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M R .  C E O

B Y  L A U R E N  L A N D I S H  &  W I L L O W  W I N T E R S

I’m used to getting what I want.  But I’ve never wanted
anyone like her.

I’m the CEO. I dominate the boardroom with my presence.
What I want, I get.

I have the world at my beck and call.  But that no longer
excites me. Nothing does.  

Until she comes along.  My Rose.

Her deep blue eyes. Her tempting curves. They call to me,
holding my attention like nothing has in years.  

I should walk away, but the soft sighs spilling from her plump
lips are addictive. Even more, I want to force them from her

lips myself.   

I’ve never felt such desire.  I’ve never wanted like this.  Even
though I know I shouldn’t.



There’s a reason I keep everyone away, and I need to
remember that. But now that I have her in my grasp, I won’t

let her go.

Want a FREE extended epilogue of Mr. CEO? Sign up to
our mailing list and you’ll receive an email as soon as it’s

available!

*If you’re already signed up to our lists, you’ll get this
automatically.

http://eepurl.com/chzHB1
http://eepurl.com/chzHB1
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L O G A N

he thinks I don’t know what she’s been doing.

My Rose.

She’s been teasing me. Taunting me with those swaying hips
and short skirts. Making my dick so hard it fucking hurts.

“Bend over.” I give her the simple command and hold her
heated gaze. She’s a rebel at heart. She has no reason to obey
me unless she wants to. And I fucking know she wants to. She
wants me, just as much as I want her.

Her lips pull into a sexy smirk as her hands slowly fall onto
the desk and she spreads her legs slightly before bending over.
My dick instantly hardens in my pants. She looks over her
shoulder at me with nothing but lust on her face.

“Like this?” she asks in a soft sweet voice, feigning innocence.
She’s not innocent at all. She practically begged for this.

Her skirt’s slipped up past her upper thighs, and I can see her
garter belt and the beautiful curve of her ass. I lower myself to
the floor behind her. That’s what she does to me. She makes
me fall to my knees.

“Just like that,” I murmur as I gentle my hands on her thighs.

I inch my fingers up, playing with the thin black straps. The
tips of my fingers trace along her creamy thighs, leaving
goosebumps in their path.



I lightly brush my hands along her panty line and I’m
rewarded with a soft moan spilling from her plump lips. “You
like that, Rose?” I ask her as I hook my fingers into the
waistband of her lace thong.

I keep my eyes on hers as I slowly pull the skimpy lace thong
down to the floor. Her mouth parts slightly and her eyes
widen, but she doesn’t stop me. I know I shouldn’t be doing
this. I shouldn’t give in to the temptation and make this more
complicated. But I’m a selfish man, and I want her.

I repress a groan as she slowly steps out of her thong and
widens her stance for me.

“Yes, sir,” she breathes out in a voice laced with desire, “I do.”
I can’t help the asymmetric grin that pulls at my lips. I splay
my hand on her lower back, just above those cute little
dimples and push her down.

She’s spread and fully bared to me, glistening with arousal.

“I wanna taste you,” I say against her hot pussy before taking a
languid lick. Her legs tremble in her high-as-fuck black leather
heels and for a second I worry she won’t be able to maintain
her balance in them. But I wanna fuck her in them. Just like
this, this is exactly how I want her. I’ve dreamed of this every
day since the first day I laid eyes on her.

I need to get her good and ready for me.

I take my time forcing those sounds of pleasure from her lips. I
lick my lips and groan at her sweet taste before flicking my
tongue against her throbbing clit. Her back tries to arch off the
desk, but I hold her down.

She’s going to give me every fantasy I’ve ever dreamed of. I
can’t tell her the truth about me, and I know I shouldn’t bring
her into this, but her taste on my tongue and the soft sounds
that spill from her gorgeous lips make me weak.

She moans my name, and it’s my undoing.

I can’t take it anymore. I stand and quickly unbutton my pants,
shoving them down as quickly as I can. She turns her head to



watch as she waits patiently, remaining in the position I left
her in.

I kick my pants off carelessly with my eyes on hers and stand
behind her with my hands gripping her hips. Her eyes are
clouded with lust. Not the fear that used to be there. She trusts
me. She wants me, and nothing’s holding her back now. If
only she knew the truth. I can never give her what she needs.

I know I’m selfish, but I’m taking her.
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he ice in the cognac glass clinks as the bartender sets it in
front of me on the small white cocktail napkin. I give him a
small nod and return my attention to the tablet in my hand. I’m
not going to drink the whiskey I ordered. I’m not going to talk
to anyone in here, although I’m sure a few business men will
approach me. I’m simply waiting for my associate, Trent
Morgan.

He’s much more… sociable than I am. I prefer solitude. I do
my best work in my office. And if it were any other day, that’s
where we’d be. On the top floor of the high-rise that
encompasses the success of my company, Parker-Moore
Enterprise. From the outside, the sixty-four story building
looks as though it’s one sheet of mirrored glass with
symmetrical beveled lines that separate the floors.

I inherited the business, but the building is all mine. The idea
and the structure. I get the credit for that. The massive influx
of clients and profits, they’re all me, too.

And I didn’t get there by holding meetings at a bar in the
Madison Hotel.

Dozens of men and women are lingering around me. Some at
the high top tables near the large floor-to-ceiling windows that
look over the edge and onto the crystal clear harbor below. It’s
breathtaking, and at one point in my life I may have enjoyed
this room, but right now I’m irritated.



I look back to my tablet, to the one thing I have a vested
interest in, my work, and ignore the hum of small talk and the
faint sounds of laughter from the other side of the room. There
are two companies I’m interested in. They’re the reason I’m
sitting here. On paper, they’re nearly identical. I want to see
the people. They’ll tell me which of the two is worth investing
in. People run a business, and if I can’t have faith in the men
and women heading the company, then I have no interest in
investing.

I glance up as a small, delicate hand gently brushes my
forearm. Her thin fingers and glossy red nail polish make her
hand look extra dainty resting easily on my dark grey custom-
tailored Armani suit. I clear my throat and turn my head
slightly to look at the woman who takes a graceful seat on the
barstool next to me.

It takes great effort not to stare at the cleavage she’s obviously
put on display. Her form-fitting black dress has a plunging
neckline, with a sharp “V” that travels too far down to be
professional.

She practically purrs, “I was hoping you’d buy me a drink.”

I huff a small laugh and smirk at her. That’s a cheeky come-on
I wasn’t expecting and I can appreciate her charm; the drinks
are free for the conference. And I can tell from the soft blush
across her cheeks and the sweet grin on her lips that she
already knows that.

She’s beautiful and refined. Her confidence is alluring, but it
does nothing for me.

“I’m waiting on a colleague.” I’m short in my response for a
reason. I don’t want to open doors for discussion.

If we’d met in this scenario three years ago, things would be
different. I’d have taken her upstairs to my bed in the
penthouse suite and given her what she’s looking for. I
wouldn’t have thought twice about it. I would’ve satisfied the
both of us and moved on to the next sweet little thing looking
to sink her claws into a wealthy man.



Things change. People change.

I have no room in my life for complications anymore. I don’t
mix business with pleasure. I lead a private life for good
reason. And if my parents’ failed marriage and brutal divorce
taught me anything, it’s that I should never trust anyone. And I
can’t afford to let anyone in. Not now. Not ever.

The little minx gives me a tight smile and gathers her clutch in
a white-knuckled fist before sliding off the barstool. I don’t
mind her disgruntled departure. I’m used to it, and I prefer it
that way. I could apologize for being blunt and to the point,
but I’m not sorry. And I don’t make apologies.

There are only two people in this world I’m close to. My
father, and the man who just walked into the room, Trent
Morgan. He cocks a brow and watches the woman pull her
dress down a bit more as she gives me the cold shoulder and
stalks off without a word.

A sly grin forms on his cleanly shaven face as he takes her seat
and looks at me. “Already pissing people off. You couldn’t
wait for me to start the party, could you?”

I let out a deep rough chuckle. I’ve always liked Trent. He’s
nearly a decade older than me as he approaches forty, but
we’ve gotten along since day one. Which isn’t the case for
most Parker-Moore executives.

I’ve always taken this business seriously. After seeing my
mother shred my father after his stroke and try to steal the
business out from under him, I knew anyone and everyone
who thought they could try to take it from me would. And I
was ready for them.

I’m not sure if Trent liked the fact that I was ruthless in
business and didn’t trust anyone even at such a young age, or
if he was just relieved that his new twenty-two-year-old boss
wasn’t some spoiled brat who didn’t give a fuck about the
business he’d just inherited.

But seven years later, he’s my closest ally. He’s my only ally.



He signals to the bartender for a drink before looking down the
bar at mine. “I’ll take care of that for you,” he says as he picks
up the glass. The napkin sticks to the bottom as he brings it to
his lips and downs the drink in a single swig.

“Stressed?” I ask him with a cocky grin.

“I am,” he answers without looking at me. I know why he’s
anxious, I’m just waiting for him to say it. He smiles at the
bartender as he orders another Jack on ice. I got him hooked
on my drink of choice. He turns to face me before he says,
“We need to choose, and neither of them look like they can
handle our influx.”

He has a right to be upset. We bit off more than we can chew.
We have the manufacturing capabilities, but the sales just
aren’t there. Hiring out isn’t paying off like it should. “Our
profits are shit for the retail division,” Trent says, accepting his
drink and taking a modest sip.

“I’m aware,” I say and nod, rapping my knuckles on the bar,
“and that’s a fixable problem.”

He looks at me from the corner of his eye. “You’re more
laidback about this than you should be.”

I shrug. I may be a little less stressed than normal over this,
but it’s because this has happened before. “For every problem,
there’s a solution,” I say easily.

“I imagine that means you got good news on Thursday?” he
asks. My body tenses, and I don’t answer. Instead I face the
bartender and wait for him to make eye contact with me.

I’m vaguely aware of Trent apologizing to me as I’m
distracted, hearing a small feminine voice to my left. It catches
me off guard for some reason, and I turn and see a beautiful
short woman with sun-kissed skin and gorgeous blonde hair
talking to the bartender.

She gives the the man a small smile, but it’s merely to be
polite. Her brilliant blue eyes are dimmed by something. In a
room full of people, she stands out. She’s like me in that she
doesn’t belong here. But I’m not sure why.



I watch her body language and see how closed off she is. She’s
uncomfortable. A small sigh leaves her plush lips as she sits
back at the bar with her eyes closed. The sight makes my dick
instantly harden. She looks vulnerable and beautiful. She looks
tempting in so many ways.

The sound of her giving in, that soft sigh—I want that. I want
to hear it again and again. Even more than that though, I want
to force those sounds from her lips myself.
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our shit better be gone by the time I’m back!

My last words to my ex run through my mind as I step into the
Madison Hotel bar. I stop for a moment to address my outfit, a
black pencil skirt with a shiny belt wrapped around my waist,
giving my figure a shapely appearance, and a pearly white
blouse. I scan the room, noting it’s filled to the brim with
business people, and wonder if I should head back out into the
lobby to collect myself. This is a business convention and I
need to be on my A game. But I didn’t come down to the bar
for business.

I’m supposed to be focused on this presentation and making
contacts, but all I can think about is what happened. What they
did to me.

Even now the pain is razor sharp, cutting me deep.

I turn to leave the bar, but then stop.

I can’t go back, I tell myself. I refuse to go back to crying over
people who aren’t worth an ounce of my time.

It’s easy to tell myself this, but harder to put it in action. The
betrayal has been a difficult thing to swallow. Especially
considering the source of my agony.

Sarah was once a good friend to me, a co-worker and
confidante that I thought had my best interests at heart. Turns



out her only interest was getting my boyfriend’s cock out of
his boxers and into her lying mouth.

Ian’s infidelity had been bad enough, but Sarah’s disloyalty
was deeply personal. I’d trusted her, and with everything. The
way she played up to me all that time, giving me advice on
everything from my hair, makeup, outfits and my relationship
with Ian, only to stab me in the back when the first opportunity
arrived—makes my blood fucking boil.

Screw her, I think to myself angrily. And screw him. They both
deserve each other. I’m here now, and it’s time to move on with
my life. The wounds are only a little over a week old, but I’m
tired of wallowing in grief. It’s useless. And I can’t let
anything ruin this job for me. I couldn’t stand being near that
bitch so I left in the heat of the moment. Not the smartest thing
I’ve ever done. But I still managed to get a good
recommendation and land this job quickly. Thankfully.

Deciding it’s time to drink my worries away, I head over to the
bar. The clicking of my heels from the hallway is muted by the
thin carpet in the lounge area. I grab an end seat in a leather
wingback chair, loving the open yet cozy vibe of the room and
signal the bartender, a young blond man dressed in a black tux;
he’s quick to make his way over.

“What will you have, sweetie?” His voice has a high-pitched
note to it.

I give him a friendly smile in return. He’s handsome and all,
but definitely batting for the other team. “Apple martini,
please,” I reply.

He winks at me. “You got it.”

I watch as he leaves me.

Everything’s going to be fine. Just watch.

I’m just starting to feel more relaxed when I feel eyes boring
into the back of my neck. I look around, and then my breath
catches in my throat.

Holy hell, I think to myself, my eyes widening slightly.



A man seated at the bar just a few feet away is blatantly
staring at me. Not just any man. The perfect mix of CEO and
sex god. I can see he’s wearing a crisp white dress shirt with
only the top button undone under his suit, and his dark hair is
slightly messy on top. He looks like he’d pin your legs back
and take what he wanted from you.

My breath catches in my throat. He’s so fucking handsome.
There’s no way he was looking at me. No way in hell. He’s
way out of my league. His suit looks high dollar, and he’s
groomed to perfection. Even the air around him is too
expensive for me.

The bartender startles me as he comes back with my drink, and
I break my eye contact with the mystery man. I give the
bartender a nervous smile and wiggle the thin cocktail pick
with a bit of apple on it around in the glass, my heart pounding
in my chest. Jesus. I feel like I’m having hot flashes. I have to
wonder though, if that guy can do this to me with just a look,
what could he do with a single touch?

I can’t help myself. I have to look back over. I chance a quick
peek. Shit. He’s still looking right at me. I jerk my eyes away
with my breath stilling in my lungs. Holy shit. He is looking at
me. His light blue eyes pierce into me this time, holding my
gaze. My lips part slightly as the feeling of being trapped
washes over me. My body tenses. He’s intense. Too intense.
Luckily a man to his right taps his shoulder and Mr. CEO turns
to face him with a look of annoyance.

I take that as my cue to get the hell out of here while I can. He
is a bad idea. And I need to stay far away.

I abandon my drink, nearly spilling it on the bar as I set it
down as quickly as I can along with a twenty from my purse. I
grab my black leather Coach hobo with both hands, my eyes
focused on the open entryway. My skin flushes as I pass him,
making my exit a little too quickly to go unnoticed.

I don’t even breathe until I’m on the elevator and the doors are
closing. I stand there feeling overwhelmed and not even
realizing that I need to hit the button to get this thing moving.



I need to get a grip. I push the button for my floor and lean
back against the wall of the empty car. A waist-high bar is
behind me and I hold it to steady myself. What the hell was
that about? I replay the scene in my head, but there’s no way
I’m remembering it right.

The way he looked at me triggered something deep inside me;
something I’ve never felt before. A mix of fear and lust.

It was like he owned me.
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he curtains are open in the penthouse suite, but the soft
glow from the harbor outside does nothing to brighten the
darkness in the room. It doesn’t matter. The dim light from my
laptop is all I need. I’m used to it. I’m most productive at
night.

This is the ideal atmosphere for me, but I can’t focus. I’ve
been staring at the same portfolio since I came up here and
took my seat at the corner desk in my hotel room. My fingers
tap against the smooth surface of the hard maple desk in a
soothing beat.

I can’t calm down though. I’m nothing but tense and anxious.

I want something I can’t have, and that’s a rarity.

She’s someone I shouldn’t pursue. I already know this, yet I’m
toying with the idea of making her mine. There’s a difference
between finding a quick fuck to ease my appetite and taking
with the intention of keeping her.

And I already know once won’t be enough.

What’s worse is that I know keeping her entails a sort of
relationship. One I’m not inclined to have. A fuck buddy is an
impossibility for me. I’ve learned that the hard way. Women
lie. I don’t know whether they’re lying to themselves or just to
me, but when they say they’re happy with only being my



fucktoy, they’re lying. Even if I’m paying them. They always
want more.

I don’t know what came over me downstairs and even now. I
can’t get her out of my thoughts. I shouldn’t even be
considering this knowing what she’ll be getting in return, or
should I say what she won’t be getting.

I want her though, and I haven’t ever wanted someone like this
before. I wish she were here now, and I keep picturing it over
and over. I want her straddling me, with her shapely legs
draped on either side of mine and her arms wrapped around
my neck.

My cock hardens in my pants. I can hear those soft moans as I
fist her hair at the nape of her neck and thrust my dick over
and over into her hot, tight cunt. I lean back in my seat and
sigh as I try to erase the image from my head.

I’ve sworn off companionship. I don’t need it. But something
about her is drawing me in. Insta-lust at its finest. I haven’t
fallen victim to that in quite a while.

I don’t need anyone. And it’s best I don’t get attached. More
so for them than for me.

I’m a selfish man, but I’m not so selfish that I’d bring another
person into my life. There’s a reason I keep them away.

I need to remember that.

I can’t have her; I’m firm in that decision. But even as I come
to that conclusion, I find myself looking through the
convention’s website. I just need to know her name. With a
little digging I’m certain I’ll lose interest in her. I’m sure it’s
the fact that she left before I could talk to her, leaving me
wanting, that has the image of her branded in my
consciousness. At least that’s what I tell myself to justify
looking through the list of presenters with their square pictures
and short biographies.

I fucking want her.



As the thought hits me, her picture appears on the screen. My
fingers stop on the touchpad as I take in the soft curves of her
face. Her beautiful smile puts my memory to shame.

Charlotte Rose Harrison.

I focus on her middle name Rose, which is also the color of
her lips, and the delicate features fit her perfectly. She was
meant to be a Rose.

Keynote speaker for Armcorp and former executive of sales for
Steamens Marketing.

Education: Graduated from North State University (2013)
with master’s degrees in business, marketing and economics.

I’ve seen resumes like this before. Although I have to admit
her progression in a mere three years is impressive. I’m not
concerned with her work habits though. I should be, but in this
very moment, I don’t give a fuck about any of that. I want to
know about her.

I open a new browser tab and type in her name.

Specifically, I want to know who she’s fucking. That’s the
only thing on my mind.

Before I can press enter, I shut the laptop with more force than
what’s needed and slowly rise from my seat, shaking my head.

Now’s not the time or place for this shit. This is business. And
she could be an employee of mine if we settle on her company.
It’s one of the two we’re considering.

I stalk across the room in darkness and head to the large
windows.

The idea of buying Armcorp just to be close to her eases the
part of me that’s panicking to act now before she slips through
my fingers. If she’s close, I can keep tabs on her until my
interest wanes. And I’m sure it will.

I run my hand through my hair and then lean against the
window. It feels cool against the palms of my hands.



It’s an easy enough decision to make. A shit reason to make a
business decision, but I don’t need anyone’s approval. I own
my business, and I can do whatever the fuck I want to do with
it.

I close my eyes and lean my forehead against the cold glass.
It’s late and I can’t be rash in this decision. My hands ball into
fists as I push off the large window and move to the king-size
bed in the room.

Tomorrow I’ll decide. Either I’m taking her, or I’ll leave her
and this fantasy alone. As I close my eyes my dick begins
hardening with the thoughts of what I want to do with her and
I already know what my decision will be.

Charlotte Rose is mine.
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he pressure is real.

Convention hall. Game face on.

I’m sitting in the audience filled with my peers, coworkers and
powerful business executives, trying to calm my rising
anxiety. A lot is riding on this presentation. It could literally be
the difference between having a job, or being on the street.
Armcorp just hired me, and if I don’t ace this I know they’ll be
wondering if I’m worth it.

To make matters worse, my boss is sitting right behind me and
he’ll see everything. I’m doing my best to stay still and not
appear nervous. I hold my head upright and do my best to
project confidence, even though I’m drowning with anxiety
inside. I hope he can’t sense that I’m nearly having a panic
attack right beneath his nose.

I can do this, I tell myself. I’m strong, smart and confident. I
have this presentation memorized. This is what I do, and I’m
damn good at it.

I keep repeating these words in my mind, letting it become a
powerful mantra that drives back the anxiety that threatens to
send me running from the room a nervous wreck.

I will succeed. There’s nothing I can’t do. They hired me
because they were impressed by my resume and experience. I
have absolutely nothing to worry about.



I obsessively click on my phone and look at the time. Each
presentation is fifteen minutes long and I’m up next. Two
minutes left. Shit. My heart won’t stop racing. I dim my cell’s
screen and put my phone away.

I don’t know what I’m going to do when I’m called up on that
stage. I’m practically shaking like a leaf.

A soft voice interrupts my anxious thoughts.

“You’re going to do fine,” Eva White, a coworker who’s
sitting right next to me, says. I look over and she’s staring at
me with empathy, her large brown eyes looking at me
reassuringly. For a moment, I feel my anxiety ease and I’m
grateful that she’s sitting next to me.

Like me, she’s dressed to impress, in a sleek black pantsuit
with her dark red hair pulled back into a professional ponytail.

I smile back at her, unease twisting my stomach, and mouth,
thank you.

“You’re welcome.” She gently pats me on the leg to comfort
me and I’m reminded of her nickname. Sweet Eva. I’m so
lucky to call her a friend. In the corporate world, there’s no
shortage of people who will backstab you in the blink of an
eye to climb the ladder, but not Eva. She’s a team player, and
it’s one of the reasons I trust her already. When we’re together,
shit gets done.

The announcer walks back up on stage to the podium as the
previous presenter leaves, and despite my mental pep talk and
Eva’s reassurance, my heart begins doing backflips and sweat
slicks my palms.

“And now,” he says into the microphone, “I’d like to introduce
the keynote speaker presenting Armcorp’s quarterly report,
Miss Charlotte Rose Harrison.”

Oh my God. I’m so fucked.

Polite applause floods my senses and I climb to my feet with a
tight smile on my face.

You’ll do fine, Eva mouths to me.



I give her a thankful smile despite the butterflies fluttering in
my stomach.

I make my way to the front of the room as quickly as I can
without falling on my face in these heels, my heart beating
wildly with every step. I’m careful not to trip as I climb the
steps to the stage and walk over to the podium. The announcer
hands me a small clicker to control the projector behind me. I
glance up and see the powerpoint I prepared. My heart races as
I square my shoulders and straighten my back.

Alright, Charlotte. You can’t fuck this up.

For a moment I’m blinded by the bright lights on the stage
making me the center of attention in the darkened room. I
can’t view the sea of executives in the audience or anything
for a moment. It’s just me and the stage with the projector
behind me.

Slowly, everyone comes back into focus. I can see them all.
Faces I know, some that I don’t. They’re all waiting for me.
Staring. I swear I’m starting to sweat in places I didn’t think I
could. The pressure is immense.

Get on with it, girl! I can do this.

I swallow, and then take a deep breath. The lights are shining
on me, waiting. My voice is caught in my throat, suffocated by
nerves. But I take another deep breath and begin what I’ve
rehearsed. It’s almost like white noise in my ears as I rattle off
the background and current state of Armcorp’s hold on the
market. I know these lines by heart.

I turn to the projected slides and click the small button to
move forward. Everyone’s watching. My blood heats and my
heart races, but I know this. I quickly hit through all my notes
and bullet points with an ease in my voice that doesn’t reflect
my nerves, and the more I talk, the more my confidence
grows. This is how it is every time. I can barely handle the
pressure, and it’s huge, but I’m damn good at pushing through
and maintaining the professional presentation that’s expected.



“So as you can see, the company’s market share is growing by
seventeen percent and it’s on an upward trend,” I say, turning
around to face the room of corporate executives. They’re all
watching and judging me. And they should be; this is business,
after all. “By reaching out to the other markets depicted in
table five of this slide we anticipate a growth-” I pause as my
eyes lock with the handsome stranger from the bar last night,
my ability to speak momentarily stolen. The lines I’ve
rehearsed seem to vanish and not a word can pass the lump in
my throat.

He’s sitting in the back of the room, watching me with an
intense gaze that makes me feel like I’m sitting in a 120
degree sauna.

Jesus. Focus, Charlie!

I clear my throat and open my mouth to continue. But nothing
comes out. My mind’s blank. I stand there for several
moments, my heart pounding. I need to get myself together.
The corner of Mr. CEO’s lips rise in an asymmetric grin as he
stares at me. He’s affecting me, and he knows it. Suddenly,
I’m pissed. My nerves shift and anger replaces them.
Nothing’s going to stop me from acing this and proving to
everyone that I’m damn good at what I do and that I’m worth
it.

I tear my eyes away from him, trying to unscramble my
thoughts. A few attendees shift in their seats. They’re probably
thinking I’ve suddenly gone brain-dead.

I turn my back on the room and face the drawing board,
pointing with the tiny light in the clicker at the projection
screen. Even with my body breaking out into a cold sweat, I
push forward, quickly thinking on my toes until I’m able to
remember my presentation. “And so what we have here…” As
I point my wand at the graph, my hands start to tremble.

“Is room for exponential growth,” I continue on smoothly with
my presentation as if nothing happened, even though it feels
like my heart is climbing up my throat. I get through the next
few minutes, presenting data clearly and easily. By the time



I’m done, I’m covered with a sheen of sweat. But I’m sure
I’ve done a competent job.

“And we will grow our profit margin by nearly ninety
percent,” I say, turning to face the room in conclusion. I smile
brightly and signal to the announcer that I’m done. Looking at
the large clock on the far back wall, I see I’ve hit the fifteen
minute mark right on the dot. Perfect. “Thank you for having
me.” The room bursts into a scattering of light applause. I
beam with relief although I’m still hot as hell with anxiety.
Both from the presentation and from him.

My nerves are still high, but I feel a slight sense of relief. I did
it. It’s over, and other than that hiccup it went just as I planned.
No thanks to Mr. CEO. I start to look his way but then stop.
I’m not going to give him the satisfaction. He almost ruined
my presentation.

I make my way back to my seat as the announcer walks up to
introduce the next speaker, being careful again not to trip in
my heels. That would be embarrassing as fuck.

I wiggle my way through the row and back to my seat next to
Eva. She’s looking at me with admiration as I sit down.

“See, what did I tell you?” she squeals in a hushed voice,
pulling me into a soft embrace. “You did fantastic!”

“Thank you,” I whisper back. “I couldn’t have done it without
you.”

Eva waves her hand as she releases me from our hug.
“Nonsense. You had that in the bag before you even stepped
foot on the stage. Hell, I wish I could speak like that in front of
a large crowd. You’re a natural.”

