to do with the sounds of silence.

      I pull her closer to me, inhaling the scent of her hair and the warmth of her skin as she snuggles back against me. I'm not an idiot; I know the peace and the perfection and the freedom are temporary while we sit here in the eye of the storm waiting for the hammer to fall.

      The freedom, the peace, and the girl.

      Two of those things most definitely have an unavoidable expiration date in the near future. It's the third one I'm trying to figure out how to hold on to. Because after a lifetime of temporary friends, of fleeting familiarities, of burned bridges and torched relationships, I realize that for the first time ever, I'm with a person I simply can't imagine being away from.

      And that scares the shit out of me.

      But at the same time, when I allow myself to really think about it, there's another altogether new feeling spreading through me. Because really, I can't imagine letting her out of my arms. I mean, we could just stay here; right here in the stillness of the eye of the storm. Shit, we could stay right here in this village and raise chickens or something quaint and ridiculous like that. The bottom line though is, we could leave it all behind. I could leave all my bullshit behind once and for all, and for the first time since ever, I could just be happy.

      Because with that life and this girl, I don't know how I couldn't be.

      We'll just stay right here, and exist in this moment of peace for as long as we fucking want to.

      I close my eyes and nuzzle back into her, and I must doze off for a second, because I don't hear a thing before it happens. I don't hear them, I don't see them, and I don't even know that our little sanctuary has been intruded upon until I feel the cold metal of a gun press into my temple.

      Yeah, then I'm wide fucking awake.

      “Rise and shine, sweetheart.” Benson grins savagely as he leans over me; “Miss me, baby?”

      Chelsea screams as she wakes to hands grabbing us. I roar and strain at the three men holding me down, fighting with every single ounce of my being as they tear her away from me.

      This isn't supposed to happen like this.

      The peace and the silence and the perfection isn't supposed to end here; not like this, and not yet.

      Chelsea is screaming my name, shoving fists and heels and elbows at the men holding her. I'm lunging for her, but the men holding me back shove me to the ground and start to cuff my hands behind my back. It's the single worst feeling I've ever felt, watching them drag her away and knowing there's nothing I can do.

      The feeling is helplessness, and it's almost overwhelming in its power over me.

      I'm yelling; roaring like a wild fucking animal with every ounce of my soul as the one thing I've ever cared about - the one girl in the world I've ever love-

      Chelsea.

      Arms haul me up, and I'm still roaring when Benson steps in front of me and grins; “Sleep tight, sweetheart.” He brings the butt of his gun down on me, and the whole world goes dark.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You’ve been a bad, bad boy Toro.”

      Jesus, I’m getting tired of hearing that one.

      I slowly open my eyes, wincing at the pain in the side of my head and the blinding overhead light lancing through my vision. I'm in a cement room, with a mirror on the wall in front of me and a window on another. I blink and turn to look through the window at an open warehouse of some kind, cement and windowless, with walls of electronics to one side, racks of weapons on another, and tables full of sleazy, roughneck guys playing cards or just shooting the shit.

      Oh, right, I remember this life. Welcome home, asshole.

      I realize I'm cuffed to a chair, and as I glance wildly around, ignoring the pain in my head, the voice comes from behind me; “Whose side are you on, Javier?”

      Benson.

      “Fuck you.”

      My former peer, my former comrade in arms walks around my chair until he's standing by my side. He grins darkly through his piggy face, his arms crossed over his chest as he leans against the cement wall behind him.

      “You're a brother, you know. You're a Blackriver brother; part of the family.”

      I snort and look away; “The hell I am.”

      Benson shakes his head and pantomimes clutching at his chest; “Oh, it hurts, Javier! Baby don't say those things!”

      “I've stopped all that.”

      “You never do, Toro. No one just leaves the family.”

      I can feel the rage building inside of me as I flex my muscles and grit my teeth; glaring daggers at this man who I'd kill with my own bare hands right now if I could; “You left me to die, pendejo; I think that voids our contract.”

      Benson's lips curl into sneering smile; “Nah, we still own your ass.”

      “What the fuck do you want, Benson?”

      I was terrible in Blackriver. I was a drunk, a gambler, disorderly, and had a major problem with authority. I also probably spent more time at boxing matches and whore-houses than I did actually shooting anything. They can't possibly want me back-

      Fuck.

      And then, like a curtain being lifted on a magician’s stage, I know exactly what's going on here. They don't want me at all. After all, what good is a disobedient, washed up criminal?

      They want her.

      Benson is a snake, and he sees the lights go on behind my eyes and chuckles; “Smart boy, Toro.” He winks at me before going over to the mirror in front of us and knocking on the glass twice. The reflection turns to see-through glass as the lights come on in the room behind it, and I'm instantly growling and straining at my cuffs.

      It's Chelsea, sitting in a metal chair similar to mine. Her wrists are cuffed to the arms, there’s a blindfold across her face, and big aviation headphones clamped around her ears.

      Jesus Christ, she must be fucking terrified.

      I'm straining and raging against my restraints before I even know what I'm doing; screaming her name and slamming the chair against the ground as I see red flood across my eyes. This scene is horribly familiar, and that's what cuts the deepest about it. Because a year ago, the man chuckling in front of me was me, the man in this chair was Logan Dempsey, and the girl across from me was Chelsea's fucking sister.

      Benson just laughs; “Cool it, Toro; she can't hear you acting like a little bitch anyways.”

      I'll kill him. I swear to God I'll kill him.

      “What do you want with her,” I snarl through clenched teeth; “Money?”

      Benson roars out a laugh, his whole body shaking as if it’s the funniest fucking thing he's ever heard; “Money?” He rolls his eyes and takes a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket. I spit when he offers me one, and he shrugs and sticks one in his mouth; “No, not money, Javier. You realize we're still one of the top contracts for the U.S. Government, right?” He chuckles as he flicks a zippo and brings the flame to the end of his cigarette. It glows red as he sucks in the acrid smoke before letting it stream back out through his nostrils.

      “You have any idea how much money the Defense Department pays other people to fight their wars for them? You know what my fuckin stock would be worth if we went public?” He shakes his head, inhaling tobacco smoke; “No, Toro, she's not for money; she's a bargaining chip.”

      “For?”

      He grins at me; “I think you know what for.”

      I frown; it's not me they want, not money, not-

      “I think you'll find that we're on the same team here, Toro.”

      Fuck.

      And then I know exactly what he wants; he wants the soldiers. They want William's boys - Logan, Bryce, and Hudson - the ones that got away. The ones that managed to leave Blackriver outside of a body-bag. They want the men who saw the shit we pulled working for these assholes, and they want to tie those loose ends up.

      And they’re going to use the sister of the women they love and the daughter of the man who was a father to them all to get it.

      The door behind me opens, and another man steps into my vision. He's wearing the look of a politician, with the expensive-looking suit, his hair slicked back, and even a little American flag pin on his lapel. Who the fuck is this guy?

      Benson shakes his hand before turning back to me with a shark-grin on his face; “I guess you two have never actually met, but Javier, I'd like you to meet Agent Koufax of the C.I.A.”

      Oh, fuck. Agent Koufax; the Agent Koufax, the man Chelsea's been in contact with. The man pulling the strings the entire fucking time. My heart starts to drop in my chest then, my guts twisting as the reality of the situation sinks in like hot lead on my skin. They've stacked the deck on this one; this is a losing fight.

      “So, I'm going to ask you one more time, Toro,” Benson leans close, tosses the cigarette away and lets the smoke stream past his lips as his eyes narrow at me; “Whose side are you on?”
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      The lights are harsh and bright when they take the blindfold and the headphones away from me, and I blink and shiver at the sudden flood of senses hitting me again. I'm also cold, which is a feeling I've sort of forgotten after four days of paradise beach weather.

      Slowly, my eyes adjust to the bright lights, and it’s then that I gasp and recoil suddenly as the whole nightmarish reality comes rushing back to me.

      There are five of them in the room; men with guns in hands and cruel, stoic looks on their faces. I'm still blinking as my eyes dart wildly around the room as the door opens and a man I vaguely recognize walks in.

      “Afternoon, Agent.” He grins an evil smile as the look of shock spreads over my face; “Oh, please; don't insult me. Of course I know who you are, Chelsea.” He smirks and pulls a nickel-plated gun from the holster on his hip, running his hands over it while his eyes bore into mine; “Your pals at the C.I.A. aren't nearly as sneaky with secrets as they'd like to think they are.”

      I say nothing as I swallow the lump in my throat and try and stop the slow rush of adrenaline threatening to tear through my system.

      You've been trained for this, I tell myself, stealing my body and my mind to stay calm and level-headed; It's all meant to throw you off and scare you. Remember your training.

      “My name is Benson,” He says, pulling a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and sticking one between his lips; “Oh, we've met, Ms. Archer.” He winks at me as he flicks a lighter and brings it up to his mouth. Smoke curls from the cup of his hands before he puffs on the cigarette between his lips and turns his eyes back on me; “I believe you shot at me, back in Aruba.”

      The man behind the bar, the night I saved Javier.

      He grins as the recognition spreads over my face; “Do you know why you're here, Agent?” Benson arches a brow at me, the cigarette dangling from his lips as smoke curls around the wicked gleam in his eyes.

      “Money?”

      He snorts and starts to chuckle; “Jesus, you two are something else.” He shakes his head; “No, Agent Archer, I'm not after money, but we'll get to that.” His mouth curls into a wicked smile as he nods slowly at me; “You still have no idea how you wound up here, do you?”

      I refuse to answer his questions or play his stupid mind games, so I pinch my lips shut and meet his eyes with my own look of resolve. I've had the training, and though this might be the first time out of a classroom that I've had to use it, I'll be damned if a man like this asshole is going to break me.

      “I want to thank you by the way, for re-introducing me to my old pal Javier.”

      I stiffen then, the iron grip I'm trying to keep on my emotions beginning to shatter as I imagine whatever horrible things they've done or are even currently doing to him. I clench my jaw as I try not to think about what a man like Benson does to men who leave his services in the manner in which Javier probably did.

      This is part of it, I know that. He's trying to get me to crack in some way by hanging Javier over my head, and I'm sure they're going to do the same thing with him using me.

      Remember the training and push it from your mind. Eyes on the goal, agent.

      “Yes, me and your little boyfriend Toro have a lot of catching up to do.” Benson starts to chuckle, shaking his head as he slowly puffs on his cigarette; “Hey, Toro!” He turns and knocks on the mirror behind him; “Why don't we all say hello!”

      A light goes on, and suddenly the mirror fades to glass, and my eyes lock onto Javier.

      But he's not tied down, or being tortured, or fighting to break free, like I'd imagined.

      Not in the slightest.

      He's standing right on the other side of the glass, un-cuffed, unrestrained, and his face blank as he meets my eyes, saying and doing nothing.

      Do something! I want to scream; Fight!

      But he does nothing except stare at me.

      Benson chuckles again; “You know, we really couldn't have done it without him.”

      The words hit me like a slap in the face; like ice water rippling through my veins.

      Javier.

      The room starts to spin as Benson's words start to burn their way into my head, and I can feel my lungs squeezing out my breath as I stare at the man I thought I knew through the glass.

      Fuck him. Fuck that fucking asshole.

      I almost can't believe it, just because I don't want to believe it. But as the roaring in my ears erupts into a scream inside my head, I know it’s the truth.

      He was in on it. He was the bait, and I was the mark this entire time. All of it - the escape, the thrill of the chase, the hiding-

      Letting myself fall for him.

      All of it was part of the plan, and I walked right fucking into it. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to stop the spinning as the truth sears itself into my heart. The whole thing was a trap; set, lured, and sprung by Javier.

      And he even got to get a little taste of what he couldn’t have along the way.

      The thought makes me sick to my stomach as I think of all the ways I gave myself to this man. It's like the twisting of a knife inside my chest as I think about the parts of my body, and the parts of my heart, that I let him have.

      This can't be happening.

      But there it is, written large across his face through the glass. His eyes are unblinking, his mouth tight. Not a single word of protest, or one indication that anything I'm hearing isn’t true comes from him.

      “Toro! Quit leering like a creep, buddy!”

      Buddy.

      Benson chuckles and raps on the glass again; “Come on in and say hello to the young lady, Javier.”

      He backs away from the glass, slowly walking out of the room he's in, before he suddenly appears in the doorway of mine.

      Benson slides his arm over his shoulder; “It’s great to have him back. Thank you, agent; really.”

      He grins and as he turns to leave, he pats Javier on the back in a familiar way that has me dying inside as my heart just starts to shatter like glass.

      The other men start to file out of the room, leaving Javier standing in the doorway, his eyes never blinking, his body still as stone; “Chelsea, I-”

      “Fuck you.” I whisper, shaking my head and willing myself not to cry.

      “You don’t-”

      I look away from him, my eyes dropping to the ground by my feet; “Please leave.”

      “Chelsea-”

      “Just, leave.” I say quietly, feeling small, and stupid, and like I've just lost it all.

      “This isn't over, you know.”

      “Yes, it is.”
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      I'm still cold later; much later when I'm alone in a new room, this one without mirrors or windows. I'm sitting up on the small cot in the dark, and though part of me just wants to sleep - to close my eyes and dream this all away - I know there's no way sleep is coming tonight.

      Because temperature aside, there's a coldness inside of me that I know no sleep or blanket is going to warm.

      Fuck him.

      I'm angry. I'm angry at my circumstances, and Benson and the rest of Blackwater. And I'm livid at Javier. Javier the con man, the snake in the grass, and the criminal. The Agency always taught me that in the field, danger is always where you least expect it.

      I want to choke on the sour laugh in my throat. What about the danger you see clear as fucking day that you choose to ignore?

      I shut my eyes and count backwards from twenty, trying to calm myself down. I can hate Javier, and Benson, and every turn of every event of the last few days that brought me right here to this cell, but I know deep down that none of that is who and what I'm really mad at.

      Because the one I'm the most furious at is myself.

      I hate that I let myself fall into it all; to be swept up in the bullshit of Javier and this whole adventure. I hate that I forgot who I was, and who my family was, and all the reasons why this man was the worst possible thing that could have happened to me. And I let all that slip away inside because I got so tangled up in his lies. Hook, line, and sinker; I swallowed the whole damn thing, like a stupid little girl.

      I hug my knees tighter to my chest, and wonder if the Agency even knows that I'm missing yet.

      Even more, I wonder if my family knows.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, burrowing my face into my knees as every single regret, and every single pang of guilt I ever had about not telling my sisters about what I did comes rushing back at once. I should have told them. I know it's against the rules, but I don't know how much the rules matter at this point, when I'm locked in a cell.

      I should have told you; I'm so sorry.

      I wonder what the Agency will tell them, when they eventually realize what's happened; when they realize I'm dead. Protocol is something stupid like a plane crash or an accident of some kind; something cliched that wraps the whole affair up neatly with a sad but final little bow.

      And they'll never know. My own sisters will never know what happened to me, and that might be the thought that hurts the most.

      I'm scrunching my face up, determined not to cry, when I suddenly hear a shout from outside my door. There's the sound of a scuffle, of muffled yelling, and then a sickening crunch.

      I sit bolt upright; my hands gripping the edge of the cot and my face tight as I stare at the door and the silence on the other side.

      Something slams against the door, making me jump. The crash comes again; the sound of someone trying to break down the door. I shiver as it hits again, and again, and then a fifth time, before the door suddenly gives way and comes splintering into the room along with the figure crashing through it.

      You've got to be kidding me.

      Javier stands from the ground, shaking his head and wincing as he looks up suddenly and meets my wide eyes with his own fiery ones; “Let's go.”

      I stare at him in absolute shock; “Excuse me?”

      “I said let's go, princess, now!” He runs to the door and looks quickly around the hallway before he ducks back inside and marches right over to the bed where I still haven't moved.

      “We need to go righ-”

      “What the fuck are you-” I start to bat his hands away, shoving away from him. But suddenly he grabs me, and I gasp as he yanks me into his arms and kisses me. He kisses me with a passion I've never felt before, with a hunger and a fervor that I could've never imagined. For a moment, I want to believe it; I want to let myself slip back into this and drown delightfully in the fairytale fantasy.

      It's just for a moment though.

      I shove myself back from him, and before I can stop myself, my hand is slapping him hard across the mouth; “Fuck you!”

      “Chelsea!”

      “You- You- you set me up you fucking assh-”

      He grabs me and shoves me against the wall this time as his lips crash into mine again, and this time, I only whimper as I grab his face and kiss him back with every single ounce of my being.

      “Koufax,” he growls, breaking away from my lips for a moment; “Koufax sold you out. He's here, with Blackriver.”

      “What?” I stare at the man in front of me; the man that makes me feel things I've never felt, the man that fills me with contradictions and questions I've never had to face or answer.

      But he's also the man I never want to stop kissing me; not ever.

      “They think I'm back with them, Chelsea; it's why I couldn't say a damn thing earlier.” He kisses me again, and I moan into his mouth as his powerful arms draw me tight against him; “Believe me, I wanted to kill them all right there with my bare fucking hands.” He growls, nipping at my lips.

      So, what happens now?” I look around the room at the smashed-in door and the guard slumped on the ground; “What are you going to do?”

      Javier grins; “I'm a criminal, remember? I’m a thief, and I’m going to do what I do best.” He winks at me; “Take something I want from people who I don't think should have her.” He kisses me once more, fiercely, his arms holding me tightly as he sears his lips across my own.

      “C’mon spy-girl, we're getting the fuck out of here.”
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      The plan is insane. I know that beyond a shred of doubt, but it's not going to stop me from following through.

      It's also not going to make me tell Chelsea what's really going on here, because if I did, she'd never go through with it.

      But, as someone much wiser than me once said, insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. And you know what? I'm really fucking tired of doing the same thing every time. I'm tired of being the bad guy, I'm tired of forcing myself to be the worst version of myself just to get myself through another day of hating who I am.

      And so this time, I'm changing it up. This time, I choose to be the better version of me. It's not like it matters anymore anyways; none of it matters except making this right.

      “Where are we going?” Chelsea yells next to me. We're in one of the Blackriver jeeps, the top down and the wind and the road roaring past us as I hurl us towards the airfield as fast as I can. In any other circumstances in the world, a drive through the night with the top down next to this girl would be fucking perfect. I've never actually had a night like that - one of those movie-scene memories with the perfect girl and the perfect night and all that shit. I've actually never had “perfect” at all.

      That is, until I met Chelsea Archer.

      “I'm making sure y-” I shake my head; not yet; “I’m making sure we get home! We're leaving this fucking country and these Blackriver assholes in the dust.”

      It's a lie, but only half of one.

      “We're going back to the States?”

      I stare straight ahead, because I know if I look into those big blue eyes of hers, I'm lost; “Yeah, princess; the States.”

      I'm thinking back on the first of three phone calls I made from the Blackriver outpost right before I knocked out the guard and ripped her the hell out of there. It's amazing how much change you can make happen with a single phone call sometimes; especially when that phone call is to the head of the C.I.A.

      It's a phone call that's also the end of me. I know that, but I'm fine with it. Karma might be a motherfucker, but karma always gets paid.

      And I’m way overdue.

      We pull off the main road and roar up the dirt one through the trees to my airfield. Esteban's a good man, and sure enough, he's right where I asked him to be with the plane already revved up and ready. He's standing at the gate to meet us, face grim, and he slowly shakes his head at me as we screech to a halt.

      I know he's not into the plan, he made that pretty clear over the phone, but I honestly don't care. I could try and explain to my old friend about debts and dues, and how I'm ready to settle up for the horrible shit I've done, but it'd be wasted breath. He doesn't have to agree with me. All he has to do is do me this one, last favor.

      I grab Chelsea out of the jeep and we all run towards the plane. I can already see headlights back on the main road, and I swear under my breath as I help her up the steps into the plane. She's buckling her seatbelt, but when she sees Esteban come over to shake my hand and embrace me, her eyes narrow as confusion clouds her face.

      “Wait, what are you doing?” She looks wildly at the headlights bouncing up the dirt road through the trees; “Get on the plane!”

      But I know what happens if I get on that plane. And it's not jail that I'm worried about either, it’s the trouble and the hell that comes with me. If I get on that plane, she'll never be safe. They'll chase us forever, even if I do get thrown into jail with the key tossed away.

      But if I stay here, and I get her the fuck out of here, she’s got a shot, and that’s one chance I'm willing to take. She's protected when she’s home.

      I stay here. I take the heat and whatever hell and damnation comes with it.

      Again, I’m way past due on karma.

      “You're going to be fine, princess,” I say quietly before I press my lips to hers and kiss her fiercely. I kiss her with everything I have left, because Goddamnit, if I'm going to go down, I'm gonna get one more fucking perfect kiss with this perfect girl before I go.

      There's so much more to say to her; so much I need to tell her, and so many things I want to explain. But there's just no more time.

      “Get on the plane! Javier!!” She's screaming at me as Esteban climbs up into the seat next to her and revs the engine.

      “Tell Logan and Quinn I’m sorry, for all of it.” She's starting to cry and I grab her face in my hands; “I'm sorry, Chelsea; I'm so sorry.”

      “Javier!”

      There’s headlights coming towards us, and it'll all be over soon. I kiss her once more; “I love you.”

      I've literally never said those words to anyone in my life, and the pain is like a bullet through the heart. My face is grim as I nod to Esteban and the plane starts to move as I close the door and move away from the plane.

      The engine is roaring as they start to taxi down the runways, and Chelsea's screaming something as she pounds on the window. I'm about three seconds away from falling apart right there, when she mouths words that I want to believe are something I hope they are, but they can’t be, because that's a wasted wish to think she feels the same after all the shit I've pulled.

      The plane skims down the runways, bounces once, and then they're up.

      And she’s gone.

      I turn towards the sounds of jeeps crashing through the driveway gate, of yelling voices, of lights in my eyes, and calmly put my hands behind my head.

      Now it's time to pay the reaper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          29

        

        Chelsea

      

    
    
      “You're to be commended, Agent.”

      The Director's office is as cold and sterile as the rest of the building; all metal and glass and blank surfaces devoid of emotion. Because that's what the job is; a lack of emotion and a lack of empathy in order to get done what needs to be done.

      Except a “lack of emotion” is basically the exact opposite of anything at all that happened on my first field mission. The Director doesn't know that, of course, but it's still making me feel impossibly small and unrewarding of any sort of “commending”.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “You kept your head, you kept cool,and you followed your instincts.”

      No, I didn't.

      My instincts were to get as far away from that man as possible, and telling my instincts to fuck off was the best thing I’ve ever done.

      “I didn't-” I shake my head; “I didn't complete the mission, sir.”

      The Director snorts a laugh and stands from his chair. He walks over to the dry bar in the corner of his office and holds an empty glass towards me; “Drink, Agent?”

      How about tequila with a side of waves and a dash of sunset.

      “No thank you, sir.”

      He nods before turning and pouring himself a splash of scotch; “I'm not worried about the original mission, Agent Archer; we did one better. Javier Toro was a nuisance; a pain in my ass and a thorn in the Agency’s side. With all due respect to what happened to you with your mission, it was a gopher mission; basic retrieval for an asset I'd rather just have disappear off the face of the Earth than actually have to deal with.”

      My hands clench into fists and I force myself to breath as I close my eyes and count backwards from twenty.

      “I have no idea how you managed to persuade him to make that phone call, Agent, but Javier gave us everything; Koufax, Blackriver, all of it.” He sits back at his desk and frowns; “They're denying it, of course; saying this Benson character was a 'rogue operative' or whatever. It's all bullshit, obviously, but we'll have a hell of a time proving that.”

      “What happens now?”

      “With Koufax?” The Director's lips turn into a smile; “Colombian border control caught him coming through Cali and our teams there took over.” The Director smiles thinly; “Koufax disappears; end of discussion. I've got him on collusion, espionage, and treason. He's gone; he's a Goddamn ghost.” He sips his scotch and nods slowly at me; “Toro's phone call solved a lot of stuff, Archer. I'm glad you got out when you did, but you should know we were going to come for you no matter what.”

      Of course you were, I think, mentally rolling my eyes.

      “We leave no one behind, Agent.”

      Except we did.

      We left the man I love.
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      “She’ll be back.” Logan’s face is grim, and he’s not looking at me as the door to Hudson’s penthouse slams shut with my sister’s exit.

      My whole family is here for my “ripping the band-aid” moment of spilling my guts about the last few days, about Javier, and about, well, everything else they don’t know about me. Hudson sits quietly on his couch next to Reagan with my little niece Christine burbling quietly between them, pleasantly innocent of the drama brewing around her.

      “Logan, I-”

      “I don’t really need to know the details of you and that fucking piece of shit, OK Chels?”

      He’s still avoiding my eyes, looking at a blank spot on the wall opposite from where he stands with his arms crossed and his face grim. His sister Peyton shoots me a quick sympathetic look before she resumes playing the “everyone not looking at Chelsea” game while she rubs his back.

      “Logan will you look at me please?” Logan’s gaze steels itself, unwavering from its piercing stare at the wall. The air is thick with tension with me sitting by myself in the middle of it feeling like I failed them all.

      “So how long were you planning on having us think you were actually getting a masters in international economics?” Hudson isn’t overtly smiling, but I know that glint of humor in his eyes when I see it, and it gives me a sliver of confidence that my family will ever speak to me again.

      “I-”

      “School was part of her cover, Hudson.” Major Lawson has been quiet the whole time so far, standing by the window and looking out over Manhattan. My secret life has been cleared with my family as of one hour ago; all his doing. He turns, leveling his gaze at the three men in the room, one by one; “I’m sure you can all appreciate needing to hide a facet of yourself from even those love you.” Hudson grins, and even somber and quiet Bryce off by himself in the corner cracks a hint of a smile.

      Logan maintains his steely-eyed gaze, unwavering.

      “He’s not a bad guy, Logan.”

      “Yes, he is, Chelsea.”

      “OK, maybe he was a-”

      “Agreed.”

      Reagan puts Christine in Hudson’s lap before she comes over and gives me a hug, and I all but lose it right there; “I’m mad at you, you know,” She says, mashing her face into my shoulder as she squeezes me tightly to her; “But I understand, and I love you.”

      I raise my eyes to Logan as Reagan pulls away from me; “He saved my life, you know.”

      “It’s a start.”

      “Jesus Christ, Dempsey, how long are you going to hang onto this?” Bryce growls from across the room. He shakes his head at Hudson and Logan; “Are the two of you assholes seriously going to hold falling for someone you shouldn’t over her fucking head?”

      My face burns red and I raise my eyes to Bryce; ‘Thank you’, I mouth to him, and he winks at me.

      Hudson breaks first; “Damnit,” He huffs, standing and passing my niece to his wife before he comes over and scoops me into a big bear hug; “I guess I owe you for helping me sway this one.” He says grinning, jerking his head towards Reagan. “I don’t like him, you should know that; but I’m not going to get between two people who are going to crash into each other anyways.” I sniff back a tear as I smile at him, and he ruffles my hair like the kid-sister I am to him; “I’m just glad you’re ok, Chels.”

      Peyton prods Logan in the arm, but he brushes her off, and then growls as she rolls her eyes and comes over to hug me as well.

      Major Lawson clears his throat, and everyone - even stone-cold Logan, turns; “When I told William I’d watch his daughters,” The older man smiles and shakes his head; “Well, the job has certainly given me a bigger run for my money than I ever expected.”

      I can feel Reagan move behind me and squeeze my shoulder, and I look up at her and grin; “Major, I hope you know that we-”

      “I made a promise to your father, and I stand by that vow; no matter what.” He takes a deep breath, nodding as if choosing his words carefully; “Your father saw things in people. He saw the good and the worth in them when others didn’t.” Logan scowls and starts to turn away when the Major looks at him sharply; “Like, for instance, your adoptive brothers, Chelsea. Just like Hudson, and Bryce,” He looks at each of the men in turn; “Just like Logan. The three of them were,” He chuckles; “Well, I think we can agree that they were all works in progress when your father found them and when I first met them.”

      Hudson and Bryce share a look and shrug as they grin at each other.

      “But your father saw promise in them; the promise of the men they could be.”

      “He didn’t see it in Javier,” Logan mumbles.

      Major Lawson shoots him a look; “But Chelsea did.” He turns to me; “There’s a lot of William in you, my dear. Your sister of course as well, but you,” He nods; “You took a lot of him.”

      I lean into Reagan’s embrace as she hugs me again.

      “So, Javier.” The Major looks pointedly at me, and I blush, embarrassed and ashamed, and I hate that I’m ashamed of my feelings.

      “Javier-”

      “Is a good man, at heart, I’m willing to believe. Probably better than anyone’s ever given him credit for. He sacrificed himself to save you, which counts for a lot in my book.”

      I sniff, and the tears I’ve been desperately and furiously holding back begin to trickle from my eyes.

      “It means something in my book and I know it meant something in your father’s.”

      The front door to Hudson’s place bangs open again, and a teary-eyed Quinn storms in. She’s crying as she quickly crosses the room and throws her arms around me, and it’s then that I just go to pieces.

      “Don’t ever go and get kidnapped again, OK?” She sniffs into my shoulder, making us both choke out laughs through our tears.

      “He’s still there, with Blackriver,” I say quietly, wrapping my arms around her.

      Quinn looks up at Major Lawson; “Javier; he saved her, didn’t he?” The silver-haired man nods, and she turns to Logan; “We’re not leaving him there to die then.” Logan’s jaw tightens, but I know I’m watching the facade crumble. She looks back at Major Lawson; “We can’t leave him there.”

      “No, we certainly can’t.”

      I look up sharply, but I’m not the only one. Reagan, Quinn, Peyton, Hudson, Bryce, and even Logan are also jerking their heads up to look at the Major.

      “What?”

      The Major grins; “I said we certainly can’t.”

      “Logan,” Quinn says pointedly; “What if it was me? What if they’d been after me and he stepped in?”

      Logan glares at my sister; “But it wasn’t-”

      “It might have well been, man.” Hudson says sharply; “They were after her to get to us. It could have been Reagan, and it could have been Quinn, and the only reason she’s not hurt,” He nods at me; “Well, Javier Toro is the only reason.”

      Logan closes his eyes, shaking his head for a moment before he opens them; “He called me, you know.”

      I jerk my head up and stare at him; “What!? When?”

      From before he broke you out, when you were there with Benson and Blackriver.” Logan nods slowly; “He called my old second line and just said that he was settling up with karma, and that he was sorry.”

      My heart almost breaks right there, and I find myself clinging to Quinn as if I might shatter and scatter to the winds if I don’t.

      Logan turns, and when he does, I can see him drop the rest of whatever he’s holding onto. He looks pointedly at the Major; “How soon could we do this?”

      Major Lawson grins and cocks an eyebrow, looking almost excited; “Well the three of you are military trained, you all own planes, and I’ve got a SEAL team on speed dial and pretty much a blank check on matters I deem of interest to national security.”

      Logan nods quietly, before he turns and shoots me a hard look; “Let’s go get our man.”
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      When I was younger, I used to have a lot more machismo, and a lot more bullshit swagger than I do now. When you’re young, and poor, and scrounging from the street, you talk a whole lot of bullshit to get you through each day. I can distinctly remember a gang of us, poking around the shadows of the market looking for pick-pocketing marks and bragging about how we didn’t care about death or dying; like that was some kind of badge of honor to not give a fuck. We’d make jokes about the devil telling us when and how so that we could pull all the shit we wanted to pull before he took us.

      We weren’t fearless, we were just fucking idiots.

      Because I can say now that knowing when, and how you’re going to die is…well, it doesn’t feel like I ever expected it to feel. I’m not standing there with arms wide open like the jackass kid version of myself who used to brag about it before stealing pocket change from old ladies. I’m not raging, or laughing in the face of it either.

