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Movies and music, I can't imagine a life without either. 
My previous works are music heavy where I let sound take control.
But for this story I let my imagination lead me in a different direction.
The Middle Man is a tribute to a few of my big screen heroes.
 
Because let's face it; I can't act or sing so, I write.
 
Enjoy!
KS
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You always have two choices: your commitment versus your fear.
~Sammy Davis, Jr.
 
 



 

Just like in the movies I work on, I kicked in the door and was pleased when I didn’t break my foot in real life.
Granted, it took a few tries, but once that sucker finally flew open, I felt like a bad ass.
Of course, the doors on set aren't solid wood like this one was but that just goes to show you when you're pissed, you really do have super strength.
Upon stepping inside, I saw the betrayal with my own eyes and no longer felt like a bad ass. 
No. I felt like a dumb ass. 
Without thought, I started scratching and slapping.
I wanted blood and skin under my nails as a souvenir. 
 
God, I was stupid.
Stupid.
Stupid.
Stupid.
 
And apparently, I was also asking questions; though for the life of me, I don’t know what they were.
But his voice breaks through enough that I slowed my assault to listen.
 
“If I explain, will you please stop hitting me?”
“Maybe,” was all I had to offer. Since walking in on this nightmare, I was using my subpar acting skills pretending to be far more upset than I actually was. “Start talking and if I were you, I would do so out of swinging distance.”
“Dammit, Finn,” he groaned but did, in fact, step back because, for all of his faults, he cared about preserving his face. “I never see you anymore. You’re always traveling –”
“Working,” I interrupted. “It’s called working.”
“Fine, working. We haven’t been you know –”
“Fucking,” Just as I supplied the words, I also supplied the money and all the comfort this asshole has known for five years. 
“Okay yes, if you want to be crude about it, we haven’t fucked in weeks.”
“Months.” Which was on him, not me, just saying. I was always down for a fake orgasm. It was the only realistic acting I was capable of.
“See?”
“So, fucking her,” I pointed to the woman who I’m certain peed herself on the sheets I bought in Italy for his birthday. “Is my punishment for being career-driven? For taking the jobs you scheduled on my behalf?”
“Oh my God, you’re –” the woman started but zipped it when Talon growled at her.
A woman who was my polar opposite in every way. Her hair (when she wasn’t being screwed, I imagined looked nice) was curled, heavy eye makeup and gigantic tits were a package I wouldn’t purchase. Because it took this woman time to look like this whereas I, never bothered. 
Because I was gorgeous just as I was and I knew it.
“I’m not punishing you,” he sighed as if I’m the one being unreasonable. “It’s just…men have needs.”
No sooner did those words leave his mouth; three things happened.
 
1. I Hail-Mary kicked him in the dick
2. I dumped him and
3. I fired him
 
I also left him on the floor, which I thought was the savvy choice since it put him that much closer to hell. 
Truly, he’d thank me later.
Then I wished his freak of the week a good fuck on my way out and boosted his wallet too.
Climbing into my 1970 Chevelle, (I call her Jolene, like the song) I blew down his street leaving nothing but dust and car alarms behind me. Merging onto I-75, I gunned it likely scaring the absolute shit out of every driver I cut off. Cursing, swerving, and wishing I was a smoker, I was caught off-guard when a pickup nearly side-swiped me. Having had just about a -fucking-nuff, I sped up, cutting the driver right back off. Pissed about that, he tried going around me but I blocked him. Thus, began our chicken fight. See, I was the last person you wanted to battle out your road rage with on a good day. And today was not a good day.
Not only was I one hell of a driver, I happened to love the high of a high-speed car chase. So that’s what we did.
And it was clear the guy wasn’t going to give up.
Distantly, I heard sirens but didn’t care. This asshole’s day was nowhere near as shitty as mine and I wasn’t letting him by me. By far the superior driver, I made certain I stayed in the lead in an effort to protect the few poor suckers stuck on the freeway with us.
For fuck’s sake, I just wanted to go to the bar! But instead of drinking my problems away, I was reenacting a scene from The Fast & The Furious. PS: I loved that franchise and am still a little pouty that I never worked on set.
And fuck me, was that a helicopter? Peeking out my window, I see it was in fact, a helicopter.
Media exposure never boded well for me but this was some next level shit.
Now that we were racing side by side, I looked over to see the pure determination in his eyes. This prick was going to kill me and anyone else in his path with a smile on his face. This guy, it seemed, had nothing to lose. 
Which meant it was time to stop playing around.
“Oh, fuck it,” I sighed and quickly checked the lanes surrounding me before yanking my wheel to the right sending him into the concrete wall.
And let me just say, he didn’t just crash. He crashed hard. I counted four complete rolls before the show was over.
Oops.
Unfortunately, I had clipped something just hard enough to smack my head and for a split second, saw stars. And yes, they were pretty.
 
Slowing down and finally at a stop, I eased out of my car placing my hands on the hood. My head was not exempt from impact and the dots I was seeing were proof of that. Police cars, the men and women who occupied them all around me, guns drawn, all screaming at us to get on the ground. With a roll of the eyes, I was making my way to my knees when an officer, clearly tired of waiting, tackled me and wasted no time flipping me onto my stomach. He was such a gentleman about it, I nearly forgave him for the knee in my spine. Glancing to my right, I see the Dominic Turetto wannabe being cuffed and hauled up.
Seeing blood pouring from his face gave me immense satisfaction too. Because, I won.
And just as I was acclimating to the pain in my back, it was gone.
Dazed, confused, and ready to slap someone, I listen as police all yell over each other but what stood out was my name. The handcuffs were removed, a man was trying to placate me, offering his apologies… blah blah blah.
All I knew was my fucking head hurt.
And when I was coherent enough to seek Jolene out, I realized I had wrecked too.
That hurt worse than my head.
Because there was no saving her. She was toast.
Leading me over to the ambulance, a medic took over my care and closing my eyes, I answered his questions wishing I was anyone except who I was.
The woman who only had to think of trouble to find it…
When the helicopter hovered above I knew the very image my cheating ex was pretending to save was completely blown to hell. Add to that the news vans, citizens on the side of the road taking photos, and my raging headache it was safe to say I was in a mood.
 
“—allergies?” Opening my eyes, I looked up at the man ministering to me and blinked. “I asked if you have any allergies?”
“No?”
“You’re not sure?”
“No allergies,” I managed to say.
“I’m going to give you something for the –”
“No need,” I mumbled. “I just need to get out of here.”
“Hell of a thing you did today,” he said jabbing me in the arm anyway. “You’re lucky all you got was a bump on the head.”
“You should see the other guy.”
“I did, which is why I’d rather tend to you.”
“My phone,” I suddenly remembered it and where I was supposed to be. “I need my phone.”
“I’ll have one of the guys check your car,” he said with a wink. “What’s left of it.”
 
Then I heard my name being called at every turn and the only place I could hide was underneath the scratchy state-issued blanket. That’s the thing about televised car chases. Letting you leave took time you didn’t have.
Because dammit, I had someplace else to be. I needed to fulfill a promise I had made. 
But time was funny like that. Racing down the freeway time didn’t register, didn’t exist. 
I was in a selfish place doing what I wanted, uncaring of how fast or slow it passed. Now though, in this moment, it came to a crashing halt. It literally fucking stopped.  I knew it the second an officer knelt in front of me and said, “You are listed as Ryan Williams’ emergency contact,” followed by, “I’m sorry, but I regret to inform you…”
That my image was the least of my concerns. Because the one person who meant everything to me was gone.
And the fault lied solely with me.
No second chances, no do-overs.
No director yelling cut.
Not with this.
From the moment I had opened my eyes, my entire world had felt off balance that morning.
And because I had wanted answers, because I had to be right, had needed the last word…
I had chosen revenge over friendship.
And Ryan had paid the ultimate price.
 



 
One year later…
 
I always dreamt of us when I slept. Fortunately, my subconscious tended to lean toward fond memories and for that I was grateful. I punished myself enough when I was awake that I took the reprieve when it was offered.
“What is that supposed to be?” Ryan asked pointing at his screen.
“Boobs,” I snorted. “See, I used two parentheses with a period in the middle and now you’ve got boobs.”
“Speaking of boobs,” Ryan said subtly. “You’ve got a nip slip.”
“What?” Looking down I saw that I did, in fact, have a nip peeking out. “Shit.”
Tucking myself in, I watched him roll his eyes muttering, “Your tits need a personal assistant.”
Since the tits in question hated being bolstered, I couldn’t argue. When my phone pinged, I checked the message and laughed so hard I fell over. Because Ryan was as competitive as I was.
“Really?”
“What?” he asked innocently. “You sent me A cups, those are DDs.”
 
I’ve been sending texts to this number since the feature became available on cell phones. Ryan and I had saved our money for months so we could buy them at the same time. We even had matching numbers where his ended with a two and mine with a one. See, being apart wasn’t our thing. We liked being attached at the hip. Which included calling, text messaging, and sending videos if we weren't together. Who am I kidding? We messaged each other even if we sat side by side on a couch.
My person since first grade, we lived the life together. 
Without him, I was forced to go on alone and still wasn’t sure how to manage it or if I even was. Most days I was numb and felt next to nothing unless I was plummeting toward earth risking potential death for a rush. 
Aside from him, I had no one I wanted to share life with, no one to play with. Replacing him wasn’t an option. Because Ryan was irreplaceable.
So, keeping up with tradition helped me grieve in the only way available to me. These messages kept him alive even if it was just in my phone’s memory and my guilty-broken-heart. 
In my texts to him, I never discuss the past. Though, I do tell him how much I miss and love him, I prefer to keep him up-to-date on work, my next adventure and most recently, the idea of dating.
I hadn't been laid in ages and I was too young and flexible to be celibate.
Ryan was the one who knew all my secrets and loved me unconditionally.
He’d taken the very best part of me with him when he died too.
I was lucky though. I’ve led a charmed life filled with crazy adventures and happy memories most people never get to experience. Sometimes that reminder hurts just as much as missing him.
Since losing Ryan, I was introduced to the depths of sadness, struggling to breathe on my own because half of myself was missing. I still couldn’t speak his name out loud without crying and it didn’t take long for those around me to stop saying his name too. For them, Ryan died and life moved on.
Even now, I haven’t found my voice. Grief, it seems, was forever holding it captive.
Anniversaries, holidays, milestones. Since losing him, I lost interest in any type of tradition except these messages. So, when my phone buzzed to alert me I had a reply, all I could do was blink.
Because there shouldn’t be a reply.
Never walking away from a challenge, I swiped it open, blinked some more trying to make sense of it.
 
—We should meet—
 
Twice in my life I have found myself speechless.
The day sitting in an ambulance on the side of the highway hearing Ryan died and right now, one year later, staring at the message on my phone. 
The screen shows Ryan’s name and his picture but, the words didn’t belong to him.
They belonged to the new owner. 
Whoever it was probably felt really sorry for me. The girl who sends selfies and endless messages about love and loss. Whoever this is probably wants to let me down easy. My messages are probably driving this person crazy.  I knew one day his number would be recycled. I even begged his dad to let me pay the bill to avoid it. No such luck there. Like everyone else, he told me letting him go was best. Only, I wasn’t ready. Might never be ready and I refused to put an expiration date on his memory.
However, the new owner of Ryan’s number unintentionally took that last piece of him away from me.
But the reality was, my last tie to him was officially gone.
And I wasn’t sure how I was going to cope with that loss. 
So, with wet eyes I just stare at the message.
 
—We should meet—
 
While I should be freaking out wondering who wants to meet me and why, I ignored any chance of foul play and focused on the thrill of the unknown firing back,  
—Okay—
 
I did shit like this. Leapt before I looked. 
Sure, I could blame it on curiosity but I liked calling a spade a spade.
Because loneliness had a face.
I saw it in the mirror every day.
And so, our messages went like this:
 
Ryan: Tomorrow
Me: Tomorrow is fine, depending on where you are coming from?
Ryan: Already here
Me: Where’s here?
Ryan: Detroit
 
While this should have made me scream, it didn’t so, I forged on. 
 
Me: Lobby bar at the Atheneum 
Ryan: 8pm
Me: How will I find you?
Ryan: I’ll find u, I’ll always find u
 
And he hasn’t responded since. How do I know he’s male? I don’t, I’m just assuming. Us females are way better at texting. We use emojis, memes and rarely abbreviate. Plus, any female worth her salt would ask me what I was wearing and what I liked to drink. 
Therefore, I deduced that I was meeting a ‘him’ tomorrow.
Was I crazy?
Clearly, yes.
But anyone who knew me would tell you, this isn’t news.
For just those few moments, seeing words with Ryan’s name next to them even knowing they weren’t his…
I could breathe again.
So, whoever this person was, for whatever reason they wanted to meet, I was glad I’d at least have the chance to say thank you in person. And once that was done, I would have to find another way to keep Ryan’s memory alive.
And that terrified me.
 



 

Even in sleep that day still fucks with me. Listening to him scream at me. The disgust in his eyes.
The day he treated me as a stranger. A stranger he hated.
 
“You are not my son,” he yelled pushing me out of my own home. The only home I had ever known. 
“And you don’t come back here until you work that evil out.”
“Evil?” I laughed in his hypocritical face.
“I can smell it on you,” he growled at me. “It stinks boy.”
“That’s you, old man,” I laughed again. “And that’s the difference between us. You reek of guilt and I cannot comprehend the purpose of it.”
“Until you’ve done something you can actually be proud of, stay gone.”
I was barely sixteen years old.
 
I’ve been called selfish and cold.
Labeled dangerous.
Told I was evil.
However, I was also impatient, short-tempered and territorial, so let’s not leave those out.
And as far as the world was concerned, I didn’t exist. 
In my line of work, that’s the way it had to be. To do what I did, be who I was, I was nonexistent.
Until I started getting her text messages, I had even convinced myself that I didn’t mind. 
Being the first of my kind, I helped create the rule book. At that time, I had nothing to lose, no one to miss me, so I gladly took orders when issued and one of those was this cell phone.
While I worked independently, I was never truly alone. Someone was always watching, listening, recording.
So, messaging her back was the cruelest thing I could have done to her.
But, when it came to her, I lost all rational thought.
I cared nothing for hearts and flowers or any other shit women went on about.
Feelings, in my opinion, should be kept to yourself, or seared from your soul.
But fuck, I had to have this woman, if only once.
She had become a necessity within seconds of seeing her face. Initially, I thought she had the wrong number. But as her messages increased, I realized she was grieving the original owner of this number. However, it was mine now so I felt proprietary over her. Hell, I wanted to own her.
And she was no ordinary woman either.
No, she was wild as hell. Beautiful and defiant, raw and impulsive. Her short stories were so insane they were hard to believe. But, she always sent proof of her antics and my phone never left my hand unless I was working. Shit, I slept with the damn thing in my hand.
She had become my oasis, my lifeline.
And I knew responding to her would break the spell, so for a full year, I didn’t. 
Until she said she was going to start dating again. 
I lived and fucking breathed to see what would be in her next text and I’ll be damned if I lose this woman to another man. 
She was mine.
I was hers.
And I didn’t even know her name.
 
Of course, I could have found out. That would be an easy thing to do. The problem was, if I knew then so would he. Plus, the unknown…God, how I craved it. This woman didn’t just exist, she lived. She was adventurous and brave. Her impulsiveness called to me. Hell, I jacked off regularly to just the blush of her God damn cheeks.
Yet, I felt her loneliness as it echoed my own. I dreamt of her, woke up to her and had to have a taste of her.
Just once, I needed to gorge on her, fill myself up and die a content man.
Nothing I did was by accident. Calculation and I go way back. So, this behavior was out of the norm for me but I didn’t give a fuck.
In less than twenty-four hours, I would find out if she did for me in person what she’d done in text messages. And depending on how that went, I’d then ask if she was fucking insane for meeting with a complete and total fucking stranger.
When I made the decision to respond I knew it would bring consequences. 
Because my world held no place for her, I left it behind knowing that eventually that world would come for me.
Yes, I was a dangerous man. I was a hunter, a leader, a ghost. I held no remorse over the things I have done. I have no feelings one way or the other as to what I’ve become either. 
But, for the first time in my life, I desired. I yearned. I craved.
No force could stop me now. Not even, him.
Not until I was ready.
The darkness that drove me was steering straight for her and my heart willingly went along for the ride.
 



 

“How much did this suite cost?” Ryan asked tossing his duffle on the couch.
Shrugging because it wasn’t my money, I offered, “Who cares?”
“Finn,” he groaned like always. “I want to pay my half.”
He always wanted to pay his half. Only this room went for fifteen hundred a night. He was my wingman and they didn't chip in, it was a rule.
“And I want a bubble bath and horror flick.” 
He was my best friend, the one who told me when my ass looked too big and held my hair back when I threw up. If spoiling him was an Olympic sport, I’d be a gold medalist.
How many twenty-somethings got to travel the world, stay in swank hotels and get paid for a job they’d gladly do for free? Not many. So, Ryan sharing it with me was all I needed. All I would ever need.
With frustration in his voice, he abandoned one argument for another. Tossing my phone at me, he grunted in disgust, “It's fucking Talon, again.”
Ryan hated Talon, and these days I wasn’t far from it myself. The man spoke out of both sides of his mouth and that’s only when it wasn’t busy lying to my face. He was a problem I’d be handling sooner rather than later.
“He can wait,” I said powering down.
“He’s supposed to help your image,” he reminded me. “So, when’s he gonna actually do that?”
“Talon’s trying,” I defended lamely. “It’s not like I’m helping matters.”
“You went volcano boarding, Finn, not on a shooting spree at an elementary school. Not once has bothered to threaten the press or force a retraction. You’re the only one being raked over the coals for being an extreme sports junkie. None of that seems fucking weird to you?”
Knowing he was right, or rather, feeling it in my gut he was right and wondering how I should handle it when the time came, I deflected with, “Well, there’s no such thing as bad press, right? Because jobs have been pouring in. Hence the suite we’re going to trash.” 
Because firing your employee, who was under contract and that you were boning, was easier said than done.
“Finn…”
“Ryan…”
Sighing meant he was giving in, so kissing him on the cheek I whisper, “Pick a damn movie.”
Falling asleep on the comfy sectional next to my best friend was my kind of night.
 
I travel so much that I’ve never owned or even leased my own space. 
So, the idea of committing to one spot made me woozy, actually. You could say I was not a fan of being idle. For as long as I can remember, I didn't do 'still' well. My body and my mind required constant movement.
Which is why I indulged in two expensive habits. Swank hotels and bad ass cars. 
If I’m going to spend time in either one, I want to love it. 
I want to overdose on it. 
Which means when I’m home and not crashing with my mom, I stay in places like the Atheneum.
I had serious love for this hotel and its flair for floor-to-ceiling marble and oversized bathtubs. Located in the heart of Greektown, I can easily lose myself to food, drinks, slots, and the buzz of my hometown.
And since I couldn’t sleep for shit last night, I decided to come down to the lounge early and have a drink or three to loosen up. Since I was meeting a stranger, I didn’t bother to dress for it at all. Ripped jeans, comfy tank, messy bun and flip flops was my current state of trying to appear at ease. I wasn't the type of woman to pretend to be anything other than what I was for anyone.
And it made me happy that my bartender, Carson, appreciated it.
Actually, he’s appreciated it so much, I’ve yet to pay for my alcohol.
Stupidly, I catch myself checking my phone and around seven-thirty, forced myself to shut it off.
If he shows, he shows.
If he doesn’t, I might nail Carson just for a complimentary bottle to go.
 
No sooner did I have that thought, I felt the room expand and contract like when Neo realized he was ‘The One’.
Slowly turning in my stool, I see a tall man standing perfectly still wearing a fedora with his eyes trained on me. 
His gaze was searing. In fact, if the air conditioning was on, I didn't feel it.
“Oh, fuck me sideways,” I mumble taking him in. This was him, it had to be. God, it had better be.
His nostrils flaring was the only indicator that I was what he sought. Actually, I felt like the hunter just locked on his prey and I felt the need to expose my neck in offering. Not knowing what else to do, I gave a ‘why the fuck not’ wave with my pinky. And I swear to God, I blinked and he was in front of me.
 
“Your name,” he says so close I could smell his breath. “What is it?”
“Finn Lee.”
“Finley,” he exhales and I can almost taste it.
“No,” I correct. “Finn is my first name, Lee is my last.”
“Finn.”
“Uh huh,” he is so damn sexy, it was hard to speak. “Your name, what is it?”
“Phoenix,” he says staring straight into my eyes. “Just Phoenix.”
“It’s nice to meet you –””
“Are you drunk?” he asks trying to smell my breath.
“No…”
“Hey Finn, if you still want to grab that drink, I’m off in –” Carson starts then freezes in place exactly like I had done. 
“Turn around and walk away,” Phoenix threatens never taking his eyes from mine.
As for me, I just sat there letting my thoughts wander to dark places. I wanted to ask where he bought his derby hat, how long it took him to grow his hair out, how often did he shave, did he use product and if so, what kind? Did he lean toward boxers or briefs? Would he pin me down or take me from behind? And please God, don’t let him be Vegan. I tried that once and nearly went Edward Cullen on a cow I passed on the highway in Akron. Then I asked myself when I started to find bushy eyebrows, stubble, and narrowed eyes sexy? 
“Anyone else you want to scare off?” I ask finding my voice.
“The one who should have run from me is still gripping my hips.”
“What?” I ask then look down to see I was, in fact, gripping his hips. “Oops.”
“I wasn’t complaining,” he smirks devilishly. “I like your grip. It’s strong. Like the woman.”
“I noticed when you aren’t staring at me you’re watching the exits,” I throw out and watch shock hit his face that a female he’d just met could be that observant. “Are you waiting for someone else?”
He didn’t respond to my statement. Instead, he brought up the wild way we’d come to meet. “Who was he to you?” he asks and if anyone in the lobby thought this man standing between my legs was weird, they didn’t let on.
And I knew exactly the who he was referring to. I just wasn’t sure I wanted to share so I went with, “Someone I loved very much.”
“I got that,” he says grinding his jaw. “But who was he to you in your life? Husband? Boyfriend?”
Letting out a sad sigh, I whisper, “He was…my everything.”
“You said you plan to start dating again,” he says moving even closer leaving not a breath between us. “That’s why I responded.”
“I don’t follow.”
“Finn,” he leans in very close to my mouth. So, close the brim of his hat rested against my forehead and our lips touched. “You belong to me now.”
And that kids, is the moment self-preservation should have kicked in.
But, it didn’t.
 



 

The video started with her flicking hair from her flushed face. Leaning in close, she smiles so beautifully my heart stopped. With tears in her eyes she said, “I miss you,” and I wanted to tell her I missed her too.
Logically I knew she wasn’t speaking to me but I couldn’t look away. So when she said, “I have something to show you,” and angled her camera to the world around her, I was transported.
“Cappadocia, Turkey,” she said slowly turning in a circle to show me the most beautiful thing I had ever seen, next to her, of course. And there it was, the sky was full of them. “This hot air balloon is so sick,” she chuckled and aimed at the guy flying it. Pouting adorably, she said, “He won’t let me pilot, boo.”
When her face fell, I knew she was going to end the video and I actually yelled out, “No,” because I needed more. Just before her beauty left me in the dark she whispered, “I did it, Ryan.”
 
If I thought she was breathtaking in a text photo, seeing her in person nearly felled me. Her hair was normally long and wild. Even pulled up I knew the ends would touch my chest when she rode me. Not if, when.
She had the brightest light blue eyes I have ever beheld, legs that went on for days and while her tits weren’t huge, I knew she wasn’t wearing a bra but that they stood high all on their own. Her tank displayed strong defined arms and chiseled shoulders, her fucking lips were puffy like they’d been nibbled on…
Thank fuck I made it in time.
Because whatever male she chose wouldn’t stand a chance against her.
I was already a goner.
I was going to be her everything, even if it killed me. And being honest with myself, I knew that it would. I also knew it would be one hell of a way to go.
This woman, Finn Lee, was venturesome.
It radiated from her, coated me, seared me clean.
The unknown I loved so much didn’t hold a candle to the real thing.
And she wasn’t afraid of me.
Clearly, she was touched in the head.
But she was also hands-on. And if her grip was anything to go by, strong as fuck.
Here I was standing between her thighs in a crowded hotel bar and found myself struggling not to reach into her jeans to get her off.
“I belong to you now?” she asks, breaking into my thoughts. “Just like that?”
“We’ll get to that in a minute,” I advise her. “Your messages concern me.”
 
This was true. Finn, it seems, was a bonafide dare devil. She also played with weapons, fought viciously, leapt from buildings, surfed, braved fires, rode motorcycles, and dismantled fucking bombs. And these were the photos she sent within the last thirty days…
 
“Why would anything I do concern you?”
“Finn,” I say pressing my chest into hers. “You will find that when it comes to you, everything concerns me.”
Staring at my mouth she says absently, “I’m a stunt woman.”
Blinking at her because surely, I didn’t hear right, I ask, “Repeat that.”
“I’m a stunt woman.”
“When you say stunt woman –”
“As in, I perform stunts in movies, videos, and commercials.”
“Fuck me,” I mumble piecing it together.
“Mostly, I act as a double,” she says softly. “But recently, I auditioned for a leading role.”
“Where do you live?”
“Here, there, everywhere.”
“You don’t have a home?”
“Nope.”
Neither did I…
“Children?”
“Ew.”
“Pets?”
“I live in hotels or in my trailer when I’m on location, Nix. I have a backpack and a passport.”
“Nix, is it?”
“It suits you,” she smiles beautifully raising the brim of my hat to see my eyes and asking, “What do you do?” 
“Later,” I promise her. “First, let’s have a drink.”
And lucky for that bartender, he wasn’t the one who served us.
 



 

Ryan traveled everywhere with me. When he wasn’t acting as my over-protective best friend, he was my personal trainer and partner in crime. So, when I slammed back my third shot, he crowded me mumbling, “You have to be on set in six hours, Finn.”
Thinking on my morning scene, I giggle, “I can swim inebriated if I have to, relax.”
“You’re either immortal or seriously drunk.”
Throwing my arms around his neck, I squeal, “We’re in Hungary, Ryan. Let’s leave our mark! Egészségére!”
Laughing, he kissed my forehead setting me back on my feet. Ryan thought it was cute that I learned how to say 'Cheers' in the native tongue of every country we visited.
 
One drink led to five, with my hands going rogue on the third finding any plausible reason to touch him. 
It wasn’t just me acting like this either. His hands haven’t left my body in hours and it should tweak me out that I crave this. But as usual, the sane part of me is too busy purring like a kitten to care.
I needed to eat something, but to do that would alter the course we’re on. The one where I’m his total focus. Where he asks me questions and I answer. Where I ask him questions and he doesn’t.
By text messages alone, he pretty much knew my life story.
And I liked not knowing his.
It made him mysterious.
Danger surrounded him, yet never got close enough to touch. Danger even kept its distance. I, however, could not. Phoenix-just-Phoenix with no last name, had incredibly long brown hair, muddy brown eyes, stubble on his face and smelled like cloves. In my line of work, I was surrounded by larger than life men and women, but never has anyone commanded my attention like he has. He was tall, cut, a mountain of power. But when he smirked or touched me a certain way, he looked so much younger. He was gorgeous because he had no idea he was or if he did, he didn’t care.
 
“How long are you in town?” I ask tracing his thick thigh.
“As long as it takes,” he says as his eyes search the exits again. 
“Where did you live before coming here?”
“Same as you, I slept wherever I could find a bed.”
“Were those beds empty?” I ask, then groan in mortification. “I don’t know why I just said that.”
When he chuckled, I couldn’t help it, I blurted, “That’s the sexiest sound in the world.”
“Second sexiest,” he grins longing for my mouth.
“What’s the first?”
“The sound you’ll make when you’re coming.”
My God…that line should be in a script. 
I wanted to crawl into his lap, tackle him to the floor, sit on his face so he’d make good on his promise. I wanted Phoenix to consume me with his flames, I wanted forever and though it was insanity to feel this way, there was no stopping it.
Just this once, instead of acting on instinct and possibly making a fool of myself when he figures out how fucked up I am, I blurt, “We need to call it night.” 
“No,” he says harshly. “You need to call it a night.”
Reaching for my bag to square up the tab, he barks, “I don’t want your fucking money, Finn.”
I almost asked what do you want? But the fierce look in his eyes stopped me. 
“It was nice meeting you, Nix.”
Phoenix didn’t say a word but then again, he didn’t have to. If his primal expression was anything to go by, my leaving did not please him. Clearing the bar, I head straight for the elevators never looking back. 
Moments later when I was swiping my key card, I felt my phone vibrate, swiped it open and nearly buckled.
—That was the first and last time u walk away from me—
And I knew he was right. 
Though I didn't respond to his message, I sat on the couch staring at Ryan's contact information for a solid twenty minutes. I scrolled through the messages I've sent, rereading the context and uploading what wasn't already on my phone. Knowing what had to be done, I deleted Ryan's name, adding Nix's in its place. I let myself cry, mourning the final loss and with a heavy heart, powered down and climbed into bed.
 
Now it was late, I was amped up and sleep refused to claim me. 
Thoughts of Phoenix had me reaching between my legs for relief that I knew from experience, wouldn’t come.
That I wouldn’t come.
But this wasn’t unusual for me. In fact, it’s why I rarely bothered. 
However, my body was demanding a release so I fantasized about him on top of me, behind me, arms pinned behind my back and even my heels up over my head. I even imagined his fingers around my throat while his body slammed into mine so violently, I welcomed the bruises.
The harder I tried, the more it built and the further it was from my reach. With my eyes squeezed closed, I thrashed, whimpered and rubbed that much harder.
“Please,” fell from my lips as my slick skin stuck to the sheets. “Fuck, please.”
And no matter how hard I tried, the only thing that came were tears.
Half frustration, half pain, I was about to scream out in agony when I felt the air shift.
 



 

All I could see in the photo was the swell of tits spilling out of her bikini top. 
No matter how I increased or minimized it, that’s the view I got. Her sun-kissed face, beach-combed hair, lips that looked puffy from kissing and her tits. Fine, the sun was highlighting her too, but I refused to look away from her to give it further thought. With a #Barbados, I spent hours forcing myself not to buy a flight and fuck her into the sand.
 
All thoughts that this might be a bad idea fled my system when I found Finn suffering.
In her texts and the few hours I’d gotten to spend with her, I would describe her as indestructible.
But covered in sweat, working herself harder than looked pleasurable and squeezing her eyes shut, Finn was vulnerable and in need.
Her pain was a serrated knife to my gut and when she started to cry, I realized that there are times in a man’s life when he is helpless and times where he needs to step up and protect. To have care. Comfort his woman. And while I was nothing more than a stranger to her now, by the time the sun set, I wouldn’t be. By then, we would have memorized each other and neither of us would recall a life before this.
Coming into the dim light and to the right side of the bed, I knew I’d have to work quickly. Covering her mouth with both hands, I watch her eyes fly open as her body prepares to fight. “Finn,” I say firmly. “Calm yourself, it’s only me.”
The smell of her arousal was so potent I found myself light-headed. I loved the feeling so much, I inhaled deeply taking her scent inside of me.
When she settles some, I knew she was waiting for her chance to strike. Pinning her arms above her head, I promise her, “I’m not here to hurt you.”
Breathing hard through her nose, I notice her eyes are glazed with lust and pain. “I’ve come to ease you.”
“You can’t,” she whimpers.
“I can,” I whisper leaning in to kiss her salty lips. “Let me.”
“Nix please don’t, I can’t take anymore.”
“I’ll make you come with only my tongue and my hands, I swear this to you.” 
I've never done this to a woman before but she didn't need to know that. I'd spend all night between her legs if that's what it takes. I have never wanted anything as badly as I wanted to taste her right now.
“But what about you?”
Taking the pressure off her wrists, I sink my fingers into her hair, use my grip to gently raise her up where I slide my tongue into her mouth. Her moan was so deep and agonized, I broke the connection to promise her, “You ease me just by breathing.”
“It hurts,” she whispers.
“Watch me,” I say, backing away and coming to the end of the bed, I slowly undress down to my briefs. Crawling up and between her thighs, I love that her eyes never leave my face. I love that despite being in pain, she’s curious and trusting me to care for her. Lifting her foot, I squeeze her heel before moving on to her ankle, then calf and finally thigh. I repeat the gesture on the other leg and then settle myself between them. “Welcome me home, Finn. I want a proper introduction to my pussy before I feast on it.”
Her hesitation was punishable with a bite to her inner thigh. Nearly coming off the bed she screams out, “Fuck!” but spreads herself wide open, generously for me. She was soaked, glistening and I took a moment to stare before blowing on her sensitized skin. I hadn’t even touched her yet and she was about to go off. Men like me spend their lives searching for power. Often times we earn it, most times we acquire it. But it’s never given.
The power I had over Finn’s perfect body was extreme, I feared hurting her.
Using two fingers to rub her clit, when she moans deep, I stop all movement reminding her, “Eyes on me, always.”
When she locked on, I rewarded her by pulling out and sucking both wet fingers into my mouth.
Moaning at her taste, I ask Finn to, “Open your mouth.” When she does, I slide my fingers inside and command she, “Suck.”
This was hands down the most erotic, defining moment of my life and I hadn’t even made her come yet. Ready to get to it, I take my hand back and proceed to open up her flower before leaning down to taste her nectar.
Loving the way she responded, I continued licking her, sucking her, fingering her and pushing her beyond reason. This woman, she needed me. She was relying on me. Fuck, even the fact that she trusted me…
Finn went from moaning to crying out, “Suck on my clit, Nix, please…” and I could deny her no longer.
Doing exactly that, she clamped her strong thighs around me and absolutely wailed her release so beautifully, I swore I’d found a glimpse of heaven in her eyes. Still not stopping, I lapped her up, pulled a leg over each shoulder determined to make her come again. The second orgasm wasn’t as loud but she went liquid and gripped the sheets as it washed over her. Finn was…serene.
On a high so intense, I flipped her onto her stomach, titled her ass in the air and ate her from the back so good, that when she came a third time she literally passed out.
 