“Job well done, Charlotte,” my new boss, Charles Hastings,
chips in from behind me. I turn to face him with a grateful
smile as he places a hand on my shoulder. Charles’s an older
man in his forties with dark hair, greying at the temples, and a
chiseled jawline that is beginning to lose its strength. He’s the
type of man I’d be attracted to if I were into older guys. Or if I



was about five years older, he definitely could get it. Except he
doesn’t hold a candle to…

I try to push Mr. CEO out of my thoughts, but it doesn’t work.
All I can see is his handsome face in my mind’s eye, his
piercing gaze, his crisp suit and his full lips. All I can think
about is how much I want to kiss them. Good God.

“Thank you, sir,” I say, trying to shake the man from my mind.

“No, thank you, Charlotte,” Charles tells me, patting me on the
shoulder. “That was a wonderful presentation. You made our
company look good.”

Seeing as how I was about to pass out from anxiety before
taking the stage, I should be overjoyed that I’m getting such
praise from my boss. But I can’t fight the urge to look over for
the stranger.

My heart does a little jolt. His seat is empty. He’s gone.

I settle back in my seat feeling a pang of disappointment.

I try to focus on the next speaker as the slides change on the
screen in front of us. But I can’t concentrate. I can’t shake the
hold he has over me. And why? Why does he have such a
strong effect on me?

I can’t tame the urge to look back over my shoulder. He’s not
there. I swallow thickly and try to ignore all thoughts of him. I
don’t even know his name.

But I want to. I’m woman enough to admit that I’m at least
curious.



“W
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hy this one?” Trent asks me again. He’s been eyeing me
since we sat down in the meeting room.

I settle back in the seat although it’s extremely uncomfortable
and try to relax. I can’t wait to get out of here and take this
damn jacket off. I feel restless now that I’ve made my
decision. I have to wait and that’s something I’m not fond of.
Patience has never been my strong suit. And I need this deal. I
never need anything, but right now I do. Armcorp had better
take my offer.

“It’s the best choice,” I answer simply, not giving anything
away. He gives me a look laced with suspicion but closes his
mouth and looks back down at the papers in front of him.

I take a long look around the plain hotel meeting room with
distaste as I wait for the heads of Armcorp to arrive.

This room is small and the large table that nearly takes up the
entire space and the chairs surrounding it are cheap. It’s
nothing like the suite upstairs or my office back at Parker-
Moore. I practically live there and I made sure it had every
amenity I’d need. But this small square room… it’s lacking.
The walls are a stark white and the thin carpet on the floors
makes it feel even more inferior. I’m ready to go back to the
comfort of my own building and business, and I’ve decided
I’m taking my Rose as a parting gift.



“Armcorp looks like a ton of work. We should give them a
year or two to see how well their new outreach performs.”
Trent’s right, and I can’t deny that. But I’m not waiting. I’ve
made up my mind.

Watching her on stage created more conflict than I needed.
She’s graceful and intelligent. But when we locked eyes and I
felt the intensity of the spark between us, I knew I had to give
in. She sealed her fate when her lips parted and she got lost in
my trance. It’s one thing for me to be affected, but knowing I
do the same for her makes this decision easy.

“We should wait, Logan. The board will-” I don’t care what
argument he has. In fact, I know there are good reasons to wait
or to go with their competitor. But I don’t give a damn. I’m not
waiting anymore. I fucking want her, and I’m not going to
deny myself. I don’t give a damn if I’m selfish. I’m taking her.
And this is the first step.

“No, I want it now.” My voice is hard and the trace of
annoyance causes Trent to flinch. I clench my jaw, wishing I
could control myself. I need to. I pride myself on discipline,
but when it comes to her, I feel like I’m losing it. Once I have
her under my thumb, it will be easier.

Trent doesn’t say anything in return. He leans back in his seat
and nods his head. Although I consider him a friend and I’m
grateful for his advice when it comes to running this company,
I’m the CEO and sole proprietor; what I want, I get.

As the thought registers, the door to the meeting room opens
and we rise to stand from the cheap seats. I button my suit
jacket and wait at the head of the table for Armcorp’s CEO,
Scott Nathaniel Murphy. He’s accompanied by the head
executive of sales, Mr. Hastings, and another man I don’t
recognize; he has a pad of paper and a pen in his hand so I’m
assuming he’s a secretary.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” Murphy addresses us with a firm
handshake. He places his other hand on top of mine as our
hands clasp and looks me in the eyes. He’s an older man and
set in traditional ways. I admire that, at times. I give him a



tight smile and take the head seat. I’m the first to sit, but the
other men quickly follow suit.

“Thank you for attending this meeting on such short notice,
gentlemen,” I say and clear my throat and prepare for a
hopefully quick and agreeable contract.

“The pleasure is ours, Mr. Parker.” Murphy angles his seat
slightly and says, “I was surprised to hear your offer is for
silent partnership?” He says it as though it’s a question. I’m
not interested in dismantling the business. I merely want
control over it so I can use their sales division for my own
benefits.

I nod my head slightly and reply, “It would certainly benefit us
both… immensely.”

All the men nod their heads slightly in response, with the
exception of Trent. There’s no hint of his usual smile on his
face. The sight makes the corner of my lips itch to turn up into
a smile, but I resist. This is business.

I clear my throat and begin to say, “Let’s get to the point and
make this as easy a transaction as possible-”

Before I can finish, Murphy interrupts me by saying, “You’ll
need to come up in price then.” I’m not used to being cut off,
and I don’t fucking like it. But I’m more than willing to get
right to the point. I’m also not surprised. In the proposal, I put
in an extremely low bid, not so much that it would be
insulting, but low enough that I have plenty of room to make a
guaranteed profit. I’m the only buyer, so I can offer whatever
the fuck I want.

“We had almost four million in revenue last year, and that’s
only increasing.” I hold Murphy’s gaze as he does his best to
give me a hard sell. I don’t care about this shit. I know his
company inside and out, what I want is his counter offer.

“Revenue isn’t profit,” Trent says, speaking up for the first
time. And it’s a very good point, but again, I couldn’t care
less.



“Our return on investment last year was nearly two hundred
percent,” Hastings says as he sits forward in his seat. His suit
already looks wrinkled from his posture. He steeples his
fingers and continues, “The evaluation of the company two
years ago didn’t account for our growing sectors. We’ve
outgrown expectations while maintaining our cash flow.”

“That’s an excellent indication of budgeting, but that’s not
what we’re discussing,” Trent says with a hard voice.

“Our profit margin is-”

“Minimal,” Trent interjects. He barely says the word, but it’s
enough to stop Murphy in his sales pitch.

I keep my shoulders squared and stare straight ahead,
unaffected by the tense air between Trent and Murphy. I will
say it’s a nice change of pace for Trent to be the one heading
the negotiation. Usually I’m the one who comes out looking
like an asshole. Not that I matter much. It’s business. Always.
I never take it personal, even if they do.

“A price?” I ask. It’s all I want. And frankly, I’m so anxious to
ensure I have my Rose under my thumb that I need to be
careful and not agree to the first number he spits out.

Murphy straightens his tie and shifts slightly in his seat.
Finally, he gives me the answer I’ve been waiting for and says,
“The board won’t settle for anything less than sixty million.”

They don’t even know their own worth. This is going better
than I could’ve hoped.

Trent sits back in his seat and then looks at me. I can feel his
gaze on me, but I ignore it. It’s the we’ve won look. I can
practically hear him screaming, Take the deal!

“We’ll settle on fifty-five and your entire operations will
relocate immediately. There’s a floor that’s prepared to
accommodate your current staff and needs although it will
need to be outfitted as the two of you see fit.”

I know the offer is lower than what he asked, but not by much.
It’s a shit ton lower than what I anticipated paying. I could



give him the sixty mil he asked for, but the old man is bluffing.
No one in this business gives a bottom line price on the first
offer. No one.

“And the cost of the outfitting?” Murphy asks with a raised
brow. I resist the pull at the corner of my lips to smile. I know
I’ve got him.

“Company expenses—of course, my company expenses.” He
purses his lips and looks at Hastings.

“Do we have a deal?” I ask in an even tone. My face is neutral.
I keep it that way for a reason. No emotions in business.

Murphy gives me a broad smile as he says, “We have a deal,
Mr. Parker.” He reaches his hand out and I easily give him a
firm handshake with my other hand on top of his. I finally
allow the grin to show. She’s mine.

“You’ll have the files faxed to you in the morning, and I’ll see
you on Monday.” I finally give him a nod as I rise from the
table.

“Pleasure doing business with you Mr. Parker,” he says,
releasing me from the firm handshake.

I force the smile to stay put and reply, “The pleasure is all
mine.”

Trent follows my lead as I make for the door, leaving everyone
else to do whatever the hell they want.

A sense of ease settles through me at the thought of Rose and
knowing she’ll be in my building in only a few short days.
That’s too long to wait, but it’s the best I can do in terms of
business. For now, I’ll need to be patient and that may be a
challenge. If anything, I can find her here and buy her a drink.
I remember the way she looked the first night at the bar, the
way she bolted.

A smile slips into place as I realize she won’t be able to do
that now. I’ve got her now.

Trent gives me a hard smack on the back as we walk out of the
room.



“You’re a shark, Logan,” he says with a smile. I huff a small
laugh and try to push down the anxiety and unsettling feelings
that are threatening to consume me. If only he knew my real
reason. That would wipe the smile off his face.



“I
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’m gonna fuck five hot guys tonight,” Hannah, one of
my new coworkers, announces as she grins and leans

back in the seat. She’s tipsy and happy and just joking around.
And it’s infectious. She laughs as she fixes the straps of her
black clubbing dress. I swear her D-cup boobs are about to
pop out. But maybe that’s what she wants. “It’s five or bust!”

We’re driving in a corporate stretch limo up the Las Vegas
strip. The girls—Eva, Hannah and Cary Ann—want to hit a
couple of casinos and a few clubs before returning to our hotel
rooms to retire for the night. I’m not sure I want to be a part of
the excursion, but Eva convinced me to join in on the fun to
keep up with appearances.

As the new girl, she didn’t want me to seem like a Debbie
Downer to the others.

I wasn’t sure what to expect when we all piled into the limo,
but I found myself quickly relaxing when I realized the other
girls had quite the sense of humor. All of them seem down to
earth and don’t take themselves seriously, which is a good
thing. It makes fitting in with them easier.

Cary Ann, a petite blonde with platinum highlights, frowns.
She’s seated across from me and is wearing a purple dress that
is far too short, the hem rising so far up her legs that I think I
can almost see her uterus. Cary jokes, “Only five? Why not
make it ten?”



“Yeah,” adds Eva. She’s sitting next to me and she’s looking
pretty hot in her red-hot halter dress and her dark red hair
pulled into a sleek ponytail, if I say so myself. Her makeup is
flawless and her eyes, which are framed by dark mascara and
liner, look bigger than usual. “It’s Vegas, chica. Go big or go
home.”

Hannah bites her lower lip, twisting her face into a serious
expression. “I don’t know, guys. I’d definitely do ten guys if I
could… but…” She trails off and shakes her head morosely.

“But what?” Cary Ann demands, leaning forward as the limo
goes over a speed bump and we all jolt to the side.

Hannah pauses for a long moment before breaking out into a
wide grin and howls, “I don’t know if I have enough holes!”

The girls scream with laughter. Even I have to join in. I really
need a good laugh and a fun time after all the stress I’ve been
through these last two weeks. The fucking breakup. The
pressure from the presentation. The feeling of dread I feel
about returning home and finding my boyfriend hasn’t moved
out yet. Or worse, finding him shacked up in bed with Sarah.

I really need to just unwind and relax so I don’t have a nervous
breakdown.

Despite Hannah’s rowdy boast, I know this group isn’t serious
about hooking up with anyone tonight. Most likely, we’ll all
have a couple drinks, flirt a little, maybe, and return to our
rooms tipsy a few dollars richer or poorer.

I know I won’t be getting any action, I tell myself. That’s for
damn sure.

“There’ll be none of that over here,” Eva says, doing a
swirling motion with her hand around her lady bits.

Hannah frowns, messing with her bra. I swear her right boob
almost popped out. I have to put my hand between my legs to
keep from reaching over and pulling up the neckline of her
dress. “Why’s that?”



Eva raises her head and says haughtily, “Because I have a
loving boyfriend who can’t wait for me to get back home.”

Cary Ann snorts and drunkenly blurts out, “Please, he’s
probably at home banging his side chick in your bed right
now!”

“Okay!” Hannah reaches across her seat to high five Cary
Ann, nearly popping out of her dress in the process, and the
two girls burst into giggles. “You know what they say; a man
is only as faithful as his options!”

Eva grimaces and glances over at me. I know what she’s
thinking. And she’s right. The joke makes me feel like shit.

Cary Ann pauses when she sees we aren’t laughing. “Did I say
something wrong?”

I can’t respond. My throat is tight with emotion.

Eva comes to my rescue. “Charlotte’s going through a
breakup,” she says quietly. Fuck, I hate this. I feel so damn
uncomfortable.

Cary Ann’s face crumples into a frown and she reaches across
the limo to place a consolatory hand on mine. “Oh honey, I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

Tears burn my eyes and I swallow the lump in my throat. “It’s
okay.”

“You sure?” asks Hannah. “I hate to think that we upset you.”

“I’m fine,” I lie, putting on a fake smile. “Really, you guys
don’t have to walk on eggshells around me.” I wave it off.

“Okay, sorry,” Cary Ann repeats. I can tell she’s really
mortified that she’s caused me unintentional pain.

“Don’t sweat it.” I look around and ask, “So what are you
guys having to drink when we get to the club?” I want to
change the subject and get the focus off me. As soon as
fucking possible.

Hannah claps her hands together, causing her boobs to jiggle.
“A bahama mama! ‘Cause I’m a big, hot mama.”



“The walking dead!” Cary Ann squeals. “‘Cause it’s my
favorite show!”

“A blue Hawaii,” says Eva, “my favorite.”

There’s a moment of silence and the girls look at me
expectantly.

“Bloody Mary,” I say, thinking quickly on my feet. Because I
want to fucking murder Ian.

“Let’s hit Surrender first,” Cary suggests as the limo slows and
we climb out. “I hear it’s awesome.”

“Hell yeah,” says Hannah. “I’m game.”

We make our way inside and I’m immediately enveloped by a
pleasant tropical smell and the sounds of slots machine. It’s so
bright, I have to blink a couple of times to adjust.

The noises, the lights, the flood of people, it’s all
overwhelming. Sin City. This definitely looks like a place
made for sin. I walk behind the ladies as they stride
confidently to wherever they’re taking me. They’ve been here
before and they’re acting like they own the place. I do my best
to do the same and look like I belong.

I take my seat next to Eva and put my clutch on the bartop,
taking another look around. This place is overwhelming.

I start to ask Eva how many times she’s been here, but before I
can even get a word out, she’s holding her finger up and
reaching in her purse for her buzzing phone.

She snatches it out and taps the screen. “Hold on a min,” she
says, turning her back and typing out a text. Damn. She’s
acting like whatever she’s typing is top secret, her fingers
flying across the touch screen like a roadrunner.

I used to do that, I think sadly and a surge of loneliness
washes over me. When Ian used to text me, I acted like it was
the most important thing in the world to text back immediately.

“It’s Kevin,” Eva says when she’s done, confirming my
suspicion.



I nod and force a smile as I watch Eva slip her phone back into
her purse without a worry. “How’s he doing?”

“Alright,” Eva replies, “but he misses me.” My heart clenches
in my chest, but I keep the smile plastered on my face. “He
hates when I’m away on business trips.”

I nod and say a silent prayer of thanks as the bartender comes
over and interrupts us. I order a long island iced tea in place of
that Bloody Mary so I can get trashed. I’m not messing around
tonight. At this point I need something strong.

Eva joins in with the other girls who are gossiping about
someone who works for another company now. Someone I
don’t know.

I nurse my drink and try to keep up and chime in, but I have
no clue who and what they’re talking about. After a few
minutes, their conversation seems to turn to white noise and I
find myself staring into my drink, moving the ice around with
the straw and wondering why I’m in such a horrible fucking
mood.

Hannah and Cary Ann get up, causing me to snap out of it, and
announce they’re going to go dance their tits off. I have to
cover my mouth as the guy at the end of the bar looks over at
the two of them with a raised brow.

My smile instantly falls as Eva grabs me by the hand and pulls
me off my barstool. I resist a little and say, “Seriously, no one
wants to see me dance.” I haven’t had nearly enough alcohol
to embarrass myself that much.

“Come on!” She tugs a little harder and I actually have to take
a step forward to keep my balance.

“I really don’t want to.” I shake my head and hold my breath. I
know I’m being a downer, but this isn’t my thing. At all.

Luckily for me, her phone rings. She instantly drops my hand
to take out her phone and begins typing like a mad woman
again. I use the moment to plant my ass on the barstool and
take out my own cell phone. As if it would possibly have a
message waiting for me.



She’s texting Kevin again. I really don’t see a point in being
here. Hannah and Cary Ann are over on the dance floor having
the time of their lives, while I’m standing by watching Eva
text her boyfriend.

It goes without saying—this night totally blows.

Screw this. I pull my cell out of my clutch and click over to the
messages screen. I quickly locate Ian’s name.

Your shit better be gone by the time I’m back.

There it is. The same text I sent several days ago. My stomach
twists into an angry knot. The message is marked as read, but
Ian hasn’t even bothered to reply.

No sorry. No begging for me to take him back.

He simply doesn’t care.

He’s probably shacked up with her right now, fucking her
brains out, I tell myself. In my bed.

The thought enrages me and before I know it, my fingers are
flying across the screen of my cell.

You’re a real piece of fucking work, you know that?

I hit send before I can stop myself. Shit. I shouldn’t have done
that. I close my eyes, feeling pissed off at myself and at how
poorly I’m handling all this shit.

I stuff my phone back in my clutch and turn to Eva. “Hey, I
think I’m gonna go,” I tell her over the bass of the music.

Eva looks up from her phone and sees the expression of
misery on my face. She taps out something quickly and then
puts her phone away. “I’ll go with you,” she offers. I can tell
that she’s worried about me now, but I don’t want her to be.

“Are you sure?” I ask. “You don’t have to. We just got here
and it looks like Hannah and Cary Ann are having the time of
their lives.” I gesture toward the other end of the bar where our
two coworkers are entertaining a group of young guys. One
guy has his face almost resting on Hannah’s chest, practically
motorboating her tits.



Eva waves away my worry. “Nonsense. I can tell you’re not in
the mood to be here. Besides, Kevin won’t quit texting me. I
should go somewhere a little less busy so I can talk to him.”

I start to refuse, but then I think better of it. I can tell Eva
doesn’t want to be here any more than I do. “Okay,” I agree.
“Thanks.”

We go outside, where it’s still bustling with tourists, and flag
down a cab. Within minutes we’re making our way back down
the strip to our hotel. At the first stoplight, Eva breaks the
silence and asks, “So how do you like it here? And the girls? I
know they can be a little crazy, but I think you really fit in
well.”

“I like them, they seem pretty cool.”

Eva looks at me closely, her big eyes concerned. “You’re still
not bothered by the cheating joke, are you?”

“No. It’s cool.” Yes I am. But my anger isn’t for them.

Eva looks unconvinced. “You sure?”

“You know what I don’t understand?” I’m forced to say.

“What?” she asks.

“How Ian couldn’t even be bothered enough to tell me sorry
for what he did.”

“The guy’s a scumbag. What would you expect from someone
who was having an affair with your friend?” She snorts. “If
you can even call her that. I sure as hell wouldn’t. A friend
wouldn’t have slept with my boyfriend the first chance she
got.”

Her words hit me in the gut. It’s true. Why would I expect a
selfish jerk to be repentant? “You’re right,” I say and nod my
head. “Ian’s trash. I don’t know why I expect anything from
him. And Sarah? She’s a bitch.”

“Just forget them, like yesterday’s news. Let me be the first
one to tell you that you’re smart, beautiful, intelligent and



going places. And you certainly deserve much better than a
cheating asshole.” She rubs my arm affectionately.

“Thank you.” I bite down on the inside of my cheek before
answering, “I really do like it here. Everyone’s really nice.”

She leans across the seat and gives me a hug as the cab slows
to a stop. It’s a bit awkward, but I accept it. I’m done with this.
I’m done with letting Ian ruin my nights. Fuck him, and fuck
Sarah.

“Come on,” she says, releasing me and popping her door open.
She forces it open wider with her heel and pulls me out.

A young man in a tailored black suit holds the large glass door
open for us. He gives me a warm smile and I have to smile
back. Inside it’s so cool and calm compared to the busy and
noisy streets. Our heels click on the marble floors as I walk her
to the elevator, right across from the bar.

I could use a drink. That long island didn’t do a damn thing
and I don’t want to go back to the room feeling so emotionally
raw.

“You’re not coming up?” Eva asks me as the elevator doors
open.

I shake my head. “I want a real drink before I go pass out.”

Eva bites her lower lip as she studies me. I can tell she’s
worried about me. Bless her heart. “Okay,” she says finally,
pulling me in for a brief hug. “But please don’t overdo it.” She
disappears into the elevator and I make my way inside the
hotel’s bar.

As I walk in, I remember how I left last time. I remember the
gorgeous man in the suit. My body shivers as I remember the
way he looked at me, the way his looks make me feel. I could
really use one of those looks right now. It made me feel…
sexy. Wanted.

I take the closest seat to the exit at the bar, signaling the waiter
for a drink. As I wait for it, I pull out my phone and check the
status of the last messages I sent Ian. They haven’t been read.



God. He’s not even reading my texts now. I don’t know why,
but this makes me feel even more alone and angry.

It’s not like there’s anything wrong with being alone, I just
didn’t think I’d wind up single at this age. I smile while
placing my order, although it doesn’t at all reflect what I feel.

I thought for sure I’d have a couple of babies with Ian by now,
I think to myself sadly. I shake off the depressing thought and
promise myself that I won’t dwell on it anymore. As far as I’m
concerned, I dodged a bullet.

The waiter comes back with my glass of cabernet. He gives
me a sexy grin as he sets it down. He’s a cute brunette and all,
sexy even, but I’m just not feeling him. He’s not my type.

My stomach twists with desire as I remember Mr. CEO again.
There’s just something about him. His raw sex appeal and
obvious power; the way he wears his suits—like he fucking
owns his dominance. It’s funny, because in my life of business
I’m surrounded by men in suits, but none of them look
anywhere near as good as he does in them.

I smile as I bring the glass to my lips.

The bartender must think I’m smiling at him because he winks
and says, “It’s on the house, sweetheart,” when I try to pass
him a tip. He gives me a cocky smile as I watch him walk off
to serve another patron. I get the feeling he’s going to come
back over when he’s done and try to see if he’ll get something
for his free drink.

He’ll be sorely disappointed if he does. I’m not that cheap.

I’m taking another sip of my cabernet when I suddenly feel a
large hand on my waist. I nearly spit my wine out onto my
blouse as thick fingers dig into my skin and I turn to push
whoever it is away.

“What in the-” I turn to see a man who’s gotta be in his late
thirties leering at me with his bloodshot eyes. His hair’s short,
cut in military style and he has a serious case of dimples.



“Hey, sugar. What are you drinking tonight?” asks the man, his
breath carrying the strong smell of whiskey.

My first reaction is to tell the man to get the hell away from
me. But I glance around the bar and notice the upscale patrons
and business people that are probably from the convention. I
really don’t want to cause a scene and have it get back to my
boss.

“Just a glass of wine by myself tonight,” I say politely, putting
emphasis on ‘by myself’.

The drunk guy fails to get the message. He tugs on his plaid tie
that’s already loose around his neck and wobbles as he takes
the barstool next to me. Eventually, he manages to mount it
and then he turns to me, practically staring at my breasts.

Okay, now I’m seriously uncomfortable.

“You’ve got a nice outfit on,” he says in a low, gravelly voice.
He leans in close, invading my personal space, so close that
the smell of his breath becomes overpowering. “I think it’d
look better on the floor though.”

Oh hell. I need to get out of here now.

Just as I’m about to get up and leave Mr. Drunk to hump my
empty barstool, I see movement out of the corner of my eye. I
turn and my breath catches in my throat at the sight before me.
It’s Mr. CEO, walking through the bar like he owns the place,
and his eyes are focused on me.
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’ve held many business meetings at restaurants or bars just
like this one. The back booth in the Madison Hotel bar is
perfect for this meeting. I don’t usually like it, but it does have
advantages. It makes it easier to slip out and leave the
company with a round of drinks on me. But tonight I chose
this bar hoping to see my Rose again. And she didn’t
disappoint.

I noticed her the second she walked in. There’s an air around
her that commands my attention. Stevens was in the middle of
a counterpoint on international resources when she walked
through the open doors and walked to the same seat she was in
before, directly across from the booth I chose.

I’ve barely listened to a word from Trent or Stevens. The
meeting’s done as far as I’m concerned. We’re not pushing it
through until we meet agreeable terms. Stevens can insist that
the cut in costs makes it worth it, but I know better. It’s best
not to cut corners, especially when quality and timing are
concerned.

Her shapely legs are crossed and it pulls her black skirt up a
little farther. She’s wearing a loose slightly see-through blouse
and even with the dim lighting in the room, I can easily make
out her curves. Her tall heels hook onto the leg of the barstool
and she sighs heavily before leaning her forearms against the
bar and waiting patiently for the bartender.



She came in alone and I can’t help but wonder why. My heart
slows as I watch her baby blues skim the bar. She’s not
looking for anyone in particular. She brushes her hair out of
her face and leans in slightly to order a drink. I can’t hear her,
not with all the other noise in this place, but her lips
mesmerize me. They’re a darker shade of red tonight than I’ve
seen on her before. The deep red makes her beautiful eyes
shine brighter, but that look is still there though. That sadness
that’s haunting her. I don’t know what’s causing it, but I want
to find out.

“Are you going to drink that or not, Parker?” Stevens asks me
from across the booth, bringing my attention back to him.

“Not,” I answer and push the cold glass with the back of my
hand toward Trent.

I stand tall with my shoulders squared, ready to make a move
on Rose. I may appear confident, but my nerves are getting the
best of me. She could say no; she may not be interested in me
in the least. Or worse, she may be taken already, though my
research on her didn’t turn up any partners. But I’m not going
to take no for an answer.

Nothing extreme, I’m just going to offer to buy her a drink.
She can’t deny me such a small request. I slip off my jacket
and loosen my tie.

Trent eyes me suspiciously. “Where are you headed?” he asks
with a bit of suspicion in his voice. I never stay for drinks, and
I never stay for anything other than business. As my right-
hand man, he knows my habits.

Stevens looks past me and right at Rose. His thin lips pull into
a smirk and then wider as he realizes my intentions.

“You’ve got a date, haven’t you?” he says, raising his glass of
scotch. The ice clinks as Trent leans forward and looks past
me to look at Rose as well.

I stand for a moment and let a waitress pass. She gives me a
heated look and blushes as she walks by. I keep my eyes
straight ahead on my prize and undo the top button of my



dress shirt. I don’t get nervous about first impressions. I have
no one to impress. My track record and bank account are
enough to give me a presence in the boardroom.

