
        
            
                
            
        

    
I don’t give a f*ck if I die tomorrow, as long as I get her tonight.




Bryce




I’ve been to war. I’ve lived in the streets. I’ve beaten the needle, and I’ve looked death in the face and laughed.




So what the f*ck do I want with a sassy, smart-mouthed spitfire like Peyton Rivers?




There are a thousand reasons I should stay away, beyond the fact that she’s my best friend’s sister. She’s just as broken as me. She’s seen the face of the devil and taken the time to spit in it, and she’s got scars like mine to prove it.




Oh, and we’ve been down that road before, and it ended in blood and rain.




But like I said, I’m a fighter. You gotta fight for what you want. And Peyton -- the sassy, hard-knocks girl from my past with a body made for sin -- is gonna be mine. 







The sins of the past never quite stay where you put them, do they?




Peyton




I worked hard to get to where I am. Stable, healed, and somewhat normal -- with a family to call my own.




I shut the door on Bryce Connors a long time ago. What we had was wrong then and the ghost of that memory is worse now.




It’s just that there are people who tie us together, blood bonds that can’t be broken. But when our family is shattered, our friend stolen from us, the two of us are thrown together all over again until we get him back.




Great; high stakes, high tensions, and halfway across the world with the one man I can’t seem to resist, even when everything about him makes my heart scream NO.




What could possibly go wrong?




...Or right?
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An Excerpt:




"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. 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.”
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“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 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.


[image: Image]




[image: Image]




A single, glistening drop of rain trickles down the outside of the window of the hospital room. It stutters and 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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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 one’s 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 got 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've got so much else 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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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.




*****




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 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 plan start to descend into Turkey; Fuck, who needs a drink.
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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; Goddamnit. 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. 




I hate that 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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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."




*****




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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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 as 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 draw back 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 both of us 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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P A S T




“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.




*****




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.




*****




"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.
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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 there 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 horribly learing 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. 




*****




"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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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 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.” 




*****




“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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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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P A S T




"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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P A S T




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 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?"




*****




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 to 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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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.




*****




"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 lions 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 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 there 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 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 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 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 with the 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.”




*****




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.”




*****




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.”
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"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 its 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 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 on my face.




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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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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Sign up for my discreet newsletter; I promise I'll never spam you! Be the first to know of new releases at limited time discount prices, author giveaways, and a chance for a FREE copy of my next book as a member of the Aubrey Irons Advanced Reader Copy team!




Click here or use the following link to sign up now!




http://eepurl.com/bu3-3P




Thanks so much for reading, and for supporting an independent author!
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I love hearing from readers!




Email: AubreyIronsAuthor@gmail.com

Website: www.AubreyIrons.com

Facebook

Goodreads

Newsletter

Instagram: @AubreyIrons

Twitter: @AubreyIrons
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Aubrey Irons enjoys writing about bold, sassy, and intelligent women and the dominant, cocky, and quite typically forbidden alpha males who love and lust for them; gripping stories, happy endings, and enough heat to keep things extra steamy! In the real world, Aubrey is kept plenty entertained by her own tattooed Marine husband, their precocious and adorable three year old, and one very ill-behaved puppy.
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