For thirty minutes, I lie there transfixed by her little snore. For the first time in my life, I was proud of myself. I had done something selfless. Of course, I found pleasure from it. The most intense pleasure I had ever known and yet finding my own release wasn’t even a factor. It was about seeing to Finn.
I wasn’t fooling myself that she’d be happy to see me when she woke up. The fact is, I broke into her room and got lucky she was too far gone to question or properly fight me. But women were fickle creatures and I had a strong feeling she would wake, looking at me with regret in her eyes. And though I’d never voice it-I couldn’t bear rejection from her.
When I started to move, Finn jolted, latched on and said the two most beautiful words anyone has ever said to me.
 
“Nix, stay.”
 
So, about heaven? It wasn’t in Finn’s eyes.
It was just Finn.
 



 

On the second day of first grade, I saw a boy frozen on the steps of the school’s circular slide. With a line behind him and the kids chanting for him to get moving, I climbed up the front and sat myself at the top with my legs hanging down barely touching the first step. “Whatcha doing?” I asked the boy.
“Nothin’,” he gulped.
“Why aren’t you moving?”
“How’d you get up there?”
“Climbed.”
“You umm, like to climb?”
“Uh huh,” I smiled. “Want me to teach you?”
Unsure but proud, he nodded, “Yeah, but how?”
Reaching down, I said, “Take my hand.”
He did and never let go.
 
For the first time in memory, I woke at peace. My body and mind were finally one. And the man responsible, was sound asleep with his arms wrapped protectively around me. I know I should care that he had somehow broken into my room. I know, I should be at the very least, cautious of him, but I wasn’t.
Because Nix did for me what no other ever has.
While I adored sex, certain I was even really good at it, I never came from it.
Ever.
My body required intense stimulation to orgasm and there had been times where it took three bullets and a Sunday confession to get me there. Yet this man, this stranger, was so in tune with my needs that every single part of me came to life last night. Coming once was an accomplishment. Coming three times was a God damn revelation.
So no, I wasn’t going to freak out on him and ruin the gift he’d selflessly given me. A gift I pathetically wasn’t even able to give myself.
Nix helped me, demanding nothing in return. I may not have a dick, but I imagine him not receiving the same consideration was unpleasant. And I didn’t like the thought of him in pain.
Sometime between night and morning, he lost the rest of his clothes. I was disappointed that I somehow managed to miss him strip. I knew I was out of it, but I had to be really out of it not to notice this body.
I was currently sprawled over his soft furry chest staring at the V leading to his briefs. In my business, I was surrounded by the fittest of the fit. In Hollywood, it’s how we made a living. Looks were everything.
But I have never, ever, seen let alone touched, a body like this.
Natural beauty they say is a myth. To that I call bullshit because he was proof it existed.
I noticed two puckered scars on his left side, a long jagged scar on his shoulder and what appeared to be an old gunshot wound just above his nipple. Whatever Nix did I would bet was dangerous and that he was great at it.
Then there were his abs that, at rest, were impressive, then I found myself imagining how sculpted they’d look when he flexed.
Which of course, got me thinking about him pumping aggressively inside of me.
He’d fuck hard. Deep. Thoroughly. He would mark me. I knew this. I craved it.
 
So when he says, “I can smell you,” I smiled as I reached down, sliding my hand into his briefs. Semi-hard, his dick twitched when my fingers grazed it. 
“Let me,” I say repeating his words.
“Finn,” he moans tightening his grip on my hip.
“Let me ease you, Nix.”
“You don’t owe me –”
Retracting my hand, I sit up and quickly maneuver myself into a straddling position. ”I’ll make you come with only my tongue and my hands, I swear this to you.” Using his words against him empowered me, and only made him harder.
“You would take a demon into your heavenly mouth?”
I decided actions would speak louder than words. Besides, I reasoned I couldn’t talk if my mouth was full…Sliding between his legs, I take him in hand and begin stroking hard as he did me. As we find our rhythm, I blow on him as he did me before sealing my lips over his crown. Groaning my name, I suck Nix, I swirl my tongue over his soft skin, I use one hand to pump his base and the other to cup his sac. In no time he was thrashing, gripping the sheets and losing himself to pleasure just like I had hours before.
“Going to come, kitten,” he warns me. “If you don’t want it down your  perfect throat –”
Working him harder, faster, deeper, he bows up and using my strength, I pin him back down. At this point, I was gagging with spit running out of my mouth and all over him. Digging my nails into his thighs, Nix doesn’t just come. He purges. And I took every ounce out of it into me, where I would keep it forever.
Once he was spent, I found my way back to his chest and rested there. When his arms came around me, I asked, “Why kitten?”
“Because,” he says running his fingers over my back. “When I touch you, you purr.”
I thought on that for a moment and when I realized he was right, I laughed. 
And then, I wrapped myself around him.
 



 

Without fail, every time she sent a video I found a quiet place to watch and panic over it.
Today’s video was no exception. Wearing a helmet, harness, and wicked smile she yelled, “Watch this!” and plummeted towards earth. Heart in my throat, I watch and listen to her yell out, “Miss you, Ryan,” and then the video cut out. 
“What are you watching?” Jay, my brother-in-arms asked.
Tucking my phone into my pocket, I stow my expression and mumble, “YouTube.”
 
Completely undone by this woman, I sat in the armchair by the window pathetically waiting for her to finish her shower. Swear to God, if she asks me to leave now, I might drug her. Being apart from her was literally unthinkable. She surprised me in every way and I refused to lose her. What she did to my body was a close second to what she did to the heart I never knew was capable of feeling more than bloodlust. Just looking at her made it beat faster. I felt my arteries expand making room for the rush of blood it was receiving. Jesus, I groan looking between my legs. This is what living felt like…
 
When she walks out in a towel, the slit reveals her toned leg and I felt myself starting to swell further. My god, I had no idea towels could be sexier than a dress...
Sitting across from me, she cocks her head to the side and asks, “Who are you, Nix?”
At this juncture, I felt it was best to only offer, “The man who would die before hurting you.”
Looking sad she toys with her towel before saying, “I have to be on set soon.”
Fuck, that’s right, she has a job. As a stunt woman. “Do you like what you do?”
“Mostly I love it,” she smiles wide and immediately I was rock hard.
“Do you have time to tell me about it over breakfast?”
Standing up and coming over to me, she leans down kissing my lips whispering, “For you, I’ll make time.”
And twenty minutes later we both had coffee in our hands when she explains, “I’m what you call a thrill seeker. As a kid, I had so much energy that my mom enrolled me in tumbling and when that wasn’t enough it was gymnastics followed by karate, wrestling, flag football, archery…you get the idea. I loved to climb, jump, bend, twist…I was in second grade when I started rock climbing. Fourth when I began Judo, sixth when I tackled my first free-fall and so on. In high school, Ryan and I were doing scuba in the Keys when we saw a movie being filmed. The crew was all worked up because they couldn’t get the shot right. He insisted I sneak onto set and show them how it’s done.” With the purest look of love in her eyes she says, “And I did.”
“The rest is history,” I say looking away.
“Why do your eyes go flat when I mention Ryan?”
“Because he was your everything,” I saw no point in lying. “Never been anyone’s anything and I find myself jealous of this person.”
“He was my best friend,” she says staring down at her hands. “And it was my fault he died. But I think it will help me to talk about him. He was wonderful, Nix.”
Best friend, thank fuck for that. Because I felt like a prick wanting to kill a dead man. “How –”
“Did he die?” she asks looking forlorn. “By following my lead.”
“Finn –”
“He loved the life, Nix but he did something he wasn’t ready for. His death, it’s on me. It’s on me because I wasn’t there to protect him and I should have been. I had promised I would be and I failed him. Why? Because making a statement was more important than making sure he was safe.”
Unsure what to say or do, I was spared any type of response when she says, “I have to go.”
“I’ve upset you.”
“I’ll never get used to this emptiness,” she says wiping her eyes. “Anyway, what are your plans for the day?”
“This is it,” I say opening my arms up.
“Where do you work? Or, are you on vacation?”
“I’m on vacation,” I semi lie. 
“You vacation in Detroit?”
“No,” I say low. “I came here for you.” Or rather, I had hoped she’d be here. I walked out on the devil himself over a woman, an area code and desperation.
When her eyes lit, I nearly came in my jeans. And when she says, “Want to come on set and see me in action?” I was out of my chair pulling her with me before she changed her mind.
 
Not only was she a thrill seeker, she was also a God damn professional stunt driver.
The woman maneuvered her Jaguar F-Type SVR as if she was the only one on the road. Any other woman and I would have jumped out and taken my chances, but Finn was so fucking good, I was tempted to dare her to drift. 
Normally, I wasn’t much for conversation but when she spoke it was if I was hearing words for the first time. She explained she was born and raised here. That she never owned a home and until Ryan died, they traveled all over the world together. Never married, no kids or siblings, Finn said her job was her baby.
Having never been on a movie set before, I was surprised by the security put in place. Once I was cleared (which proves security lacked), I followed her to what was her own personal trailer and silently watched her move around the space. Cast and crew came and went, with Finn proudly introducing me as her friend. The friend shit I let slide, for now. Being that I had spent half the night with my face between her legs, I wasn’t keen on being friend zoned. Makeup was now working on her while some guy with a clip board explained the scene. Apparently, Finn was about to be attacked by the bad guy. Phony or not, I wasn’t pleased. Attacks, even choreographed, had the potential for harm.
 
Facing me she smiles and says, “Ready to see how it’s done?”
My mind screamed no but my mouth said, “Lead the way.”
We didn’t have to go far, about four tents down. It was clear Finn was popular and not just because of how friendly she was. If the crowd circling us was any indication, she was very good at what she did.
When a giant motherfucker came through the crowd and zeroed in on her, I tensed, ready to attack, beside her. 
“Who the fuck is that?”
“His name is Walter,” she says for my ears only. “He’s a sweetheart but for the next few hours, he’s my sworn enemy.”
“That giant is putting his hands on you?”
“Yep,” she laughs but she quickly realized I was not happy when she continues, “Nix, we’ve practiced this for weeks. Every movement is choreographed down to which way our eyes move. Walter and I have worked together for years, for us, this isn’t work, it’s fun.”
“He hurts you, I kill him.”
Thinking I’m kidding, she swats my ass shouting, “Let’s do this!”
 



 

“You have shit taste in men, Finn,” Ryan said falling on to the couch in my trailer. “What did you even see in that guy?”
“A fat cock and low IQ?” I joked as always. Because I did have shit taste in men. I liked them hard, wild, and rough. Beyond that, I didn’t know what I liked. I was young and figuring it out.
“At least you haven’t fucked Talon,” he sobered. “Which means there’s hope for you yet.”
“About that,” I hedged.
“Tell me you didn’t!” Ryan roared.
“You fucked that married tattoo artist in Reno!”
“She wasn’t my employee, Finn!”
“But she was married!”
“Not the same and you know it,” he said and the disappointment in his voice hurt. “Talon is responsible for your image and securing future work, Finn. And let’s be honest, he sucks at it. This is going to fuck you in the ass.”
“I know what I’m doing,” I mumbled.
Except that I didn’t have a clue.
 
I’d be lying if I said, Nix leaving halfway through my scene didn’t sting.
But, the few times I sought him out, he looked ready to murder Walter, so I figured his leaving may be for the best. When the star of the movie and my sometimes friend, Silas Goode makes his way to my side, I give him the same fist bump I always do.
“You kicked serious ass today, Finn,” he praises me.
“Thanks,” I smile wishing I could tear this wig off. I was done up to look like his co-star, Celena Carver, who happened to have platinum blonde hair. My tits were flattened and I was sweating like crazy. 
Seriously, what this guy saw in me I’ll never know. 
“Staying in town after the shoot?” he asks smirking at my discomfort.
“Haven’t decided,” I shrug. “Thinking about heading down to Mexico.”
“Ever the adventurer,” he says moving closer. “How long until you say yes?”
“Silas,” I sigh in annoyance, tired of the game. “Can we not?”
“I spoke with the studio, Finn. You should be taking these roles, you’re too good to be stuck in the shadows. Together we could –”
And that’s when the air shifted which in my opinion, was eerily cool.
Before I could even turn around he placed a possessive arm around my waist pulling me to his side. Silas’ confusion quickly turned to anger and I was saved from speaking when the director called me over.
“Go,” Nix says in my ear but his eyes were on Silas. “We’ll wait here.”
Nodding, I head over to the production tent and only half listened to the people speaking to me. My eyes were focused on Nix and Silas. I couldn’t hear what was being said but if Silas’ reaction was anything to go by, it wasn’t good. With a final look from Nix to me, Silas stormed away. For the next thirty minutes I shared my input, critiqued the footage, was ready to come out of my skin and that was before Walter made his way to Nix.
Now the two of them were talking, and for the first time in history, I saw Walter rattled.
Thanking everyone for their time, I quickly head back to Nix and before I could say a word, he took me into his arms and kissed me. 
“What are you doing?”
“Staking my claim,” he says with heated eyes.
“Um, why?”
“Silas wants to fuck you and Walter will think twice before putting his hands on you again.”
“Well, Silas isn’t fucking me,” I argue loudly. “And Walter is being paid to put his hands on me. What is the matter with you? I’ve known you less than twelve hours and you’re already losing your shit? Mind telling me why?”
Instead of answering he lowered his eyes and asked, “Do you want me to leave?”
“You know what, Nix?” I ask pulling away. “Actually, yes. I do.”
And I was never admitting that his departure bothered me either.
 
So that’s why three hours later when a man stepped out from the shadows in the parking garage, I was not in the mood to explain why I was covered in (fake) blood. “Never thought I would see the day,” he says beginning to circle me. “Phoenix went and got himself a weakness.”
While I didn’t know what that meant, I was curious. “It’s my charm,” I smile broadly. “It’s contagious.”
“Perhaps it’s the blood, or the way you carry yourself, but you’re not as weak as most women.”
“Then goal achieved since I’m not weak at all.”
“Today’s body count?” he asks eyeing my legs.
“Three,” I supply. “But the last one took like seven cuts before it stuck. Call it an off day.”
“When I heard he took a partner, I didn’t believe it. This is…unprecedented.”
“I don’t know that a good deep throat constitutes being partners, but you’ve got some years on me so I’m guessing it’s a generational thing.”
“Pity,” he tsks. “I’m disappointed he won’t be here to see it.”
“See what?”
“The life leave your pretty eyes, of course.”
Hold up. “You want to kill me?”
“It’s not a matter of want, I’m afraid,” he says reaching into his suit pocket and producing a wicked looking knife. “Unlike him, I follow orders.”
“Wait,” I say holding a hand up. “He’s supposed to kill me?”
“Are you daft?” he asks, rolling his eyes. “You don’t walk away from this business and live, female.”
“Tell me your name.”
“Mr. Smith.”
“Like the Matrix,” I snort. “So, Mr. Smith, Phoenix doesn’t plan to kill me but you have to because, if I’m hearing you right, he left the business. Am I up to speed?”
“Phoenix will return,” he snarls. “It is the way it has always been, the way it must be and anyone in the way, dies.”
Shit. I’m thinking I should have pushed a little harder to find out what he did for a living before I let him suck me to orgasm. But for now, I had to figure out how I was going to get out of this. I’d start with stalling.
“What do your serial killer friends call you? Because Mr. Smith is already taken and he's a superior actor.”
“Robin,” he says moving closer.
“Like the sidekick,” I chuckle at my own joke.
“Not like the sidekick,” he begins circling me again and licking his lips.
“Okay so, I have to be honest here. I’ve never been in a real fight and I don’t have a weapon to protect myself with. It’s only fair you get rid of yours and we do this old school.”
“Old school?” he laughs. “You expect me to believe you’re not armed.”
“Search me,” I offer. “I just left work, I’m tired, hungry and unarmed. Pinky swear.”
“It’s been some time since I’ve snapped a neck,” he says removing his suit coat. “And yours is rather lovely…”
“So it’s a date,” I say forcing myself to relax and watch his movements. As he looks me up and down, I slow my breathing and taunt him with, “Ladies first.”
Listen, I wasn’t lying. I’ve never been in a real fight. But I have spent my life learning from the best and no B movie cast off was snapping any part of my body. And I let him know that by landing a diagonal knee strike.
Hitting the floor, he rolls and comes up swinging wild. Blocking his reach, I lunge forward issuing a straight punch that clearly shocked him. “Who the fuck are you?” he asks wiping blood from his mouth. “I’m done playing, bitch.”
“So, I can stop holding back now?” I taunt him by twirling. And yes, my mom insisted on ballet to help with flexibility. She is a very wise woman. Listen to your mother, girls.
With fury, he attacks and when his fist lands in the soft of my gut, I doubled over grunting, “—didn’t learn that in school.”
And on it went for what felt like forever but was actually just a matter of minutes. When he went for his coat, I gave Robin a punishing curving knee strike which put him down hard. “Oh my God, I am super good at this!” I praise myself. Pointing at him, I accuse, “And you were going to cheat! Fucker!”
“Kill you,” he growls trying to stand.
“Unless you plan to do it with your death glare, Robin, I suggest you get up. I've got shit to do.”
And that’s when the air shifted.
 



 

The first photo she’d sent was of Antelope Canyon in Arizona. 
If not for the hashtag, I wouldn’t have known where it was located. 
It was a quirky picture of just her eyes looking up and the colorful backdrop behind her. 
Until that text came through, I wasn’t even aware a place like that existed. It amazed that she had found it, took the time to travel to it and wanted the previous recipient of this number to share it with her.
And even though the message wasn’t meant for me, it felt like it was.
 
Since receiving that first text from her, little by little, I started to feel.
Shit, I had no right to feel. Desire, respect, hope, and…love. 
I blame her and thank her for these emotions. I came here for her. And nothing, not some Hollywood pretty boys or my fucking past was taking her from me.
Robin finding her was my fault. Had I not stopped for fucking flowers, I’d have been here. Protecting her.
And the last thing I expected to find was him on the ground with Finn standing over him demanding he get up and fight.
“Come to me, kitten.” Was an order she refused to obey.
With fury in her eyes, she looks from me to him and growls, “In a minute.”
“Finn –””
“I’m not finished,” she snaps. “This asshole picked a fight and I’m not done fighting.”
Kicking him in the stomach, Robin groans but doesn’t get up. I wasn’t sure what was more shocking. The fact that Finn got the best of him or the fact that she was so blood thirsty. Within our crew, there were several bad seeds and Robin was one of them. But we never worked against each other so his love of pain and suffering never affected me. Until now. Now, it was personal.
With a roar, she fists his hair only to bash his head against the concrete and that was when I noticed her favoring her side. He was unconscious for the moment, so pulling her back and tilting her chin up, I ask calmly, “Did he hurt you?”
“I’ve had worse,” she shrugs but I saw the pain in her eyes. “Though for a guy who claimed he was going to watch the life leave my eyes when he broke my pretty neck, I have to say, Nix, I’m disappointed in his delivery.”
“He said this to you?” I barely contain the rage.
“Apparently, the thought of you dating is pissing people off.”
Fuck me, word got out about Finn. But how did news spread that fast?  “What were his exact words?”
“He couldn’t believe you had a partner and something else about a weakness. I was only half listening since the knife he was palming was the size of my forearm.”
“Knife? Where is the knife now?”
“It’s in his suit pocket,” she shrugs. “I talked him out of using it by challenging his manhood.” 
“Step away kitten.”
“I’m so not your pussy right now, Nix.”
“Finn –”
“Nope,” she says planting her hands on her hips.
Fuck, this woman. “I’m going to snap his neck for threatening yours and I would prefer you not see it.”
“Still. Not. Moving.”
“So be it,” I sigh bending at the knees to slap him awake. When he starts to come around, I haul him up, taking my place behind him, putting Robin in a Full Nelson. While this wasn’t the easiest move to accomplish, I was motivated as hell to kill right now. Pouring all of my strength into my hands, I kept my eyes on her as I applied the proper amount of pressure.
Once it was done and he slumped in my arms, I watched Finn swallow repeatedly. Locking eyes with mine she whispers, “Not like the movies,” and gags a little.
“No, Finn,” I say leaving him there to rot. “Not like the movies.”
“Who are you?”
I owed her the truth but now was not the time to get into it. “I already told you, I was the man who would never hurt you.”
“You read messages that weren’t meant for you, then you show up literally out of nowhere and—well, you know what you did. You know all about me yet you’ve told me nothing about yourself. A man just tried to kill me for knowing you, so I’ll ask again, who are you?”
“Those messages were meant for me,” I say getting closer. “Those messages saved my life, Finn.”
“Did you threaten Silas and Walter?”
Why lie? “Yes.”
“I let you between my legs, I gave you my body and trust, Phoenix. I took you into me. Last time, who are you?”
“To you, I’m Nix, and I’ll explain everything as soon as I get you the fuck out of here.”
“Tell me where to meet you,” she says backing away but I noticed her staring at my hands.
“Your room, one hour.”
“Going to break back in?”
“Not if you leave the door open, no.”
And before I did something even more foolish, I gave her my back and began the process of hauling Robin away. When she was clear of the garage, I sunk down into the driver’s seat of his rental right as the phone rang.
“What?”
“No one walks away, Phoenix, you know this better than any of us.”
The voice on the other end went by Operator. And for most of my life, was the closest thing I had to a friend or family. Even though she was neither, she was still the only constant I could rely on. “I’m setting a precedence.”
“You are setting yourself up for execution.”
“I served my time, Operator. Now, I’m out.”
“Who is the girl?” she asks curiously. “No need to answer. I know a weakness when I see one.”
“Then why are you calling me?”
“To wish you well, Phoenix. Peace before death is all any of us want. I want that for you as well.”
“How much is my head worth?”
“Yours? Nothing,” she says without hesitation but adds, “But, it’s ten large for the girl.”
“Anyone who comes for her dies.”
There was no point in explaining who she was and that she was innocent. To these people, it mattered none. I fucked up and Finn wasn’t paying for my mistake. They were using her to make an example out of me.
“For what it’s worth, Phoenix, I’m sorry.” She didn’t sound sorry. That’s for damn sure.
The past wasn’t ruining my future, I wouldn’t allow it.
After spending half of my life dealing in death, I wanted to see what living was all about.
I wanted a life with Finn.
 



 

“Talon’s a bottom feeder, Finn. Slimy, like a snake.”
“Mom,” I groaned. “Can we not right now?”
“What did I tell you?”
Rolling my eyes, I muttered, “When someone shows you who they are, believe them.”
“Uh huh,” she said pointing at me. “Keep going.”
The woman was relentless but, she was also right. “Never trust a man who won’t meet your mother.”
“She does listen!”
“Stop being so dramatic,” I smirked.
“The press you’re getting is brutal, baby. And for what? Having fun? Doing what you love? Which begs the question, how do they even know where to find you?”
I knew this was coming just as I knew the answer. “I’m going to handle it, mom.”
“He’s setting you up and you’re going to handle it?” she countered. “You better handle it with blood and a restraining order.”
“Mom!”
“What? I’m just saying…”
 
Phoenix was waiting for me to flip out and since I didn’t lose my shit often, I explain, “I ordered a bottle, want a drink?”
“You go ahead,” he says, coming to my side to watch raptly as I pour.
“Not much rattles me, Nix. All I ask is that you tell me the truth. I can handle the truth.” Then I snort and explain, “Sorry, if you let me, I can slip a movie quote into any conversation.”
“It’s me who’s sorry, Finn,” he sighs audibly. “Until I saw you, I didn’t hope or dream. I didn’t want, I didn’t desire. I killed. I was a killer. No conscience, no soul. Until I saw you. To have you, I quit. Walked away. And now there’s a bounty. They want me back.”
“Nix –”
“And because of me, the bounty is on your head, Finn.”
“How much is my death worth?” Don’t ask me why this mattered, but it did. I wanted to hear that I was priceless.
“Ten million dollars.”
“Wow,” I whistle. “We should choreograph my fake death and cash in.”
“You will live, Finn. I vow it.”
“Let’s circle back to that later,” I suggest. “You were getting ready to tell me who you are.”
Slamming my drink back, he cracks his neck, pours another and says, “I’m what we call the Middle Man.”
Blinking at me in expectance as if I was supposed to start crying or screaming, I rolled my eyes and waved him on. “I’m a problem solver. Meaning I’m the one who’s sent in when parties can’t see eye to eye.”
“And if one eye refuses to see?”
“I blind them.”
“So, you’re a contract killer.”
“In a sense,” he sighs. “Mostly, I do my best to resolve conflict.”
“With criminals?”
“Yes,” he agrees. “Sometimes I’ve also been known to dabble in government affairs.”
“Robin said you quit.”
“Because it's true.”
“I assume quitting is frowned upon?”
“It’s never been done.”
“This is very John Wickish,” I muse and wasn't shocked he didn't get the reference. I even pushed further with, "Any chance you had a dog?"
"I've never had a pet, Finn," he rolls his eyes. "Can we get back to the matter at hand?"
“Fine," I huff. "You quit and because of this, I’m on the chopping block.”
“I’m sorry,” he repeats. “I thought I was free and –”
Waving him off I ask, “Did you really come here for me?”
“Yes.”
Turns out, coming to a decision was easier than I thought. “Okay. Then it’s us against them. Question is, who’s them?”
“Finn, the number is greater than we are, which I have to let you –”
“No,” I slap my hand over his mouth. “Do not finish that sentence. You just found me! You’re not letting me go. Who are we up against, Nix?”
I watch him wage a battle I can’t weigh in on and when he says, “Finn, the numbers are not in our favor,” my response was, “How many? They won’t stop so, let’s talk numbers. We’ll take them all on.”
“I don’t know,” he says quietly. “I’ll have to do some digging.”
“Okay,” I exhale. “That’s step one. Finding out how many want me dead.”
Huh. When I decided to get back in the dating game, who would have thought we’d be discussing death warrants instead of dinner plans. Whatever, life was life. You rolled with it.
“I think I’ll take that drink now,” he says sliding his arms around my waist.
Leaning into him I ask, “How did you become the Middle Man?”
When he tensed, I knew he didn’t want to tell me. However, we weren’t leaving this room until he did.
Phoenix just Phoenix with no last name owed me that much.
 



 

“For two-hundred dollars I won’t tell your wife you’re cheating on her with the home economics teacher.”
This wasn’t my first blackmail, far from it. Over the years, I’ve become the shadow in the hallways. The eyes and ears of this shithole. I found it disgusting that adults cheated thinking no one saw, that they were smarter than the rest of us. I also realized infidelity was a great way to make money. 
Why? Because it was everywhere. 
And in this place? If business kept up, I could by my own used Mercedes by senior year.
“Listen, you piece of –” he begins to threaten but my fist in his gut prevented him from finishing his sentence.
“Cash, Mr. Benner,” I whispered in his ear. “I only take cash.”
I’d ended sophomore year just shy of nearly three grand…
 
Early on, I realized I was wired wrong. 
When my classmates were enjoying recess, I was watching the teachers, casing the playground and profiling the parents. As I got older, I learned to manipulate, observe, and blackmail. In middle school, I’d leaned on eighty percent of the staff which included the principal. By high school, I was making money on the streets by doing favors and existing in different shadows. I no longer wanted part of gossip, dating, or drama.
My life had bigger plans.
Little did I know someone else had plans for me too.
But by that time, I was cocky and thought myself untouchable.
Hell, I was eighteen when I lost my virginity to a prostitute for three hundred dollars. And until Finn, I never wanted to be attached to anyone in any way. Especially emotionally. I trusted no man or woman. Because of this I had no knowledge of how a relationship worked. 
What I did know was how to lie and use my skills to get what I wanted.
And while I wanted Finn, lying and manipulation wouldn’t work on her.
She deserved better than that.
 
With her head resting against my chest, I placed my palm over her heart and allowed the steady beat to calm me. Explaining myself was foreign to me. And no matter how I spun it, there was no use in denying she was in the arms of a monster. “Talk to me,” she says softly and opening my eyes, I look out of the hotel window seeing our bodies reflected in it.
“I’ve never held a woman before,” I admit. “I’m certain once I bare my soul, seeing the fear I put in your eyes, I still won’t have the strength to let you go.”
Cupping my face, she asks again, “How did you become the Middle Man, Phoenix?”
“By saving the devil’s life,” I share. “I didn’t know it at the time, but he’d been watching me work the streets. Back then, I made money playing both sides of the fence. I pit criminals against each other. I gathered information, used it to blackmail the right people and next thing you know, I was working a deal that went wrong. Shit happened and I saved the wrong man’s life. I’ve been a pawn ever since.”
“What was his name?”
“To this day, I still don’t know. But he saw it in me and knew my soul was forfeit. He took advantage of the fact I had nothing to lose. No family, no friends, no one to miss me. He set up a meeting, a dispute that needed resolution. It was a test, of course. When neither party would submit to his demands, I had no choice but to end the dispute.”
“You killed them both.”
“I killed them both,” I confess. “From that point on, all future correspondence came from messengers until cell phones came on the scene. Now, all contact is done through a woman who goes by the Operator.”
“So how did you quit?”
“I stopped answering the phone,” I say softly. “But I didn’t shut it down or wipe the number.”
“Why not?”
Kissing her nose, I pull her to me inhaling her scent. “If I had, I would have missed your messages.”
“But by keeping it, you set yourself up to be hunted,” she says sadly.
“You are worth it,” I promise. “And it was a small price to pay for peace.”
“I’m peace for you?”
“Finn,” I say pinning her to the wall. “You are everything to me.”
“I don’t want to see you hurt.”
“Because of me, you have a target on your fucking back. I will not rest until you are safe. I will eliminate every last threat to you, and I will do so alone.”
Gripping me tight, she gets in my face and threatens, “Try ditching me and see what happens.”
“You don’t listen for shit,” I growl back.
“I live for adventure, the next big rush. Thing is, I’ve already done it all. Each film is the same, I know the ending. But this adventure is real, Nix. I want real. I want you.”
“You aren’t backing down, are you?”
“Nope,” she smiles wide. “So, I suggest you start teaching me all I need to know to be the middle woman bag guys fear.”
And while the thought of her in danger turned my blood to ice, the thought of having her by my side set the rest of me on fire.
 



 

My first paying role felt huge at the time. While I knew it was a bit part and more about showing my skills than making the scene gel, I gave it everything I had. 
Back then, I hadn’t cared if it made the final cut or not. I was just thrilled to be noticed at all.
To have a shot. I couldn’t stop smiling or complimenting the actors. Hell, I’d have fetched drinks if they’d asked.
To be a part of this, even a small part, was a dream come true.
So that same day, when the director yelled cut, I ran into Ryan’s waiting arms.
And when I was asked to come back, it was Ryan who held me up. 
 
We’ve been at this scene for two hours. 
It wasn’t complicated, and the fact that Silas couldn’t manage to make it look believable was pissing me off. For an action star, he needed a lesson in listening. Normally he had no problem taking instruction from me. However, today? He refused to accept criticism and all of us were paying the price.
 
“I keep telling you, your hand placement is all wrong. If that gun were live and you fired, the slide would rip the skin off. Plus, you need to stop letting the nose drop. Again, if the gun were live you’d be shooting at –”
“Last time I checked, you are not a firearms instructor, Finn,” he snaps at me. “You’re a stunt woman, a stage hand. Do not make the mistake of telling me how to do my job. Even speaking to me this way is above your pay grade.”
“You may make millions,” I say getting in his face. “But it’s because of low life's like me that you do. We make you look good, Silas. Don’t you forget that.”
“She’s right,” Nix says from his chair speaking for the first time today. 
“Who the fuck asked you?” Silas argues. “You bring nothing to this conversation and if you don’t mind your own business, I will have security remove you.”
Abandoning his chair, Nix makes his way to Silas and takes the gun from his hand easily. Quickly flipping it around in his hand, he motions me to take my place. When he nods, I lunge as practiced and was in awe of how fluid and effortlessly Nix danced with me. As our scene came to an end, with me being capped, I took the fake bullet and hit the ground as rehearsed. After helping me up, Nix hands the gun back to Silas and says, “That is how you handle a Kimber 1911 and a worthy adversary.”
As cast and crew applaud us, Silas literally has a fit and stomps away.
And just as quickly as Nix was broadcasting light, he went dark. “Stay here, I’ll be right back.”
Like a phantom, he was gone and I couldn’t even follow because I was mobbed by everyone wanting to know who he was and why he wasn’t doing this professionally.
Trusting him to come back when he was finished, I went back to work and pretended to enjoy it.
 