“A date?” Trent asks with disbelief and then shakes his head.
“She has a date, but it’s not with Logan.” He sits back in the
booth, causing the slight shifting of the black leather seat,
content with the fact that Stevens must be wrong. It’s irritating
that he’s so sure she’s not waiting for me. It shouldn’t be
annoyed since I shouldn’t even be pursuing her, and he knows
that. Still, it pisses me off. Maybe more so because she isn’t
waiting for me. He brings his jack and coke to his mouth as I
turn to face my Rose.

And some fucker who’s pawing at her.

Anger rises slowly inside me. Anger and jealousy. It’s not a
good look and I don’t let it show, but it’s there. It’s heating my
blood and forcing my limbs to move. His hands are on her as
though she belongs to him.

My anger is relieved slightly when I take in her body
language. She’s not interested. She tries to push him away, but
it’s not happening. And that’s my cue.

I leave, not bothering to look back at either of them. I know
they’re going to be watching; I don’t give a damn what they
think.

It only takes six long strides, turning my body ever so slightly
between two small tables, until I’m beside her.

I lean forward, laying my jacket down and bracing my hand on
the bar between my Rose and this fucker.

“I leave you alone for one night and you’re already replacing
me?” I look into Rose’s widened eyes and wait for her to
respond. Her breath hitches, and that sexual tension I’ve felt
the last two times between us rises to a nearly unbearable
level. My back is to the asshole who’s still not taking the hint.
I completely ignore him.

Before she can answer me, I hear the prick clear his throat.
“Hey-” His weak tone comes to a halt as I stand and turn to



face him. I’m a full inch taller than him. He’s got a little
muscle to him and could probably get in a good hit if he
wanted, but he’s got nothing on me. I make it a habit to keep
my body in shape. I have to. The thought makes my hands ball
into fists until my knuckles turn white, but I release them just
as fast.

“Yes?” I ask in a low, threatening voice, daring him to utter a
response. I narrow my eyes and wait for him to make his
move. He’s drunk, but he’s not stupid. The intimidation he’s
feeling is clear on his face, and he struggles to respond. He
opens and closes his mouth without saying anything. His
forehead’s pinched and I can tell he’s debating on how to
handle it without looking like any more of an ass. I can feel
eyes on us and the bar’s noticeably quieter. We’re all waiting
to see what this asshole’s going to do.

But he doesn’t get a chance to do anything; instead, my eyes
are drawn to Charlotte’s small hand gripping the front of my
shirt. Her other hand comes around my other side to rest just
above my hip. She presses her front to my back and I stifle my
groan at the feel of her breasts pressed against my lower
shoulders.

I look down at her as she peeks her head around my arm to
look at me. Her voice is soft but strong, and on the verge of
being casual. “You wanna go?”

I look back at the asshole and he takes the chance to turn on
his heel and walk off without a word. Smart move on his part.
When I look back at my Rose, her eyes are on him as he
leaves, and she visibly relaxes, releasing her grip on me.

I miss her touch instantly. I want it back.

As soon as I turn to face her, everything changes. A spark
ignites between us and she takes a hesitant step back, suddenly
realizing how close she is to me for the first time. The stool
behind her scratches against the floor and her hands fall
behind her to grip onto it. As though it can protect her from
me.



A heated moment passes as her eyes wander down my body. I
let a smirk kick up my lips and enjoy the fact that she
obviously likes what she sees. The same is true on my part. Up
close, she’s even more beautiful. Her skin is sun-kissed, but
also flushed. She has yet to disappoint me.

I wait for her eyes to find mine again. There’s a blush on her
cheeks, but the confident woman that took command of the
stage is staring back.

“Thank you…” she says, eyeing me warily. “For that.”

I hold her gaze. “No need to thank me, Rose.”

“It’s Charlotte-”

“Charlotte Rose… yes, I know.”

“How do you know my name?” she asks suspiciously. Her
breathing picks up, making her chest rise and fall a bit faster
and I find my eyes drawn to her gorgeous curves. I quickly lift
my gaze back to her eyes, but I know she saw.

“I saw your presentation,” I answer simply and pull the stool
out for her to take a seat.

“I saw.” A knowing look crosses her face as she slowly sits
down. She parts her lips as if to say more, but the bartender
brings a drink and sets it down in front of her. He looks at me
and starts to ask if I want a drink, but I wave him off.

She sees and purses her lips. There’s an air of distrust around
her and I can tell she’s debating on getting up and walking
away. But I can’t let that happen.

Before she can come up with an excuse, I say teasingly, “I
think you owe me at least one drink.” I set my hands on the
bar as I say, “I’m Logan, by the way.”

“But you aren’t drinking,” she says, still eyeing me with
caution.

“I’m not,” I say easily, although the fact that it makes her
suspicious pisses me off. “I’m done drinking for the night.”



She rests the tip of her finger on the rim of the glass as if
debating if she should drink it.

“Your presentation went well,” I say to change the subject.
“Have you worked for that company very long?” I already
know the answer, but I want to get her talking.

“I actually just started,” she says a bit peppier, but her body
language doesn’t match the false tone in her voice. She seems
angry, pissed off at me. I don’t know why, but fuck, it turns me
on.

“What’d you do before this?” I ask her easily before signaling
the bartender. I was bred into this lifestyle, so if there’s one
thing my father taught me well, it’s how to charm women. I
haven’t needed it… ever. But I know I can win her over.

“Let’s see…” she pauses and straightens a little as the
bartender stops in front of us.

“Could we see the dessert menu, please?” I ask. I’m going to
guess she’s a chocolate cake kind of woman. “You were
saying?” I ask as the bartender sets down a menu and I slide it
over to her. I tap on the picture of the lava cake and raise a
brow.

She gives a small shake of her head. “No thanks,” she says,
eyeing the cake. “I don’t want anything.”

I grin at her refusal. I’m going to have her eating cake right
out of my hand.

I wait for the bartender as she rattles off her past employer,
giving me details I’d find on a resume and nothing more.
When the bartender catches my eye, I hold up the menu. “The
lava cake,” I order and then look back at Charlotte.

“And why did you leave?” I ask with genuine curiosity. I have
no idea why she left, but I’m grateful she did. Steamens
Marketing never attends conferences, so I doubt I would have
met her if she hadn’t left.

“Because my ex is a cheating prick and my former best friend
is a whore.” The second the last word leaves her lips, she grips



the stem of the glass tighter. I imagine her hands gripping my
cock with the same force, and my pants grow a little tighter.
“I’m sorry,” she says a moment later, though it’s clear she’s
not. I love how anger colors her voice. Makes it deeper. Sexier.
“I didn’t mean for it to come out like that.”

My Rose has thorns.

“Nothing to be sorry about,” I tell her. “I take it you worked
with them?”

“Yes, that’s why I left.”

I nod my head and say, “So that means you’re single.”

She pauses for a moment, taken off guard. “I am,” she says
finally, her voice on edge.

“Well that’s a win for me,” I say as the bartender sets the cake
down on the bar. Two spoons. He’s a good man. Charlotte’s
eyeing me with a look that turns me on; half suspicion, half
defiance.

“Would you like a bite?” I ask before I take a bite myself and
offer her the other spoon.

She stares at the spoon for a moment. “I don’t think so…”

“I insist,” I say, swallowing down the cake. It’s rich and
velvety.

“Well, if you’re going to twist my arm,” she says, taking the
utensil and scooping up a healthy portion. I watch as she
closes her eyes and moans around the small bite of cake. My
dick hardens as I picture her on her knees wrapping those lush
lips around my cock.

She looks back at me with an innocent wide-eyed look. Fuck. I
can’t tell if she’s doing it on purpose to turn me on, or if she’s
genuinely enjoying it.

“It’s delicious,” she says, wiping the bit of chocolate from the
corner of her mouth and slipping her finger in quickly. “I don’t
usually eat dessert,” she says as she takes another spoonful.
“I’m always full by the time I’m done with dinner.”



She continues taking small bites, savoring the cake and
making my cock rock hard. All the while making casual small
talk about the marketing business. She’s bright and
knowledgeable. My admiration for her grows, as does my
sexual appetite.I have to force myself to look away and take
another bite. I don’t taste a damn thing though, I’m just doing
it to get her to take another bite.

Each small bite seems to open her up more and more, until it’s
all gone and she’s scraping the plate for crumbs. That forces a
rough chuckle up my chest.

I lean in and whisper, my lips barely touching the shell of her
ear, “You’re beautiful, Rose.” Her head leans back and her lips
part. It takes everything in me not to take them with my own. I
pull back slightly, fighting the need to restrain myself and
when I do, she looks back at me with nothing but lust.

“It’s Char-” she starts to respond, then stops as a chair scrapes
loudly across the floor behind us.

A group of men rise and make a noisy exit. My eyes flash
quickly to them and then back to my Rose who’s turned to
watch them leave. Her hair is on her opposite shoulder, leaving
her slender neck bare. My dick twitches in my pants with the
thought of leaning down and leaving an open-mouthed kiss
along her neck and down to her shoulder.

“I better get going,” she says suddenly. She doesn’t move
though.

“You don’t have to; I’m enjoying your company.”

“I have to be up early. The conference is early tomorrow.” She
looks to the doors of the bar, but again makes no move to
leave. “I don’t want to give my boss a reason to fire me.”

“Let him. I’d hire you in an instant.” I’m quick and hard with
my words, and I let them resonate with her.

“I’m flattered, really. But I don’t think that would be wise,”
she says flatly. “At all.”

She’s resisting. I like that. “And why’s that?”



“Because… you’re…” her voice trails off and she bites her
lower lip. Fuck. So sexy.

“I’m what?”

Her voice is heavy when she responds. “Bad.”

I chuckle. “Is that so?”

“You almost ruined my presentation, you know that?” she
growls angrily, changing the subject. She’s grasping at straws
here. Trying to find a reason to push me away. How… cute.

So this is why she’s a touch on the pissed side. “I did?” Maybe
I shouldn’t have made it so obvious that it pleased me when I
threw her off her game.

She glares at me, only turning me on more. “Don’t play coy. I
lost my train of thought because of you.” There’s a small smile
to her lips, letting me know she’s not truly angry.

I grin and say, “It’s not my fault that you’re attracted to me.”

“I think you’re getting a little ahead of yourself. I said you
made me lose my train of thought, not that I wanted to sleep
with you.” Her eyes stay fixed on the back of the bar.

My grin grows wider. “So now we’re talking about sleeping
with each other?”

A bright blush colors her cheeks and she doesn’t respond for a
moment.

I wait for her to look at me. “Tell me why,” I say and stare into
her eyes. She’s defensive and that’s fine, but she’s also turned
on and right now that’s all I need her to be.

“Why what?” she asks without moving an inch. That guard of
hers is about to crumble around her.

“Why you lost your train of thought when you saw me.”

She tries to look away again, but I place my finger on her jaw
and tilt her head to face me. “You did the same for me. It’s
only fair that I affect you just as much.”



Her lips part and her eyes heat with lust at the knowledge I’ve
given her, but she still doesn’t respond. “Tell me why, my
Rose.”

“I don’t know,” she finally answers me.

“I can tell you why,” I say. “You want me.” She purses her lips
and goes silent, clenching her thighs and licking her bottom
lip. She fucking wants me. And just as much as I want her.

I lean forward. “You know what I think? I think you would
love to get to know me, that you could learn to love me being
your boss.”

Her breathing is coming in heavier.

“Tell me,” I say and my command brings her eyes back to
mine. I want to hear it directly from those beautiful lips of
hers.

“I think I’d get in trouble if you were my boss,” she says and
her breathy words make my dick hard as fucking steel.

“Is that so?” I ask her calmly, moving my hand to her thigh
and brushing my thumb back and forth against her bare skin. I
lean forward and whisper into the crook of her neck, “I think
I’d like that. In fact,” I say and pull away to look at her face.
Her head’s tilted back and her eyes are half-lidded, but then
she slowly tilts her head forward and looks me in the eyes.
“I’d fucking love it,” I conclude.

“We shouldn’t do this,” she whispers, but I can tell her
defenses are nonexistent. She’s inches away from being mine.

“We should be doing exactly this. I want you.” I brush the pad
of my thumb along her bottom lip and add, “Tonight.”
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lthough I’m walking with confidence behind him, I’m a
ball of nerves on the inside. I shouldn’t be doing this. It’s
reckless. Stupid, even. But my primal needs are winning the
battle with common sense. I’m so messed up over Ian, I feel
like I need this. I need Logan.

His hand splays across my back as I stand next to him at the
elevator. I peek over my shoulder toward the entryway. I don’t
want anyone to see. This will look bad. My panic rises, but
then Logan leans into me, so close I can feel his hot breath on
my neck, sending shivers down my back.

“Relax,” Logan says to me, his voice deep and sexy, the sound
causing prickles to go up all along my arms. God, I could just
melt into him. What’s worse is that I can’t think of a reason
not to. As my eyes close with lust, the doors open with a loud
ping, knocking me out of my trance.

He pulls me into the elevator, pressing me up against the wall.

A feeling of panic surges through me, telling me to get the hell
out before the door closes. But I fight the need to run as the
doors close slowly and his large body cages me in.

What’s so bad about giving into my desires?

It’s just one night.

A night in Vegas.



What happens here, stays here. Right?

There’s nothing for me to worry about.

The thought gives me the courage to reach up and spear my
fingers through his hair as he leans in for a passionate kiss and
the elevator climbs the floors. I open my mouth wider and let
him in, arching my body and moaning into his mouth.

His hands roam up my side, causing me to lean into him. I
want him to take me. Right here, right now.

The elevator reaches his floor as I’m clawing at the buttons on
his shirt. I pull away from him, breathless and nearly gasping,
and he leads me down a long, ornate hallway to a large door.

He’s hasty with getting the key into the door, his other hand
holding mine, and when he opens it my breath catches in my
throat. It’s a penthouse suite, with floor-to-ceiling windows, a
vast open floor plan, and stunning contemporary furniture.

Holy shit, I think to myself. This place is incredible. Luxury. It
oozes luxury the way he oozes power.

I don’t get time to admire the stunning view, because suddenly
Logan is pressed against me, sending my body temperature
soaring and his lips pressing hungrily against mine. His hands
find my ass cheeks, gripping them tightly before lifting me
into the air and my legs wrap around his waist instinctively.

He pulls away from me for a moment, keeping me perfectly
balanced. Below, I can feel his big, throbbing cock pressing
against my pussy, demanding entry. Fuck! God, I’m so wet for
him. I suck in a heavy breath, my chest heaving with desire.

He carries me up the stairs to the loft, holding me firm every
step of the way and kissing along my neck. I struggle not to
squirm in his embrace as my nails dig into his crisp white
dress shirt. He kicks the door shut and throws me on a king-
size bed in the center of the room. I bounce on the bed with a
gasp and I look up at him as he stands above me, his huge
cock pressed against his slacks, my breathing a series of
desperate pants.



For a moment, I’m filled with fear at what’s about to take
place, but burning desire sweeps it aside as Logan slowly takes
off his tie and then his shirt. My legs scissor on the bed as I sit
up and take in the sight of him. His muscles flex as he tosses
his shirt to the floor. My pussy clenches around nothing. I push
the hair off my neck, feeling hotter. I feel like I’m on fire.

It’s just one night.

It feels so wrong, having a one-night stand. But I’m dying to
have one with a man like him. Especially knowing he wants
me as much as I want him. And no one will know. My fingers
reach for the buttons on my blouse and I slowly undo them
with trembling hands.

His eyes stay focused on mine. His heated gaze is a trance
pinning me to the bed to do his bidding. He won’t let me go.

As the silky fabric slips off my shoulders and the blouse falls
into a pool around me, he makes a move to come closer for the
first time. He unbuttons his pants and shoves them down as his
lips attack my neck. He ravages me while he rips my bra down
and sucks a nipple into his mouth.

My head falls back and soft moans spill from my lips, along
with whispers and pleas for him to do what he wants to me. To
take me. I don’t recognize my own voice. I don’t recognize the
woman I am, caught in the heat of the moment and desperate
for him.

My clit’s throbbing as he pushes me farther up the bed and
pulls my skirt down over my ass and off of me. I’m so hot for
him. So wet. He groans as he cups my pussy, the thin lace the
only thing separating us.

I expect him to rip them with the way he’s handled me so far.
But he doesn’t. He sits back on his heels, and that’s when I
realize he’s completely naked. I can barely breathe as his
fingers slide gently up my thighs, leaving goosebumps and
shivers up my body,

He gently pulls the lace down my ass and I have to lift up
slightly for him to pull them off. His eyes stay on mine. My



chest rises and falls harder with each passing second. I can’t
believe I’m doing this. He reaches over to the nightstand and I
can’t quite see what he’s doing, but the sound of a wrapper
makes it obvious.

Shit, I didn’t even think about asking. What am I doing? As
my body heats with anxiety, he pushes my legs farther apart.

I start to prop myself up on my elbows and think about
backing out. It’s all too fast, too soon, but his lips crash against
mine and his large hand grips my hip, holding me down.

My body melds to his as he lowers his chest to mine. He nips
my bottom lip as he pushes the head of his cock just slightly
into my pussy. My body begs me to move, to take him in
deeper, but his grip on me is relentless.

His large body cages mine in and the look in his eyes takes my
breath away.

“Tell me again,” he says and his deep voice vibrates up his
chest. His eyes are the brightest I’ve ever seen as he stares at
me, willing me to obey him. It takes a second for me to realize
what he wants to hear.

“I want you,” I say, and as the last word slips past my lips, he
slams into me. His large cock fills me almost to the brink of
pain. My back bows and I let out a strangled cry of pleasure.
So full, so hot. He stays buried deep inside of me, letting my
walls adjust to his size before pushing farther in. My legs
squeeze around his hips and my toes curl. It’s too much. I
whimper as he pulls out slightly and then pushes forcefully
back in.

He groans in the crook of my neck, “I knew you’d feel like
this.” I wish I could respond. I try, but nothing comes out. My
neck arches, forcing my head to dig into the mattress as he
fucks me at a merciless pace.

He kisses my neck as my head thrashes and he thrusts over
and over into me.

My nails dig into his back as I grip onto him as though he can
save me from the overwhelming sensations threatening to



consume me.

His pace picks up and forces a scream from me. My body
heats in intense waves as my nerve endings ignite all at once.

He rides through my orgasm, thrusting his hips at an angle that
brushes against my throbbing clit each time. Pushing my
orgasm higher and stronger, and dangerously close to too
much.

“Logan!” I scream out his name as another release crashes
through me.

My breathing is frantic at the feeling of him pushing in me to
the hilt and I feel his thick cock pulsing against my tight walls.

He gently kisses my neck and my shoulder as my body
trembles beneath his.

His large frame moves away from mine, leaving the cool air to
kiss my skin. He plants a single kiss against my lips and I
easily return it. It’s a tender touch, one I wasn’t expecting.

As the highs of my orgasm come crashing down and slowly
leave me in waves, I realize what I’ve done. I pull up the
covers a little higher and wonder if I should leave.

I can hear the muted padding of his footsteps against the tiled
floor as he turns on the light to the bathroom and faint light
floods the room. I see my clothes on the floor. And suddenly I
feel cheapened.

I knew what I was doing.

I try to calm myself as he comes back into the bedroom. His
corded muscles ripple as he walks to the edge of the bed. It
dips with his weight as he peels the covers back. His eyes are
on my face as he does it, as though he’s expecting me to
protest, and a part of me wants to.

He runs a damp cloth between my legs and kisses my neck as I
wince. I’m already a bit sore. I already feel regret working its
way into my consciousness.



My body stiffens as he gets off the bed and leaves me with my
thoughts.

I need to get out of here the moment I get the chance. And
forget this ever happened.
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y Rose shifts in my arms. She hasn’t been still since I
crawled into bed next to her. Something’s off. Everything was
exactly how I imagined it’d be. Until it was over.

I keep my breathing steady and eyes closed. I pretend like I’m
asleep. I’m not though, and I haven’t been. I don’t sleep well
at all, let alone with someone next to me.

I know she’s going to bolt. She’s a runner. That’s easy to tell. I
don’t mind, because I know she won’t be running far. Come
Monday, she’ll be in my building and I’ll have more control of
the situation. Right now I’m limited.

The comforter moves slowly down my body as she slips out of
the bed and lets a gentle chill in. There’s a soft creak from the
bed and she stills. Her breathing is the loudest sound in the
room. After a moment, she finally moves. I can hear
everything she does. I can practically picture her slipping her
clothes into place as the sounds fill my ears.

She’s sneaking out. I have to force myself not to smile at the
thought. If only she knew.

I open my eyes to peek at her as I hear her walk over to my
desk. What the fuck is she doing?

Everything I have is password-protected, so that doesn’t
matter, but if she’s snooping then I have a much larger



problem on my hands. Although, that could work to my
benefit, but that wasn’t the kind of relationship I had in mind.

My heart squeezes slightly in my chest as I hear her pick up
her clutch off the nightstand. She’s leaving. It’s amusing in
some ways, but disappointing in others. I wonder for a
moment if she thinks this is what I want, or if it’s her
preference to leave.

I suppose it doesn’t matter though. This will be the first and
last time she slips out on me.

I wait a minute as I hear the door open and close with a faint
click, leaving me in silence. She left. I’m not completely
surprised, but it does cause a stir of emotions that I’m not fond
of. There’s a reason I stopped forming any attachments. People
are good at leaving.

Once I’m sure she’s not coming back, I move from the bed and
walk straight to the desk to see what the hell she touched. A
sticky note is affixed to the top of my laptop.

Sorry I slipped out, I had to go. Thank you for last night.

I huff a humorless laugh and run my finger along the feminine
script. She’s a runner, but I already knew that. I wasn’t
expecting this; it doesn’t change anything though.

A wicked smile turns my lips up. She’s going to be shocked on
Monday. More than that, pissed.

I’m looking forward to the fight though. I know there will be
one, and the thought makes my dick twitch. I look back to the
empty bed and rumpled sheets. If she were here now, I’d take
her again.

I’d make sure her sweet cunt was so fucking raw tomorrow
she thought of me every time she sat down. It’s a tight fit with
her, so hopefully I left her so fucking sore it lasts until
Monday.

My smile fades, and I toss the note to the desk. She’s not here,
and she’s not mine yet.

But she will be.



I walk to the bathroom, stretching and remembering how good
she felt beneath me. She was everything I wanted. I flick the
light on and dig in the travel case on the counter.

It’s only a matter of time before I have her again. Next time,
she won’t slip out in the middle of the night.

I look down at the pill case as I pop a tab open, revealing the
brightly colored pills and hate that I have to take them. I hate it
all. I hate myself more.

I’ve set the pieces in play for her downfall. All because I
selfishly want her.

I take three pills and swallow them, not bothering with water
to wash it down.

I toss the case on the bathroom counter and walk to my briefs
on the floor of the bedroom, carelessly putting them on before
sitting back at the desk in the room and opening my laptop.

It’s nearly 4 a.m., but there’s work to do, and I know I won’t
be sleeping tonight. I’m sure there are at least a few dozen
emails that require my immediate attention. My assistant will
have a list for me in only two hours. I should finalize the other
business deal I came here for, although I’m not sure I’m
interested if they don’t come down in price and agree to the
last two terms.

I sigh heavily and run my hands through my hair. It’s just
another day. They’ll bend to what I want, or I’ll simply walk
away. That’s how it works in my line of business. And they
know it.

As soon as the screen comes to life, her picture stares back at
me. I never should have touched her. I’m a bastard for what
I’m doing.

My heart clenches slightly, a feeling I’m not used to. I start to
feel regret, but she loved every second of it. I made her come
alive beneath me. I saw how she became paralyzed with
pleasure under me. I can give her that. I can give her the
escape she desperately needs.



She’s running away from her past more than she’s running
toward me. This will help her.

Even as I try to justify it, I know there’s no good reason I
should continue this. I know this is wrong. I don’t give a fuck
though.

I still want her. And I’m not going to take no for an answer.
Nothing is going to keep me from having her.
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wince as I set my suitcase down in the living room of my
apartment.

I’m still hurting from Logan. It’s such a good hurt though. One
I’ve never felt before.

My sore pussy clenches with desire at the thought of the
previous night. The way Logan fucked me has me going
through all sorts of unwanted emotions all morning. I crave the
feeling of my body aching, but it was a one-time thing.
Seriously, he’s a master in bed—a fucking sex god. I can’t
help that I want more. Ian has never been that hungry for my
body, nor attentive to my needs.

Selfish bastard. Neither has anyone else I’ve ever been with.

As I stand up straight, a feeling of guilt washes over me. I’ve
been running from the feeling all morning, but now it’s finally
caught up with me.

Logan gave me the best sex of my life, I tell myself, and I
repaid him by leaving him with just a note.

I’m not sure why I care so much. I feel horrible. Like I’ve
committed some awful crime. Logan most likely doesn’t give
a shit. After all, it was just a one-night stand. And I’m sure he
gets more pussy than a cat catcher. We’ll never see each other
again, anyway.



I set my coat down and begin unpacking when I notice a box
sitting beside the couch. It’s Ian’s, and it’s sitting exactly
where it was when I left. I glare at it, anger knotting my
stomach.

“I told him his shit better be gone when I got back,” I mutter
angrily. “Figures it’s still here.”

I feel like going over and kicking it, and then stomping it with
all the rage I have pent up inside. I resist the urge. It won’t do
me any good. What I need to find out is if he’s been here or
not. He could just be fucking with me, trying to piss me off.

I walk into the kitchen and see that his work keys are gone.
They were here when I left, so it means he came and got them,
but left his box of shit.

I’m quick to grab my cell and send him a text.

You left a box of your shit here. Can you come get it, please?

I want to add on ‘asshole’ at the end of the message, but I
exercise immense restraint and just press send. I stare at the
screen and wait for a response before adding:

If you don’t come get it, I’m going to donate it to the Salvation
Army.

He’s had plenty of time, and I’ve been more than reasonable. I
wait for a reply, but after it becomes clear he’s not going to
respond, I let out a sigh and set my cell on the table. Staring at
it and resisting the urge to smash it with a hammer, just
because it reminds me of him.

“I need a cup of coffee,” I mutter, walking over to the Keurig
machine, starting it, and then sitting down in a kitchen chair. I
bought this dining set right before he moved in. My first meal
at this table was with him. I cooked something special, I don’t
remember what. I let out a long exhale and try to ignore the
painful reminder that I once loved him. I gave him everything
I had.

Sighing, I place my head in my hands and try to calm my
racing thoughts.



I focus on work. That’s always a good outlet. It’s productive
and motivating. But even after acing my presentation at the
convention, I feel stressed. There’s a meeting on Monday and I
have to be prepared, but with thoughts of Logan and the
prospect of dealing with Ian on my mind, it’s going to be a
struggle.

I’m on edge and afraid of losing my job. I was hired as a temp,
so I’m essentially on a probationary period. All signs point to
me being just fine, but I’m feeling so damn insecure. Even
though after how good I did with my presentation, I should be
more than fine. I guess I’m worried because after losing Ian,
my job is the only thing I have left.

At this point, I need my job just to stay sane, I tell myself as I
pick at the loose thread on the tablecloth. I need a new one. I
need a new everything.