      I mean I’m pissed about it, because if this is my time to go, I’d just want one more day with her; one more perfect day with that angel. But I guess we’ll always want one more something when our time comes; one more day, one more drink with friends, one more time with a lover. But fuck it, if the last few days of this fucked up and broken life were the cards I got dealt, then I can call that a good run.

      A very good run.

      I can see the sun starting to peak over the treetops, through the barred window of the cell I’m in.

      One more sunrise.

      They’re going to kill me today. Well, Benson’s been promising that for four days now, but there was something about the finality in him saying it last night that got me. And maybe it was that he’s just gotten tired of having me beaten, or electrocuted, or denied sleep, and wants to be done with me; not altogether different than most people I’ve known in my life. At some point, they just get tired of me and my bullshit.

      Except for her.

      I grit my teeth when I think of her; my one regret and the one thing I’m angry about having to leave. But I know she got out OK, and that’s all that matters. She’s safe, and if I’ve gotta take the hit for that, so fucking be it.

      There’s the sound of yelling from outside the door to my cell, and I steel myself; fuck it, let’s get this over with.

      But the sounds of yelling are quickly drowned out by gunshots, a crashing sound, and something that sounds like an explosion in the distance.

      What the fuck?

      I’m wide awake then; well, as wide awake as I can be considering I’ve been tortured, beaten, and deprived of sleep for four days. But my eyes are glued to the door as I hear someone banging on the other side of it. The sound goes silent for a second, but suddenly there’s a horrible sound of wrenching metal as the door explodes inwards, rupturing in two in a cloud of black smoke.

      And then suddenly Logan Goddamn Dempsey is standing in front of me, and it all makes sense.

      I’m already dead. This is, in fact, death, and this is my afterlife. This is my judgment standing right in front of me, and when he pulls out a large, wicked looking knife, I find myself nodding and setting my jaw; “Let’s do this, devil,” I mutter, my vision swimming in and out of darkness; “Let the purgatory begin, demon!”

      The Logan Archangel in front of me frowns and rolls his eyes before hauling back and slapping me hard across the face. The hit jolts me back into the now, and I blink; holy shit, it’s actually Logan.

      “You’re not dead, Toro,” He shakes his head as he slips the blade through the ropes tying me to the chair and cuts me loose; “Not yet at least.” He yanks me roughly to my feet, and I groan at the the pain lancing through me from the beatings and from the burn marks of the electric nodes.

      “Look, shithead,” Logan growls, hauling me upright, his eyes piercing mine; “I haven’t decided that I like you, or if I forgive you.” I swallow, eyeing the knife in his hands. He nods at me; “But you saved her life, and you showed honor; more than I’d have given you credit for.”

      I nod my head, wincing when he yanks me closer; “If you fuckin hurt her, I’ll bury you. You know that, right?”

      I grin, raising my hand to clap him on the back; “Irish, if I ever hurt that girl, I’ll dig the hole myself, comprende?

      Logan’s face splits into a grin right back at me. He’s nodding as the rest of them come crashing into the room; Bryce and Hudson, and some older guy holding a Goddamn revolver, and-

      -And her.

      I let myself drop into her as Chelsea shoves Logan out of the way and wraps her arms around me; “I love you.” She whispers, hugging me fiercely and crying into my neck; “You never let me say that at the airfield.”

      “I love you, too,” I say, for the second time ever, feeling like the world is somehow aligning right; like somehow God and fate and karma are giving me a second shot.

      “Ready to get out of here, princess?”

      “You gonna steal me if I say no, criminal?”

      I grin at her: “Definitely.”
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        E P I L O G U E

      

      Change is a funny thing, and it comes in ways and shapes you’ll never see coming.

      As it turns out, Javier was a wealth of information on illicit activities in the Americas; in particular, the drugs and weapons traffic routes through the Caribbean and Florida. So much so, in fact, that the State Department was willing to forgo all pending charges in order to put him on task forces with the D.E.A.

      Yeah, bad-ass, criminal, smuggler, thief, extortionist Javier Toro is working for the good guys now; who would’ve thought?

      “Informant? Fuck that,” He declared during the initial sit-down meeting with D.E.A. Commissioner on the offer; “Informant sounds like a fucking weasel.”

      Yep, that’s the man I love; pushing buttons and trying to get cute at a meeting that literally determines his fate for the next twenty-five years to life. But I’ve gotta say, the man knows what he wants, and he won’t stop until he gets it.

      And he does, of course. In the end, he even got them to officially grant his title as “Master of Secrets”; I swear I could not make this stuff up if I tried.

      Family is family, and after they forgave me for all the secrets surrounding my job stuff, they slowly started to get on board with the Javier thing as well. My sisters - well, I mean come on; those two really don’t have a rock to stand on when it comes to getting involved with men they shouldn’t. It’s worth pointing out that things worked out just fine in those circumstances too, and I think once they realized I knew exactly what I was doing, they took it just fine.

      “Will it be hilarious or awful if I get him a neck warmer for Christmas?” Quinn says with wicked grin. Yeah, we’re going to be just fine on that front.

      Bryce oddly enough ended up being the first of the guys to warm up to Javier. Apparently, a mutual love of the Barcelona soccer club has a way of mending fences in ways I couldn’t - and honestly still don’t - understand. Hudson moved from standoffish to indifferent, and then eventually to casually friendly with him; Reagan’s helping me out there.

      Logan we’re still working on. Life isn’t a cutesy movie ending, and saying that everyone just decided to be best friends after everything that’s happened would be a lie. Logan and Javier have some serious history to work through, though they’re trying. They’re apparently going to start boxing together, which should be, well, interesting.

      Thanksgiving is right around the corner too, and we’re actually going to have all of us together under one roof for the first time ever. The mercenaries, the soldiers, the politician, the mother, the doctor, the spy, the philanthropist, the recovering alcoholic, the ex-addict, the long lost sister, the princess, and the criminal. Because sometimes family is who we choose it to be, and I couldn’t have picked a better one.

      And Javier and I? There’s supposed to be this big happy sappy ending where we get married and live happily ever after, right? Except that would be this big dumb cliche, right?

      Well, then deal with it, because that’s exactly what’s happening. The spy and the criminal who stole her heart; how’s that for a happy ending?

      The wedding itself isn’t until spring, but the happy-ever-after part we’ve already started on. I might add that we’re amassing a very colorful collection of straps, handcuffs, ties, and restraints in our bedroom as well.

      We’re all capable of change, if we want it bad enough. We just have to try, because if you don’t try, what’s the point? For every shadow, there’s a light somewhere, and for every lost, there’s a found. And none of us is lost, as long as we can hang on to what’s good in this world.

      Even if you have to steal it.
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        Peyton

      

    
    
      “Looks like a storm’s coming,” My brother grumbles, looking up at the dark clouds rolling down over the New York skyline in the distance. He cracks his knuckles loudly and I wrinkle my nose.

      “Gross, Logan.” I hate when he does that.

      “Sorry,” He grins. Quinn rolls her eyes at me as if to say “yeah, tell me about it” and leans back into him.

      The smile that crosses my face isn’t altogether dissimilar from his, which makes sense considering we had the same mother. The thought makes me smile even more, watching him and his soon-to-be bride snuggle against each other in the cold of the March afternoon.

      Yeah, cold, slushy and grey, with rain on the horizon; heck of a day for a ground-breaking ceremony.

      But for once, things are actually good. I mean, everyone’s here in Long Island City for the start of construction on the new headquarters for the Archer World Health Foundation, and we’re all, well, good. Hell, my brother and Javier are even talking, which is sort of mind-blowing given the history there.

      “Hey.”

      Well, everything is basically good.

      I turn, keeping my face the neutral stoney blankness I always do around him; “Hey.”

      Bryce nods, his chiseled jaw and his piercing blue eyes about as neutrally stoic as mine. Silence descends between us. This is pretty much about the extent of our conversations over the last year; ever since-

      Well, since we stopped all that.

      “You know,” He arches an eyebrow at me, as if reading my thoughts; “Someday we may even have a real conversation again.”

      I want to grin. I want to crack a smile because that’s just what he does to me. But I can’t do that. I have to stay stoic and cold; I have to let this die, no matter how long it fucking takes.

      “Yep, someday.”

      Bryce nods again, his bright blue eyes looking right into mine; so deep that I wonder if he can tell how much effort it’s taking for me to keep up the bitch attitude I’ve kept around him for the past year. He clears his throat; “So, where’s, uh, what’s-his-fuckin-name.”

      Don’t take the bait, he’s baiting you. And of course, it’s working.

      “Hugh couldn’t make it.” I say icily, my mouth small and my eyes narrowing at him. He grins; of course he grins.

      “He wanted to, really, he just had something come up.” I am not telling Bryce about my breakup. For one, because I’m over it anyways, but also because it’s got nothing to do with him.

      Yeah, keep telling yourself that. I've been through this a hundred freaking times in my head, and we're past this. What happened was a long, long time-

      Ugh. I need to extract myself from this conversation.

      Bryce makes a fake-pout face; “Aww, shame. I really wanted to meet the guy.”

      “No you didn't.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      I set my jaw; “I have to go,” I say, turning to push away from him.

      “Yeah, I hear three feet from wherever I’m standing is the best spot.”

      I feel his hand on my elbow, and I whirl around, quickly pulling my arm back; “People are watching, Bryce,” I say quietly, my eyes looking everywhere but his.

      He rolls his eyes; “They’re watching a backhoe dig frozen dirt, and besides, we’re just talking.”

      “Not anymore.” I turn before he can say anything else, and I can practically feel his damned grin at the back of my head, but I push my way through the small assembled crowd anyways.

      “You alright, kid?”

      Literally anyone else in the world who called me that would get a knee to the groin. Logan gets a pass; “I’m good, just tired; little stressed.”

      “Yeah, Bryce is good with that sort of thing.”

      I freeze, quickly trying to swallow the lump that forms in my chest; “Uh, what?” My whole body goes rigid as I study Logan’s face for a sign that he knows the truth.

      Of course he doesn’t. I’d be disowned or something, and Bryce would probably be head-first through a high-rise window.

      Yeah, relationships with that hanging over its head do splendidly.

      Logan shrugs; “You know, I mean he’s good at helping with things like stress; getting you to slow down, stripping it all away.”

      I groan and turn away to hide the guilty blush on my face. Yeah, Bryce is good at stripping everything away from me; inhibitions, baggage…

      My panties.

      Jesus, relax.

      “Yeah, he’s-”

      I’m still searching my brain for something to say, when something catches my attention; something crossing the grey morning sky and silently approaching the groundbreaking ceremony.

      That’s funny, I didn’t know there were any news stations covering this with helicopters.

      The helicopter is coming in low; very low, actually. Fast too; really fast. And then suddenly, I’m not thinking of anything to say anymore, because I’m too busy wondering why the heck guys in black are rappelling out of the copter.

      There’s a flash of light and then suddenly a bang goes off. There’s a feeling of weightlessness, and after that, I’m not thinking of anything except why I’m falling.

      People are running and screaming as I hit the ground, and I’m trying to figure out why I’m even there in the snow, and why there are security guards with guns-

      Except they’re not security guards at all.

      Oh my God.

      An explosion rocks me, and I’m screaming as I watch Hudson double over next to me. Hands snag around my body and start yanking me away, and I’m twisting to fight only to see that it’s Bryce with a hard look in his eyes.

      It’s like slow motion as I turn back and scream as I watch men in black swarm over Logan. He’s roaring like some kind of animal and throwing fists left and right, but there are six of them that bring him to the ground. I’m screaming at Bryce, trying to wrench myself from his grasp, but he holds me tight; so tight that I can only watch as a black bag goes over my brother’s head before they start dragging him away towards the chopper.

      And I’m still screaming.

      …Still screaming.
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      A single, glistening drop of rain trickles down the outside of the window of the hospital room. It stutters and then speeds up, hitting other droplets along the way as it meanders down the glass before falling away from my view. My eyes focus instead on the grey metal of the city beyond, my brow knitting and my teeth grinding together.

      The room behind me is still the expected chaos in the aftermath of something like this, and my back isn't turned because of callousness, it’s because I need to remember to breathe.

      And I need to let the rage build. I need to steel my frame and close my eyes and let the hurt and the pain inside boil and bloom into something else; something I can work with. I learned a long time ago where blind rage and anger gets me, and it's nowhere good, and nowhere productive. I need to focus the rage right now; I need that fuel. It’s the alchemy inside that’s going to turn that into something focused; something I can use.

      Because this shit ends right now.

      This time, we're a shade past the pale; they've taken things too far this time. Letting Benson and his Blackriver shit-heads off after the whole thing with Javier and Chelsea was a mistake. We turned our backs on the wolf; we let our guard down.

      And now we're paying for it.

      I grit my teeth as I take a final calming breath and turn around; He's gonna be fine; they're both going to be fine. I repeat it twice in my head, feeling the rage and the hurt spike inside as I look over the scene in front of me. My family in pain, my friends suffering. Yeah, this ends now.

      Hudson’s going to be OK. I mean the guy's a fucking brick-house, and the doctors pretty much said as much after they took the bullet out of his side and patched him up. Of course, and rightfully, that doesn't mean Reagan isn't still still curled up next to him in the hospital bed, crying and holding his sleeping form tight.

      Quinn is- well, I'd say she's a mess but it's nothing you can see on the outside. She's as quiet as I am, sitting in a chair across the hospital room with a frozen look on her face that honestly looks a hell of a lot like mine.

      You picked a good one, Logan.

      I know that look; it's rage, it's fury, and it's revenge. Is she upset? Is she broken, and shattered, and terrified about the fact that men with guns dragged away the man she loves? Of course, but that look says exactly what I know it says; she's ready to walk into hell itself and tear the devil apart with her bare fucking hands to get him back. Jesus, like those two haven't been through fucking enough already.

      We're getting him back, Quinn; I swear it.

      Chelsea sits next to the bed rubbing Reagan’s back while Javier paces the room, swearing and muttering under his breath. If we weren’t in the situation we were in, I could almost smile at how insanely similar he and Logan really are; both on a hair trigger and ready to jump in with both fists swinging. Javier turns again on his heel, swearing in Spanish as he looks at Hudson resting in the hospital bed, and he shakes his head furiously.

      And then there's her.

      Peyton is quiet in the corner of the room, but I know that kind of quiet. It's the calm before the hurricane, the lull before the tempest. God, I fucking miss that look-

      Stop it.

      I'm letting the emotion of the moment and situation cloud my eyes, and I shake my head to clear it. That chapter is closed, and it needs to stay that way. But that look. She's roaring inside, I can tell. She's ready to tear someone’s fucking head off to get back the one blood relation she's got in this world.

      There's a knock at the door, and a secret service guy pokes his head in the door and nods at me before ducking back out. Major Lawson storms in, his face grim and cloudy as he nods at his patrol and closes the door behind him. He turns back, catching the bottled fire in my eyes as he surveys the room; “This ends, now.”

      Reagan looks up at the sound of his voice and smiles bravely through the pain on her face. We all try and push through the pain. This is a family, however fucking weird a family it is, and one of us has a hole in his side, and the other one is gone.

      They stole part of our family, and that shit is just not going to fly. I nod curtly at the Major; “Done. Let's go take these assholes out right now.”

      “It's-” The Major slowly shakes his head, his face grim; “It's not that simple, I'm afraid.”

      “Simple?” Quinn’s voice is like gravel as she looks up from her corner of the room; “It’s exactly that simple. We send in everything you've got and get him out of there.”

      “Quinn,” The Major’s face is tight, and he looks even older than he usually does; “You know I help whenever and however I can, but my power is not omnipotent.” His jaw tightens as he looks at her; “Believe me when I say I want to, but I can't just send the U.S. Military into another country to drag someone out.”

      “The hell you can't!” Her words are like shattered glass, and I can tell by the strain in her face that she’s barely keeping it together right now.

      “Quinn-” Chelsea starts to move towards her sister, but Quinn shakes her head furiously, tears stinging her eyes. The brave front is crumbling, right here.

      “No! We go get him!” She narrows her eyes at the Major, anger flashing through her face; “You're saying the American government won't go rescue one of it's own citizens in trou-”

      “Quinn, Logan doesn't exist.” Major Lawson's voice is steady, and his words drop like a shroud over the room; “None of you do, or did.” He sighs and looks towards Hudson and then me; “You know that. It's the price you paid for changing your pasts when William brought you back.” He shakes his head; “I mean you're here, you pay your taxes through a mesh of shell organizations and all that, but for all intents and purposes, you do not exist; not really.” He looks at Quinn, setting his jaw and closing his eyes for a second; “That's why I can't send in the cavalry.”

      She starts to collapse then, but he's got her even as I move towards her. She's screaming, hitting his chest, but he's holding her tightly; every inch the father figure her own father asked him to be before he passed.

      I look up, and for a moment, my eyes lock with her; with Peyton. And right in that moment, I see her start to crumble. Her face is still drawn and emotionless, her fists clenched at her side, and her shoulders square and back. But a single tear breaches the rim of her eye and starts to trickle down her soft cheek.

      Fuck this. Enough is enough. My family is broken, wounded, hurt, and stolen around me, and watching Peyton’s normally iron-cast resolve crack in front of me is the final straw. It's the last thing I can abide.

      I know I'm going to say it before I do, but I still get a shock when I open my mouth; “Fine. I’m going, then.”

      The room goes still as every eye turns towards me.

      “What?” Chelsea's shaking her head at me; “Going where?”

      “After Logan. Fuck this and fuck Blackriver. I'm going in, I'm going to kill Benson with my bare hands, and I'm going to bring my- our brother home.” I look back towards Quinn and Major Lawson. She's wiping tears away from her eyes and nodding slowly at me. The Major has a grim looking smile on his face as he winks at me; yeah, he knew exactly what he was doing stoking this fire.

      “I'm coming with you.” Javier's face is grim as he flexes, clenching his hands into fists.

      “Same,” Chelsea says, stepping forward. Javier starts to open his mouth at her words, and I almost want to grin as she turns and shakes her head quickly, her mouth tight; “We're both coming.”

      “I'm afraid not.” Major Lawson clears his throat; “Neither of you can, actually.”

      “Better have a good reason why not, viejo,” Javier growls, fire raging in his eyes.

      “It's the same issue only the opposite side of the coin. You exist; both of you do.” The Major says quietly; “More than that, you both exist and you both work for the Federal Government. You think it's OK for a CIA and a DEA agent to just go off to another country with guns and shoot people?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Chelsea's face is contorted with rage.

      “I wish I was.” He says quietly. He turns to me; “Bryce, however, does not. For all intents and for our purposes, he's a ghost.”

      I nod again; “Good, then it’s settled, and I’m going.”

      “So am I.” Peyton breaking her silence, has me turning my head to glare right at her. Her hand comes up, and it’s almost unnoticeable as she brushes the tear from her cheek in one sweeping motion that has her pushing her hair back behind her ear; like that was the whole point of the gesture.

      Jesus does this girl know how to hide the pain.

      “The hell you are.” I growl.

      “Wait, how could she go? She 'exists' too.” Chelsea shakes her head; “I mean no offense,” she says, glancing at Peyton.

      “No, she doesn't.” I say quietly. It's a long story, and it's a story I don't need to go down right now. She’s the same as me; a broken past, and a chance at a better life as someone new. I glare at her; “But that doesn’t mean you’re fucking coming,” I say darkly.

      She’s got that shadow across her face that I know, or at least knew, all too well. It’s that look of defiance, the look of cold resolve, the look of someone as broken as me who’s seen way more than they should’ve and come back from the edge anyways. That look on her face is like a twisting little blade in my side, and it tears me up inside because through all of this, she’s standing alone over there. Through all this shit, with the only family she’s ever had taken away from her, she’s alone; and deep down, I know she’s ok with that. A big part of me wants to get up and just go over there and protect her with everything I have and every part of me. But I know I can’t. We’re past that now, and there’s no going back. There was a time when it was me and her against it all, like two rocks standing tall against the winds and the rain; two broken souls finding solace in each other and finding healing for our scars within the other.

      But, yeah, that’s all over now. And again, this is a girl who’s fine on her own; defiantly so.

      “You don’t get to tell me what I can and can’t-”

      “Bryce is right.” We all whirl at the sound of Hudson’s croaking voice. He’s wincing as he tries to sit up in his hospital bed as Reagan throws her arms around him and buries her face in his neck. He’s nodding, finding his words, and pushing the pain away; “There’s no way you’re getting involved in this, Peyton.” He grins, which is sort of more of a grimace at that point; “Because your brother would fucking kill us if we let anything happen to you.”

      “I’m not a child.”

      Hudson goes to say something, but winces instead as he sits back into the bed, grimacing. I shake my head; fuck this. If being the bad guy she wants me to be keeps her from harm’s way, fine. If being every inch the asshole she wants to pretend I am keeps her here and safe, I can deal with that. That piercing look of disdain and hurt in her eyes that she’s shooting me right now is nothing less than I’ve been dealing with for a fucking year anyways.

      “You’re staying,” I say, louder than I mean to; “And that’s final.”

      She jerks her head up and glares at me, and I’m steeling myself to ignore it when she whirls on her heel and storms out of the room.
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        Peyton

      

    
    
      I’m not playing these fucking games with him. This is exactly the type of shit we did before; these damn power trips where we play “who knows best”.

      We were both broken back then, back when mistakes were made. Two shattered people, all cuts and bruises and battered souls. We were fools to think two people like us could somehow fit together and make something whole, and it only fell apart from there. The lies, the sneaking around-

      And then the bigger lies. The ones I couldn’t just pretend to ignore. But no, I’m not doing this; not here and certainly not right now. Not when my only family in the whole world has just been ripped away from me.

      Shame hits me then, as I think about the group of people back in the hospital room that are for all purposes, my family. The family that took me in, accepted me, and basically just made me one of them without batting an eye. My last name might not be “Archer”, but I know every single one of those women back in that room considers me an equal, and a sister.

      But blood is blood, and mine’s just been stolen from me.

      “Peyton.”

      I jump at the feel of his hand on me, for the third time that day. It’s more physical contact than we’ve had in a year.

      “Get your fucking hands off of me,” I hiss, shaking his hand off and moving away from him. I can’t have him near me like this, not right now, and especially not touching me.

      “For fuck’s sake, calm-”

      “I said don’t touch me!” I say sharply, jerking my arm away again and whirling to face him.

      “Will you stop it!” His voice breaks for a second, and for a moment, I allow myself to realize that it’s not just me hurting here. Logan might be my brother, but he’s been a “brother” to Bryce and Hudson for longer than I even knew I had one.

      “I’m not letting you go,” Bryce says firmly, his eyes boring right into mine. I ignore the double meaning those words hold as I follow the thin crease line down the side of his jaw, across his shadowed concave of his cheek, and down to his squared chin.

      “Letting me” I roll my eyes; “I don’t remember asking for fucking permission.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Do I?”

      His lips part and that thin crease in his jawline tenses as his grits his teeth; “Why is it never fucking simple with you?”

      “Because this isn’t simple, that’s why,” I snap; “None of this shit is. Nothing about today, or the day before, or the fucking three-hundred and sixty-five days before that are simple, and you fucking know that.”

      He glares at me; “Logan would kill me if I allowed something happen to you.”

      I bark out a laugh; “Little late for that kind of noble thought, don’t you think?”

      Bryce’s eyes narrow; “That was different,” He says quietly.

      “Sure.”

      “I owe it to him to make sure you’re safe.”

      I laugh, rolling my head away from him; “What is this, for karma? You fuck his sister behind his back so now you think you have to make sure I’m sa-”

      I gasp as he’s suddenly against me, pushing us back into an alcove by a vending machine. His heat and his scent invade every sense I have as he stands there, blazing eyes full of storm and heat with his hands flat against the wall on either side of me; “You know that’s not what this is!”

      His lips part, open with the force of his words and just inches away from mine. It’s the closest we’ve been since before. It’s definitely the closest we’ve been, and every single inch of my body is reminding me of that very quickly. Those lips; Jesus, would those be easy to kiss. That mouth would be so easy to melt into, and this whole thing would be so easy to slip back into.

      Except we can’t; I know that, and I know he knows that.

      I drag my eyes away from his, staring at the wall over his shoulder. I’m putting my cold front back up and hoping to God that it covers the quiver in my voice or the thundering of my pulse; “Whatever, we're wasting time.”

      I can hear him sigh as he backs away from me, the heat of the moment drifting away like smoke as he takes a step back from me; “Fine, agreed; which is why I’m going after him.”

      I shake my head; “Jesus, you are so fucking arrogant. Do you not listen at all, or just choose not to?”

      Our eyes meet across the smoking wreckage of whatever was lying between us as silence descends on the hallway.

      “They're going to look for us soon,” He says quietly, his voice edged and his eyes never leaving mine as he nods towards the hospital room.

      “So get back in there.”

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Peyton.”

      “Too late.” It’s a cheap, low shot, but I don’t care. I just need him away from me, and now.

      Bryce mutters under his breath, shaking his head and looking back towards the room where his other brother lies recovering; where our family is struggling to hold on to one another even as I walk away from it all.

      “Look, tonight, at my place. We'll all be there and we'll plan this thing.” He looks back at me; “Come to that.”

      “Oh, nice olive branch.”

      “Nice fucking attitude.”

      I glare at him; “Fine, I’ll come.”

      He turns and starts to walk towards the room before he stops and turns back over his shoulder; “You know, this doesn’t have to be like this; this whole thing between you and m-”

      “There is no ‘you and me’, Bryce. I think I made that-” I stop and snort out a humorless laugh; “I think that’s been made perfectly clear by now.”
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      “Jesus, how about some furniture, Bryce.” Reagan arches her brow as she steps out of the elevator into my penthouse. My very bare, very totally empty luxury New York City penthouse apartment.

      “Yeah, seriously.” Peyton says, avoiding my eyes as she steps out after Reagan. I glare at her, even if she’s avoiding looking at me. She didn't have a problem with the lack of furniture before.

      I bought the place for the view of Central Park; for trees. Honestly, with what we suddenly became worth after taking over William’s company, cost wasn’t really a concern at all. I’d have paid triple for it just for that view of something that resembled nature. Living here in this city is just…fuck, it’s a trapping feeling. It’s a cage of metal and stone and glass that I’m constantly stuck inside of, and for a guy who grew up with the open road, the wind in his face and the feel of a motor purring under his seat, it can be a Goddamn nightmare. The view and the trees remind me of home; the good parts at least.

      So what, I've got a bed, a few stools, a table full of tools, and a partially rebuilt 69' Indian motorcycle sitting on a grease cloth in the corner I’ve been messing with for a few months. What the fuck else do I need?

      Peyton breezes right past me after her little comment, and I can feel my temper flare inside. I’m still bristling after running into her; still buzzing like I’ve just gotten a shock of something through me. It’s like this every fucking time after talking to her. For a fucking year. Every single Goddamn day working with her, seeing her, and knowing it’s done.

      It’s like a static charge; a lingering, nagging, tingling feeling. It’s an itch you can’t scratch, a cut inside your mouth you can’t stop tonguing; a hunger you can’t satiate. It was there, once. However fucking stupid it was, however illicit and wrong the whole thing was, it was there, briefly.

      And then it was gone, right along with her; sayonara and adios.

      The others are already here, standing mostly but also sitting on the three stools around the cluttered table in my living room-turned-bike shop; Javier, Chelsea, Major Lawson, and Quinn.

      “Can I get anyone anything?” I mutter as I walk into the room.

      Chelsea looks up at me; “What do you have?”

      I can’t help but smirk despite the heaviness of our being here; “Water?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      “I’ll get it.” Peyton immediately starts to make a beeline for the third cabinet to the left of the kitchen sink where I keep my three or four glasses before I watch her forcibly stop herself short; “Um, where are your glasses?” She says hastily.

      Right where they fucking were the last time you were here. Or the time before that. Or that, or- fuck it.

      “Third cabinet to the left.”

      She shoots me a quick look over her shoulder before she moves to the cupboard.

      Major Lawson steps forward; “Preliminary intel has Benson and his crew in Istanbul.”

      I frown at the Major, standing where I am behind everyone else; “I thought you weren't helping.”

      He clears his throat; “The U.S. State Department does not officially recognize the missing person known as Logan Dempsey,” His face hardens and he turns to a very quiet Quinn; “But I Goddamn sure as hell do.”

      Quinn looks at him and nods somberly. Her father was good to have this man as a friend. He’s saved our asses more than I can count at this point, and here he is probably putting his entire career on the line to feed us intel.

      “So, guess I'm going to Turkey then.” I say, nodding curtly at the Major

      “I can do you one better, actually.”

      “Oh?”

      He nods slowly; “There’s a contact there, someone the State Department has- well, we've been in contact before. They’re a disenfranchised Blackriver operative, apparently, and they’re looking to turn informant.” He shrugs; “Honestly, I don’t know how much I trust it, but she’s your contact and she wants to help.”

      She? I frown; Jesus it better not be-

      “So when do we leave?”

      I look up sharply at Peyton, seeing that ever-present defiant look in her eyes as she purposefully narrows them at me, as if daring me to say something here in front of everyone.

      Thankfully, Lawson steps in; “I’m afraid there’s no way I could condone that, Peyton. Bryce simply has training and experience you don’t have. It’s far too dangerous.”

      I mean, I’m hardly in the place to do this. I’m not mentally where I was before and I’ve been in a fucking city behind a Goddamn desk for five years, not in the jungle, not in the desert, and not in the MC before that back in California. But I’m the only shot. And Peyton might be way more equipped to do something like this than any of them know, but I’m sure as hell not going to be the one that says something.

      “He’s my brother.” Again, she’s directing her words at me, like I’m the one saying no here.

      “And we're going to get him back.”

      Her eyes blaze at me, that same fiery passion that drew me in before. She’s stubborn, and strong, and really, a lot like me. That fire inside is born of pain and healing; it’s earned through being broken by the world and putting yourself back together piece by fucking piece.

      It’s also infuriating when it’s directed at say, me, right now.

      I mean, I get it. Of course she wants to go help Logan; fuck, we all do. But if there wasn’t enough of a reason for that guy to want me dead what with me sleeping with his damn sister, bringing that same girl into the crosshairs of danger sure as hell would do it. And again, she’s stronger than any of them know, and she’s seen more than anyone in this room but me knows, but now’s certainly not the time to bring that up.

      “Peyton, they’re right, you’re not ready for something like this.”

      She glares at me, shaking her head at me with that fierce look on her face, and it stings worse because I know she probably could handle herself just fine. But I’m sure a shit not bringing her into this.

      I set my jaw and meet her angry stare with my own even look. She hisses and whirls, storming towards the kitchen like some sort of rogue tornado. I swallow the lump in my throat before turning back to Lawson and hoping no one was paying attention enough to get the subtext of that exchange; “So, Istanbul.”

      “Your Blackriver contact will be able to give you better specifics about where he’s being held and what we’re up against.” He shakes his head; “I’m sorry I can’t do more here, son.”

      I nod; yeah, me too.

      I turn to see Quinn, standing silently by the window watching the rain trickle down; “We’re going to get him ba-”

      “I thought my Dad was going around sowing seeds of peace?” Her eyes are red as she turns towards us, her mouth a hard line.

      “He was.”

      She starts to break then; “Then why do things like this keep happening to us?” She crumbles, and her sisters are right there to catch her, stroking her back and holding her close, and I can feel the rage roaring inside of me at the karmic injustice of this all.

      I grit my teeth; “Because you've gotta tend those seeds, and sometimes you need to rip out the weeds. I am going to bring him back, Quinn.”

      She looks up and nods at me through tear-streaked eyes.

      “Uh, guys?” Javier clears his throat behind me, and I turn; “She’s gone.”

      Oh shit.

      Chelsea frowns, “What? Who?”

      “Peyton,” I say, shaking my head; Goddamnit.
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        P A S T

      

      I'm two minutes late for curfew.