I remember it was pouring and cold as fuck outside. And that for two and a half hours, I stood next to a fucking payphone waiting for it to ring. Finally, it did and it was the Operator who asked me what I was willing to give up to live this life.
Without hesitation I said, everything.
“Understand me,” she warned. “You are forfeiting family, friends, love, and choices in your own future.”
Truly, it was too easy. “Understood.”
“Then what should I call you?”
Closing my eyes, I said, “Phoenix.”
“Phoenix,” she repeated proudly. “The first, the eternal.”
 
Hidden by the shadows from the semi-trucks, I palm my weapon just as he palms his.
He’s been around a long time. Over the years we’ve even been known to put our differences aside to have a drink. Thinking on it now, I’d say we’d done that three times.
None of which I enjoyed. Actually, I didn’t much like the guy.
And now he was here to collect and his interruption annoyed me. 
 
“Giving it all up for pussy,” he laughs. “We’re middle men, Phoenix. We kill, we conquer, we deliver death. We don’t love.”
I wasn’t drawing this out by explaining my reasons. Instead, I simply say, “For her, I do.”
“No,” he insists. “You don’t. You can’t. It isn’t possible. It isn’t possible because you made the fucking rules!”
“Crow,” I sigh in annoyance. “When she is in my arms the beast is quiet.” When his eyes go wide, I forge on. “It is possible to feel love because for me, she is love.”
“God dammit,” he snarls. “Ten million for her, Phoenix. Ten! You know why? Because they know the moment she’s eliminated, you’ll come back. Just kill the bitch yourself and come back!”
“I come back and the price on her head dissolves?” I counter. “Bullshit. I’m out, Crow. Now, I only kill for her. Do you understand me?”
“You’ve become a cautionary tale, brother,” he says shaking his head. “A lot of years means a lot of money. All of us amassed riches we can’t spend, have luxuries that mean nothing. Killing the woman you love won’t be easy for me, but I’ll do it because to maintain balance it has to be done. Fuck, Phoenix don’t you see? I’m doing this for you!”
Suddenly, Crow stiffens and I knew why. With a knife to his throat, Finn gives me a sheepish look and says, “Sorry, but I got impatient.”
As Crow attempts to move, Finn warns, “I’ve slit forty-two throats, asshole.”
“So, this is how it ends,” he rolls his eyes. “You partnered up to pick us off one by one? Never pegged you for a coward.”
I tried to stow my features but couldn’t. Letting out a laugh, I ask, “You think I’m setting you up? I don’t give a fuck about the rest of you. I want out, I want her, nothing more.”
“What is with you guys and partners?” she asks with frustration. “And, why is Nix having a partner a bad thing?”
“How in the fuck did you sneak up on me?” Crow asks Finn who wasn’t budging.
“I’m light footed,” she chirps. 
“If I wanted you dead, female, you’d already be dead.”
“Not true,” she counters. “But I’ll let it slide if it makes you feel better.”
Locking on me he asks, “Who does she work for, Phoenix?”
“NSA,” she says confidently. 
“What the fuck?” Crow yells, but stays still. Smart man.
“National Stunt Association,” she adds. “We’re a union and everything.”
“She’s a fucking stunt woman?” he asks, and I saw the confusion in his eyes.
“She is,” I agree. “Though she’s had more training than all of us, combined. So, I’d think twice before moving.”
“Can I show him my favorite move, Nix?” 
Locking on Crow I ask, “Now do you see?”
Glancing at Finn, his face softens a degree and when he says, “Yeah, I see,” I nod to Finn, “Show him your move, Kitten.”
Issuing a hard strike to the side of his head, Crow goes down and Finn shrugs saying, “It’s called the gall bladder 20. Pretty bad ass, right? Pressure point fighting is kind of a hobby. I wasn’t sure it would even work, but hello knockout! I would look adorable in a belt with my name on it, just saying.”
“A lesser man would find you terrifying,” I praise her. “Lucky for you, your aggressiveness just makes me hard.”
Giving a curtsey, I growl her name and demand, “Get your ass over here.”
Sauntering up to me, I take her neck in hand and warn, “You ever put yourself in harm’s way like that again and I’ll –”
“Shut up, Nix,” she interrupts and before I could say more her mouth crashes into mine.
In the middle of devouring her, Crow grates out, “The others won’t be so easily convinced.”
With her arms around my neck, Finn arches her back, stares him down and says sweetly, “Then the others die.”
But there was nothing sweet about it.
 



 

He was with me when the keys were handed over. Giddy and trying not to show it, we hauled ass over to my trailer (that even had my name on it) and stepped inside together. 
“How do we break it in?” Ryan asks scanning the space.
“As much fun as a rager sounds,
let's not forget we're the youngest ones on this lot,” I laughed. “Oh, and
we're minors. None of those people want to party with us and legally they can't.” 
Smirking at me, Ryan said, “So would you settle for pizza and a pillow fight?” And for the record, he kicked my ass.
 
In all the years of being on set, I was a trailer virgin.
Pretty much everyone partied and got busy in theirs, except for me. Then again, movie sets were like petri dishes and I watched people get passed around like mashed potatoes on Thanksgiving. Ew.
But I was fucking thrilled to be popping that particular cherry tonight because it was with Nix. 
 
The man who apparently has a spanking fetish if my red ass was anything to go by. I wasn’t even fully inside when he tore my shirt. In fucking half! Between worshipping my tits and spanking me, I hadn’t had the chance to return the favor. Sweeping his leg, when Nix falters, I seize my chance taking him to the ground. Straddling his waist, I undo his jeans freeing him into my hand.
“Your dick deserves an Oscar,” I say honestly.
“You haven’t even seen his encore, Finn.”
“I’m going to suck this dick like I stole it, Nix. I have high hopes I’m mentioned in his acceptance speech.”
“Jesus Christ,” he groans loud. “This oughtta be good.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask while reaching in and jerking him off.
“It means I don't have a lot of experience. Since I’ve never had sex without paying for it, it was never part of the deal,” he arches up proudly. “Don’t stop tweaking my balls, shit that feels good.”
“Uh yeah, about that…care to elaborate?”
In an impressive reverse tackle, Nix takes me to my back, pins my arms above my head and says, “Until you, I never wanted to kiss a woman, let alone hold her while I fuck her. With you, I want those things. What I did before you means shit compared to what I have now. What I did before, wasn’t often and when it happened it was…”
“It was what?”
“Lonely and detached.”
I wasn’t judgmental by nature. Sex was sex. But I had to make sure, “You were careful, right?”
“Had I known one day this would be waiting for me,” he whispers against my mouth. “That you would be waiting, fuck Finn… every time with you is my first time.”
“Good enough for me,” I say breaking his hold and fisting his hair. Kissing him with all I was worth, Nix breaks away, sits up and stares. The reverence, the want…I could come from it alone. Because the simple fact was, Nix had done for me what no other man or machine could. And I was ecstatic to be that for him too.
“Allow me to undress you, Finn.”
Nodding to him, I held my breath as he slowly and carefully finished removing my clothes. My bra came off and was placed over a chair as if it were priceless. My jeans were rolled from my body as if he held the key to immortality in his hands. My panties didn’t get the same treatment considering he slid those off with his teeth, but the way his eyes danced for me was worth every second. Socks we flung carelessly and once I was naked, Nix looked his fill before shuddering. “There’s a word for this,” he says in a thick voice. “But fuck if I can think of it.”
“Horny?”
“I was thinking more along the lines of jackpot.”
“Undress yourself for me, Nix. I want to watch.”
“Anything for you, Finn.”
Watching him strip for me was honestly the hottest thing I had ever seen. “Your abs are an altar deserving of worship, Nix.”
“Are you religious, Finn?”
Opening my arms to him I smile and say, “I’m about to be.”
 
Now, most girls probably want a fair amount of foreplay and kisses. I was not most girls. And I let him know this by wrapping my fist around his dick and demanding he, “Fuck me, right now.”
Without breaking our rhythm, Nix plunged inside my body and everything around me shattered. 
There was no dirty talk or ego boosting. No. This was two adults incredibly drawn to each other and fucking their brains out. Eyes locked, Nix fucked me as I fucked him right back. It was rough, loud, and even slightly painful.
“I’m not gonna last,” he grunts thrusting into me forcefully.
“We come together.”
“Get your cream, Kitten,” he says licking my neck. “Ride my cock, own it.”
“Nix,” I moan in ecstasy.
“Come on it, Finn. Fucking drench me.”
This man, he could detonate me with just his words...
So when his thumb covered my clit and he applied the perfect amount of pressure...I soared.
And so did he.
Half on the couch, half on the floor, with Nix still inside of me, I found myself like I always do.
Wanting to thank him.
 



 

I had been having a fuck-all day when her text came in.
Nursing an unexpected injury, I grabbed a beer and fell into the nearest chair eager to see what she had been up to. Because it had been a week since she had texted, I was going out of my mind missing her.
It didn’t take a genius to figure out the only good days were those that involved her. 
Clicking on the photo, I see long tanned beautiful legs with her toes tucked into the sand.
I noticed both knees were bruised and the backdrop was miles and miles of water.
Where was she?
How had she been hurt?
How long can I stay away from her?
 
Watching Finn sleep had quickly become an obsession.
As for me, my lifestyle didn’t allow for critical rest, therefore, I didn’t require much. But after the ride I gave Finn last night, she needed hers.
Finn Lee.
The woman I fell in love with by text message, by luck. And it was shitty luck too considering her best friend had to die for that wheel to be set in motion. I hated that for her, but I couldn’t help feeling grateful for his sacrifice too. Because like Ryan’s, my reality wasn’t going to end with the love of a good woman and a happily ever after. 
While I suspect his death was painless, mine wouldn't be.
Grabbing my phone, careful not to wake her, I open up her last message scrolling back to the top. Studying each photo, I noticed the little things like; I never saw the same person with her twice. While she traveled all over the world, she had no home base or family to come home to. I couldn’t say why this made my chest hurt, I just know that it did.
Maybe because our lives weren’t so different. We were loners.
And dammit, I wanted to be home for her. I wanted to be her base, her anchor.
When she curled into me, I rested my hand on her tit, wondering how much time I had left before they either took me out or she walked away. Kissing my chest Finn asks, “Have you ever been in love before?”
Instead of answering, I ask, “How did he die?”
Resting her cheek on my arm she says sadly, “Wingsuiting.”
“Explain that to me.” Because she was the best story teller I had ever met.
“Think of a squirrel or bat. The jumper wears a suit that resembles that with a parachute inside that unzips into arm wings for landing. Basically, once airborne you look like a flying animal. Anyway, we’re are required to have a minimum of two hundred free-fall skydives along with one-on-one instruction from a wingsuit jumper or have five hundred jumps experience to fly in a wingsuit without an instructor.”
“How many did Ryan have?”
Closing her eyes, she confesses, “Ninety-six dives.”
“Why did he fly without a jumper?”
Sucking in a breath, she looks up at me and says, “Because I didn’t show up as promised.”
“You were his instructor?” Fuck. Plot twist. “Why didn’t he wait?”
“To prove that he could do it? To impress someone? Stupidity? I don’t know. He’d never taken risks without me before.”
“And you blame yourself.”
“Yes, because there is no one else to blame. He died because of me, Nix. Period. The crew had seen him around enough to know he was trained by me and while they should have checked his flight logs, the point is, he still jumped.”
“Finn…”
Sitting up, she brushes the hair from her face and explains, “Ryan and I had a bucket list. Or rather, I had a bucket list and Ryan, being my best friend, wanted to share it with me. But, as adventurous as he was, Ryan was not like me, Nix. Yes, he did a lot of shit people think is crazy, but I was always there to watch out for him and he always knew his limit. For the life of me, I have no idea what in the fuck he was thinking that day and I never will.”
Sensing there was more to this I press, “Where were you?”
“I thought I had time,” she winces. “I just needed to see it for myself. And I did when I walked in and found my boyfriend slash manager cheating on me and because my head was all fucked up, I decided to participate in a high-speed car chase that ended with the media having a field day at my expense, the other guy taken into custody and my best friend dead.”
Knowing she was close to losing it, I surmise, “All your texts to me, to Ryan, that was you finishing the bucket list, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, for him and for me too.”
“He knew the risks, Finn.”
Shaking her head, she says, “It should have been me.”
“Had it been you,” I say pulling her on top of my body. “Where would I be?”
“Right,” she rolls her eyes. “And because of me your own people are hunting you.”
“You don’t get it, do you?”
“That I’m toxic?” she says pushing away angrily. I’d never witnessed Finn angry and wasn’t sure how to handle it. “I totally get it. The only one who hasn’t gotten the memo, Nix, is you.”
And then she left the bed only to slam the bathroom door behind her.
Fuck, was this our first fight?
 



 

Slamming the lid closed on my laptop, I dialed Talon ready to war.
“What is it now, Finn?”
“I took a chance on you because I appreciated your tenacity and drive. Yet every time I see an article or video it is not in my favor. You know it’s important to me that young girls see me as a role model, Talon. Get on board with my wishes because I’m over feeling like I’m just paying for mediocre sex.”
“Maybe you should consider the youth you want to impress so badly before doing dumb shit,” he fired back. “I’m good at what I do, Finn. Both in and out of bed. Perhaps you could make an effort to make my life a bit easier. Because I can’t make a positive out of a negative.”
“How in the fuck is free-climbing Smith Rock a negative, Talon?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” he sneered. “Maybe it was the video taken with you hanging there without any rigging?”
“Are you serious?” I yelled. “It was a three-second clip for a photo-op and the rest of the shots from that day I wore full rigging.”
For fucks sake, I was ten feet off the ground when it was taken.
“No one cares about the rest of the day. That three-seconds is what they focus on.”
“I sent you that clip as well as the others! So why didn’t you upload all the videos together, Talon?”
“Because I didn’t receive all the clips until later, Finn. By then the damage was done.”
“Yet you saw the video you yourself deem harmful to my career and posted it anyway?”
“Are you accusing me of something here?”
“The talk you and I are going to have is best done in person,” I warned. “I’ll be in touch, soon.”
 
When I came out from the bathroom, it was to an empty bed and an absent Phoenix.
Certain this was a record, I started dressing for work when I saw his note on the table.
 
Be back,
Nix
 
Last night I had no problem going to bed with a man that kills people for a living. Only to wake up explaining the role I played in killing my best friend. Unable to cope with that, I knotted my hair, grabbed my back pack and left the hotel before he returned. The entire drive was spent crying or raging and even parked in the lot, I still didn’t move.
You had to be a special kind of fucked up to take no issue with a hit-man’s career yet couldn’t look at yourself in the mirror without seeing a murderer you despise. At least Nix killed bad guys for the greater good. I killed my best friend because I was pissed at a shitty ex.
Unlocking my trailer, I read over my itinerary and start a pot of coffee.
When my door opens, I expected just about anyone except Talon to walk through.
Since firing-dumping him a year ago he was smart to stay gone. So his sudden reappearance today was not appreciated. Especially when his favorite past time is sicking lawyers on me for breach of contract.
“I don’t have the energy or the restraint for you right now.”
Making himself at home he says, “The NSA called me to confirm my dismissal and pay out. Of course, I refused it.”
“You can’t refuse to be fired, asshole.” A full year of this idiot fighting me on being canned was ridiculous. The little prick wouldn’t give up. See, I told you…tenacious.
“I can when my employer added me to her union contract.”
Stilling, I bit the inside of my cheek and counted to ten. Facing him, I take a moment to look him over and struggled to find a single thing appealing. “Are you sure you want to play this game, Talon?”
“What I’m sure of,” he says crossing his ankles. “Is that I loved you, and in return for years of faithful service, you’ll gladly let Silas Goode, whose contract is up for renegotiation, know that I’m the best his money can buy.”
“That just screams love,” I say blandly. “And if I don’t?”
“I’ll have no choice but to release our sex tape.”
“What sex tape?” Wouldn’t we need to have sex to make a tape? And hello, we call them videos now, idiot.
Winking at me, he opens the door, takes a step down and smiles, “Think about it, babe. But don’t wait too long to call me. Let’s not forget how important your image is to you. What would the future little Finns think?”
Wondering what in the actual fuck just happened, I was about to track Talon down and beat it out of him when Silas walked in. 
“I can’t deal with you right now either,” I groan in frustration.
“Uh,” he says scratching the back of his neck. “I take it you haven’t seen it?”
“Seen what, Silas?” 
“There’s a video of you, having some serious sex.”
All the blood drained from my face so fast that I almost fell over. Steering me over to the couch, Silas tucks me into his side saying, “It’s everywhere, Finn.”
Oh my fucking God. Talon wasn’t lying. “Last I checked, I think you broke the internet.” and of course he sounded smug about it, asshole.
“I need you to leave,” I choke out. “Now, Silas, you have to go.”
“Finn, this isn’t a joke. You’re on the brink of serious fame and this tape could ruin our – “
“Get out!” I scream right in his face.
Backing away, he sneers, “Maybe Talon was right about you. You already killed Ryan. I’m not about to let you kill my career too.”
“Mention his name to me again and I’ll slit your fucking throat,” and I said this with promise.
Then I slammed my aluminum door in his face which was way too anticlimactic for my mood. 
My head was spinning, my heart was racing, and I was having trouble forming a single thought.
Talon was right. My image was important to me. And unfortunately, I’ve made enough mistakes that my image suffered for it. But those mistakes were manageable and I had never done anything malicious or endangered anyone other than myself. Even then I was safe, not that the public always caught that. Talon spent a lot of time and my money pretending to clean up my messes only to blackmail me with a sex tape.
A sex tape I had no idea I even starred in. 
Since the day I walked onto that set as a smart-assed know-it-all kid, I had fallen in love with stunt work.
I busted my ass to be the best, gave every scene one hundred percent, trained harder than my counterparts and bled for my art. So, it should have been shocking for me to look around my trailer while feeling this empty, knowing I no longer belonged here. 
Because yesterday, I would have told you there was nothing that could steal the love I had for my job.
Today though, was a different story. 
Slinging my pack over my shoulder, I tossed my keys on the counter, scaled the steps and walked away.
Heartbroken.
 



 

While she slept, I did what any man dangerously in love would do.
I Googled her. IMDB'd her. Finn Lee already had over fifty movies under her belt.
I checked her Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter too.
And my God, she was impressive.
Utterly audacious and free.
And so naturally gorgeous, it hurt to look at her.
The woman who laughed at comfort zones and dared you to tame her.
The same woman who brought out the beast in me and wrestled us both into submission.
 
When I returned and she wasn’t at the hotel, I started sending her text messages in rapid secession only she didn’t respond. Figuring she was on set and unable to reply, I drove over and sneaked by security easily. Coming up on her trailer, I was nearly to it when I heard that fucker Silas say, “I can’t believe it took her this long to lose her shit. She actually threatened to slit my throat,” he laughs nervously. Ah, so he fears her. As he should. But, the question is why? “She wouldn’t even have a career if it wasn’t for us.”
“I’ll take care of Finn,” the other guy says smugly. “And I’ll get my job back.” Ah, so this would be the infamous, Talon. A preppy dressing fuck with overdone hair, fucking boat shoes, little muscle and two damn cell phones. I would enjoy breaking him. 
“You cheated on her and published a sex tape, Talon. All you did was open up the playing field for me to take a swing. So don’t fuck this up for me, I need her if I’m going to get cast in Starstruck. And you need me to get that role if you want me to consider hiring you.”
“She doesn’t belong to you,” Talon says but confesses, “Besides, the role is already hers if she wants it. You, on the other hand, are going to need me. Apparently, the studio doesn’t feel you’re the draw you used to be.”
“Wait, she doesn’t know?”
“Since she hasn’t hired new management since our split, I haven’t made telling her a priority.”
“Fuck, Talon,” Silas groans. “You have to tell her! She’s my way in. We can’t let her walk away, you need to find her and fix this.”
Like hell she would be this guy’s anything. I was fixing this. Coming around the corner, I approach them both asking, “Where is Finn?”
“Don’t know,” Silas shrugs guiltily.
“Hard to say,” Talon smirks in victory. “But my guess is the unemployment line.”
“And why would she be there?”
“Hey,” Talon defends smugly. “I just came here to talk business. You’d have to ask her why she threw her career away.”
Glancing from Talon to Silas I promise, “I’m going to find Finn and if she mentions either of your names, I’ll be back to kill you.”
Unaware of who they were provoking, they both continued to laugh as they walked away. Stepping into her trailer, I see her staples there, nothing was out of place except that she had a fresh pot of coffee that was never poured and she’d left her key on the table. And I was on the second step out when Walter cut me off with, “He set her up.”
“Who?”
“Talon, for sure, but probably Silas too, the pussy is always sniffing around her. He isn't pulling the numbers he used to and needs Finn.”
“What’s this about a sex tape?” I ask, and in that moment, I wanted to kill so badly I ached.
“All I know is after bringing the asshole into the business, he did a shit job of actually doing his job then Talon cheated on her so she fired him. He didn’t like that much since he can’t secure another job now so he threatened to expose the tape if she didn’t give him his job back. Except that he leaked the tape before he even showed up here.”
“I see,” I say calmly when I was anything but.
“What I see is a man who exists in a world people like me get paid to pretend we’re a part of. That being said, real life is far more bloody than any movie set I’ve ever worked on.”
“It is,” I agree.
“Then for Finn, I hope you bleed Talon like a pig. And once his blood dries up, I would suggest you slit Silas from ear to ear too.”
And then Walter lumbered off. Finn would be proud to know that by one deed, Walter removed himself from my kill list.
Leaving set, I drove for hours racking my brain trying to put myself in her shoes. If I was home in Detroit and I lived for the next thrill, where would I go? Hell, where would I go to grieve? Oddly enough, after coming up empty, I called the Operator for help. Apparently, Finn was curing me of my issues with comfort zones.
“The hunter can’t find his prey?” she says in answer.
“She’s in danger when she’s not with me, Operator.”
“The way I see it, she’s in danger regardless, Phoenix.”
“Are you tracking her?”
“If I were, which isn’t to say I’m not, I would put her at The Academy of Martial Arts. By the way, I don't like seeing her sad. Fix it, Phoenix.”
And then she disconnected.
Finally locating the building, I parked down the street and walked over to find Finn watching a class from the window outside. Taking her right, I was about to ask her if she was okay when she asks, “Have you seen it?”
“No,” I answer honestly.
“In Hollywood, this would solidify a male’s career, but a female’s…”
“This isn’t your fault.”
Facing me, she whispers, “In this business, hell, in any business, all you have is your word and your actions. They won’t remember me as the fearless stuntwoman who paved the way for others. They will remember that I fucked my PR rep on camera.”
“They don’t fucking matter, Finn.” I argue as gently as possible.
“But they do, Nix. When you’re the first at anything, it means you’re the first to fall, fail and are held to a different standard. You know this better than anyone. I’m not the first female stuntwoman. But I am the first to gain even a small amount of celebrity. Being the first paints a target on your back. It makes people hate you and plot against you. Even those closest to you. Mothers aren’t going to encourage their daughters to be like me now. They’ll encourage them to be anything but me. Preaching to little girls that you had to fight, hustle and practice to be the best has been for nothing. Because my credibility is shot. They won’t look up to me anymore because for them, I’m a liar who fucked her way to the top. Finn Lee isn’t a stunt woman. She’s a fucking porn star.”
“Let me fix this,” I urge her.
With the saddest eyes she says, “Until you, I didn’t even like sex. I didn't know how.”
Cupping her cheek, I promise her, “Until you, I didn’t like living. I didn't know how.”
Throwing herself into my arms, Finn allowed me to carry her away.
 



 

It was rare that Ryan and I fought but when we did it was usually about Talon.
And it wasn’t that Ryan was wrong, it’s just that I couldn’t prove he was right either. Plus, Talon was under contract and I couldn’t fire him for no good reason. As much as I found it appealing, I wasn’t a fan of lawsuits, which is exactly what he’d do if I let him go without cause. He was slimy like that. Though, that was a side of him I hadn’t met until recently. So when Ryan said, “I know the business, Finn. Even better than that fucker does. Plus, you know I’ll always put your best interest first. We’re a team.” I smiled.
“Consider him gone.” I vowed to ditch the asshole at the earliest opportunity. “Why didn’t we do this sooner?”
“Because we were learning, Finn.”
 
I woke up with puffy eyes, a dry mouth, and Nix’s hand between my legs. It was safe to say the warmth he found there made him feel safe. Which made me wonder in his world if he ever felt safe?
Curling into him, happy to watch him sleep, I didn’t move an inch. Somewhere between my meltdown and possible blackout, he’d brought me back to my room and tucked me in, and no one had ever done that for me before.
When he opens his eyes and catches me staring, his face softens and he says, “Hi, Finn.”
“Hi, Nix,” I reply running my fingers over his ridged stomach. When he notices our position, he grins unashamed and says, “What? I was hopeful.”
“For the guy who paid for sex, you sure are good at spooning.”
“How do you feel about forking?”
And since I had given it a lot of thought, I asked, “How do you feel about a partner?”
When he stiffened, I almost called the words back but then decided, fuck it and went for broke. “I won’t last long without you, Nix and I’m not ready to cash in yet. So, the logical answer is partnering up. Teach me everything you know and trust me to have your back. I can do it, I know I can.”
“How old are you?” 
“Twenty-six, stop deflecting.”
“I’m thirty-one, Finn.”
“And?”
“And I haven’t seen my parents in over fifteen years.”
“What does that have to do with – "
“They told me not to come home until I had done something to be proud of and what does it tell you when I haven’t gone back?”
“So, we go our separate ways? Is that it?”
“Yes, no. I don’t fucking know, Finn,” he groans closing his eyes. “Look, I’m going to make you a promise and I need you to tell me you understand and that you’ll wait until I come for you.”
“I need to hear the promise first.”
“I need you to lay low while I tie up loose ends.”
“Sure,” I lie because, no fucking way. Did he not just hear my speech?
“Really?”
“I quit my job, Nix. Time is all I’ve got.”
Kissing me hard he says, “Thank you, Finn,” against my lips.
“When are you leaving?”
“After I fuck you into the mattress.”
“Something to remember you by,” I grin lowering the sheet. “I like it.”
 
Properly sated and feeling liquid, Nix breaks the spell when he places a gun in my palm instructing me to, “Take this, use it if you have to. Do not leave this room until I call.”
I reply with, “Okay, Nix,” thinking it was cute he thought he could ditch me and I’d obey. He wasn’t gone a full minute when I was out of bed throwing clothes on.
Searching for my keys and not having any luck, I call valet and was told that at the moment my car wasn't in the lot. His vague answers were not making me happy. Way to avoid fallout, asshole... So when my phone rang, I didn’t bother checking the screen. Swiping it in answer I threaten, “For stealing my car, I’m cutting your balls off.”
“Well, hello to you too,” she says cheerily. “Phoenix is misbehaving?”
“How much do I get if I kill him?” I ask the Operator.
“Maybe you should head over to the entrance of the Packard Plant while I think on it.”
“Are we best friends now?”
“I wouldn’t test that theory.”
“Funny,” I say heading for the door. “I was about to say the same to you.”
“I like you, Finn Lee.”
Slamming the door behind me, I wrap up my call with, “Bite me, Operator,” and hit the steps.
Phoenix and I had ourselves a situation.
 



 

Standing over my first kills, I stared at the unmoving men wondering when the panic or remorse would set in.
No stranger to hustling, lying, and blackmailing, the step up to cold-blooded murder I assumed would leave me feeling something. Even after the devil swore me in, I went back to the bodies and stared a little longer.
That day I could admit I felt two things.
Indifference was the first and wondering when I could do it again was the second.
 
I’ve done a lot of questionable shit in my life but stealing her car so she couldn’t follow was low even for me. 
I didn't need her car though, it was leagues above my rental.
But, I couldn’t risk it because I saw it in her eyes; she’d follow.
It was the middle of the night when my phone alerted me to a message from Corbin demanding a meeting. Over the years, our numbers have grown and what started as a dozen of us morphed into over one hundred world-wide. But that original dozen operated mainly out of the United States. Being the first, I had a say in recruiting and after training the original twelve, I stepped back.
So, Corbin came after and while I didn’t know much about him, what I did know, I didn’t much care for.
Middle Men didn’t kill for the sake of killing. There was a greater purpose behind it, even if we weren’t privy to what that purpose was. 
Parking at the Packard Plant, I stared at my phone fighting the urge to call Finn.
But when Corbin walked up, I tucked my phone under the seat needing to focus on the evil in front of me.
Stepping out, my first question was, “Where’s the guard?”
Because this place was always under surveillance for reasons just like this one. 
“Handled,” was Corbin’s reply. Great, now the asshole was killing innocents. “Nice car, yours?”
“I’m here, what do you want?”
“What I want is to know how you could forsake the brotherhood you helped to build, for a female.”
“If falling in love is seen as a crime, I’m not sure I give a fuck about the brotherhood.”
“Where is she, Phoenix?”
“Safe.”
Grinning in a way I did not like, Corbin raises his brow asking, “Are you sure about that?”
Following his line of sight, I could not fucking believe what I was seeing.
“Fuck,” I mumble, ready to cut Corbin down where he stood.
“Relax, Phoenix,” he chuckles. “I’d really like to meet her.”
One thing I will say about the asshole, he wasn’t a liar.
Stomping straight up to me, Finn gets in my face growling, “You stole my car.”
“Yes,” I struggle not to laugh. “Because I was hoping to avoid this.”
“You stole my car,” she repeats.
“And you thought riding a bicycle was the way to go?”
Ignoring Corbin’s cough, she sticks her finger into my chest warning, “It took me twenty-seven minutes to ride that stolen hunk of shit over here.”
“You’re not even winded.”
“The next time you want to fuck me into compliance thinking I’ll sleep it off, you may want to consider public transportation. I’m not happy you stole my car, Nix. I have a thing about cars!”
“Can we fight about this later?” I ask waving my arm to show an amused Corbin.
As if she just realized we weren’t alone she huffs, “I’m Finn, and you are?”
“Corbin,” he nods cordially.
“You here to kill me?” she asks unfazed by the danger in front of her. “Because if you are, I brought the gun he left me and I'm just pissed enough to shoot him before I end you.”
“If I was, you just made it much easier,” he grins at my situation. 
“Tell you what,” she says snagging her keys from my hand and speaking to Corbin. “Let me dump this asshole here and then we can talk.”
Seeing red, I growl, “Dump me?”
“You played me,” she says with sass. “And maybe you are a super-secret bad ass but it’s obvious you’re a shit boyfriend.”
“Finn,” I warn reaching for her but she quickly steps away.
“The damage is done, Nix. You claimed to have walked away, for me. So, what the fuck is this all about?”
“I am trying to keep you safe,” I remind her.
“Wrong,” she snaps. “What you’re doing is disappointing me. You know what? I do deserve better than this.”
Turning away from me she heads toward her car and taking her elbow, I ask, “Where the fuck are you going?”
Breaking free she says, “It doesn’t matter, Nix.” Eyeing Corbin and then myself she leaves me with, “You’re welcome to use the bike.”
Peeling out and leaving me with what very well could be my enemy at my back, I watched as her car took her further and further away.
“If you’re going to kill me, do it now,” I mutter in shame.
Taking my left, Corbin nudges me and says, “Naw, it’s no fun when you won’t even feel the bullet.”
Dropping my shoulders, I don’t even bother to respond. Tucking his gun into his holster he surprises me by saying, “Her name is Jordyn.” Meeting his eyes, I see the pain and longing there. “I was put on this earth to love her, Phoenix. And because I didn’t believe a future was possible, I let her go. For three years I’ve watched her from afar, fucking watched another man step in to take my place too. I swear she’s still waiting for me but, I don’t know how much longer she’ll hold out. You have to finish this. For yourself, for all of us. I wish I could stay and help you, but I have to go to her.”
“Go,” I nod to Corbin. “I’ll handle it.”
“Good luck to you, Phoenix. My friend.”
 
Eyeing the bicycle Finn left behind, I grin at the woman who owns me heart and soul.
And I hoped she enjoyed being spanked because that’s what she had coming for making me pedal a fucking bike with rims on it.
 