Definitely a new man… like Logan. I wish I were back in
Logan’s bed, being devoured, feeling wanted. No man has
ever made me feel like that before. I felt… powerful sleeping
with a man of his stature.

I shake off the desire and the guilt from leaving.

It’s best that I left the way I did and nipped that in the bud. A
relationship between us would’ve ended badly anyway. I could
easily see myself getting attached to him and then being
discarded like yesterday’s news. I don’t need a man right now.
I run my hands down my face and get up as I hear the coffee
machine spurting out the last few drops.

I don’t need anyone. I pour a ton of sugar in my mug and then
stir it up before sitting back down.

Monday morning will be here before I know it. Then I can stop
all this worrying and just focus on work.

I take a nice, relaxing sip of coffee and already feel a little
better, so I check my phone. Still no message from the asshole
even though it’s marked as read. Fucking hell. I slam it down
on the table and grip my coffee cup.



“Whatever,” I mutter, resisting the urge to send him a
particularly nasty text. I am a better person than this, and I do
not need to lower myself to his level.

I get up from the table and walk into the living room and take
my anger out on Ian’s box instead, delivering several sharp
kicks to it. My coffee’s in my hand and the first kick sends a
little spilling over the side of the box. I don’t care. I use the
inside of my foot so it doesn’t hurt. Or maybe I’m just not
kicking hard enough since there’s only a small pathetic dent in
the side of the cardboard. Whatever. I feel better. Sort of.

Not nearly as good as I felt last night.

If being with Logan taught me anything, it’s that Ian didn’t
know a goddamn thing about putting it down in the bedroom.
Just thinking about it causes my pussy to throb with need and
pain, a reminder of how hard Logan fucked me. Shivers tingle
down my spine and send goosebumps over my body.

Shit, I need to go upstairs and work until I pass out and get
him out of my head. It’s the best thing for me.

Pushing Logan from my mind, I check all the messages on my
landline and make sure the doors are locked before turning in
for a long night of work. As I climb the stairs to my room, I
realize getting Logan, his powerful body, and his massive cock
out of my mind will not be an easy task.

It’s definitely going to be a long weekend till Monday.
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hank fuck it’s Monday. Getting Logan off my mind…
well, it didn’t happen. I got a ton of work done and even forgot
about my asshole ex. But every time I fell asleep, I dreamed of
Logan’s touch. That’s not a good sign. And waking up horny
and lonely is not a good combination.

As I climb out of the car and head to the building, I know I
need to immerse myself in work and forget about both Ian and
Logan.

I walk into the office building, shoving the door open with my
forearm as I carry my daily morning coffee in one hand, and a
paper bag with a tempting donut I couldn’t resist in the other,
and do a double take.

What the fuck? I think in panic. There are boxes everywhere.
Literally, everything in the front room is packed away. Feeling
weak in the knees, I lean against the doorjamb, my breathing
coming in shallow gasps, my heart pounding.

Oh my God! I yell in my mind. The company sold out. There
were rumors last week of a buyout, but I thought they were
just rumors. Fuck!

As I try to calm my racing heart, I think of every other place
close by that I can apply to. I need a job as soon as fucking
possible. But there’s literally nowhere else. I know. I fucking
applied practically everywhere two weeks ago!



“Are you okay?” asks a familiar voice near my ear.

I jump and let out a little cry of surprise as I drop the bag with
my donut. “Jesus, Eva!” I complain, turning to face her with
my hand over my heart.

She looks beautiful today in her black pantsuit and dark glossy
heels, her hair pulled back in a businesslike ponytail. More
than that, she looks fine. Calm, even. “You scared the shit out
of me,” I say admonishingly. I gesture nervously at all the
boxes. “What the fuck is going on?” I ask in a hushed voice as
I bend to pick up my bag.

Eva looks at me with apprehension and then lets out a laugh.
“Someone’s bought the company. But don’t worry, it’s a silent
partnership.” She sounds all peppy and happy. I don’t know if
she’s got inside information that’s making her feel secure, or if
she’s just naive. “We have a board meeting about it in like five
minutes.” She leans in close and whispers, “You didn’t read
your email on Friday, did you?”

“Shit.” I just breathe the word. I don’t remember an email, but
my head has been so lost in thought.

Eva shakes her head. “It’s fine,” she says as she waves it off
and walks with me to the meeting room in the back corner of
the building. “From what I can gather, the company was
forbidden to talk about the sale while it was under contract.
That’s why I’m guessing we never heard about it.” She places
a comforting hand on my shoulder, seeing the worry etched
across my face. “Don’t worry, Charlotte. We’ve been assured
that our jobs aren’t in any danger.”

“How can we trust that?” I ask. “You know how those
corporate heads at the top think. They don’t give a crap what
happens to us down at the bottom.” Anxiety is coursing in my
blood. I wish I could trust her, but I can’t.

“Because it’s under the terms and conditions in the agreement
of the sale. They can’t fire any current employees for several
years.”

“Are you absolutely sure?”



“Positive.”

I let out a small sigh of relief I relax slightly, bringing my
coffee to my lips. I make a promise to myself not to freak out
until I have a real reason to.

“But there’s a catch,” Eva adds, and I hold back a groan. “Part
of the agreement involves relocating, hence all the boxes.”

Behind Eva, I watch as several people walk into the
boardroom. I can handle this change. Sometimes change is
good.

I shift the bag to hold it in one hand along with my coffee so I
can scratch at the back of my neck as we walk into the room
and take our seats. “Where’s the new building?” I ask her
quietly. Everyone around us is engaged in quiet small talk, too.

“Parker-Moore on the city skyline,” Eva replies. “About a half
hour from here?”

I nod, but I’m not really happy. “That sucks.” I vaguely
recognize the company name. I almost applied with them, but
I didn’t. The skyline is a far drive. This place is nearly half an
hour-long commute for me. So now I’m looking at an hour-
long drive, and that’s without traffic.

“Yeah, it does.” Eva nods in agreement. “But it could be
worse. We could all be looking at pink slips right now and a
shitty severance that barely covers a month’s worth of living
expenses.”

I sigh. “I guess you’re right.”

Mr. Hastings walks into the room, waving his hands to quiet
the room of gossiping employees. “I know some of you are
concerned with the buyout, but please rest assured that none of
your jobs are in jeopardy. I’ll kindly ask you all to go with the
flow for now, as this is just another normal day working here,
and help with packing things up.”

“For those of you who have long commutes to get here
already, temporary housing will be available for you if you
need it. If you don’t want, or are unable to pack your items



yourself, please label them and move them against the far
wall.”

Hannah stands next to Hastings with a stack of large booklets
in her hand. Mr. Hastings gives her a tight smile and then
gestures at the bundle she’s holding. “Hannah here has all the
packets of information you’ll need about the new company
and housing. All of you are expected to have moved and
completed the transfer by the end of the workday, and will be
required to attend tomorrow at the new work site. If you can’t
move your items to your new office, simply label the boxes
and put them against the far wall. The movers will handle the
transfer for you and they’ll be waiting for you in the new
building tomorrow.”

I barely pay attention to the questions everyone asks and the
vague answers Hastings has as I accept my packet of
information from Hannah, and try to stop worrying about the
long drive that I’m going to have now. At least I have a job. I
keep telling myself that throughout the meeting. That’s what
matters.

The meeting’s finally adjourned, and I return to my office
without a word. There are moving supplies lined up against the
far wall and I grab a roll of packing tape and a few boxes. I
think I’ll only need two.

Eva’s gabbing with the other girls, but I just want to get this
going and begin sifting through my things, making sure
everything’s in order. I can talk to them later, when I’m calm
and less on edge. My hands tremble as I organize my things, a
feeling of anxiety overtaking my body.

I hate this shit. I don’t want to have to relocate. I tape up the
bottom of one box and cringe at the sound of the tape pulling
from the roll. I grit my teeth as I pick up the things from my
desk and easily set everything in the box. It’s like deja vu. I
just did this. I close my eyes and cringe. I just fucking did this.

Eva comes in when I’m almost finished taping up the last of
my boxes and I try to keep a positive vibe around me. I don’t
want my negativity rubbing off on her.



“You know, this could turn out to be pretty good,” she tells me
as she steps into my small office. It’s really small and with her
in the doorway, it already feels cramped.

She has a stack of papers in her hand and a smile on her face.
“I heard we’re going to be getting raises, and the new
company is going to be bringing in an influx of clients.” She
leans against the wall, making herself comfortable. “Hastings
is so excited about this. He told me there’s going to be huge
opportunities for us.”

“I’ll believe it when it happens,” I say skeptically.

“Pessimist,” Eva teases. She begins to walk out of the room,
but then stops. “Hey, you know what? I just looked up our new
boss on my phone. He’s fucking crazy hot. Like seriously, I
don’t even know how he’s a CEO of a company and not out
modeling somewhere.”

Probably not as hot as Logan, I think to myself.

“Let me see,” I say. I almost want to tell her about Logan… I
wanna brag, but I shouldn’t. A one-night stand doesn’t color
anyone in a pretty light.

“You’re gonna totally flip,” Eva warns me. She walks over to
my desk and sets her papers down and then pulls her cell out
the pocket of her chic-as-fuck pantsuit. I eye it with a hint of
jealousy as she brings up the picture. “Say hello to our new
boss. Or as I’d like to say, BILF.” She takes out her phone and
brandishes it my face, grinning with absolutely glee. “See?
Isn’t he the hottest fucking thing you’ve ever seen?”

My heart nearly stops at the grinning face staring back at me.
Eva stares at me, waiting for me to react, but I can’t speak. Not
a single. Fucking. Word.

Oh my God. It’s him.
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lean back on the bench. It’s nearly six thirty and I need to
leave. I’m anxious to leave, in fact. I haven’t been this damn
excited for work in years.

The crisp morning air whips across my freshly shaven face. It
feels refreshing as I take a deep inhale and listen to the wind.
The soft, relaxing sounds are interrupted by my father’s low,
gruff voice. Bringing me back to the present.

“How was the conference?” he asks me. His voice is a bit
muffled. It’s not the strong tone I grew up with. His stroke left
him paralyzed down his entire left side.

I lean forward with my elbows on my knees and look up at
him. He’s on the opposite bench. I’m facing the the stone wall
of the back of the nursing home and he’s overlooking the
woods behind me. “Productive. I knew it would be.”

He nods his head and looks behind me. The daylight is just
rising through the trees behind the nursing home. It’s private
and the gardens are comforting for my father. Or so he says.

“So you settled on which of the two?” he asks. Although the
stroke left him physically impaired, he’s mentally the same
man he’s always been, and I do my best to include him.
Although I don’t have to. But it gives him something to do
that’s useful. His life used to revolve around work. It was all
he had. Growing up, I barely ever saw him and when I did, he



made sure I knew I was being groomed to take over the
business.

We didn’t have father-son time. We had business training. At
times I resented him. I hated watching my mother lose interest
in the two of us. She looked at me as though it was my fault
that he spent every waking moment in his office. I don’t
remember a time that she looked at me with love. She hated
that I was just like him. Even though I had no choice, that
didn’t matter to her.

“Armcorp.”

His brow furrows and he pats his right hand against his leg. I
can tell he’s not happy with the decision.

“Fairmont would have been better,” he says simply. He hasn’t
been happy with many of my decisions over the last seven
years. Each year I’ve branched further and further away from
his counsel.

“I wanted this one.” I tell him the truth, which is more than I
gave Trent. I won’t admit to anyone that I made a business
decision because of a woman.

His eyes flash to mine. “Wanted?”

“Yes,” I say simply. I wanted it, so I took it. I wanted her.
There’s no discussion on this matter. I’m the CEO, this was
my decision, and as selfish as it was, it’s done. I’m not turning
back on my word.

My father must sense that I’ve come to terms with this choice.
He doesn’t push me for more. As I stare back at him and his
eyes move to the forest behind me, I see him for who he is in
this moment. Once a strong man of power, now weak and
reliant on others. I grit my teeth, hating that this is the way it
works. I’ll be him one day. In many ways, I already am.

“How are the treatments going?” he asks after a long quiet
moment.

“Everything’s fine.” I look him in the eyes as I answer.



He breaks eye contact and the corners of his lips turn down
into a scornful frown. “That’s what your mother used to say.”

I don’t hide my scowl. I hate it when he brings her up. I hate
thinking about her in general. My father may have raised me
to be a cold ruthless fuck incapable of real attachments and
emotion, but at least he tried to be there for me.

My mother is a money hungry bitch. She took my father for
everything he had and moved on to the next rich man she
could spread her legs for. I was a hindrance for her. I haven’t
spoken to her in at least three years, maybe more. I don’t need
this today.

I give my father a tight smile. “I need to get going.”

He eyes me, but nods slightly.

“Come back tomorrow,” he says without looking at me.

I don’t know why I even come here anymore. Some false
sense of obligation to a man who never knew me, I guess. He
gave me this life. He raised me to be the man I am. I should be
grateful. Men would kill to be in my position, but I want
something more. I don’t want to end up like him.

I nod, unsure of whether or not he sees and walk quickly
through the path at the front of the nursing home. My Aston
Martin’s out front, waiting for me. I usually have Andrew
drive me so I can get work done in the limo during the drive.
But not today. Today is different.

I try to remember the easy feeling I had this morning. The
excitement of seeing her reaction as I settle into my seat and
look at the phone sitting on top of my suit jacket. I’ll be in the
office in twenty minutes, but I want to know now if she’s
already there.

Charlotte. I did this for her. She could quit though. I imagine
the thought has crossed her mind more than once since she
found out.

As I go through the list of signatures, I spot her feminine
writing.



I lean back easily as I start my car. It rumbles with a soft purr
of satisfaction that mirrors what I’m feeling.

At least I have my Rose waiting for me.
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an you believe how amazing this is?” I ask Eva, staring
up at the tall Parker-Moore skyscraper. We’re both

preparing to go inside for our first day of work, starting with
the board meeting, but have to stop to admire the
workmanship of Parker-Moore. This building has to be the
tallest and finest corporate building in all of downtown.

Eva shades her eyes, squinting up into the sky. “It sure beats
Armcorp’s, that’s for sure. Makes it look like a hut.”

“I guess we are about to get a pay raise,” I predict, stifling a
yawn that creeps up regardless of the fact I’m an emotional
wreck. Last night I was unable to sleep because my thoughts
were consumed by Logan and what this all meant. I feel awful
that I’m this exhausted on my first day at my new job, and I’m
almost convinced I’m going to mess something major up and
end up out on the street. At least Eva’s company during our
carpool kept my mind off of Logan. And the fact that he’s now
my boss. Thinking about it causes anxiety to wash through me,
but I shove it down, gripping my purse as if it can save me.
“There’s no way we won’t,” I say with as much confidence as
I can manage.

Eva tears her eyes away from the tall building and growls,
“You’re damn right we will.”

Our heels click across the polished marble floors as we enter
the lobby, and my jaw nearly drops. It’s even more beautiful



on the inside than it is the outside. The walls are painted a
muted shade of taupe, and they’re adorned with gorgeous
antique paintings that must’ve cost a fucking ton.
Complementing everything is upscale, contemporary furniture.
Seriously, some of this stuff I wish I could steal and take home
to put in my living room.

On top of that, in the middle of the room sits a beautiful
marble fountain with a naked Greek statue at its center, filling
the giant lobby with the soothing sounds of running water.
Meanwhile, classical music plays softly over a speaker system
giving the atmospheric vibe a very relaxing feel.

It feels so high class in here.

“I feel like a high-class whore now,” Eva whispers to me as we
watch employees making their way to whatever departments
they’re headed to.

“I know, right?” I say, swallowing back another yawn.

We share a nervous smile and then continue on to the hallway
and enter an elevator. Thankfully, no one else gets on, and it’s
just the two of us. Eva presses the button for the top floor, and
the door slides close.

As we rise to the top floor, I start feeling even sicker with
anxiety. This is a big day for me, and I don’t want to fuck it up
somehow. I keep feeling like something bad is going to happen
and I’m going to end up without a job, even though I should
be confident in my abilities. It’s because of Logan. I have no
clue what he’s going to say or do when I see him.

By the time we reach the top floor, I feel like I’m going to
hurl.

Seeing my worry, Eva gives me a pat on the back before we
leave the elevator. “It’s gonna be okay,” she assures me. She
has no fucking clue.

I’m a ball of nerves as we enter the new boardroom. I literally
feel like I’m trembling all over. For a moment, I want to run
away and flee the building.



You have to stop this, I tell myself, steeling my resolve. You
are in control. There is nothing you can’t do.

As we make our way to two empty seats around the large
mahogany meeting table, my heart skips a beat.

Logan’s sitting at the head of the table, looking sharp as a tack
in his grey, crisp business suit, his hair gelled and slicked to
the side. God, he’s so fucking handsome. He looks like he
owns the entire room, like corporate royalty. I can feel his eyes
on me, boring into me with an intensity that causes my skin to
prickle.

I’m forced to look away, my cheeks burning, my mind filled
with images of our night of hot sex.

I don’t know how I’m going to get through this, I think as I
lower myself in my seat and place my briefcase on the floor
next to my chair, doing my best to avoid his gaze. Honestly, I
feel like Logan can make me cum by just looking at me. Lord
knows how fucking horny I am, having thought about his hot
body and massive cock all night. I couldn’t help it. I almost
didn’t come. But I need this job. If I didn’t, I would have quit
the second I found out he was my new boss.

Unconsciously I bring my thighs close together and my pussy
clenches with need. Shit, my panties are wet. I’m annoyed by
this, but I can’t help it. I’m practically burning up with a desire
that’s almost painful.

In fact, if I were a guy, I’d have a case of blue balls right about
now. The funny thought does nothing to ease the tension
running through my body.

Noticing my obvious discomfort, Eva glances over at me.
“You alright?” she asks softly.

“Yeah,” I say, my voice strained. “Just a little nervous.”

She smirks and nods toward Logan while leaning in and
whispering, “He’s absolutely gorgeous, isn’t he?”

You have no fucking idea.



“Fucking fabulous,” I mutter, keeping my eyes carefully in the
safe zone.

Luckily for me, the meeting officially begins and several
speakers get up to talk about the merger, going over the finer
details of the contract. A lot of it was already told to us by
Hastings and is outlined in the pamphlets we received the day
prior.

I concentrate on keeping my eyes on the speakers, until the
last one sits.

Logan rises to his feet and speaks for the first time. His rough
baritone voice sends shivers through my body. He stands tall
and commanding. It’s obvious that he’s the one in charge, and
he should be.

I try to ignore the effect he has on me and when that doesn’t
work, I try to ignore him entirely, concentrating on the table,
the blank projection screen behind him. The beautiful
wallpaper in the room. Anything and everything except for
him.

He begins announcing job positions of his new employees. I
listen intently, half marveling at how sexy and deep his voice
sounds, and half wanting to get up and run from the room. I
don’t expect Logan’s going to call my name for anything
important, and if he does, I’m convinced he’s going to regulate
me to an intern position just to put me in my place for
slighting him. The thought makes my stomach twist with
anxiety. I fucking hope not. I don’t know if I’ll be able to
handle myself if he does. Thoughts of trying not to call him
out and making a fool of myself run rampant in my mind.

When he says my name, however, I almost need to be picked
up off the floor.

“Miss Harrison is the new head of the sales department,”
Logan announces, turning to look at me with a mischievous
smile, his eyes sparkling with mirth.

Almost immediately, Eva gives me a congratulatory pat on the
back followed by a thumb up, her eyes sparkling with pride.



“Congrats, girl!” she whispers fiercely. “You deserve it.” I feel
all eyes in the room on me and several of my coworkers start
whispering amongst themselves. And I can’t blame them, I
had only just stared at Armcorp’s a few weeks ago.

Meanwhile, I’m unable to react, frozen with disbelief.
Seriously, I’m fucking floored and feel absolutely sick to my
stomach. I mean, what is Logan thinking? After the night we
shared, this has to be a huge fucking conflict of interest.

And it’s the reason why he did it, I say to myself, noticing the
way Logan is getting a kick out of this. He did this on purpose.
I wonder how long he’ll play up this charade. I’ve never had a
position like this before. Head of Sales. I don’t know if I can
handle it.

Maybe that’s why he assigned it to me. I don’t know what to
think. I don’t know how I should feel either. I don’t know if I
should be angry, but I damn sure am shocked.

Looking like he’s firm and confident in his decision, Logan
outlines my role and duties in great detail. I’m to be in charge
of twelve new clients, all of whom are from his company and
have no marketing strategy, and we launch in four weeks.

“You can create your own team,” Logan says when he’s
finished outlining what I need to do, “but you will be solely
responsible for each of the launches.”

I sit there, simmering with disbelief and worry. Being new, I
have practically no resources at my disposal to make things
happen so quickly.

“Mr. Parker,” Hastings politely interrupts. He’s sitting near the
head of the table, next to Logan’s seat. “I think you’re asking a
bit much of Charlotte. She’s new here.” Nausea threatens to
humiliate me. Even my boss who had all the praise in the
world for me doesn’t think I can handle it.

Logan turns to survey Hastings with a grim expression.
“There’s a reason Armcorp hired her and then made her the
keynote speaker. I was there for the presentation. And I plan to
take full advantage of Miss Harrison.”
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iss Harrison?” I raise my voice so Rose can hear me as
everyone starts filing out of the room. She was the first

to stand when the meeting was concluded, and it’s obvious
she’s making a run for it. She wants to get away from me, but
I’m not done with her yet.

She turns slowly to face me, pulling at the sleeve of her blouse
as she says, “Yes, Mr. Parker?” Hearing her soft, sweet voice
makes me want her even more. It was difficult enough to
restrain myself throughout the hour-long meeting. Now that
it’s over, I’m ready to face my Rose. I’m anxious to see her
reaction. She’s obviously affected, but the lack of an outward
reaction has me on edge.

“Stay for a moment, please. I’d like to have a word.”

Trent speaks in a low voice as he stands to leave, “Let’s meet
at three to go over these last two files.”

I nod although I’m not quite paying attention. It can wait.

A woman next to Charlotte, obviously a friend, asks quietly if
she wants her to stay behind. I narrow my eyes and wait for
her to respond. I can barely hear her over the sounds of
everyone else leaving and quietly talking to one another. I
don’t hear what Charlotte says, but I see her shake her head
no. It soothes the beast inside of me pacing with the need to be
alone with Rose. Good girl. She may have conflicting feelings,
but she’s playing along for now.



I can feel Hastings looking back at me as he exits, waiting to
catch my eye, but I ignore him and gesture to the chair in front
of me while making eye contact with Rose instead. I wait a
moment, watching her hesitantly stand at her chair while the
rest of the company files out around her.

“I’d like to talk to you afterward, Charlotte,” Hastings says to
her loud enough for me to hear. I resist the urge to smirk at
him. He can feel however he wants about her being head of
sales. They picked her to do that presentation for a reason.
She’s damn good at what she does. We need to impress clients,
and she knows how to do that. I don’t give a fuck if it’s a lot of
pressure on her, she’ll learn to adjust.

It’s a new department, and I can appoint whoever the hell I
want to that position. And I’m choosing her. Whether he likes
it or not.

Charlotte makes her way over to me and takes a seat, putting
her hands in her lap and looking everywhere but at me. She’s
nervous. I fucking love it. I love that I’m getting to her.

Everyone files out and as Trent exits, I call out to him, “Please
close the door behind you, Trent.” He’s the last one to leave.

His eyes dart from me to Charlotte with a slight unspoken
question, but he doesn’t object.

The door closes with a loud click, leaving us alone.

I’m sure the only thing on her mind is our night together and
the way she left me.

I imagine she’s rethinking that decision to sneak out and leave
me with only a sticky note. If she thought she could get away
that easily, she knows better now.

I shift forward in my seat so I can take off my suit jacket and
ask her, “I need to know when you’ll have a sales pitch ready.”

She blinks a few times with her lips parted in shock.

I resist the urge to show her how much I’m enjoying this and
instead set my jacket gently on the table. I rest my elbow on



the table and place my head in my hand, looking at her
beautiful blue eyes and waiting for a response.

After a moment she clears her throat. “I’ll need a few days to
go through all of the products and the ideal placements.” Her
voice is strained, and she shifts uncomfortably in her seat.

She hesitantly parts those lush lips and I know she wants to
ask about that night, but she doesn’t. Her cheeks burn a bright
red as I stare at her with a blank face waiting for more. Her
breathing picks up a bit and she refuses to look me in the eyes.
A sadness crosses her face that has me questioning this game
I’m playing. Maybe she thinks I don’t remember.

There’s no way that I could ever forget that night. But she
doesn’t know that.

“Sorry,” she says and pulls at the hem of her skirt, not looking
at me, “I’m just a little…”

She breathes in deep.

I sit upright and lean forward, close enough to touch her, but I
don’t. “A little what, Rose?” A knowing look flashes in her
eyes at my pet name for her. I arch a brow and wait, but she
just stares at me like a deer in headlights.

“I asked you a question; when will you have the sales pitch?”

She clears her throat and squares her shoulders, seeming to
right herself. All trace of emotion gone, now that she knows
what I’m doing.

“I’ll need at least this workweek. I can have something to you
by Monday for the first one, but nothing will be finalized until
I can arrange meetings with our business partners.” For the
first time today, a smile grows on my face.

“Your presentation skills are excellent.” I look past her,
remembering her presentation at the conference. She’s
amazing at what she does. And she’s youthful, and a beautiful
woman at that. It’s going to be hard for them to tell her no.
“You were meant to lead the sales department. Don’t let
anyone tell you differently.”



A small, sweet smile plays at her lips although it doesn’t get
rid of the apprehension in her expression. “Thank you, Mr.
Parker,” she answers respectfully and looks to the door.

“Thank you, Miss Harrison, that’s all.”

She looks flushed and parts her lips, but doesn’t say anything.

“Are you alright?” I ask her.

She gives me a smile and nods, holding the folders she came
in with close to her chest.

“I’m fine, thank you.” Her response is short and expected.

“I’ll see you on Friday at the next meeting.” She purses her
lips and looks at the door and then back at me. My heart
pounds in my chest. I can tell she’s debating on saying
something. She doesn’t though. She opens her mouth once, but
slams it shut and stands up, smoothing her skirt quickly and
then takes a single step to move around me.

I make my move then. My hand reaches out and brushes
against her thigh, skimming up her skirt slightly.

She gasps slightly and wavers on her heels.

“One more thing,” I say as I turn her to face me, putting my
other hand on the back of her knee.

“The note you left… I’m choosing to ignore it.” Her breath
hitches, and her sweet lips part for a moment before she moves
out of my grasp and takes a step back.

“I don’t think we should do this,” she says slowly, her eyes
staying trained on mine. She sounds unsure, because she is.

“I think we should,” I say as I stand in front of her.

Her breathing comes in heavy pants. I stand and take a step
toward her as she takes a small step back. “I still want you.”

I splay my hand on her back and walk her to the door, but I
don’t open it. She moves to leave, but I put my hand on the
door and stand behind her.