      And I'm terrified.

      Two minutes late for anything, with anyone besides Bill, my mom's latest drunk asshole boyfriend of the month isn't anything. Two minutes late is stopping for gas, or timing the traffic lights back through town wrong. It's slowing down to not get busted at the speed-trap you know Sheriff Evans always nabs people at.

      Two minutes late is just being eighteen years old and a senior in high school. It just comes with the territory.

      But not to Bill it's not.

      I'm shaking as I turn the car off and step out. The house is quiet, but the light in the kitchen is on, and I can see the flickering blueish glow of the television in the living room that tells me he's still up, drunk, and probably mad as hell.

      It's fine; it's going to be fine, I try and reassure myself, sweating in the Texas heat as I climb the three creaky stairs to the trailer door.

      My mother is the first one I see when I open the screen-door, and the fact that her face looks as terrified as I feel is not a good sign.

      “Mom?” I say, biting my lip and trying to give her my most pleading look, as if that'll change anything about the storm I know that's about to erupt inside the small trailer.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” My mother quickly looks away at the sound of Bill's voice from the back bedroom. The curtain is ripped back as he stumbles out, cigarette dangling from his lips, a bottle in his hand, and his bloodshot eyes narrowed and gleaming wickedly at me. This isn't going to be the first time he's hit me, and I steel myself for the slap or the shove into the wall I know is probably coming.

      “You even know his name?” Bill leers at me, shaking his head as he brings the whiskey up to take a swig.

      Questions like these are loaded from the start; I have no idea what he's talking about, and any answer I give is going to trigger some sort of wrath. The trick is to find the less bad answer.

      “Who's, Bill?”

      His fist crashes against the trailer wall loud enough to make both my mother and I jump; “Whoever it was you was out fuckin and bein late with, you little slut!”

      I can feel the anger flash hot inside of me, but I push it back down. He knows I was at the evening accounting class I signed up for through the high school vocational program, but it's not like that matters anyways.

      “Bill, I wasn't-”

      “Don't you dare talk back to me you fuckin whore!”

      I flinch as he slams the whiskey bottle down onto the TV stand as he storms closer to me. Talking back to Bill, however warranted, is like throwing meat to the wolves.

      “OK, fine.”

      “The fuck did you say to me, girl?” He's on me in a second, and I barely have time to gasp as he shoves me back hard against the wall of the trailer. There's an extra glint in his eyes tonight, and the fear I tried hard to suffocate deep inside comes gasping back out.

      Bill's hand comes stinging across my cheek, making me cry out sharply as the slap echoes through me. Tears spring to my eyes, even though I hate to show him any sort of weakness. Weakness is something cowardly, bullying assholes like Bill devour.

      I could try and apologize for whatever it is he thinks I did, but there's no way to tell which way he wants me to go here, and the wrong way will hurt more.

      “Bill, I-” I scream as the back of his hand comes down hard across my face, splitting my lip and making me taste copper as I go sprawling across the floor. I'm shaking now, and I look up towards my mother, who only gives me a small shake of the head and looks away; as if I'm on my own here.

      And I am.

      “I ain't gonna have no girl under my roof goin’ around spreading her whore legs for the whole fuckin town, you understand me, girl!”

      Bill's boot connects with my ribs, making me scream again as I grit my teeth and nod through the tears. I've had one boyfriend, like that even matters, but something tells me we're past discussing the semantics of “slut” with Bill at this point. He's drunker and madder than I can remember him being; so much so that I'm even more scared of this new wildly unpredictable man raging through the trailer.

      “Bill, honey-”

      “I tell you to open yer fuckin mouth?” Bill whirls on my mother and slaps her hard across the face.

      And something in me snaps.

      I screech as I launch myself off the floor at Bill's back, clawing at his face and hammering at him with my fists; anything to get him away from my mother, as useless and as passive as she's been letting the man she shares her bed with, beat on her only kid.

      Bill roars as he tosses me off his back and whirls on me, and if he was mad before, he looks like a demon now. Blood drips from the fingernail marks I've left across his face, and I find myself scrunching into a ball as he quickly storms across the room towards me.

      My scream cuts off as his hand clasps around my neck, and I'm choking and gasping for air as he squeezes tightly.

      “Whoever yer daddy was never taught you proper manners, but I swear to fucking God I'm gonna put some respect into you if I gotta burn it into yer skin!”

      The scream comes ragged from my throat as I feel the scorching sting of the lit end of Bill's cigarette bite into the skin of my arm. I'm squirming and jerking and rasping out screams as he laughs and burns me again and again. Tears flow down my cheeks as I look wildly at my mother.

      She's watching TV.

      Her only child is being tortured in front of her face and she's not just doing nothing, she's actively ignoring it. And as in-character as that is for her, it almost hurts worse than the burns and the choking hand around my neck.

      Almost.

      Bill is screaming at me, his face purple with rage and his hand growing tighter and tighter around my neck. Spots dance across my eyes, my vision bending a little in the corners as the air begins to leave my brain. I'm reeling, reaching my hand out and clawing towards my mother; clawing for anything.

      Like the kitchen knife lying on the counter above my head.

      “Oh, what,” Bill sneers at me, his eyes crazy and his whiskey breath hot on my face; “You gonna stab me, you little slu-”

      The only thing I can remember after that is my mother screaming “how could you” over and over again. I'm still choking later, still lying on the floor with my arm on fire, my breath still ragged, and Bill's blood pooling around me, when Sheriff Evans comes in and swears softly before pulling me up and leading me out of the trailer.

      I have no idea what happens when you stab someone, but I know it's usually not good. And I know I should be scared, but in that moment, when they push my head down and guide me into the back of the police car with the neighbors watching and my mother screaming obscenities at me…

      I’m really just numb. Because anything is better than that.

      Out of the frying pan, and into the fire, as they say.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      The main offices of Archer Holdings in midtown are quiet this hour of the night. Roger, the head of security just gives me a cursory smile and nod as I swipe in with my key-pass.

      I really hope he doesn't get in trouble for this. I mean, it's not like he knows what I'm doing, but still.

      Logan's office is locked of course, but I could remember the key combo in a coma for the time I've spent here working late or just helping him out.

      I know the rest of them all understand, but they don't; not really. They've all lost, I wouldn't ever say anything against that, but the Archer family has each other. They're still a family.

      Me? I've just got Logan. Of course that doesn't mean they all don't want him back; I get it. But I have to do this. Bryce can do his thing, but I'm not stalling and I'm not fucking around back here worrying myself to death and wondering what I could have done.

      Because there's no “could have” here; there's only “do.”

      The wall-safe in Logan's office sits behind a large framed picture of one of his hospitals in Guatemala; all smiling kids faces with my brother and Quinn grinning arm-in-arm behind them all. I feel the anger rise in me again, thinking of them putting the bag over his head and dragging him away from me. No one deserves something like that, but least of all a man like Logan who just gives so much to the world.

      They're going to pay.

      I know they all see me as Logan's kid sister. They see me as the financial analyst, the office worker, the pencil-pusher, and the book-nerd. They don't see the other side of me; the dark side. Which is good, because I've gone to huge lengths to keep that side and that past hidden from everyone.

      Well, everyone except Bryce. Him, I showed it all to.

      My brother is predictable, and even if I've never had to go into this safe without him here, I already know the password is his birthday before it even ends up working.

      C'mon, bro.

      The spare corporate credit card will come in handy, but the hundred-thousand in cash will work pretty well too. It's not- well, ok, it is theft, but I hope it's one they'll forgive me for.

      I'm dialing the company's transportation department from his private line and scheduling the flight before I can stop and let my brain catch up with the wild plan I've already decided I'm going to go through with. I've got ten minutes before the car picks me up downstairs, and I run into my own office and grab some spare clothes I keep there.

      Three years later and I'm still keeping spare clothes and packed bags ready to go all over the damn place. I briefly wonder if the small bag I kept at Bryce's place is still there or if he's ditched it by now.

      Shirtless, I catch my reflection in the mirror of the private bathroom off my office. My eyes follow the delicate tendrils of ink that curve down the whole of my right arm. The sleeve that covers and hides the cigarette scars; the sleeve I've carefully and deliberately added to over the years since that night when Logan came for me.

      They're all going to be mad, but they'll understand; they must. I have to do this.

      I think of Bryce's face; he's not just being bossy, he's just still watching out for me, and that might hurt worse. There was feeling there once, but - no. There wasn't a chance there, only room to get hurt or hurt each other. No good comes of two broken people deciding the other is the fix. They just shatter more off the broken edges of each other until there's nothing left but a bigger mess than they started with.

      I close my eyes for a moment, pushing the thoughts away. I can dwell on that another time, but I have so much more to think about right now.

      I walk back to look around my brother's office once more, my face growing grimmer by the second until I focus on the picture of him and Quinn, smiling and happy.

      I'm coming for you, Logan; I swear.
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        Bryce

      

    
    
      
        P A S T

      

      “So, you got the cash?”

      I roll my eyes at Matombo; “Have I ever not, buddy?”

      He grins slowly, his teeth yellowed and his dark lips cracked from smoking the stuff. Fuck that. Give me a nice bump or a hit through a vein; I'm not smoking any of this crap.

      This shit is poison, you know?

      “I'm just fuckin with you, pal.” He cackles out the rattling laugh of a junkie and steps aside to let me into the hovel of a home. It's the shittiest, most run-down hovel in the shittiest, most run-down slum in Kinshasa, which happens to be in - you got it - the shittiest, most run-down city in all of the Democratic Republic of Congo.

      You know what, let's just call it the worst fucking place on Earth, and I'm here to shoot poison up my veins.

      “You gotta try this, friend.”

      Buddy, pal friend; all rules of the game with junkies like us. No one uses real names, because real names make the fact that you're selling to and injecting each other with slow death a bit harder to stomach. I call him buddy, he calls me pal, and when one of us inevitably flatlines, it'll just be easier. You can say, “oh, yeah, that buddy was a real pal,” and just move on. It dehumanizes it, which makes sense because doing heroin is just about the quickest way to shed your humanity I can think of.

      The real fucked up irony here is that we use names like “friend” to describe people we barely know or give a shit about, who’ll be ghosts before we even know it.

      I'm buzzed from the half-pint of vodka and the Percocets I popped on the walk over, and I blink to try and focus on the bag of grey powder in Matombo’s hand; “I think you got sold shitty coke, man.” I frown, eyeing the sketchy looking powder. It's not heroin, that's for sure.

      He grins; “It's a mix, my friend; special blend.”

      I make a face; “Fuck that, it looks fucking disgusting.”

      “It's devil-powder.”

      “Huh?”

      He grins again, those cracked, yellowed teeth gleaming in the candlelight of the apartment hovel; “Coke and gunpowder.”

      Fuck. That.

      “I'm good, man.”

      “Try some.”

      “Seriously, I'm good. Lemme just get that H and get goin-”

      The nickel-plated gun in his hand also gleams in the low light, albeit a little differently than his teeth; “Don't be rude, friend. I invite you into my home, I offer you some refreshments-” He nods at the gunpowder-coke; “You really going to disrespect me like that?”

      Gee, where are my manners?

      “Fuck it, let's do this.” And really, at that point, it's not even because of the gun. At that point, it’s because the demon inside is roaring at me for a hit of something, and I honestly want it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I'm out of my Goddamn mind later, yelling like a fucking rabid dog as I run through the dark slum streets of Kinshasa, banging on walls, tearing at my own clothes and looking like a fucking maniac. My blood is on fire, my brain chugging along like a freight train without brakes. I think I fight someone on the way back to the Blackriver barracks - someone crazier than me obviously to want to fight a guy that looks like me - but I'm not totally sure later.

      All I know is that in those moments, when I can block out the rest of me and bury everything else about myself deep inside and cover it with substances and poison, I find peace. It's a broken, shattered, tainted peace, streaked with blood, drugs, and the last remnants of my humanity and spirit, but fuck it, I can sleep.

      Besides, who needs their humanity when they're going to be dead soon anyways?

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      The ding of the seatbelt bell rouses me from sleep, and the memory of my slow self-induced death march back in Africa. The taste of that night is still bitter on my tongue, and I blink and rub my eyes as I sit up.

      That was a long time ago.

      The stewardess on the Archer Holdings jet comes around and gently offers me a drink when she sees I've woken. I shake my head.

      You'd think they'd have stopped even offering booze on these fucking planes, between me  and Hudson.

      Sobriety is- well, sobering. We all had our demons back then, and we all swung at them differently. Logan literally hit them, Hudson drank them away.

      I found heroin.

      Heroin takes a little piece of you every single time. It whittles you down, takes away your soul, your heart, and your love of anything else but more heroin. It does this until there's nothing left but you and it. You're its prisoner, and it owns you.

      And I fucking hate feeling owned.

      It's William that fixed me and got me clean. And Logan, of course. I mean, shit, the guy was also trying to get Hudson clean, but when we got back to the States for the first time in years, he and the Old Man both helped me while I sweat out the poison in my veins. They held me down while I shook with the need for more; answered with support when I cried out at the demons clawing at my skin and tearing my eyes out. Withdrawal sickness is some real shit. It's the closest to actual hell I've ever been, and I've come pretty close.

      Of course, none of this is to say a drink doesn't sound amazing right now.

      Booze I could probably do, because that was never really my problem. But I just don't; not anymore. After you clear heroin and get the controls to your life back in your own hands, you pretty much never want to let something else drive ever again.

      No, I traded vices, and for a while there, I had a great one; a perfect vice, a secret, exquisite vice.

      Peyton.

      As broken as I was, as shattered as I felt, and as lost in the void as me. Two broken pieces fit if you make them.

      Or not, I guess.

      It wasn't perfect, but it worked; and it worked amazingly. I hated the sneaking around, and the lying to Logan's face about what I’d gotten up to the night before, or who I'd been with, but she was worth it. Until she lit out like a bat out of hell, that is. No word, no discussion; not even a fucking argument. Just a “no more” and it was done; end of story.

      And then she was gone.

      I almost want to laugh at the current situation of Peyton disappearing; this is becoming a habit. And just like a habit, here I am chasing after her again like a fucking idiot. Guess I've still got a touch of those aforementioned addiction problems.

      I'll find her though, I just need to find her before she gets herself hurt, or killed.

      I tighten my seatbelt and rub my eyes again as I feel the plane start to descend into Turkey; Fuck, who needs a drink.
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        Peyton

      

    
    
      
        P A S T

      

      It’s cold in the cell, and my teeth chatter as I hug my knees to my chest. They’ve cleaned me a little, but I’m still shaking as I look down at the red stains on my hands and under my nails; Bill’s blood.

      Bill, who’s dead.

      Bill who I killed.

      I know I wasn’t supposed to hear the whispered conversation of the other deputies from over at the intake desk at the station. But I did, and now it’s burning a hole in my gut.

      “Remember old Bill Martins?”

      “No shit! From over on McDermott street?”

      “Yeah, he was seein her Mama.”

      “How bad?”

      “Dead.”

      “Holy shit…”

      I killed a man, his blood is staining my hands, and I have no idea what that means for me now. And that looming unknown has me shivering more than any cold chill ever could make me.

      There’s the clanging of the door down the hallway, and I bite my lip and curl-up tighter into a ball on the bench inside the cell; This is it. They’re coming to tell me he’s dead and that I’m going to die now too. This is small-town Texas, and it doesn’t matter what horrible shit Bill did to us; people knew him.

      Even, purposeful footsteps move down the hallways, and I close my eyes and push my face into my knees.

      The steps stop in front of the bars of my cell; “Peyton?” A man’s voice says quietly.

      I nod but say nothing; Just get it over with, just tell me.

      The man says nothing though, and slowly I open my eyes. I see his shoes first; dark black and fancy looking; nothing like a deputy’s boots. I slowly follow the shoes up to trim, tailored-looking pants, up to a matching jacket, unbuttoned, and a crisp white linen shirt open at the neck. I look up sharply into the man’s face, and I’m suddenly frozen. His face is kind but focused, strong and chiseled, and yet there’s a soft look in his eyes.

      …His strangely familiar looking eyes.

      There are dark lines of tattoo ink showing through the open neck of his shirt, and the contrast of the man in the expensive looking suit with the chest tattoos has me puzzled.

      He smiles at me then, a grin somehow both dark and brooding, as well as disarming at the same time; “You are Peyton Rivers, right?”

      I nod slowly.

      He grins; “So, it seems you’re my half-sister.”

      The floor just sort of drops out then; strangely familiar looking eyes. The dizziness starts to take me then as he roars at someone down the hall to open the door. And then he’s got me, holding me upright and wrapping those arms around me; “I got you, kid; I got you,” He’s saying quietly; “And I’m getting you out of here.”

      I’m looking down at my feet to avoid the stares of the deputies and the sheriffs and the other people in the station as we move through it, but he leans close to my ear; “Head up, kid. You didn’t do anything wrong, so show ‘em all that you’re made of something stronger than them.”

      I’m still floating, still sleepwalking through this waking daydream turn of events when we step outside, and it’s then that I look up and see him, standing next to a black car.

      Holy shit.

      He’s all dark eyes and dark brooding silence, with tattoos running the length of the arms folded over his strong-looking chest. And as soon as our eyes meet, I know I’m more lost than I’ve ever been.

      “Peyton, this is my broth-” He shakes his head; “This is Bryce.”

      It doesn’t happen right away, but I think we both knew the writing on the wall the first time our eyes met coming out of that police station in Texas. And it’s perfect, because broken sees broken, and somehow we both see a fix there. It starts innocently enough, and then grows far more serious; too serious. It’s a whirlwind of two shattered storms crashing together, and it’s passion and love, and something even deeper than that.

      …Until I find- well, until I find out that it’s all bullshit

      And then it’s over.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      I shake my head as I step out of the shower and grab a towel from the back of the door, trying to clear thoughts like that out of my head.

      I frown at my reflection in the hotel bathroom mirror; still completely un-fogged given the cold-water shower I've just taken to try and fight the heat of the day and grime of traveling. I need to not think of things like that; I need to not think of him, in any capacity.

      But of course, not thinking of Bryce Connors is like not thinking about the splinter under your skin, or the cut on the inside of your mouth that you just can't stop playing with. I'm angry that he's followed me here inside my head like this. I'm pissed that, even here on the other side of the world at the hotel on the edge of the spice district of Istanbul, I can't even take a shower to try and clear my head without him invading my thoughts and creeping into the darkest parts of my desires and my fantasies.

      I toss the towel aside as I stretch out face-down across the bed by the window and let out a sigh; Goddammit. Ten-thousand miles between here and the hallway of the hospital back in New York and I still can't stop thinking about the way he pressed against me. All the shame and the guilt and the forbidden heat of that moment comes rushing back; the traitorous feelings of want and desire when I should be worried about the safety and whereabouts of my only family.

      Damn him. Damn the way his eyes blazed like that, in the way they always do that sets a match to something inside of me. Damn the way our bodies pressed together like that, the heat of the forbidden and the nevermore roaring like a barely contained eruption.

      Damn the way I felt alive - actually alive - for the first time with him.

      The way I clung to him like a raft in a storm. The way the screaming rains and gail-force winds of the tempest that was the two of us still rings in my ears a year later.

      I bite my lip and close my eyes as I think of that first stolen and forbidden kiss. The kiss that seared itself across my lips deeper and hotter than any cigarette burn ever did, and immortalized itself into my life stronger than any tattoo ink ever could. That first kiss that ignited and burned into something fierce and something wild. The kiss that quickly moved to more kisses, and more than kisses.

      I feel the spark somewhere deep inside of me as my nipples stiffen at the memory, and shiver as they graze across the silken sheets beneath my body. The familiar heat blooms between my legs, making me bite my lips and move almost unconsciously against the sheets as I let the temptation of the forbidden fantasy creep into my mind.

      I hate that he does this to me; hate that he makes me feel this way, with the instant effect he has on me.

      Still.

      It's never gone away, either. For a full fucking year, every single time he manages to get through my defense or every time I stumble and let the memory of him or us into my head, I feel like this.

      I moan softly as fingers trail traitorously over skin, feeling my body tremble beneath them.

      Saying I hate it is the biggest lie of my life.

      My fingers trail down my sides, slipping beneath me to feel the roaring heat there and how wet I am as I think of Bryce Connors. That hard body, the bottled fury that somehow makes him a devil in bed and yet makes me feel more protected than I've ever felt in his arms after. Those rock-hard arms, themselves covered in his own ink and his own scars from his own demons and his own battles.

      I blush deeper as my fingers slip into the honeyed wetness of my pussy, thinking of the ways those arms moved me, and the ways the hands and fingers attached to those arms teased and played me in ways I'd never felt. And God, that tongue. There's no way any man outside of a fantasy should have a tongue as wicked and as perfect as that.

      I groan into the sheets and then roll onto my back as I let my thumb drift across my aching clit, rubbing myself in slow, deliberate circles as my breath and my pulse begin to quicken in staccato hitches. I gasp as I slip a second finger inside, imagining the toe-curling, star-seeing way it felt every single damn time he entered me; every time he filled me with that perfect cock of his.

      I'm moaning loudly, louder than I should be. But I stop caring as my forbidden fantasy of the wickedly tempting man I need to forget swells around me, carrying me closer to that sweet release. I'm crying out, my fingers moving quicker and faster over my clit and deep within my pussy as I start to drift over the edge of my climax.

      The door to the room splinters inward off it's hinges, and I shriek as a man crashes through with a gun in his hands and the blazing fire in his eyes.

      And then he starts laughing.

      Oh you have got to be motherfucking kidding me, I growl to myself as I gasp and yank the sheets over my body while he laughs and laughs and laughs.

      Ten-thousand miles away from him, ten milliseconds away from coming while thinking of him, and the man from my forbidden fantasy literally comes crashing through my door.

      What the fuck is Bryce doing here?
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        Bryce

      

    
    
      She's in trouble.

      I freeze outside the door to her hotel room once more, hand on the gun I picked up from an old contact of Lawson's on the way through the market on the way here.

      She wasn't hard to find; not when you've got my and Major Lawson’s resources. And she should know that too, which makes it even more bewildering and annoying to me that she'd just up and take off the way she did to come here. As if I wouldn't follow her; or find her.

      The sound goes silent inside her room, and I pause once more, poised to strike. But yeah, there it is again.

      Fuck, she's in trouble.

      I react on instinct, moving back and then crashing through the door, ready to murder whoever is trying to hurt her with my bare fucking hands.

      There's a scream as I come smashing into the room, and I rise up with every hair-trigger response of my finely tuned instincts on edge as I level the gun at...

      At Peyton?

      She's alone. And naked; very, very naked. And flushed, and-

      And then the puzzle piece falls into place, and I just start to laugh.

      I mean, I'm also rock hard seeing her lithe, nude body scramble up the bed snatching at sheets to cover herself. But it's too late, and I can't help myself as the peels of laughter come roaring out of my mouth.

      Part of it is relief, seeing as that's what I interrupted instead of some intruder hurting her, and there's a pang of familiarity in seeing those curves, and that line of her hip, and those perfect pink nipples; none of which I've ever managed to get out of my head.

      Not that I could even if wanted to; as if I've been trying all that hard.

      “What the fuck, Bryce!?”

      I have to chuckle, seeing her look so furious at me; “Well, excuse me. I was coming in to help you,” I start to laugh again; “But I don't think you need any help coming by the looks of things.”

      Peyton yanks the sheets up higher to her chin and glares at me with brightly flushed cheeks; “I don't know what you think-”

      “Peyton.” I lean against wall behind me and smirk; “Like I don't know what you sound and look like when you're-”

      “Enough, Jesus,” She says, wincing and shaking her head; “What are you doing here, Bryce?”

      “Says the girl who broke into our offices, stole a bunch of money, and hijacked my plane to fly halfway around the world to, what, shoot her way into wherever Benson's got Logan and save him yourself?”

      She's quiet for a second, which is a fucking rarity; “It was Logan's plane.”

      “Technically, it was my plane, but we're splitting hairs.”

      “I wasn't going to sit there while everyone hemmed and hawed about plans while Logan is- God, while my brother is who the hell knows-”

      “Jesus, Peyton,” I narrow my eyes at her; “You think you're the only one that calls him brother? What the fuck were you even thinking?”

      “That I don't need you to protect me, that's what,” She spits out.

      I roll my eyes and look away. I know this Peyton; the surly, take-no-shit, tough-as-nails girl from the other side of the tracks act. Thing is, it's not really an act at all, which is one of the reason I l- Well, why I like her. Or liked.

      Or, whatever.

      Peyton isn't like, well, any other girl out there. I mean, I love the Archer sisters like they were my own flesh and blood, but there's something different about Peyton Rivers that's just different than them. Those girls have had rough times in life, but Peyton's the kind of person who's seen the face of the devil and taken the time to spit in it.

      Kinda like me, which sort of explains the attraction in the first place, I guess.

      “You do, actually. Need my protection, that is.”  Truth be told, in most situations, she wouldn't. Peyton's tough, but add four years of Logan teaching her how to fight, shoot, and know her perimeters and her enemy, has that girl in probably better fighting shape than I ever was even when I was in the Marines.

      Peyton opens and then closes her mouth; “I'm not going back,” She finally says, setting her jaw and glaring at me.

      “Yeah I didn't think you would.”

      “I'm serious, Bry-”

      “So am I.”

      She keeps her glare at me another moment before the tension seems to diffuse half a degree in the room, and she exhales slowly; “So, now what?”

      I grin; yeah, I was waiting for this part; “Now we act the part I've already set up.”

      She looks at me quizzically; “Excuse me?”

      The grin on my face grows wider; “How's the honeymoon so far, honey?”

      The momentary lapse in glare on her face shatters as she narrows her eyes at me; “What?”

      “Oh, yeah I set us up with a cover. But, oh, you had a plan for that didn't you?”

      She sneers a fake smile at me; “The honeymoon is fine, honey.”

      “Oh, lovely.” I grin right back at her before I reach down and pull the door off the floor and shove it back into the frame I knocked it out of. I should probably come up with something to say to room service about fixing that.

      I'm sitting on the end of the bed and kicking my shoes off when Peyton loudly clears her throat behind me; “Um, what are you doing?”

      “Settling into our room,” I say with a grin. I can practically feel her eyes burning laser-beam holes in my back, and I take a second to smirk to myself.

      “Nope, no way,” She says. I can feel the weight shift on the bed as she gets up behind me, dragging the top sheet with her; “Nope, we’re not doing this. This is my room.”

      I turn, flashing her my most saccharinely charming smile; “Our room, dear.”

      “Stop calling me that.”

      I shrug as I stand and start to pull my shirt off.

      “Goddammit, Bryce! Get your own fucking room!” She's wrapping the sheet around her body and crossing her arms over her chest as she leans against the bathroom door.

      “Not very inconspicuous, don't you think? Newlyweds with different rooms?”

      “I am not sharing a be-”

      “Oh, fucking relax, Peyton. And while you're at it, get over yourself. I'm sleeping on the floor.”

      “Damn right you are.”

      I roll my eyes as I snatch a pillow and the other sheet off the bed and toss it on the floor next to the bed. Her tough-girl bullshit is starting to grate on me.

      “Get some sleep, darlin. Long day tomorrow.” I can hear her hesitate across the room as I drop down to the floor and wrap the sheet loosely over myself; “Peyton, sleep.”

      “Fine.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I feel my eyes close eventually, but fuck is it hard when I can hear her breathing right there. She's so close, and so untouchable, and this isn't about us at all, which is the hardest part. We're not here to play the re-hash game with our relationship or sling arrows at each other. We’re here for Logan, and that's what we need to concentrate on.

      Except when I can hear her whimper softly in her sleep, and smell the lavender of her shampoo as the Mediterranean wind blows through the open window, it takes more than a deep breath to remind myself of that.

      Fuck, this is going to be tough.
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        Bryce

      

    
    
      The market district of Istanbul is thick with exotic smells, colors, and sounds as Peyton and I push our way through the crowds without talking, since she’s decided to play a ridiculous silent treatment game with me since last night.

      I’ve been here before, on our way out of Afghanistan before we hooked up with Blackriver in Morocco. I shake my head at the memory of those hectic, wild days, when we didn’t know what the fuck we were doing; when we were looking over our shoulders every five seconds for the State Department, or worse. Two months of uncertainty, of lying in limbo. Me, high on hashish scrounging through back-markets looking for something stronger to numb it all away, Hudson almost getting us all killed when he went home with the wrong married woman, and Logan playing fucking damage control through the whole thing. Logan keeping us together, and alive, and moving forward; always moving forward.

      Out of the frying pan, into the fire. Out of the deserts of Afghanistan when we all made the decision to leave - when we knew we couldn’t do the horrible things that were asked of us anymore - and dive head-first into the unknown. Aimless, penniless; hell, fucking country-less. And through the whole damn thing, that tough bastard kept us going.

      And you fucked his sister. Nice work, shithead.

      A man in white linen meets us at the front door of the cafe where we're meeting our turncoat contact from Blackriver and quickly nods and bows as he hustles us past men in similar garb sitting drinking black tea and smoking from hookahs. He ushers us through the back door of the cafe and out into a half-shaded, tiny little courtyard with a small table with three chairs around it.

      “Please,” He says haltingly; “Have a seat. She'll be with you shortly.”

      She? Fuck.

      Peyton sits at the table facing the cafe door and toys with the edge of it; “So do you know this contact? From your Blackriver days?”

      I sure fucking hope not.

      “I don't think so.”

      Peyton fidgets in her chair as I sit across from her; “I don't like it. Why's she switching teams?”

      I shrug; I don't like it one bit either, but it's all we've got right now if we're ever going to figure out where Benson is with Logan; “If Lawson trusts her, we should t-”

      “Bryce, darlin, how are you?.”

      Fuck. I can feel my jaw tighten at the sound of the Aristocratic, Queen’s English voice I mercifully haven't heard in years. It's like I'm instantly yanked back in time, back into the darkness and back into the grey clutches of addiction. Yeah, it's her. I grit my teeth as I stand, taking maybe a moment longer than normal before I steel myself and turn around to face the woman I'd hoped I'd never see again; “Hello, Sasha,” I say icily, hating the smirk in her eyes and the familiarity of her face.

      She looks healthier, I’ll give her that. It’s amazing what not injecting chemicals into your veins or shoving them up your nose will do to your skin and general health and well-being. From the looks of things, she’s probably clean, which is certainly something.

      But she’s still got the same jet-black hair, the same dark eyes like twin black-holes dragging in the light and warmth from a room. She’s still pale, still vaguely vampiric looking, which is sort of right on the money considering the bloodsucker she is. She’s still got that crafty, cold smirk on her face, like she’s sizing-up prey, or looking for a weakness, or chink in the armor with any and every social encounter.

      There’s a coldness that seeps into me, seeing her like this. It’s not a comforting familiarity that her presence brings, it’s all the dark parts of my life from way back then; back when I was another man in another time. Sasha is a ghost from a time in my life that I just want to keep in shadow. She's like the remnants of a bad dream that you get another passing glimpse of in your memory, weeks later.

      It's not what I can tell Peyton thinks it was from the look on her face, even if I am getting a guilty twinge of satisfaction letting her think that. But that’s not what Sasha and I were. Heroin does lots of things for you. A libido is not one of them. Ours was - fuck, I don't know; an arrangement of convenience?

      But whatever you want to call it, that woman had me in her fucking clutches, and I hate her for it.

      “What's your angle here, Sasha.” My voice is leaden and cold, almost as if being near this haunting from my past has me right back to the empty nothingness of heroin addiction all over again.

      “Oh calm down, tough guy,” Sasha says with far too much familiarity in her voice as she laughs obnoxiously and dismisses me with a wave of her hand that has me bristling. My eyes dart to Peyton, and the icy grip on my chest tightens as I see the recognition written large across her face, her eyes narrowed as she follows the back and forth between Sasha and myself.