Eyeing my Kristen Ashley novel, Ryan teased, “You are such a sucker for romance.”
“I am not,” I snorted. PS: I totally was.
Flipping the pages, he pretended to read by gasping and fanning himself. But when he set it down, all traces of humor were gone. “You deserve it, you know.”
“What?”
“Romance, hearts and flowers. You deserve the royal treatment.”
“And you don’t?”
“Finn,” he grinned shyly. “When I find her, I’ll happily do all of it.”
Whoever she turned out to be, was one lucky woman.
 
Oh yes, I was royally pissed off.
Which was never good for the person I was pissed off at. 
While I preferred letting shit roll off my back, this shit was sticking. I was covered in shit and I did not like it.
Not only did he leave me, he stole my fucking car so I couldn’t follow too.
I had stolen a fucking bike with twenty-two-inch rims on it for fuck’s sake! Then he had the nerve, the-actual-fucking-nerve, to snicker at me?
In front of company no less!
Phoenix no last name, soon to have no balls, still thinks I needed protecting. I wasn’t his equal, I was his fucking secret. And the thing about secrets?
They’re rarely kept and I am no exception.
 
Grabbing my phone and hitting ‘O’, I wasn’t surprised when she answered. In fact, I was counting on it.
Clearly, the bitch hacked my phone too…
How these bird men didn't question her tactics was beyond me. Killers weren't stupid. Okay, clearly Nix was but, I digress...
I was in a mood and really wanted to hate her, but I wasn’t built for hate.
Righteous anger, yes. But hate? Not so much. But I could bedazzle the shit out of some revenge.
Plus, she was the lone female surviving in a man’s world and I understood that better than most.
“Kitty cat!”
“Excuse me?”
“Phoenix has you in his contacts as Kitten, I thought it was sweet. Never mind…How can I be of service?”
“I'm thinking about dumping Nix,” I announce. “If I do does that mean the price on my head goes away?”
“You're thinking about dumping Phoenix?”
“Why do you sound disappointed?”
“Because I am,” she snaps. “You can’t dump him just for wanting to protect you.”
“Sure I can,” I counter rationally.
“Fix what you broke or I double the price on your pretty head.”
“You do know I’m not afraid of you, right?”
Sighing she says, “I know and can I just say, it’s annoying? Plus, let’s be real. You’re cute and bendy but you are not worth twenty large.”
“You left out vengeful and pissed off.”
“Can I tell you something, woman to woman?”
“You can tell me anything you want, I’m not one of you.”
“Yet,” she adds cryptically.
“Whatever,” I roll my eyes. “Get to the point.”
“Phoenix has never known romantic love and I…want that for him.”
“Why?”
“As the first, he was the guinea pig, I suppose, and while he’s the best and my favorite for various reasons, he needs your love, Finn.”
“If I don’t die first.”
“There is that,” she says softly. “For what it’s worth, I’m rooting for you.”
When the air shifted and I turn to find Nix standing at the door sweaty, breathing heavy, so I end the call with, “We are not best friends now.”
And I swore I heard her say, “Oh, yes we are,” before I disconnected.
Tossing the phone over my shoulder, I cross my arms and glare at my possibly soon to be ex.
And the prick had the balls to smirk at me.
 



 

Picking up on a female’s social cues was not a skill I possessed.
Not like I hadn’t tried in school but I didn’t try hard enough to actually learn anything.
Which was why I was currently sloppily pumping into a woman who demanded payment up front.
I wasn’t enjoying it or hating it, I wasn’t dying to do it again, either.
Here I was thinking, ‘would it ever get better?’ when she announced, ‘should have demanded more money.’
That night, I technically lost my virginity to a whore only to get it out of the way. 
But, I didn’t come and neither did she.
Sex, I decided, wasn’t worth the money or the empty feeling it left behind.
 
Oh yes, I had fucked up royally.
And every cell inside of me was in panic mode because of it.
Smirking at her didn’t aid my cause either but it couldn’t be helped. But dammit, she made me happy, kept me guessing and my dick constantly hard. However, right now she wouldn’t see that as a compliment.
While I wanted nothing more than to tackle her to the floor and fuck her in apology, get lost in her heat, I needed to catch my fucking breath first. I hadn’t ridden a bike since I was eleven and my ass was killing me.
Plus, odds were very high she wouldn’t appreciate being tackle-fucked and I valued my balls. The same balls she kept staring at like she wanted to bludgeon them with a hammer.
Brushing past her to get a water from the mini-fridge, I guzzle that mother fucker making a mental note to add cardio to my routine. Jesus, half way here, I thought my heart had stopped. I was an out of shape assassin and that was unacceptable.
Looking at the real hurt in her eyes wiped out all the words I had planned to say on my way to our room. 
I did that. Put that pain there.
“Finn,” I grate out, pouring my own pain into her name. “Forgive me.” Closing her eyes, she starts to turn away and unable to bear it I plead, “Kitten, please.”
“You said you walked away for me.”
“I did.”
When she opened her eyes and we connected, I knew before she said, “I walked away for you too,” that she was sincere. “I wanted you, us, more than my own future as a professional stunt woman, Nix. The very thing I worked most of my life for. The hassle of fighting Talon and dispelling rumors held no appeal but, being with you did. You were worth it, so why aren’t I?”
Having enough of distance, I advanced on her until she was in my arms.
“You are worth everything,” I promise her. “That’s why I left you behind. I need you to let me protect what’s mine.”
“Nix…”
“I need to protect you, Finn, you have to let me.”
“I want to protect you too.”
“Can you understand how difficult it is for me knowing you’re in harm’s way because of my actions?”
Snuggling closer, she whispers, “We are stronger together, Nix.”
And right there was the problem, strength.
What she instilled in me made the man feel invincible and that was dangerous. Needing her forgiveness, comfort and a hot distraction I slid my hands beneath her top cupping her tits. Whimpering my name on an exhale, I slide my reach to her ass pulling her flush against me. Taking her bottom lip between my teeth, I bite just hard enough to earn a gasp from her. Licking the sting away I ask, “Do you forgive me yet?”
Fisting my shirt, Finn lifts it up and over my head tossing it behind her. Running her tongue across my nipple she teases, “No forgiveness until you’re naked and I’ve come at least twice. You owe me, Phoenix.”
Why yes, yes, I did.
Can I just say, best fight ever?
 



 

The first time Ryan walked in on me masturbating was so awkward for both of us, it took him a month to find the nerve to ask me why I cried doing it.
The second time it happened, I truly thought he was out for the night so when he kicked my door in waving a bat around, my tears turned to laughter.
Rocking me in his lap, he whispered, “I watched you swim with sharks, walk over hot coals, eat a Fugu Puffer Fish and helped you try on your first training bra at Kmart. If you can do those things you can find a way to get off, Finn.”
“I am trying,” I sniffled. “But the harder I try the further away it gets.”
“Fuck,” he sighed kissing my forehead. “And I thought blue balls were bad.”
 
After stripping me slowly, Nix lifted my body onto the table wrapping my legs around his waist.
With gentle hands, he lowered me to my back and his teasing my nipples and licking my belly was heaven. 
His erection was heavy between my legs and his clove scent was driving me insane. But he wasn’t rushing this, so neither would I.
And when he lowered himself to suck on my clit, I arched up in ecstasy.
Gorging himself between my thighs, I tipped his fedora and released the tie in is hair.
Sinking my fingers and digging into his scalp, Nix let loose.
“I’m going to come,” I wail unabashedly. “Oh God…”
Feral eyes demanded I do just that and when he sunk two fingers inside, I detonated.
I was panting through aftershocks when he leaned over and down balancing on one arm to say, “Before you, I felt nothing.”
Fisting his hair and pulling him toward my mouth I ask, “And now?”
With dilated pupils, unspeakable power and reverence for me, Nix growls, “Now I feel everything,” and buried himself inside of me in one brutal stroke.  “Hold on,” he orders gripping my wrists and pinning them above my head. “I’m going to fuck you right out of your shoes.”
Hauling my body up and flipping me onto my stomach, Nix kicks my ankles apart then slams home.
Gripping the table with Nix gripping my hips, he fucks me with long deep strokes.
Inside of our hotel room the sounds we made, our skin slapping, was the most beautiful song I had ever heard. 
“Again Finn,” he groans slapping my ass incredibly hard. And following his order, I arch back coming so hard my vision winked out. Stilling behind me, Nix takes his thumb sliding it over my hole and circling.
“Have you been claimed here?” he asks applying pressure.
“No,” I cry out. “Have you ever claimed – “
“Hell no,” he says biting down hard on my shoulder.
“Fuck,” I scream in agony and pleasure.
“Get on the bed, Finn,” he says pulling out and stepping back.
“Why?” I question, because I loved where I was.
Spanning my waist with his hands, he guides me backward toward the bed where he laid me down before crawling over my body. With the sexiest, most deviant grin I had ever seen, he smiles, “Because we’re both about to leave our comfort zones.”
My core clenched at the same moment I raised my ass in offering and it was the most natural feeling in the world.  Scrubbing his hand over his face, Nix stares at his bounty right before he launched forward.
“Say it,” he demands roughly. “Say you want me to claim your ass.”
Giving him my best siren’s smile, I raise up even higher promising, “I want you to claim my ass.”
Nix’s alpha roar branded me as deeply as his dick did.
This man was all the adventure I would ever need and then some.
Okay, and maybe I'd need a salt bath after this...
 



 

I was sitting inside of a restaurant in Houston waiting for my meeting when a video came in. Checking my surroundings, I hit play to see Finn flying across the snow on a wicked snowmobile. Then I saw the ramp, held my breath and when she took flight, nearly crushed my phone in my hands. Zooming in, she takes off her helmet, only it’s not Finn. It’s a man. And when my screen cracked, I forced myself to breathe.
Screaming his praises, she turns the phone to capture them both together.
“Ryan made Antarctica his bitch!” she squealed and just as the video was ending, I noted the expression on his face. This Ryan loved her above all others. More even, than he loved himself.
Under the video the text had read, #bestdayever
 
Leaving Finn behind with flushed cheeks, trust in her eyes and my come between her thighs was a fucking knife to my gut. When I didn’t return, she would see it as another betrayal, but letting her go was the right thing to do. Going our separate ways would keep her safe while I removed the threats to her. She wasn’t meant to be a killer and lacked a single ounce of self-preservation so I needed to finish this, for her.
I was so strung out on the female, that I left my focus back in bed with her too.
I was not a selfless man and it was taking everything I had not to go back and spend the rest of our lives running. But she deserved peace and safety, not a life in hiding. Finn was the female who commanded the sun to shine and rough tides to calm. She was nature, she was adventure, she was an untamable wind.
So, I was tucking this blessing deep where no man could steal it. 
 
When you spend your life killing for profit, the first thing you learn to do is scatter your resources far and wide. So, no matter where you are, you can access what you need to survive and keep going. 
After filling my bag, I tossed the key in the garbage and exited the building without speaking to anyone. Making my way to the lot I parked in, I was thinking about her when he cut me off.
“Goose,” I sigh in disappointment. “Why am I not surprised?”
“Where’s the girl?” he asks with twitchy fingers.
“Is this the part where you actually expect me to tell you?”
Motioning me into the alley behind a vacant industrial building, he says, “This is the part where I remind you that no one walks away. Not even you, Phoenix.”
“She is innocent.”
“She is my reward.”
“She is mine.” Even when she wasn’t.
Cracking his neck, he flashes his gold tooth sneer and says, “So protective, Phoenix. Gotta say, if she’s worth dying for, I may have to give her a spin myself. You know, before I kill her and cash in.”
Dropping my bag, it was on.
To anyone passing by, we would be a blur of movement. There would be no screaming, grunting, or calls for help. Just two men fighting to the death, brutally and silently. 
However, the problem with fighting your own is that in most ways you were evenly matched. You knew how to anticipate his every move and he yours. When I stumbled, Goose was there to introduce my head to the brick wall and any respect I held for the guy went out of the window. Wrapping his hands around my throat he taunts, “Tell me, what does she taste like, Phoenix?”
Whipping my head back and cracking him hard, I roar, “Salvation,” taking him to the ground.
Exchanging blows was wearing us both down and the moment I paused to take an extra breath, it cost me.
Goose saw an opportunity to fight dirty and took it. Staggering back, I allowed the brick wall to hold me up while I fought to clear my head. The prick had brained me wearing a set of brass knuckles.
Spitting out blood, I was righting myself when he attacked my side stealing the air from my fucking lungs. Hitting the ground, it was thoughts of Finn that had my head all fucked up. I couldn’t let Goose find her.
I couldn’t allow any of them to find her.
Decision made, I knew if I died today that I was taking him with me.
But fuck, how I missed her already.
I should have said more, held her tighter, asked about her dreams.
Coughing up blood, I stared at the concrete disgusted with myself.
I couldn’t believe I was losing.
I never lose.
Shit. I had lost Finn and now this fight. It was truly a fuck-all morning and not how I saw myself going out.
Least of all by a second-rate fighter like Goose.
 
Struggling to stand, I was half-way there, determined to end this when out of nowhere a full-sized truck plowed into Goose sending him into the brick wall. When the driver backed up and rammed his ass over again, I stood there with my jaw open. Not only was he dead, he was...splattered.
With wide eyes, I watched my woman roll down the window giving me a thumbs up.
Speechless, I watch as she jumps down and peeks around the grill asking, “Did I get him?”
Adrenaline, terror, and relief warred within me, yet my fearless Finn turned to me and grinned. Fucking grinned.
As for me, I was furiously fucking clueless on how to handle this. 
How to handle her.
 



 

My dad died before I was born, Landon White never showed to pick me up for homecoming, Andre Potts didn’t choose me for Red Rover, my Labrador, Bocefus, ran away thanks to the mail man, Talon cheated on me and Ryan died. Because of this, I named my vibrators after women for fear a man’s name would break them. 
I used to tell myself that it was them and not me. That outside of Ryan, the others couldn’t handle me.
But I feared the truth; that I wasn’t worth handling at all.
 
I was done being left behind. Twice was two-too many and there would not be a third.
Having never run a man down before, I wanted to make sure he was good and dead before turning my back to him. I mean, in the movies they always get up one more time…
Worried (and yes, still pissed) about Nix, I rush over to aid him only to find myself pinned against the brick wall.
 
“What is the matter with you?” he screams in my face. “Why did you come?”
“Clue in, asshole! You don't get to make my decisions for me! And you sure as hell don’t get to let me go!”
Grinding his jaw, Nix says nothing, just stares me down breathing through his nose. As for me, I couldn’t stop crying, which was not my norm. If Phoenix were any other man, I would have let him walk away and moved on. But you do not leave your other half behind. 
“We’re stronger together,” I sniffle, hating that I couldn't stop it. “We’re a team, Nix.”
Nose to nose he says, “We are not a team and following me because I’m the first man to get you off is going to get you killed!”
Cracking him across the face, I break his hold and warn, “You altered my fate, Phoenix. You knew what could happen when you sent that text and you did it anyway. You did not do that for me. You did it for you. For one year you read those messages and fell in love with me. I saved you, isn’t that what you said? Those messages saved you. Now I need you to give me the chance to fall back. You want me, you’re clearly willing to die for me, so get your shit together.”
“I will kill for you,” he snarls. “I will fight until my last breath for you.”
“Then let me do the same for you. Let me fall in love with—”
“This is not a movie, Finn. There is no director behind the scenes telling you what to do. You don’t get to re-shoot a scene if you fucked it up.”
“Yes, it is,” I yell back. “You’re the director. You’ll guide me. When the scene ends, you’ll yell cut, only the dead guy won’t get up!”
“You’re a distraction,” he says pacing now. “I can’t do what needs to be done if I’m focused on you.”
“Oh bullshit,” I laugh angrily. “I was watching you fight before I drove up and PS: you were losing. How did he even get the drop on you to brass knuckle your face, huh? Oh, I know! It’s because you were thinking about me and I wasn’t even here!”
“Finn…”
“All my life I’ve been told that I’m too fearless for my own good. That I was reckless, dangerous, and lacked self-preservation. I have sought out and conquered every thrill known to man and I’m still here. It’s in my blood, it’s my addiction and I will die without a fix. That mix of adrenaline and oh-my-god I almost died we’re both feeling right now? I need that, Nix. But I have one fear, Phoenix, losing you.”
“Fuck, Finn…”
“You are my greatest adventure and I am yours. This,” I gesture from him to me, “is our greatest adventure, us. We’re it. But, I won’t follow you again, I’m not setting myself up for that kind of hurt. I won’t be cast aside again. So, decide, are we in this together or not?”
“This isn't a game,” he insists.
“Yes, it is! And I'm good at it!” And that's it, now I'm fired up. “You think sticking a thumb up my ass is going to placate me? Make me sweet and biddable? How about giving me five minutes with your hole and then we can discuss it.”
“The fuck, Finn,” he grates out.
“Do you want to play cat and mouse? Is that it? I'll fucking play alright!”
“You're pissing me off,” he warns.
“I'm pissing you off?” I shrill. “You're the one fighting in a back alley in broad daylight and losing, Phoenix. Yet here I am, ready to prove myself, show you that I'm capable and you're throwing shade?”
“This is about – “
“Oh, shut up,” I scream. “None of this smells funny to you?” When he blinks in confusion, I lower my voice and stow the attitude when I say, “Listen to me, we can win this game. But you have to trust me, Nix. Otherwise, the day will come when I stop following.”
When his face softens I knew I was on the right track. Glancing behind us he mutters, “Where’d you get the truck?”
Biting my lip, I confess, “I stole it.”
“You stole it,” he mumbles.
“What about the dead guy?” I ask pointing to the pile of horror flick. “What’s protocol? I mean, he’s gooey.”
Pulling me to him, his lips were touching mine when he says, “Fuck him.”
Apparently, the Operator handles clean up too. Good to know…
 



 

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she says coyly. Though I haven’t fucked a girl yet, I knew shitty flirting when I saw it and this chick wanted something from me. Ignoring her, she steps in front of me and said, “Don’t act like you didn’t see something you wanted.”
“You’re that sure of yourself?”
“Uh huh,” she smirked and it annoyed me.
“I do see something I want.”
“What is it?” she asked standing a little taller.
“Your mouth.”
“My mouth?” she smirked as if she’d won.
“Yes, I wonder what it would look like shut.”
“You’re an asshole!”
“Maybe, but the word that applies here is honest. So stop wasting my time and spit it out.”
“Fine,” she huffed and all traces of fake flirtation vanished. Shoving cash into my hand she said, “That’s one hundred dollars and I want to you to find out if Brody is cheating on me.”
Jesus, I hated high school. Crumbling up the cash, I throw it over my shoulder then lean into her space.
“Of course, he’s cheating on you,” I smiled. “You’re a bitch.”
 
With Finn sprawled across my chest, I replayed her plowing Goose over, standing her ground and found myself getting hard all over again. No one has ever had my back. Being that I was the first to be owned by the devil, the rest of his minions have followed my lead without question. It had killed me to leave her behind, thinking it was best for her. To have Finn disobey an order because the pull to be with me was stronger, was a heady feeling.
Sensing my arousal, she shifts and her hand finds my hard cock and squeezes it. Groaning low, I fist her hair tugging it so she’ll meet my eyes.
“Morning, partner,” she smiles adoringly and I wasn't sure I'd ever get used to it. Honestly, I prayed I didn't.
“I feel like I'm going to regret this, but have you ever been in love?” I ask her, knowing she’ll tell me the truth. Unlike me, Finn wasn’t afraid of saying what’s on her mind. “And before you answer, keep stroking me.”
Doing as she’s told, she thinks on it and says, “No, I haven’t been in romantic love, but lust and I have been on a first name basis since I was eighteen.”
Picking up her pace, I thrust into her hand demanding to know, “From now on, the only male you have permission to lust after is me.” Because I am so in love with you, I can’t see straight…

“Hmm,” she smirks knowing I was at her mercy.
And before I could reaffirm my order, she found her way between my legs, fully freed me cock and licked it. 
Nothing in the world compared to the feeling of her mouth sucking me off. 
Actually, nothing in the world compared to watching her suck me off. Finn wasn’t just generous with her feelings, she was also generous with her body and reciprocating pleasure.
The plan was to let her play a little, get me rock hard before I fucked her into the box springs.
Instead, I came in her mouth and watching her swallow me overrode the embarrassment of finishing so soon.
 



 

Anytime Ryan was nervous he held my hand. Today though, he wasn’t nervous for himself, he was nervous for me. Looking out the window, I couldn’t muster up an ounce of fear. Maybe a little fear was healthy? When butterflies took flight in my stomach, I smiled inwardly and decided if fear was healthy, I was fine with being sick. And if this was a sickness, I was terminal.
Because while my body was up here, it couldn’t wait to fall down there.
Clutching my hand tighter, I glance at Ryan reminding him, “I’m going to be fine.”
“What about me?” he paled further when the door opened. “I feel like I’m going to have a heart attack.”
“You’re not even jumping,” I joked. “Relax, I’ve got this.”
“Is this a grey hair,” he asked sticking his head in my face to check. “It feels like a grey hair.”
When I was called over, I kissed Ryan on the cheek promising him, “I'll see you at the bottom.”
That day marked my first solo free fall. Soaring through the air at one hundred and twenty miles an hour was my kind of heaven but only because I knew he was watching, waiting, filming.
 
According to Nix, we had to stay on the road, stay ahead of the other Middle Men and hopefully keep them guessing.
But after an hour and a half in the car, I spy my escape asking him to “pull over.”
Parking in the visitor’s lot, he checks the perimeter while I grab my pack and stretch. 
“Why this park?”
“I need to meditate,” I say, taking his hand and leading him toward our destination. A place I hadn't been to in far too long and hadn't realized how much I missed it until I saw the exit sign.
“That actually works?”
“Most of the time,” I admit. “Sometimes, no matter what I do, I can’t find it.”
“Find what?”
“My calm.”
I was taking my next step when he lifts me at the waist moving me out of harm’s way. Frowning down at the hole in the ground, I realized when I was with Nix, my surroundings evaporated. “Careful,” he says stroking my cheek.
“You saved me,” I say gripping his belt loops.
“Ask me,” he says with lust on his tongue.
“Kiss me, Nix.”
On a growl, he plasters our bodies together and when his mouth crashes into mine, the world disappeared. And it wasn’t until passersby cleared their throats that the spell was broken. Pressing his forehead to mine but not releasing me, he says, “If you’d let me, I’d finger fuck you right here.”
“You make it difficult to walk around in dry panties, Nix.”
“You aren’t wearing panties, Finn.”
“You don’t miss much, do you?” I ask wrapping my arms around his waist. 
“Not when it comes to you, no.”
With my goal in view, we were making progress when he steers me behind a huge tree, away from prying eyes. Faster than I could blink, he cupped my ass with one hand while the other slid down the front of my yoga pants. 
“Brace yourself,” he says in my ear. “But let me hear you.”
Closing my eyes, I focus on his fingers playing with me, his harsh breathing in my ear and the liquid feeling spreading throughout my body. “One or two?”
“Two,” I manage to reply and when he inserts both, my eyes rolled back in pleasure. 
“Soaked,” he praises, pumping in and out of me. 
“Nix,” I moan loud. “Ah fuck, don’t stop.”
“Ride my hand, Finn. Purr for me, kitten.”
Knowing we could be seen, definitely heard, had me giving his fingers the ride of a lifetime. When he bites my nipple through my shirt, I didn’t just go off, I exploded in ecstasy. As my body came back online, I started to sag when Nix pinned my back to the hard bark demanding that I, “Do not move.”
And then he was on his knees before me. Wondering what he was doing, I was unprepared for him to seal his lips over my pussy and suck. “Oh my God,” I wheeze out in shocked pleasure. 
Growling between my legs, Nix gives me one long, strong lick and the sensation made my eyes cross. Placing a kiss to my inner thigh, he looks up at me, licking my juice from his lips and grins, “Your come is delicious.”
Blinking at Nix in a mix of awe and arousal, he fixes my pants and announces, “Now you can meditate.”
Unable to speak, let alone move, he takes the lead until we’re standing on the wood planks.
“Why is it called the Tridge?”
How could he even talk right now? I could see how hard he was and all my mouth and I wanted was to choke on his cock. Unfortunately, he wanted a history lesson and any choking I had in mind would have to wait. Plus, the elevation seemed to make him uncomfortable, so the less time we spent here the better.
“The Tridge marks the spot where two waterways meet. When I was a kid, my mom brought me here for a nature day and told me all about it. God, I haven’t seen this place in years. Do you want to know the best part?”
Hanging on my every word as if his world was quiet when I spoke, he says, “Yes, tell me.”
“The park ranger threw us out.”
“What the fuck for?”
Pointing to the highest point of the structure I confess, “For climbing.”
“Where was your mom?”
Giggling at the memory I explain, “Taking pictures.”
Here we were sharing a nice moment when my senses tingled. And I wasn't sure what was more exciting? Scoping the bad guys first or impressing him by scoping the bad guys first? Yes, I was that competitive. 
Stepping into his arms, I get up on my toes, following the movement with my eyes and whisper, “Do all you guys copy the Men in Black uniform?”
Tensing, he grips me back asking, “Describe him to me.”
“Them Nix,” I say kissing his neck. “I count two. Black guy, white guy, they move in total synch, choreographed.”
“We need to move, Finn,” he says throwing his arm over my shoulder. 
“The extra gun is in the first pocket of my pack just a few inches under your hand.”
Vaguely nodding so she knows I heard, he whispers, “While we walk, look at me adoringly.”
Doing as he said wasn’t difficult since I looked at him like that anyway. Now semi-hidden by the tree line I ask, “Civilians. What do we do about them?”
“Rules, Finn,” he says, kissing my temple. “We may be killers, but those rules keep us off the radar. They won’t engage while people are around to bear witness.”
“That’s what sniper rifles are for,” I offer blandly.
“We are a hands-on crew. We kill up close, never at a distance. It’s a pride thing,” he shrugs off my concern.
“Well, I don’t trust that the rules apply when you’re hunting your own. Call it daddy issues.”
“If I tell you to run, you run.”
“You’re fucking up this partner gig, Nix. We've discussed this.”
“You’ll get over it.”
Stepping out from the trees, both men size me up and it was like Nix wasn’t even there. While neither were as large, lean, or hot as Nix, they looked just as deadly. Unable to take the silence, I ask sweetly, “And what are your names J and K?” When they only blinked at me I rolled my eyes muttering, “The world is going to hell.”
Did nobody watch movies anymore?
 



 

Each of her videos pushed the limits of my sanity.
Yes, I killed for a living, which most would find insane, but I never took unnecessary risks. I didn’t scale mountains, dive out of planes or trust a mask to keep me alive under water. My job required me to be up close and personal. So, the mark knew exactly who was ending their life and why. Our rules were simple.
We did not kill in public, we did not strike from the back, and we did not play with our kills either. While I never knew the reasons these people were chosen for elimination, I did know the world was better off without them.
But I couldn’t imagine a world without her in it and the thought of her playing with her life chilled me to the bone. Because I feared the day would come that the videos just…stopped.
 
Only Finn Lee would stand next to me staring down her enemy and make a Men in Black reference. Because these two thought as one, fought as one, and killed as one, I answered on their behalf since I’d bet they had no idea what she was talking about.
“Swift is the gentleman on your left and that’s Creeper on the right.”
Huffing, Finn rolls her eyes asking, “So, what? When you joined up all the good names were taken?”
Glancing at each other, it was clear they didn't know what to make of Finn. “How does this work?” she continues. “Like, who goes first? Do we flip a coin?” Pretending to search for change, Finn searches her pack actually producing a quarter.
“Phoenix,” Swift steps forward. “This isn’t the NFL, we aren’t flipping for it.”
“Hand over the girl,” Creeper adds. “That’s all you have to do.”
“And if I refuse?”
“You don't want to do that,” Swift says eyeing her. “You taught us much, saved our lives many times over. We give our word not to kill her in front of you.”
“It will be quick and painless,” Creeper finishes.
“You’re so hard up for money that you’d kill a pretending to be defenseless female?” Finn asks.
“This isn’t about money,” Creeper says. “It’s about following the rules. The money is just a bonus.”
“No one walks away and Phoenix knows this,” Swift points out. “He knows this better than anyone.”
“If no one has ever done it, then how is it a rule?” she fires back.
“Stalling only prolongs your pain,” Swift sighs. “Phoenix, this is unnecessary.”
Pulling Finn close, I whisper in her ear, “Run.”
 
Nodding once, she gives me a wink, takes off at a sprint and I rushed forward tagging Creeper around the middle and we go down hard. Knowing one couldn’t function without the other, it was a given Swift would join in.
This was their weakness though they always refused to believe it.
Landing a blow to Swift’s side, he grunts, “Don’t make us kill you too, Phoenix.”
“You leave us no choice,” Creeper says reaching for his gun. He did this because the coward knew he’d never best me in a fight. Plus, once they were done with me, they would chase Finn.
Fighting two men I trained myself, gave me the advantage. But that’s not to say getting rocked in the skull didn’t hurt. Breaking Creeper’s wrist, he snarls in agony dropping his gun. Now with the two of them circling me I make it clear, “I'm going to place your heads at my woman's feet.”
Swift was about to retort when he found a rope around his neck. 
Kicking the back of his knee in, Swift goes down and his eyes go round. Leaning down to his ear, Finn looks up at me and announces, “He’s mine.” For fuck’s sake where did she even come from?
“Partners?” Creeper roars. “What is the meaning of this!”
Wary of the bullshit, I share, “I can’t have both so I choose her. I will always choose her. I will kill for her and she for me. You both have a choice to make; walk away or die today.”
“You would die for a female?” Creeper demands.
“I would die for the love of that female.”
“Love?” he laughs and the sound was raspy. “We don’t love, Phoenix.”
“Guys?” Finn says but I couldn’t afford to look at her right now.
“I’m proof,” I say firmly. “That it’s not only possible, but worth the price.”
“You are choosing her over the brotherhood you alone helped to build, Phoenix.”
“Guys,” Finn says again but I couldn’t break his stare. Not now.
“You took the contract not giving a single fuck about the brotherhood,” I remind him. “You don’t ask questions. You follow blindly. Here you stand ready to kill my woman, who is innocent, because you were told to.”
“That is our way!”
“Because you refuse to consider another!” I roar in fury. “You fool! Listen to me when I tell you, our ways need to change!”
“Guys!” Finn yells and when Creeper breaks his stare, so do I. With Swift hunched over and Finn still holding him up, I knew shit was about to go from bad to worse when she shrugs and says, “Oops?”
“You killed him, Finn.”
“I just roped him,” she says casually. “He wouldn’t stop moving so really he killed himself.”
Stunned at what he was seeing, Creeper stood stock still unable to process it and before he came to his senses, I retrieved the gun from my back, raised it and put one in his head.
Letting Swift go, Finn steps over him to find safety in my arms. “We’re exposed outside like this.”
Kissing the top of her head, I take her hand and lead her back to the car.
Once back on the highway, I say, “I’m sorry you didn’t get to meditate.”
Facing me, Finn smiles confessing, “It’s okay, I’m feeling pretty centered right now.”
At this, I threw my head back and laughed.
 



 

In many ways, I was a late bloomer.
Because I was so active and lean, I didn’t start my period until I was seventeen.
Since I preferred Ryan’s company to my peers, I never dated or even kissed a boy like other girls my age had. I also had no idea how to flirt or why it was even necessary. I didn’t own a dress or heels because I couldn't run or climb in them. Makeup was foreign to me as was fixing my hair. My motto was: love me or fuck off.
And then I met a man, yes, a man, who was twenty-three to my eighteen, in Barbados.
I may not be hip on fashion, but I rocked the hell out of a bikini and he’d noticed.
His name was Joaquin and bless him, he didn’t flirt. He said what was on his mind and liked that I did the same.
I had just come out of the water after crushing a nice wave when he tagged my neck, kissed me, and said, “You are the hottest thing I have ever seen.”
Then he told me to meet him in town later for dinner and dessert. I was well aware I was dessert.
And I wanted to be eaten.
So, I did what any girl did. I called my mom.
She didn’t ask me if I was sure or if he was a decent person. She knew me; therefore, those were moot points.
But what she did say, I heeded.
“Humans lie easily, Finn. Just know that a man may lie too, but your body will not. Listen to what it has to say.”
I lost my virginity on a beach in Barbados and it was wonderful.
 