“I thought it was over in Vegas,” she says softly. She looks at
the door and then at me. “I can’t-”

“You can.” I cut her off. “This is just me and you.”

Her eyes search my face as I speak. “There’s work, and then
there’s this.” I lean in and plant a soft kiss on her lips. Hers are
hard at first, but they quickly mold to mine. Yes! My hardened
dick strains against my zipper. I should take her against the
wall right now. But I can’t. Not yet. She’s hesitant, and I can’t
push just yet.

I kiss her deeply and with a passion that echoes what we had
that night together. Her back arches slowly and her hands
slowly slip up my shirt, letting her fingers trail along my hard
chest.

I pull her hips toward me so she can feel how hard I am for
her. I want her, and I need her to know that. She lets out a
small moan. I lean forward, breaking our kiss and whisper in
the crook of her neck, “My sweet Rose, it’s not over until I say
it’s over.”
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’m worried about you, Charlotte,” Hastings tells me in a
hushed voice. He takes off his reading glasses and sets

them on his desk, looking at me as though he feels sorry for
me.

I knew this was coming when I walked in here this morning.
He was too busy to meet with me yesterday by the time I left
the meeting with Logan. So now I’m sitting in his office trying
hard not to be offended, while also trying to project the
confidence that I can do this. “I think that Logan is doing you
a disservice, putting that much on your plate so soon.”

“I’ll be okay,” I say confidently, flashing an easy smile.
Though I’m trying to seem upbeat, I’m not at all. If the shock
and self-consciousness about all this shit with the buyout and
Logan weren’t enough, I got into a nasty fight with Ian last
night. He showed up without warning on my doorstep,
demanding that I let him in. I shoved his box out there for him
to take, but that’s not what he wanted. He was looking to
actually stay over.

I told him that he no longer lived with me, but he wasn’t
taking no for an answer. He tried to push his way in, but I
slammed the door in his face. He has a key, which sucks. But I
had a bolt. So he was fucked. Last night, anyway, since today’s
a different story and in the pit of my stomach I know this is
going to be an issue. I called the landlord and asked him to



change the locks. I’m just praying they get it done in time
before that asshole locks me out.

I spent the rest of the night laying in bed, hating Ian and this
shit position I’m in. The only other thing I could concentrate
on was how Logan wanted me yesterday. All I could do was
think about how hot Logan looked in the boardroom, how sexy
he made me feel. I am shocked at the sudden turn of events
with him taking over the company and naming me head sales
rep, but I’m convinced he’s up to something.

He’s the cat, and I’m the mouse.

I don’t care what Logan’s plans are, I think to myself angrily.
I’ll show him that I’m not some toy to be played with on a
whim. Yesterday I was caught off guard and shocked. Today’s
a new day.

Thinking about the way Logan looked at me yesterday in the
boardroom causes my blood to heat with desire. It pisses me
off that I’m turned on by a man who’s toying with me. What’s
worse is that my job is at stake. My heart clenches, but rather
than be worried and upset, I hold onto the anger. Without
realizing it, I find myself scowling at Hastings in irritation.

Hastings frowns at me, his bushy eyebrows drawing together.
“You’re glaring at me, Charlotte, did I offend you?”

“Oh, no, Mr. Hastings,” I say, quickly morphing my scowl into
a smile. “I’m just thinking about how I’m going to go about
preparing for a successful launch with the resources I have at
my disposal.”

Goddamnit, Logan.

Before Hastings can respond, there’s a knock at the door. I turn
to see Eva poking her head in the doorway. She looks the
consummate professional today with her hair in an elegant
French twist and dressed in a crisp white pantsuit that makes
me want to go shopping. “Is it alright if I come in?” she asks
sweetly.

Hastings nods, “I think we’re done here?” he says although
he’s asking me. I nod with a tight smile.



Eva walks in with a bright smile. “Good morning, Mr.
Hastings. You’re looking mighty handsome today.”

Mr. Hastings chuckles, his cheeks turning a rosy red, and
waves his hand dismissively. “Oh stop it, Eva. How are you
enjoying the merger?”

“It’s going better than I expected,” Eva replies, giving me a
smile. “It doesn’t hurt when you have such an awesome boss
to help smooth things out with the new one.” She bats her
eyelashes, and Mr. Hastings turns redder.

I shake my head. Eva must want something from Hastings,
and knowing her, she’s most likely going to get it.

The two talk about business matters for a moment.
Specifically, the new building, commuting, and Hastings gives
her a bullet list of things to do to get everything up and
running smoothly. Meanwhile, all I can think about is how I’m
going to handle Logan. I have no fucking clue. As I come to
that conclusion, Eva turns her gaze on me. “Ready for lunch?”

“WHAT’S ON YOUR MIND, GIRLIE?” EVA ASKS AS SHE DIPS A SALTY

french fry in a pile of ketchup. “I can tell something’s been
bothering you.”

For lunch, we’ve settled on an upscale cafe down the street
from our new workplace. We’re seated in the middle of the
cafe in a small two-person booth. Between the two of us we’re
enjoying two big burgers, fries, a vanilla shake and a diet
Coke. It’s a pretty swanky restaurant, with gleaming marble
floors, gold-plated trim and crown molding. I love the
burgundy and white color scheme, and the ambience is
relaxed.

Too bad I’m a swirling canopy of emotions and can’t calm
down and enjoy it.

Should I tell her? I wonder. And would she even believe me?

I grip onto my diet Coke with both hands, debating inwardly.
It could look very bad if I told Eva that I slept with Logan in a



moment of weakness. I like to think that she’d understand, but
I’m not sure I want to risk it.

Don’t, I decide finally. No matter how much I trust her, there’s
no telling what could happen if word got out that I slept with
the boss.

When it comes down to it, I don’t want Eva to think less of
me. She’s been a good friend, my only friend really, and I
would hate to lose her at a time where I’m going through so
much in my life.

“Nothing,” I say with a sigh, “it’s just this merger is proving to
be stressful. The extra commute time, being handed all this
responsibility right off the bat. And my breakup with Ian.”

Eva frowns at me and washes down her fry with a slurp of her
vanilla milkshake. “I’m sorry, Charlotte. I don’t know why
Logan is putting so much pressure on you.” She pauses to dip
another fry in ketchup. “Did Ian come get his stuff?”

I nod and then scowl at my untouched burger. I’m such a
bundle of nerves that I can’t even think about eating.
“Ummm,” I say, “we kind of got into a fight.”

“Kind of?” Eva sits back against the booth. “You’re broken
up; what’s there to fight about?”

“Yeah. He wanted back in, but I wouldn’t let him. I mean, can
you believe this guy? He thinks he should be able to stay in
our apartment after what he did? I ended up throwing all his
stuff outside. We started yelling at each other, cursing each
other out. Girl, it was awful.”

“Well, at least you got to tell that douche how you really felt.”

“That’s the thing. I’m mad that I did it. It didn’t change
anything. He’s not going to say sorry or beg me to take him
back. All it did was show how much I still cared.”

Just thinking about the previous night makes me angrier. I still
can’t believe Ian hasn’t had the decency to tell me sorry or
begged for my forgiveness. After he got caught cheating, his
personality took a 180 degree turn. Like Dr. Jekyll and Mr.



Hyde, I’d been sleeping with a stranger the whole time I was
with him. And to think that he should be allowed to sleep
under the same roof with me after what he did? The nerve of
that prick!

Eva reaches across the table and puts a hand on my arm
concernedly. “Charlotte, don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re
only human. It’s only natural to have those emotions.”

I sniffle, staring at my burger. “You’re right, Eva. I need to
stop thinking about it. I wish he’d just move the fuck on so I
can let him go live his happily ever after with Sarah.”

I give them two months, I think to myself, before they’re at
each others throats and Ian is cheating on her with a new
whore. The nasty thought only makes me want to cry. What if
it was really me, and not him? What if they do get their
happily ever after? I shove down the thought and stuff another
fry into my mouth before I cry any more over that asshole.

Eva smiles at me and takes a sip of her vanilla shake. “That’s
the spirit. Fuck Ian! You’ll find your own happily ever after
with some sex god that’s better in bed than Ian. You’ll see.”

I almost choke on how ironic her words are, though I think a
fairytale ending with Logan has zero chance of happening. “I
wish.”

Eva sets down her shake and fans herself with both hands.
“Oh, oh! Speaking of happily ever afters and sex gods, did you
see how hot Logan looked in the boardroom yesterday? My
God, that man is pure sex on legs!”

“He’s alright,” I lie, trying to keep my thoughts G-rated. Eva
needs to stop bringing up how hot Logan is, especially when
it’s hard enough to get the man out of my mind. “Nothing you
can’t see in any GQ magazine.”

Eva gives me a look. “What? You’re crazy. On a scale of one
to ten, that man is a hundred! Shit, if I weren’t in a relationship
with Kevin…” Eva makes a sound and shakes her head.

I don’t know how I feel with Eva going crazy over Logan. On
one hand, she’s in a happy relationship and I know that she’s



just joking around, but on the other, I want to tell her about my
predicament so she’ll stop bringing him up. I know it’s not like
he’s mine or anything, but I don’t like her talking about him
like that.

When I don’t reply right away, Eva frowns. “Look, if you’re
so worried about commuting, why don’t you sign up for the
temporary housing the company’s offered? It’ll help until you
can find a place nearby to move to.”

I pick up a fry and take a small bite. It’s extra salty, like how I
feel inside. After a few halfhearted nibbles, I put it down. It’s
all my stomach can handle right now. “I thought about it, but I
don’t know,” I say. If I take the housing offer it’ll only be one
more thing that Logan has over me, and I don’t know if I can
abide by that.

Eva takes another sip of her shake, this time nearly draining it
to the bottom. “Well you better decide before you end up knee-
deep in work and don’t have time to get it done. You can’t fail
your startup because you’re overworked and tired from
working long hours and then having to commute long
distances.”

I have to agree with Eva, and it makes me more upset at
Logan.

This is a game for him. I don’t want to play a game.

This is my life. I start to get choked up, and I try to ignore it. I
wish I wasn’t so emotional. I wish I could just be rational
about all this, but how can I be?

I’m worried this could all be a play on his part so he can
humiliate me for leaving him in Vegas. His endgame could be
to set me up to fail, so he can fire me and make sure I never
work in sales again.

At the thought, anger and desperation mix and churn in my
stomach, and a surge of anxiety rolls through me. I need to
stop being scared and confront him like an adult. If Logan’s
plan is to humiliate me, there’s nothing I can do about it but
prove to him that I can handle whatever the fuck he throws my



way. Just because he’s my boss now doesn’t mean I have to let
him treat me this way.

Well, I think to myself as I signal the waiter for a to-go box so
I can put my untouched food away for later, if he wants me to
play games, fuck it. I’ll play.
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r. Parker?” Charlotte asks with an even voice and the
door cracked. “You wanted to see me?” She doesn’t

leave the doorway though, and it forces my lips into a straight
line.

I tap my knuckles on the desk and stare pointedly at the door.
“Close it.” My voice is low and she stares back at me with her
chest rising and falling.

My command seems to trigger something in her. There’s an
obvious shift in her demeanor. Her eyes narrow at me but she
closes it, kicking it shut with her heel and making her way
toward me.

“Logan,” she says in a harsh voice. She looks pissed as hell
and for some reason it turns me the fuck on. My cock twitches
in my two thousand dollar slacks, and my heart races in my
chest. This isn’t why I called her in here. I don’t know what’s
gotten into her, but I need to fix this.

“If I’m going to lose my job over this, so be it, but I am not
some office slut.” She spits out the last part with venom. Is
that what she thinks? Fuck! This was supposed to be enjoyable
for her, and just as much as it is for me. I feel like an asshole. I
should have explained things better to her.

“I am not some-”



I look her in the eyes and cut her off. “If you don’t want me,
there’s nothing left to discuss. You still have your job, you
earned it. You deserve that position.”

Her forehead pinches and she opens and closes her mouth
taking deep angry breaths as though she’s ready to lay into me,
but she’s lost her steam. She wasn’t expecting me to bow out
of this argument so easily.

This is something she made up in her head. It’s my fault for
toying with her, but I didn’t expect this reaction.

“If you don’t want to fuck me, then don’t,” I say easily. “It’s
been two days since our discussion, and I couldn’t wait
another hour to see you at the meeting.” I stand and walk my
way around the desk to her. She eyes me warily as I lean back,
both hands gripping the edge of the desk.

“You aren’t an office slut, and I don’t see you like that at all.”
My eyes roam her body as I speak. “But I wanna fuck you like
one,” I confess to her.

Her eyes widen and she takes a half step back.

I turn to face her and take a full step forward so I’m close
enough to pull her toward me, but I resist.

“I want you, Rose. I want you in my company making me
proud, and I want you bent over my desk cumming on my
dick.”

A small pant slips past her lips. Her thighs clench, and
knowing that I’m exciting her makes my dick stiffen. I reach
up and slowly run my finger along her bottom lip. I can see
her on her knees, sucking me off under my desk. I want that. I
desperately want that.

“You’re striking; it’s only natural that I want you.”

Her eyes stay on mine and she speaks in a low voice, “I’m not
a fucktoy.” There’s no fight in her words though. I can see
she’s just as turned on as I am.

“You’re not, but I think it’d be fun to treat you like one, for
both of us. It doesn’t have to be degrading…” I trail off and



watch as her eyes fall to the floor before continuing, “unless
you want it to be.”

Her beautiful blue eyes snap up to mine and I can see she still
wants to fight the sexual tension between us. She doesn’t want
to give in to the primal needs that she has.

“Today for instance,” I start to say, turning away from her and
walking back to my desk. If she wants this, she’s going to have
to prove it to me.

I sit easily in my chair as she stands defensively across the
desk.

“Today I wanted you to play my secretary. I dreamed of
fucking you on my desk.” I put my hand out in front of me.
“Right here,” I say as I pat the desk and maintain eye contact
with her. “It’s a fantasy I’ve had before, but I’ve never
fulfilled.”

She scoffs at me. “I don’t believe that for one second.” Her
defenses go up and her eyes light with a passion to prove me
wrong. It pisses me off. I’m not a liar, and I’ve never given her
any reason to think I would lie.

Before this day is over, I want her on her knees, begging me to
forgive her and choking on my cock.

“I’ve never and I never will lie to you,” I say with a lowered
voice.

She stays mute, refusing to believe me but not offering me a
rebuttal.

“I thought you enjoyed me fucking you.” Her small hands ball
into fists. “It certainly seemed that way when you were
screaming my name.”

“Fuck you.” She practically hisses.

“Yes, please do,” I say back to her with a small smile.

It’s quiet for a moment, the two of us at odds. Pointless really,
we both want each other. She just needs to let go and give in. I
can give her pleasure while she fulfills my needs.



“This isn’t a game to me,” she finally says. She’s not angry
though, which is what I expected. She sounds sincere, and
genuinely upset. “This is my life.”

I grind my teeth, hating that I’m unsure of what to do. I want
her. And I’ll have her. But not yet. She needs something from
me before she’s going to give in. It’s a challenge that I readily
accept.

I clear my throat and sit up straight in my seat. “Is there
anything else you wanted to talk about?”

She stares at me in an attempt to calm herself down. I want to
walk over and pull her into my embrace, to soothe her worries
and tell her everything is going to be alright. But right now
she’s hostile. It would only make matters worse.

“I’ll see you in forty minutes then, Miss Harrison.” She nods
quickly and turns on her heels.

“Rose,” I call out her name and she stops with her hand on the
doorknob, but she doesn’t turn around. “My door is always
open for you. If you decide you need anything.” I hear her take
in a deep breath. I’m not sure, but I think she may be crying. It
fucking shreds me. “There’s a bathroom to your right, if you
need it before leaving my office.”

She shakes her head and mutters, “I’m fine.”

But she’s not fine, she’s so far from it.
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od, he’s driving me insane.

I walk into the bathroom around the corner from Logan’s
office and grab a handful of toilet paper from the first stall to
blow my nose, feeling a cauldron of emotions bubbling inside.
Anger, shock, lust and sadness. I don’t know what to make of
Logan. At first I thought he made me the head sales rep just to
humiliate me. Now I’m having doubts.

What’s worse is that I want to take back these last few days
and play along with his game. I just want him to take me and
fuck me like his office slut. How fucked up is that?

I feel ashamed thinking this way, but when he started talking
dirty to me in his office, it was all I could do to hold my
ground. I wanted to give into him right then and there, get on
my knees and let the image he described come to life.

This is wrong. I shouldn’t be entertaining these feelings. I’m
so confused by what’s happened. But some things are very
clear. Logan is my boss now. A relationship between us would
be inappropriate.

I wrap my arms around myself, squeezing tight and trying to
clear my head.

Why do I have to resist? No one has to know about our
relationship. It could be our little secret. A giddy grin comes
over my face at the thought. Don’t I deserve this after what Ian



did to me? Why can’t I use Logan for pleasure just like how he
wants to use me?

… ‘cause then I’ll feel like a whore.

“Damn him,” I growl, blowing my nose and throwing the
paper towel in the wastebasket. I’m torn and conflicted. I don’t
know if I can trust what Logan’s offering, and I don’t know
what to do. I sure as hell know what my body wants though.
That I can’t deny.

I blow out a deep breath. For right now, I need to get myself
cleaned up. I can’t miss this meeting.

THE BOARD MEETING IS STUFFY, AND I’M FINDING IT HARD TO FOCUS

while an intern named Harold gives a presentation about a new
method of advertising online. I should be paying attention to
what he says, but all I can think about is Logan.

The way he looked at me in his office, with a hunger that was
almost palpable and how much he wanted me, is doing crazy
things to my body. The way he said, “fucktoy.” The memory
sends shivers down my body.

Unconsciously, my gaze is drawn over in his direction. My
breath catches in my throat. He’s staring back at me with a
ravenous hunger in his eyes. My clit throbs in response and a
prickly sensation goes up all over my arms. Not here. My heart
beats rapidly. Not with everyone else watching. My eyes dart
around the room, but everyone’s looking at Harold.

Doesn’t he know that you shouldn’t mix business with
pleasure?

Oh, he knows, I tell myself, but he doesn’t give a fuck. He’s a
man that wants what he wants, and everything else be damned.

Logan continues to stare at me, his eyes boring into me like
I’m the only person in the room. I shift in my seat, my core
heating from his gaze alone. Good God, I’m not sure how I’m
going to get through this.



“So how much will this new tactic cost us?” Logan asks, his
eyes still on me.

It takes a second for me to realize that he’s talking to Harold,
and I feel a small twinge of disappointment.

Harold, a pudgy younger man with a balding head, beams
happily, pleased to have caught the interest of his new boss.
“Practically nothing at all, sir,” he says. “It’s a pop-up, and it
won’t cost more than the small yearly fee of an ad.”

My ears perk up, and I tear my eyes away from Logan. “That’s
not true,” I argue. “Using this method will result in a huge loss
of revenue. Studies have shown that buyers are less likely to
buy and checkout when a pop-up occurs.” I turn my gaze back
on Logan. “It pisses them off, and they get turned off by it.”

Harold goes red in the face. I can tell that I’ve embarrassed
him, and I cringe internally, but I can’t help it.

I’m not going to let someone propose an idea that would be
bad for the company. I could have eased into it, but it had to be
said.

“That’s not true,” Harold objects, shaking his head. “Layman
Corp uses this very same method, and they’ve seen profits
grow by two hundred and fifty percent.”

I open my mouth to set him straight, but then stop. I’m not
sure if this debate with a coworker in front of a room of
executives would be a good look. But I know what Harold is
saying isn’t factual and could prove disastrous for our sales
department.

Logan catches my eye and gives me an imperceptible nod.

“But were pop-up ads all they did to increase revenue?” I ask,
my voice picking up confidence as I speak. “Or is there a
bigger picture that you’re not looking at?”

Harold stands there, glaring at me angrily.

“You do realize Layman Corp utilizes various tactics for their
ads, one of which is testing ad methods that are proven to be
bad for business to see if they can improve them, right? They



released a study just last month that backs up my claim that
they are dismal for business and through testing pop-up ads
they came up with a more effective ad campaign, and that is
what caused their profits to grow by two hundred and fifty
percent.”

I take in a breath, hating that I feel like I’m arguing. I don’t
want to. He can read the study, and this conversation would be
null and void.

“Charlotte’s right,” Cary Ann pipes up from at the end of the
table, brandishing her work tablet and drawing Logan’s gaze.
It’s been several days since I last saw her, but she looks like
she’s had a long night, judging by the bags under her eyes. Her
red cashmere sweater and white dress pants look nice on her,
though. “There have been several studies done that show pop-
up ads only piss off users, and some have actually resulted in
lawsuits.”

Logan swivels back around to appraise Harold who’s looking
like he’s about to blow steam out of his ears, his face red as a
tomato. I feel sorry for the poor guy. And I didn’t mean to
embarrass him, but I know I’m right in this.

“Is there anything else you would like to add, Harold?” Logan
asks easily, seemingly unaffected.

For a moment, it looks like Harold’s going to start yelling at
me and branding me the demon bitch from hell, but instead he
shakes his head and says, “Thank you for listening, sir.” And
he returns to his seat.

Close by, Eva gives me a thumbs up. She thinks I’ve done a
good job, but I feel horrible. I didn’t want to step on anyone’s
toes, and I’m pretty sure I’ve just made a new enemy. Great.

For the rest of the meeting, several people get up to speak and
I do a better job at paying attention, but I catch Logan gazing
at me every time I look at him. I spend awhile thinking about
what just happened before the meeting and what it all means.
A part of me wants to apologize to Logan for how I treated
him, and how quick I was to accuse him of being an asshole.



Another part of me wants to just quit this job and run away
from this stress.

When Logan dismisses the meeting, I grab my briefcase and
get up to leave, intending on putting everything behind me, but
I freeze when Logan issues a command. “I need a moment to
speak with you, Miss Harrison.”

Holy hell. Not again.

Slowly, I lower myself back in my seat, anxiety twisting my
stomach. I’m not sure what Logan could want with me, but
whatever it is, it can’t be good. Not with what happened
earlier.

I sit there, my pulse picking up speed as everyone slowly files
out of the room. Eva is one of the last to go and she sends me a
flirty wink as if to say, ‘he has the hots for you, girl’ and then
she leaves the room and I’m all alone with Logan.

God. If only she knew.
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can feel her eyes back on me. She’s back to being lost in
thought as the meeting wraps up. She’s so beautiful and
intelligent with a poise I admire. Yet I’ve damaged that. That’s
what I do, it’s what I’m good at.

I’m not used to giving a fuck. But I brought her close, and I
know damn well I’m responsible for that hurt look and distant
stare. She doesn’t realize how fucking obvious it is.

Hastings is watching her like a hawk.

They’re going to think I yelled at her or did some fucked up
thing to her. And I did.

I didn’t realize it though.

I shouldn’t be pushing this; I should show some fucking
restraint. But she’s all worked up and feeling insecure because
of me. Not about what’s between us, but over her job. I don’t
fucking like that. I didn’t even consider that it would be an
issue.

I never considered it because it’s simply not a matter I’ve ever
had to worry about.

It’s been bugging the shit out of me since she left my office. I
feel like a fucking prick.

This isn’t a good look for me. I really don’t give a fuck about
the office, but for a woman I’ve slept with… I don’t like her



thinking I was going to hurt her. It makes me uneasy. I need to
make this right.

Harold Geist wraps up his presentation. He’s completely
deflated now that Charlotte’s corrected him. She didn’t mean
to shut him down. She’s right though. It would have been a
horrible move. I was at least going to wait for his talk to be
done to tell him no. But Charlotte stepping up and telling him
outright how his decision would negatively affect sales only
proves to me more that I made the right decision.

I don’t want to lose her.

My heart twists in my hollow chest and I’m not sure that I like
how strongly I feel toward her. “That’s all for today.” I end the
meeting abruptly. “We’ll reassess next week.”

Charlotte’s quick to stand, and I know she’s going to bolt. I’m
an asshole for taking advantage of my position, but I call out,
“I need a moment to speak with you, Miss Harrison.”

At least this time it’s for her benefit, not mine. I still can’t look
her in the eyes. I can feel the gaze of several people in the
room, but I ignore them.

I couldn’t care less about them and what they think about me.

I finally look at where she was seated, half expecting her to
have just left, but she’s still there, staring at the pen in her
hand as she taps it lightly on the table. The rest of the group
files out, most people not paying much attention to either of
us.

The second the door shuts, she looks up at me with a glare. “I
told you, I didn’t want to do this.”

I hold her gaze and watch as several emotions flit across her
face. But the one most evident is insecurity. She still doesn’t
know what to think.

What she needs is a good fuck. She needs a release, and so do
I.

She’s making this so damn difficult. Part of me wants to bend
her over this table and take care of her like I want to. She’d



feel better then. She’d be happier.

My dick hardens just thinking about it. Charlotte clears her
throat and starts going on about how she wants the same
respect as everyone else. Something or other that I don’t really
pay attention to. After all, I respect her more than most of
them. Whether she wants to believe it or not.

It doesn’t stop me from picturing her plump lips parted as she
pants and moans in time with me leaving a bright red mark on
her ass and fucking her.

Soon… if I play my cards right.

Right now she can yell at me all she wants. She can fight this
and pretend she doesn’t want it. I have the time.

The thought makes my eyes drop to the floor and my fists
clench. It’s only when I stop hearing her sweet voice that I
look up.

“You weren’t even listening!” she says with exasperation.

Fuck! I didn’t mean that. How fucking deep am I going to dig
this damn hole I’m in?

I hold my hands up in surrender as she breathes deeply and
starts to lay into me again, “I don’t know what you expect
from me when you won’t even listen to me!” Her voice is
getting louder and I’m sure they’re going to hear her if she
yells anymore. I should probably wait to approach her again,
but I’m an impatient man.

I keep my hands raised in surrender, “I’m sorry. I do
apologize.”

She looks at my hands and shifts uncomfortably in her seat.
She grips the pen and then looks back at me. She swallows
thickly and asks, “What do you want, Logan?”

“I want to take you to dinner,” I say simply.

The words come out without my consent. I hadn’t anticipated
it. I didn’t even know what I wanted to tell her when I called



out her name. I just couldn’t let her leave with the way we left
things.

She looks at me completely bewildered, as though she doesn’t
believe what I said. Her mouth opens and closes, with nothing
coming out.

I only want to give her pleasure. I can see how easily it would
work. She’d benefit as much as I would. But it was never
meant to leave the office. It can’t be… more.

This is dangerous. More for her than me. It’s one thing to take
her as a fuck buddy for mutual enjoyment and keeping things
limited to the office. That’s what I had in mind when I saw her
in Vegas. Nothing more than that. But I didn’t anticipate
feeling… guilty.

I hurt her, and I want to make it right. I think she just needs to
see me in a different light. She has me built up as the enemy. I
don’t want that.

I can take her out this one time. Just once. Just to smooth
things over and get her naked on my desk tomorrow morning.

“No strings. No commitments. Just dinner.”

“That’s why you asked me to stay?” she asks with slight
disbelief.