      Fuck; this plan sucks already.

      “I'm here to help, Bryce; nothing more.” She smiles at me, as if we're old buddies; “You look well, by the way.”

      “I'm clean.”

      “Me too.”

      “Wonderful,” I say shortly, my voice tight.

      “So, you two apparently know each other,” Peyton says with the most fake, most insincere smile in the world on her face as she darts her eyes between the two of us.

      “Oh, dear, Bryce and I go way back, you know.” Sasha is giving Peyton the fake smile right back, and I'm slowly shaking my head over her shoulder as I lock eyes with Peyton.

      “Super. So where's my brother?”

      Tact; Jesus Christ, Peyton.

      Sasha laughs; a cold, jagged sound; “Jumpy, are we?”

      “Let’s just get to it, Sasha.”

      She rolls her dark eyes, as she pulls a silver case from the back pocket of her black jeans and takes out a cigarette; “My my, clean Bryce is all business now isn’t he?” I give her nothing, keeping my face set and neutral, only shaking my head when she holds the cigarette case my way.

      Sasha sighs dramatically as she produces a small pack of matches and lights her cigarette. She keeps her eyes locked on mine as she inhales, before she turns to lean into Peyton, smoke exhaling through the corner of her blood-red lips; “You know, you really should have seen Mr. ice-cool over here was the life of the party when he got into a little of the nose-candy, if you know what I-”

      “I’m not here for games, and if what I’m told is right, you’re in no position to play either,” Peyton says with lead in her voice, instantly silencing Sasha and making the dark-haired woman drawback in honest surprise.

      Well, damn. The girl’s direct, you have to give her that. I can see Sasha bristle at her own frosty attitude tossed right back at her from the small blonde girl that people like her just seem to love underestimating.

      Sasha narrows her eyes; “Let’s have a seat and get right to it then, shall we?” She smiles thinly at Peyton, her eyes flicking over her as if trying to read her or most likely looking for some sort of weak point.

      Except that girl has thicker walls up than a fucking castle; believe me.

      “Benson and his outfit-”

      “Your outfit.”

      Sasha narrows her eyes at Peyton at her interjection; “Yes, dear. As I was saying, we’ve set up operations in an old Christian monastery north of the city, near Yayla. That’s where your brother is.”

      Peyton frowns; “So he’s just being held in a church? That’s it?”

      “If by ‘just a church’ you mean a fortress from the Crusades with thirty-foot walls and a literal moat, then yes, let’s call it that.” Sasha smiles patronizingly at Peyton, a gloat teasing her lips.

      “Then why didn’t you-”

      “Ok, enough.” This is going fucking nowhere, fast, and I’m also not here to play fucking games with Sasha; “How do we get in, how many guards; details, Sasha.”

      She smiles thinly at me, smoke curling from the tip of the cigarette dangling from her fingers; “How many guards? As if you’re going to walk in the front door and take them?” She rolls her eyes at me patronizingly; “Still a hot-head, I see, Bryce.”

      “Jesus Christ, Sash-”

      “There’s actually just one guard we need concern ourselves with.” There’s a wicked glint in her eye when she winks at me that has me on edge, even before she turns to Peyton; “And you are just his type, darling.”

      Peyton’s brow furrows; “Excuse me?”

      I can feel the hair on my neck standing up, my whole body bristling. She hasn’t even said anything yet, but I know where this is going, and the answer is “over my dead fucking body.”

      “What do you mean ‘his type’?” Peyton says more forcibly, frowning at the way Sasha is just smirking at us both.

      “Oh, please; you’re a bright girl,” Sasha says, crossing her legs and sitting back in her chair as she arches an eyebrow at Peyton. This is classic Sasha; waiting and watching like a fucking vulture, ready to swoop in for the carcass; “His name is Anderson. He’s a sergeant within the Blackriver ranks, close with Benson, access to say, back doors of certain monasteries? He’s not too bright, and he’s a bit of a boorish fellow,” She winks as she reaches out and pushes a lock of Peyton’s hair behind her ear, making her frown; “And he does love the blondes, you know.”

      “Not a fucking chance,” I growl; “Not even an option, there’s no way I’m let-”

      “It’s no problem.”

      I jerk my head towards Peyton, who’s jaw is clenched as she stares at me; “What?”

      “I said it’s no prob-”

      “No, I fucking heard you, but I’m not-”

      “You’re not ‘letting’ or ‘not letting’ me do anything at all, actually,” Peyton says icily, narrowing her eyes at me.

      “Peyton-”

      Sasha starts to laugh as she stamps her cigarette out in the ashtray on the table; “Are you sure you’re up for something like that?” She says, eyeing Peyton.

      “Jesus, I said it’s no problem, and you don’t know me.”

      Sasha shrugs and smiles that sharklike smile at her; “Sounds like you are, then.” She stands abruptly, before I can even say another word; “I’ll be in touch about setting the meet.” She winks at me, and I can feel my frown deepening, my hackles rising; “Lovely to see you again, handsome.”

      And then she’s gone, like a tornado leaving a path of destruction as she blows back out the door.

      “Well, she’s just wonderful isn’t she?” Peyton’s smiling thinly at me across the table, her arms crossed and her brow raised.

      “That is not what you think it-”

      “Hey, none of my business and not my problem, Bryce. None of your dirty little secrets are my problem anymore, remember?”

      I grind my teeth together, carefully eyeing her; “You’re not doing this.”

      “The fuck I’m not. Got a better idea to save my brother?”

      I’m working on it.

      But I’m silent, staring her down as if the scowl on my face alone is going to change her mind. As if this girl was ever that easy.

      “Peyton, this-”

      “This is what it takes, Bryce; end of discussion.” She stands abruptly and storms out, leaving me alone with the lingering curls of smoke from Sasha’s cigarette and the fury bubbling under my skin about this plan.
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      I yank the cotton shawl I've got draped over my shoulders tighter around myself, covering my face against prying eyes and the layered exotic smells of the marketplace as I push my way through the people to get back to the hotel. I can feel my blood simmering just beneath the surface after watching that whole exchange back there between Bryce and her. And I'm also furious at myself for feeling that way. Jealousy is a petty emotion anyways, and certainly not one that I'm going to let him illicit in me.

      “Peyton!”

      I ignore the sound of Bryce's voice behind me as I push my way through the throngs of people threading their way through the crowded spice market.

      “Goddamnit, stop.”

      I can feel his hand close around my arm, and the only reason I don't shake it off and turn around to smack him is that we're in a crowd. I ignore it anyways though and continue to push my way through.

      “Jealousy doesn't suit you very well, you know.”

      I whirl, my temper rising even higher as I see the smirk teasing his lips. My eyes pierce wildly into his; “I just don't like liars, Bryce. I thought I’d made that crystal fucking clear before.”

      The smirk drops from his lips and he narrows his eyes; he knows what I'm talking about; “And what exactly did I lie about,” He growls.

      “About what’s none of my business.” I say quickly, trying to push down the rising jealousy inside and hating every second of it.

      Bryce laughs; “What, her?”

      I say nothing, because I don't trust what I might say to that.

      “Jesus you're something else sometimes, you know that?” He snorts and shakes his head; “There's nothing there, you know.”

      I shrug as casually as I can; “None of my business if it-”

      He growls and yanks me away from the crowds onto a side street off the market; “Well I'm making it your business, and I'm telling you there's nothing and never was anything there.”

      I shrug again, still saying nothing since I don't trust my words, and I can see him roll his eyes exasperatedly at me; “We were addicts together, that’s it. We used to shoot together. There was no romance there, no fucking spark or passion or whatever.” His hand tightens on my arm, his eyes flashing as they bore into mine; “She sold me heroin, sometimes I let her use some with me; that's it.”

      He looks angrier than I thought he'd be, and for a moment, I feel a pang of guilt for even having brought this up. Honestly, it isn't my business. Whatever is in his past that I don't already know is in his past. It belongs to him, and I've got no right to accuse him of anything or insinuate dishonesty for not sharing something.

      Yeah, this is what being around him does to me. It's been a long freaking year working down the hall from him, by the way.

      “That's a part of my life I left a long fucking time ago.”

      Except for the needle I found; the last straw on an already strained relationship, if you can even call it that.

      But that's not a conversation for here or for now.

      “Fine,” I mumble; “Sorry.”

      He looks away, looking conflicted; “Listen, since we're coming clean…”

      I narrow my eyes at him; “Now what.”

      “You need to know something about Blackriver and why they're doing all this; what Benson's goal is.”

      I can feel my pulse quicken; “What?”

      “I know why Benson went after Chelsea and Javier, and I know why he took Logan.”

      I can feel my pulse thudding in my chest as I swallow heavily, thinking of my brother and wherever he may be; “Revenge?”

      Bryce shakes head; “No.” He looks away, raking his fingers through his dark brown hair; “He's after something; something valuable that I found and hid from him,” He says quietly.

      “What?” I shake my head; “Hang on, Javier said Benson was adamant that it wasn't about money; that it was about tying up loose end-”

      He barks out a laugh; “Peyton, it's always about money. The whole world is about money.”

      “Easy to say when you have it.”

      Bryce shoots me a look; “I don't remember your paychecks from Archer being exactly light either, babe. And we both know what we both had before all that.”

      He knows about me and about my past, and in ways no one else does, not even Logan. Just like I know about his.

      “So, what's so valuable?”

      Bryce nods slowly before he turns, his eyes looking right into mine; “Diamonds.”

      I can feel my body tense up; “Diamonds? What diam-”

      He turns and looks out towards the sea again; “The diamonds we found out in the jungle in Africa. The ones that I buried.”
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      “What exactly are you fucking telling us?”

      Rafe is looking at me with that dark, icy stare he gets that pierces through the heavy brows and the thick beard covering his face. I swallow thickly, wincing at the lancing pain of the cracked rib in my side as I try and match his look right back at him; “Jacob’s dead, Rafe; I’m sorry.”

      The muscles in his neck clench tight, and he holds my gaze a second longer before he swears and rips out of his seat, knocking the chair to the ground as he roars. He whirls and puts his fist through the drywall behind him as he howls.

      Rory looks up at me, shaking his head; “What the fuck happened up there in Seattle?”

      Others from the table are getting up trying to calm Rafe down, trying to collect him and let him know they’re all there for him. Because that’s what brothers-in-ink - men of the reaper - do.

      Especially when you find out your son’s dead.

      “We were ambushed; Carter knew we were coming for him and coming for the money. There had to be fifteen guys waiting for us when we kicked in that fuckin door.” Rory’s holding my gaze, and I can feel the hard shell we all wear start to crack around the edges of myself. I can feel myself start to doubt it all, and start to doubt their trust in me.

      After all, I’m not dead.

      “Hey, c’mere brother.” Rory stands and puts his arm around me, clapping me hard on the back. It’s a comfort, even if it hurts like a motherfucker; “You did OK-”

      “Jacob, man-” I’m fighting back emotion and clenching my jaw as he pulls back; “Jacob, he-”

      “Did you abandon him?”

      “Not a fucking chance.”

      Rory nods grimly; “Then you did what you did, and this is how it shook out.” He shakes his head; “That’s life under the eye of the reaper, brother. You know it, I know, Jacob sure fuckin knew it,  and you better believe Rafe damn well knows it.”

      “I got some of the money-”

      “Fuck the money, man. You’re whole; you’re here. A brother is worth more than a bag of cash, Bryce.”

      Tell that to Jacob.

      He looks back at the other men in the room, paying their respects to a now quieter, grieving Rafe before he looks back at me; “You talk to that recruiter again?” He says quietly.

      I nod.

      “Shit, man; the Marines, huh?” He shakes his head; “Rafe’s gonna fuckin hate that.”

      “The code makes provisions for active duty, even voluntarily joining.”

      “The code was written during Viet-fucking-nam, Bryce.”

      I look at him grimly; “If I leave the cloth for any other reason, my life is forfeit; I know that. But I gotta get out, Rory; I gotta-”

      “Long as you come the fuck home afterwards, I’ll back you.” Rory shoots me a hard look; “Just come home, brother; after you see the world and clear your head.”

      Right, after I clear my head fighting a war of ideals in the Goddamn desert on the other side of the world.

      And of course, that Bryce never does come home. That Bryce dies out there in the desert along with that other Hudson, and that other Logan. Because the men who come out the other side of that? Yeah, no one knows who they are.

      Least of all them.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      “I don't want you doing this.”

      I'm leaning against the doorframe of the hotel bathroom watching her finish putting makeup under her eyes, batting her lashes at her own reflection as she puts the finishing touches on. She looks fucking incredible, of course, which is putting me on edge; on edge because she's looking like this ready to go out with another man.

      And not just any guy. I mean I know about Hugh back home, but that's different; sort of. That's mostly out of sight and out of mind, and Hugh isn't some thuggish psychopath working for Blackriver. I don't know shit about this Anderson guy, but I know enough to know he’s a predator, and her wearing that fucking sexy little evening dress she's wearing has her looking every inch like prey.

      Peyton turns and shoots me a look; that blazing fucking defiance every step of the way.

      “It's dangerous and it's risky.”

      “I'm a big girl,” She says patronizingly, patting my shoulder and pushing past me out out of the bathroom.

      We seriously need a new hotel room, even if they did fix the door after some strange looks and muttered questions from the front desk.

      “I'm going to be right there, if anything happens, just-”

      “Bryce,” She levels her gaze at me; “I'm a big girl and I can handle myself. It's going to be fine.”

      Yeah, it's all fine watching you flirt with another guy, even if it is for the mission.

      I can already feel my blood boiling.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Anderson is every inch as piggish and thuggish looking as I expected, being one of Benson's guys. Jesus, does that guy hire a type or what.

      He's red-faced and sweaty, bulky in that meathead way as he steps into the restaurant. I keep my head facing forward but my eyes are glued with a vengeance to the man as he scans the room, locks onto Peyton, and grins before he elbows his way through the crowd to the table next to mine.

      “Hey, babe.”

      “Hello,” She says in a sultry voice that has me gritting my teeth and making a fist under the table; all charm and temptation.

      It's for the mission; it's for getting Logan back.

      “So you must be Sasha's friend. Damn girl, you're way hotter than she said you'd be!”

      Jesus Christ is this guy for real? I can feel my hands clenching in my lap.

      “Oh, well, thank you!” Peyton gushes, like that was some sort of charming fucking compliment.

      “Hey! Waiter!” Anderson barks, making me cringe again. This guy is the fucking worst; “Let's get two drinks over here.”

      “Oh, I- I don't drink,” Peyton says with a smile.

      He laughs; “What! Who the heck doesn't drink?”

      People who lived through the worst parts of addiction or have seen the devil that comes out of the bottom of a bottle, that's who, you fucking prick.

      Anderson laughs again; “Fuck that, ‘course you do!”

      “No, I really don-”

      “Waiter!” The older waiter comes over, his face neutral but cloudy as he smiles thinly at Anderson; “Two whiskies. Whiskey OK with you, babe?”

      “I don't drink,” She says quietly, her voice on edge. I can feel my teeth grinding.

      “Yeah two whiskies should do it, pal,” Anderson says, shooing the waiter away. He turns back to Peyton, this woman he has no business even looking at, and he doesn't even seem to realize that; “So, here we are, huh?”

      “Yeah, here we are!” She says, smiling at him as best she can.

      This plan is shit. If I thought it before, I'm sure of it now. We're never going to make this work, because this guy is a fucking moron, and there's no way I'm going to let her do this. Using a honeypot to get access is one thing, but this is fucking ridiculous. This guy is way off and way out of line already. He's a loose cannon, and it's putting me on every edge I've got.

      Anderson leans forward suddenly, grabbing both her hands, and I see her flinch; “What say we just skip the drinks and get outta here, huh?”

      I expect her to freeze, to seize up at the sudden grip on her hands. With her background, that's gotta be triggering something, especially from a big drunk asshole like this prick.

      But she's smooth; Goddamn is she smooth.

      Peyton just laughs; “My my, now that wouldn't be very lady-like of me or very gentlemanly of you!” She slaps his hand playfully; “And I do like myself a gentleman!” I find myself flinching and my hand gripping onto the edge of the table like I want to break it off. I know first hand how much Peyton does not “like herself a gentleman.” Because I can be a lot of things, but “gentlemanly” is not one of them.

      And I don't remember any complaints.

      Anderson chuckles; “Well, shit, yeah I can be all the gent you need, babe.”

      She giggles, her hand tracing up his arm. Every single cell in my body roars, every alarm goes off in my head, and I'm hardly aware that I'm gripping the tablecloth tight enough to practically tear it in two.

      Their drinks come, and she doesn't touch hers, but that’s not what I’m watching; I'm watching her flirt with him. She's giggly, and smiley, and friendly in a way, well, in a way I haven't seen in more than a year.

      And it's enraging to watch.

      I know it's for the mission; I know this isn't “real”, but Jesus Christ, I'm going to explode in a second if he puts his fucking hands on her one more fucking time.

      They're leaning close, and he's blabbing about hunting or something, and she's at least making a very good show of hanging onto his words; giggling at stupid lines. I can feel the rage and the fury building and bubbling inside of me, barely able to stop myself from outright glaring right at them, or worse.

      And then he leans in to kiss her cheek, and I lose it; I'm done.

      I shove my chair back loudly, loud enough that she breaks just for half a second and jerks her head my way. I need to get the fuck out of here; need to get away from this before I detonate.

      I'm shoving my way through the restaurant, and I'm just barely able to hear her laugh once more at something that douchebag says; “I need to go use the ladies room; don't go far, handsome!”

      Fuck that, I'm out of here.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Where the hell do you think you're going?”

      I ignore her voice outside the restaurant, a scowl on my face as I continue on into the shadows by the side of the building.

      “Hey! Will you fucking stop?”

      I stop and whirl around to Peyton; “What?”

      “Excuse me? 'What'? How about what the fuck was that back in there?”

      I can feel the rage roaring inside but I force it down as I narrow my eyes at her; “That? That was fucking bullshit is what that was. I wasn't going to just sit there watching you flirt with that piece of shit.”

      She rolls her eyes, which has the simultaneous effect of getting right under my skin but also perking my arousal with the sexy way she pushes her long blonde hair back from her face; “Oh, right, because I want to have dinner and get hit on by dipshits like Anderson. This isn’t about you or me, Bryce. It's about me getting my brother back.”

      “We can't do this, not like this and not with that fucking guy.”

      She narrows her eyes and smirks; “Oh, and why is that, Bryce?”

      I snarl; “Because! Because he's- he's-”

      “He's what, flirting with me?” I grit my teeth and say nothing, and she rolls her eyes again; “I should get back in there.”

      “Fine.” I turn and storm down the dark and deserted side street next to the restaurant, heading back towards the hotel.

      “Jesus, Bryce! Jealous much?”

      I whirl; “You're Goddamn right!” It's bubbling over, and I can't stop it now. The lid of me keeping my cool is popping off and I can't get it back down, even if I wanted to.

      Peyton freezes, her lips just parted enough, her eyes blinking wide in the soft light as she looks up at me. Her tongue darts out over those soft lips, and I think of every laugh that I miss; every smile, every kiss, every touch.

      And then I think of his hand on hers, and it's a ubiquitous “his”. It’s Anderson, or Hugh, or any other fucking guy that puts their hands on her.

      And it's more than I can fucking stand to even think about.

      I do it before I can even stop myself. My arms slide around her, I'm pulling her close before she can even process it, and I'm kissing her.

      Jesus fuck did I miss those lips.

      She whimpers as I crush my lips to hers, like they're medicine I so desperately need to survive. I kiss her like I'll drown without her lips on mine; like she's my last breath of air.

      Break it. Break the kiss and slap me, or push me away or something to stop this before we both lose control.

      But she doesn't do any of those things. Instead, she moans, and that's fucking it for me.

      I push her back against the wall behind us, mashing my body to hers and feeling her warmth radiating under my skin as she presses her body against mine. I'm rock hard and growling into our kiss as my hands slide down her sides, down to the edge of that sexy dress she put on tonight, for someone else.

      She's panting, whimpering into the kiss as I slide my hand up her thigh; not going right in, but letting my fingers remember the skin there that they missed for so long. We're moving like a whirlwind, right here in the shadowed dark of the side-street, but I don't even care. It's been entirely too fucking long, and my lips need to remember hers; my hands need to remember the warmth of her skin. Her breath catches as I get higher; higher up the outside of her leg until I growl as I feel the lace edge of her panties.

      And then suddenly, I can feel her freeze beneath me, and I know before another second passes that it's over just like that. I know the moment is broken, even before I feel her pull away from my lips with a gasp and feel her hand flat against my chest, pushing me away.

      “No-” She says quietly, her hand pushing against my chest.

      I know it's over but I can't let go just like that, and I growl as I lean into her once more.

      “No!” She's shaking her head then, and stepping back and out from under my arms; “Stop it, just-” She shakes her head; “Just stop it.”

      “Peyton-”

      “This isn't going to happen, Bryce!” Her eyes are wild as she looks up into mine, that blazing fury of hers that I can't get enough of lingering and bubbling right beneath the surface; “You don't get to just step in like this and-”

      “What, because I can't watch you with that fucking assh-”

      “I'm not yours to watch!” She barks out; “I mean what the fuck was this, marking me as your own or some macho bullshit like that?”

      Yes.

      I'm silent, but she shakes her head, taking deep breaths and smoothing her dress down; “I'm going back in there and-”

      “The hell you are.”

      “We need this, Bryce.” She hold my eyes with her own, those bright blues of her piercing right into mine; “This isn't about us, remember? It's about Logan, and getting him back.”

      I hate that she's right, and I hate that I've let that truth take a second seat to her getting under my skin like this.

      “I'm going back in there,” She says evenly, as if daring me to say otherwise again; “I'm going to to go say goodnight to that piggish prick, I’m going to let him arrange another date, and then I'm going back to the hotel, where you're going right now.”

      I grit my teeth, but I can see that flame blaze in her eyes; “For Logan, Bryce,” She says quietly, pleadingly; “Please.”

      I give her one more lingering glare before I shake my head as I turn and stomp down the darkened side street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          12

        

        Peyton

      

    
    
      Under normal circumstances, sipping bergamot tea on a rooftop lounge overlooking the Mediterranean ocean would be wonderful.

      Except, being there with your secret ex-boyfriend while trying to espionage your way into a fortress defended by mercenaries who've kidnapped your brother is hardly a normal circumstance.

      Bryce says nothing sitting next to me at the table; basically the same not-talking crap we've been sticking to ever since I got into the hotel last night. There's a tension between us, but it's not just from the Anderson thing.

      It's the lingering memory of that one searing kiss.

      It's the same reason why I could barely walk back in there and say goodnight to Anderson and keep him hooked for another meet. Because after hurricane Bryce outside, I wanted nothing more than to let myself get caught up and swept away.

      I'm furious at him for kissing me like that though, and furious at myself for letting him. I let my guard down and I let my defenses drop, and it was just enough to let him in like that; him and all the conflicted feelings that come with him.

      But we're not doing that; not ever again, and certainly not here with all that's at stake right now.

      “Ahh, there they are.”

      I bristle at the sound of Sasha's voice, but it's nothing compared to the feeling of rage that spikes through me when Bryce gets out of his seat and pulls out her chair.

      Are you fucking kidding me?

      This man does not pull out chairs, and the fact that he's smirking at me over her shoulder while he does it, has me balling my fists up under the table and ready to launch across the table to push the both of them over the terrace balcony.

      Speaking of jealousy.

      I need to focus, but it's kind of hard when she's laughing at something he says; her hand touching his arm. Forget focusing; it's enough to get my temper rising inside like a roaring blaze.

      I know I've got no right to feel this way, especially after how I acted and reacted to what happened last night. And the past is the past; me of all people should know that. But his past is sitting right there in front of me, flirting with him and making my blood boil in ways I didn't know it could.

      But what makes this even worse is him flirting right back at her. Or at least, it feels like he is; like he's rubbing my face in it. I quickly find myself starting to appreciate the feelings that must have been going through his mind last night, watching me with Anderson.

      I think this is what they call “getting a taste of your own medicine.”

      He's more charming than he was the day before; I know I'm not making this up. I mean this is Bryce Connors, smiling and being conversational. And it's making me furious.

      “Hey, remember that one night in Angola?” He says, grinning at her. She barks out a laugh, and they just chuckle together as if the story is so fresh they don't even need to say it out loud.

      Yeah, don't mind me, guys. I'll just sit here and fucking nod like an idiot while you rehash your drug addict pasts.

      Goddamnit, I am jealous.

      Sasha turns and smiles that viper smile at me; “So, Peyton.” My attention snaps to her bitchy face; “How'd things go last night?”

      Confusing, conflicting, and it's messing with my head in ways I can't even begin to describe.

      “They went fine.”

      She nods; “Good. He asked about you today, you know.”

      Great.

      “So when can you meet him again maybe for something more...intimate this time?”

      Bryce's face goes red and he bares his teeth, like some sort of animal; “She has a boyfriend.”

      Sasha shoots him a look; “Oh really?” She says, eyeing Bryce's suddenly stoic look with a predatory grin.

      “I can meet him whenever, that's no problem,” I say evenly, leveling my eyes at Bryce.

      “Wonderful, let's say tonight then. We need to move things along so that he gets you access to the monastary and your brother.”

      Bryce's tea-cup comes crashing down on the table, cracking the saucer beneath it; “Fuck this, this is a terrible plan.”

      “Do you have a better one?” Sasha says sweetly, ignoring the broken dish.

      “I'm working on it. We're not sending her in to- to do that.”

      I swallow heavily; “Tonight it is.” I shoot him a look, as if to remind him that he doesn't own me.

      Sasha grins that wicked smile at the two of us knowingly and chuckles; “Well, this has been fun.” She turns to Bryce; “And your friend in the State Department is still willing to go through with our arrangement?”

      “Yes,” He growls through clenched teeth.

      “Well then, I'll be seeing you two later.” Neither of us say a word as Sasha slinks out of her seat and slips away.

      “You're not fucking doing this.”

      “It's not your decision,” I spit out, standing to leave.

      “The fuck it isn't.”

      I gasp as I feel his hand shoot out and grab my wrist; “Get your hands off me, don’t touch me”

      “Not if it means his hands get to.”

      “You don't get to make those decisions anymore,” I say quickly, shaking his hand off and running for the door.
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      I can do this.

      That's not to say I'm not utterly terrified and trying hard not think about what “doing this” may actually mean later. But I know deep down that I can take anything. After the childhood I had? Yeah, I can take it.

      I hope.

      I've got the hotel room to myself, which is fine because I need to clear my head and get my thoughts in line for what I have to do.

      I've told Bryce not to be at the restaurant where I'll be meeting Anderson, which of course triggered him storming out of the room, but again, that's fine. I just need to get through this, because damn it, I am going to get my brother back.

      The stone-lined streets of the city are lit up like a candle-lit dreamscape after dark. Lanterns and candelabras fill the air with an almost mystical glow as I make my way to the restaurant. The thought occurs to me that this would be beautiful, if I could even think of that right now.

      There's a moment where I wonder if he'll even be here. For a flash of second, right before I walk into the restaurant, there's this glimmer of hope in the back of my head that he bailed, or lost interest, or hell, even maybe got wise to our plan.

      No luck, of course.

      He's there, grinning at me when I walk in, and it's not thirty seconds later when I realize who else is here as well.

      Goddamnit, Bryce.

      He's sitting at the bar, eyeing me with a dark look as he nurses a coffee. This is exactly why I didn't want him here. Because I don't know if I can do this anyways, but with him here, all bets are off.

      “Heya babe! Lookin hot tonight!” Anderson is drunk of course, or at least well on his way to being there when he wraps me in a gross, sweaty bear hug.

      “Um, thanks,” I say, smiling thinly as I pull away from his embrace and sit at our table. He's ordered me a drink already, again.

      “So, couldn't get enough of the Bull, huh?”

      “Excuse me?”

      He grins this smug, piggy smile at me; “Oh, yeah, that's just my nickname some of the guys call me; The Bull.” I cringe as he snorts loudly, his fingers on his forehead like horns and drawing virtually every eye in the place to our table.

      This is exactly the type of man I hate, because he reminds me of Bill. Mulish, loud, drunk, and obnoxious, all with that mean streak in his eyes. This is exactly the type of man who'd terrorize anyone around him just because he could and they couldn't fight back. This is the type of man who'd hit a high school girl; who'd laugh while he burned her with a cigarette.

      Get through this. Just get through this for Logan.

      “So what brings you to Istanbul, babe?”

      “Oh, business.” I've already planned these answers; “My company is making some land deals here.”

      Anderson snorts on his drink; “Well, well! A workin lady! I always wanted to land me a rich gal!”

      Against every warning bell inside my head, I chance a look over his shoulder at Bryce, who's quite openly just staring at the back of Anderson's back like he wants him to spontaneously explode under his gaze.

      Anderson suddenly reaches across the table and grabs my hands, rubbing them hard and aggressively but in a way I'm sure he thinks, or maybe read in some guy magazine, demonstrates his affections or turns me on or something.

      Spoiler: it doesn't.

      I chance another glance towards the bar and see Bryce's eyes burning holes in the back of Anderson's head, murder in his look.

      Just get through this.

      I go through the rest of my fake story while Anderson finishes his drink, then a second, and then mine, since I obviously haven't touched it. I tell him about the colleges I never went to, the house in Malibu I don't have, and the ski-trip to Switzerland I'm not taking next month while he eye-rollingly orders the both of us the closest thing to a hamburger you could hope to get at a small restaurant in Turkey.

      It's a constant struggle to keep the smile on my face as he gets drunker and drunker. Because the more he drinks, and the louder he gets, the closer to Bill he gets in my eye. And that nagging, horrible little burning thought in the back of my head about what probably needs to come later tonight has me almost gagging on my food.

      But I have to do this, because family is family, and it took me most of my life to find one who loved me and I'm sure as hell not going to give up on him.

      “Well, Anderson, thank you for such a lovely evening!” I smile as I put my napkin down. He's wasted; looking at me cockeyed as he sips his whiskey and slumps in his chair.

      This might just be the miracle I need; a date that's far too drunk to do anything but go home and sleep. I'm not saying I can't do this, but I'll certainly put it off as long as I fucking can.

      His hand moves across the table faster than I'd ever give him credit for and tightly grabs my wrist; “Hey now, hell no. The night's not even begun, babe.”

      I knew this is where this was headed when I signed up for this, but the reality has my whole body freezing up; my heart pounding in my throat.

      I have to do this, for my family

      “Oh, I-”

      OK, I lied, I can't do this. The revelation hits me the second I look down into Anderson’s horrible, leering face and see the terrible man I killed there in his eyes. And suddenly, the whole plan is crumbling around me, because I know right there that there's no fucking way I can do this.

      “Oh c’mon now, honey.” He's leaning close across the already small table, touching my hands, making my blood freeze as he gets closer and closer with those piggish eyes gleaming at me; “Let's go find ourselves a quiet place and keep the party going.”

      “I-”

      And then it's not Anderson in front of me anymore, it's fully Bill. It's Bill bullying me around, Bill ordering me to do something, Bill opening the bathroom door while I'm showering and grinning at me while I shriek. He may have never touched me in that way, aside from the hits and the slaps and the burns, but they were the same lingering looks and leers that this man is giving me right now. And I'm slowly feeling myself freeze up, losing my ability to say no, or really anything else as he invades my personal space, slowly wearing and breaking me down.

      I'm freezing up in a way I never do, and all I want to do right then is get away from him, even if I'm pretty sure I couldn't make my legs work anyways.

      “C’mon, baby.”

      “I..I-”

      “Let Anderson make you feel real goo-”

      He grunts suddenly as he's shoved away from me, and I gasp and look up in shock.