We were eating our truck stop carry-out in the car when Nix asks, “Did you know you were being filmed?”
With my sandwich poised to take a bite, I lower it, losing my appetite. Because I knew this was coming and Phoenix had every right to ask questions. If roles were reversed I would have asked a lot sooner. But it left my stomach sour just the same.
 “Fuck, I shouldn’t have opened my mouth.”
“No,” I force out. “The only time I perform on camera is if I’m being paid.”
“Finn…”
“Nix, I didn’t love Talon. He was convenient and while I know that's a silly reason to stick around, it beat being lonely. Plus, I thought he understood what made me tick and liked that he didn't press me for extra time. I haven’t watched the video nor do I plan to because that woman isn’t me. I was never myself with Talon. I was fake, he was fake, we were fake.”
“You let him use you?”
“No because we used each other.”
“Why?”
“Why pay a hooker to fuck you, Nix?”
“I should have never said shit,” he mumbles looking away.
“See, right there that’s the problem with relationships. You should have said something because when a woman is sharing her body with you, she has a right to know where it’s been. We both have pasts and cannot change them, so let's not waste time thinking about them. And who knows when he took the video, but it wasn’t within the last year and a half because I haven’t been with him in at least that long.”
“I’ve gone longer than you,” he says softly.
“Oh yeah?”
“It had been at least a year before your first text. Once I saw your face…no other woman, no amount of money to pretend it was worth it would ever do.”
“Really?”
“Look at me, Finn,” he orders. “I may do a lot of questionable shit but, I will not lie to you.”
“Okay then,” I smile ready to finish my lunch. Appetite renewed!
“Knowing this, it won’t come as a surprise to you that when this situation is handled, I’m coming back to kill him.”
Shrugging, I take a huge bite and take my time chewing just to razz him. “Did you hear what I said, Finn?”
“Mmm,” I nod easily not much caring what happens to Talon. 
“Now,” he says leaning in. “Why did you really walk away? I’ll kill him tomorrow if he’s not what’s standing in your way. Do you want to go back to your job?”
Wiping my mouth, I confess, “My image has always been an issue. No matter what I do, it ends up in a magazine somewhere because it’s a female doing it. Truth is, I’m tired of that aspect of the business. On screen, I’ve done it all, the spark is gone. While I won’t deny I loved most of it, I’d be lying if I said it didn’t get old sometimes. This,” I wave between us. “Is new, exciting and the adventure I’ve been waiting for.”
“You really believe you’ve been waiting for me?”
“Why not? You believe you’ve been waiting for me.”
“What will your mom say when she finds out?”
“What she always says,” I smile picturing her beautiful face. “Follow your heart, Finn.”
“Ever fucked in your car?”
“Can’t say that I have.”
“Do you want to?”
Kissing him soundly on the lips, I promise him, “Let’s find a room, I’ll be worth the wait.”
Two hours more of driving, we found a hotel and before Nix could lock the door, I pinned him to it.
 



 

Finn was lying across my body, running her fingers over my chest and had the fiercest look of concentration on her face. As if she was memorizing every inch of me. While my legs nearly hung off the bed, hers rested squarely in the middle. I marveled that someone so small be could so strong, so alive and utterly kind.
But she was here, in my arms and if the nibbling of her lip was any indication, aroused.
“Tell me more about you,” I asked her in the dark of the room.
And like the open book she was, said, “I’ve never fallen in love with things. I fell in love with people, places, and experiences. One day, I was sitting on Ryan’s porch waiting for him to finish his homework and I hated how on edge I felt. Just sitting idle made me really uncomfortable. So, I asked myself, is this what you want to be doing when you die?” Curling in close to me she continued, “I decided that day, that’s how I would live my life. By not wasting a moment of it by doing shit that kills time.”
“How old were you when you had the epiphany?”
Chuckling softly, she said, “I was ten years old, Nix.”
 
While she showered, I mapped out our drive uncaring that we were essentially driving in one big circle. The urge to take her and run, hide forever if we had to, was strong but, it was futile. Men like me were hunters, trained to track our prey and once the instinct was triggered, we could not stop. Which meant we had to face this head on and if that meant cutting down my own brothers, so be it.
Just as I told Swift and Creeper, they had a choice. They could have said no, turned down the order. But they were so conditioned to kill, to please a man we’ve never even met, that they copped out. By allowing someone else to think for them, they became pawns.
Exactly as I had been until, Finn. Until I realized I had wanted more.
And like Finn, being idle was making me uncomfortable.
We could only run for so long before paranoia caused one or both of us to make a fatal mistake.
She deserved to live her life without looking over her shoulder.
But how did I fix this without losing her?
The buzzing on the table had me reaching forward to take the call. I already knew who it was. Besides Finn, she was the only one to ever use the number. It wasn’t difficult to figure out. 
“Operator.”
“Phoenix,” she says happily as always. Though, I had no clue what in the hell made her that way. She was a death dealer for fuck’s sake.  At the very least, she should sound solemn. “It’s so good to hear your voice.”
She may have been the only constant in my life prior to Finn, but Operator was a necessary evil in the business. That didn’t equate to being friends and meeting up for happy hour. We never discussed feelings or anything personal. We were executioners, our currency was blood. 
The devil paired us, nothing more, nothing less and I needed to remember that.
“Not feeling chatty today,” she chuckles. I won’t lie, she did have a cute laugh. Over the years I’ve thought about what she looked like. And with each conversation, my assessment changed. However, her looks meant nothing in the grand scheme. She was a messenger and quite often, annoying. She knew too much, was always a step ahead and that made her dangerous.
So when she says, “How’s our girl?” I lost it. 
“My girl,” I warn her. “Mine.”
“Down, boy,” she teases but I wasn’t in the mood. Because I was a killer, a tracker, a monster. I despised how easily she read me. How she knew what’d I do before I even did it.  Hence, driving in a fucking circle. No matter where I fucking went, she’d find me. Find us. “So, I was watching the news this morning and imagine my surprise when I caught the story involving two unknown men wearing lame suits found dead in a state park. You’ve kept me very busy indeed. Tell me, are you planning on breaking all the rules, Phoenix?”
“They approached us in broad daylight,” I counter reasonably. “It was self-defense and it was contained. No one saw anything.”
Huffing she says, “They were idiots anyway. Okay, I believe you. But I’m dying to know who killed who.”
So she didn’t know everything? Shocking. “I’m responsible for both.”
“Oh no you are not,” Finn says from behind me. “I want credit, dammit.”
“I like her, Phoenix,” she chuckles again. “Put her on speaker.”
Another thing about the Operator, you didn’t tell her no. I know because I’d tried once and an hour later my car had exploded. Glaring at Finn, whom I was trying to protect, but was glaring right back at me, I hit the button and closed my eyes. This wasn’t going to end well, I fucking felt it. 
And the last thing I needed was these two to actually like each other… The universe couldn't handle these women together.
 
“Finn?”
“You know it is,” she says sitting next to me wearing only a towel and a smile.
“It’s me, Operator.”
“No shit, hey, I want credit for my part. Nix can’t have all the fame.”
“Nix?”
“That’s what I said.”
“You gave him a pet name,” she says softly. “That is so sweet.”
“For a death dispatcher, you have a beautiful voice.”
Silence met us both and where I was sweating, Finn was checking her cuticles. “Thank you,” she finally says. “I called for two reasons.”
“And they are?” I ask gruffly.
“First, I watched your video, Finn.” Stiffening beside me, Finn glares at the phone wanting to strangle it.
“Yeah?” she retorts. “How’d I do?”
“I’m not grading an exam here,” she counters back. “But, I was curious and wanted to know more about you. I’m sure Phoenix told you it’s my job to know all.”
“So, you watched an unauthorized homemade porno to gain insight into my personality?”
“Maybe,” she concedes vaguely. 
“What did you come up with?”
“That you are one hell of an actress and I hope you castrate him for abusing your trust, your career, and your image.”
“He’s on my list of to-dies,” Finn waves it off.
“Good,” she says followed by a sigh. “On to business. The two of you have caused quite a stir and while many of your bothers haven’t stepped up to take you out yet, I just got word that he has.”
“He?” Finn asks frowning, and as for me, my stomach cramped.
“He as in the motherfucking loose cannon known as Vulture,” I offer with dread. Fuck, I was sweating...
“Killer name,” Finn says absently, only she had no idea what we were dealing with. I, however, did. Vulture was insane, blood thirsty, and cruel. He toyed with his prey, prolonged their death. In all the years as Middle Men, I had the displeasure of meeting him once. And once was enough. Finn didn’t stand a chance against him. Aside from Vulture, none of us enjoyed killing. He lived to kill, fed on the pain. If I had to describe him in one word, it would be rabid.
 
“Why are you helping us?” I ask Operator.
“I’m not,” she says easily. “Or rather, I’m not doing any more for you two than I am the others.”
“You should change your name to Gamemaker,” Finn says rolling her eyes.
“I don’t follow…” The Operator mumbles.
“In the Hunger Games, Plutarch Heavensbee is the infamous Gamemaker,” Finn clarifies and I for one had no idea what she was talking about.
“Is that a movie?” I ask once again, clueless.
“Uh yeah,” she says frowning. 
“Can’t say that I’ve seen it,” Operator replies.
“Life is a movie in my head,” Finn continues. “Anyway, in this scene I’d, of course, be Katniss, Nix-you would be Peeta and you-Operator would be the Gamemaker.”
“Go on,” she suggests enjoying this and I understood her excitement.
“Plutarch is the leader of the rebellion,” she explains and her hands were going wild. Finn was on an adventure taking us along for the ride. “Oh! Are you planning on overthrowing the capital?”
Laughing, Operator says, “I don’t think so? But, I like keeping my options open.”
“I need to dry my hair,” Finn announces. “Later, Operator.”
“Later, Finn,” she says back. A moment later, she clears her throat and does the very last thing I expected her to do. For the first time ever, she showed emotion when she says, “Take care of her, Phoenix.”
Emotion in this game never boded well for the players.
 



 

I studied the greats.
Dar Robinson, Hal Needham, Jackie Chan, Michelle Yeoh and so on.
To make it in this business, to be treated as an equal, I knew to get respect that I would need to earn it.
Bust my ass for it, take my lumps and learn from them.
I had to be the best but no one was going to do it for me.
So, at my first real audition, I was nervous.
Not scared.
Just nervous.
I was younger than the competition, smaller, leaner. I still had stars in my eyes, confidence in my smile, and optimism in my heart. I wasn't jaded or beaten down. Maybe that's why I got the job, maybe that's why I always got the job. My positive attitude. But if you asked Ryan he'd just say, “It's because you're that good.”
 
At some point, I needed to tell Nix that Operator calls me privately and often. Though we stay on the move, her timing is always impeccable. Like when Nix is getting gas or taking a shower. While he doesn’t speak of her much because he said he doesn’t know much, each time she calls me she’s very forthcoming.
And I’d never met anyone so interested in trying to figure me out.
Last night, we had just finished dinner at the hotel and Nix went out front to smoke a clove when she called again. Her number always came in as ‘unknown’ so I answered.
“Why did you get into stunt work?” was her opening.
“Probably for the same reason you got into contract killing.”
“Ah,” she laughed. “So, it was a calling.”
“Get to the point of this call,” I advised her.
“Why is life a movie in your head?”
That was simple enough. “Because, like life, it has a beginning, middle and end. And if you do it right, they don't fuck up your name in the credits.”
“That tells me nothing.”
“Had you been listening, it would have told you everything.”
And then I hung up.
 
We had just left the camping store and I was content watching Nix attempt to figure out how to make everything fit in his pack. Although, he was hesitant at first, even stating, “My essentials are a gun, knife, and fists, Finn,” I brought him around to my way of thinking rather easily.
Zipping mine shut, he tosses his to the side choosing that moment to kiss me. “What was that for?”
“I will make this right. For you, for us.”
“Are you trying to dump me again?”
“No,” he smiles warmly and I saw no deceit. “I know when I’ve lost a battle, kitten.”
“Or won,” I grin snagging his pack to finish the job.
“Or won,” he agrees readily.
“What’s on your mind, Nix?”
“We can’t trust the Operator,” he declares. “We trust no one outside of this car.”
“Okay,” I nod in agreement. 
“And the next time I tell you to run, you run, Finn.”
“Maybe,” I conceded.
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
When all that was filling the silence was his heavy breathing, I ask, “Is this about Vulture?”
Staring at the roof of the car, I see the war going on in his head. Hard not to when it was evident by his ticking jaw and flaring nostrils. “I was the first,” he says softly. “Over the years, he’s recruited dozens of us.”
“He?”
“The devil.”
“Does the devil have a name?”
“If he does, it’s never been spoken.”
“Keep going.”
“We exist by not existing. We’re ghosts, pawns, doing what we’re told. The rules are few but they are to be followed or we will face death. I broke the biggest rule when I walked away to find you. None of us know happiness, only orders. We do not kill in public, or for personal gain. Middle men do not have families, dreams or—”
“Love,” I finish for him.
“Especially not love,” he says cupping my cheek. “Love is a distraction, a weakness, a flaw.  He demands loyalty to the cause only. He comes first, always. And fuck, Finn I was okay with that. Until you.”
Sitting in the passenger seat of my car, I felt my chest swell and the sensation was so strong I half expected it to burst. This was what love feels like. All consuming, eager and hungry. His fingers felt like brands, his eyes were tethers and his lips were salvation. Leaning forward I ask, “You love me that much?”
“I’m taking on the devil for you, Finn,” he whispers. “I love you more than you could possibly comprehend.”
“I can comprehend it just fine, Nix,” I say placing my hands over his. “Because that’s how I love you.”
“You love me?”
“I’m taking on the devil for you too.”
“That’s what scares me,” he says scanning my face. “He’s invisible. I can’t fight what I can’t see.”
“Then we,” I emphasize. “Continue taking down his minions until he comes for us himself.”
“You have to let me—”
“Do it alone? No, Nix. Those days are gone. And if you don’t start talking in terms of future, of us, I’m going to show you just how much girl scouts learn in elementary school.”
“You are too reckless for your own good,” he mumbles but I saw resolution in his eyes. 
“And you are husband dick.”
Snapping his eyes to mine he asks, “I’m what?”
“Husband dick.”
“Care to explain that to me?”
“The dick I want inside of me until death do us part,” I explain simply. “Forever dick.”
Fighting not to laugh, Nix repeats, “Forever dick?”
“I may not be able to put a ring on it,” I grin seductively. “But God knows I want to.”
Sobering a little, he says, “Until death do us part could be our reality, Finn.”
Throwing my arms around his neck, I promise him, “Not if I can help it. Because that's what love is. Fighting for what means most.”
And, I meant it.
 



 

When she spoke, she let all her emotions out to play.
Used to traveling alone, I usually zoned out to talk radio but listening to Finn talk about her life was even better. 
As she spoke, I found myself mourning Ryan's loss. Even though she was reminiscing on good times, it still hurt to hear it. Because Ryan was the kind of friend I'd secretly wished for but would never have. 
 
Finn was peacefully asleep in the passenger seat while I drove. With the Mackinac Bridge in sight, I gripped the wheel wondering what the fuck I was thinking by crossing it. The plan was to head back to Detroit. To a city we were both familiar with and where I held a slight advantage. But listening to her go on about the happy times she had here, how much she loved and missed her mom...the second she passed out, I changed direction. 
Since Finn held love for this place I wanted to her to see it at least once more.
Say what you want about Michigan, but no one can dispute the beauty called, ‘Up North.’
The air was free of pollution, the trees were enormous and bold. The sky seemed close enough to touch and the water surrounding us was calming. Silently I prayed the wind wouldn’t pick up and pitch us over the side toward certain death. But I told myself her car was sturdy, I was in control and that the car to my right would block our plummet. Hanging on to that thought, I decided to let the guy driving next to us die first.
I was truly becoming a sap.
 
Stretching her perfect body, I zero in on Finn’s toned stomach and the sexy sounds she emits while she finds consciousness. Sitting up, she gasps out, “Mackinac?”
Focusing on the fucking sewer grates holding us up I grunt, “Yeah.”
“How long was I out?”
“About four hours or so.”
“Shit. I’m sorry. Are you tired?”
“No.” And it’s true, I wasn’t. Since meeting Finn, sleep eluded me and I knew it was because I feared missing out.
“Do you think it’s safe to visit my mom while we’re here?”
“No.” 
“Oh,” she says rubbing her eyes. “Then why are we here?”
“Because I would still really like to meet your mom.”
Placing her hand on my thigh and resting her head on my shoulder she says, “She will love you like I do.”
All thoughts of this as a bad idea went right out the window and straight into the extremely deep water below.
“Tell me where to go,” was my pussified answer because when it came to Finn, no wasn’t a word that applied.
I wanted to do, would do, whatever it took to make her happy.
About forty-five minutes later, we pulled into her mom’s driveway and after checking our surroundings, we exited the car together. Hand-in-hand we approached the wrap-around porch when a woman, who could be Finn’s twin, blew through the door to greet us. “Baby!” she screams running right for Finn. 
“Mom!” Finn screams right back and while my nature demanded I step in front of any potential threat, I forced myself to stand down. Never releasing my hand, the women tackled each other, jumping up and down and kissing the hell out of the other’s face. Suddenly aware of my presence, her mom fixes her gaze on me and I froze. Jesus, she was just as frightening as her daughter.
“And you are?”
“Phoenix,” I say extending my hand.
Staring at it, she glances from Finn to me asking, “What does he want to me to with that?”
“I’m guessing he wants you to shake it but you’ll forgive him for the slight, Mom,” Finn winks at me.
I was lowering my arm when the woman launched herself at my body wrapping herself around it. Like mother like daughter… “You smell dangerous,” she says jokingly but I stiffened at her observation. 
“We don’t have long, mom,” Finn presses. “Can you crawl off my boyfriend so we can go inside?”
Boyfriend…fuck, hearing that got me hard. And I hope her mom didn’t mind me boning her on the family couch. Following her inside, the women went into the kitchen while I checked the windows, doors and… “I’m not sure who or what you’re looking for Phoenix,” she says.  “But, I’ve got two shot guns and an assault rifle I bought off a semi-reliable criminal. Trust me, you are both safe here.”
If she only knew… “Habit,” I shrug heading toward the kitchen where Finn was pouring us coffee.
Handing over a mug, Finn takes the seat next to mine when her mom says, “Are you expecting that trouble to break into my kitchen, Phoenix?”
“Mom—”
“I take protecting Finn seriously.”
“Uh huh,” she says eyeing me. “Finn is fully capable of protecting herself and both of you are live wires. That tells me there’s a story here. Lucky for you, I’ve got two good ears and the time.”
“I quit my job,” Finn says reaching for my hand.
“Okay,” she says easily and I saw no judgement in her eyes. Fuck, my woman hit the jackpot with her mom. “Why did you quit your job?”
“I was sick of Silas, which you already know.”
“He was an asshole,” she agrees readily.
“But what sealed the deal was Talon showing up after a year to blackmail me into getting his job back. He leaked a sex tape.”
Fuck, she just went right for it. I could never imagine saying sex in front of my mom let alone sex tape. “So, he blew through all his money and thought backing you into a corner was the way to go?” her mom sighs. “What’d I tell you? Prick. Now you’re free to do bigger and better things, baby.”
“I did do bigger and better,” Finn smiles at me. “I found him.”
“Speaking of him,” she settles on me. “What’s your story Mr. Dangerous?”
Instead of answering her right away, I started to sweat.
What was happening to me?
 



 

“What I loved most about your dad was his ability to be quiet,” mom was saying over coffee. “He didn't just listen, baby. He heard the unspoken, he was in tune with my heart’s desires. The day we heard your heart beat he didn't say a word. But it was there on his face for me to see. How much he loved his daughter and how much he loved me.” Although I never met him, I missed him just the same. Losing my dad damaged my mom far beyond an emotional level. It destroyed her on a molecular level.
Growing up raised by a single mother was all I knew and she never let me see her struggles, her sadness.
But as I got older I saw it, there were moments where I felt it too.
 
Phoenix was a killer, wired differently than most and he used his differences as a shield. Yet, he was unique, gentle when necessary and generally quiet. He listened, he observed. Which was why seeing him unsure of himself was fucking adorable. Granted, my mom was a force to be reckoned with, he wasn’t used to being grilled. He certainly wasn’t used to talking about himself either. I loved that about him. For a man who could take life with his bare hands, he was extraordinarily humble.
 
“He negotiates for a living,” I explain. “A referee of sorts.”
“A resolution specialist,” mom nods thinking on it. “I’ll buy that. But, what I won’t buy is that you aren’t dangerous.”
“Mom—”
“Deny it,” she dares Nix. “You think wearing that fedora shields you but I see it in your eyes and your hands.”
“I am dangerous,” he says calmly. “But, never to Finn.”
“I buy that too,” she says raising her cup. “What does Finn need protecting from? And before you lie to me, I can see you gearing up to kill something. The question is who? And why?”
“Mom is very open minded,” I explain. 
“My past wants to steal my future,” he says while looking at me. “Our future. And I refuse to let that happen.”
“His boss wants him to come back,” I tread lightly. 
“Go on.”
“Without attachments or distractions.”
“You are one helluva distraction, Finn,” she smiles proudly. “So, you give your boss the big fuck you and he threatens my daughter’s life to bring you to heel? How am I doing so far?”
Clearing his throat Nix says, “You are far too perceptive,” and I was pretty sure he was sweating.
“It’s a gift,” she shrugs.
“As her mother, you would be well within your rights to use your shotgun to blow a hole through my chest. The question is, why haven’t you?”
“Phoenix,” she says gently. “When you have children, worry is your constant companion. When you have a child like Finn, you make the decision to let that worry rule you or you can trust that she will come out on the other side. Finn is a fighter, a risk taker, she is her father’s daughter but, she is no fool. If she loves you, she does so with her whole heart. Because she loves like she lives. My daughter is all or nothing. She takes risks knowing the danger. That’s how I sleep at night. And that’s what keeps you awake.”
“I love her,” he says pulling me close. “I will kill for her, sacrifice my soul for her, but I need you to know that I tried to be selfless, I tried letting her go.”
“And how did that work out for you?”
Cupping my cheek, he whispers, “Really fucking well.”
“My daughter will do the same for you,” mom says standing. “If you’ll let her.”
Taking her mug to the sink, she was rinsing it when Nix looked at me and said, “Not if I can help it.”
 
Minutes later, Nix excused himself to do a perimeter check leaving me alone with my mom. Side by side on the couch she was running her fingers through my hair when she says, “The thought of you in danger should terrify me, baby.”
“But?”
“But it doesn’t,” she says kissing my temple. “Because you have each other and because fate is at work here. That’s not to say I won’t worry, that I won’t pace the floors. We face danger every second of every day, however, to survive, we ignore the danger surrounding us. We do this so we can live. The two of you are staring danger in the face, taking it head on and I imagine for my daughter it’s the biggest thrill of her life to be able to do that with the man she loves.”
“It is, Mom.”
“Promise me something,” she says stilling. 
“Okay.”
“Come back to me, Finn.”
It was the first time I have ever heard true fear in my mom’s voice but, it was the second promise I made that I was going to break.
“I will, Mom.”
“Your dad would be so proud of you,” she says squeezing me. “And Ryan would have loved Phoenix.”
“I hope so,” was my reply. Although, to be honest, it’s the first time since losing Ryan that the guilt wasn’t threatening to strangle me. Because Ryan would want Nix for me, I knew that down deep and that lessened the guilt some.
“Finn,” he says from the door. “It’s time.”
Helping me up, mom holds her arms open to Nix and without even a pause, he walked into them. Hugging him tight she says, “A phoenix is a long-lived bird that is regenerated and reborn. Each obtains new life by arising from the ashes of its predecessor. Now that you found my daughter I can see you’ve been reborn again. Take her,” she whispers to him. “And fly.”
“I will.”
“Farrah.”
“I will, Farrah.”
With Nix in her arms, she motions me over, making room for one more and says, “Together you’ll face the sun.”
Clutching her close, I look at Nix and both of our words went unspoken because it didn’t need to be said we were taking on the devil himself, and that the flames in hell were hot.
 



 

“I don't need to see the future to know you won't live a long life,” dad was yelling at me. “You can scrub your hands clean but that don't mean the blood is gone. You're covered in it. I can fucking smell it.”
“I see it on you too,” I yelled back. “Death is death!”
“I did it for my country!” he roars and that was my cue to walk away. Because we would never agree on this. To him, wearing a uniform made killing acceptable and any other way was wrong. 
 
Finn’s mom saw us off with no tears or fanfare. According to Finn, Farrah was used to letting her daughter go.
With her tucked into my side while we blended in with the crowd in town, the idea of losing Finn was unfathomable. Holding her a little tighter, walking a little slower, I asked myself for the hundredth time if keeping her was the right decision. I wasn’t a Phoenix, not really.
I was a selfish man who took the easy way out by forfeiting any good I had in me. I’ve never burst into flames, coming back stronger and brighter than before. I've never been seared clean.
I was a killer with no light inside of me. Everything good and right resided in Finn. So no, I wasn’t a Phoenix. I was a thief. Stealing from the woman I love the very thing I could never give in return.
Peace.
Phoenix is just a name but, phony was who I truly am.
 
“You know what kind of adventure I like,” she says completely oblivious to my emotional tug of war. “But what kind of adventure do you like?”
Pulling her to a stop, I kiss her hard because I could. Because I needed to. At my silence she asks again, “Nix, what kind of adventure do you like?”
Turning her to face the store front I reply, “Well?”
Craning her neck to see me she asks, “Well what?”
“Let’s go inside.”
“To see a psychic? That’s your idea of adventure?”
“We’re currently touring an island with no cars, Finn. Besides, adventure can be whatever we want it to be. Even a psychic.”
“If she was all-knowing wouldn’t she already know we’re coming?”
And like some serious voodoo shit, the door opened with a woman motioning us to, “Come in.”
“I know how this movie ends,” Finn mumbles stepping over the threshold. Fearless as ever, this one.
The shop was small, smelled like Woodstock, and had three chairs. The lights had scarves over them and there was even a black cat sprawled out on the table who leaned into Finn’s touch but hissed at me.
“How much?” I ask the woman staring us down. Ignoring my presence, she takes Finn’s hand and shudders. 
“Are you alright?” she asks quietly.
“There is no fear in you,” the woman says. “Only bright light.”
And before I could gauge Finn’s reaction, the woman grabbed my hand flipping it over. “You are full of fear.”
Stronger than she looked, the crazy bitch wouldn’t release my fucking hand announcing, “The darkness nearly consumed you.”
“Umm…” Finn hesitates.
“Until her,” she says focusing on Finn.
“Ma’am,” Finn tries. “You’re freaking me out right now.”
Zeroing in on me, the grip she had was so strong, I knew if she applied anymore pressure she’d break my bones. Getting up in my face she says, “You will fail.”
Gasping, Finn and I lock eyes, the woman releases us both but pointing at her she finishes with, “And you will die because of it.”
Without another word, the woman disappeared behind a curtain and I pulled Finn back outside.
Both of us were shaken, speechless and wondering what in the fuck just happened.
Finn was the first to shake it off but I couldn’t do it.
The woman confirmed my greatest fear. 
That Finn would die for loving me.
 
Wanting the fuck off this creepy island, we boarded the first ferry back to civilization and I drove like the devil was on my ass. “What’s your hurry?” she asks clearly being the first to recover.
“We smell like horse shit and fudge,” I shiver. 
“I visit enough I guess I’m immune,” she muses. 
Suddenly she tenses and I ask, “What is it?”
“Were being followed.”
Her instincts were sharp so I would not be second guessing her word. Finding the first available empty lot, I pull in and explain, “His name is Loon.”
“One day you have to give me the story behind these bird names. For now though, what’s the plan?”
“You’re going to stay here while I talk to him.”
“Oh really?” she argues. “And if he wants to kill you? Then what?”
“If he wanted to kill us he’d have tried already.”
“As comforting and weird as that is, I’m going to ask why you believe this?”
“Because he knew we were visiting your mom.”
And because I knew someone was watching, I rushed Finn out the door eager to keep her mom safe and get us somewhere public while I regrouped. “So, he’s honorable?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Spit it out, Nix.”
“Loon loves his own mom very much,” I grate out feeling like shit for sharing his secrets. “Leaving her was difficult for him. He misses her.”
“That’s right,” she says sadly. “To be middle men you had to give up your previous lives and the people in it.”
“Finn…” I say watching him exit his car in the rear view.
“It’s pretty sweet actually.”
“Stay in the car.”
Saluting me and flicking me off at the same time, I kiss her once and fold out.
Prepared for his next move, I lean against the car allowing him to approach me. Fully armed, properly cautious and as usual, blanketed in misery, he opens with, “Phoenix.”
“Loon,” I nod in return.
“Is it true?”
“Is what true?”
“That you’ve taken a partner. A female partner. Word is, you plan to pick us all off one by one.”
“No.”
“No? Is that not her glaring at me from the passenger seat?”
“Yes, that’s her and yes, she is my partner but she’s my partner in all things. We do not have plans to pick anyone off. We are merely trying to survive and have had to defend ourselves from my own brothers. Nothing more.”
“I see.”
“Is she really glaring at you?”
“If looks could kill,” he grins subtly.
“She’s feisty,” I shrug. “Fearless to a fault.”
“You’re in love.”
“I am.”
“What’s it like?”
“Like being reborn.”
“I came to talk.”
“So talk.”
“She looks ready to skin me alive,” he says narrowing his eyes at her. “She’s very protective of you.”
“Finn is ballsy, brave and territorial,” I shrug casually. “I’m a lucky man.”
“You left out hot.”
“She’s that too.”
“Vulture wants her dead,” he says low. “I can help you.”
“Why would you help us?”
“You’re the first. The rules were made because of you so I’m hoping you can be the one to bring about change. Because I want to feel what you’re feeling right now.”
“And what am I feeling?”
“She’s within reach yet you are slowly dying because she isn’t next to you. I’m man enough to admit, I want that, Phoenix.”
“The others see it as a weakness but you don’t?”
“Fuck no,” he grunts. “You are stronger because of her, that’s what I see.”
When her door opens I outwardly groan and inwardly smile. “She’s also impatient.”
Coming to my side, she slides her arms around me asking, “If I try to shake his hand will he try and kill me?”
“No,” I grin. “But let’s not take any chances.”
Extending his despite my warning he greets her softly saying, “My name is Loon.”
Leaning forward, she accepts, offering, “I’m Finn.”
The second he started cataloging her face, I pulled her back to me and was currently trying to place her behind me because Loon wasn’t acting right. Out of all of us, he was also closest to Finn in age.
Shaking himself of it he wheezes out, “Fuck me, you’re Finn Lee.”
Pleased by this, she puffs up, positions herself in front of me saying, “You know who I am?”
“You’re the greatest stuntwoman to ever live!”
“Fuck,” I groan trying to hold her still but she was not having it and she was freakishly strong. “Stay put, woman.”
“Oh, zip it,” she rolls her eyes. “You were spanking it to my texts for a year and didn’t know who I was. Now I’ve got a fan and you’re cockblocking.”
“Cockblocking is prohibiting someone from getting laid, Finn.”
“You know what I mean,” she waves off.
“You didn’t know who she was?” Loon accuses. “How is that possible?”
“I don’t watch movies,” I fire back. Hello, I was a killer!
“You don’t have to watch movies,” he says moving closer to her. “She’s on YouTube, ESPN, in magazines, everywhere!”
“Let me guess, you saw her porn—” and when her elbow found the soft tissue of my stomach, I shut my mouth.
“Anyway, you were saying?” she continues.
“I follow you on Twitter and Instagram or rather I did. Did you delete it?”
“Yes,” she smiles sheepishly. “New life and all.”
“Please tell me you saved all the videos.”
“Of course,” she actually fucking giggled.
“I almost pissed myself when you base jumped from the KL Tower.”
“Did you see me do Macau?”
“Yes!”
“Macau?” I interrupt needing to be up to date.
“Jesus, Phoenix, it’s the highest tower in the world. How do you not know this?”
“When was Macau?”
“A few years back.”
That explains why I haven’t seen it. “Your camera guy went after you and pissed his pants. It was awesome.”
At the mention of Ryan, Finn started to shut down. “Did I say something wrong?”
“He was my best friend,” she says sadly. “He died last year wingsuiting.”
“Fuck, I heard about that. My apologies for that, Finn.”
“It’s okay,” she forces a smile. “But thank you.”
“Look,” Loon says backing away. “I came to warn you and I’ve done that. But you’re my brother, Phoenix and if you need me, call.”
I gave Loon a nod but it was Finn who broke away to hug him. Startled by it, he kept his hands at his sides while mine were on my pistol. I may trust him more than the others but he was still a killer. Whispering in his ear, Loon’s eyes widen, he grins at me and laughed all the way back to his car.
Pulling her to me I ask, “What did you say to him?”
“I explained that if he lied and comes at us, how I’d kill him.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Uh huh,” she smirks. “Men like their balls, so I’m willing to trust him.”
Fuck, this woman.
 



 

We were at a mutual friend’s wedding and per our usual, came as each other’s dates.
Personally, I hated weddings. The crying, the fake tradition and pretense.
Don't even get me started on the flowers...
Leaning into me, Ryan asked, “What will your wedding be like?”
Rolling my eyes, I whisper, “Are you dying to be my maid of honor or something?”
“I'm serious,” he nudged me. “You want to get married someday, don't you?”
Deflecting like a pro, I asked, “Do you?”
With a dreamy look, (which I had never seen before) he said, “Yeah Finn, I'd make a good husband.”
 