“Yes.” My heart hammers in my chest as I tell her again. “I
just want to take you to dinner.”
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ust dinner. That’s what he says. A part of me wants to
believe him, but I get the feeling that he wants more. It

makes me feel uneasy, but a part of me wants more, too. I
crave what happened in Vegas between us, it was the first time
that I’ve felt anything since breaking up with Ian.

I feel like I should be telling him no and staying away. This
whole relationship is wrong, and it won’t end well. I just know
it. But I can’t resist him. He’s too tempting. And I’m addicted
to him like a junkie that needs her next fix.

What if he holds it over my head if I turn him down? I wonder.
This is liable to get out of hand.

Somehow, I doubt it. But even if he doesn’t, I feel like another
hookup will only cause extreme tension in the boardroom and
I don’t know if I can handle any more of that. Yet at the same
time, it’s all I can think about.

I look out the tinted window of his Aston Martin as we ride
through downtown, my mind racing with all sorts of thoughts.
A call comes through his car speaker, the third since we started
the drive, and we’ve only been driving for less than five
minutes.

I see him watching me out of the side of his eye as he hits the
hang up button on the touchscreen of the vehicle’s console.
The sounds of soft, classical music fills the car once again.
Beethoven.



I’m not usually one for this type of music, but I do find that i’s
easing the anxiety I feel in my stomach.

“You know,” I say, turning to look at him, “you can take the
calls if you have to. I don’t mind.”

He glances over at me, and his lips quirk up into a smile. “I do.
They can wait.”

My heart does a backflip. Logan is choosing me over what
could be important business calls. It makes me feel special, but
at the same time wary. I open my mouth to say something, and
then pause. I’m not sure what I should say.

How about we stop this car and you fuck me right now? I think
lustfully. I feel ashamed, but not as much as I did earlier. Not
when he’s treating me like this. This makes things different. It
makes them easier.

“Why didn’t you want to see me again?” Logan asks, breaking
the silence.

“I never said I didn’t. It’s just that I was worried about my job
and-”

“I’m talking about the note… In Vegas.” His voice is heavy,
and I can almost feel his emotion. Pain laces my chest, and I
cringe inwardly.

“Well you know what they say, what happens in Vegas…” I
say, trying to make light of it, even though I feel guilty.

Logan chuckles, although it doesn’t seem genuine. “Indeed.
Except, I didn’t stay in Vegas.”

He’s right about that.

The car slows at a red light and Logan looks out of the
window, contemplating something. This car drives so damn
smooth, it makes my Nissan Altima seem like a damn clunker.
“So I was just a one-night stand?” he asks, turning to look at
me.

I duck my head, wanting to hide in the backseat. “Yeah…
something like that.”



Silence reigns between us for a moment and then he asks,
“What about an office affair? Is that a fantasy of yours?”

Oh boy, I think to myself. I have a lot of fantasies, and I know
you could fulfill every last one of them.

I want to say yes and tell him I’ll be his office slut, his whore,
his… whatever he wants me to be, but I can’t find the strength
to voice the words. Shit. I feel so damn conflicted about all
this.

“It isn’t anything more than sex, Rose,” he tells me softly.

I suck in a breath filled with emotion. I love the way he calls
me Rose. It makes me feel… special. But it couldn’t just be
sex for me. Not now. I feel too… I’m scared to admit.

The light turns green and he drives up several blocks before
turning into a recently paved restaurant parking lot. It’s a large,
modern-looking building and looks like it cost a pretty penny
to build.

This is probably where all the rich folk go, I think to myself. A
small thrill goes through me. I’ve never had a man spend more
than a couple of hundred bucks on me and I’m sure Logan is
about to drop that much on one meal like it’s nothing. After
everything, I would think I’d feel guilty about this, but I don’t.
I’m excited to be taken to dinner. Especially somewhere so
nice. I try not to analyze it too much, looking out of the
window at all the beautiful details on the building. It’s late and
dark, but the uplighting is exquisite.

“Don’t think about it now,” he tells me as he pulls into a
parking space. “Let’s get dinner first and then we’ll talk about
it.”

I open my door before he has a chance to walk around and
open it. Which is exactly what he was going to do, judging by
the look on his face.

I’m not going to be good at this. I’m not going to meet his
expectations. My insecurities grow as he takes my hand and
walks me into the restaurant. I try to shake it off, but every



click of my heels against the pavement brings us closer to the
obvious conclusion. I wasn’t bred for this like he was.

As we approach the door, he leans down and kisses my cheek,
giving my hand a squeeze, “It’s just dinner,” he whispers. I’m
caught off guard by the open display, but he seems unaffected
and easily releases me, as though it wasn’t unnatural at all. I’m
overthinking everything. I breathe in deep as we walk through
the door.

The opulence of the decor in the is breathtaking. The
restaurant is sectioned off in several areas, but all the materials
used in the architecture are top-notch. Crown molding lines
the ceilings, the floor is paved with gleaming marble and the
tables are dressed with fancy tablecloths and gold-plated
silverware.

An older man dressed in an expensive suit and greying hair
greets us at the door. He must know Logan well, because he
greets him with a wide and genuine smile along with a
handshake.

“Mr. Parker, how are you this evening?” he asks in a rough
voice that shows his age.

“Very well, Jacob. And you?”

He smiles kindly, causing wrinkles to form around his eyes
and says, “Just fine, sir. Let me lead you to your table.” I
admire the dining room as we walk through to a private room
lit with dim lighting cast by a few candles that Jacob lights as
we slip into opposite sides of our booth.

The candles give off a sweet, smoky scent that fills me with
warmth. It’s simply gorgeous.

I hesitantly smooth out my skirt, trying my best to take it all in
as Jacob asks what to start us off with to drink.

Logan answers, “Waters please, plus a large wine glass, and
Cabernet?” he asks me and the two of them look at me for an
answer. I nod slightly and feel like an idiot. All he did was ask
if I want wine, and yet I can hardly answer. I breathe out
slowly and relax. It’s just dinner.



“Right away sir,” Jacob says before disappearing from the
room. I’m fidgeting in my seat, fiddling with my salad fork
and trying my best to adapt. I can feel Logan’s eyes on me, but
I’m not ready to look him in the eyes.

“You’re overwhelmed.” Logan speaks clearly although it’s
formed as a question.

I answer honestly, “Yes, this is overwhelming. All of this is
overwhelming.”

“If you would just relax, you would be enjoying yourself.” I
believe what he’s saying, but it just simply isn’t that easy.

I bite the inside of my cheek. “It’s my job, and you’re my
boss.” I try to think of a way to explain it, but he interrupts my
train of scattered thoughts.

“And we both have needs. I know you feel the tension that I
feel. You want me, and I want you.”

“We shouldn’t though.” I shake my head, my eyes pleading
with him to understand.

He takes in a breath to speak, but then looks over my shoulder.
I hear the door softly close and then a young waiter is at our
table.

He pours a bit of wine for Logan, who doesn’t drink it but
nods at him to continue. I say a soft thank you and take my
glass as the young man goes over the menu.

“May I order for you?” Logan asks. I’m quick to nod yes,
although I’m not sure I’ll be able to stomach any food. I’m full
of nerves and apprehension. I take a sip of the wine and listen
as he orders a stuffed chicken, beef tenderloin and salmon. I
think they were three separate dishes, but maybe one is a
combo. I’m not sure.

I give the waiter a polite smile before he leaves, my fingers
running along the rim of the wine glass. “This is
uncomfortable, Logan,” I finally admit to him.

“Why’s that? This is meant to make you feel more at ease.”



I struggle to explain it. “I didn’t know this was going to
happen. I’m not used to this, and I don’t understand what you
really want from me.” A weight feels like it’s lifted off my
chest as I finally say words that make sense.

Logan takes a moment to assess the words. He’s giving me his
full attention and looking as though he’s bartering a deal.
Which, in a way, he is. Finally he says, “You need to stop
worrying and just enjoy yourself.”

I take another sip of my wine, practically a gulp this time. I
don’t think he could possibly understand. I set the glass on the
table and Logan’s hand reaches out for mine.

“Give me tonight.” His thumb brushes over my wrist in
soothing circles. “One night to show you what it could be
like.” I stare into his eyes and want to give in. I want to feel
like I did that night we spent together. I want this tension
between us to disappear and be replaced with the fire I long
for.

I nod my head as I hear the door open behind me and resist the
urge to turn and look over my shoulder. Delicious smells flood
my senses and I wait patiently for the waiter to set the plates in
front of us. Beef tenderloin and salmon for him, and a stuffed
chicken for me.

“Is there anything else I can get for you?” the waiter asks.

“That’s all, thank you.” Logan lays his napkin across his lap
and then asks me, “Which would you like?”

I look between the plates, they all look tempting. “Whichever
you don’t want is fine with me.”

He leans forward with a smile on his lips. “I want them all.”
He picks my hand up and kisses my knuckles. “We can have it
all, Rose. Let me show you.”

I utter a yes, caught in his trance, and give myself over to him.

Just for tonight.
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open the door and gently place my hand on her lower
back, leading her into my home. Up until now, I’ve been a
gentleman. I’ve shown restraint so I can ease her into this.

As soon as I get her into bed, she’s mine.

“Oh…” she says and trails off with obvious appreciation as
she takes in a view of the house. It’s an open floor plan and
modern. I hired a designer to make it feel like a real home. In
some ways it does. I’ve lived here for five years now, but in
many ways it’s more a place to sleep and shower when I’m not
in the office. There aren’t many personal things. Anything of
real value to me is in my office. I have a room attached with
everything I need to stay late there. At first that spare room felt
like a hotel. But it quickly reversed. Now this house is the
rarity and feels new and cold when I come here. And the spare
room in the office is where I spend most nights. It’s where I’m
comfortable.

I take a look at Rose as she appraises the modern space, but I
don’t give her much time to look around. There’s only one
room I’m interested in her getting acquainted with.

I close the heavy front door and lock it, tossing my keys on the
front table.

I wrap my arms around her small waist and pull her curvy
body into mine. I breathe in her scent and whisper into her
hair, “Wait till you see the bedroom.”



She laughs a little at my joke and easily tilts her head as I kiss
along her jaw and then down her neck. Her hands grip onto my
arms, her blunt nails digging into my skin as I move lower,
rocking her gently and taking full advantage of this view of
her breasts.

“Logan,” she moans, and it’s the last straw. I pick her small
body up and carry her up the stairs, taking them two at a time.

She holds onto my neck tightly and gasps at first, but then her
eyes focus on the dip in my throat and she kisses me right
there and then up my throat. Each kiss makes my dick harder
and harder. Her passion is addicting.

I’m desperate for her by the time I place her gently onto my
bed.

“I want you naked,” I breathe as I unbutton the top button of
my shirt and then rip it off and over my head. She’s quick to
undress as well. It’s tit for tat until we’re both naked and
breathing heavily. Her eyes are clouded with desire as she
takes in my naked body. They widen as she sees my dick, hard
as a fucking stone and just for her. No condom this time. I
have her medical records and I know she’s on the shot.

I climb on the bed and it groans with my weight. She backs up
slightly and gets onto her knees. She licks her lips, her eyes
focused on one part of me. I don’t waste a second to grab a
fistful of her hair at the base of her skull and guide her lips to
my cock.

She doesn’t hesitate to take it into her greedy mouth. As she
swallows my cock down her throat my head falls back. Fuck,
she feels so good. She tries to take in more of me, hollowing
her cheeks. I look down with my eyes half-lidded as she bobs
up and down my length.

I could watch her all fucking day, but I want her pussy. I
wanna hear her moaning my name and prove to her that this is
worth it. That she didn’t make a mistake by giving in to me.

I pull her off of my cock and she looks up at me with a heated
gaze as she wipes her mouth. She has no shame. I fucking love



it.

“Knees.” I release her and she only hesitates for a moment. I
can see she’s debating on whether or not she’s going to give
me control. But she makes the right decision, spreading her
legs slightly with her ass in the air. She’s bared to me and
glistening with desire.

I run my fingers down her spine and farther down to her wet
pussy. “So fucking wet,” I say as she softly moans into the
sheet. Her hands move to either side of her head and she grips
onto the sheets as I push my thick fingers into her. Fuck, so
tight, too.

I pump my fingers in and out of her as her back arches and her
head falls against the mattress. She bites down on the sheets to
muffle her sweet moans. But I don’t want moans, I want
screams of pleasure. I want her to call out my name like she
fucking needs me. Like I’m her everything.

I slowly pull my fingers out of her and bring them to my lips
to clean them off. I practically moan as I taste her on my
tongue. So fucking sweet.

I grip my dick and stroke it once as she looks back at me with
a passionate gaze. She whimpers in need, but I have every
intention of giving her what she needs. I push the head of my
cock easily through her pussy lips and slowly move forward.
Watching as her pussy takes in more and more of me. I’m slow
and deliberate. My eyes move from her cunt to her face. Her
lips part wider and wider, and her forehead pinches as I push
deeper and deeper into her greedy pussy.

She writhes under me as I near the last few inches of my thick
cock and her head thrashes side to side. She starts to move
under me, but I hold her hips still.

“You can take me, Rose.” She moans with a mix of pain and
pleasure as I push all of myself into her. Her hand grips her
breast and she bites down on her lip. I gently still deep inside
her, letting her adjust before pulling out slowly and then
thrusting back in to the hilt.



She lets out a loud moan and looks back at me with a mix of
fear and desire.

I do it again and this time there’s only pleasure. She rocks her
hips with arousal leaking from her pussy onto my thighs. I
move my hands to her hips and steady her as I pull almost all
the way out and then thrust into her. I keep this up over and
over in a steady rhythm.

“Fuck!” she screams out as I pound her tight pussy. Her body
jolts with each thrust and she struggles to stay still and take it,
but she does.

I keep up the relentless pace until she’s trembling beneath me
and whimpering with her impending orgasm. Her walls tighten
around my cock, and I know she’s close.

I angle my hips so I hit her clit with my balls each time, giving
her more and more pleasure and enough to take her over.

I groan in utter rapture as I rut between her legs. Her pussy
spasms on my dick as she screams out her release. Fuck, yes.
She feels so fucking good. I can’t stop as I ride through her
orgasm.

Her body goes limp and her pants get louder as I continue to
fuck her like I own her body. Like she’s mine.

I thrust into her warmth as a tingling sensation starts at the
bottom of my spine and flows through me in every direction.
My toes curl and I know I’m going to cum as my balls draw
up, but I don’t want to. I want more of her. I almost slow
down, but the threat of losing the high makes me pick up my
pace.

I strum her throbbing clit with a desperate need for her to cum
with me. The hardened nub is soaked. So are her thighs, and
each pump of my hips is accompanied by a wet smacking
noise. I fucking love it.

“Again,” I growl into her ear, my voice so harsh I hardly
recognize it.



In an instant she obeys. And the feel of her pleasure pushes my
own over a steep cliff. I thrust myself all the way to the hilt,
feeling her tight walls pulsing around every inch of my cock.
Thick bursts of cum leave me in heavy waves. My back arches
as she screams out my name and I give her everything I have.

As the waves dim and she lowers herself to the mattress, her
chest rising and falling frantically, I pull out slowly and
quickly climb off the bed and head to the bathroom to clean
up.

I take my time and watch her from the corner of my eye
through the ensuite’s doorframe. She lays still on the bed,
looking completely spent.

I’m quick to clean her up and then I toss the cloth into the
hamper in the bathroom.

I walk back into the room ready to pass the fuck out. It’s late,
and I’m exhausted. I stop short when I see her reaching for her
clothes on the floor, with the blanket held close to her chest.

“I think you’d sleep better in a tee shirt,” I say and look to my
dresser, knowing she could easily wear one of my undershirts.
“Although I’d rather you were naked.” I let my eyes fall to the
bit of her cleavage still exposed. “I much prefer you slept
naked.”

“I think maybe I should go,” Rose says quietly. My body goes
cold for a moment. It’s late. Very fucking late. And a part of
me was looking forward to having her available to me in the
morning.

“Do you want to leave?” I ask her as I walk slowly to the bed
and stand next to her. She looks at the bra in her hand and
doesn’t respond. I cup her chin in my hand and force her to
look at me. “Or do you think I want you to go?”

Her lips part slightly, and her eyes tell me everything I need to
know.

“I want you to stay,” I whisper against her lips and then kiss
her gently. “I want you here naked in my bed, and I want you



to use me for your needs. And I want to do the same to you.”
It’s the truth. Every word.

She blushes and gives me a soft smile, pulling out of my hold.
“Well, I wasn’t sure how needy you were,” she says playfully.
It brings a smile to my lips.

She looks good in my bed, but this is an exception. The
reminder makes me question if I should bring that detail up
now. I imagine it won’t go over well. This… relationship
needs to stay at the office. We can’t get close, this is just sex,
and limiting the arrangement is the best way to ensure it
doesn’t get out of hand.

As I climb into bed and debate on telling her just that, she
beats me to it.

“Don’t expect me to be at your beck and call. I don’t think
sleepovers are the best thing for this…” She doesn’t finish her
statement, and I simply nod as she motions between us.

Although I was going to tell her the same damn thing, I don’t
like hearing it. And I sure as fuck don’t like that she said it
first.

I should be happy about it. But I’m not. And that could be a
problem.
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hat the hell have I gotten myself into?

I look out the window of Logan’s stretch limo as it rolls
through the downtown streets back to my apartment, thinking
about the night before and trying not to bite my fingernails.
The whole morning I’ve been struggling with the feeling of
regret. For having an affair with my boss. It sounds stupid for
even thinking of it that way, but it’s his power of authority
over me that makes this so uncomfortable.

Our little tryst was definitely mutually beneficial. I’m just not
sure if it’s a mistake.

At least I get to drive home in luxury. Although it’s one of the
reasons I feel cheapened. I can’t even make eye contact with
the driver. I’m sure he’s not thinking the best things of me
right now.

I need to make a choice. Either accept this lifestyle and our
arrangements, or cut it off. I swallow the lump in my throat.
The lines are drawn and I have a better understanding of
everything. But I’m still unsure. It won’t be just sex for me. I
can’t imagine this ending well.

My eyes meet the driver’s as we slow in front of my
apartment.

“Here we are Miss Harrison,” he says easily.



I give him a warm smile and say, “Thank you.” I wish I could
remember his name, but I don’t. I climb out and wince. I’m
sore and aching, all thanks to Logan. My smile grows. It’s a
good feeling, being deliciously used. I shut the door and give
the driver a polite wave.

As I walk up to my apartment, I slowly feel better. I think it
was just the drive maybe? The idea that it was a walk of shame
of sorts. But being back here and knowing it was my choice
makes me feel more at ease with the decision. The keys clink
in my hands as I unlock the door.

I freeze when I open the door, nearly passing out onto the
floor.

Ian and Sarah are sitting on the living room couch, practically
making out. Sarah, who’s dressed in the skankiest outfit I’ve
ever seen, has her hands on Ian’s crotch, rubbing it like it’s a
pot of gold and Ian is running his hands all over her body.

What the fuck?

They stop when they see me standing in the doorway, glaring
at them with a mix of hatred and shock. My gut reaction is to
scream at them and tell them to get the fuck out, but I know
better. Ian isn’t going anywhere, especially with Sarah here,
and he’s more liable to throw me out than to sit there and listen
to me badmouth him.

“Do you mind?” Sarah snaps nastily, her hand still on Ian’s
crotch. Tears prick my eyes. She was my friend for so long.
My grip on the doorknob tightens as Ian grins at Sarah, kissing
her on the forehead as if she’s done a good job snapping at me.

I grit my teeth and then bite my tongue, chanting internally to
myself to stay calm, cool and collected. Ignore the pain and be
the bigger person. I need to call the fucking landlord again,
too. I swear to God if he put his name on the lease at some
point when we were together I’ll loose it, but I can’t imagine
there’s any other reason that he’d be in here right now.

Fuck this. I don’t have time for this. I need to get to work.



It takes everything in me, but I manage to tear my eyes away
from them and I continue on to my room. Behind me, I hear
them say something about me and laugh. I just ignore it and go
about getting ready for work.

I take a quick shower, scrubbing my skin harder than I should
and am dressed in my business attire within fifteen minutes.
My hair’s damp, but I just throw it into a bun. I have an hour-
long drive anyway, so it can dry on the way.

I stare at myself in the mirror, not wanting to go back out
there. I don’t want to have to deal with this. When I finally
decide I have to get the hell out and walk down the hall, I hear
banging sounds coming from the second bedroom and Sarah
moaning at the top of her lungs as if she wants the entire world
to hear.

I ball my hands into fists, anger threatening to overwhelm me.
My jaw clenches, and I’m overwhelmed by all the emotions
consuming me. I’m not going to cry. I refuse to cry and scream
and give them the reaction they’re hoping for. I’m not going to
give them the satisfaction and engage them with their bullshit.

In fact, I’m over this. I take confident strides to the front door
and I don’t look back. Fuck them. I’m moving on with my life.
They can have each other.

Grabbing my briefcase, I walk out of the apartment, Sarah’s
pleasured cries trailing me, with one thought on my mind.

I guess I’ll be applying for that temporary housing after all.

I DRIVE TO WORK AND I’M PISSED THE ENTIRE DRIVE, MY MOOD DARK

and gloomy. I hate the fact that they got to me. I’d be a liar if I
said I was unaffected, but I plan to remedy that very soon. The
first chance I get, I’m putting in for temporary housing.

The image of them going at it will haunt me for some time, so
I’m going to have to busy myself to forget it. I refuse to let
those two assholes fuck up my day and distract me from my
job.



Wearing a scowl on my face, I walk inside Parker-Moore and
make my way up to my office. There’s a stack of papers
waiting on my desk when I walk in and I feel like it’s just what
I need. Bury myself in work, and at the same time bury Ian
and Sarah. A win-win.

I set my coat and purse down and go get coffee from the break
room before returning to look through contracts and emails.

Over the next half hour, I find myself immersed in work and I
lose track of the time. I’m just finishing up working data into a
sales graph on my laptop when my cell rings.

“Just when things were starting to get good,” I grumble in
annoyance. Busying myself in work has made me feel much
better and it reminds me of how much I love my job. It’s been
the perfect antidote to forget about Ian.

For a moment, I debate ignoring the call. It can’t be anyone
important, but curiosity gets the best of me. I pull it out and
glance at the caller ID. Anger surges through my chest. It’s
fucking Ian.

Why the hell is he calling me?

It annoys me that he’s back in my mind after I’d just managed
to get him out of it. Scowling, I tap the ignore button on my
phone and toss it to the side. I don’t know what Ian wants, but
I really don’t care. I’m done with him.

I try to get back to work, but now I can’t focus. I’m too
irritated. Ian had no business calling me, and it’s brought back
that dark feeling that was finally starting to go away. I find
myself wishing I had something or someone to make me
forget my awful morning.

Logan.

The thought of Mr. CEO fills me with desire and pushes Ian
out of my mind. The session we had the night before was
mind-blowing, and I can’t help but wonder what he’s doing
right this second. Is he working, busy running his company?
Or is he up in his office, thinking of me?



I hope he is, I think to myself, feeling my core heat, and I hope
he’s hard as a fucking rock.

The thought elicits a soft moan from my lips and I squeeze my
legs together. This is why this relationship with my boss is bad
news. Next thing you know, I’ll be bringing a vibrator to work.

I should go see him, I tell myself. But I’m not sure of what I’d
even say. We’ve already crossed the line, mixing business with
pleasure, and I’m not sure what’s going to happen. Maybe I
should let it go and just let him make the next move.

The ring of my cell breaks me out of my thoughts. I pick it up
and check the screen. Ian. Again.

“Fuck off,” I growl, tossing the phone back down. I don’t
know why I just don’t block his number.

I spend the next few minutes trying to get back into the groove
of studying sales data, but I give up and start going through
my emails instead. Responding to them takes less focus, and at
least I’ll be able to get something done.

As I’m finishing up answering the last one, I receive a visitor.

“Hey chica, what’s shaking?” Eva chirps, sticking her head in
the doorway. As usual, she looks sharp in a pearly blouse and
black slacks, a glossy belt wrapped around her trim waist. Her
hair is down today and is styled with voluminous curls. It
looks good on her and makes her big eyes seem absolutely
huge. On top of that, she’s sporting a huge smile on her face
that says she’s happy-as-fuck about something.

“Nothing,” I mutter, sitting aside my work laptop. “What’s got
you so chipper today?”

Eva steps into the room and begins wringing her hands
excitedly. “You know that deal I’ve been working on?”

“Yeah?”

She does a little victory jump. “Well, I got it!”

I get up from my seat and go over to give her a big hug.
“Congratulations Eva, I’m so happy for you!” I really am.



She’s been working her ass off over this. I give her a tight
squeeze.

“Thank you!” Eva grins at me as we pull back from each other.
“We’ve gotta go out and celebrate!”

For the first time in hours, I smile a genuine happy smile. I am
definitely getting drinks with Eva and letting loose.

My desk phone rings before I can answer, and I hold up a
finger to Eva. I need to take the call in case it’s a client.

“Why the fuck are you ignoring me?” Ian snarls. “Couldn’t
handle seeing me happy, huh?”

Anger burns in my chest and I grip the phone so tightly I fear
it might crack. It’s hard keeping my emotions in check, but I
somehow manage. This gives me comfort. I feel like I’m in
control now. I take a deep breath and calmly say, “Just leave
me alone, Ian. Please. I’d appreciate it if you just forgot my
number. I don’t want to ever see or hear from you again.”

“You act so pissed, like I did something so horrible to you.”
Ian argues. “When it’s obvious you bear some responsibility
for what happened, hell, you brought all this on yourself.”

Again I feel a surge of anger, but it’s weaker than the last time.
This man, if I can even call him that, is someone I never really
knew. Why should I let anything he does or say bother me?
His words are designed to bait me into a screaming fit, and he
knows what he’s saying is utter bullshit. I’m not going to play
into it. He’s not fucking worth it. Not anymore.

I look at the doorway and mouth an apology to Eva. Her eyes
are full of pity, and I hate it. I shake my head and close my
eyes. I am at last done with Ian. Forever.

“You never loved me, did you?” I say to him. “You were just
using me this whole time, pretending to be something you
weren’t.” I don’t know why, but saying the words out loud
shatters my last defense. I feel raw and vulnerable, but in a
way, stronger for admitting the truth. I open my eyes as Ian
goes off about how I wasn’t there for him, saying things that



are mostly falsehoods designed to get me worked up. But I’m
no longer listening.

Bye, Ian.

Tiredly, I drop the phone from my ear and lean over to hang it
up.

At that moment, I hear a small sound near the doorway and I
look over. My heart skips a beat. It’s Logan, standing behind
Eva… and he’s staring at me with a pissed off expression.

Oh shit. I don’t know what all he heard me say, but this isn’t
what it looks like. My heart beats frantically, and I try to think
of how to explain it. But it’s too late.

Before I can think of what to say, Logan turns and walks off.
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know my driver, Andrew, is waiting out front of the
building. I stare out of the large windows and look down. I
need to go. There’s more work I can do here. There’s always
more work, more deals and emails and business ties. But I
want to leave and get the fuck out of here. I’m pissed.