      Of course, it's Bryce. Bryce with his teeth bared like some sort of wild animal and every muscle in his body tensed while his eyes blaze liquid fire and hatred at the man he's just shoved away from me.

      Anderson sputters as he leaps to his feet; “Hey pal, what the shit!”

      For a moment, I think Bryce is going to actually kill him, or at least break him in horrible ways with his bare hands. But I can physically see the way he shoves that down inside; the way he takes a breath, the way his face drops back to neutral and the way he forces the anger from every fiber of his being.

      He turns to me, all smiles now; “Ms. Black; I'm sorry but you've got a call from the home office, and it's very important.”

      “Hey bud, I'm talkin to y-”

      “Apologies,” Bryce says, his voice like hard-honed steel; “But Ms. Black has business to attend to.”

      I recover, picking my jaw off the ground as I stare at Bryce and try and collect my thoughts; “Oh, yes, I'm sorry Anderson, this is my- my assistant.”

      Bryce shoots me a dark look.

      “Well, send him the fuck away, babe.”

      “I'm so sorry,” I say, wincing like leaving this utter debacle of a date is the last thing I want to do right now; “I really do have to take this though.”

      Anderson glowers at Bryce; the two of them facing each other unflinchingly with the drunk one on the left probably totally unaware of how close he is to being torn limb from limb by the dark-haired man calmly smiling at him.

      “I'll call you, I promise,” I say quickly to Anderson as I grab Bryce's arm with an iron grip and quickly drag us through the restaurant towards the door.
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* * *

      “I can not believe you!” We've marched back to the room in silence; past the glimmering candles of the light festival and through the shadows dancing on the old stonework walls of the city. But once we're back in the hotel room, I whirl on Bryce.

      “Excuse me?” He growls, slamming the door shut as he loosens the tie at his neck.

      “You're going to ruin the one chance we've got of getting Logan back, because your fucking ego won't let you just let me do what I have to do!”

      “What?!” He explodes; “You think I was going to sit back and just watch that happen?!” He tears his tie off his neck and whips it across the room, his eye steely fire as he glares at me; “Jesus fucking Christ, Peyton, you were shaking back there. You were losing it yourself.”

      “I was perfectly in control!” I lie, hoping the anger in my voice covers how unconvincing I know I sound.

      I whirl and start to storm away, but he grabs my hand, pulling me back and spinning me into him. I gasp as I come crashing into his chest, my hands against him as I look up to see the dark storms of his eyes boring into mine; “I couldn’t watch him just fucking touch you like that,” He growls. I can feel the heat throbbing between us, thick with the unspoken and the words held back; “I couldn’t watch him or any other man in the world put their fucking hands on you.”

      “You don’t own me,” I say lowly, yanking my hand away from him storming off towards the bathroom door.

      “Yeah? Who’re you trying to convince, sweetheart?” He throws after me.

      I slam the door and lean against it, feeling my face burn and my pulse race; damn this man. Damn the way he gets ahold of me like that, damn him for getting under my skin and into my thoughts, and damn him for knowing exactly what to say to me at every turn.

      The steam rises quickly from the tap as I crank the hot water up, shedding my clothes as storm-clouds brew across my face. There’s just too much going on right now, too many ups and down and spikes of adrenaline for one night. And truth be told, I need to shower after that debacle with Anderson. I shiver again, thinking of his hand on mine, his thuggish, leering looks stripping away my clothes right there at the table.

      But then, as I step under the cleansing hot spray of the water, I think of Bryce. Bryce stepping in to stop it, Bryce taking me away from it all. I don’t need saving. I’m not some fucking damsel in a tower that needs a knight to come swooping in while I faint delicately in the background. But what I need, and what I’ve always needed, is just someone to show they care. Someone to step up to the darkness and face it right there with me, if only just to say “you’re not alone.”

      And that’s what he is.

      He’s not my savior, he’s my strength. He’s the match that lights the kindling beneath me. For better or for worse, and no matter how much I want it not to be true after what happened a year ago, that’s the role he plays.

      And damn him for that.

      My mind betrays me as I lean against the shower wall, letting the scalding hot water draw the tension from my skin. I start to think of other things that Bryce Connors does to me. The way his eyes pierce into mine, seeing right into me like no one else ever has, or the way his hands feel sliding over my skin, as if memorizing every curve and every flaw.

      And I think of the way his lips feel on mine; the way he kisses me with a searing need and a blazing passion that has me falling apart inside.

      My body betrays me then too, and my wayward thoughts of the man I swore to forget, but just can’t turn deeper; darker. I think of the ways our bodies fit together, the way his skin feels on mine, the way he gets me trembling and begging for him; the way he makes me come. My nipples slowly harden under the teasing hot spray of the shower, the electric drops of the water sending little sparks through my body as they tease across my chest. Heat blooms forbidden and tempting between my legs, and I bite my lip as a traitorous hand begins to slide down my tummy, over my my hips and down between my legs to feel the slippery wetness there.

      The door to the room suddenly opens abruptly, and I gasp, yanked from my reverie by the sound of Bryce jumping out of my forbidden fantasies and storming into the here and now; “What the fuck!” I shriek, yanking my hand away from myself and turning away from the door; “Bryce-”

      “Tell me you’ve never thought of us,” His silhouette growls from the other side of the curtain; “Tell me you’ve never thought of what was, that you’ve never second guessed any of it, and I’ll walk back out that door right now.”

      I bite my lip, trembling and not trusting myself to even open my mouth in that moment.

      His hand reaches out to the curtain, but I don’t shriek and I don’t move as he slowly draws it back. He’s naked; hard and ready for me, with his eyes blazing as he drinks me in; “Tell me you weren’t thinking of me just now, and I’ll leave it, for good.” My heart is roaring and racing like a river as he steps into the shower. My arms are still haphazardly covering myself, but it’s almost like his mere presence has me dropping them slowly to my side, baring myself to him. His eyes roam over my water-dappled skin, over the pink points of my nipples, down my body as I blush.

      He steps into the shower with me, his voice dark and low; “But if even one of those things isn’t true,” He steps even closer, his body practically touching mine as his hand reaches out to cup my chin and lift it towards his face. And it’s everything I have not to whimper or moan right then at the feeling of his touch; at the feeling of that spark that lights the fire; “If even one of those things isn’t true, Peyton,” He whispers deeply, leaning closer; “Then there’s no fucking way I’m letting another Goddamn second pass by without kissing you.”

      And then, I break, like the snapping of a dam or the crack across the frozen lake; “Will you just shut up and kiss me?”

      I gasp at the ferocity in his mouth, the raw heat that surges through him as he crushes his lips against mine. I’m moaning into him, shattering and tumbling apart as his powerful arms wrap around me and draw me into him. He growls as my mouth parts for him, his tongue sliding against mine, and I can feel the pulsing of his cock throbbing hard against my thigh.

      My hands trail over his back; delicate, hesitant, and exploratory at first, as if relearning the way across a map. But as he groans into our kiss, my fingers remember the path and feel of his skin, and I’m clutching him like I might fly away without him.

      We break our kiss, gasping for air as his lips travel down my jaw, down over the delicate skin of my neck to my collarbone, to the place he knows turns me into a puddle.

      I love that he knows that place.

      I melt into him, whimpering as he sucks my skin there, and when his hand drops low on my back, over the soft curve of my ass, and around my hip towards my sex, I don’t stop him. Fingers part my lips and brush over the hard nub of my clit, and I’m gasping as he rubs me there. The hot water cascades over us as he slips a thick finger easily inside of me, curling it against that wonderful spot as his thumb rubs circles around my clit. I’m rocking my hips against him, moaning out loud as as his mouth starts to drop down the slope of my breasts, until his lips close over the rock hard pebble of a nipple. It’s like a live wire right to my core as his fingers plunge in and out of me while his tongue dances across my nipple. And then he’s moving lower; dropping to his knees as his lips trail kisses across my belly, across my navel, and then lower, across my mons.

      I cry out when I feel his tongue there against my clit, drawing it between his lips and teasing me as his fingers curl again and again against that spot just inside. I can feel my legs start to buckle, my knees giving out, but his strong hand is there, grabbing my ass and steadying me as he slowly brings me higher and higher.

      “Come for me,” he growls, looking up into my eyes as I slowly start to fade over the edge of my orgasm; “I want to feel you come on my tongue.”

      Oh, fuck.

      And when his tongue slides back against my clit, I explode against him. I’m crying out his name, my hands clutching hard at his dark hair as I ride out the wave of my climax against his tongue. I’m collapsing then, dropping into his arms, melting against his skin as the water teases over us both and the steam swirls around us; our own little cocoon from the craziness of the world around us.
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        Bryce

      

    
    
      
        P A S T

      

      Cold sweat stings my eyes and chokes my nostrils. I’m writhing on the bed, watching the walls melt like fire and the ceiling run like blood. My pulse feels like ice inside my veins, choking me, ripping through me as if killing me now that the poison is leaving my system.

      My own skin feels like it’s boiling, like it might drop from my aching, brittle bones at any second. And the roaring inside my head is so loud I want the clean release of a bullet to silence it; anything to bring me peace.

      I’m on day three of heroin withdrawal, and I want to die.

      Demons from the past come crawling into my waking-dream-like vision; clawing at me, screaming at me, cursing my name and laughing at me as I slowly die in front of them. Cold, lifeless hands grasp for me from the shattered windshield of my parents car crash. And there’s me, screaming in the backseat tied to my carseat with the grim reaper’s hand stroking my forehead.

      And then I’m roaring through the Nevada desert like a bat out of hell on my bike with the rest of the Club thundering around me. I’m seventeen, done with school, done with the world, and ready to die young. There’s a police siren drawing nearer on a cold night in Seattle later, and Jacob’s pressing the last of the take into my hands and telling me to run. I’m in the desert, scared out of my fucking mind with a rifle in my hand and a flag on my chest and no Goddamn idea in the world what I’m doing here.

      “Stay with me, son; stay with me.”

      William Archer’s hand on my arm is firm, his voice level as he drapes a cool cloth over my eyes. I’m not in any of those places; not Afghanistan, not Seattle holding a bloody rag to the hole in my friend’s side, not screaming in the backseat while my parents die.

      I’m safe, I’m here; I’m home.

      Here with the demons, the drugs, and the desperate need for death.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      We’re wrapped in towels later, sprawled on the bed watching the sunset over the rooftops through the open balcony door, when the burner phone pings from the side table of the hotel room. I glance down and make a face; Sasha, of course, looking for a meet.

      Perfect fucking timing.

      “Oh, is that Sasha?” Peyton says. She’s being sarcastic, but there’s also that dark look clouding her eyes.

      I arch a brow at her; “Easy, tiger. I’ve gotta go meet with her.”

      “Of course you do.”

      I frown; “Fine, we need to go meet her.”

      This time it’s her turn to smirk and raise a brow; “Now?” She grins; “No way, I’m not putting clothes on.”

      “Fine with me if you come like that.”

      She grins and turns her face up to kiss my chin; “Go meet your psycho ex-girlfriend  and let me know what she has to say.”

      I shoot her a look; “Not, my ex-gi-”

      “Oh, take the joke, Connors.”
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* * *

      “Does she know what she’s getting into?”

      I narrow my eyes at Sasha; “No. For fuck’s sake, of course she doesn’t.”

      The black-haired women shrugs subtly as she sits back in her chair holding her dark Turkish coffee in both hands with the cigarette dangling from her fingers like a scene right out of narcotics anonymous. Habits, man; we just exchange one for another.

      “I think she does,” Sasha says; “I think you need to give that girl more credit.”

      I glare at her; “I give her plenty of credit, but credit doesn’t keep my best friend’s kid sister from getting killed.”

      “Oh is that what she is to you?” She smirks; “She’s just ‘your best friend’s sister’?” My jaw tenses and Sasha’s blood-red lips curl into a cheshire grin; “You really are not a hard man to read, dear.”

      “Let’s move on.”

      She rolls her eyes; “Fine. What are they after, Bryce?”

      I shrug; “Money? The fuck if I know or care, I just want to get Logan back.”

      She sighs and places her coffee on the table; “Well it’s something, darling. They don’t kidnap people like that friend of yours for nothing.”

      I wish to God I’d never found those fucking stones in that God-forsaken jungle.

      “It’s what you found in the jungle, isn’t it?” I freeze, and the stillness of my movement is all a predator like Sasha needs to pounce; “Oh it is, isn’t it!” She laughs, a brittle sound, and leans over the table towards me; “You ranted about it that last night before you left, you know. We had that horrible yellow Afghani junk, and you swore it was your last hit. And then you couldn’t stop talking about ‘the golden ticket’ you’d found in the jungle.”

      I can feel my blood run like ice in my veins, even if it does appear that she never guessed exactly what it was I was raving about; “It was nothing, Sasha. Some archeological dig that Benson and I came across on patrol; old pottery and shit.”

      Sasha says nothing, but holds my gaze. This woman’s a shark, and she knows blood in the water when she smells it.

      “I have to get back. Is there anything else?”

      She spreads her hands and shrugs; “Not unless you want to start telling me the truth it seems.”

      I tighten my jaw as I stand, pushing my chair back.

      “You going to get her hurt for those secrets of yours, dear.”

      I turn back, narrowing my eyes at her and feeling the fury rising inside of me; “What?”

      Sasha just rolls her eyes and looks away; “Oh, it’ll just be another person getting hurt after hurricane Bryce comes through.”

      “You just don’t know when to stop with the fucking claws, do you, Sasha.” I growl out, my hand tightening on the edge of the table.

      “Oh, Jesus, Bryce, do you even know what it was like with you, back then?”

      “You were using too,” I say quietly, an edge to my voice; “How’s the view from up in that fucking tower?”

      “Oh please! I wanted to get high, Bryce; you wanted to die.”

      The silence that descends over us like a frost is enough for both of us to know she’s right.

      “Make sure she knows what she’s doing, dear,” She says quietly.

      “She doesn’t.”

      “Well, make sure she does, or she’s going to get hurt.”
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        Peyton

      

    
    
      I’m out on the rooftop terrace of the hotel later, wrapped in a blanket and drinking tea as I stare out at the skyline. All cities are lit up at night, but there’s something extra magical about this place; this place between east and west and bridging old and new. Istanbul glows at night, as if lit by millions of candles and lanterns hung from ancient walls and flickering off of history.

      There’s the smell of chai and other eastern spices on the wind, and the broken, mournful wail of the criers singing prayers from the minarets of mosques drifting across the evening sky. All of it combined brings the whole scene firmly into the past as the moon glows bright across the dome of the Hagia Sophia up on the hill. Basilica, Mosque, and now museum; the building has gone through so many phases, and changed in so many different ways as it’s made it’s way through the ages.

      Not totally unlike Bryce and I, I guess. What was once cold and broken became whole, and loved; at least for a time.

      And now? I frown and sip the tea in my hands, knowing that we’re both still figuring that out.

      I want to say it’s nothing, that what was is in the past, and whatever happened tonight is just a lingering aftershock of that. I want to push the events of earlier from my lingering thoughts and just move forward.

      Except I know that’s impossible. I suppose it’s not just Bryce that has addictions, because for better or worse, he’s apparently mine.

      And frankly it terrifies me.

      Because I know that it’s fear that keeps me from seeing where this may go. It’s fear that kept me from facing it all a year ego when everything shattered like it did. Fear of the things unknown, or maybe more-so the fear of what was. Fear of knowing deep down in my heart what my head kept me from saying. The world is a broken place, and love is a myth, and those two truths have kept me alive and kept me going through all the shit in my life.

      So why is it that it’s starting to sound like a tired, broken record in my head the more I say it? Why am I so afraid of it all?

      The door to the roof deck opens behind me, and I turn as he steps out of my thoughts right in front of me. And right then, I know I’m done.

      I’m done being scared.

      “Sorry that took so long, we just had to-”

      I silence him with my kiss, my arm wrapping around his neck, my body melting against his, and my lips searing themselves against his with everything that I have. This is me letting go of it all; letting go of my baggage, and my fears, and my regrets, and letting my heart make the choice it needs to make.

      He kisses me back, fiercely and forcefully, his hands running up my back and hugging me tightly to him as he opens his mouth to mine. I’m falling into him, feeling the heat and safety that his arms bring me, the magnetic spark and draw of him pulling me closer, like he’ll never let me go.

      But he does, suddenly, taking a breath as his eyes search mine; “Hang on, hang on.”

      “No,” I whisper, leaning back into him, but he pulls back again.

      “Peyton, you can’t just-” His jaw tightens; “We can’t just go back to this, not after-” He looks away; “Before, I was a mess; I was broken.”

      “I was lost.”

      He turns to me, his eyes boring into mine; “You fixed me, and-”

      “And you found me,” I whisper.

      “I can’t let you do this,” He growls, his eyes wild as they bore right into mine; “I can’t let you make this mistake again.”

      “You’re not the boss of me.” I say quietly, leaning closer. I can feel the heat, and the animal in us both that comes roaring out like this at the touch of the other. I can see the fire in his eyes, and feel the burn within my body.

      And in that moment, I don’t care that I can’t forget him.

      I don’t care that I can’t resist him

      I don’t care that I can’t let him go, because right there, I know; I don’t want to.

      We crash together as one again, our mouths hungry, our tongues fighting as we moan into each other. Hands slide over skin, memorizing and relearning curves and muscles and limbs.

      Bryce groans and pulls back for a second, nipping at my lip, his hardness throbbing against my leg; “Goddamnit, what about Hugh?” There’s something teasing in his voice, something challenging; “What about you ‘being his’?”

      I blush and look down, biting my lip; “We-” I look up into those eyes, and I’m lost; “We broke up three months ago.”

      He growls, and I feel a shudder run through me at the blazing fire in his eyes. His hand runs up my neck into my hair, and he gently pulls on it. I moan as he leans into my exposed neck, his lips against my ear sending shockwaves right through to my pussy. I’m panting, whimpering for him as his lips just brush against my earlobe; “In that case,” He growls lowly; “Tonight I’m going to make you mine”

      Oh, fuck.

      He pushes me back against the stone parapet of the roof terrace, tugging the blanket from my shoulders and letting it pool around our feet as his hands slide up my sides. I’m barely wearing anything - just a thin t-shirt and panties, and I’m suddenly nervous about someone seeing us, or coming up to the roof.

      “Wait, let’s-”

      “I’m not waiting another second with you,” He groans into my lips, and suddenly he’s darting away from me to the door back down to the hotel and jamming a metal garden chair against it. I’m giggling at how fast he solves that little problem, but then I’m moaning as he’s right back at me, his presence surrounding me, his scent filling my nose, and his lips trailing over my skin. He yanks the shirt from my head, his eyes dropping to my chest right before his lips do. I gasp as he wraps his lips around one pink pebbled nipple, running his tongue over it as he presses the hardness in his pants against me.

      And I want him; I want all of him deep inside me right there and right then, more than I’ve ever wanted anything like that in my life. I’m tearing at his pants, thrusting my hands inside to wrap my fingers around his thickness as he hisses into my neck. I’m stroking him with one hand as I shove his pants down, and he’s stripping my panties off my legs. And then he’s right there between them, the head of him brushing against my lips and making me whimper.

      There’s no foreplay here, and none necessary. Because this is the culmination of a year of teasing; a year of waiting and denying ourselves and lying to ourselves about wanting it in the first place. And when he rolls the condom over his throbbing hard cock and eases the head back into me, it’s like we’re right back where we were when it was good; right back to bliss.

      My legs wrap around him, my arms clinging to his rippling back and shoulders, and with a growl, he’s buried every single inch of his cock inside me in one thrust. We cry out together, both of us missing this so much; both of us finding peace together after a year of denying it. And I’m clinging to him, moaning his name and loving the animal in his eyes as he drives into me again and again with powerful thrusts. I’m rocking my hips to meet him, feeling his muscled chest and abdomen pressing hotly against me, and when his hand drops to our joining and his fingers begin rub over my aching clit, I know I’m done.

      When I come, it’s like everything held back for a year, and everything pent up before then even, comes pouring out of me at once, and I’m screaming into his mouth and losing myself in him as I feel him erupt inside of me.

      And it’s perfect. After a year of being gone, a year of wandering with no map and no directions, I know I’m home.
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      She’s giggling later as I wrap her in the blanket and carry her back down to our room.

      “What if someone sees us!” She hisses, shooting a look at my own totally naked body before jerking her head around at the totally empty hallway.

      “Let ‘em see, then,” I grin. And in that moment, with this girl back in my arms like this, smiling at me like that, with her eyes flashing at me just like they used to, I honestly don’t care. Let them see our scars, our ink, and the stories writ upon our bodies.

      We fucked on the roof, like making up for lost time. But as soon as I close the door to the room behind me, I know it’s going to be different this time. This time, I’m going to make love to her, and I’m going to take my time.

      I’m lowering her down onto the bed, blankets and all, and just staring at this fucking angel laying back like she is, propped up on her elbows. My eyes follow the flowing inked lines of the sleeve tattoo that adorns her arm; past the words from the Warren Zevon song, around the etched outline of Texas, and even over the round scars that dot her skin - all parts of the stories that make this girl who she is, and part of what I fucking love about her. She gives me a strange, almost shy look as I stand there just taking her in, and she’s opening her mouth to say something but I just shake my head as I climb onto the bed above her.

      And then I’m kissing her; kissing her with everything I fucking have and making sure I sear it hot across her mouth. She moans into me, arching her body to meet mine, and I can feel myself responding to the heat of her. I’m drifting down lower, teasing her with my tongue and my fingertips as I spread her legs and move between them. I take my time, running my tongue across her pussy before slipping it deep inside. I’m hungry for her honey, for her sweetness and for her release as I curl my tongue around her clit and gently coax her higher and higher. I’m teasing every single inch of her pussy, her ass, and her thighs, my lips sucking gently on her clit as she rolls like an ocean wave. She’s bucking beneath me, her hands pushing through my hair and her mouth open in a silent scream as I feel her start to tighten around my probing finger.

      She explodes, the silent scream erupting into a broken, guttural cry as she comes against my lips. She tastes like honey and home, and I know I could spend fucking days there between her legs just making her come again and again.

      I stand at the foot of the bed, ready to enter her, but she springs up, and I groan as I feel those perfect pouty lips wrap around my cock. She slides me deep into her mouth, like warm fucking heaven, and I growl as my hands slide into her hair. She’s aggressive and yet sensual, sucking me deep as she strokes me and moans around my crown in a way that has my toes curling the way she knows drives me fucking crazy.

      And I love that we know these little idiosyncrasies about each other. This isn’t exploring the new, it’s two people perfectly in tune with each other’s bodies. This is re-familiarizing ourselves with what we already know.

      I finally have to pry her away from me, pushing her back onto the bed and rolling one on before I slide hotly inside of her. Her legs are around me, her hands on my ass coaxing me harder and faster as she bucks her hips to meet mine. We move as one, rocking into one another faster and harder, until I stop holding back and just start to give it to her as hard as she wants. And I’m not sure if it’s my roar, her cries, or the ringing in my ears that’s louder as we come crashing together; both of us cresting that wave together and tumbling down the other side.

      And it’s perfect.

      We lie tangled together afterward; her tracing the needle track scars on my arms, me the burn marks on hers. I think about all the stories, and the jagged, broken paths it took to get to one another, and I grin. And I’m still thinking of it, and only her, as we fall asleep to the wailing of the criers on the minarets outside.
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        Peyton
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      “Almost ready?”

      I'm grinning; of course I'm grinning, and I feel like I haven't stopped smiling in, well, months now.

      Bryce pokes his head out of his bedroom down the hall from his bare living room and kitchen; “Yeah, just about.”

      I feel that glow that's been building inside for months now burn a little hotter seeing him changing like this. Damn does this man look good in a tux; even better with the shirt unbuttoned. He shoots me that cocky grin of his and ducks back into the room.

      “We really ought to get you some furniture in here, you know,” I call out.

      I can hear him laughing in response; “Hey, we've got a bed; what else do we need?”

      I blush and smile, feeling my whole body tingling still from the thorough tour of the bed we just gave each other only twenty minutes before; “Well, I mean, you've got a fucking motorcycle in here; how about a couch or something?”

      “I'll think about it!”

      I roll my eyes; “Well think faster, we're going to be late for our reservation!”

      We're celebrating tonight. And even though I'm almost out of my mind with nervousness, I'm also excited. Because tonight, we're going out, we're getting a nice dinner, and then we're meeting up with Quinn and my brother.

      And we're going to tell them about us.

      Whatever happens after that, we'll deal with it, because it's the only thing left to do. No more sneaking around, no more hiding what this is in the shadows. Tonight, we take that leap and see where we land.

      I glance at the clock above the stove before I turn on my heel and head towards the bathroom. For once, life is perfect, and it's a feeling I'm still trying to wrap my head around.

      I close the bathroom door behind me, and turn, only to wince as I whack my shin off the bottom drawer of the towel rack next to the sink. I frown, grumbling to myself as I lean down to rub my shin and close the drawer.

      But then something catches my eye and stops me cold.

      Something long, sharp, and metal.

      My breath is caught in my throat as I kneel and open the drawer, and it's like breaking open Pandora's box, because everything changes.

      The syringe is only half-tucked under a folded washcloth, just lying there like a damning piece of evidence that barely cares to hide itself. My mind goes utterly numb, my body drifting away from me like in a dream as I carefully, horrifyingly, reach in and pick it up.

      It's full.

      The damn this is actually holding the drug inside of it; primed, loaded, and ready to go. The wind goes out of my lungs as I quickly drop it into the drawer and slam it shut. The room feels cold, my vision starts to blur, and that ache inside is the sound of my heart breaking.

      Once a junkie, always a junkie; always a liar. All of this, all of these feelings that’ve been bubbling and coming up inside of me for the first time - all of this goodness - is built on a lie.

      He's using again, and he lied to me about it.

      I'm out in the hallway, grabbing my coat and wordless slipping my shoes on.

      “Babe?” His voice drifts out from the bedroom, but I don't stop. Because if I stop, I'll break.

      The front door clicks quietly shut behind me, and another chapter ends. I'm furious at myself that I was fool enough to think life could be sweet, like some sort of stupid fucking book or movie. But that shit isn't real, because real life is pain, and lies.

      And I know that now, once and for all.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      The warmth is the first thing that floods my conscious as I wake, and it takes me a second to realize it's his arms, wrapped tightly around me. I close my eyes for a second, and let myself sink back into him and his heat before they snap back open again.

      I don't panic immediately, and I don't jump out of bed, or run shrieking from the room. No, the regret comes slow, creeping through the feeling of warmth and the feeling of safety in his arms. Those things are a façade anyways; I know that from what happened before. This good feeling; this feeling like nothing else matters in the world but his arms around me, is a fallacy.

      Because I've been there; I've seen through the curtain at what lies behind it. I've seen that life moves forward over broken glass, and no amount of this “feeling” I'm currently wrapped in will protect me against that.

      Because eventually, with everything, the bottom drops out; that's just life.

      Get up. I don't want to, but I know I have to. I'm slinking out of bed, trying not to disturb him as I slip away. This fantasy ends right here and right now.

      I close my eyes and shake my head slowly, cringing at the feeling of emptiness that accompanies leaving those arms and that protection. Jesus, I can't believe I let that happen. That is not what we're here for. I'm not here to seek lovey-dovey feelings or rehash the past with Bryce.

      We're here to save Logan, and I can't believe we've let that take second place to this.

      There's one last lingering look as I pull clothes on. One last look at the teasing glimpse of happiness that isn't and won’t ever be real.

      And then I’m out the door.

      Just one more door in a long, storied history of doors closing behind me.
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      The office is mostly quiet this late, and I'm hurrying through paperwork bullshit when the call comes like a jarring last annoyance.

      Shit, now what.

      Tonight's a big night. Tonight, we cut out the bullshit. Tonight we're going to celebrate, and then we're coming clean with Logan.

      Oh, and hoping he doesn't kill me. Fingers crossed.

      I yank the phone off my desk and frown as I answer without looking at who's calling; “What is it,” I say hurriedly, anger and annoyance lacing my voice.

      There's silence for a second, and the voice comes through, broken and scared; “Dude...I'm-” His voice cracks; “I'm in trouble, man.”

      The anger drops from my face, replaced by worry as I hear the hurt and fear in Danny's voice. Danny, the kid I'm sponsoring from N.A.

      Fuck, not tonight.

      But, that’s what I’m here for. You Don't get clean without help, and this kid needs all the fucking help in the world. Nineteen and a full-blown addict; it's a fucked up, broken world we live in.

      “Hey, hey, I'm here, Danny. Where are you, buddy?”

      “I- I'm home.” I can hear him crying on the other end of the line; “I'm- I'm gonna use, man. I know it.”

      I swear under my breath, darkness clouding my face; the kid's been clean for just over a week now.

      “I'm coming over, Danny. Just stay put and don't you fuckin touch it, you understand?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      He's pacing when I come in, chewing his nails so much they're bleeding.

      “How’re we doing, Danny?”

      He looks up, as if just realizing that I've walked into his apartment; “I- I almost did it,” He says with a shaky voice, his eyes darting back to the kit and the baggie on the kitchen counter; “I had it all loaded up and against the vein, man.” He's white and shaking; the demons clawing him back down.

      “Did you?”

      He shakes his head; “No.”

      “Good,” I let go of the breath I didn't even realize I was holding; “That's real good, man. You were strong.”

      I pat his shoulder as I push past him and grab the needle, his kit, and the rest of his stash.

      “Hey, where-”

      “I'm taking this,” I say evenly, leveling my eyes at him and my look saying I'm not going to fuck around here with this. I'm throwing this shit out the first chance I get.

      He wants to protest. After all this, he wants to yell at me; I can see it, and I know the feeling all too well. That's the addiction, raging for a fix, raging against the injustice of being told to go fuck itself.

      I give Danny one more hard look and he nods; “OK. Yeah, OK.”

      “Anything else here?”

      He shakes his head; “No, man. That's all of it.”

      I nod; “Listen, I do have to run.” He nods, and I walk over and clasp his shoulder; “I'm proud of you, Danny.” He nods quietly, looking at the floor, and I give him one more pat on the shoulder before I head for the door.

      “Hey, Bryce?” He looks up at me mournfully as I turn; “Thanks, man; really, thank you.”

      “Anytime. It's what I'm here for.”

      Three weeks later, Danny O.D.’s on bad smack in a bus station bathroom in New Jersey.

      It's a fucked up world.

      

      
        P R E S E N T

      

      My eyes shoot open at the sound of the door closing, and I'm quickly fully awake as I blink and look around the empty hotel room.

      “Peyton?”

      I frown at the quiet emptiness of the room. I slide out of bed, pull on some pants and move toward the door to the room. I'm yanking it open and sticking my head out-

      Just in time to see the elevator doors open right in front of her down the hallway.

      “Peyton?”

      She turns, and there's that look; and that's all I need to know.

      Darkness spreads over my face; I know that damn look. That look says everything she wouldn't say when she left like this the first time; when she left before. No words, no note, no explanation; just a look later that says more than any of those things ever could. That look is final.

      She blinks once, and then she's stepping through the elevator doors before they close.

      God-fucking-damn it.

      I slam the door behind me as I stomp back into the room. Fuck this. I'm not chasing her; not like this and not this time. I'm done chasing this girl. I'm done dealing with her insanity and her fucking moods and feelings, and final looks.

      Forget it.

      I jerk the balcony door open and storm out to let out a roar as I look out over the city.

      I shouldn't have let that happen last night, and I know it. Even if it couldn't have been avoided. And I do know deep down that it's nothing that ever could. Us crashing back together is a Goddamn eventuality. It's like the tides, or the phases of the moon, or...I don't even know anymore.

      Because now she's gone again.

      Fuck.