Back in Detroit, standing in line for coffee, I couldn’t ignore the group of women in front of me that were discussing personal trainers, Botox, the importance of designer shoes and side pieces. I wasn’t envious of their odd dynamic, but God damn, they were seriously entertaining to listen to.
Since being back in town, Nix has been on edge but not sharing what put him there. So needless to say, someone else’s drama was a nice change to my own. Considering theirs ended with divorce and alimony and mine ended with a painful death...
Accidentally bumping me, one apologizes then blurts, “Are you married?”
“No, I’m not married.” Seriously, women were odd and groups of them baffled me...
“Divorced then,” she pushes for information.
“No,” I repeat. “I’ve never been married.”
Hearing this, another chimes in, “How many kids do you have?”
What was with these women? “No kids either.”
Stunned, the third practically yells, “So, you what? You work?” as if it was the most distasteful concept in the world.
“Yes, I work,” I reply although for the last week I haven’t collected a pay check for it. “Why wouldn’t I?”
Circling, as if I was fresh prey, they start squawking and pointing. Spouting weird shit like, “You need a husband with kids, two marriages under your belt, alimony, a good attorney and a plastic surgeon…”
Wondering what fucking alternate dimension I was in, I was spared running for it when I felt his hands slide around my waist. Stunned into silence the women openly lusted after Nix who didn’t seem to care about the attention in the slightest. 
“I missed you,” he whispers just loud enough to be heard.
“Just waiting on our coffee, muffin.”
“We only need one,” he says seductively. “I’d rather taste mine from your lips.”
“Okay,” one openly gasps. “He’s got to be married.”
“No man is that into a woman like that unless he’s married,” another adds.
“Ladies,” Nix says placing his hands squarely on my ass. “When a man finds his mate, he’s more than into her.”
Cupping my face, he kisses me deep finishing with, “Because when a man finds his mate, she is all he sees.”
“You are so getting another blow job,” I promise him publicly.
“Come on, Kitten,” he says moving away from the gawking housewives of Detroit. 
Now outside, I say, “Thanks for the save. I was starting to panic and ask for Botox referrals.”
“They forgot cream,” he says staring into his cup.
Ruffling through my pack, I offer, “Here,” handing him mine.
“You keep creamer in your backpack?”
“Everything a girl needs to survive is in this pack.”
And when he smiled, I did too. Because Nix wasn’t a smiler by nature so when he bestowed them upon me, each felt like a gift. Ryan always got me. He never teased about living out of a pack because he did too. The few times I’d met other men, let’s just say they did not get me. At all. But Phoenix did. Honestly, I could carry around a bag full of fresh shit and he’d think it was precious. Because it was me doing it.
 
Placing his palm on the small of my back, he leads us to an empty table where we sat happy to watch the drop-in basketball game.
Sipping our drinks, content to be in each other’s company, Nix knows something’s up when I keep glancing to my right. “You’ve got a look in your eyes,” he whispers sexily.
“What look is that?” I ask innocently.
“The one where I end up out of my comfort zone.”
Smirking because he was right, I lean in cooing, “Baby, we’re both about to leave our comfort zones.”
Because for the last few minutes I’ve been watching a group of teens doing something that I found hilarious while the nearby adults found it annoying.
A kid stuck in an adult’s body myself, I had to see what it was all about.
Taking his hand, I haul him up leading us over to the group. 
Game on.
 



 

Some classmate and, no I did not know his name, asked me if I wanted to play flag football. Actually, he wouldn't shut up about it. The third time he asked, I nearly broke his neck. The fourth, I played it cool by simply saying, “No.”
“We need one more,” he pushed. “Come on, man.”
“You want me to stuff a flag in my pants, run with a fucking ball so the other guy can try and grab it?”
“Yes,” he nodded.
“Tell you what,” I said standing. “Point to the guy who's flag you want and I'll kill him for you.”
I wasn't cut out for organized sports. Or people.
 
Falling in love with Finn through text messages and photos was an easy thing to do.
Sharing air and space with her was effortless, second nature.
Fate.
Where she went, I would follow. This was a given. A vow.
Finn Lee did not lie, cheat, or steal. She lived, she loved, and she chose me.
This made me protective. Proprietary.
She knew the depths to me just as I knew the depths to her. Sometimes they were spoken, most times they were not. During our short time together, I picked up on her wandering, adventurous eyes.
Finn was a naturally curious, open person. So, when she kept stealing glances at the group of kids, the moment her eyes sparkled I knew she was plotting.
And I loved that about her too.
Approaching the group, Finn introduces us by saying, “Whatever you’re doing right now, we want in.”
“You sure about that?” a kid, no more than sixteen, asks grinning.
“Maybe you could explain exactly what it is?” I ask semi-patiently.
Stepping forward, a young girl blushes, “The floor is lava.”
“No it isn’t,” I grunt.
“That’s the game,” she blushes even harder. 
“Sounds juvenile,” I roll my eyes and at the same time watch the girl’s face flash hurt.
“I’m in,” Finn declares by taking the girl by the elbow and scowling at me. The rules of the game took all of three sentences to explain. Basically, you’re minding your own fucking business and when someone says the floor is lava you have five-seconds or less to find safety. The concept is, the more inopportune place the better.
According to one of the kids, timing is everything.
So, when she broke off to speak with one of the group, I call out, “Finn?”
“Yeah?”
Grinning like a fool, I announce, “The floor is lava.”
With wide eyes she looks around, bites her lip and, like the dare devil she is, launches herself to the lowest hanging branch of the nearby tree. The group whistled at her agility and my cock got painfully hard.
The woman was so agile it was scary and I, Phoenix, was the lucky bastard who reaped the benefits.
Dangling from the branch she asks, “How long do I need to stay up here?”
Sauntering over, a young male was admiring her toned stomach showing when he says, “If I had my way, forever.”
You know how far gone you are over a woman when the thought of killing a kid whose balls haven't dropped, held appeal.
Releasing her grip, she pinched his cheek promising him, “I’m already signed up for forever with him.”
“Figures,” he huffs turning to walk away in defeat.
And Finn being a competitive little smart ass, waited until I was clear of all obstacles when she says, “Hey Nix?”
“Yeah Finn?”
“The floor is lava.”
“God dammit!” I groan searching for safety and when I found it, I ran full tilt intending to make it before my time was up. I told myself if she could do it, so could I.
Soaring forward, I prepared to land fully on the table when I, not only overshot it, but took the fucking thing with me when I hit the pavement.
Yelling, “Fuck!” Finn comes to kneel beside me asking, “Anything broken?”
“You make it look too easy,” I grate out in embarrassment.
“Yeah,” she winks. “I know.”
And though moments ago, I had hurt the young girl’s feelings, she had the decency to come over offering to help me up. With Finn’s encouraging smile, I allowed it, even giving her a small shoulder squeeze as thanks.
“I think it’s cool you tried,” she blushes uncontrollably. “Most adults think it’s stupid.”
“I think it’s cool you helped an old man off the ground,” I praise her. “And most adults forget what it’s like to be a kid so, fuck them.”
“You didn’t forget,” she says sweetly and awkwardly.
Locking eyes with my Finn, I explain to the girl, “I had help remembering.”
“So, is she your girlfriend?”
Never breaking contact with Finn, I tell the girl, “She is my everything.”
When Finn and I begin our walk back, we did so with my arm over her shoulder and her head resting on it.
As it should be.
 



 

“Did you see him?” I asked Ryan. 
Following my line of sight, he asked, “What exactly am I looking for?”
“The monkey,” I explained pointing high. “He just stole that guy’s wallet!”
“You walk around staring at the sky,” he laughed. “It amazes me you don't ever run into shit.”
“It's a gift,” I smiled. “Come on, let's try and steal it back!”
 
Before heading back to the hotel Nix said we needed to make two stops.
The problem with that is, I can't handle his driving.
Not that he was a bad driver. He wasn't. He was just...leisurely.
Sighing, I was staring out the window when he says, “What is it, Finn?”
“I'm not Miss Daisy.”
“Come again?”
“Why are you going so slow?”
“I'm doing the speed limit.”
“Okay but, why?”
“Why what?” he counters reasonably. “Am I following the law?” Snorting at that, I caught him muttering, “I like to be cautious.”
“Wherever we're going, I bet you twenty bucks if I were driving we would be there already.”
“Zip it, speed racer,” he says linking his fingers with mine. “I've got precious cargo on board.”
“That's sweet,” I say squeezing his hand. “But I didn't buy this car to coast. There's a reason it has seventeen air bags, Nix. Punch it.”
And when he did, the adrenaline that coursed through my veins was euphoric. Sailing down the freeway, I watched him handle my car with ease. From leaning his seat back to draping his arm over the steering wheel, it was natural and sexy. A few minutes later, we exited and finally stopped at a park time forgot.
Following his lead, Nix grabs his duffel from the trunk and we walk over to shady spot and sit in the grass.
Since he does everything in his own time, I sat content watching him take things out and set up shop.
Handing me his gun, he says, “Release the mag for me, Finn.”
Doing just that, I was handing it back when he says, “Now I want you to remove the bolt.”
Looking it over, I was trying to figure out where that was located when he showed me. “Okay, now you're going to swab the bore.”
“English, Nix.”
“You're going to clean the chamber, Finn.”
“Ah,” I say smiling. That made sense.
And so it went for the next few minutes. Following his instruction, I cleaned, scrubbed and lubricated all three guns. Proud of myself, I catch him watching me and ask, “What's wrong?”
“One day,” he says pulling me into his lap. “I'm going to take you on a real date. Hundreds of them.” 
Threading my fingers through his hair, I promise him, “No matter where we are or what we're doing, it will always be the best date ever.”
“What do you like best about yourself?” he asks quietly and I knew my answer was important to him.
Thinking on it, I answer, “No matter how old I get, I'm always going to look up.” When his face softens, I continue, “The world, no matter how fucked, fascinates me. The little things, big things, unexplainable things. People I've met, memories I've made, the fact that I'm here. The crazy energy that surrounds us, sunrise, all the small wonders...” Seeing him frown I ask, “What?”
“You really feel that way, don't you?”
Sitting up I ask, “Don't you?”
“I do, but only because you let me see the world through your eyes.”
Kissing his lips, I promise him, “I'll show you everything, Nix.”
 
On the way back, I didn't comment on his driving. 
Because I was happy just to be next to him.
Oh, and it helped that we didn't have any particular place to be.
 



 

About a year and a half ago, the Operator happened to call me at a bad time. It was midnight, I couldn't sleep and my hands were shaking. The only thought keeping me awake was, I almost died today.
And had that happened, no one would miss me. There was no legacy to my name, no wife, kids, or friends to notify. This depressed me, made me angry. Because I had willingly walked away from my life and for what?
To be forgotten? Hell, he would replace my ass within the hour.
So when she asked, “Why do I hear finality in your voice, Phoenix?”
I was drunk enough to say, “Because the next time someone tries to kill me, I'll let them.”
And in that moment, I meant it.
 
Being with Finn made you think, reevaluate, and appreciate.
To have her outlook on life...Hell, just being a part of her life was surreal. Because Finn was contagious.
She infected you with her smiles, touches, and positivity. Finn challenged me in every way.
Even now, as the bathtub was filling and she was on the other side of the door, I wanted to be where she was.
Happy to sit on the toilet while she shaved her legs, washed her face, and whatever other shit women did.
So when she started screaming, I kicked that fucking door in to find her staring at herself in the mirror.
 
“What is it, Finn?” I ask manically, searching the room for danger.
“Did you see this?”
“See what?”
“My hair!”
Moving next to her I inspect her scalp as she'd done and ask, “What am I looking for?”
“You don't see the grey?” she snaps.
“Yes, but I didn't know that was the answer.”
Lowering her arms to cross them over her chest she calmly says, “So you've noticed I have grey hairs and you didn't think to mention it?”
“No,” I laugh then turn it into a cough when she growls. “You don't have that many.”
“Excuse me?”
“Pretty sure I've got a head full,” I explain. “And I've only known you a week.”
“If this is your way of complimenting me, you suck at it.”
“A compliment is telling you that I don't give a fuck how many grey hairs you have,” I say pulling her to me. “Because you'd be beautiful to me even if you didn't have any hair at all.”
Wrapping her arms around my waist, she rests her head against my chest and says, “Okay Nix, if your bald spot doesn't bother you, I won't let a few grey hairs bother me. We're getting older, right? This stuff is bound – ”
“I don't have a bald spot.”
“Yes, you do,” she says snuggling in deeper.
“No, I don't.”
“Nix,” she chuckles. “You do.”
Using my arms for leverage, she rotates the mirror and turns us at an angle. It took me a minute to see it and when I did, I roar, “Fuck!”
“You didn't know?”
“Fuck no, I didn't know!” I screech. God damn, the longer I stared at it the bigger it got...
Covering her mouth with her hand, she mutters, “There goes that theory.”
“What theory?”
“I figured that's why you wore the fedora.”
Sputtering in outrage, I was so far gone I couldn't find words. Finally, when they come I blurt, “I just liked hats!” 
And when she exploded in laughter, I had no choice but to join her. Because when Finn laughed, all was right in my world. Even if in that world I was losing my fucking hair.
 
Ready for her bath, I undo her robe and kiss the tops of her breasts, I say, “Thank you, Finn.”
With the sweetest grin on her face she asks, “Thank you for what?”
Sliding the material from her shoulders to the floor, I whisper, “Being you.”
When she stepped into the tub and began to sink down into the water, time absolutely stopped.
And for the first time in my life, I prayed.
Please let me grow old with her...
 



 

“You've been in there over an hour, baby,” mom said through the door.
Lathering up, I yelled back, “Five more minutes, I'm just starting to prune.”
“I need to pee, Finn.”
“I need to float, Mom.”
“We need a second bathroom,” she laughed from the other side of the door.
“It better have a tub!”
 
I was a sucker for a deep bathtub and bubbles.
Soaking and I go way back. But until Nix, I never had a partner.
On occasion, Ryan would meet a woman and head off with her, but I’d never brought a man to the room he and I shared. We were best friends but, both of us respected the other’s privacy.
Even while I dated Talon, when we were together it was at his place, never my hotel.
While that should have been a red flag, it was the past so I put it behind me.
Because the future was currently making bubble mountains on my tits.
 
“Let’s go swimming,” he says blowing the bubbles over. Never one to turn down a good time, I smile, giving him my agreement. “We’ll soak again, after.”
“I’m down,” I say reaching for towels.
“You really are, aren’t you?”
“Of course,” I assure him. “If I didn’t want to swim, I’d tell you no.”
“I mean for adventure,” he grins. “You’re the perfect woman, Finn.”
Leaning forward to catch his mouth, I whisper, “I’ll accept that compliment if you’ll agree that I bring out your playful side.”
Biting my lip, he sucks once whispering back, “Until you, I didn’t know I had one.”
And with that, we changed into our suits and made our way to the roof top pool.
We weren’t even setting our towels down when Nix cannonballed into the water.
Momentarily frozen, I watch him swim the length of the pool, and when he reaches me he asks, “What’s that look for?”
Easing myself in, I wrap my body around his anchoring my arms around his neck. “Ryan and I played all the time,” I whisper. “We were experts at it, but this is different, Nix, this isn’t two best friends trying to dunk each other.”
“No?”
“No,” I say kissing him gently. “This is so much more.”
“Swim for me, Finn,” he says softly. “Work your body for me.”
Breaking away, I do as he asks and swim for him and when I made my way back to his arms, he held me tight and then the fucker dunked me. Coming up sputtering, I declare, “Louie, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”
Hauling me back into his arms he begins to twirl my body around the water. Staring up at the stars, totally at peace, when Nix says, “Kiss me. Kiss me as if it were the last time,” I froze again.
“You know Casablanca?” 
“My mom loved it,” he grins shyly, which he never does and in that moment, I fell so hard I was sure I cracked my head. Reaching for his cheek, I blurt, “Oh my God, I love you so much.”
Leaning in, putting us nose to nose, he says, “I know because that's how I love you, Finn.”
And for the first time in memory, I cried out of happiness.
“Shh,” he says wiping away my tears. “No tears, kitten.”
“Don’t ever leave me,” I couldn’t help but whimper. 
“Never Finn, never.”
Pushing off the side with both feet, I use the momentum to lock us together. “Say it again.”
“I love you.”
“Again.”
“I love you,” he growls gripping me.
“One more time,” I grin wide.
Squeezing my hips and staring me down he vows, “You have bewitched me, body and soul, and I love…I love…I love you.”
Crying in earnest I grate out, “You know Pride & Prejudice too?”
“Tell anyone and I’ll have to kill you,” he says wiping my eyes.
“Could you be any more perfect for me?”
“I’ll never stop trying to be the man that’s worthy of you.”
“But you already are,” I insist. “I guess I’ll just have to prove it to you.”
And I would.
Right after I dunked his ass.
 



 

“It's a nice day. Go outside and play,” my mom begged me and she did this so she wouldn't catch shit from my old man.
“I'm good,” I said cleaning my BB gun. And I was good. I had no desire to kick the fucking can, run around for ghost in the graveyard, or fuck my life, play GI Joe.
“Your dad – ”
“Needs a fucking hobby other than riding my ass,” I said angrily and immediately flinched.
You would too if you let that shit fly at eleven years old.
 
Smoking a clove, feeling lighter than I had in years, I silently thanked Finn. Playing in the water with Finn, those kids and that ridiculous lava game…that’s what fun felt like.
The grey hairs and that fucking bald spot...that's true love shit.
And Finn, she was just love. An endless ocean of peace and waves. For me, a single person could be the sole embodiment of love and it was her. It was us.
As she pranced around the room singing and dancing, the feeling that took me over could only be described as pride. Finn was the sweetest dessert and I planned to gorge myself on her as long as possible. I suppose, like Finn, I had come up with my own bucket list of sorts.
While hers was based on thrill seeking, mine leaned more towards closure and being relevant.
I’ve done a lot of wrong in my life. Granted, being a Middle Man wasn’t the worst thing I could be, and even though I did the unsuspecting world a service, I’d hurt the people who’d loved me along the way.
People who didn’t understand why I was the way I was. People who had come to fear me because of it.
I've never had a best friend or pet. Growing up on acres of land, I hunted, fished and did a fuck-load of chores. School was the bane of my existence, I never fit in and had no interest in trying. Until my teen years when I began to give into my darker nature, I spent all my time with my dad.
The man was my fucking idol.
I wanted to be just like him but I wasn't meant to fill his shoes.
Over breakfast, the past pinging around in my brain won’t vacate so I say, “Port Huron is about thirty minutes from here.”
“And?”
“I was wondering if we could make a pit stop.”
“Sure,” she agrees sipping her coffee. “Where are we stopping?”
“I’ll tell you when we get there.”
“Another adventure?” she asks perking up.
“Something like that,” I mumbled in return.
Tackling me to the bed, Finn kisses me all over promising, “I go where you go.”
Cupping her face in my palm I ask, “You still love me?”
“More than I did five minutes ago.”
“Christ,” I sigh in absolute happiness. “What’s it going to be like a month from now?”
“Nix,” she grinds on top of me. “Let’s worry about this moment.”
Not liking her train of thought, I argue, “You’re mine forever, Finn.”
“I know,” she smiles beautifully. “Now why don’t you shut up and show me?”
Sliding my hand between her thighs, I found her wet, as always, and showed her twice.
 



 

I had brought my mom on set in Chicago for the weekend. The film was a thriller with lots of action and violence. After wrapping up for the day, I took her to the Miracle Mile for girl time and cocktails. Sitting outside, we watched the world go by together and yet both of us were clearly itching to leave. As exciting as the city was, mom and I preferred nature.
“I miss swimming in Spain,” she said holding my hand. “But trekking Thailand was magical too. It's just so loud here and everyone is in such a hurry.”
“Everyone's idea of contentment is different, Mom. Remember Bora Bora?” I asked. 
“How can I forget?” she laughed. “I still can't believe you and Ryan got me to climb Mount Otemanu.”
“I don't say it enough, but thank you.”
“Finn – ”
“I'm serious,” I said scooting closer. “Without your support, I wouldn't have any of these memories.”
“If I hadn't had you, I wouldn't either.”
I took mom with me every chance I could and always wondered if my dad had lived, would he have joined us?
“Would dad have enjoyed it?”
Pulling me into her arms she said, “He would have raced you to the top.”
 
Distance wise, Port Huron wasn’t all that far, but the scenery made it feel like I was traveling the back roads of fucking-nowhere-Michigan and not connecting with civilization again anytime soon. He didn't need to explain where we were headed because I already knew. Seeing me with my mom had him thinking about his own parents. I couldn't imagine being disconnected for fifteen years, but I truly hoped he was welcomed with open arms. He deserved that.  Phoenix was quiet and when he wasn’t gripping the steering wheel with both hands, he was scanning the woods.
I had a gun in my lap, his was in the door, but our biggest threat was a deer running in front us not a sniper taking us out. With nothing but trees and time, I asked about them. According to Nix, his parents cut him off in all ways at a young age and the invitation to come home wasn’t a simple one. Apparently, it had conditions. I knew the unconditional love and support I received from my mom was a gift. A gift many never received, so I was glad I would be there to hold his hand. And if either parent got lippy, I’d also throw a punch on his behalf too.
Though we haven’t talked about the physic since the island, it was on both of our minds and her words still sent a chill down my spine so I did my best not to think about it. 
I knew we were close because his breathing started to become heavy, anxious. 
When the potholes in the dirt road forced us to coast, I asked him to pull over and once in park, I faced Nix saying, “Breathe for me and I’ll breathe for you.”
“I shouldn’t care,” he says trying to calm. “If they turn me away, I shouldn’t care. But, I will.”
“A lot can change in fifteen years,” I say gently. “Breathe baby, nice and slow.” When I see the calm come over him, I nudge him to keep driving and he does. 
The driveway alone was at least a mile long and a gorgeous sprawling ranch welcomed us with dozens of oak trees providing us cover. Parking out back by the pole barn, Nix helps me from the car, linking our fingers together.
He was nervous. I felt it more than saw it. Because on the outside, he was a rock.
Scaling the steps to the porch, he raises his fist to knock and pauses to look at me.
“Go on,” I prompt him. “I’m right here.”
When he did, I wasn’t sure what was going to happen or who was going to answer, but then the door opened to the older version of Phoenix.
He didn’t greet us with a smile or even a hand shake. What he did do was say, “Oh, you’re back.” Asshole.
Lifting our joined hands, Nix kisses the top of mine saying, “I believe you said, come back when you’ve done something to be proud of.”
“I remember,” he says with annoyance.
“Dad, may I introduce you to the woman I love and the woman who loves me back, Finn Lee.”
Scanning our faces, his gaze stays on mine and he grates, “You know what he is?”
“While I don’t much appreciate your phrasing, yes, I know who he was.”
“Was?”
“He quit,” I say sliding my hand around his waist to show solidarity. “For me, us.”
He was putting it all together when his mom screamed his name at the top of her lungs. Throwing her husband out of the way, she threw herself into Nix’s arms crying, “Danny, you’re home!”
Raising an eyebrow at Nix, reluctantly hugging his mom, I snickered to myself because he did not look like a Danny. At all.
The first half hour of our visit was spent watching his mom flutter around the kitchen throwing together snacks and making coffee. She was nervous, sad, happy, wondering if her son was really here and why.
His dad, however, hasn’t said a word. Instead, he glares at Nix, at me, and even his own wife for being hospitable.
Tired of the drama, I ask him, “Do you fish?”
Blinking as if he hadn’t heard me right, he grunts, “Of course, I fish.”
“Have you ever been dolphin fishing?” I continue on, so he can’t say anything. “My first time was two years ago. I chartered a boat. It was on my bucket list and a lot harder than I thought it would be.”
“You catch anything?”
“Yes. One decent catch, actually. She was probably three feet long and fierce as hell.”
“How’d she taste?”
“Delicious. Danny,” I say, remembering to use his given name. “Told me when he was young you two used to spend hours fishing.”
Glaring at his son, he mumbles, “Always did like killing things…”
Pushing away from the table, Nix announces, “I need air.”
His mom gave a distressed cry, while his dad rolled his eyes. The second I heard the door click, I was out of my seat and in his face. “It will be detrimental to your health to disrespect him again.”
“He’s a killer,” he yells right back in mine.
I refused to argue with his dad about his own personal issues with his son. But, in my opinion the world needed people who were wired differently. Because if you think interrogators, snipers and the like, are like the rest of us then, you're crazy. To do their job, they can't think like us. The world needs people like them just like it needed men like Nix. And nothing and no one would convince me otherwise.
“And you’re an asshole,” I counter. “Difference here is, he’s changing and you refuse to.”
“Figures he’d saddle himself with a fellow killer.”
“I’m a professional stunt woman, fuck you very much.”
Blinking, he asks, “Stunt woman?” Clearly, a trait Nix inherited from dear old dad.
“How exciting!” his mom says, clapping in actual enthusiasm which was better than her crying. 
“Look,” I say, focusing solely on him. “I noticed your medals, plaques, and swords.”
“So?”
“So, it tells me you fought proudly for our country.”
“That’s what a man does,” he grunts, really annoyed with me now.
“I don’t disagree. What I’m having trouble with is how you can justify killing for your country on your government’s order, but frown upon your own son who followed in your footsteps, only he didn’t wear a uniform with his name on it when he did it. I don’t have kids, so I don’t know what it’s like to be in your position but it took a lot for him to come here. He walked away from everything he knew, for me. He treats me like I’m the most precious thing in his world. I am just as protective of him. And if that means I have to knock his old man around so that he sees sense, I will.”
“What kind of stunts?” he asks, totally ignoring my rant.
“Pick one and I’ve done it,” I roll my eyes my now. “God, it’s scary how much he takes after you.”
“I’ve been saying that for years,” his mom smiles handing me a cup of coffee.
“Thanks,” I say, accepting as I stand. “I’m going outside to check on him. When I come back, I hope I don’t have to get physical because if I do, you'll lose.”
I was closing the door behind me when his mom laughs, “I like her.”
 
Sliding my arms around him, I felt his tension and knew words weren’t what he needed. Staying quiet, I listened to his breathing and the sounds of nature. So slowly you wouldn’t even had seen him move, Nix alerts me to trouble. “Go inside,” he says firmly. “Protect my parents.”
Thanks to a seriously bright motion sensor, I see a giant silhouette come into view and knew immediately, “That’s Vulture.”
“Finn, my parents.”
Without another word, I went back inside and before his mom could speak I held my hand up demanding silence. His dad knew, I saw it in his eyes. His mom did not and I saw that in her eyes too.
“Take her and hide,” I point at him. “No matter what happens, no matter what you hear, do not come out unless he or I come and get you.”
“What’s happening, Finn?” she asks, trembling in fear.
“Take her,” I threaten him. “You stay in plain view, you’ll both die.”
Grabbing his wife, he ushers her toward the basement and before he disappeared, he asked, “Where are you going?”
“To save the man I love.” But I did stop for weapons first.
Why? Because I was a God damn professional.
 



 

“Danny, come home,” my mom begged in a voicemail. “We can figure this out. Please, don't do this. You're my son and I love you. Your father will come around, but I need you here when he does.”
When the message finished, I deleted it and then I blocked the number. Not because I was angry or because I didn't love them. I did it because they deserved better.
 
Taking Finn to see her mom was reckless on my part. But we lucked out it was Loon tracking us and meant no harm. My luck, it seems, had run out. I knew coming here was a mistake long before I even made the decision to do it. My need for them to be proud of me overrode their safety and Finn’s.
Since we arrived, my surroundings felt off. While it was obvious my dad was never going to change, hugging my mom had settled the storm within me. With Finn’s arms around my waist, cheek pressed to my back, I knew she was listening to my breathing and matching it to her own. Coming to my side and tucking herself there, she saw him at the same moment I had.
She didn’t want to go inside. Not my Finn. She wanted to stand next to me and fight on equal ground. But my parents needed her. They were blameless and they needed protection. While my dad was a hell raiser back in his day, he wasn’t spry anymore. He’d left war behind and like the evil he called me, I’d brought it to his door just as he said I would.
Stalking forward, his large body eats up the distance and the sick gleam of bloodlust was written all over his scarred face. 
“Phoenix.”
“Vulture.”
“Where’s the bitch?”
See, this is kind of shit I would not tolerate. “Would you like to try that again?”
Instead of answering me, he lunged forward in an attempt to tackle me. Stepping out of the way, he recovers quickly, running at me again. Only this time, I wasn’t fast enough and he got a hold. Every rule we had went out of the window when he attacked my fucking kidneys. Surprisingly strong, with each strike perfectly executed, I actually took a knee. Jesus, I think I tasted my spleen…
Before I could rise, Vulture introduced his kneecap to the side of my head. Tipping over in pain, I blinked and his fist buried itself in my temple. Whatever drugs he pumped into his veins was potent. This asshole wasn't feeling a thing.
“Fucking Phoenix,” he laughs and his spit landed on my face. “Your reign is over.”
Spitting up blood, I wipe my mouth mumbling, “Brass knuckles, huh? Fucking pussy.”
“Speaking of pussy,” he says circling me. “I’m going to tear hers apart after she chokes on my cock.”
Refusing to be baited, I chanced a glance up and saw Finn scaling the roof. My heart chose that moment to fucking seize in my chest.  The second he spotted her he'd go rabid. An opening, I just needed an opening. 
“Get up,” he yells, kicking me in the stomach. “Let’s finish this.”
Vulture was reaching for me when I saw Finn do a God damn front flip off the pitch and her landing was perfectly silent. However, now was not the time to stop and stare.
Keeping him occupied, we exchange blows and seeing him stagger was gratifying. Like a hot kamikaze, Finn comes up behind Vulture, tries running him through and fails.
With a grunt, he whirls to face her at the same time I take him to the ground. Squeezing his fat throat, I demand to know, “Where in the fuck did you get the sword Finn?”
Staring at it, she shrugs, “It was hanging on the wall.”
“It was on the wall because it’s an antique.”
“It’s also dull as fuck,” she says in a bored tone. “Anyway, since slitting his throat is out. What’s the easiest way to kill this guy?”
“Are you serious?” I argue squeezing tighter which wasn't working.
“Yes, Nix, I am. I’ve worked with props sharper than this.”
So focused on her, Vulture broke free and eyed both of us with so much hate that if it could kill, we’d be dead. “What are you staring at, Blue Jay?” she taunts him. “It’s the crooked mohawk, sorry.”
“He can’t save you,” he says producing a gun.
“He can’t save me, you want to kill me…Is there a third door?”
“I’m going to enjoy shoving my cock—”
“Gag,” she fakes. “Is your cock as evil as you are? You know, I looked your name up and it just so happens you’re the king dick of your species. So apropos.”
Pointing the barrel at her, he instructs, “Get next to your bitch.”
“Who are you referring to?” she asks twirling her hair. “Him or me? I’m going with him since I’m the one with the sword.”
Without blinking, he fired, I flinched and Finn started dancing in place. “Am I hit?” she asks, but before I could answer, she squeals, “What the fuck is the matter with you!”
“Next round goes in his head,” he smirks. “Come to me, female.”
Moving forward, I grabbed her but she threw me off with, “I got this,” and sauntered forward. As for me, I was dizzy and fading fast. Attempting to follow, she was a few feet away when the motherfucker threw a hook that not only connected with her perfect face, but sent her flying. Shockingly, my pain evaporated at the same time she found her footing and cracked her neck. “That all you got, Blue balls?”
Charging her, Finn escaped him by flipping, twisting and even doing some Matrix shit. Vulture wasn’t built for endurance or flexibility so it didn’t take long for her to wear him down. Jabbing him in the face once, twice, Finn swept his legs sending him to the ground. I was in complete awe watching her do the very thing I could not.
With that fucking sword in her hand she continued trying to slice him unsuccessfully screaming, “Die already!”
As for me, for the first time ever, I was not operational. My arms refused to work, breathing was difficult and my vision was winking in and out. Hitting the grass knees first I beg her to, “Run, Finn!”
“Fuck that,” she says breathlessly and the words cost her. With a blunt kick, he sent her ass over elbows and this time she struggled to get up. “I think I just ate my ovary,” she coughs holding her stomach.
Crawling toward her, prepared to throw myself in front of him, Vulture stood over my woman smiling as he pressed the barrel into her forehead.
“Pussy,” she spat, and in Finn I saw no fear. Me however, I was paralyzed with it.
“Finn,” I whisper in desperation.
“See you on the other side,” she says softly. “I loved loving you, Nix. As far as adventure goes, you'll always be number one on my list.”
And then she closed her eyes.
Crawling to her on my elbows and using my knees, I was close, so close. Which meant when Vulture’s head suddenly exploded, both of us were covered in it.
Having no idea what the fuck what happening, but knowing I was about to black out, the last thing I saw was Finn reaching for me and my dad holding a sawed-off shot gun.
He even had a smile on his face.
 