She told me she was single, and I believed her.

I clench my jaw and try to relax my fists.

The way she was talking to him didn’t fucking sound like
things were over between them. I don’t like it.

I don’t like that I feel lied to. More than that, I don’t like my
reaction. I wanted to pin her down and fuck her while he could
hear her on the phone. I wanted to show her who she belonged
to. And that’s dangerous.

She doesn’t belong to me. That’s not what this is supposed to
be. I can’t deny what I’m feeling though. And I fucking hate it.

I haven’t gotten one productive thing done since I walked in
on that phone call.

I breathe heavily and turn away from the window. I feel like a
caged animal in this office. I need to find a release.

I look back at my computer screen and feel a small pang of
guilt.



It’s a record of her phone calls and texts. It wasn’t quite legal
to do, but it was easy. And I needed to know.

My father used to do this shit to my mother. I don’t want to be
like him. I hate falling into his old habits.

When he looked at her messages though, he found plenty. All
I’m seeing is evidence that they’re over.

It doesn’t make me any less angry. I don’t like her getting
worked up over him. I want all of her passion. Every last bit.
That fucker doesn’t deserve an ounce of it. If she wants
someone to yell at, I’d rather it be me.

I’ve been obsessing over that thought since I’ve realized it’s
true. I shouldn’t want it.

It’s well past five and this floor of the building is silent.
Everyone’s gone home, so I’m certain Charlotte has already
left. I may drop by her office.

I crack my neck and ignore the pings from my computer and
the direct messages on my screen. I have a heavy duty
punching bag in my basement. It’s for moments just like this.

I’ve never thought of myself as a selfish man. Cold at times
and distant, sure. I have flaws. Not selfish though.

But I am when it comes to her.

As if my thoughts brought her to me, a timid knock sounds at
the door and then it slowly opens to reveal my Rose. I stand
behind my desk and wait for her to enter. The air is thick with
tension as she slowly shuts the door and finally looks up at me
with those sweet blue eyes.

“Hey,” she says and her voice is soft and she’s twisting the bit
of hair hanging along her shoulders from her ponytail around
her finger. I’ve never seen her look so insecure in my life. Her
eyes dart around the room as she stands in the doorway.

“I-” she clears her throat and then looks me in the eye. “I just
wanted to clear up what that conversation was about down
there.”



My body’s tense and I feel on edge. I’m not giving her
anything. I want to hear what she has to say. “Go on,” I say
simply as I walk to the door and lock it.

“I… Ian and I,” she starts and takes an unsteady seat on the
leather sofa in my office. It makes a soft sound as she settles
into it. She clears her throat and sets her purse on the floor.

She looks uneasy. It makes me feel off balance. I like knowing
how things are going to play out. I set the terms, I decide how
it ends. This little prick is making me have doubts. Ian is going
to pay for that.

“Your ex?” I ask, as if I don’t know who she’s talking about. I
now know everything about that fuckface. I resist the urge to
take out my anger on her and instead I slip my jacket off and
lay it neatly on the desk.

“Yes. Ex.” She emphasizes the word and it’s the first time
since she’s been in here that she’s had any confidence in her
voice. Good. The anger turns to a low simmer and I turn away
to unbutton the cuffs of my shirt.

“I am completely over him.” She throws her hands to the side
and continues to talk with her eyes focused on the desk. “I
swear, there’s nothing there whatsoever.” She pauses and a
flash of sadness crosses her eyes. “He just… won’t leave.”
There’s a hint of desperation in her voice and her eyes gloss
over with unshed tears. She fights them back and continues,
“Him and my friend—ex-friend, they were there this morning
and-”

I turn and face her and press, “Won’t leave?”

“Yes,” she says with conviction. “It’s my apartment. It may be
shitty, but it’s mine. I had it before he moved in, and now he’s
refusing to leave.”

I walk quickly back around my desk and hit the spacebar to
bring the computer back to life. Ian Rutherford‘s information
is still there.

Charlotte goes quiet. And after a moment she reaches for her
purse. Her voice is tight as she says, “Anyway, I just wanted to



clear that up.” She sounds defeated as she stands.

“What are you doing?” I ask her.

“I’m gonna head out,” she says listlessly.

“The fuck you are. You’re going to go back to him?”

For a moment she’s shocked, but then the anger sets in. She
takes harsh steps toward me with her heels clicking loudly on
the floor.

She points her finger at me and parts those gorgeous lips of
hers to snap at me, but I’m quicker.

“How badly do you want to fuck him over?” I ask in a low
voice.

Her hand slowly lowers and the hard lines in her face soften.
She waits a moment to answer, “I just want him gone.”

Yes. That’s what I want to hear. No anger. Nothing for him,
not even anything negative. Empathy is far worse than anger.

“You can simply end the lease.”

“I-” she stops herself and goes back to being uncertain. “I need
to wait on the housing.”

I pick up the phone and call Trent. It’s a little after five now,
but he should still be here. The phone rings and rings. Finally,
he answers.

“I didn’t expect to hear from you after our meeting today,” he
answers.

I huff into the phone. The meeting didn’t go so well. It’s rare
that we disagree, but that’s exactly what happened.

“Did you call to tell me I’m right?” he asks.

I let out a small humorless grunt and choose not to answer
him. I don’t have the time or energy to get into that shit with
him again. “I need a favor.”

“What’s that?” he asks. I can hear Charlotte moving in the
office. She has her purse in her hands as she walks over to the



wall of meaningless awards displayed in place of family
photos that don’t exist for me.

“I need one of the housing units.”

“For Armcorp?” he asks. I bring up his email along with all
the details he needs. And then I start typing everything in,
including Charlotte’s current address.

“Yes,” I answer as Rose turns back to face me. Part of me
expects her to object. She’s not one to hand over control so
easily. But she doesn’t.

“I have an employee that needs to be moved in by tomorrow
morning. I want a moving truck there now, her lease ended,
and everything in place by tomorrow.”

“I’ll need her-”

“Sent,” I answer, hitting the enter button and sending him all
her information.

Charlotte walks over to my side of the desk and I’m quick to
shut off the screen and turn to her in my chair.

“Can do, anything else?” Trent asks. My Rose sets her purse
on my desk and sits easily on my lap.

“That’s all.”

“You’re going to tell me I was right and you were wrong one
of these days, Logan.” I smile into the phone.

“I wouldn’t hold your breath if I was you.” I wrap my arm
around Charlotte’s waist and pull her in closer. “I have to go.”

“Good night, Logan,” I hear him say as I slowly set the phone
back down on the hook.

Charlotte leans closer to me, her lips close to mine.

“Thank you,” she barely whispers. “You didn’t have to do
that.”

“I don’t have to do a lot of things; I do them because I want
to.”



She closes her eyes and presses her lips to mine in a sweet
kiss. “Thank you.” She pulls away and looks down at her
purse. “Are you doing anything tonight?” she asks, a little
uncertain.

“What do you want to do?” I ask her, leaning back to take a
good look at her. “Because right now I wanna take you home
and fuck you until you don’t remember him.” The words slip
out so easily, I don’t want to take them back. They’re true.

“I don’t want to wait until we get home,” she says, her voice
full of lust.

She leans in for a kiss, but I put my finger up and press it
against her lips.

She blinks twice, and her breath falls short.

A slow grin slips into place. “I want you naked first.” She
smiles, the perfect picture of sweet sin, and nods.

“Yes, sir,” she answers, moving her delicate fingers to the
buttons on her blouse. My cock responds instantly, hardening
at her delight in my request.

I slowly push the blouse off her shoulders. The thin material
falls into a puddle on the floor and she shivers as my fingers
trail down her arms and then back up.

“Stand up, Rose.” She slowly slips off my lap and waits
expectantly. I love this submissive side of her. She’s exactly
what I crave.

“Strip.” She obeys, with confidence in every move. Her lace
bra falls to the floor revealing her small rose petal nipples,
already hardened. Followed quickly by her skirt and thong.
My breathing comes in heavy as I watch her slowly reveal
every inch of her gorgeous curves to me. She steps out of the
skirt and intends to pull off her heels, but I stop her and pull
her hips toward me.

“Leave them on.” I lean forward and suck her pebbled nipple
into my mouth. My fingers dig into the flesh at her hips and
her head falls back as she moans softly. I twirl my tongue



around her hardened nub and pull back slightly with suction,
my teeth grazing her skin. I release her with a pop and grin at
the red mark I caused before doing the same to the other side.
Her hands tangle in my hair and she pulls slightly, causing a
hint of pain that makes my dick that much harder.

When I’m done I take her breast in my hand and rub my
thumb along her sensitive nipple. She moans my name with
desperation and puts her hands on my shoulders.

“You’re so beautiful,” I say with a hint of awe. I reach down
and cup her pussy. Her heat and arousal make me groan. “And
fucking soaking for me.”

I stand quickly, the chair rolling backward as I unzip my pants
and pull my dick out. I can’t take my eyes off my Rose. She
bites down on her lip as she sees my cock come out on full
display. “Bend over,” I say, giving her the simple command.
She’s quick to turn as if I’ll change my mind if she doesn’t
obey fast enough. She’s eager for this. Thank fuck, ‘cause so
am I. Her upper half lays easily along the desk with her hands
at the sides of her face.

I stroke my dick once and line up my cock at her pussy. I
could go gentle, but I want her to feel this for as long as
possible.

I slam into her and she lets out a cry, her hands shoot forward
and she pushes a stack of papers off the desk. They flutter in
the air and fall to the floor as I quickly pound into her pussy
again and again and again. Her fingers grip the other side of
the desk. My own grip both her hip and the nape of her neck. I
can barely breathe as I mercilessly thrust into her slick heat
over and over again.

She screams out with every thrust, although she’s trying
desperately to silence them. I fucking love it. I want everyone
to hear it.

I’ve wanted this since I laid eyes on her. Me fucking her over
my desk. I’m still fully clothed, but she’s bared for me. I slam



into her harder, wanting more from her. Needing to hear her
scream my name.

Her nails scrape along the desk, trying to hold on and her head
thrashes to the side.

Her hips crash across the desk and refuse to give her any
escape.

Her body stills and trembles as she sucks in a breath and I
know she’s close. I pick up my pace and give her everything I
have. Needing to cum with her. I need it as much as she does.

Her lips part as she screams out my name. Her pussy spasms
around my length. My breath comes in quick pants as I pump
into her again and again, loving how tight her cunt is as her
orgasm rips through her. Finally my toes curl and waves of
pleasure rocks through me. My head falls back as thick
streams of cum leave me. I push in short shallow thrusts until
the final wave has passed and I feel like I can breathe again.

Her eyes close and her head falls limp to the desk with her
heavy breathing. I love seeing her spent like that. I want it
again. And again.

I quickly tuck myself back in and grab a tissue off the desk,
wiping up the cum from her sweet cunt and tossing it into a
bin.

I kiss the small of her back and then playfully nip her earlobe.
She shudders and gives me a soft smile. She’s sated and
exhausted, still lying how she was while I took her. “I want
you tonight. I want you available and ready whenever I want
you.” I’m still hard. I should take her again now. The thought
of having her in the back of my limo stops me. She finally
props herself up slightly and looks back at me over her slender
shoulder. “Tonight?”

I nod a yes and say, “You can stay at my place tonight.”

So much for keeping things separate.
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hat the hell am I doing? I ask myself.

I’m sitting at the bar in Logan’s kitchen, engaged in thought,
while he readies the dinner table. Our hot lovemaking session
worked up a hunger and Logan ordered Chinese takeout on
our way over. Yet with how my anxiety is growing, I’m not
sure I’ll be able to eat by the time it arrives.

I feel like I’m losing control. This whole thing with Logan is
supposed to be mutually beneficial, friends with benefits, but
I’m starting to think that it’s more than that. At least to me. I
can see it growing to that already. And that scares me. It
terrifies me that I think I’m falling for him. Especially when I
feel like this is still a game to him.

I wrap my arms around my torso, squeezing myself tightly,
feeling a range of emotions. I’m not sure agreeing to stay at
his place for the night is a good idea. Not when I can’t trust
my feelings. I should tell Logan that this is starting to be a
problem, but I feel anxious about how he might take it.

He says this is just sex, just for our enjoyment and nothing
else. And God, am I enjoying it. But I’m starting to feel that
it’s more than that. Much more. And I’m afraid if I tell Logan,
I might drive him away. As much as I feel like a relationship
with him is a bad idea, I don’t think I’m ready to lose what we
have. I don’t want to lose him.

And maybe I’ll never be ready.



“What are you thinking, Rose?” Logan asks me as he finishes
setting the table.

I snap out of my pensive thoughts, focusing my eyes on his
gorgeous face. He’s studying me with a look that’s intense and
at the same time brooding.

“I was just thinking about how absolutely gorgeous your
kitchen is,” I lie. Though I’m trying to hide my emotion, I do
have to admit it does look like a grandmaster chef’s paradise
with gleaming quartz countertops, stainless steel appliances,
and tons of space to whip up gourmet meals.

I give him a weak smile and add, “I get the sense that you
don’t cook very often, though.” I’m choosing to just ignore
everything that happened in the office about Ian. I think it’s
better this way. It actually brought out a side of Logan that
makes me feel comfortable and secure. But that’s what’s
causing this new insecurity. I’m just moving from one problem
to the other. For a moment I feel pathetic. But then I look up at
Logan. It’s because of these men.

Logan shakes his head. It takes me a moment to realize he’s
answering my question about cooking.

Of course he doesn’t cook, I say to myself. The man could hire
a score of personal chefs to cook for him. Why would he go
through all the trouble?

“Seems crazy to order takeout when you have all,” I gesture
expansively at the grand kitchen, “this.”

Logan, walks over to me and I feel the beginnings of desire
stir, along with a dull ache from where I’m sore. He’s just so
irresistibly sexy. I never stood a chance. “Would you rather
cook for me then?” He nods back at his huge, state of the art,
stainless steel refrigerator. The damn thing even comes
equipped with a touchscreen and WiFi. “I’m sure there’s
something in there to make…”

“Me?” I snort. “Sure… if you want to end up dead on your
kitchen floor.”



Logan lets out a dry chuckle. “I bet you’re being too hard on
yourself.” He leans against the island’s granite top. “Your
cooking can’t be all that bad.”

“Trust me, one taste of my cooking and you’d be changing
your mind in a heartbeat.”

Logan laughs again and the rough sound combined with the
sight of him so at ease and happy stirs an emotion in my chest.
I suddenly feel a wave of apprehension as the feelings I’ve
been struggling with threaten to overwhelm me. I try to push it
all away, but it stays with me.

I tap my fingers on the counter and try to ignore them. The
soft click, click, click of my nails aren’t soothing though. For
the past few hours, things have been better that way, with me
ignoring the constant insecurities and red flags going off in my
head. Yet I feel like if I don’t get what I’m feeling off my
chest, things are only going to get worse.

Just tell him, if he gets spooked by how I feel, then this wasn’t
meant to be.

The notion that he’d cut me off as soon as I tell him that I
might be feeling more for him than the sex fills me with dread.
But I’m burning with the need to put this out there. I want to
get a feel of where we’re at. And it’s not going to happen if I
keep pretending like this is all just hot sex.

Summoning my courage, I say seriously, “Logan.”

Logan’s expression is solemn as he looks at me, and I get the
sense that he already knows what I’m going to say. “Yes?”

I hesitate. This is it. This is where I tell him how I feel, and
it’ll be our last night together. “I’m… scared,” I say finally.
There. I said it. If he pushes me away after this, so be it.

Logan doesn’t seem at all surprised by this admission. In fact,
it seems like he’s been expecting it. “About what?”

My heart pounding, I gesture at the space between us. “About
this. About us. I feel like this could… become more than just
sex for me.”



Logan walks over and climbs onto the stool next to me, taking
my hand and kissing it softly, sending tingles up along my
arm. Then he looks me straight in the eye. “I appreciate you
being honest.”

Searching his face, I wait for him to say more, to tell me that
this is becoming more to him as well. But he doesn’t say it,
and instead he looks like he’s calculating what he wants to tell
me, like he wants to be very careful of what he says next.

This fills me with wariness, and it’s just another red flag that
I’m better off leaving, yet I remain glued to my seat.

After a moment, Logan offers, “How about this. Let’s just
enjoy each other for as long as we can, and if everything goes
well, we can reassess later?”

It’s not the words I want to hear. I’m telling him how I feel
now, and if I’m already feeling like I’m too invested, what’s it
going to be like later? Will he just keep stringing me along as I
slowly fall in love with him, using me as his sex toy until he
wants to discard me?

It’s an unsettling thought and not one I want to believe he’s
capable of doing. But the fact that he isn’t starting to feel the
same is yet another warning sign. I shouldn’t be here. And I
need to get out before I’m in too deep. I just don’t know how.

“I don’t know if I want to do that,” I say. “I don’t know if I can
handle another…” my voice trails off. Ian.

Logan stares at me and I feel like he wants to say something,
but is holding it back.

My lips part to ask him what it is that he’s not telling me, but
the sound of the doorbell interrupts the moment. Our food is
here. Planting another kiss on my hand, Logan gets up from
the bar and goes to pay for our meal. I take a deep breath as he
leaves the room and try to shake out my nerves. On top of
being sore from our fuck session, I’m tense all over.

This is going to end up not working, I tell myself. I’m going to
end up heartbroken and all alone, my faith in men shattered.



I don’t want to believe this. I want there to be something
between me and Logan, as there’s so much more to him than
sex. But there’s a reason why he doesn’t want to become more
involved, and I need to just accept that.

I need to just tell him that after tonight, this is over. There’s no
reason to string this along if it’s never going to turn into
anything. I’ll just end up a messed up basket case.

“What can I do to ease your mind?” he asks me as he sets the
bags down on the counter and takes out one white takeout box
at a time. The smell fills the room and although my mouth is
watering, I don’t have an appetite. He takes my hand in his
and I feel like just melting in his arms and telling him, Tell me
that you feel the same way. Without that, I’m not sure I can, or
should, move forward.

But I can’t say the words, because I know I’m just setting
myself up for disappointment. Logan knows how I feel and if
he wanted to put me at ease, he could just simply say that he
feels the same as me, even if only to get me to shut up. The
fact that he hasn’t shows that this is as far as he wants it to go.

“Outside of assuring me that you won’t leave me for feeling
like I want more out of this relationship,” I say over the lump
in my throat, “nothing.”

I wait for him to tell me that he won’t abandon me if I get too
attached, but he sits there silently with that apprehensive look
again. It’s like he’s afraid, but of what? I’m the one with more
to lose here while he’s a goddamn billionaire that can have any
woman he wants and I’m just his little fuckdoll that he can
choose when and where to have.

Anger burns my sides and I snatch my hands out of his. Why
the fuck am I still sitting here? He’s all but telling me that this
won’t ever be anything more than just sex, and I’m just being
stupid by thinking it will ever be anything but.

“I think I should go,” I say and swallow the lump in my throat
and slip off the stool to my feet to leave, but Logan holds me
in place.



“Don’t go,” Logan says simply.

“Why? I mean nothing to you.” I’m surprised by the hurt in
my voice. He shouldn’t care about me. This was just supposed
to be fun and games. No strings attached. It’s not his fault that
I’ve reneged on the contract and am wanting more out of this.

Logan looks like he’s about to say something, something that
he’s been badly wanting to say, but he swallows it back.
“That’s not true at all, Rose.”

“Then why?” I ask. “Why can’t you… say that… that this is
going somewhere?”

Logan stares at me for a long time and I wait with bated
breath. “We just need to give it time,” he says finally. “I just
don’t think you fully know what you’re getting into.”

What the hell is that supposed to mean?

“What do you mean by that?” I ask warily. “I know exactly
what we’re doing. And I know where it’s headed. Or in your
case, not headed.”

Logan looks at me, and I see pain in his eyes. “I understand,”
he says finally in a grave voice.

It shatters my heart that he can’t give an inch. Especially when
I just opened up to him like that.

He takes my hand and pulls me close, and I’m enveloped by
the heat of his hot body. I don’t want to move away. I want the
comfort. I need it.

“You just need to relax, and live in the moment. I want you. I
don’t want you to leave. Not yet.” The pained look in his eyes
is replaced by a desire that’s hard to resist.

“But what-” I begin to protest, but he kisses me on the lips to
smother it.

“Just give in, Rose,” he whispers, slowly bringing his lips
down to my neck and nibbling softly.

Every cell in my body is telling me to push him off me and
demand that he tell me why he’d rather pretend this situation is



going to get any better, but I’m overcome by his advance. I tilt
my head back and my lips part into a soft groan as his hands
move up my thigh.

“We don’t need tomorrow,” he murmurs, delivering another
scorching hot kiss to my neck while undoing my skirt, “just
tonight.”



I
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take another look at my phone as the driver pulls up to
Charlotte’s new place, the temporary housing I arranged for
her. It’s been nearly two weeks. And more than half the time,
she’s stayed at my place. She’s staying here tonight. Her
decision, not mine. I’m glad she’s the one who brought it up.
She can’t come back with me tonight, but luckily I didn’t have
to tell her.

She’s typing away on her laptop as we drive to her place. Busy
with her new ventures in the marketing research department.
She’s doing well. I glance up at her as the faint sound of her
tapping on the keys stops. She leans back and reads whatever
it is she wrote out, or maybe something else, I’m not sure.

She looks so beautiful though. Her hair is down from the
ponytail it was in and it flows in soft curls over her shoulder.
There’s still a faint blush to her cheeks from our earlier
adventure in the office. She’s becoming a bad habit of mine.
Although Trent seems to think I’m more amicable now that
something’s changed. He obviously knows judging by the way
he smiles when she knocks on my door.

I look back at my phone. There are other people who know,
too.

I should tell her about the photo and the message. There’s
nothing in the photo that’s scandalous, nothing that’s harmful.
Just a picture of the two of us leaving Parker-Moore. She’s



walking beside me as we approach the limo out front. Anger
rises within me. I don’t like her being watched. I don’t like her
having a target on her back.

She deserves to know. But I don’t want to give her a reason to
stay away. She’s right to be cautious. But not for this reason.
Not for some asshole who thinks I’m screwing the secretary.
She’s not a secretary and her position here has nothing to do
with this.

It’s an innocent enough photo, but the message is what pisses
me off. And the fact that someone thinks they can fuck with
me. I just don’t know who. I will though. Maybe then I’ll tell
her.

She seems to only just now notice that the limo has stopped.
She shuts her laptop and slips it into her bag, unbuckling her
seat belt and getting ready to leave me.

As she double checks that she has everything, including a dry
cleaning bag of three of her outfits she’s left at my place, she
gives me a small smile and grips everything in her hands.

“I’ll go with you,” I offer.

“No, don’t,” she says stubbornly, “I’ve got this.” She leans
forward and plants a kiss on my lips and pulls back slowly. At
the same time my phone beeps and vibrates in my hand with a
text.

It catches me off guard. Maybe it’s my nerves. She seems to
realize I’m off a little, but before she can think on it, I pull her
closer to me, one hand on her lower back, the other on the
back of her head and slip my tongue along the seam of her lips
until she parts for me. The dry cleaner bags ruffle as she drops
them to run her hand through my hair. Andrew starts to roll up
the partition and I let out a small chuckle.

Charlotte backs away and leans down to grab her bags.

“I’ll see you first thing tomorrow.” She nods and slips out of
the limo. It’s not until she’s in her building that I tell Andrew
to head home.



“Thank you for that, Andrew.” His eyes catch mine in the
rearview mirror and he smiles.

“No problem, sir.”

My home is only fifteen minutes away and I spend the time
looking out of the window and watching the people walking
along the busy streets of downtown. Couples holding hands
and laughing, a few men and women in power suits and
brightly colored pencil skirts talking on their cell phones and
walking at a quick pace and brushing past the slower walkers.

The world keeps moving. No matter what happens, it’s merely
small ripples for the most part.

I don’t even realize we’ve traveled up the hillside to my house
on the cliff of the city, until Andrew clears his throat.

“We’re here, sir,” he says, looking back at me in the mirror.

“Thank you, Andrew.” I quickly grab my briefcase and make
my way inside. Before I push the large maple door open, I turn
to my right and see the doctor’s car parked in the circle
driveway.

My heart sinks. I have these visits. I grit my teeth and try to
forget everything else. This must be done.

Marilyn greets me at the entrance. The front entrance has a
fresh citrus scent and there are fresh flowers in the vase on the
entryway table. Signs of her work.

“Hello and goodbye, Mr. Parker,” she says with a small smile.

“Good night, Mrs. Doubet.” I leave the door open for her.

She says in a quieter voice, “The doctor is in the great room,
waiting for you.”

I give her a tight smile and nod. I answer, “Thank you.”

She doesn’t respond, instead she ducks out and leaves to go
back to her family or maybe somewhere else. I watch her
leave and then close the door behind her, leaving my briefcase
on the table.



I take off my suit jacket and unbutton my shirt as I walk
straight to the great room.

It’s my favorite room in this house. It’s why I bought it. The
back wall is lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. The dark
wood shelves and chair legs are freshly polished, shining from
across the room and the faint of smell of citrus fills my lungs.
There are two large tufted sofas and a grand fireplace made of
slate. The thick red curtains covering the large windowpanes
are always drawn back, giving the room a more open feel.

I haven’t lit the fireplace in God knows how long. As I walk
across the room to the leather chair that the doctor’s pulled out
for me, I realize I haven’t been in here since the last time he
came for a visit. Two months.

It’s my favorite room, but on these days I hate this fucking
room.

“Doctor Wallace,” I greet as he hears me walk into the room
and turns to face me. He’s an old man with a slight hunch to
his back and thick glasses that cover his pale blue eyes. He
doesn’t look quite like a doctor in slacks and a red polo that
looks like it should be worn by a younger man.

I take the seat and slip my shirt off, tossing it onto a nearby
end table.

He gives me a small smile and nods. I’m not one for small
talk. He’s used to getting this over with quickly.

“Anything new since we last met?” he asks me as he puts the
stethoscope to my back and then tells me to take in a deep
breath.

“No changes.” I say the words, but internally I feel like a liar.
She’s new. My Rose.

My fingers touch my lips and I remember the faint sounds of
her moaning in my mouth.

It would be nice to have her home with me. But not tonight.
She can’t be here for my appointments.



At the thought I take my phone out of my pocket,
remembering the beep from the text earlier. It’s Trent. Doctor
Wallace pulls away, giving me space to look at it.

My heart stills as I read through the message.

That fucking bastard. I stand instantly with barely contained
rage.

Chadwick Patterson. That fucking prick. Trent traced the
message, or had someone else do it for all I know. But he’s
certain the message is from him.

He’s going to fucking regret it.

I think for a moment about how I can get back at him. This
isn’t the first time that he’s tried to fuck with me. He’s pissed
the division of Parker-Moore went to us. The Parkers. He was
an heir to it in his head. As Moore’s bastard. But when that old
man died, it was all left to my father. The business anyway.
Patterson was given a chunk of inheritance, but not a damn bit
of the business. So he quit. Made a fucking scene on his way
out, too. He wasn’t happy with a job, he just wanted a stake in
the business. He’s a fool and I’ve never paid much attention to
his antics. But it’s one thing to fuck with me, and it’s another
thing entirely to bring my Rose into this.