      I glance into the room at the time on the wall clock. Great, half the morning gone. Half the morning gone when I need to figure out how the fuck we're going to get to Logan without using Anderson. Because that is not happening; not in this lifetime or any other and not while I'm still breathing.

      But she's meeting him tonight, and I somehow doubt that whatever happened last night is going to change her bullshit bull-headed idea that putting herself in that position and in harm's way is the only path to getting Logan out of there.

      I just need to figure out what the hell we're going to do.
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        Peyton

      

    
    
      I'm not one to dodge or avoid my problems, and yet that's exactly what I spend the rest of the morning doing. After that last look with Bryce at the elevator, I push it as far out of my mind as I can as I walk around the walls of the old city.

      It's hardly the first time that man has me doing things or acting ways I normally wouldn't be.

      What's worse is that there's no one I can even talk to about any of this. The one person I could usually call whenever I need is being held hostage; not that I could talk to Logan about this anyways, I guess.

      I'm suddenly even more envious of the Archer sisters than usual; jealous that they have each other. I've got a fairly low opinion of the worth of families in general, but when I see ones like theirs, I can't help but feel that pang inside at never really having one. I'm a loner, and I like my solitude, but there's something to be said about having a safety net like that.

      Or someone to talk to; like right now for instance.

      I've only got Logan, and even when he's not busy being kidnapped, he's- well, he's Logan; not exactly the best go-to for girl-talk. He's a hard guy to get a handle on; a hard guy to have open up to you or talk feelings with. Well, except if you're Quinn. Because somehow that girl got through to my thorny, stone-hearted brother. And in a way, I guess that makes us closer than, well, closer than anyone else I've got.

      I stop short on my shuffling walk; I have to make a phone call.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Peyton?” Her voice sounds raspy and deadened, like she hasn't been sleeping. Which, given the circumstances, she probably hasn't been

      “Oh my God, are you OK?” There's hurt and worry in her voice, and it suddenly occurs to me that I've never checked in with anyone after getting here. I wince into the phone as it kind of hits me for the first time that my unexplained disappearance has probably caused even more worry for a group of people already worried sick about someone missing.

      I need to get better at this whole “family” thing.

      “Quinn, I'm-” I'm what, sorry for being an asshole and just leaving like that? I'm sorry for making you guys worry even more, as if you aren't already dealing with enough?

      “I'm sorry.”

      Quinn sniffs out a small laugh; “I was just so worried about you!”

      People worrying about me; people noticing when I'm not around.

      “I know, and I'm so sorry. I just had to- I had to do something about getting-” I stop and take a deep breath, as if saying Logan's name out loud will hurt her; “We're going to get him, Quinn.”

      She takes a deep sigh; “I know you are,” she says; “If anyone can, it's you.” She laughs; “I was just thinking about Florida, with that whole thing, and you just-” Her voice breaks; “You just fixed it all.”

      “Of course I did,” I say quietly, smiling as I look out over the city.

      “You're strong, Peyton. I wish I was as strong as you.”

      Strong; right. I wince; I certainly don't feel like that today. There's a stab of something inside as all the stuff with Bryce starts bubbling up, and suddenly I realize that calling like this was a mistake. I can't burden her with this shit right now, she's got enough to think about.

      “Quinn, I actually need to g-” I stop and shake my head; forget it, I’m telling her. I have to; “I need to tell you-”

      “Oh! I need to tell you something too!” She laughs, and it's probably the first time she has in days; “OK you first.”

      The burst of confidence leaves me as quickly as it arrived; “No, you-”

      “Oh c’mon!”

      “Trust me, it can wait,” I say glumly, kicking at the phone booth with my shoe.

      “You're going to be an aunt.”

      The words hit me like a slap across the face, and I practically drop the phone as my eyes go wide; “Wait, what?!”

      Quinn's laughing as I stand there with a huge grin on my face; “Wait, you mean you're- you're-”

      “I'm sorry, I wasn't going to tell anyone unless- until he got back.” Her voice is quiet, and it starts to break like shattered glass; “There's just already a lot to think about right now.”

      She starts to cry, and suddenly the fact that I'm ten-thousand miles away from my family hits me.

      My family.

      I can feel my jaw tighten; “We're going to get him, Quinn. I promise.”
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      The street outside the cafe is utterly abandoned; the stalls that hawk fruit and vegetables and books and other nicknacks throughout the day are now boarded up for the night and their crowds gone. There's a sinking feeling inside, realizing how remote the place is, especially with the shades of the place drawn and only a faint glow of light coming from beneath the front door. But hell, I could be meeting Anderson in the middle of Grand Central Station during rush hour and still feel the impending dread I'm feeling inside.

      With the dread comes nausea, and a horrible sneaking sense of revulsion and doubt of self worth. I'm doing this for Logan, for Quinn, and for their unborn child; for my family. But, I can't help but wonder what doing this makes me, however noble the end-game.

      And of course, there's the man I walked away from this morning; again. The man that complicates things at every turn in my life; the man that I somehow just can't get away from, no matter how many times I walk away from him.

      I shake my head in the quiet, twilight street; I can't think of any of this right now. I just need to get this done. Get it done, forget it, and move on to saving Logan. After that, it'll just be another scar to forget about later, that's all.

      I close my fingers around the knob of the cafe door, and step inside.

      It's dimly lit inside, and I feel the tingling sense of dread I pushed away outside come roaring back. It's not just dim, it's dark; too dark. And there's no one here.

      “Hey, babe.”

      Well, not “no one.”

      I stifle the gasp in my throat as I whirl to see Anderson stepping out of the shadows by the coffee counter, grinning that creepy, lingering grin at me.

      “Oh, I'm sorry,” I try and force a smile out of the thin, drawn lines my lips have become; “I thought we were going out to dinner?”

      Anderson just keeps smiling that wolfish grin at me; “Change of plans.”

      Don't run, you can handle this.

      “Excuse me?” I say, my fingers still lingering on the doorknob of the open cafe door.

      He looks sober this time, which suddenly has me even more on edge. A drunk man, even one twice your size, is handleable, or at least avoidable. Drunk and sloppy I can deal with.

      Stone-cold sober Anderson, with that predatory look in his eye and that terrifying grin on his face, however, is another story.

      “Yeah, thought I'd change things up; you know, be spontaneous.” I'm not used to him not three sheets to the wind, and he moves faster than I'm expecting. Suddenly he's right in front of me, pulling me against him and slamming the door shut, out of my hand behind me.

      I can feel the fear spike in me, the revulsion of being so close to him and feeling his hands on me sour in my mouth; “Anderson, what's going o-”

      “Just wanted to have a little alone time, babe,” He winks, the motion totally devoid of anything remotely warm or calming; “Just you and me; no distractions.”

      The warning bells are roaring like an air raid siren in my head now; every single basic “fight or flight” instinct going into overdrive inside of me.

      “Yep, just you and me, babe. No business calls, no assistants, none of that.”

      I feel like screaming, or running, or just exploding on the spot, but I force that down with everything I have; “I- I should go, Anders-”

      “Nah.” His grip on my arm tightens, hard, and he leans in close; “Not this time.”

      Oh, God.

      “No more playin' hard to get, sweet cheeks,” He chuckles, his breath hot; “Time to put out.”

      Oh hell fucking no. And right then, the fight or flight kicks in again, hard; this is NOT happening.

      My knee jerks up hard, catching him right between the legs as I shove him away from me and whirl towards the door. But then I'm screeching as I feel the weight of him crush into me, slamming me face-first against the wall and knocking the breath from my lungs. I can hear him laughing behind me, the sound wheezing and horrible; “Uh-uh, girly, no more fuckin games with me!”

      I start to scream but his hand comes down over my mouth, bottling my cries and sending them shrieking through my mind instead. I'm thrashing against him, trying to pull away.

      “Time to ride the Bull, ba-”

      And then suddenly his hand is no longer over my mouth and his body is no longer pressed against me as he goes flying across the room. I gasp and whirl around in time to see him go crashing over an empty cafe table stacked with chairs and crumple into the floor.

      The scream is frozen in my throat as I watch some sort of shadow, roaring with fury and rage like a wild animal, launch itself across the room at Anderson.

      Bryce.

      Bryce out of a nightmare, clutching Anderson by the collar of his shirt as he savages him, hitting him again and again like a man possessed until the bigger man goes limp. He drops him and whirls on me.

      “Bryce?!”

      “Let's go.” His face is back to neutral, but the fire is still roaring like an inferno inside his eyes; the muscles of his arms still clenched as tight a his fists.

      “What- What did you-” My mind is whirling a million miles an hour as I stare at the unconscious Anderson on the floor. On the one side, my would-be-attacker, on the other side, our one ticket to getting Logan back; “What did you do!?”

      Bryce's look hardens for a flashing second, narrowing his eyes at me; “We're going, now.”

      “But-” I'm frozen; wordless, unable to move, and unable to think as the full reality of what almost just happened hits me like a cold freeze; “But, I- I mean, he-”

      Suddenly, Bryce is in front of me, his arms are around me, he's lifting me up, and I'm shrieking as he just throws me over his shoulder and yanks open the door to the cafe.

      Then I find my voice; “What the fuck are you doing?!” I shriek at him, pounding at his broad back with my fists.

      “Taking you away from this,” He growls; “This was a shit idea, and we're made anyways, by the way.”

      “Put me down!” I'm hitting him, but he's just moving out the door and down the deserted street with me over his shoulder; “What are you, a fucking caveman?!”

      “Yes,” He growls lowly.

      “You can't just drag me away like I'm 'yours' you know!”

      “Watch me.”

      “Damnit, Bryce!”

      He growls again and brings me down off his shoulder, holding me at arm's length with his hands on my waist; “I said we're made, Peyton!” His eyes flash again at me, and for just a half-second, I can see the fear there; “They had guys on the hotel, they know who we are. He knew who you were before you walked in there tonight.”

      “Logan?” I say quietly.

      “New plan.”

      “Oh, and what plan is that?” I snap.

      “My plan; the plan where I don't put you in the fucking lion’s den,” He says through clenched teeth, that rage back in his face.

      “I can handle myself, Bryce!” I sneer at him; “I had everything under-”

      “What, under control?!” I'm quiet, just locking eyes with him, feeling the heat sear off each other. He moves a step closer to me, his hands still tight on my waist; “I couldn't let something like that happen to you. I sure as fuck know Logan couldn't, and I'll be damned if I do.”

      I want to throw it back in his face again, without even knowing why. I want to defy this man that I have such an insanely hard time saying no to, and I want to do it just to prove to myself that I can. I want to prove to myself and to him that he isn't stuck under my skin like we both know he is. I want to show us both that he hasn't folded himself into my psyche, or wrapped himself around my heart.

      Because that just can't be; none of those things can be.

      “Oh Jesus Christ,” He snarls; “ What are you so fucking mad about?”

      “That you didn't trust that I could do-”

      “I didn't trust myself to let you!”

      Before I can think of something to say, he grabs my wrist and yanks me after him; “Let's go.”

      “Where in the hell are we go-”

      “Here.”

      I blink; we've made it five feet to a black vintage looking motorcycle leaning against it's stand in the shadow of a seller's cart; “What's this?”

      Bryce grins; “My new bike.”

      I glance down in confusion at the keys in his hand. But then I can't help the grin and the rolled eyes when I notice the painted bull on the side of the bike with “The Bull” stenciled beneath it.

      It seems I'm not the only thing Bryce has decided to liberate from Anderson tonight.

      “Get on.”

      I hesitate only for second, but then it's just like, well, like riding a bike. I swing my leg over and settle in behind him, feeling the heat of his back against me, the smell of him close to me, the feel of his muscles flexing as he kicks back the stand and starts the bike.

      “Hold on,” he says, but I'm already sliding my arms around his waist and clutching them tight. The bike roars beneath us, and the rumble of the engine, the smell of gasoline, the feel of this man in my arms - it all comes rushing back. And suddenly we're a year ago; suddenly nothing's changed. We've never changed, we've never lied to each other, we've never said things we can't take back, and we've never walked away from the one thing two shattered people could hold onto in this world.

      I lean my face against his back, letting the moment soak into my skin; “Take me away from here,” I whisper in his ear.

      He's silent, but the bike roars beneath us as we roar away from the shadows and out to the main street. And I'm holding him tight like the last lifeline in a dream, where I'll drown if I let go for even just a second.

      And I know I never, ever want to let go again.
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      There's a beast inside of me; an animal inside that roars and bellows as it tries to claw it's way to the surface. And most of the time, I keep him caged and locked away; except when I can't.

      And there's something about Peyton Rivers that rips the lock from that cage and shatters the bars.

      We're roaring through the night like there's nothing between us and the stars up above. We blaze out of the city center, hot metal beneath us, hot night around us,  and the incinerating hot fucking heat roaring inside of me for this girl like a Goddamn nuclear explosion.

      I tear us through the market district towards the outer piers, the blinking lighthouse showing us the way as if we’re a ship from the olden days being tossed among the waves. Except my way is clear, my hand is steady, and there are no rocks in the world that would stand between me and her.

      She says nothing when I cut the engine, nothing when I lift her off the seat, or smash in the lock on the front door to the lighthouse. She's quiet, watching me with this focused silence that I've known from her before. It's a look I'd never be able to clear from my head even if I wanted to.

      It's only when I hear her shut the door behind us that I turn, slowly like I’m running underwater in a dream.

      And there she is.

      She's lit by moonlight, shrouded in memories, and glowing with the promise of revisiting every single one. There's a beat, a drawn breath, a lapse in time where the world stops moving…

      And then there's nothing in this universe that could keep us from crashing together.

      The silence is broken so perfectly, shattered so exquisitely by the desperation in her moan, the need in the growl that falls from my lips. And then I'm crushing my mouth against hers; pushing her back against the door, my hand on her hip and the other grabbing her by the jaw as our lips sear to the others. It's liquid fire, molten heat, and pure, unhindered need as we come together.

      This isn't looking back over the pages of our history, this is lighting the Goddamn book on fire.

      She's wild and as forcefully take-charge as she's always been. This isn't the girl who moans quietly and lets herself be taken, this is the girl that growls and pounces like a lioness. This is the girl that leaves scratches down my back and sweet lingering bruises on my skin. This is the Peyton I remember; the tempest crashing against the shore like a force of nature.

      She moans as my hands grab her hard, her leg sliding up mine to wrap around my waist and pull me tight against her. We're gasping for breath as I pull away from those sweet, bee-sting lips and slide my mouth down her neck to that spot by her shoulder that I know brings her to her fucking knees.

      And I fucking love that I know these things and these places. I love that I remember her body like the road home, her skin like the map I don't even have to look at anymore.

      She's yanking at my shirt as I tear hers from her body, unable to stop the grin that comes to my face at the sight of her perfect, full, teardrop breasts and the dappled pink of her nipples. I drop my mouth to them, pebbled and straining hard and ready in the moonlit darkness, and I clamp my lips around the soft skin there as my tongue flicks across. Her hands are tearing at my belt as I’m yanking the skirt from her hips and down her legs, my fingers sliding over the front of her panties as she bites my shoulder and pulls at the zipper of my pants. She pauses, moaning loudly and arching herself against me as my fingers delve deep between her cleft, stroking her there through her soaking wet panties and groaning at the heat throbbing from her core.

      And suddenly, I want much more. I want to remember more.

      Her panties tumble down her legs and drop to the floor, and her gasp turns to a shriek that bubbles from her lips as I lift her. I drag her much smaller body up mine as I drop to my knees, my lips and my tongue sliding over her skin as I hook my arms under her knees, my hands on her ass. Her hands grab my hair as I push her up against the door, her thighs over my shoulders and her back arched against the wall.

      And then I'm tasting her, and groaning at the remembrance of her; the way she tastes like home. She's all honeyed sweetness and soft petals, and I drag my tongue from her opening up through her dewy lips to her clit. She gasps and writhes against me, bucking her hips and riding my tongue as I slide it inside of her. I want to spend all night teasing her; fuck, I want to spend forever with my tongue buried in this pussy.

      But there's another page of history I want to see again; I want to see her come.

      When I wrap my lips around her throbbing clit and flick my tongue across her in staccato beats to match the gasping moans falling from her lips, I know she’s about to detonate. And when she comes, it's grace and beauty. It's raw and sexual and primal, and it's delicate and soft like a rose caught in a storm. She explodes under my tongue, crying out my name and screaming it again and again in the emptiness of the lighthouse as I coax through wave after wave of of her aftershocks.

      She pushes me away, whimpering and grinning at me with a hunger in her eyes that I know all too well. She's sinking to the ground, her legs around mine, and she's kissing me, moaning into me and tasting herself on my lips as her hips slide down to meet mine. She's reaching between us, and I growl as fingers slide around my thickness.

      Oh, yeah, this I remember.

      She strokes me slowly, as if I could possibly be any harder than the steel between my legs at this very moment. And then she's rising up, and guiding me against her wetness. She must feel my quarter second of hesitancy, because she leans in to kiss me; “I- I just missed this; the feel of just you and me with nothing between us.” Her eyes dart up to mine; “I'm clean,” she says quietly; “Are y-”

      “There's been no once since you,” My eyes lock with hers, wanting her more with every second, wanting to make up for the time lost again and again with every single beat of her pulse against my skin.

      “You mean, you haven't- with any-”

      “Of course there fucking hasn't been,” I growl, my eyes roaring into hers; “There hasn't been anyone but you since the moment I met you.”

      “I never slept with Hugh.”

      My brow furrows as I stare at her; “What?”

      “Hugh, the whole thing-” She blushes and looks away for a second; “We went on two dates. I just pretended, because-  because I was angry.”

      I’m laughing as I kiss her fiercely. I wouldn’t care one way or another, but there’s a primal possessiveness that roars through me, knowing that she’s mine and only mine.

      We both gasp as I rock my hips into her, and we moan as one as I sheath every inch of my cock inside of her, claiming her once again.

      And here's another memory, roaring back to me.

      I'm remembering the way we fit together; the way she fits so perfectly around me, the way our skin slides together, the way her nipples graze my chest and the way her fingers claw at my back as we rock as one. I remember the way she loves when I roll my hips, pushing deeper inside of her until she throwing her head back and gasping for air. I remember the way she bites her lip, the way the supple skin of her ass feels cupped in my hands as I bodily move her up and down my shaft. I remember the smell of her arousal, the mouthwatering taste of her skin and her lips as she clenches tight around me.

      And when I can feel myself start to lose control, I remember the way she falls with me. And when she clings to me so tightly and explodes around me like a starburst, screaming my name as she rides me, I remember how it feels to just let go, and I'm roaring right along with her as I fill her entirely.
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      Remember what I said about making up for lost time?

      Yeah, we had a lot of time to catch up with.

      We go again, and again, and more still, until we're both laughing and unable to move there on the floor. The rush of memories, the flood of the familiar coming back to my nerve endings and my brain is almost drug-like, but better. Remembering her is the best hit and the best high I've ever felt.

      She's bent over on her knees in front of me, wiggling that ass of hers and daring me to yield, as if we're competing to see who drops or passes out first. And then I'm fucking her hard; the deep, rhythmic strokes that I know drive her wild. I'm pulling her hair, just hard enough to make her gasp, and just enough to have her reach back and claw at my chest, her fingers needy and grasping as she moans and writhes under me.

      I'm groaning as she giggles and crawls between my legs, taking me in her mouth to revive me. And against every single aching muscle, and every single law of just human exhaustion, I'm hard again, and needing her.

      She's riding me, her hands on my knees and her hair tossed back as she bounces that perfect ass up and down my length, milking me. My hands slide over her hips, one staying up to her breasts to tease and roll her nipples between my fingers, the other diving deep between her legs to the place we connect and pressing against her clit.

      Lost time? Fuck it; in our minds, we're going to make up for a full year of this without taking a single damned break.

      We do of course finally drop from exhaustion, and it's then that we take the time to right the wrongs of our past.

      There are tears.

      She's crying when she tells me about that Goddamn syringe in my bathroom that night; even more so when I tell her about Danny. And just like that, the sins of the past are brought bleeding and bloody to the surface, only to be shoved away; healed now.

      It doesn't matter who was wrong, or what was said or wasn't anymore, because it's forgotten. It's pushed aside in favor of the now, because the now is the only real place we can be. We don't exist in the past, only here and what's to come.

      But for now, it's just her and I under this big, big sky, and for now, that's all I need.

      “So, what now?” The muffled, half-asleep voice against my chest mumbles.

      I grin as I lean down to kiss the top of her head; “Well I think it's safe to say date three is off with Anderson after you slept with the guy that kicked his ass.” She giggles into my skin, the rumbling of her happiness making me grin; “I mean there's only so much a guy can take, Peyton, even a desperate douchebag like Anderson.”

      She laughs and pokes me in the side; “I know that plan is off, dummy. I mean now what do we do?”

      I shrug; “Now we should talk to Sasha again.”

      I can feel her bristle beneath me; “Anyone ever tell you you've got a teeny bit of a jealous streak, Miss Rivers?”

      “As long as that bitch keeps her hands and her eyes off of you, we'll be just fine.”

      I laugh as she playfully nips at my skin; “Tonight we lie low and get some sleep, and tomorrow-” She looks up at me, and my jaw tightens; “Tomorrow we get Logan back.”
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      “C’mon, wake up.”

      I frown as I open my eyes and drag down the blanket I’ve pulled up over my face against the morning sun; “Hrmmr?” Some women, mostly characters in movies, wake up clear, alert, and ready for the world, with perfectly sexy tousled bed-head.

      I am not those women, and I need fucking coffee, now.

      I blink my eyes again and focus on a fully dressed, obnoxiously awake Bryce leaning over me. I grumble and start to pull the covers of the lighthouse keeper’s bed we’ve commandeered for the night back up, but he yanks them out of my hands and leans down to kiss my forehead; “Here, become human, oh bleary one.”

      I frown in confusion until I look down and see the paper cup of black, strong-smelling Turkish coffee in his outstretched hand; “You’re…you’re a saint,” I mutter, smiling at him as I take the coffee from his hand and gratefully sip it; “Where did you even get this?”

      “You sleep late; I went out to the market.”

      I arch an eyebrow at him, glancing out the window at the sun low on the horizon; “Late? What time is it?”

      “Six-thirty.”

      I roll my eyes, grinning as I take another necessary sip of the drink in my hands; “Yeah, day’s-a-wastin’, huh soldier-boy?”

      He grins and tosses me a pastry, followed by my clothes; “Here, eat up and let’s go.”

      “Where?”

      “I want to show you something.”

      I raise my brows again; “Can’t we just stay here? Maybe sleep some more?” I add, hopefully.

      “The lighthouse?” Bryce smirks; “I’ve heard mixed things about the continental breakfast.”

      I laugh, almost getting coffee up my nose in the process.

      “C’mon, seriously.”

      I make a face as I stick the honey pastry in my mouth and start to pull my clothes on, feeling the glow spread through my cheeks as I feel his eyes roaming over my skin.

      “So where are we going?” I say through pastry-stuffed cheeks as we walk back out of the lighthouse - our lighthouse - towards the bike.

      “There was this thing, from when I was here before. I just want to see if it’s still-”

      “Wait. when were you in Turkey?”

      He looks up at me as he swings his leg over the bike; “Have I seriously never told you about that?”

      I finish swallowing the rest of my breakfast and shake my head at him; “Well well, Bryce Connors; international man of mystery.” There’s a lot of him I know already, but even back before, there were times when I’d suddenly discover a whole new part of him for the first time, and it was like discovering a new, secret chapter in your favorite book. He’s told me about the Marines, obviously, and leaving, and about joining up with Blackriver later. But it’s the in-between that’s still a hazy mystery.

      And apparently we’re covering that particular chapter today.

      Bryce grins; “Long story; hop on.”

      We tear headlong through the busy morning streets of Istanbul before moving onto the main highway out and roaring away from the city entirely. I look back into the morning sun to watch the minarets and the criers, and the dome of the Hague Sophia drop away as we climb the sloping hills of the countryside.

      It’s already crazy, coming from some place like New York that seems so old compared to the shitty trailer-park next to the mega-mall that I grew up in back in Texas. Except this place exists from before New York was even a thing; from before the ships that came to it were even a thing. Hell, this place is older than old York. We’re passing villages that are over a thousand years old, moving past arched aqueducts that the Romans built two-thousand years before.

      We’ve officially left Kansas, Toto.

      This place has history from before history was written, which seems an appropriate setting for two people like us. Two people for whom history is both everything and also better left in the past.

      I hug him tighter, pressing my face into his back as if to remind us both that we’re here and now, and that’s all that matters, and he roars the bike forward as if in response.

      We drive past another small town, but this time Bryce takes us off the main road and begins to slow. He drives us carefully through the ancient stone town, past shops owned by the same families for the last millennium, past fields tended and grazed on since the fights between faiths that took place here a thousand years before.

      We eventually drive down a small, rock-paved lane to a small stone house on the edge of the village. Bryce cuts the engine, and I look up to see that the wide, two-door garage next to the house is open, and there inside is a myriad of carefully and meticulously organized car parts.

      No, motorcycle parts.

      He kicks the stand out on the bike as he helps us off, only pausing when he sees the grin on my face; “What?”

      I roll my eyes, smiling at him; “Of course.” He gives me a questioning look and I shake my head; “You are far less mysterious than you’d like to think you are, Mr. Connors,” I say, nodding towards the sign hanging on the side of the garage. I can’t read the Turkish, but I recognize the Harley-Davidson logo next to the silhouette of a bike.

      Behind the garage is what some might call a junk-yard, but I know to people like Bryce, it’s a goldmine; a yard filled with all manner of treasures to tinker with and explore. Two old VW busses painted with bright hippie flowers sit up on blocks, and my eyes suddenly go wide as I focus on the giant metal behemoth sitting behind them; a stark contrast to the two peace-buses.

      “Is that a-?”

      The door to the house opens then, and a frail-looking, shawled old woman steps out. She peers at us, frowning slightly with a blank look, before suddenly, her whole face lights up with what looks like recognition; “Bry-see! Bry-see!” She’s smiling widely as she hobbles down the steps of her house towards us, and he’s grinning as he runs towards her and scoops her into a hug.

      “You go so long!” She says in a thick accent, carefully choosing her English words. Tears frame her eyes as she pulls back and brings hand up to stroke the stubble of his cheek. She glances past him towards me, her eyes bright as they dart between us.

      I can see the love and pride in his eyes as he turns and beckons me closer; “Peyton, this is Fairuza Kartal; büyükanne, this is Peyton Rivers.”

      She beams at him then me, the look almost grandmotherly; “Ah, love?” She smiles at Bryce; “Love yes?”

      I blush and she grins wider. Bryce looks at me and slowly nods.

      “Oh good! Very good, Bry-see!” She wraps her arms around his waist and hugs him tightly.

      Bryce suddenly looks around, frowning; “Where’s Arkados?”

      Fairuza’s smile fades to sadness, and I watch as Bryce’s shoulders droop suddenly; “Oh, shit.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The gravestone is set back a ways from the house, up a small grassy slope of  field under a tree. I hold Bryce’s hand, his other arm around Fairuza’s shoulder as he looks solemnly at the stone; “I’m so sorry; başınız sağolsun,” He says quietly to the woman next to him.

      She nods, patting the hand draped over her shoulders; “He was…” She nods, finding her words; “There was no pain,” She says, turning to smile at Bryce; “He talk about you, all the time.”

      Bryce grins as he nods; “He was a good man.”

      “Yes. Very, very good man,” She says with a sad smile.

      Later on, Fairuza brings us tea and we sit outside with her at a little table next to her small garden.

      “The shop?” Bryce gestures towards the garage next to the house.

      Fairuza smiles; “My cousin, he runs it now.”

      “And you’re taken care of?”

      Her face lights up; “Oh, Bry-see! I need tell you! I win!” Bryce grins a small smile; “Yes! I win the prize, the…the…I don’t know how to say.”

      “Lottery?”

      “Yes! I win the lottery; three years ago!”

      Bryce just nods, smiling at her; “That’s wonderful, Fairuza.”

      I turn to stare at him, suddenly realizing what’s going on here. I see the proud twinkle in his eye and the easy way he just takes in news like this, and I know suddenly exactly where that money came from.

      “Yes, everything is paid for now, money is no problem.”

      He grins, and looks back at the shop; “May I-?”

      “Oh, please!” Fairuza gestures to the shop with her tea-cup, and Bryce takes my hand as he leads me over.

      “This place- “ He shakes his head as we step into the shop; “I worked here.”

      “Here?”

      He nods; “Yeah, in Arkados’s garage. I mean, we had shit, Peyton, when we came through here. No money, no passports, no identities. I was strung out and desperate, and the cops busted me trying to boost a bike on the outskirts of Istanbul. I mean they were all over me, and ready to throw me into a cell or beat the shit out of me right there, but right then, Arkados happened to walk by. He told them I was his helper, that we were fixing the bike, not trying to lift it.”

      Bryce shakes his head, his eyes drifting over the chrome pipes and the oiled engine parts around the garage, looking like he’s right at home; “They let it be, and after that, he took me here. Fed me, helped me out, and so I worked for him.”

      “Is that a tank out back?”

      He laughs; “Yeah, Arkados had a thing for World War Two junk. Fixing that thing up was our little side-project until the police got tired of us tearing up the fields outside of town with it. Never did get the gun working, but, eh,” He laughs and shrugs, his whole body loosening up and warming at the memory; “Who needs it; man that thing could really move though.”

      He turns to me; “He was a good man, Arkados; probably the best I’ve ever known outside of William Archer. We were only in Turkey for two months, until we could smuggle ourselves into Egypt, but it felt like I was here for a lifetime. He knew what I was doing, knew I was running from something, and knew I was addicted at that point.” Bryce shakes his head sadly and smiles; “He didn’t ask questions, and he didn’t lecture either. He just told me to keep going; ‘it gets better’, he said.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later, we say our goodbyes to Fairuza; the grandmother Bryce never had. The woman that lost so much, but had even more, from the sounds of it.

      “No trouble for him, OK?” She says as she leans in and hugs me tightly to her small frame before she kisses me on the cheek; “He’s a good boy.”

      “He’s the best.”

      She smiles at me before she turns and hugs Bryce one last time; “Come again, yes? And be good.”

      “Goodbye, büyükanne.”

      “Goodbye, Bry-see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          24

        

        Peyton

      

    
    
      “I don't like this.”

      The plaza on the outskirts of the Başakşehir district back in Istanbul where we’ve arranged to meet Sasha should be quiet, but not this quiet. Bryce nods slowly in reply to my words, his eyes darting around at the windows and ledges of the buildings around us. There’s no one here; no washerwoman hanging laundry from apartment balconies, and no kids in the background. You can barely hear the sound of traffic down the road, but besides that, the place is like a ghost town.

      “Where is she?” I step closer to him, sliding my hand into his and hooking my fingers through his.

      He squeezes back, shooting me a quick grin; “No idea.”

      “Well if she’s going to ditch out on us, we could always go back to the inn and…” I blush as I look up into his eyes, tracing my finger over his jawline.

      He grins widely at me; “Sorry, darlin,” He says with mock distress in his voice; “I’m just real bad at subtly today I guess. You wanted to go back to the inn and do what now?” He’s teasing me, trying to get me to blush.

      Two can play that game.

      I lean in close, my lips just brushing against his earlobe, my breath hot on his skin; “I said,” I whisper thickly; “I think you should take me back to the hotel room and fuck the shit out of me with that big cock of yours.”

      Ok, even I blush at that level of directness, but I feel the thrill of it throb deep within me as I hear him growl at my words, his fingers tightening their grip on mine. He pulls me tight against him, his hand sliding down to grab my ass; “Careful there, darlin,” He whispers into my ear, his hand sliding deep down the curve of my ass between my thighs and making me gasp; “Keep talking like that we won’t even make it back to the inn.”