 

We had been on set for sixteen hours and the scene was not coming together.
I was bone tired and frustrated and so was he. For a full hour we argued about the execution of the shot, and because I was right, I refused to back down. But he refused to listen. When the director called it a night, I stormed off-set with Ryan hot on my heels. Throwing an arm over my shoulders he said, “The greatest deception men suffer is from their own opinions.”
Thinking on that, I looked up at him and smiled in gratitude. Thank God for Ryan, truly. “Who said that?”
“Leonardo DiCaprio.”
“Are you sure it wasn't da Vinci?” 
Taking me into his arms and swinging me in a circle he said, “What I'm sure of is that tomorrow when you reshoot that scene, he'll listen.”
And Ryan was right, he did. From that day on, I chose my battles.
 
Two showers and a lot of bourbon later, I was sitting next to Nix waiting for him to wake up.
I had cleaned him as best as I could and even dressed him in his dad’s clothes, which I'm sure he'd thank me for later. I was hoping he’d be so pleased about that he’d thank me with orgasms.
His mom was in the kitchen trying to stay busy while his dad just stared at me. 
What did I even say? Was it my place to try and explain a self-explanatory situation?
But fuck it, I couldn’t take the silence anymore.
 
“He really did quit for me.”
“But?”
“The head honcho put a price on my head, a big one. He convinced him that my death would leave him with no choice but to come back.”
“How much?”
“Ten million,” I laugh asking, “Thinking about cashing in, dad?”
“No,” he says solemnly. “I don’t give a shit about money. I give a shit about my boy. My boy who ain’t never been right but is better than killing for cash. Guess if he’s gonna walk away, you’d be a good reason.”
“He loves me,” I say simply. “And your son didn't just kill for cash, there was a higher purpose involved.”
“You love him?” he asks, ignoring my last statement.
“I commandeered your sword, scaled your roof, and tried unsuccessfully to stab an assassin to death on your back lawn. Yeah, you could say that I love him.”
“How does being a stunt woman factor in with dating a killer?”
“It doesn’t.”
“No?”
“No,” I smile brightly showcasing my confidence. “Because I quit too.”
“He’s going to get you killed,” he growls low. “Just by associating with him. You understand that, right?”
“We’re all going to die, dad,” I say, testing it out a second time. I’ve never had the privilege of calling anyone dad and figured it may as well be his dad. “And if I go out fighting next to him, I’m not complaining.”
“Fuck,” he scrubs his face. “Why’d you go up on the roof?”
“No one ever looks up,” I explain simply, and to that he only blinked, which depressed me. It's really a simple concept, that for some reason people struggle to understand.  “Look, all my life I’ve taken risks for the rush it gave me.  I lived for the next big thing. Then I met him,” I say brushing his hair from his face. “The high I get his from his love is more potent than any adrenaline rush man could offer.”
“You gonna give us grandbabies?”
At this, his mom peeked in, and I noticed her hands covering her mouth and her eyes shone with tears. Happy tears.  At least mom liked me… “I’m going to tell you a story,” I begin and for the next half hour explained how we met and the circumstances behind it. When I found myself in the present tense, I shrugged and said, “Nix saved me too.”
“Nix?” he asks.
“Pet name.”
Shaking his head, he stands ready to leave the room. But on his way out he squeezed my shoulder mumbling, “Lots of grandbabies.”
Chuckling to myself, I lean down pressing my lips to his, whispering, “I know you’re awake.”
When his arms came around me I let him position us, gladly taking the role of being on my back. “Never fucked in my parents’ house.”
“Because hookers don’t make house calls,” I joke quietly.
Biting my bottom lip, he whispers, “Finn, I’m going to make you come on my mother’s couch.”
And oh God, he did. Twice.
 
Drowsy, sore from having my ass kicked and incredibly comfortable in his arms, I was dozing when his mom yells, “Dinner’s ready!”
Laughing into my neck, Nix asks, “How many grandbabies?”
Everything inside of me clenched. Kids of our own? We haven’t even survived the threat yet…But, I loved him, he loved me. The idea of kids didn’t suck, so instead of replying, I gave him a stealthy blow job on his mother’s plastic covered couch. I did this for two reasons. One, if we made it out alive, we could revisit a future with kids in it and two, mouths don’t get pregnant.
 



 

Standing in the pole barn while the women did women shit inside the house, my dad wanted to ask questions but clearly didn't know where to start. I owed him the truth and even if I couldn't give him all of it, I could share, “I'm called Phoenix.”
Closing his eyes, he gives me a half nod, and knowing he's listening I continue. “I have never taken an innocent’s life, never a woman or a child either. Some jobs I serve as the middle man, negotiating for both sides to broker a resolution. Believe me, you want these men to resolve their issues. Our country wants them to resolve their issues. But there are also times where my orders are termination, not negotiation. That's who I am, dad.”
“Are you proud of who you've become?”
As I told Finn, I was not a liar so I confessed, “Until meeting Finn I didn't know who I was, now I do and yes, I'm proud.” Seemingly pleased by that, he stepped forward doing something he hadn't initiated in years. 
Man-to-man, dad shook my hand.
 
Because of Finn, the door and the line of communication was open to see my parents again.
While mom tended to stay in the background letting my dad take the lead, it was obvious they both approved and loved her. How could you not? At the mention of kids, I saw her face soften at the same moment my cock swelled. Finn carrying my children, feeding them, rocking them… it was an attainable dream if we made it out of this alive. 
Not only did I find my other half, I trusted her with my life.
Which was why I was trying not to panic as Finn finished securing the harness.
When I thought of harnesses and Finn, my thoughts had taken me in a different direction. 
Several actually, and this one didn’t factor in. 
We had been driving, minding our own business when she demanded we stop to watch a group of jumpers prepare to free fall. Never in a million fucking years did I expect to get roped into the bullshit.
Literally.
 
“There,” she says satisfied with herself.
“Why?” I grate out trying not to look down.
“Why?” she laughs securing her own now. “Because you have to get over this fear of heights, honey. That’s why.”
“I fucking refuse to jump off a perfectly good God damn bridge, Finn.”
“Normally, I would offer to go first, but you’ll punk out and wait in the car. Call it a feeling.”
She wasn’t wrong. If I wasn’t rigged out, I’d have run for it.
“Where does the fear come from, Nix?”
“Uh, dying?” I grunt. “My job doesn’t require me to jump off fucking structures!”
“But it could,” she shrugs. “You never know. Better to be prepared, right?”
“Release me,” I actually beg. “I’ll climb a tree or jump off a roof, just not this bridge, not today.”
Standing in front of me, she cups my face reminding me, “I love you, Phoenix.”
“And I you, Finn but—”
“And it’s because you love me that I know you’ll forgive me.”
“Wait—”
Backing up a step she clears her throat, smirks, focuses on me and I fucking froze. “Finn—” my voice cracked.
“This,” she says huffing hard. “Is,” she roars. “Sparta!” and fucking punts me over the side.
Since becoming a killer, I have prided myself on my composure. But as I plummeted to my death I won’t lie; I screamed my fucking head off. And like an angel of death, I watched in horror as Finn dove off the ledge following me down.
When the latex cord snapped, I shot upwards and the oddest thing happened. 
I relaxed, I enjoyed, I was experiencing true freedom.
Because I had truly flown for the first time in my life.
And I never wanted the feeling to end.
I got it now, what drove her to put herself at risk. Because that risk held a sweet reward.
Swinging in the air I felt invincible, alive and aware of everything around me.
I was finally in tune with myself and even more in tune to her.
Slowly, the men below lowered us to the ground, removed our rigging and with blood roaring in my ears, I grabbed her by the hand, dragging her into the woods.
Far enough away that we wouldn’t be heard or bothered, I took Finn to the grass, flipped her onto her knees and tore her pants off. Watching over her shoulder, the adrenaline was riding her as it was me and only I knew of one way to burn it off. Freeing myself, I gripped her hips and plunged inside.
And like an animal, I rutted with her in the soil.
 



 

---Lots of grandbabies---
---You will fail---
---And she will die because of it---
As if my head wasn't spinning enough, those words played on like a broken record.
 
I was normally not one to obsess over things I could not control. However, that woman telling me that I was going to die refused to go away. I knew I wasn’t the only one feeling it either because, for every mile that brought us closer to Detroit, Nix’s demeanor grew darker while I was growing fidgety.
By the way, I didn’t do fidgety.
He was also chain smoking clove cigarettes and I won’t lie, I even smoked a couple myself.
My head was bouncing between a painful death and a house full of kids.
Both paths were terrifying in their own way, I suppose. Death was permanent and so was being a mother.
Could a wanderer like me even be a good mom? That train of thought needed to stop so putting our situation into perspective, I do the math, “Robin, Goose, Swift, Creeper and Vulture are dead. Crow and Loon don’t look eager to end us, yet. So, if you had to guess, who’s coming next?”
“This is unprecedented, Finn. I have no idea and it’s driving me fucking crazy.”
When my Bluetooth picks up a call, he holds up his fingers to shush me and I rolled my eyes. Accepting it, he says, “Operator,” as if I didn’t know who it was…
“Phoenix, I haven’t had this much fun in years, seriously.”
“I’m so glad you find the attempts on our lives entertaining.”
“You try sitting behind a monitor all day fielding hundreds of phone calls, ordering clean-up crews and delegating jobs. Do that and you’ll understand why this is like a vacation for me.”
“What do you want?” I ask, ignoring his be quiet face.
“Finn!” she says happily. “How is your training going?”
Glancing at Nix, he fires back, “She’s not being trained. You can’t teach someone who already knows it all.”
“Go on,” I nudge him. “Say it. Tell her I’m the best partner ever.”
“Speaking of that,” Operator interrupts. “He’s requested a meeting. With both of you. Non-negotiable.”
“When?”
“Tomorrow night, eight o’clock. I’ll forward you the location just prior to.”
“Is this a set up?” I ask her.
“Finn, the Middle Men are killers. Everything is a set up.”
“Right.”
“I am sorry for this,” Operator says sadly.
“Sorry for what?” I ask but I didn't catch her response because we were t-boned and then it was lights out.
 
Cold water jolted me awake and when I saw Nix struggling to breathe, I was able to get my buckle off and shift toward him. “Finn,” he struggles. “Car’s filling with water, I can’t move.” The car wasn’t filling with water, it was nearly full and Nix was stuck and panicking.
Grabbing his face, I stay calm explaining, “The water will keep rising. We don’t have much time. I need to free you, so stay still.”
“No, get out—”
When a fresh gush of water comes in, Nix panics and begins to choke. The water was now at nose level.
“Calm, Nix, slow your breathing.”
“Car’s filling—”
“It's going to fill, okay? But you'll have air, you'll have my air. But I need you to calm down. It's just water, Nix. It's just water. I won't let it hurt you. Breathe for me, and I’ll breathe for you.” He settles enough that he doesn't hyperventilate as the water rises higher. Knowing it was time, I give him my air and taking a short breath, go under and fight the seatbelt for freedom. After a few tries, he was loose and I fumbled blindly searching for the center punch my mom bought me. Giving the car a moment to equalize, I broke the glass, grabbed his hand pulling us both toward safety. Breaking the surface with a gasp, Nix and I slowly made our way to shore, together. Exhausted and in pain from the crash, we fall into a heap with Nix searching for my hand to hold it.
Tightening my grip, I was looking up at the stars when he says, “You saved my life.”
“We’re not keeping score.”
“Maybe you’re not,” he says squeezing. “But, I am.”
“I’m too exhausted to move and right now; the stars are too bright to argue.”
“Finn,” he says so softly I almost didn’t hear him over the water.
“Yeah?”
“You’re the only thing I like about me.”
Hearing this melted me and I was closing my eyes to savor it when I was hauled up by my hair.
And I was positive that my scream scared every animal within ten miles.
Especially, Phoenix.
 



 

When she sealed her mouth over mine sharing her air, I truly thought this was it.
I'm going to drown.
And I was okay with that for two reasons. The first being Finn would go free and the second, I was taking a part of her with me when I moved on. I was going to die happy and loved.
 
I was absorbing the sound of Finn’s breathing when I heard a gun being racked. Glancing up, I saw that it was Merle’s barrel pointed at my forehead. At the same time, Finn’s scream rent the air and she was pulled from my grasp by Heron. I was getting awfully tired of my so-called brothers showing up in pairs.
“Get up,” Merle says, taking a step back keeping him out of attack range. “Slowly.”
With no weapons on me, I do as he says and felt my blood boil at Finn’s pain and struggling. 
“Nix,” she says with fury lacing her voice. “It needs to be said, your friends are dicks.”
Confident we would fight our way out of this, I gave myself over to laughter. Not liking that, Merle used the butt of his gun to smash my face in.
“You are so going to die for that,” Finn growls. “That’s my face, mine, and the only one busting it up is me.”
“It’ll take more than blunt force to dull my good looks,” I wink at her even though my cheek now had a pulse.
“If anyone is going to clock you, honey, it’s me.”
“Shut up,” Heron says, tightening his grip in her hair.
“Nix,” she pouts. “Did you spill my secrets then?”
“Which secrets, baby? Be specific.”
Grinning evilly, she says, “You know, that hair pulling for me is foreplay.”
“Sure didn’t,” I try and smirk but couldn't manage it. “Guess he just got lucky.”
With Merle’s eyes on me, it went unspoken between us how this was going to go down. My woman wanted a fight and far be it for me to stop her.
“Oh well,” she sighs. “It’s true what they say about luck then.”
“And what’s that?” Heron asks yanking her head back hard.
Smiling through the pain she says, “It rhymes with fuck,” and then she struck.
In a blink, I was on Merle intent on disarming him. Trading blows, I landed a solid jab to his temple that sent him face-first into the sand. Pulling him up by the back of his neck, the coward tossed a handful of shit into my eyes, temporarily blinding me. Rushing me, Merle took us to the ground burying a fist into my kidney.
If we survived this, I was having an x-ray done to make sure my organs weren’t pulverized.
When I heard Finn’s battle cry, it fueled my own.
The next few minutes slowed to a crawl. Where I used my ears instead of my eyes to fight back.
Unfortunately, Merle scored another blow and the stars I was seeing were not from the sky.
Fuck, not only was I physically exhausted, I was emotionally tired of this shit too.
With one hand around my throat and the barrel pressed into my forehead, I knew I had to keep him occupied so his focus wasn’t on Finn. 
 
“Ten million for pussy,” he says leaning in. “Kill her and we’ll split it. You can buy better pussy than hers, Phoenix.”
“My pussy is priceless, asshole!” Finn yells our way. “And you, quit squirming. That’s lazy man’s fighting.”
“Decide, Phoenix,” he says cutting off my air.
“It’s her,” I grate out but felt the beast rising. “It will always be her.”
And before he could reply, I broke his hold by snapping his wrist. Taking Merle to his back, I fumble, looking for the gun I can’t see. 
“Kill you in a sec,” Finn says running over to me and grabbing my hand she flips it over placing the gun in my palm. Kissing my cheek, she coos, “Get ‘em, baby.”
“Do it,” Merle orders. “Fucking traitor.”
So I did.
Squeezing the trigger, I put every round into his chest.
Rolling off, I stumble getting to my feet and call for her.
“I got this,” she says cheerfully. Jesus Christ, she wasn’t even out of breath. Running toward the water, I splashed my face several times to clear my vision. Once that was done, I stood off to the side so I could watch my woman beat the fucking shit out of Heron. And she was beating the fucking shit out of him too.
Heron, who was too slow, too obvious, and too tired. 
His face was covered in blood, his nose leaking like a fountain, and he was favoring his right side.
“Come on!” she screams and when he pushes forward, Finn widens her stance. Heron was within striking distance when she delivered a punishing side kick. When he crumbles, she circled him demanding he get back up. After several moments of him not moving, she crouches down, checks his pulse, and groans.
“Shit. He’s dead. That was so anti-climactic.”
“He was new,” I say shaking my head in disappointment for her. Being denied a painful death sucked.
“Clearly,” she says wiping her hands off. “Are you okay?”
“Yes.”
“Good,” she says sweeping my leg and straddling me. “If you ever fucking stall on my behalf again, I swear to God, I will throw you from a roof.”
“Finn—”
“Without a safety harness.”
“Listen to me,” I say fighting the urge to roll her over and fuck her.
“He could have pulled the trigger!” she screams in my face and then ended the vocal assault to begin the physical one. Slapping me all over, I gave her a minute to get it out before pinning her wrists.
“You need to trust me,” I whisper.
“I need you alive,” she whispers back.
Pulling her into my arms, I hold her close and when she clutches me, I closed my eyes.
Kissing my neck, she says, “Tomorrow we finish it.”
With dread in my gut, I agreed, “Tomorrow we finish it.”
God help us both.
 



 

“I am sorry for this,” she had said.
Because she knew we were about to get crushed. For someone who claimed to cherish 'the first,' she had no problem putting us at a disadvantage. None of this made sense to me. Pitting brothers against each other, the price on my head, and how the man in charge thought killing me would bring Phoenix to heel.
Because logically, rationally, that's the dumbest fucking plan I have ever heard.
While he refused to dissect it, I had no choice but to.
In my gut I knew this was a test.
One we were expected to pass, together.
I just didn't know why.
 
Neither one of us had slept.
Exhausted, sore and weary, once we checked into our room, we laid there for hours staring at the ceiling.
Whoever he was, whatever he wanted, would remain a mystery until the meeting.
A meeting I did not trust.
The Operator had sent Nix a text instructing him to come unarmed.
As-fucking-if.
I was sick of the rules and listening to this woman. She may have a pretty voice, but there was nothing attractive about it when I stole his phone to call her back. In fact, she was snarky and far too sarcastic for my liking.
So when I asked if she’d be there and she said no, I asked if it’s because she had a face for radio…
She hung up on me.
 
Watching Nix pace the room should have made me fidgety, but the effect was quite the opposite.
Prowling around like a caged animal actually calmed me. Because no matter how this meeting went down, either it be freedom or death; I had known what it was like to be in love.
All my life I’ve searched for the next big thrill. 
But none of it compared to this.
To Phoenix.
To us.
His love was the most powerful rush I have ever, or will ever know in this life and the next.
If that psychic was right and I was going to die, I was doing it fighting by his side.
 
“Hey,” I say opening my arms. “I need you.”
Facing me, the hunger was there in his eyes but so was resolution, determination, and guilt. Wrapping his body around mine, Nix says nothing and yet I understood every unspoken word.
He needed me too.
With Nix there was no practiced choreography, nothing rehearsed. Just two people who moved in perfect synch, naturally.
When he played between my legs, I opened them wider.
When he kissed my nipples, I arched up higher.
When he slid inside of me, I held him closer.
When we came, we did it with our eyes open.
Rolling my body to cover his I promise Nix, “This isn’t how it ends.”
“Finn—”
“Phoenix,” I whisper into his chest, “Trust me.”
“If I asked you to run—”
“Unless it’s into your arms, that’s never gonna happen.”
“If I begged you to run—”
Covering his mouth with my hands, I remind him, “It’s us against them, Nix.”
Closing his eyes in agony, he inhales sharp but gave me the nod I was looking for.
Snuggling back into his side, he grips my hip whispering, “I’m so selfish.”
“If you’re selfish, what does that make me?”
“Crazy.”
Kissing his nipple, I smile, “Crazy in love, Nix.”
“Fuck,” he sighs with a grin. “It’s time, Finn.”
“Grab us a cab,” I say, rolling off. “I need to use the restroom and collect myself. I’ll be down in a minute.”
“If—”
“I memorized the address, Nix. If I come down to find out you left me, what they’ll do to you is child's play compared to what I’ll do. Give me a moment, please.”
“Okay, Finn,” he says kissing my temple.
 
When the door clicked behind him, I didn't waste time making the call.
 



 

I should have drugged her, tied her up or caused the fight that ended us.
Anything to keep her from danger.
But I couldn't, because I needed her by my side.
Finn would never run and I owed it to her to be here when she came outside.
My selfishness knew no bounds and I wondered if it would haunt me in the afterlife.
 
With Finn holding my hand, we stood in the middle of an empty building that time forgot.
It was dark, cool, and meant to confuse our senses.
And it was working.
While I knew the freeway was close by, the concrete walls were so thick, I couldn’t hear it.
Which meant anyone nearby couldn’t hear gunfire or screams either.
I was barely holding my shit together, but her? Totally-fucking-unfazed.
As far as she was concerned today was like any other. 
“Finn…”
“I swear to God, Nix,” she warns. “Unless you’re planning on offering me chocolate, I do not want to hear it.”
For the next several minutes, we stood completely still, bathed in total darkness. Suddenly, there was light and along with it, the men I’ve called brothers for fifteen years surrounding us.
My attempt to pull her behind me was futile because Finn was not budging. First to speak, she eyes the room asking, “What? No introductions?”
Fully armed, wearing no expression on their faces yet not moving either, she lost her patience and huffs, “So do we just started killing each other and see what happens? Does the winner get a prize?”
“Finn,” I begin calmly. “You remember Crow and Loon.”
“Yep.”
“That is Wren, Falcon, Eagle, Jay, Hawk, Crane, Swan, and Cardinal.”
“Nice to meet you, boys,” she actually fucking pinky waves the group. “Now what?”
“Now we wait for him,” I supply.
“For how long? We haven’t had dinner and you know I hate skipping meals it makes me peckish.”
“Finn,” I try to pacify her.
“No,” she says putting a hand up. “I’m over the mysterious build-up bullshit. So, unless he has the ability to fly, I’m willing to fight my way out of here. Oh I know, let's call the big O.”
“Finn,” Loon steps forward. “We were told to wait and that’s what we’ll do.”
“That’s what you’ll do,” she counters. “Apparently, that’s what you’ll all do and for a man you’ve never met. A man you gave up your families for, your chance at love for, and your own fucking futures for. You blindly follow his rules and you are compensated for that with cash, loneliness, and working girls. Maybe I’m the one who's wired wrong, but I can’t fear a ghost, sorry not sorry.”
“If you attempt to leave here,” Crow warns. “We will have no choice but to stop you. This meeting affects all of us.”
“He let you live,” she points to me over her shoulder. “I won’t be so kind. You’re standing between us and freedom, Crow. Guess which way I’m leaning?”
“She’s worth more than ten million,” Falcon smirks. “Her mouth alone is priceless.”
“Was the chick in the porno really you?” Cardinal asks and my growl echoed from the concrete walls.
“She’s hotter in person,” Swan adds.
“Is it true you tried running Vulture through with a dull sword?” Hawk asks.
“Stalling me won’t work,” she huffs. “And yes, that was a little embarrassing but I was improvising.”
“You love Phoenix?” Crane asks sizing her up.
“Care to find out how much?” she fires back.
Jesus…this woman was a force. “You ran Goose over with a stolen truck?” Eagle inquires.
“I gave the truck back,” she sighs.
“You strangled Swift, beat Robin in a fist fight, and stopped Heron’s heart with a kick to the chest,” Eagle adds.
“Is there a point here?” she asks sticking a hip out.
“Yeah,” Jay booms. “How the fuck did you, a female, do it?”
And that’s when Finn lost her temper. “I bleed for seven days every month and don’t die. I can push a watermelon out of my perfectly tight vagina, get waxed without screaming-which is no easy feat, let me tell you. Oh, and I can fight, shoot, and move better than any of you fuckers and yet having tits,” she says pushing them up. “Somehow makes me less than you? Eat my dick, wait what’s his name again?”
“Jay,” I cough out.
“Jay,” she finishes. “I am not just a woman. I’m a God damn stunt woman.”
 
 
And then there was clapping.
 



 

On the first ring she answered and I was counting on it.
“Hello, Finn,” she said. “Don't you have some place to be?”
After memorizing the lines a couple of weeks before, I began, “Katniss...maybe the country was shocked tonight by your arrow, but once again-I was not. You were exactly who I believed you were.”
“Is this supposed to mean something to me?”
“What I just said should mean everything to you.”
“And if it doesn't?”
My response was disconnecting the call and meeting Phoenix downstairs.
 
The second we walked into this nightmare, I came to the conclusion that I was never going to make it as an actress. Honestly, I always knew I sucked at it but I liked being an overachiever. Stuntwomen are flexible, diverse, and fearless, but I was no JLo. 
I couldn’t do it all.
When the clapping started, I flattened my back against Nix’s at the same time all the men raised their weapons pointing them at us. We may be outnumbered, but I was stronger, fiercer, and more determined to protect what’s mine than they were. I had love at stake.
Stepping into the circle was the woman these men knew only as the Operator. But I wasn’t stupid, I knew exactly who this was and how this game was going to be played. This game was the script ever action flick ever written followed.
It had a plot.
And I just like I told her before; a beginning, a middle and an end.
 
“Oh look,” I fake my smile. “It’s the infamous Operator. Okay fine, you don’t have a face for radio.”
And she didn't. In fact, she was breathtakingly gorgeous and young.
Coming within feet of me, she smiles and says, “You would really die for him, wouldn’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“I’ve lived, he hasn’t.”
“I see,” she says watching me for cues.
“I wasn’t finished,” I say holding a hand up. “What I was about to say was, I’ll die for him if it comes to that but I’m taking you with me.”
“I was right about you,” she grins proudly. “You’re armed, yes?”
“You’re cute. You said he couldn’t be armed. You never said anything about me.  So cut the shit. Why lie to your men making them believe you’re a man?”
Nix and all the guys didn’t bother hiding their confusion or their fury once they pieced it together. Although, I was impressed by their utter silence over the deception. Clearly, they were letting the women handle this one…
“These men were not ready to be lead by a woman,” she says softly. “I’m afraid they aren’t as evolved as we are.”
“This is true,” I allow. “However, you put a price on my head and forced me to kill people. Why?”
“Thinning out the herd,” she waves me off. “They were better off dead.”
“That isn’t the point!”
“Are you feeling remorse, Finn?”
“No,” I make clear. “Okay fine, moving on. What the fuck, woman? What kind of game is this?”
“I like games, Finn Lee. I like strategy, violence, and money. I also like obedience and resolution. It's amazing to me that these men, my men, have already given you their loyalty because you love Phoenix enough to die in his place. And since I like games, I would also wager that if you commanded they kill me for my perceived crimes, that for you, they would do so.”
Holding my hand up, I stop her with, “Now, don’t go getting dramatic here. No one needs to die, yet. But you owe them an explanation.”
“No,” she laughs heartily. “I really don’t. They aren’t why I’m here, Finn. You are.”
“What's this now?”
“You were right,” she says happily. “I guess I am the game maker.”
“Okay… You lost me.”
“I have been watching you for years. Dare I say, I am your biggest fan? I was even on set a time or two. I couldn't get enough of your fearlessness. I devoured it. That's why when Ryan died, it hurt to see you blame yourself. That's when I decided to get involved.”
“Did you have anything to do with his death?”
“No,” she says stroking my cheek. “And neither did you. I’ve never seen bravery like yours, Finn. In this business I had thought I’d seen it all, until you changed the very game I created. Love, family, and distractions were a liability I could not afford. However, by making them sacrifice, I unknowingly contributed to their suffering. Love wasn't the enemy and I set out to make it right. So I made sure Phoenix received Ryan’s number, that way he’d get your text messages. My Phoenix, the first in all ways,” she smiles lovingly at him. “The first to kill for me, sacrifice for me, to walk away for you, to be selfish enough to fall in love. I think I fell for you right along with him. Unlike my men, there is no darkness in you. You are as pure as you are brave.”
I won’t lie, at pure I snorted and Nix groaned. Waving me off, she says, “Without asking, even as he tried pushing you away, you stood by him demanding nothing less than an equal partnership. You and Phoenix are stronger together, I can’t deny that, I won't. The time for change is now. Finn, you are going to help me usher in a new era. Middle Men and Middle Women.”
“Uh huh,” I say skeptically. “Except there’s a problem.”
“Oh?”
“Your rules suck.”
“I’m willing to revisit—”
“Swearing fealty to you is not a forfeiture of our families and friends for starters. We need our own adventures outside of orders, we need to live. And in return, we do not share what we do. We are allowed to have children, take vacations…”
“Anything else?” she asks blandly.
Facing the men, I ask, “You guys have health insurance?” I was met with grins, coughs, and a lot of heads shaking no. So I add, “And health insurance. Low co-pays and free scripts. The good shit.”
“I can work with that,” she says on a sigh.
“Oh, and what’s with the bird names?”
“Why do you defer to the roof?”
“Because no one looks up.” When she raises a brow, it clicked, I got it, so I nod and mumble, “Ah.”
“Phoenix,” she says facing him. “You’ve been awfully quiet. What do you think?”
“Why does my opinion matter?”
“Because you’re the first and I value your opinion,” she beams. “And believe it or not, you are the best decision I have ever made. You were my learning curve and because of you and your brothers, the world is a better, safer place. The Middle Men may have begun as a game, but it was and still is one I plan to win.”
“I won’t do this without Finn,” he says taking my hand. “But, we’ll both disappear if my brothers don’t back us.”
You could hear a pin drop as Nix and I searched the eyes of his brothers for their answer. Both of us gasped in unison when one by one, they laid their weapons down and knelt in front of us.
“It’s gonna happen, Edward, I’ve seen it,” Operator quotes horribly.
“Take it easy, Alice Cullen,” I joke because the alternative was tearing up. 
“You’re the first middle woman,” Nix beams down at me.
Grabbing my shoulders, she caught me off-guard when she announced, “But here’s the catch, Finn, I’m afraid you’ll have to die.”
And then, I did.
 



 

“No matter what happens,” Finn whispered. “I'll always be with you.”
Placing her hand over my heart she closed her eyes and I followed suit. “In this life and the next,” I choked out.
“In this life and the next,” Finn vowed and I believed her.
 
 
 
Many months later…
Standing in front of her headstone, I traced the script of her name knowing I’d never get over the role I played in her death. 
Finn fucking died for me.
Left her life, her world behind, for me.
I was supposed to sacrifice for her, not her for me.
I wasn’t just a selfish bastard, I was the fucking devil and yet knowing the cost, I still took salvation when it was offered. More often than not, I couldn’t face my own reflection in the mirror.
Because I shouldn’t know happiness or contentment and yet despite all odds, I did.
She gave me that, with a fucking smile on her perfect face.
Finn’s sacrifice freed me in a way I hadn’t expected. Yes, I was still a Middle Man, but the title no longer defined who I was. The title was something I did, something I believed in.
Finn gave that to me.
To all my brothers.
At the cost of herself.
When I felt warm arms come around me, the weight of her cheek resting on my back, I was afraid to turn around for fear it was a dream. A man like me shouldn’t be offered any kind of second chance.
But once again, I’d be taking it.
 
“How long are you going to stand here and stare?”
“As long as it takes,” I whisper, afraid my voice will crack.
“Do you love me?” she asks softly.
Closing my eyes, I grate out, “More than life itself.”
“Then look at me.”
Facing her, we lock eyes and like always, I fall so deep I can’t breathe and don’t even care. Because her breath was all I needed.
“Raven,” I say cupping her perfect face.
“Phoenix,” she says standing on her toes, licking my bottom lip and running her palm over my dick. “They’re waiting.”
“Fuck ‘em,” I groan wanting more. Always more.
Throwing her head back, she laughs at my outburst, and following her lead, I did too.
See, the psychic was right and she was wrong. 
It was because of me, Finn died, that much was true. And I had failed to save her, that was also true.
She had made the ultimate sacrifice for both of us.
But my Finn wouldn’t see it that way, because it would taint the gift she’d selflessly given me.
Raven though, she would never let me live it down and found that I didn’t mind.
She rode my ass constantly and was the reason I lived and breathed today.
There was never a moment where I wasn't conscious of the gift I've been given.
Yanking her deeper into the woods and pinning her arms over her head, I just stare down at my good fortune. At the woman who let me get lost in her so easily.
And that’s how the psychic was also wrong.
Finn did die, but she also knew that she had to.
Because death is the only way to be reborn.
“Fuck yourself on my fingers,” I order her. “I know how you love that.”
“Nix,” she pants trying to fight me.
“Do it, Finn,” I order again.
“What’s the use of having a new kick ass name if you’re never going to use it?”
“You are Finn or kitten when I love you,” I remind her. “Now spread your legs.”
It’s true she was my Finn when it was just us.
But God damn, she was a glorious Raven too.
 



 

The day I died, I was also reborn.
And while I would never see my name in the credits again, I was part of a bigger picture.
Therefore, I didn't see it as a loss.
I couldn't.
Not when I gained so much more.
 
There was no acting like I hadn’t just come all over Nix’s hand when we rejoined our party out on the deck.
Luckily, my mom was too busy keeping his mom, Lucy, occupied to call me out on it. And for his dad? As usual, he just shook his head, but now he does it smiling.
Nudging Loon to move over, he kisses my cheek giving me room.
Passing the dishes, our enormous family enjoyed a wonderful barbecue, strong drinks, and hours of laughs.
There are times I catch Nix being overwhelmed by his good fortune and to be fair, there are just as many times I get caught too. Sparing all the men at our table glances, there are various moments I see them soaking it in too and I find myself grateful I played a part in it.
I was grateful for my crazy family.
 