      I’m moaning into his kiss when there’s a sudden sound somewhere close. We pull apart quickly, looking around.

      “Sasha?” The plaza is still silent, almost even more-so now. I look up at Bryce, his eyes sharp and focused as the muscles in his shoulders tighten. He reaches back into the waist of his pants for the gun Sasha gave us before, pulling it out and quickly checking the chamber.

      “Get behind me.”

      I frown; “What is it?”

      “Nothing- I mean,” He looks around, his eyes darting; “Just, stay behi-”

      The wall right next to us erupts in plaster and rock as the shots ring out around us. I scream as Bryce shoves me down behind one of the potted planters in the square, before ducking behind the one next to it as bullets pepper the ground around us. I scream again, covering my head with my hands as I duck down, feeling the adrenaline roaring through my veins. Pottery explodes next to my face, sending me reeling to the ground.

      There’s a ringing in my ears as I wince and look up to see Bryce screaming something at me from his spot behind the other planter. His face is red and his eyes are wild as he waves his arms as he yells at me, as if shoving me away.

      I don’t understand; what’s happening?

      The ringing starts to fade into the sound of thundering gunshots, cracking glass, and shattering plaster walls; “Run!”

      This time I do understand it, and my eyes go wide at him; “What?!”

      “Run!” He’s screaming, his face tight as he glances a look over the planter and raises the gun in his hand to fire off a few shots backs; “Get out of here!”

      “Are you crazy?!” I scream; “I’m not leaving you here!”

      “Just g-” A huge man in black comes crashing over the top of Bryce’s planter, tackling him to the ground. He’s got a bandage over his nose and clear signs of bruising around his eyes, and it takes me half a second to realize it’s fucking Anderson.

      “Peyton!” Bryce is struggling with the bigger man, trading punches with him as they grapple on the ground; “Run!”

      I can feel the fear then, the same gripping, arresting fear I felt once before; that night with Bill, in my mother’s trailer. And just like then, I’m paralyzed by it, frozen to the spot and just staring at Bryce as he screams at me.

      “Go!”

      “I’m not going to just le-”

      “Get the fuck out of here! Get out so one of us can get Logan!”

      I scream as two other men come charging around the size of the plaza and join the fray, holding Bryce down to the ground as he roars and struggles against them. And for a second, it looks like he’s winning. He bursts free of them, and in that second, he turns to me as he throws the gun at me. It’s clattering to my feet, and as I look up, it’s almost as if in slow motion as I meet his eyes; “Bryce-”

      “Come back for me,” He says, and then I’m screaming as the men drag him back to ground.

      And then I’m running. I’m screaming, and fighting back the tears, and I’m running.

      One of us has to get Logan…Come back for me.

      I don’t see the car until it practically hits me. I lunge out of the way as it comes screeching to a stop right in front of me, and it’s then that I look up with wild eyes and see the jet-black hair, and the blood-red lips of the woman behind the wheel.

      Sasha.

      She flings the drivers side door open and steps out, looking more afraid than I’ve yet to see in her always-cool demeanor; “Get in the car.”

      The gun in my hand is cocked and held right out towards her in a flash. Red rage starts to cloud my vision as one singular thought thunders in my head.

      She sold us out.

      “You!” I’m bellowing at her; “You led us right into-”

      But Sasha only rolls her eyes; “Get in the fucking car, Peyton.” Her eyes dart over my shoulder towards the plaza I’ve just come running out of; “And please, if I lead you into a trap, you won’t know until you’re dead.” She narrows her dark eyes at me; “You want to get him back?”

      I tense my jaw, but slowly, I’m lowering the gun.

      “Get in the damn car, Miss Rivers. I’m about to save your life, and then I’m going to help you save your brother and your boyfriend.”
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      This place is old.

      The church, which is really more of a fortress than anything else, is easily a thousand years old; probably from the Crusades or something. And I’m sitting in the oldest part of it, down in the dungeons chained to a chair like some scene out of Braveheart. There’s a dim light that comes in through the window of the heavy wooden door, showing old wood beams in the ceiling, old crumbling plaster on the walls.

      Like I said, ancient. Old architecture, old walls…

      Old foes.

      “Long time no see, Connors.” The overhead lights snaps on, making me wince and squint in the sudden brightness, however dim. Benson stands in the doorway, leaning against the frame and nodding slowly at me, as if appraising me sitting there shackled to the chair in the middle of the room; gloating at me.

      “Long time,” I say, my voice leaden.

      “Jesus, Connors; I mean, you don’t call, you don’t write?” He makes a tsking sound and shakes his head as he steps into the room. The door stays open, but it’s an empty hope; not like I’m getting far with handcuffs securing my arms and legs to the metal-frame chair. Benson moves in front of me to lean against a table full of tools; tools that I know are there to scare me into wondering what they’re there for.

      “You know, a guy could get to thinking you just don’t care, buddy.”

      “What do you want, Benson?”

      He sighs and rolls his eyes; “Jesus Christ, what, we can’t just catch up? I gotta Facebook you or some shit to make conversation? C’mon, Connors, you know that’s just not me. I’m not up on the tech stuff like you kids.”

      I’m silent, my jaw tight as I just level my gaze at the man in front of me who I used to know. He’s older now of course, but he looks older than five years should have taken; goatee silvered, his stomach a bit rounder than it used to be.

      But his eyes are still just as cagey and just as sharp as they always were.

      He shrugs; “Alright, fine, let’s be uncivilized.” He reaches back and picks up a hammer, weighing it in his hand and turning it in his fingers as he grins at me; “So-”

      “You need to lead with the questions first.”

      He frowns; “Excuse me?”

      “The questions, Benson; I mean when you’re trying to interrogate someone. You don’t just jump right into showing them the scary fucking tools; it puts them on edge and makes them clam up.”

      His lips pull back in a wicked looking grin and he shakes his head at me; “I don’t know if I like this new sober ‘funny man’, Bryce. You know, I think I liked you better when you were that zombie junky you used to be.” When I don’t respond, he shrugs and drops the hammer back on the table with clang; “Alright you little prick, we’ll do questions first. Where the fuck are they?”

      “Where the fuck are what?”

      “Don’t be smart, kid. I was there, you little shit; we found them together.”

      “The fuck do you need diamonds for, Benson? You guys are the like the largest DOD contractor in the system.”

      “The heart wants, my little friend; the heart wants.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I want bigger, and better.” He narrows his eyes at me; “I want a William Archer life; a charmed Bryce Conners life.”

      “Trust me it’s not what it’s cracked up to be.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      We stare at each other like that for a moment; two soldiers, facing off; “So this is all for the money?”

      Benson laughs; “Of course it is, the whole fucking world’s about money.”

      Well, this sounds familiar.

      He glares at me; “So where are they?”

      I shrug, shaking my head; “I don’t know.”

      Benson lets out a long a long sigh as he turns and picks what looks like an electric razor off the table; “Want to try that again, Brycey-boy?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Wrong fucking answer.” The device in his hands sparks blue light, and I suddenly realize it’s a damned taser in his hands.

      Well, shit; this is about to get a whole lot less fun.

      Benson’s arm jerks forward, and I can’t help but scream when the thing makes contact with my shoulder. The taser is like twisting, biting heat lancing through me, clenching my muscles into painful knots and knocking the wind from my lungs .

      Benson hoots as he draws his arm back; “Man, technology is a motherfucker, huh! Who needs creepy old tools anyways?” He laughs; “So you want me to keep asking until you piss yourself, or do you just wanna tell me now?”

      “I’ve got no idea-”

      The taser connects with my skin again, making me roar out a scream as the pain thunders through my nervous system, shorting out my brain for a second as my thoughts go numb.

      “Fuck!” I shake my head as Benson draws back, trying to clear the thudding fog from my senses; “Jesus Christ, Benson, you knew me back then. I was a fucking waste-case; I was high out of my fucking mind. I’ve got no idea where we put them.”

      Benson scowls at me, his lips drawing back from his teeth; “Oh I know where we put them, Connors. Problem is, the day you left, they weren’t there anymore.”

      “It was a war -zone dickhead, anything could have happened to them.”

      He’s grinning at me, but his eyes are anything but smiling as he leans closer to me; “You’re selling me bullshit, Connors, and I’m not buying.”

      He turns his back to me, reaching for something else out of sight on the table; “How about a trade.”

      “What?”

      He turns, his hands wrapped around something and that wicked glint in his eyes as he grins pure evil at me.

      I don’t like this.

      “I said, how about a trade.” He opens his hands, and I can feel my whole heart go numb as my eyes narrow in on the syringe in his hands. I’m drawn to it, like a moth to flame; unable to look away or even fucking blink. Five years clean, and I want it; I want it so bad I can fucking taste it. Five years without a drop of poison in my system, and I’m practically aroused just looking at the fucking thing.

      That’s addiction for you.

      “So, how about it, Connors?”

      My eyes linger on the silver and glass weapon in his hand before I finally tear my eyes away to look up into his face; “I’m clean, Benson; I don’t want it.”

      He smiles, his eyes narrowing even further at me; “Oh, I know you don’t.”

      A very cold feeling begins to spread through me, choking the blood to ice in my veins and seizing up my chest.

      And I’m scared.

      Benson sees it like the predator that he is, and takes a step towards me; “Yeah, thats right, you don’t want this at all, do you you little fucking junky.”

      He moves his arm out, the needle moving closer and closer to my outstretched, tied-down arm, and I can feel every muscle in my body tense up. And there’s a war being fought inside my head, between the part of me that wants to run screaming from this nightmare and the part that craves every single fucking drop in the needle.

      The room starts to fade around me, the edge of my vision growing darker as Benson moves his hand closer, until the cold metal of the needlepoint is against my skin. I’m drowning, my head swimming as the freezing chill of it all starts to claw it’s way up my throat. He draws the point of it up and down the skin of my inner arm, and I’m losing control.

      I’m drowning.

      “Where are the diamonds, Connors.”

      I want to tell myself not to break, not to give in. But the worse part is, there’s nothing to tell anyways; no answer that he wants to hear.

      “Tell me.”

      I’m drowning, my throat closing up inside, and the demon inside is raging. He’s tearing at his cage; ripping at the floorboards, shattering the bars, and screaming like a fucking banshee roar inside my head; I WANT IT. I FUCKING WANT IT!

      The needle pulls away, and suddenly, I can breath.

      I gasp, letting the air fill my lungs as the blackness in the corners of my eyes begins to fade; the rampaging demon inside crawling back to his cage.

      Benson laughs; “Jesus Christ, once a junky, huh?” He shakes his head as he walks to the door and knocks on it until a man in black comes to open it. He turns and waves the needle in his hands at me; “I’m gonna ask you again tomorrow, buddy-boy,” He says evenly; “And after that, I’m gonna keep asking you.” A wicked grin creeps across his face; “But Bryce, after tomorrow, you’re not gonna be worried about what happens if I do stick you with this.” He looks hard into my face; “You’re going to be a whole lot more worried about what’s gonna happen when I don’t.”
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      We’re silent as we sit across the table from one another; each trying to weigh out the other, as if we’re both looking for a weak point.

      Sasha’s dark red lips turn up slightly in the corners, an almost imperceptible smirk on her face as she arches an eyebrow. Her eyes never leave mine, both of us locked in this ridiculous staring contest as she reaches for the silver case on the table and draws out a cigarette. She only looks away to light it, the curling tendrils of smoke in stark contrast to her jet-black hair drifting lazily up under the dim glow of the overhead light.

      I’m still trying to convince myself that coming here with her, or trusting her for that matter, wasn’t a massive mistake. But, here I am, and as for the second part, what choice do I have?

      Because I’m fresh out of options.

      Sasha finally rolls her eyes as she blows a trail of smoke from her lips; “OK, this is getting absurd. Let’s just lay it out on the table, shall we?”

      I glare at her; “Where were you?”

      “My cover was blown, I told you that.”

      “And I’m supposed to just believe you?”

      A look flashes across her eyes, her usually obnoxiously smirking face suddenly dark and unsmiling; “I’m going to need you to trust me if we’re going to do this, you know. And right now, I can tell that you very much do not.”

      Oh, was I that obvious? I grumble inside, saying nothing out loud as I purse my lips tightly together.

      “And I think I know why, you know,” She says, that smirk finding its way back to her lips; “It’s Bryce, isn’t it?”

      Keep it up, bitch. I narrow my eyes even more at her, feeling my jaw tighten as I burn holes in her face with my pupils.

      Sasha rolls her eyes dramatically; “I never slept with your little boyfriend there, you know.”

      I want to play it neutral, as if nothing she says can affect me either way, but I can’t hide the sudden look of surprise in my eyes. I know she spots it as she grins; “Yeah, I figured that was it.” She shakes her head, leaning back in her chair and tapping her cigarette ash onto the floor; “Look, not for lack of trying, mind you, but it never happened. We were junkies, we both cared much more about the H than we did about that. I mean, I-” She looks away then, that shadow darting back across her face; “We felt differently about many things,” She says quietly.

      Part of me wants to feel bad for her, even if it’s a very, very small part. This woman obviously had feelings for him as well, and even if the thought of her with him makes my blood boil, I’m hardly in a place to judge someone for liking someone they shouldn’t.

      “It’s in the past, you need to know that,” She says evenly, her eyes locked on mine; “That went away with my addictions.”

      I nod, still silent, and still skeptical, even if she is baring it all here to me.

      “Being one of - what, two women I believe there were - in a mercenary unit is challenging, to say the least. Rude jokes turned to ruder gestures and then even ruder attempts. But Bryce was always the one to step in; always the one to step between the weak or outnumbered and the bullies and the predators. Even when he was in his lowest point, mind you; even when it was doubtful that anything else in the world but the smack mattered to him.”

      She looks at me sharply; “Finding someone in this world who cares, someone who actually gives a shit about more than just keeping their own head above the water is a rarity, Peyton. But, I’m betting someone like yourself already knows that.”

      I look away, stubbornly not wanting to give her the satisfaction of seeing how right I know she is.

      Sasha laughs; “Look, would it help if I mentioned that I haven’t dated men in four years?”

      I jerk my gaze to hers, arching an eyebrow, and she laughs; “You can relax, darling. I’d have more of an interest in sleeping with you then your boyfriend these days, if you weren’t such a cold fucking bitch all the time.”

      She grins at me, and I can’t stop my own lips from curling up at the corners; “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be, I’d do the same in your position. Bryce is a…a complex man, but he’s one of the good ones, and you obviously care very much for him.”

      “It’s-” I shake my head; “It’s complicated I guess.”

      “Oh it always is, darling; it always is. Welcome to the world.”

      I snort a laugh and blush as I look away. I don’t “open up” like this even with people I know, let alone relative strangers like Sasha. But it feels good; it feels good to let the guard down.

      “So does this mean you’re willing to hear me out and maybe throw a little trust my way?”

      I laugh, and even though the two most important people in my life are currently missing and locked up, there’s a feeling almost like a weight being lifted from my shoulders as I look at her and realize there’s someone else to share all this with; “Alright, let’s do this.”

      She smiles, and for once, it’s not that needling smirk; “Excellent. Think we can work together to figure out a  way to get your boys out of there now?”

      I grin; “I believe we can.”

      “Good, let’s get to work then, because I haven’t the slightest idea how to get us in there, especially now that my cover is blown.”

      I frown as I look down and smooth out the map of the area strewn across the table between us. My eyes narrow on the monastery where everything I hold dear in this world is locked away, and I can feel the heat rising inside. But suddenly, my eyes move over the faded paper, down to a familiar looking name on the map not far away.

      The idea that hits me suddenly is insane, but this woman sitting across from me just might be crazy enough to get on board with it.

      “What?” She says, furrowing her brow at the wild look in my eyes.

      “What do you know about driving a diesel stick shift?”

      She grins, clasping her hands together; “Ooo, I knew I was going to like you.”
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      “Take a hit.”

      “I’m clean now.”

      The laugh, the same laugh that’s in every dream; “The fuck you are. Take the fucking hit, Connors.”

      The laughing skull holds up a disembodied hand, the needle primed and ready. A single drop of cloudy-white bliss bleeds from the tip, and I can feel every single atom in my body craving it at the same time, like this screaming chorus of NOW.

      “I’m clean.”

      The skull starts to laugh; louder and louder, it’s mouth opening wider and wider until the fracture lines start to etch their way across it’s jaw; “Take the hit, Connors!”

      The skull is screaming now, cracking and fissuring under the strain of it’s own demonic laugh.

      I’m scared now, my mouth dry and my head pounding as I try and move away. But of course, I can’t; same as every night. My feet won’t move, or won’t let me move, and the skull gets bigger, it’s jaw wider as the screaming laughter hits a fever note ringing in my ears.

      “TAKE THE HIT, CONNORS!”

      I’m screaming then, as the skull’s cracking jaw roars wide and just fucking explodes into a million stinging white, bone-dust pieces.

      I’m awake with a start. The skull is gone, but the pounding in my head is still there, along with the grimy dryness in my mouth.

      Fuck, and here I was thinking it’d been awhile since I had that dream.

      I blink awake, moving to stand before realizing I’m stuck to the chair I’m currently sitting in; my arms and legs bound to it. And then it all comes rushing back to me in this sickening wave. Peyton, Benson, the needle, the threat; all of it.

      “Hell of rescue, bud.”

      I freeze at the sudden voice in the darkness of the room, not quite trusting that I’m not still dreaming; “Logan?”

      The room is barely lighter than pure darkness, but I’m peering into it, turning my head and trying to decipher where his voice came from.

      “Behind you; don’t worry, I can’t turn either.”

      “Jesus, Logan, are you-”

      “I’m fine, man.” He laughs; “I think one of the dudes broke a hand trying to ‘work me over’ the other day.” I can hear his deep laugh, and then a clearing of his throat before he spits; “Fuck ‘em. Anyways, hey, tell me you smuggled a gun or a key or a something up your ass before you got tossed in here so we can get ourselves out.”

      I wrinkle my nose in the darkness; “Jesus, Logan-”

      “Yeah, I didn’t think so.” He starts to chuckle; “But c’mon, you've done that right?”

      “Dude, what?”

      “Smuggling, you know, up your-”

      “Are we seriously going to talk about this right now?”

      Logan snorts; “Just making conversation.”

      “That bored in here, huh?”

      He laughs; “You’re the first person I’ve talked to since my jaw broke that guy’s hand like four days ago. What took you so long, by the way?”

      I grin, shaking my head. We might be stuck in this hopeless situation, but damn did I miss this guy.

      “And tell me the plan was more than just you; I mean, no offense.”

      “Yeah, none taken. They got me, but Peyton-”

      “What about Peyton?” His voice is very quickly utterly devoid of his joking tone from before.

      Fuck.

      I freeze for a moment; “I mean she got away.”

      I can practically hear him frowning in the darkness; “Well what the fuck was she doing here in the first fucking pl-”

      “Trying to save your ass.”

      He lets his breath out in a stream; “Jesus, that fucking girl.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      I should tell him. I mean I’ve been to war for fuck’s sake. I’ve fought addiction, and I’ve been to the brink of hell and back. Why the fuck am I scared to tell the truth about the girl I- I- fuck it, the girl I love to the guy that’s been my brother through it all?

      Because THAT truth might get every limb in your body broken by him, that’s why.

      But more than that, and more realistically, it’ll lose me one of the only brothers I have.

      “So what’s the plan now?” Logan’s voice is even, and I’m trying to calm the thudding of my pulse; the anxiety welling up inside.

      “They- well, hopefully they come.”

      “We might die in here, you know.” His voice is dark; measured.

      Well, let’s lay the cards on the table then.

      “Logan-”

      “I’m just telling it like it is, man. They're not fucking around this time. Benson want’s something.”

      I take a deep breath; “He wants what I found out in the jungle in Angola; what I’ve never told you about.”

      He freezes; “What?”

      I nod somberly; “It was right before we left, right before the Old Man got us out of there, when we were on contract to that Warlord.”

      Logan makes a low growling noise, and I have to agree. Being a gun for hire is one thing, but doing it for the worst, most inhumane, corrupt, vile pieces of shit on the planet takes a chunk out of your soul. Pieces of shit like “General Rambo” in Angola; the one that had us on patrol near an archeological dig he’d “liberated” from actual scientists in the name of “freedom for Angola”, also known as “looting it for his own pockets.”

      I rarely associated with Benson back then. He was just one of those over-the-top macho guys; loud, boisterous, aggressive, and all sorts of traits that really don’t mesh well at all with someone on heroin. But, I was on patrol with him that night; the night we found the car wreck.

      I tell Logan about the military case stashed in the back, covered with tarp and handcuffed to a dead-man’s hand. He’s silent when I tell him about cracking it open with Benson and practically dropping to my knees at the sight of the absolute fortune in large, sparkling, uncut diamonds filling the case. Papers stashed with them have them coming from China, which is absolute bullshit, and pretty much the surest sign of them being conflict diamonds from the region.

      My voice is icy as I tell about making the pact with Benson, as loathsome a person he is, to split it. This is pre-William, pre-sobriety, pre-new-life, and pre becoming the man I am today. I had two things on my mind back then: junk, and how to get money to buy more junk, and that case was my mother-load.

      It’s barely a week later when William Archer shows up and changes fucking everything. Yeah, I’ve heard the story from Hudson and Logan a million times about how the Old Man “saw things” in people, but I’ll still never understand it. I don’t care how good a person is inside; a junky is first and foremost a junky, and by proxy, not a good person. Heroin exposes the worst parts of your soul and makes them your everyday, and what the fuck William saw in a cracked-out, strung-out, lying, broken, and abject waste of life like myself back then is Goddamn beyond me.

      And then I tell Logan what I’ve never told anyone. I tell him about the night before we leave with William; the night before we just say fuck it and get the hell out of that hellish existence. I tell him about trudging out to the cave where Benson and I buried the case, half out of my mind with withdrawal already and somehow driving the case back to camp in the jeep; the case that’s under my feet when we leave the next day.

      Logan swears; “Jesus fuck. Well let’s call them in here and just fuckin tell them! We’re literally billionaires, Bryce; we don’t exactly need the mone-”

      “They’re gone.”

      And now we come to the crux of it all.

      There’s a beat; “What?

      And then I tell him about the other shoe dropping. I’m clenching my fists tight as I tell him about detoxing, about screaming and sweating out my demons in order to come out on the other side, and how the case I’ve stashed under my bed at the Old Man’s estate is just one more thing to drag me back; one more thing that ties me to the worst parts of myself. Of course, the money comes later, when William puts us in charge of his company, but it’s before that, when I’m still a shadow of a person, when I go to see him with a request; a request for him to help me me make what’s probably the largest anonymous donation Doctors without Borders and the World Health Organization has ever even heard of.

      And all he does is nod and smile, as if he was just waiting for me to come to this eventuality on my own, which, knowing William, he probably was.

      “They were blood diamonds, Logan, and I had to make sure they were used to heal the damage they caused in the first place.”

      He’s silent in the aftermath of my admission, as if mulling it over; “Well, fuck Benson then, huh?”

      I smile, hearing the grin in his voice; “Yeah, but he’s not gonna like it.”

      Logan laughs grimly; “Nope. Hey, Bryce?”

      I arch an eyebrow.

      “You did the right thing, you know, and I’m proud of you,” He chuckles; “Even if Benson’s probably going to kill us both for it.”

      Fuck this, it’s now or never.

      I can feel my pulse spike as I let the words stew in my throat, letting the words form that may actually destroy us both before Benson even has a chance to; “Hey, Logan?”

      “Yeah, buddy?”

      “There’s something else I need to tell you.”

      There’s a breath of silence; “Shoot.”

      It’s weird, talking to a wall like this with him behind me, but it’s now or never; “You know I love you like a brother, man. You’re my best friend, and-”

      Logan laughs; “Jesus man, we’re not dead yet-”

      “This isn’t anything I meant to keep from you, it just happened. and it couldn’t be helped.”

      “Bryce, Jesus, spill it alr-”

      “It’s Peyton.”

      The room goes dead silent. Logan says nothing, and I swallow heavily; “It’s Peyton and me, actually.”

      The shrouding silence continues, and I wince. Fuck, this is it; the calm before the Logan storm when he explodes; “Logan, I-”

      And then he starts laughing.

      Fuckin’ laughing.

      “Look, I-”

      He snorts, choking on the laughter; “Jesus that took you long enough.”

      I frown; “Huh?” A million thoughts blow through my mind at once, but there’s only one thing I can think to say; “You knew?”

      “Bryce, for fuck’s sake, yes I knew. Of course I knew.”

      I’m actually at a loss for words; “But-”

      “But I didn’t kill you?”

      I’d laugh, if I wasn’t still totally fucking confused about what was going on; “In a nutshell, yeah, pretty much.”

      I can hear him sigh; “My sister means the world to me, man.”

      I shake my head; “Logan, I know, and I’m so-”

      “Just shut up for a second. Look, you’re the strongest, most loyal, and most dedicated guy I know. You’ve seen and been able to walk away from shit that would’ve cut most guys off at the knees, but you’re still standing. A guy like you with a girl like Peyton? Are you kidding me? She’d be lucky to have you.”

      There’s a moment of silence where I try and process all of this; “Hold up, so you’re not mad?”

      “Am I mad? Fuck yeah I’m mad.” He sighs; “But I’m only mad because you weren’t man enough to make it work, and you let her get away.”

      “It’s more complicated than-”

      “No, it’s not,” He says sharply; “It never is. You still care about her?”

      I clench my hands into fists, and the fact that I’m stuck in here away from her comes rushing to the surface. And suddenly, I’m just saying it; “I love her, Logan; more than anything in this world.” And as soon as I say it, I realize how true it is. I don’t just love Peyton Rivers, she’s everything; she’s the end game for me.

      I can hear him chuckle behind me; “Good fucking answer.” He clears his throat; “Look, I don’t have to come up with some hardcore, menacing shit to scare you with about what happens if you hurt her, do I?”

      I laugh; “Believe me, I’ve already run through anything you could possibly come up with in my own head. Consider the job already done.”

      I can hear him snort; “Deal. Now let’s figure out how the fuck we’re going to get out of here and go find my sister.”
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      “Take your time; you don’t want to go all-in right away.”

      I groan as the big man’s fist slams into my gut, doubling me over as far as I can go with my wrists chained to the wall behind me. Benson chuckles and shakes his head as Anderson’s fist connects with me again, making me see black spots with the air already gone from my lungs.

      “Easy, Anderson, easy. The idea is to hurt him, not knock him unconscious on the third hit.”

      Anderson’s face is still a mess - and I mean a fucking mess - from that night at the cafe, and it’s really the only consolation I’m taking from any of this right now. Black bruising still rings his eyes, and a stiff white plaster bandage covers his nose, making him appear like some sort of cartoon character. He makes a face at Benson before turning back and leering in close; “Aww, am I going too hard, you little pussy?”

      I grin through the nausea and the throbbing pain in my gut as I look up at him; “Wait, aren’t you the crying guy that offered to pay me not to hit you again back at the restaurant?”

      Logan snorts from the wall next to me, and I watch Anderson’s piggy red face go a shade darker as he turns and slams a fist across Logan’s face. He turns back to me, wiping his hand off with a towel; “Yeah, Benson, I’m gonna have to take my time here.” He leans in close, his black-rimmed eyes narrowing at me and making him appear ghoulish; “But I ain’t gonna take my time with that little lady friend of yours, you get me?”

      The grin drops from my face, and red mist clouds my eyes. Instantly, I’m thrashing at my chains, heedless of and ignoring how fruitless a motion it is, because all I can think about it killing him with my bare hands in that moment.

      Anderson laughs, stepping just out of reach of my bound fists and grinning wildly at me; “Oh yeah, me and her? We’re gonna have a real good time together.” I jerk forward again, snarling at him as the chains bite into my skin. Anderson laughs and then swings again, connecting with my face and knocking me back against the wall as he lets out a laugh.

      “OK, enough of this.” Benson steps forward and pushes Anderson aside, and as I shake my head clear of the hit, my eyes suddenly focus on the glass and metal in his hands and I freeze.

      He grins at me as he holds the needle out; “Hold him.”

      Anderson storms towards me and doubles me over with another slug to the gut before he slams his forearm across my neck and holds me hard against the wall. My arms are chained outstretched on either side of me, and I start to roar as Benson steps closer to me, the needle in his hand and his eyes on my open, outstretched arm. Logan is thrashing at his restraints now, his eyes wild as the look of helplessness washes over his face.

      “Remember what I promised you, Connors?” Benson steps closer and taps the needle against my arm. And suddenly, I don’t even need Anderson holding me down, because I can feel that suffocating, arresting feeling of helplessness start to grab ahold of me. I’m frozen, breathless and drowning as the metal and the sweet release it holds inside drags across my skin, and I’m staring at it with a mind-numbing blend of fear and hunger.

      “I’m gonna ask you one more time, Connors; where the fuck are my diamonds?”

      “Get the fuck away from him!” Logan growls, but I barely hear him as the rest of the world slides away into darkness. There is nothing except Benson’s voice and the sweet release the demon inside craves just millimeters away.

      “Where are they?”

      “I don’t- I- They’re gone.” I force the words from my mouth.

      “Wrong answer.”

      The needle moves up my arm to the crook of my scared elbow where the veins stand out the most. And I can feel it, and Goddamn if I’m not ready for it.

      The door to the cell slams open and a man in a Blackriver tactical vest runs in; “Sir?”

      Benson whirls, fury on his face; “What is it?”

      The man swallows; “Sir, there’s- uh, there’s something heading right at the front gates you should come see.”

      Benson frowns and starts to turn back to me; “Then deal with it, captain.”

      “It’s a tank, sir.”

      Benson turns sharply; “Excuse me?”

      “A tank sir, and it’s headed right at us.”

      And then I’m laughing. Logan looks at me like I’ve lost it, but I just grin and wink at him as Benson runs from the room; “Your sister is Goddamn nuts, you know.”
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      We’re coming.

      The tank bellows and rumbles around us like some sort of nightmare creature, belching black smoke and probably leaving a trail of nuts and bolts from here back to Fairuza Kartal’s house. But that doesn’t even matter, because the looming double-door to the fortressed monastery is coming right for us.

      Or rather, we’re about to crash through it.

      We can’t shoot it - as if we even knew how in this thing - but we’re barreling at it as fast as forty-five tons of steel and iron wrapped around a diesel engine can. And I’m pretty certain that when push comes to shove between a Soviet-era metal tank and a 12th century wooden door, the tank is going to smash some shit up.

      Or at least, let’s hope so, or this is going to be the most embarrassing rescue attempt of all time.

      “You ready for this, darling?” I glance over towards Sasha, who looks absolutely insane sitting in the driver’s seat of the tank. With the goggles, the scarf around her neck, the cigarette dangling from her lips, and that persistent aristocratic accent, she almost looks like some sort of eccentric fighter pilot ace from the same war that this tank is from.

      “Ok, I think I get it now,” I say, shaking my head.

      “What’s that?”

      “Why you and Bryce got along.”

      She grins; “Enlighten me.”

      “You’re both completely nuts.”

      Sasha laughs as she turns towards me and winks; “Oh, dear, I am far crazier than that man could ever hope to be.”

      I wince as bullets being to pepper the outside armor of the tank as we break through an old wooden fence and make the final approach, but Sasha just laughs and guns the engine into the highest gear, belching smoke as the thing roars towards the massive wooden gates of the stronghold; “Hold onto your ass,” She mutters.

      The doors come rushing towards us, and I shut my eyes as my fingers dig into the seat beneath me; here goes nothing.

      There’s a wrenching shudder as the massive tank goes crashing through the doors, splintering ancient wood and mortar across the courtyard as we come barreling through. There are men in black uniforms running everywhere, bullets falling like hail on the outside of the tank, and I can feel the rush of the adrenaline slamming through me. Sasha’s hooting out loud and she revs the engine as she points us towards the wall of the main building.