Leaving my life as Finn Lee behind to have this was not a sacrifice, despite what Nix thought.
I left behind a name a few people knew, a career that was easy to walk away from, and now I was a Middle Woman. And it was my personal mission to find other women like me. Women who wanted to save the world in a unique way.
Oh, I still seek thrills from time to time but nothing trumps being with Phoenix.
With all the men, actually. They were now my brothers too, only they actually acted like brothers and drove me nuts. As in all the fucking time.
Clearing her throat my mom asks, “Working tonight, baby?”
See, we did explain it to our parents (mostly). My mom was easy to convince. She accepted everything I did. Nix’s parents weren’t so easy at first, but his mom talked his dad around. Now the man was nosey and regaled us with tales of his war days every-fucking-Sunday. Nix may deny it, but he got his blood thirsty ways from daddy dearest. Oh, and the man straight up adored me. How could he not?
“Just a quick stop, Mom,” I semi-lie. 
Glancing around the table, I see the looks on the guys’ faces and fought my smile. They knew what I was up to and they refused to be left behind. With the exception of my family, the world believed I had died (quite tragically) in a fucking skiing accident, of all things. That galled for a hot minute because, hell no, but Operator thought it was a hilarious way to go and it needs to be said the woman is crazier than I am.
“I have a question,” Nix’s mom, Lucy, announces. “If Finn is the first Middle Women, shouldn’t you call yourselves Middle People?”
“Does that sound remotely threatening to you?” his dad counters. “Why not call them Middle Neutral?”
“Oh hush,” she swats him. “You’re being an asshole.”
Spitting out his beer, Nix wipes his mouth and says, “Since she’s come on board business has spiked, actually. Turns out, people feel more comfortable with Raven on the team.”
Snickers rang out from the guys because my kill rate was a smidge high. But come on, I was still learning!
And that’s how it went for the rest of the night.
 
After the parents went home, the men assembled in our living room (and yes, I own a home now. Well, kinda. I mean, we fudged our background to get it) all armed, all ready for action.
“I can go alone,” I remind them.
“None of us are missing out on this,” Nix says, kissing me soundly.
“Yeah well, I’m sure a caravan of Middle People at midnight on a Sunday will go totally unnoticed.”
When they all stared at me expectantly, I grunted my defeat and said, “Fine, let’s go already.”
Having brothers was the worst.
 



 

Nothing was sexier than her ass scaling a wall.
I wasn't the only one to notice either.
They all did, but only Wren was dumb enough to get caught looking.
So, I cut his cord and laughed when he met the concrete.
 
 
Looking up, we all nodded following her lead.
Honestly, I looked up every chance I had.
The first few times she went climbing, the men were baffled by it and four couldn’t keep pace. Since then, we’ve all upped our game to keep pace with Finn.
As a group, we scaled the building, unhooked our gear, and watched her make the entrance in to the bedroom flawlessly and silently. It was scary how good she was at this.
Actually, it was impressive how quickly the rest of us caught on. 
Over the last few months, every one of my brothers has fallen for her, respected her, and wanted to learn from her. My Finn was a patient teacher. Raven, however, was not.
 
Giving us the all clear, we piled into the bedroom making a hell of a lot more noise than she did. Although, at the end of the day we could be as loud as we wanted for this job.
Flicking on the table lamp, I watch her take a moment to look over the man’s sleeping form. 
In my ear, Crow asks, “The fuck kind of name is Talon?”
Shrugging I admit, “When she’s done with him, he won’t remember his name.”
“True,” he chuckles as she peels the covers back.
“Hey,” I argue, not caring that I was, in fact, yelling. “What in the hell are you doing? You look at one dick, mine.”
Laughing, while trying to shush me, she motions us over whispering, “You guys gotta see this.”
As a group, we lean right as she yanks his boxers down. “Tell me that is not really his dick, Raven.”
Snorting so loud, snot made an appearance, she yelps, “I know, right?”
And to be a total smart ass, I whisper, “Raven.”
“Huh?” she asks eyeing me.
“The floor is lava.”
“Oh, you fucker,” she laughs and without thinking, launches herself onto his dresser sending his shit flying.
“You two need help,” Wren chuckles giving her a hi-five.
 
And then Talon woke up screaming. Not for long though, because she fell off the dresser, walked right up socking him so hard blood coated the wall behind him.
“Miss me?” she asks sitting on the side of the mattress.
“Y-you’re dead!”
“As dead as your career,” she agrees, cracking her neck.
“What are you—”
“Doing here?” she asks. “That’s easy, I came here to kill you.”
“Oh God,” he wails, trying to move, only the rest of us came into the light standing behind her and what does he do? Blows ass. “I’m sorry, Finn!”
“What for?” she gags at the scent, we all did. “And don’t forget to be specific.”
“The fake video, bad press, taking your money, and cheating on you.”
And that’s when the room went electric. Forming a tight circle, we press in closer to her when Eagle growls, “You cheated on Raven?”
“Raven? No. I cheated on Finn.”
“Guys,” she says on a groan. “I’ve got this.”
Grabbing his jaw tight, his eyes go wide and he cries, “Please don’t kill me!”
“Why did you do that to me?”
Wild with fear, he blurts, “Because you never saw me, never listened. It was always about Ryan!” Finding my face in the crowd, he shrieks, “Oh my God! It’s you!”
“Focus,” she slaps him again. “Talon, I hired you when no one else would. I gave you a decent lifestyle asking nothing in return except that you look out for my best interest. Instead, you tried ruining my career, and I’m sorry, but what you did-didn’t set me back. You set women who wanted to be like me back. Women who love to jump and climb, repel and free fall. However, I am dead and looking to stay that way, so what do I do with you? I mean, it’s in the manual that loose ends are a no-no.”
“You died skiing,” he sobs hysterically. 
“Which proves you didn’t know me at all, considering you bought into it.”
“Finn,” he pleads pitifully. 
Leaning down, I see it and ask the room, “Did he piss his pants?”
“I know, I know,” she sighs. “You’re holding this mistake over my head for eternity.”
Grabbing Talon’s phone, she opens up his Facebook page and instructs us to, “String him up.”
Then she remembered,” And don’t get piss on your hands.”
Properly displayed in his wet cotton boxers, she turns on the live feature and tells him to, “Confess your sins or die dangling in the air.”
Hitting play, and like he couldn’t get the words out fast enough, Talon started babbling away and wasn’t stopping anytime soon. My Finn was so over it, that we cleared the room and he was still going.
Locking in, we repel as a group and finish by sliding silently into to our vehicle.
While she drove, we were watching the live feed and laughing so hard the SUV shook.
Grabbing her hand, I smile, “You cleared your name.”
Squeezing back, she agrees, “I cleared my name.”
And I was lost in the moment, in her, until Crow says, “Guys, he just shit himself.”
 



 

“I can't believe we've been reduced to fucking in a closet,” I groaned into her neck. “They need to leave before I kill them.”
“I said I was willing to lock the door and do it in bed.”
“Those bastards listen in,” I griped. “Fucking Loon started taking bets on how long I'd last.”
“So are we going to bitch or are we going to – ”
Covering her mouth with my hand, I used the other to slide her panties aside and plunged home.
 
My brothers gathered in Detroit long term, curious about the woman who triggered a chain of events none of them expected. The moment they met her, they fell hard. So hard they refused to fucking leave.
While we were competitive by nature, each of them tried to out-do Finn but none have succeeded.
The Operator loved this.
And because of our new-found closeness she continued to dole out odd jobs to keep us together and train Finn in our ways too. The Operator made it clear we were to 'Fast Track' her and we were.
 
Case in point: The nine of us were broken up into pairs walking through the park at Grosse Isle.
Actually, the only three pair was Finn, Loon, and I. I swear to God, he was in love with my woman, but she loved him too so I didn't shoot him. 
Speaking to each other through our comms, I was watching Finn's hip sway when a man stepped out of the bushes. Loon and I cover Finn's sides and the others close in when this idiot locked eyes on my woman, dropped his pants, and started to jerk off.
“Is he – ” Finn gasps.
“Hard too,” Loon adds.
“Let's shoot him,” I say reaching for my gun.
Staying my hand, Finn snickers and says, “The least we can do is let him finish before we kill him. No one should die with blue balls, baby.”
Never breaking his stare, the pervert grunts and moans while fucking his hand. “He's jacking off to my woman,” I growl. “Am I the only one not happy about this?”
“Guy’s got balls,” Loon adds.
Cocking her head, Finn zeros in and then says, “Little balls, but yeah, balls.”
The others were silent behind us while this asshole continued to publicly masturbate, and the commentary from Finn and Loon almost made me smile. Almost.
“You have to give him credit,” she says biting her lip. “Even faced with a group of killers, he's still going strong.”
“He's watching you, Raven,” Loon laughs. “He doesn't even see us.”
“In that case,” she says stepping forward. 
“The fuck do you think you're doing?” I demand loudly.
Kissing my cheek, she whispers, “I love you, Nix.”
Then she cups her tits, licks the seam of her bottom lip and tells the guy to, “Come.”
And he did, all over his hand and the dirt. I didn't know if I wanted to hi-five him or skin him alive.
“We are going to have words about this,” I warn her.
Rolling her eyes, she skips over to the dickbag who can hardly stand after coming a river (which I totally understood) and delivers an uppercut any man would envy.
When he goes down, I stand over him ready to do far worse when I noticed the smile on his face. 
 



 

Ryan and I had just surfed the Pipeline in Oahu and were relaxing on the beach watching the sun set when he said, “I've had the time of my life, Finn.”
“We're just getting started,” I promised him.
Suddenly, I was yanked to my feet, twirled into his arms, and we were dancing. Laughing at his antics, he caught me off guard when he dipped me and said, “And I owe it all to you.”
“Look, spaghetti arms,” I said clutching his shoulders. “This is my dance space. This is your dance space. I don't go into yours, you don't go into mine. You gotta hold the frame.”
“You just put your pickle on everybody's plate, college boy, and leave the hard stuff to me,” Ryan said standing me back up.
“I still can't believe Dirty Dancing is your all-time favorite movie,” I laughed. “Every Swayze fan knows it’s Roadhouse.”
Sobering, Ryan pulled me in for a tight hug and said, “Love you, Finn.”
 
Rain was coming, I could feel it.
But I wasn’t in a hurry nor was I afraid to get wet.
The words on my tongue were nearly as heavy as the weight on my chest. 
The weather could wait but, I could not.
Not any longer.
Dusting off the top, tossing the weeds I had picked and replacing them with beautiful flowers, I stretch out over the earth resting my cheek where I imagined his would be.
“His name is Phoenix,” I say clutching the grass for support. “You would have loved him so much, Ryan.”
Taking a deep breath, I let the tears fall hoping that good came from them by watering the earth. “You were right about Talon, you were right about a lot of things actually. Except that jump. I will never know what compelled you to do it, but I’m pretty sure you only did it because you truly believed that you could. I have to believe you did it knowing the risk, because you were fearless too.”
Closing my eyes, I let the guilt go. As much as I could, anyway. And I told him, “I need you to know, I was so proud of you. You died not understanding there was no one more proud. God,” I say sniffling. “I just miss you so much. I ache with it but, I promise I will always think of you when I jump, fall, or fly. I’ll always be grateful that I had you by my side. Though it won’t be you holding my hand anymore or filming, or cheering me on, you’ll still be with me. Anyway, I hope you’re cloud jumping, banging angels, and keeping God on his toes. Put in a good word for me, okay? I have a feeling when the time comes, I’m going to need it.” Getting to my knees, I wipe my eyes and whisper, “Use the hell out of your wings, Ryan. I bet they look really good on you.”
 
Coming to my feet, I reach into my bag placing my favorite picture of us on the ledge. When the air shifted, I closed my eyes and felt new tears falling as Nix’s arms wrapped around me in comfort. In a gentle voice, he says, “Thank you for taking care of our girl until I could get to her. Rest easy, Ryan, I’ve got it from here.”
When I heard Loon whisper, “We've got it from here,” I turned to see all my guys present with their heads bowed.
The first half of my life I had Ryan. And for the rest of it, I had them. The Middle Men.
Resting against Nix's chest, I don’t resist when he turns me to leave. But I was a few steps away when I had to tell him, “He lets me soar, Ryan.” Cupping Nix’s cheek I whisper, “He’s my greatest adventure.”
And when a flock of doves flew over, I knew he was among them.
 



 

At a pub in Germany, Corbin and I were content to watch Finn and Jordyn talk.
Both used their hands, were very animated, and smiled constantly.
For every glance Finn snuck my way, Jordyn did the same.
Their laughter was contagious and we found ourselves joining in even though neither of us had any idea what was so funny. The people around us watched them too. Some probably wishing they had women like this and others just because they were contagious.
Leaning toward me he said, “All these years it's been the Operator.”
“Finn figured it out,” I praised her. “I was clueless.”
“I was too, brother,” he laughed. “You did it, Phoenix. You really fucking did it.”
Raising my mug to tap rims, while looking at Finn, I told him, “We did it.”
 
The Operator (whose name is actually Janet Jackson-Finn calls her Janet-Miss-Jackson-If-You're-Nasty and it drives her crazy) made it an order that us men get accustomed to doing things differently. She wants each of us to be diversified. In repelling, climbing, defensive driving, martial arts, and sky diving to name a few. The Operator wants an elite force fighting for her and all new recruits will have to pass intense training to qualify. 
Apparently, Finn inspired her because we were no longer only ground fighters.
And since Finn is the expert in these areas, she’s been our instructor.
Fortunately for me, I’ve had private training and have a come a long way in conquering my fear of heights.
The others, not so much.
 
Case in point, Loon.
“I’m choking on my balls right now, Raven.”
“Then open your throat and swallow like a lady,” she says. “It’s what I do. Right, Nix?”
“A true lady,” I agree whole heartedly.
“If we get caught,” Hawk interrupts. “It’s jail time for people who do not exist, so are we going to do this or what?”
“How much time?” Loon counters. “Might be worth it.”
“It’s only three thousand feet,” Finn rolls her eyes.
“When you said vacation, you didn’t say base jumping from Dubai’s tallest fucking building, Raven!” Loon explodes, allowing his fear to show. Loon, who I should mention, has a bigger issue with heights than I ever did.
“Duh,” she says nearing the edge. “Because you wouldn’t have come.”
“She also said if we did it, she’d take us to Angel Falls in Venezuela,” Cardinal adds.
“Yeah?” Jay laughs. “Do you even know what that is?”
“It’s a waterfall, asshole,” he quips.
“It’s the highest waterfall in the world, dipshit,” Cardinal nearly yells into his comm. “You think she’s taking us there to sightsee?”
“She’s not?” Eagle gulps.
“Pussies,” Falcon laughs loud.
“Fuck you,” Crane growls. “You’re so fearless, you jump first.”
Glancing over to Finn, I couldn’t tell if she found it funny or frustrating. Having had enough of their stalling, I announce, “Swan goes first.”
“Me?” he shouts while flipping me off. “The fuck did I ever do to you?”
“Actually,” Finn chimes in. “We’re all going together. As a team.”
Giving her his standard puppy dog eyes, Loon asks, “Will you hold my hand?”
And that's the moment Raven stepped back and I watched my Finn take his hand.
 



 

“When did you know it was me?” the Operator asked, brushing my hair. While it was strange that she enjoyed this, it was wild that I did too. Plus, it helped she was really good at it.
“It was just a hunch,” I admitted truthfully. “And you weren't detached. In fact, you seemed too invested. But when you said you were sorry, I think that's when I knew. Because you didn't expect us to survive and I heard the mourning in your voice.”
“I cried for hours,” she said softly. “And for the first time ever, regretted what I had done. To both of you, and all of them.”
“It worked out,” I said casually, not wanting to dwell on the past. 
“Finn,” she said, pausing mid stroke. “Had anything happened to either of you, I was shutting it all down. And I need you to know that I always believed you two would survive.”
Fact: without the Operator, I wouldn't have Nix. So instead of replaying what if, I told her, “Thanks for giving Phoenix that number.”
Kissing the top of my head she whispered, “Thanks for giving Phoenix your heart.”
 
For the last two days we've been at the Aloft's hotel working on intel for an upcoming meeting.
A meeting where Operator was specific in her instruction that no one dies. Which is fine since I happen to be amazing at mediating. So much so that people in the know have actually been requesting me.
Yes, that appeased my competitive nature. 
Being back here was amazing and every second we weren't working, Nix and I were in bed.
Only nookie had to wait because I had just hit a glitch.
We were all suited up and ready to go when Operator called to say I was sitting this one out.
At her insistence, Nix and the boys were doing tonight's job alone. I was making it known that I refused to be left behind as I was literally fighting for my spot in the van when 'she' showed up.
She being the enemy. And my boss.
“Girl time!” she squeals throwing an arm over my shoulder and thrusting a bottle of wine in my hand.
“I don't like you, remember?”
“I didn't forget,” she smiles uncaring of my wrath. “ – -That you love me.”
And damn her, I kinda did.
Because the more I got to know her, the more I admired what she's done. And because she had, how she changed my life for the better. How could I not love her for bringing Nix to me?
When the second bottle was empty, I noticed her checking her phone often so I took it.
“Give that back,” she says, falling off the couch.
“What's the password?”
“I don't negotiate with terrorists,” she slurs.
“You're a horrible drunk,” I snicker.
“And you make it impossible to keep a secret!”
Stilling, I cock my head asking, “What secret?”
“I didn't say secret,” she hedges.
“Yeah you did, Janet.”
“Don't call me that!” she shrieks. “Unless you're singing to me!”
“Where is he?” I ask, then look out of the window and down to the street to notice he, “Stole my fucking car again!”
“The word is commandeered,” she adds helpfully.
And knowing how she felt about speed, I literally drug her out of the hotel, through the side exit and motioned, “Get on.”
“Uh nope,” she pales. “There's a reason I'm the Operator, Finn. I don't do fast, you do.”
“You're going to do fast or I'm kicking your ass and roping you to the back,” I threaten. “Get on that bike and direct me to Nix.”
“It's not your bike,” she snaps. “And we don't steal.”
“You don't steal,” I snap right back. “And like you said, I'm commandeering it.”
“No one likes a smart ass,” she says backing away.
“Take me to Nix and my team, woman.”
“I promised I wouldn't until he said it was time.”
“You're stalling.”
“Damn right, I am,” she huffs. “You're crazy enough on a bicycle and that,” she points. “Has an engine.”
“Last time,” I warn. “Tell me where he is.”
“Fine,” she says stomping her foot. “But only because I bruise easily and because you're going to regret it.”
I wasn't lying, Operator really didn't do speed. If her screaming, clutching, and panicking were anything to go by. 
So I went faster, wove in and out of traffic and when she begged me to stop, I gunned it harder.
It didn't take long to realize she was having me drive in circles. So when we pulled back in front of the hotel, she jumped off to puke on the sidewalk when I demanded to know, “What the hell is going on?”
“I'm never eating Funyons again,” she says spitting. 
“Janet...”
“Whatever happens next is your fault,” she says waving me to follow. Hot on her heels, I walk into the lobby and doing as I'm told, sit at the bar.
“Order a drink,” she suggests. “You'll need it.”
Doing as she said, I was lifting my glass for a sip when the air shifted.
 



 

Thrusting inside of Finn was akin to an out of body experience. Her tight pussy was always wet and ready to receive me. Everything about her amped me up. From her greedy mouth to her strong grip. Toned thighs and tight ass. Whether we fucked or made love, her eyes never left mine. She liked to call me husband dick thinking it was cute and I loved hearing it more than she could possibly comprehend. Because there was not a God damned thing I didn't love about my Finn.
 
Watching her argue with Operator was exactly what I had wanted, planned for, and thoroughly enjoyed.
Finn wasn't going to be left behind any more than Raven was and she had no problem going toe-to-toe with the boss about it either.
While I hadn't planned on falling in love with the woman who sent videos to my phone, it was Operator who had known how this would end. And I could never thank her enough.
 
As she sat alone at the bar, I memorize my woman and all of her expressions.
She was right, she wasn't an actress.
My Finn, my Raven, my kitten, was authentic.
She was also nervous.
In my ear, Operator says, “I'm revoking her license.”
Smiling at that, I reply, “Let me guess, motorcycle?”
“You had that bike put there knowing she'd steal it, didn't you?”
“Of course I did,” I confess. “And you deserved the ride she gave you.”
And no, I didn't steal her new car. Her very expensive new car. I had actually moved into the garage to keep it safe.
“You and crazy pants deserve each other.”
“Thank you, Operator,” I say earnestly. “For everything.”
“Good luck, Phoenix. I'm going home to puke in my own toilet.”
Left with white noise and the gorgeous view of Finn's profile, I stepped from the shadows into the light.
And like always, she knew I was there.
Slowly turning to face me, I pause in the exact same spot just as I had done months before.
Offering me a pinky wave, I found my way to Finn and between her legs.
“Your name,” I say, so close I could smell her breath. “What is it?”
“Finn Lee.”
“Finley,” I exhale and I can almost taste it.
“No,” she corrects. “Finn is my first name, Lee is my last.”
“Finn.”
“Uh huh,” she was so damn sexy, it was hard to speak. “Your name, what is it?”
“Phoenix,” I say staring into her eyes. “Just Phoenix.”
“It’s nice to meet you—”
“Are you drunk?” I ask trying to smell her breath.
“No…”
Done replaying the night we met, I focus on the future. Our future, together. “I was already in love with you before you knew I existed,” I say taking her hand. “And then I saw you sitting here on this very stool.”
“I felt you, Nix.”
“We sat at that table,” I point at the unoccupied space. “And I knew the danger you were in just because you took a chance to meet me. Then I thought, okay, I can go through this door, alone. You’ll never see me or the people chasing us again. Or you can come with me, and I don’t know what’s on the other side, but I’d know you’d be next to me. And that’s all I wanted since the minute I met you.”
When her eyes filled up, she whispers, “You just quoted David Norris. You've seen Adjustment Bureau? I was in that movie, Nix.”
“I know,” I whisper against her lips. “So, what did Elise Sellas say back?”
Smiling bright she says, “I'm coming with you.”
Since Finn and I were not traditional by any standards, I didn't kneel. But what I did do was say, “Be my wife.”
Blinking rapidly, she starts to hyperventilate wrapping her hands in my shirt for balance. Finally able to return the favor, I tell her, “Breathe for me and I'll breathe for you.”
Fresh tears trailed down her cheeks and I watched her, little by little, settle.
“Let's make a plan. Ten years from tonight, we'll tell our children the story of how I proposed to you.” I say softly. “Marry me, Finn.”
“The answer is simple. When I follow my heart, it leads me to you, Nix.”
“What movie is that from?”
Throwing her arms around my neck she says, “It hasn't come out yet.”
Because it wasn't finished...
“Is that a yes?” I prompt because I needed to hear her say it.
“That's a hell yes,” she smiles up at me. “Where will we get married?”
“On the ground,” I warn her lovingly. 
“That's okay,” she says slapping my ass. “We'll have plenty of time to jump after.”
Taking her hand again, I slide the band on her finger, then I place my lips over the gold, sealing our fate.
When our eyes meet, I see the same love and obsession in hers that I have in mine.
Leaning in, I whisper, “One more thing, kitten.”
“Okay?”
“Operator went online and got ordained.”
“Ordained to what?”
“Marry us.”
Letting out a bark of laughter, Finn presses in close saying, “I love you, Phoenix.”
Throwing my arm around her, we were passing through the packed lobby back to our room when I whisper back, “Finn?”
“Hmm?”
“The floor is lava.”
And she didn't even hesitate when she jumped into the safety of my arms.
Because my Finn knew I would always catch her.
 



 

Until Nix proposed, I never thought about my wedding day let alone about the type of man I would be exchanging vows with. For every step I took toward him, toward our forever, I realized why I never fantasized about this day.
Because nothing my mind could come up with could touch my reality.
Arm in arm with my mom, the smile on my face matched the joy in my heart.
Before sharing me with my intended, she kissed my cheek and whispered, “Soar.”
 
Last night, Nix and I had a small ceremony in my mom’s backyard with our parents in attendance and the Operator officiating. It was quick, quaint and perfect.
We were spending the weekend on the island before meeting our team in Russia on Wednesday.
Nix's dad put us up in a gorgeous rental home on the top of the hill giving us the perfect view of the town and water below. Having sexed ourselves out, we took a break and walked the main drag until we agreed on a place to eat.
Stuffed and satisfied, we were walking hand-in-hand back to our rental when I brought us up short. Pulling my husband to a halt, as always, he scouts for danger before asking, “What is it, my Finn?”
Despite my rebirth, I love that when it's just us, he still calls me his Finn. As much as I love and embrace Raven, in my heart and his, I was and always would be, Finn. Pointing above us I say, “Look.” I watch his eyes travel upward and I grin at his frown. “Let's see what she has to say.”
Quiet and tense, he takes a moment before saying, “It didn't turn out so well for us last time.”
“I disagree,” I chuckle. “Dying so that I could have you was worth it, Nix.”
“As your husband, I'm exercising my right to say no.”
Fighting my laugh, I counter, “As your wife, I'm exercising my right to say tough shit.”
“Am I ever going to win an argument with you?” he asks and when I raise an eyebrow he mutters, “Obviously not...”
“Come on,” I urge him with a pout. “You have the rest of our lives to try and tell me no. “
Before I could force him through, the door was opened for us and where I suppressed a shiver, Nix whispers, “That's not natural.”
Stepping inside, the woman was seated on an old lounge chair petting what I was certain was a half-dead cat. Holding his hand, I was about to say hello when she says, “Death has treated you well.”
“It has,” I agree heartily.
“You,” she says zeroing in on Nix. “The light agrees with you.”
“You said I would fail,” he grunts. “That she would die because of me.”
“Yes,” she nods. “You did fail and she did die, did she not? You failed to drive her away, and because fate wants you together, she had to die for that to happen. Are you calling the fates liars?”
“Of course not,” he scoffs squeezing my hand tighter. “But it would have been nice to know it wasn't a literal death.”
“Bah,” she waves him off. “Death isn't an ending, but a new beginning.”
“She's right,” I squeeze him back. “I'd do it again, Nix.”
Right on cue, she says, “The question is, what will you do with the two new beginnings you've been given?”
“Two new beginnings?” I ask, truly confused.
Staring at my stomach she points and says, “I see what I see.”
Now on his knees with his hands on my abdomen, Nix looks up at me and chokes out, “A baby?”
Okay, so this joke went way wrong in a hurry. See, I called ahead giving her several hilarious scenarios to choose from and yet she went with pregnancy? This was not in the script! How in the fuck do I tell him she's kidding now? When my husband is literally looking up at me in awe? Like I had just made all of his dreams come true?
Furious with her and myself for even setting this up at all, I opened my mouth to fix it when Nix says, “Wait, you said two new beginnings?”
Nodding to him, she says, “Sons,” as casually as if she'd said, hamburger.
“This isn't funny,” I scold her. “This wasn't the joke.”
“Twins never are,” she counters with a knowing smile. “Especially...yours.”
I had brought Nix back here as a joke, an epic prank. But the joke was on me because she wasn't kidding and I knew this because right then and there I felt it.
That's the thing about adventure, it's unpredictable.
Just like life. And my nervous system too.
Because when she says, “Ryan and Danny will be your greatest adventures,” my last thought as my eyes rolled back was my children would be named after the boy I lost and the boy Phoenix never got to be.
 



 
 


Four years later...
“Could Ryan be any more like his mom?” Loon laughs, handing me a beer.
Sitting out on the deck, the two of us watched Finn discipline Ryan for the third time about climbing up on the roof. The boy was only three and flat out fucking refused to keep his feet on the ground. Hell, both were walking at nine months and it's been chaos ever since... “Look,” I motion him to what my wife was doing.
Instead of scolding him, she was teaching him the proper way to climb. Finn and I knew early our boys were mini versions of us and we both agreed to never stifle their adventurous ways.
And while Ryan was his mother, happy, outgoing and extremely flexible.
Danny was his father.
He reserved his smiles for those who mattered, kept to himself most times and loved to hunt.
As twins, they still spoke their own language, did everything together, and created trouble whenever possible...However, they were honest, loving, and also eager to meet their sister.
Yes, they were certainly ours, but they were amazing little boys that we would die to protect.
Already they had call names for each other. Danny chose Falcon and Ryan chose Raptor.
They were too young to comprehend things like work and accident policies but there are times that I wonder...
“Janet will have them wrapped around her pinky finger,” I say to Loon. 
“We lost one,” he says, scanning the yard for Danny. But I knew where my son was, I always did.
“He's fine,” I assure him and glance in his direction.
“What's he doing?” he asks, squinting to see.
“He's hunting,” I say simply.
“For what?”
“Hard to say. We'll know when he knows.”
Satisfied with my answer, we go back to watching Finn instruct Ryan, which was highly entertaining.
At least it was for me. Because Finn's pregnant body did something to me and if I had my way, she'd give me a dozen kids. Her libido alone was worth putting in extra hours in the field.
Noticing Loon's worried expression, I nudge him for intel.
Because yesterday my wife had sent him on an errand, and he's been twitchy ever since.
“I take it your mission was insightful?”
Looking away he mutters, “You could say that.”
“Come on, man,” I laugh. “Out with it. What's got you spooked?”
Glancing at me he asks, “Did you know where she was sending me?”
“Yes.”
“And you didn't think to stop her?”
“You don't tell my wife no, Loon.”
“Not all of us want to know our future, Phoenix.”
“Bullshit,” I argue. “You wanted this, the happy ending, the family life. Finn did you a favor since you refused to get off your ass and do it. So, what did she say?”
Putting his beer down, Loon raises his eyes to mine and I saw so much fear there I almost regretted setting him up. “She said if I plan to have a future, I must fix my past.”
“What's in your past that you're so afraid of?”
Closing his eyes, he whispers in agony, “My wife.”
Before I could quiz him, Finn was headed our way with the boys flanking her and both were so in tune with their mother that I knew by the looks on their worried faces something was wrong.
“What is it, Finn?”
“Janet just let me know she is on her way.”
“She knows just to walk in,” I remind her. Hell, these days they all came and went whenever they felt like it.
Especially Janet, aka the Operator. The woman was obsessed with our damn kids. 
We've considered putting an addition on the house due to the constant traffic.
And yes, I loved it, but what I didn't love was having to fuck my own wife in the closet because of it.
“Not that Janet,” she rolls her eyes. “This Janet,” she motions to her stomach.
Flying out of my seat, I had Finn in my arms when Loon says, “I forgot to mention one other thing she said.”
“Who? The psychic?” Finn asks breathing through the pain like a champ. Seriously, pregnancy and labor don't slow her down at all. “I forgot to ask how that went.”
“Allow me,” he says with a wink. “Trust me, you'll want to hear this.”
“On a time-crunch here, brother,” I remind him impatiently.
Grinning wide, he clears this throat and says, “Thrasher will complete the trifecta.”
I had no idea what he was talking about until Finn gasped and mumbles, “Oh my God,” while staring down at her distended belly. Still lost, I ask, “Who the hell is Thrasher?”
And it wasn't Loon who answered, but my boys. 
Placing their hands on their mother's stomach in unison, they share, “Our sister.”
Slowly I begin to piece it all together. I did this by scratching my head and blinking rapidly.
Broadcasting their customary we-know-something-you-don't grin, I glance from my wife's stomach, over to my boys and back to Finn wheezing out, “They'll take after us?” noticing she wasn't surprised in the slightest. 
I've always been proud and vocal of the fact that she's the fearless one, the strongest of us both.
Especially when my knees buckled and she caught me.
Running her fingers through my hair she whispers, “Breathe for me and I'll breathe for you.”
“Fuck,” I groan in embarrassment while Loon laughs. “You're in labor. I can't be a pussy right now.”
Cupping my face in her hands she asks, “Well, husband, are you up for another adventure?”
“I am,” I shake my head to clear it. “But I don't know if the world is.”
“I think they are exactly what the world needs.”
And my Finn wasn't wrong.
 



 
The end
 
 



 

Fearless by Pink Floyd
Bonnie & Clyde by Jay Z
Earth angel by The Penguins
Call the law by Outkast
Pity party by Melanie Martinez
Love by Lana Del Ray
D3mons by Machine Gun Kelly
Keep smoking by Asher Roth
Ahead of myself by X Ambassadors
PS GFY by GRiZ
The Promise by When In Rome
Electric relaxation by A Tribe Called Quest
B Girls by Young & Restless
You better run by Pat Benatar
33 “GOD” by Bon Iver
88 by The Cool Kids
Gap in the clouds by Yellow Days
Flightless bird, American Mouth by Iron & Wine
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