      “How close to the outside wall are they?” I say suddenly, as she begins to roar the tank across the courtyard, Blackriver personal scattering away from us.

      She’s quiet.

      “Sasha!” I yell, the wall rushing towards us.

      She shoots me a quick look; “Well how the bloody hell should I know?”

      Oh shit.

      We hit with the sound of a bomb going off inside my head. The tank lurches and wrenches wildly as we go crashing through brick and mortar, white stone dust pouring into the tank as the whole thing tips at an angle and comes crashing to a halt amongst the rubble. The ancient engine finally gives out as the rumbling, hulking thing shudders still.

      I’m tearing at the handle to the hatch above, wincing as brick rubble tumbles onto me as I clamor out and jump down, peering and choking through the stone dust.

      Please be ok, please be ok.

      I’m whirling in the chaos of the crumbled room, whirling around in the ashen white dust choking the space.

      Please be ok, Oh God, please be-

      And there he is; kneeling in the rubble with chains dangling from his wrists. I’m crying out as I run across the room to him, kissing him and wrapping my arms around him as tears stream down through the stone-dust on my cheeks; “I love you.”

      The words I haven’t said in forever, and yet here they are sounding like the most natural thing in the world to say right now. And I’m saying them over and over as I kiss him, holding him tightly to me and crying; never wanting to let him go, and never wanting to stop telling him.

      “Took you long enough,” he says with a grin on his face, and I sob out a laugh; “I love you too,” He whispers, pulling me close and searing my lips with a kiss.

      “Who the fuck taught you how to drive stick?”

      I choke out a sob at the sound of Logan’s voice, and I turn and throw my arms around my brother; “You did, asshole, but I wasn’t driving anyways.” He winces; “Watch the arm,” he says, nodding at the askew-looking limb at his side. He chuckles and hugs me tight with the other as he nods at a broken spot on the wall right next to where the tank came through; “Well whoever was cut it pretty fucking close there, kid.”

      “I-” I glance at Bryce and reach out to grab his hand before I turn back to Logan; “There’s something I need to tell-”

      “Yeah, no, we’ve covered that,” Logan says with a grin as my jaw drops.

      “I’m- I mean, Logan, I’m so-”

      “You don’t owe me a thing you know, least of all an apology,” He says quietly, wrapping his arm around my shoulder; “I just want you to be happy and safe.” He arches a brow at Bryce; “Happy and safe; you got that, Connors?”

      Bryce grins; “I’m on it.”

      The top to the tank bangs open again, and Sasha comes sputtering out, frowning as she brushes dust and debris from her sleeves.

      “What’s she doing here?” Bryce mutters.

      “Oh, we’re friends now,” I say with a grin, wrapping my arm around his waist.

      “Lovely to see you too, darling,” Sasha says wryly, jumping down from the tank and tossing him a handgun before she hands one to Logan. She suddenly frowns and kicks at the rubble beside the tank; “Oh, dear, is that?-”

      “Anderson?” Logan says evenly. My eyes go wide as I turn towards him. He shrugs; “Like I said,” He nods at the jagged hole in the wall; “You cut it pretty fucking close there.”

      Sasha shrugs; “Well, that’s what happens when you don’t keep your hands to yourself.” She looks up, totally calm; “Now are we quite ready to get the fuck out of here?”

      Bryce nods; “Let’s go.”
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      We’re running through the hallways of the fortress towards the vehicle port, Sasha and I helping Logan limp along and Bryce bringing up the rear, when suddenly there’s a shout from behind us.

      I whirl, and my face goes ashen.

      “Alright, enough of this bullshit!” The man with the silvered goatee and the piggish face has a thick arm around Bryce’s neck and a gun at his temple. He’s snarling, his face red with rage as he presses the gun against Bryce’s head, his eyes swinging wildly between him and the rest of us.

      “Where are they!” He roars, clenching his jaw and tightening his arm around Bryce’s neck. I cry out and take a step towards them, but the man hisses and levels the gun at me; “Back up there, sweet cheeks.” Bryce growls and moves to break free of the arm around his neck, but the man who can only be Benson brings the gun right back to his head; “Easy there, Connors,” He spits; “Now where are they?”

      “They’re gone.”

      Benson’s eyes narrow into slits, his lips pulling back in a snarl; “What?”

      “I said they’re fucking gone, Benson; long gone.”

      Benson’s face goes a shade redder and he snarls viciously at Bryce; “You spent them?!”

      “I gave them back; donated them to charities the first chance I had.”

      Benson roars, yanking his arm tight against Bryce’s neck; “You fucking idiot!” He’s raging now, his eyes wild and spit flying from his lips; “You stupid, stupid fucking idiot!”

      The dull roar in my head begins to grow louder and louder, until it begins to drown me; burying me under the force of it and dragging me under. Because suddenly, I’m seeing Bill all over again. The world starts to dim around me, going into slow motion, and suddenly it’s him standing in front of me.

      “The fuck have you been?”

      Only this time, it’s worse, because this time, it’s not just me. This time, I have a family, and he’s hurt them, again and again. This time, I’m watching him inflict the hurt onto someone I love.

      “Don't you dare talk back to me you fuckin whore!”

      And I’m done watching.

      It’s a fluid move as I turn and grab the gun tucked into Logan’s waist. It’s heavier in my hand than I expected, the metal cold as my fingers wrap around the stock. But then I’m turning, the whole scene playing out in slow motion around me as I whirl back to Benson, raising the barrel in my hand, and leveling it at him.

      “Oh, knock it off,” Benson says, rolling his eyes; “You’re not gonna shoot me, sweet cheeks.”

      I’m trembling, my eyes locked on Bryce’s - locked onto the man I love as Benson presses a gun to his head.

      “Run along home, little girl, before you make me do something to mess up that pretty little face of yours,” Benson says with a snarl.

      “I swear to fucking God I'm gonna put some respect into you if I gotta burn it into yer skin!”

      “Besides,” He says, winking at me; “We both know you don’t have it in you to kill anyone, right?”

      The sizzling smell of my own skin, the bright, blinding pain that sears itself into my heart. And I’m screaming…still screaming.

      And suddenly, everything just clicks. The sirens in my head go silent, the gun grows light in my hand, and the world drops away around me as my eyes lock onto Benson; “Wrong.”

      The gun thunders with the sudden explosive release, the recoil thudding through my body with one deafening, defining moment. Benson falls back, and it’s almost like slow motion as I watch him tip backwards, as if falling through water, before he crumples to the ground.

      And suddenly the world snaps back to normal speed as the whole scene goes silent.

      I let the gun drop from my hand, letting it clatter to the floor. I’m falling, the world spinning around me before suddenly Bryce is there, catching me and wrapping me in his arms; “Hey, I’m here,” He murmurs, and I press my face into his chest, squeezing my eyes shut and letting the moment flow through me; “I’m here.”

      And suddenly, for the first time in forever, the roaring inside of me is gone, and I feel something new entirely.

      Peace.

      I feel a hand on my shoulder and turn to look up into my brother’s face as he nods at me slowly; “You OK?”

      I grin and grip Bryce’s hand even tighter; “I’m-” I take a shaky breath, finding my center, and breathing in the silence inside; “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s all going to be OK.”

      And I know it is.

      “Let’s go home.”
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        E P I L O G U E

      

      Every person has a story to tell, and try as you might, it’s never one you write alone.

      Believe me, I’ve tried.

      It’s also never just about one person, either. You don’t get to pick the characters in your story, because they just happen, and the ones that are meant to be there are going to be there no matter what; even if you pretend to ignore them for a year.

      I squeeze Bryce’s hand harder as we watch Logan all but leap down the stairs from the plane and run across the tarmac towards Quinn. And right there behind them is the rest of their- I stop and shake my head; no, right there behind them is the rest of my family, the only one I’ve got and the best one I could have ever hoped for. Hudson and Reagan, with Christine clinging to her dad’s good shoulder are grinning as they close in to wrap their arms around Logan, and then there’s Javier, actually crying as he grabs the man he once wanted to kill into a big bear hug as Chelsea grins away behind them.

      And then we’re watching the introductions as Logan beckons a suddenly shy-looking Sasha over to their little group; one more new face to the crowd.

      “You ready?”

      I turn and grin at Bryce, threading my fingers into his. Am I ready to finally take the step we meant to take a year ago? Ready to finally join a family and stop pretending I’m the only one writing this story?

      Hell yes.

      “So, I guess this means I’m in the cool Archer club now?”

      He rolls his eyes, knowing I’m teasing him; “Yeah, I’ll make sure to get you that membership card and the jacket with your name on it pronto.”

      “Guess this means we need get married or something, huh?” I grin at him, seeing him arch an eyebrow at me; “Probably have some kids, something normal like that?”

      Bryce laughs; “Well well, is stone-cold Peyton Rivers ready to settle down?” He makes an overly dramatic shocked face at me; “So I guess this means you’re ready to be my good little housewife? Get all domesticated? Cook my dinners, bring me my slipper-”

      I slug him in the arm; “I’d like to fucking see you try!”

      He laughs; “There it is.” He kisses me; “How about you stay exactly the same,” he murmurs; “I like you wild.”

      “Only if you stay crazy,” I say with a grin.

      “Deal.”

      But of course, there’s never a “final chapter” to anyone’s story, because the story is always moving forward. Every day is an empty page, and it’s our job to fill them with life; with laughter, with tears, with struggles, and with triumphs. We may stumble and fall, and we may bend and break under the winds and tides of the fates that move us, but no matter what, the story will always find it’s way through.

      Because that’s life.
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      Oh my God, is that his dick?

      He’s knee-deep in the pool, too busy with the two giggling, topless coeds squirming in his arms to notice us as we step out the backdoor of the house. Or to notice the look of shock on stunned faces.

      My eyes go wide, at the nearly naked man with the chiseled muscles and the cavalier half-cocked grin on his face standing there in the shallow end of the pool in just a pair of dripping wet white briefs. I quickly force myself to look away from the very noticeable something, bulging at the front of those jockeys.

      “Dalton!” His mother shouts again, this time snapping his attention to the three of us standing there. The two nearly-naked girls hanging off his muscled biceps suddenly shriek, trying to cover themselves as they duck behind him.

      But Dalton Cole doesn’t bat an eye.

      Dalton Cole doesn’t flinch, or turn red, or even do anything much to cover the fact that he’s all but naked.

      Dalton Cole only shrugs and brings the bottle of tequila in his hand up to his lips to take a swig. His crystal blue eyes sparkle, and that strong, chiseled, cowboy-looking jaw that graces magazine covers, and ESPN headline interviews, and a major underwear ad campaign pulls back in that trademarked cocky grin. His eyes move over his mother, and my dad, until they land on me.

      And he winks.

      I wrinkle my nose.

      The notorious, the infamous, the disgustingly arrogant Dalton “Ten” Cole. “Ten” for “Tennessee”, his middle name, “Ten” for the number he wears on the back of his jersey, and “Ten” for-

      Well, no, that part is I’m sure just a gross tabloid rumor.

      Dalton Cole - the biggest thing to hit the Georgia college football scene since, well, ever. Apparently. Statewide MVP back in high school, media darling, a damn underwear model, and an NFL shoe-in in a few years.

      It’s not like I pay attention to football, at all, even with my dad being the famous high school coach he is. But you’d have to be living under a rock to not know who Dalton Cole is. And living under a rock when it comes to Georgia football is not an easy task when your dad just accepted the head football coach position at the state university.

      I’ve managed to avoid meeting Heather’s headline-making, party-boy of a son so far, even though she and my dad have been together for a little over six months now. That is, until this “important” dinner tonight, two weeks before classes start.

      All good things must come to an end.

      I grimace at the walking frat-boy cliché standing almost naked in front of us - complete with the bottle of booze and the skanky girls.

      “Ladies?” Heather’s voice is sharp as she crosses her arms and glares at the two half-naked college girls somehow trying to hide behind her son.

      “Sorry, Dean Cole!” They’re scampering out of the pool and grabbing towels, and bikini tops, and flip flops before they tear around the side of the large house back towards the driveway.

      Heather narrows her eyes as she turns back to her son. “Dalton Cole you put that bottle down this instant!” she says, shaking her head.

      That arrogant smirk drops from his lips as he hangs his head and shakes it, the picture of remorse. “I’m sorry, mama,” his voice drawls and drips that southern charm and he looks up and smiles that lopsided, chiseled grin as he steps from the pool.

      Goodness.

      I’ve of course seen him without a shirt on before - I mean half of the country has seen him in just his underwear after that ad campaign. But seeing a glossed magazine ad, or a billboard just isn’t the same thing as watching him pull himself out of the pool here in the flesh.

      The very perfect, very sculpted-from-marble, very muscled flesh.

      I can feel my cheeks burn as I quickly avert my eyes.

      He casually grabs a towel, still in no great hurry to cover up his almost naked form as he pats himself dry.

      “I’m real sorry, Coach,” he says in that Georgia accent. “That was disrespectful of me, sir.” He shakes his head and puts his hand out towards my dad.

      Oh, he’s good.

      My dad just chuckles and shakes his head. “Hey, boys will be boys.” He puts his hand out to shake Dalton’s outstretched hand. “You just bring that energy to the field this season, son.”

      Dalton grins - that shark-like smile that says he’s won over another one. “You bet, Coach.”

      Suddenly, he’s turning to me, those big blue eyes landing right on me.

      And he grins.

      “Hi,” he drawls out, his voice smooth and honeyed.

      I swallow quickly, pushing down my skirt and feeling the heat in my face as he looks at me with that lopsided, easy farm-boy smile.

      No, stop that.

      I will not be charmed by this boy. I will not be taken up in his wake like every other girl, or recruiter, or coach he’s ever met. I can see right through his “yes mama” and “that was disrespectful of me sir” bull-crap to the cocky prick behind it all. I’ve met this type before, with my dad being who he is. The cocky, arrogant, sports-type - the type that thinks just because he can throw or catch a dumb ball, he’s somehow better than anyone else, or that he’s God’s gift to women.

      I can’t stand the type.

      Dalton grins at me despite the vaguely sour look on my face and my arms crossed over my chest. “I don’t know how we managed to not meet yet, but I guess we’re gonna be getting pretty close this year.”

      I flash a fake smile right back at him. “Oh, I’m not sure we’re in much of the same classes.”

      Because, you know, I can read, and write, and talk in sentences that don’t end in “bro”.

      He laughs. “And I’m not sure you’re cut out for college ball, darlin,” he throws back easily with a grin. “But that ain’t what I mean.”

      I don’t care what he means. I get that this dinner tonight is important - after all, we’re celebrating my dad’s new position and all. And I like Heather, but eating at her house tonight doesn’t mean I need to make nice with her douchebag of a son.

      I’ll sit here at this dinner and I’ll be polite. I’ll avoid or ignore the arrogant jerk with the legendary track record, and the billboard-model face, and the infamous package, and then he and I will never, ever have to see each other ever again.

      “I mean what with our parents getting-”

      “Dalton-” Heather suddenly cuts him off with a worried look to me and then my dad.

      I frown. “What?”

      Dad shakes his head. “Honey, we, uh, I mean Heather and I wanted a chance to talk to you about something tonight.”

      “About what?” My eyes dart from his uneasy smile, to Heather’s concerned look, to Dalton’s effortless, beaming grin.

      Wait, hang on.

      I am never seeing Dalton again after this dinner, right? I won’t be at any dumb football games, or being sweaty and gross in the gym, or guzzling beer at frat parties, so I can’t begin to imagine where he and I would ever cross paths.

      I turn back to my dad, just as his hand drops to Heather’s, their fingers lacing together. And for the first time since pulling up to the house, I notice the ring.

      The very shiny, very elegant diamond ring that I am positive wasn’t on her hand any other time I’ve seen her.

      Oh, God.

      “Honey, Heather and I have something we want to tell you.”

      I can feel my pulse skip a beat, the air around me suddenly getting heavier and harder to breathe.

      “I’ve asked Heather to marry me, Hailey.”

      I see the flash of diamond on Heather’s hand as the world spins, and as I whirl back to stare at the still shirtless, still grinning, still stupidly handsome, arrogant, manwhore football jock Dalton Cole.

      My new stepbrother, Dalton Cole.

      It’d be comical if it wasn’t so horrifying.

      Never seeing Dalton again after this dinner, huh?

      Yeah, right.

      Because I am now one-hundred percent sure I will be seeing much more of Dalton Cole than I ever, ever wanted to.
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      I’m standing there frozen to the spot with the dripping wet, smirking, practically naked Dalton Cole just grinning at me as the full gravity of this hits me.

      I whirl to my dad. “You what?”

      He frowns. “Kiddo, maybe we should talk about this later.”

      Heather puts a hand on his arm. “Jim, let her talk.” She turns to me and smiles warmly. “Speak your piece, honey, this involves you too.”

      I shake my head. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      My dad laughs, “Well, I was going to-”

      “Dang, I’m sorry, Coach,” Dalton cuts in with a chuckle, rubbing the back of his head sheepishly. He shakes his head remorsefully, but when I look up at him, I can see that little smirking glimmer in his eyes.

      He thinks this is funny.

      I’m blinking rapidly, opening and closing my mouth like a fish as I search for words before finally they just come tumbling out of me. “But- why?”

      Dad laughs, “Because we love each other, and that’s what grown adults who love each other tend to do, kiddo.”

      Gee, thanks.

      Heather’s cheeks go a little pink at my dad’s words, which would be cute in literally any situation but this one. “Well, and also because your dad is an amazing man, Hailey,” she smiles at me as she reaches out and puts a hand on my arm. “And we’ve both lost partners, we’re both single parents, we’re both teachers, and we just sort of clicked, I guess.”

      “But you’re a coach, not a teacher,” I turn and spit out at my dad, regretting it instantly and realizing how childish it sounds.

      Dad frowns and turns to Heather. “Would you, uh- would you give us a minute?”

      She nods. “Oh, of course.” She yanks the bottle of tequila out of Dalton’s hand and goes to pull him inside, but he steps forward.

      “Coach? I just want to say it’s a real honor to get to play for you this year, and well, if I can just say personally,” he beams that charming, disarming, farm-boy smile. “I’m real glad you’re with my mom.”

      You little suck-up.

      How are either of them possibly buying this? I’ve never even met Dalton before, and even I know what a legendary little shit he is. Even I know about the trail of models and actresses and any number of football groupies he’s left in his wake of destruction. I know all about his much-publicized party-boy antics - the charmed, gilded, X-rated lifestyle of a sports “star”.

      Dalton Cole is a gross, overly-macho, arrogantly pompous manwhore of a human being, but Dad and Heather seem to be eating this “charming southern boy” bullshit right up.

      “It means a lot, son, thank you,” Dad says with an easy smile and a firm nod of his head. Dalton stumbles off for the garage - still towel-clad - and Heather and my dad exchange another look before she ducks into the house.

      Dad’s smile fades as he turns his attention to me. “Hey, c’mon, Hails!” He shakes his head. “I know I should’ve told you sooner, but you couldn’t have been totally unprepared for this.”

      I shrug sullenly. “I guess.”

      “Look, honey, I know you’re upset with me for not telling you before I popped the question. And I know your first semester of college isn’t starting the way you planned, but try not to take any of that out on Heather, okay?”

      Not starting the way you planned.

      Yeah, no kidding.

      The plan was Columbia University. The plan was finally getting the heck out of Georgia, and away from football, and finally starting my life as an adult.

      Of course, that plan changed with one simple letter - the one that “regretted to inform me” that even though I was “highly qualified” for their pre-med program, they were deferring me one semester due to class-space reasons.

      Deferring - that’s college-talk for not “getting the heck out of Georgia”, not “getting away from football”, and not “finally starting my life”.

      That’s college-speak for letting you loose in the wild with zero back-up plan about a month before you thought you were going.

      So instead, I’ve got a boring state school where I don’t know anyone, a new stepmom, and a new stepbrother who’s somehow nationally famous for football and his…

      …Yeah, that.

      “Georgia State is a great school, Hails,” My dad runs a hand through his silvered but still full head of hair. “And hey, can’t beat that free tuition, huh?” he says with a sheepish shrug.

      Perks of the lauded new head football coach being your dad - and I suppose of your new stepmom being the Dean. That is, if you want to call giving up your dream of Columbia University and New York City for a state school in Dixon, Georgia perks.

      “How soon is the wedding?” It feels bizarre to even say out loud. Dad and I have been our own little two-person team for so long, it seems strange to think about that expanding to include Heather.

      And Dalton.

      I shiver at the thought.

      “Oh, not for a little while,” Dad says, smiling. “We’ve got things to plan, I’ve got a team to take over, and Heather’s got a University to run.” He puts a comforting hand on my shoulder. “We’ll move in next week and start to get settled-”

      I whirl back to my dad. “Wait, here?” I stab a finger at Heather’s big brick house.

      Dad grins. “Hailey, I’m an engaged man. Of course I’m moving in. And hey, tell me this isn’t a way better spread than that crappy rental in Weston?” He says, referring to the tiny house we’ve been living in while Dad’s been looking for places closer to campus.

      I mean, he’s right. Heather’s house is gorgeous - this old brick-style mansion owned by the college and set aside as a residence for the Dean.

      Dad chuckles. “Hell, this place is big enough for the whole damn team to move into.”

      I cringe at the idea.

      “Wait, am I still living on campus then?”

      “Of course, kiddo.” Dad puts an arm over my shoulders. “If you want to, of course. You’re in college now, you’re eighteen, you’re growing up, and yeah, I get that you need your space. You’ve got your dorm room, but if you ever want it, Heather’s put aside a room for you here.”

      I look up at the house, growing dim in the darkening evening sky.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t talk to me about it, Dad,” I mumble, shaking my head.

      “It just sort of happened, Hails. I asked her at dinner last night when we were out, which is why we wanted all of us to get together tonight so we could tell you both.” He chuckles, “Guess Heather jumped the gun with telling Dalton.”

      Yeah, guess so.

      “Anyways, I saw the play and I went for it, kiddo,” he says quietly.

      Dad and his sports references.

      You have to feel bad for the guy sometimes. The big-time, gung-ho football coach, and he gets one daughter who has zero interest in it.

      “Look, Hails, I know this caught you off guard, but it’s gonna be a-okay. It’s a great school, and its only one semester, right?” Dad grins as he ruffles my hair. “And hey, I get to keep my little girl around a little longer before she gets traded to New York.”

      I smile in spite of myself as he gives me a hug. “Let’s go eat, huh?”

      Inside, the sound of Heather singing along to a Talking Heads record drifts out of the kitchen before she sticks her head around the corner.

      “Hey you two,” she says with a big smile. “Dinner’s about ready.”

      Her eyes move past my dad to me, and she grin. “Hailey, honey, would you mind going out to the guest house above the garage and grabbing that son of mine for dinner? He’s not answering his phone.”

      I’m about to protest having to go fetch a clearly drunk Dalton for dinner like some sort of handler, when my dad ruffles my hair again like he does and gives me a smile.

      Ugh, fine.

      He and Heather follow the sound of David Byrne’s voice back to the kitchen, and I frown as I turn to head back outside. I look up as I go, raising a brow at just how huge this house is - the towering ceilings, the swooping staircases, the fact that it has wings. Dad and I have always had what we needed, but this is just ridiculous.

      I roll my eyes as I trudge past the pool and across the backyard to the old carriage house which has apparently been converted to a guest house, grumbling to myself.

      I hate to admit it, since I’m still pouting, but Dad’s right. It won’t be that bad here. I’ll keep my head down, I’ll do the work, and I’ll count down the days until I leave Georgia, and football, and frat-jock menaces like Dalton Cole behind.

      I climb the staircase just inside one of the open bay doors of the garage that leads up to Dalton’s apartment, and I stop in front of the door at the top.

      I mean, how hard can one semester here be? I take a deep breath as I start to open the door - yeah, this is all going to be fine.

      The door swings open, and I shriek as I jump back.

      Because right there, sprawled across a couch and still wearing nothing but those damn soaking wet briefs is Dalton.

      He’s shirtless, shameless, and spread-eagle, and he grins at me as I walk into the room.

      “Well hey there, darlin,” he drawls, that magazine-ad smile flashing at me.

      I’m trying not to stare at the rippling muscles of his chest, or the flash of those cool blue eyes, or the way his abs and the grooves up his hips carve down into the waistband of his jockeys.

      Or the obvious, scandalizing, and infamous bulge between his legs.

      Oh my God, stop that.

      My cheeks burn hot as I look away, but I can feel his eyes just dripping over me. I look up in time to see a little grin teasing the corners of his mouth as if he’s sizing me up - as if he’s amused by how ruffled I am by his behavior.

      “I think you might be a little overdressed for it, but you can sure join this party if you want to.”

      And then he winks at me again.

      Yeah, no, this is not going to be fine.

      This won’t be “not that bad.”

      Dalton flashes the cocky, arrogantly smug smile at me as he pats the sofa next to him. “Pull up a chair, I don’t bite,” he says with another wink. “Unless you ask me polite-like that is.”

      This is going to be awful.
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      The look on Hailey’s face as she stands there hovering in my doorway is somewhere between wariness and contempt. She wrinkles her nose and gives me this look like there’s something offensive about me.

      I’m pretty buzzed, but not buzzed enough where I don’t get that it’s probably got something to do with the fact that prudish, school-teacher looking Hailey Garrison just walked in on me sprawled out in my jockeys.

      Hey, some chicks would PAY for this, darlin.

      Of course, I’m well aware that Hailey Garrison isn’t “some chick” - aware like I’m aware that the winter is typically flu season.

      I’ve obviously heard all about the Coach’s daughter from my mom. The book nerd, the science geek, the chick that does model U.N. or some shit. Yeah, and I’ve heard all about her sob story about not getting into Columbia. Hailey Garrison, the girl who wants to be a doctor or whatever - the girl who somehow isn’t a football fan, despite her dad being the legendary Coach Jim Garrison.

      Who the hell doesn’t like football?

      I narrow my eyes as I give her another once over, standing there in her boring black skirt, her very un-flattering blouse, and her gingery-red hair up in librarian-looking bun.

      “Drink?” I hold up the beer - the one that up until recently, I was planning on enjoying after I made an evening out of fucking those two sorority girls at the same time.

      She wrinkles her nose. “Um, no, not a chance.”

      Of course not.

      I shrug and bring the bottle back up to take a swig.

      “Um, dinner’s ready,” she says quickly. It sounds less like an explanation and more of a self-rationalization for her being here. “That’s all.”

      I grin as I raise an eyebrow at her. “That’s all?” I say, stretching back on the couch with a hand behind my head. “Anything else you needed?”

      Her face flushes and her eyes dart around the bare room, as if trying to look everywhere but at me.

      Her eyes suddenly move back to my face, and she swallows quickly as she realizes I’m just grinning at her. “Anyways, bye,” she blurts out awkwardly as she turns to leave.

      “So, when are you moving into the dorms?” It’s random, I know. But for some reason, I have this urge to keep her here with me.

      She stops in the doorway. “After the weekend, I guess?” She turns to me, that initially furtive and embarrassed look turning more into bored disdain.

      For me, of course.

      “How about you?”

      “I’m not.” I smile and shake my head. “No shitty dorms for me.”

      Hailey rolls her eyes. “Let me guess, fraternity?”

      Yeah, right.

      Frats are for douchebags who need to be part of a club of other douchebags to get pussy. Me? I don’t need their membership card to get laid, because I’m already the damn King of that campus before I even step foot on it.

      Technically, I have to live on campus in regular housing - college-ball rules and all that. And there is a house for football players, but you’ve gotta be at least a Sophomore to live there.

      “Uh, no, definitely not.”

      Hailey shrugs. “Huh, figured you for a frat boy.”

      I grin at her. “You figure a lot don’t you.”

      “I didn’t think it was much of a stretch of the imagination,” she says, raising her eyebrows and looking at me patronizingly.

      “Frats are for douchebags. And anyways, I’m going to be living here,” I spread my arms wide. “Welcome to mi casa.”

      She rolls her eyes. “At your mom’s house?”

      I shrug. “Hey, it’s a guest house, darlin, and a sweet one at that. Plus, Mom pretty much lets me do what I want.” I let my eyes dip up and down her body again, and I can see this adorable pink glow bloom across her collarbone and into her cheeks.

      Oh, riling this girl up is almost going to be too easy.

      “Plus, those dorm beds are fucking terrible. The California king I’ve got here is a lot better for my game.”

      She raises a brow, taking the bait just like I knew she would. “How is a bed better for football?”

      “Oh, I mean for girls,” I say with a big grin. “That game.”

      Hailey wrinkles her brow behind those glasses, making a face. “Eww?”

      I’ve only just met Hailey, but I can already tell it’s such a predictable response from a girl like her. I can see right past her “well-read” hipster glasses and her stuck up, holier-than-thou attitude. I know exactly the kind of girl she is just from watching her shift uncomfortably there in the doorway.

      She’s the “better than it all” type - the kind of girl that hides behind snark and witty little comebacks. She’s the type that hates football not because she actually gives a shit, but because everyone else likes it, and liking what “everyone else” likes is just so uncool.

      I roll my eyes as I take another swig of beer. I let my eyes wander over her, still standing there, still doing her damnedest not to let her eyes drop to my jockeys.

      Oh yeah, I’ve got Hailey Garrison figured out to a damn T.

      Except…

      I let my eyes move over her bare legs beneath the skirt, and up over her tight curves, even as hidden as they are with that awful top. I let them trace up over the slender curve of her neck, up to her pink cheeks, the freckles, the full, pouty pink lips, the gingery-red hair pulled back in a tight bun.

      Except there’s something about the way she blushes, or squirms, or adjusts her glasses and looks away when she realizes I’m shamelessly checking her out.

      And it’s something kinda weirdly sexy.

      I frown at the thought.

      What the fuck?

      This girl is nothing like the chicks I usually go after - blonde, big tits, the I’ll-say-yes-to-anything lips. The girls whose panties I don’t even have to try and get into, because they’ve already left them at home knowing they were after me.

      Girls who watch football, and cream themselves every time I throw a pass.

      Girls who are nothing like the red-haired, bookish, nerdy chick named Hailey Garrison standing in front of me.

      So why are you still staring at her?

      “Look, your mom asked me to come get you. Will you please just put some damn pants on and come to dinner?”

      “You want to help?”

      She rolls her eyes as I smirk at her. And for some reason, that damn sassy, utterly bored look of hers starts to get me hard as a rock in my jockeys.

      It’s a damn weird thought, because - well, yeah, her dad and my mom. Add onto that the fact that she’s basically the opposite of any girl a guy like me has any interest in, and it gets even more confusing. Plus she clearly wants nothing to do with me, or football.

      I frown - maybe that’s it?

      Maybe it’s the fact that she’s not gushing over me, or begging me to take a damn selfie with her, or throwing herself at me.

      Maybe it’s because she’s clearly just not interested.

      Maybe it’s because that feels like a challenge, and I love a good challenge.

      I love a surprise victory.

      A real come from behind win.

      My eyes dip over the curve of her hips and that tight little ass.

      I’d love to win HER from behind.

      “I think you can probably manage yourself.”

      “Yeah but where’s the fun in that?”

      She squirms under my gaze before I slowly stand from the couch, stretching and flexing my arms behind my head. She quickly looks away with that scandalized look on her face.

      “I’m leaving, see you in the house.”

      I watch her stomp out and down the stairs with a little huff, and the grin spreads wide across my face as my eyes dip over her ass.

      Oh yeah, I’m going to enjoy getting under her skin.

      I’m going to enjoy making her squirm.

      Hailey Garrison thinks she’s immune to my charms.

      She’s very, very wrong.
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