“Mr. Parker?” Doctor Wallace asks as I pace in front of the
open windows.

I shake my head. “I need a moment.”

I see him take a seat from the corner of my eye. I pay him
well. Damn good money. He can wait a moment longer.

He needs to have some sort of consequence happen to make it
damn clear that he needs to back off. I’ll look over his
businesses. I know there’s going to be a soft spot somewhere. I
need to find it. I need to find a way to hit him where it hurts.
As I scroll through the businesses listed on his company
directory on my phone, I try to remember the conference and
which talks he attended, who he was trying to negotiate with.



A smile creeps to my lips. I know he settled on a new business
with Arrivol. Their manufacturing plant is in horrible
condition and he placed a bid on the old Chrysler plant. I put
two and two together and know exactly how to fuck him over.
Worth a few billion at least.

I dial up Trent, knowing exactly what to do.

“You got my message,” he answers on the second ring.

“I did. And I want to fuck that bastard over where it hurts.”

“Calm down, Log-”

I cut him off, I don’t need to calm down. “I want the plant on
Levington.” I stop walking and stand in front of the far
window. It overlooks protected woods that are a part of the
city park. It’s peaceful, elegant even. It’s everything I’m not.

“We can use that in the-”

“I don’t care what we use it for. Patterson needs it.”

“I’m sure it’s a silent bid,” Trent says after a long moment.

“I don’t care how much it’s going to cost to win that bid. If
you have to overspend, do it.”

“By how much?” he asks.

I snort into the phone. “I don’t give a fuck if you spend
another four million on the property. Patterson needs it or he’s
fucked, so fuck him. Make sure he doesn’t get it. Is that
clear?”

“Understood,” Trent starts to say something else, but I’m done
talking. My blood is pumping with adrenaline and I can feel
anger boiling beneath the surface.

I hang up the phone breathing heavily and squeezing the
phone with rage.

“Mr. Parker,” Doctor Wallace says, snapping me back to the
present.

I clear my throat and nod, setting the phone down and walking
back over to the chair in the middle of the room.



“You should take it easy; stress isn’t-”

“I’m fine.” I cut him off and try to calm my racing heart.

“You’re not fine,” he says, walking over to the large bag he
placed on the table. He looks back at me through his
spectacles. “You need to keep that in mind, Mr. Parker.”

I take in a slow breath and nod.

For nearly three years it’s been on my mind every minute that
I’m not working. I’ve never been able to ignore it. My
heartbeat slows and I retake my seat.

Until her.

My Rose. Such a beautiful distraction.



I
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stride confidently down the hall to Logan’s office, my
heels clicking against the gleaming hardwood floors. I’m
dressed in a white blouse and a tight black skirt that shows off
my curves; I want to look good for my boss. For the past few
weeks, this has become a regular thing for me, and I no longer
feel anxious about meeting Logan without an appointment.

I look forward to it even though I still question our
relationship. I know it’s stupid, falling for a man that doesn’t
want to commit, but I can’t help myself. He makes me feel
good. Valued. Even when I do get pissed off with him being
evasive about us being together, he’s always able to deflect my
ire with passionate kisses and a good hard fuck.

If I was smart, I’d leave him. But it’s too late. I’m addicted to
him, mind, body and soul. And worst yet, I think I’m falling
for him. Hard.

As I pass his receptionist’s desk, I nod at his secretary,
Eleanor. She’s an old lady, probably in her mid-seventies with
stark white hair that she always wears in a severe bun. She
returns an imperceptible nod. She’s so used to seeing me show
up unannounced that she doesn’t even bother greeting me
anymore.

I’m sure she’s wondering what’s going on between me and
Logan, and why I have special access to him, but most of the
time, I don’t give a fuck. Logan is a man that gets what he



wants, and he wants me. Still, I’m uneasy about being so bold
about our relationship, even if it’s only his secretary who
suspects something is going on. It’s only a matter of time
before the whole building knows, and I’m not sure how
they’re going to react when they find out.

When I get to the oakwood double doors of Logan’s office, I
pause, my heart racing.

Why do I keep doing this? I know this isn’t going to end well.
He’s all but admitted he wants to continue to take this one step
at a time and won’t guarantee I won’t end up with a broken
heart.

It’s a pointless question, because I can’t help myself. I have to
see Logan. He’s become a necessity, like food or water. And
there are no guarantees in life.

He’s told me not to knock, but I don’t like just busting in on
him at a moment’s notice. I think a little heads-up is the polite
thing to do. Taking a deep breath, I gently rap on the doors.

“Come in,” I hear Logan’s muffled command.

I open the doors and walk in, but nearly trip before I do,
closing them behind me. Logan’s on the phone, but goddamn
he looks sexy as fuck. My heart beats faster and I
unconsciously lick my lips. He’s sitting in his tufted leather
office chair, wearing a black dress shirt, his red tie loosened at
the collar, his shirt open at the chest. His hair, which is usually
gelled and slicked, is kind of messy, like he just woke up.

My core heats with desire at the sight of him.

He looks up at me as soon as I enter. “Hold, please” he tells
whoever it is on the other end of the line. He drops the phone
to the desk without waiting for a response presses the hold
button.

He always makes them wait… just for me.

This is why I can’t leave him, I tell myself. He makes me feel
more important than any man I’ve ever been with.



“Rose,” he says, standing from his desk and stalking toward
me as I make my way to him. His eyes are narrowed and
heated, staring at me as though I’m his prey. But I walk
straight to him, and let him devour me.

He’s quick to wrap his arms around my waist, pulling me
toward him and making my back arch as he kisses me with a
heated passion I can’t deny.

I lose myself in his embrace as our tongues intertwine,
massaging against each other with intense need. I fall back
against his desk, my skirt rising up my thighs. Fuck. He can
take me right here. Right fucking now.

Before I can shove his shirt off of him and reach for the buckle
of his belt like I so desperately want to, Logan pulls away
from me and I gasp, my chest heaving. Slightly embarrassed, I
straighten up and pull my skirt back down, my thighs
trembling.

“We can’t,” Logan says quietly, smoothing his slacks. I can see
his large hand pressing against his dick and readjusting it, and
my mouth waters at the sight. “And I think I’m going to have
the worst fucking case of blue balls when the day hasn’t even
started yet.”

“Sorry,” I say breathlessly, straightening my outfit.

“I’m good,” Logan says. His voice lacks his usual fervor. “I’ll
make sure you make it better later.”

The way he looks at me tugs at my heartstrings, and for a
moment, I want to bring up our situation again, tell him how
much my feelings have grown even after several weeks. But I
realize this is not the time, nor the place. It can wait till later.

“Can we do lunch?” I ask instead. I’ve been having a hell of a
time being wined and dined at all the expensive restaurants on
Logan’s dime. I’ve almost forgotten what it’s like to go
through a drive-thru. “Maybe fast food for once?”

Spearing his fingers through his messy hair, Logan takes a
moment in responding and I feel a twinge of concern. “I have
to take a raincheck,” he says. His eyes have a worried look in



them and he glances at the phone, something he never does.
Usually he’ll leave them on hold so long they hang up.

“Of course,” I say, doing my best to hide my disappointment. I
feel slighted, but I shouldn’t. Logan has literally made time for
me at all hours of the day. I can’t expect him to keep doing this
forever. It would be selfish of me.

Still, I can’t help but wonder, Is he getting tired of me? Is this
the reason why he didn’t want to commit, because he knew that
this day would come? I clear my throat and try to ignore my
quickened pulse and the feeling of dread washing over me.

It makes sense. Now that Logan’s had his fill, maybe he was
ready to move on. The idea frightens me more than I’d like to
admit.

Logan dampens my worry with a soft kiss on the lips, but his
demeanor remains solemn, almost sullen. “Thank you. I
promise I’ll make it up to you.”

As excited as I was to walk into Logan’s office, I’m starting to
feel tense. This muted welcome is worrying. “I’m going to
hold you to that promise.”

“I have absolutely no problem with that.” He pauses and looks
at me, noting my subdued mood. “You sure you’re going to be
alright having lunch by yourself?”

I flash a weak smile. Something is definitely off with Logan,
and I don’t know what it is. “Yeah. Actually, Eva’s probably
looking for company, so I’ll just hit her up.” I need to talk to
Eva anyway, I’ve been putting her off since getting closer to
Logan and we have a project we’re working on. I take out my
phone and send her a quick text.

Me: Hey chica, lunch?

I look up to talk to Logan, but he moves around to his desk
and shakes his mouse to look at the computer screen. My
phone pings.

Eva: Yup, where at?

Me: At the Blue Cafe on the corner.



Eva: See ya there.

I put my phone away. “I’m gonna meet her at the Blue Cafe.”

Logan relaxes. “Good. Do you want to use my limo?”

I shake my head, though I’m pleased by the offer. It’ll raise
Eva’s eyebrows if I showed up in a limo to a cafe that was just
two blocks from the building. She probably already knows
what’s going on. I get the sense that a lot of people do. Still,
Iately I’m feeling different about keeping my relationship with
Logan a secret. If it weren’t for his reluctance to have a real
relationship, I’d want the world to know.

But the way he’s acting now has me wondering.

“No, I’ll walk.” I step forward and give him a quick peck.
“Thanks for offering though.”

“And thank you for being so understanding,” Logan says
before picking up his phone and taking it off of hold. “Are you
there? …Alright.” Logan gives me a distracted wave as I
leave, and I can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong as
I walk out of his office.

Outside it feels good, a cool breeze sweeping up the street.
The sky is clear, and the deep blue color would take my breath
away if I wasn’t in such a sour mood.

If this is the beginning of the end, then it will be no less than I
deserve. I knew I shouldn’t have gotten involved with him.

I make it halfway down the block, lost in my thoughts and
hardly watching where I’m going, when I feel a prickling
sensation on my neck. Someone’s watching me. I turn around,
scanning behind me. There are a couple of people walking on
either side of the street, entering businesses, and cars driving
by, but no one stands out.

For a minute, I continue to scan, my eyes darting everywhere,
but I eventually give up.

After a moment, I turn and continue on, thinking, Relax,
Charlotte. You’re just being paranoid.



“DID YOU SEE WHAT HAPPENED WITH THAT CELEBRITY GUY IN THE

news?” Eva asks me as she takes a bite out of her blueberry
bagel that’s covered with cream cheese. We’re sitting in the
Blue Cafe in the corner. It’s secluded and private which is
nice. It’s been awhile since I’ve eaten in a place that has a
dollar menu, but I’m happy to see Eva and catch up on
corporate gossip and talk about the project we’re working on
together.

As usual, Eva’s dressed sharp as a tack in a red pantsuit and
matching lipstick, her hair pulled back into an elegant
ponytail. I need her to be my stylist.

I pause, peeling the plastic wrap from around my banana nut
muffin. I’m trying to be cheerful with Eva, but I just have a
bad feeling. I don’t like how distant Logan was with me in his
office. “What guy?”

“It was what’s his face,” Eva snaps her fingers together
multiple times trying to jog her memory, “the hot young guy
that plays a president on that one show and he cheats on his
wife with an intern.” She motions at me as if I’m supposed to
be a psychic and give her the answer. “You know, that guy.”

Actually, I have no idea who that guy is. I’m drawing a blank.
Since starting the new job, I don’t watch much TV, and the
only hot guy in my life is Logan. “I don’t know who you’re
talking about-”

“Jake Goldwater!” Eva yells and slaps her hand on the table.
“That’s it!”

I vaguely know who she’s talking about, I think I’ve watched a
few movies he’s been in. I don’t think he’s anything special.
“What about him?”

“Well supposedly, in real life he also heads his own company,
Goldwater Productions.” She taps a finger against her chin
thoughtfully. “I think he even owns a building several blocks
from here. Anyway, he got caught banging one of his
secretaries… on video.”



“Damn,” I mutter, shaking my head. “I’d hate to be that girl.
She’ll be humiliated for the rest of her life.”

Eva gives a short laugh. “You’d be one of the only ones.
There’s probably scores of women who’d sleep with him on
camera.”

“Good for them,” I mutter darkly.

Eva bringing up Jake’s scandal hits close to home. The
parallels are freaky. I’m not Logan’s secretary, but I am
sleeping with him. It makes me feel ashamed that I just don’t
come out and tell Eva. I almost feel like a fraud.

It would be nice to have someone to confide in, someone I can
tell my doubts about Logan to. Someone who can tell me that
I’m insane for staying with a guy, even if he is rich, that won’t
commit.

Eva peers at me with concern. “Something wrong?”

“No,” I lie. “I just feel overwhelmed with all this work.” And
worried about the direction my relationship with Logan is
going.

“Aren’t we all.” Eva pauses and she looks like she’s debating
on whether bringing up a topic.

“Speaking of hot bosses, there’s a rumor going around about
Logan…”

“Eva,” I say, cutting her off. Here’s my chance to come clean
with Eva. At this point, it’ll be a relief. With all my doubts
about our relationship, I don’t see a reason to hold back
anymore. I just hope Eva doesn’t judge me too harshly.

She shakes her head, setting aside her bagel, her face twisting
with shock. “Oh no, don’t tell me…”

“I’ve been sleeping with Logan,” I say super fast. There. I was
right. I feel so much better already.

Eva’s mouth opens wide with shock. “Jesus, Charlotte, how
long has this been going on?”



I tell Eva everything, about Vegas, about sleeping with Logan
and then leaving him. I hold nothing back, and when I’m done,
I feel even more liberated. “After Ian, it was so easy to just fall
in bed with him. He was just so charming and… sexy. I
couldn’t help myself. But now I’m worried that we’re…”
Finished. I feel a lump form in my throat at the thought.

Maybe I’m just overreacting and it’s all in my head.

That’s what I want to believe, but deep down inside, I know
otherwise. That Logan’s hiding something from me, I’m
certain, I’ve just been doing a decent job in deluding myself
that things will get better.

Eva’s shaking her head in disbelief and doesn’t seem to notice
my last sentence. “No wonder he gave you the head sales
position.”

“So you think that’s the only reason I got the sales job?” I ask
irritably. I thought Eva would be giving me relationship
advice, not questioning my position in the company.

“Don’t you dare,” Eva says defensively, seeing that I’ve taken
her words the wrong way. “You know I would never think so
lowly of you. You’re a beast at what you do, and everyone
knows it. That’s why Logan hired you.” The passion and
sincerity in Eva’s voice make me feel ashamed for jumping to
conclusions.

Eva shakes her head. “What I meant is that Logan wanted you,
and seeing how good a sales rep you were, he made sure you’d
work closely with him.”

“I’m sorry, Eva,” I say softly. “I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

Eva waves away my worry. “It’s no problem. I woulda got
pissed too and thought the same thing if I was in your shoes.”

She pauses and then gives me a look. “So is everything okay
with Logan? You sounded like you’re having some serious
issues… despite the good sex.”

I let out a sigh. “He won’t commit. He just tells me we should
live in the moment. But I don’t know what to do… I think I’m



falling in… falling for him. And I’m afraid that I’m going to
end up…” My heart clenches and I take a deep breath. It’s so
hard to admit.

Eva grimaces. “That’s… not good.”

“Yeah, and I’m not sure how much more time I should devote
to something that’s never going to work out. Even if the sex is
good. I don’t want a repeat of Ian, you know?”

Eva nods and makes a face. “Yeah, but ugh. It sucks because
you’re at a disadvantage in this relationship. Like, he can
totally get rid of you if you suddenly decide you’ve had
enough and want to break it off with him.”

Eva isn’t saying anything I haven’t already considered, and it’s
depressing. I’d like to think that Logan would never do such a
thing to me even if we did break up, but then I remember Ian. I
thought I knew him, thought I’d marry him and have his
children even, and he turned out to be a totally different person
than who I thought I’d fallen in love with.

When it comes down to it, I don’t really know Logan either.

“So what are you gonna do?” Eva asks, her expression deeply
concerned. “I’m afraid to give you advice on this because I
don’t see a clear answer.” She leans forward and takes my
hand in hers and gently adds, “I just don’t want to see you
hurt.”

The answer should be easy. Stop wasting time. Leave Logan
no matter the cost. But when I think about leaving him, I feel
overwhelmed. I don’t want it to have to end. Yet I hate being
in this state of limbo.

“Charlotte?” Eva asks when I don’t answer right away.

I sigh and squeeze her hand before letting go. I take a bite out
of my muffin, shake my head, and reply, “I don’t know, Eva. I
really wish I knew.”



M
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y eyes are drawn from my computer to the large doors of
my office at the sound of a loud knock.

“Come in,” I call out. I half expect it to be Rose even though
it’s a quarter to five and I doubt she’ll be done with work this
early. I want it to be her. But it’s not, it’s Trent.

As he closes the door, I stretch my arms above my head and
sigh heavily. It’s been a long fucking day.

“Did we get it?” I ask as he slumps into the sofa and leans
forward, his elbows on his knees with his chin resting in his
hands.

He nods and says, “It cost us forty-three million. But we won
the bid.”

I finally let a grin slip into place.

“We overspent, but it’s still usable,” he says.

I huff out a breath, the smile unmoving. It feels good knowing
how badly I fucked over Patterson. And he’s going to know.
There’s not a damn good reason for me to have bought it
otherwise.

“Logan,” he says and waits for me to look at him.

I raise my eyebrows as he makes me wait in silence.

“Yes?” I ask him, finally leaning forward and giving him my
attention.



“Are you alright?”

He hasn’t asked me that in quite a long time.

“I am.” I clear my throat and look at the clock and then back to
him. “I’m fine.” I’m not fine. But I’m not as bad as I once
was. I know that’s why he asks. I can run this company. He’s
the only one who knows about my condition beyond my
father. If it got worse, I’d tell him. I wouldn’t let the company
fall.

“That’s not what I mean.”

I look back at him with my forehead pinched in confusion.

“It’s about Miss Harrison.”

“Charlotte Rose.” I feel my hands grip the arms of the chair.
My blunt nails dig into the leather. “What about her?” I ask,
my voice on edge.

“Is she-” he stops to look away and then back at me. “Is this
serious?” he asks.

I wait a moment to answer. I know the truth though. It is. I’ve
never been more serious about anything in my life. I want her.
I need her to be mine.

“Yes,” I answer and hold my breath, waiting for him to tell me
all the reasons we shouldn’t be together. Instead a smile grows
on his face.

“I’m very happy for you, Logan.” He leans back and says, “I’d
like to meet her; maybe outside of the office?”

I scoff a laugh and finally relax. I nod my head, looking back
at the clock. “I think she’d like that. Maybe a corporate
lunch.”

He lets out a laugh. “To think you have a life outside of work.”

I bring my fingers to my lips. It’s certainly something
different. She’s something different.

“Does she know?” he asks. My breath catches in my throat as I
maintain eye contact. I don’t want to answer. I can’t admit to



him what a selfish prick I’ve been.

I’m saved from responding by a small, timid knock on the
door. It opens before I can respond, and Charlotte appears.

She’s in a simple shirtdress that flatters her curves, and I can’t
help letting my eyes roam her body as she hesitantly walks in.
“Are you in the middle of a meeting?” she asks in a hushed
voice, gripping the edge of the door.

Trent has a wide smile on his face and answers for me. I’m
caught in a trance at the sight of her. As if telling Trent she
was mine somehow made it more real. More tangible.
Something I can actually have.

“Not anymore, we’ve just wrapped up.” He slaps his hands on
his thigh and stands.

“I’m not sure we’ve met officially,” he says and holds a hand
out to her and I finally rise to walk over and help introduce
them.

She accepts his hand. “Trent Morgan.” She says his name with
confidence and with her back straight. Her purse jostles as she
shakes his hand. “It’s nice to officially meet you; Logan has
said nothing but nice things about you.”

Trent laughs and pats the back of her hand before releasing her
and says, “He must not have said much then.” A small chuckle
rises through my chest at his joke as I wrap an arm around her
waist. It’s the first time I’ve ever held her in front of anyone. A
small gasp leaves her lips and she looks at me, nervously
tucking her hair behind her ear. Her eyes flash with surprise.

“I’m glad you’ve met her, now get the fuck out.” I say the
words easily with a grin and he nods, picking up his jacket off
the sofa.

“You two have a nice night,” he says as he opens the door.

“You too,” my Rose says in a slightly high-pitched voice.

She watches the door until it closes. And then she looks up at
me and asks, “We’re an item now?” Although there’s



skepticism in her eyes, her voice is laced with a hope I’ve
never heard from her.

I simply nod. I don’t like that she’s questioning it, that she’s
doubting me.

I understand, but I don’t fucking like it.

“Like…” She pauses and takes in a short breath before pulling
away slightly and then looking back at me. I keep my feet
bolted to the ground and wait for whatever the hell she’s
thinking to come out. “Like people can know?”

I huff a small laugh and walk over to her, she refuses to
believe me. “Yes. The world can know you’re mine.”

“Do you mean it?” she asks in a soft voice that displays her
vulnerability. I hate that I ever made her feel so insecure.

I nod and whisper back, “Yes.” Her body relaxes somewhat,
but she doesn’t respond.

“Do you want me, Rose?” I ask her, turning her in my arms
and pulling her soft body into mine. “Because I sure as fuck
want you.”

She braces herself with her small hands on my chest as she
looks up at me with wide eyes. She nods, and breathlessly
says, “Yes. I want you.”

I crash my lips against hers in a bruising kiss. The need to
claim her has my dick hard as a fucking rock.

I pull away and tear at the sash around her dress, desperate to
get it off. Her nimble fingers unbutton her dress fast enough to
save it from being destroyed.

I pull back to look at her. Her tempting body in nothing but
heels, a black bra and matching panties. Her chest rises
heavily with quick breaths, and her face is flushed with desire.

Fucking gorgeous.

She quickly unbuttons my shirt, not waiting for me to act. I
reach around, undoing her bra as she kneels on the floor,
unbuckling and unzipping my pants with a desperate need. She



tugs them down and releases my cock. My hands fist in her
hair as she quickly takes the head of my dick into her mouth.

I groan, but I don’t let her take any more. I pull her off and
step out of my pants. She waits on the floor, watching me, but
not for long.

I reach down and pick her up in my arms. Her lips press
against mine and she parts for me. My tongue massages along
hers and the air turns hot between us.

My fingers curl around the flimsy lace and I easily shred them
and toss them carelessly to the floor, not breaking our kiss.

I push her back against the wall for leverage so I can move one
hand off her lush ass and down between us.

I slide my dick between her folds and then roughly push into
her hot pussy.

She moans loudly, slamming her head against the wall. I leave
open-mouthed kisses along her slender neck as I thrust up and
into her welcoming heat.

“Mine,” I groan in the crook of her neck. She whimpers my
name as I quicken my pace.

One of her heels falls to the ground with a loud bang as her
feet dig into my ass, her legs wrapped tightly around my hips.

“Say it,” I command her.

“I’m yours!” she cries out with her head arched to the side.
“I’m yours, Logan!”

Yes! I slam into her over and over. Each time the wall shakes,
threatening to knock the frames off the wall.

I look to my left, to the large windows covered by blinds. I
grab her ass with both hands and move us to them, opening the
blinds and continuing to fuck her as her back hits the cold
glass.

“Logan!” she cries out, her breasts pressed against my chest as
I continue my relentless pace.



I pull out of her and turn her around, pushing her beautiful
frame against the glass. We’re so high up I can barely make
out the people below. But I want this.

“What are you doing?” she whispers, her voice laced with
desire. I reach my hand around to her front and rub my fingers
against her clit. She moans and tries to move away slightly. I
slam my dick back into her and continue mercilessly
stimulating her throbbing clit.

“I’m gonna make you mine, and the whole world’s gonna see
it,” I growl.

“Oh, fuck,” she moans out, her hot breath leaving fog on the
cold glass as her cunt clamps down on my dick.

Her eyes go half-lidded and her body tenses.

“Yes,” I breathe onto her neck, my lips just touching the shell
of her ear. “Cum with me, my Rose,” and on my command her
head falls back against my shoulder and I lose it. Everything in
me comes undone as my orgasm races through my blood. I
kiss her lips as my dick pulses deep inside of her.

We stay just like that for a long moment after, both of us trying
to calm from the intensity of our orgasms.

I finally let her go and turn to grab a few tissues, cleaning her
first and then my cock, which is still hard.

She walks to the corner and sags slightly, her legs still
trembling as I gather our clothes.

I can’t stop watching her as I dress myself. Picking up the
now-wrinkled shirt and slipping it on as my breathing tries to
steady itself. We could stay here in the office, but I want to
bring her home.

“Logan,” she says with great effort, finally picking up her bra
and dress and slipping them on.

I smile down at her as she tries to speak. I walk over and hold
her small body to mine. “Are you alright?” I ask. She leans
into me and nods her head. I kiss her hair. “What did you
need?” I ask.



She finally stands on her own, pushing me away slightly and
pulling her hair out of her face. “Nothing,” she says with a
small smile, shaking her head.

She picks up her heels and slips them on, giving me a sweet
smile over her shoulder. I eye her, but leave it at that. I pick up
my tie off the floor and shove it into my pocket.

She picks up the lace scrap on the floor and looks at me as
though I’ve committed an awful crime.

“I’ll get you more.”

“But what am I going to wear out of here?” she asks in a
hushed voice.

I walk over to her and take the torn thong, tossing it into the
trash bin under my desk. I lean into her, with both hands on
her ass and squeeze as I kiss her, silencing her sweet squeal of
surprise.

I pull back with a grin. Her face is flushed and her breathing
heavy.

“Nothing,” I finally answer her.

She looks at the trash bin and then up to me with a devilish
smile before nodding and pulling her dress down over her ass.
She grabs her purse and opens the door, waiting for me.

That’s my Rose.

There’s a faint sound of my secretary, Eleanor, tapping on the
keyboard from the entryway of the office, but not any other
sounds.

I look up at Rose as I lock the door behind us and lead the
way. She’s not showing any sign that she’s affected, so next
time I’ll have to up the ante.

“Have a good night,” I say and nod at my secretary, the only
person left on the floor, and keep walking with the sound of
Charlotte’s heels accompanying us.

“Should I go home tonight?” she asks as we walk side by side
to the elevators.



I’m not sure if it’s because all the blood in me is still in my
dick, or because I’ve already made decisions about our
relationship that she hasn’t come to realize yet, but it takes me
a moment to realize that she means her temporary apartment.
But I want her in my bed tonight. I’m finding that I sleep
much better with her there.

“No. I want you in my bed tonight.”

She looks up at me with apprehension, but nods as the elevator
dings and the doors open. It’s empty and quiet as I press the
button for the main floor.

She purses her lips. “And my car?”

“Can stay here,” I answer easily. I watch her, waiting for some
sign that we’re on the same page. She nods and grips her purse
with both hands. She’s tense.

“We can take things slow,” I say, staring straight ahead.

She lets out a small laugh of disbelief.

I cock an eyebrow and smirk at her.

She smiles and leans into me, giving me a chaste kiss on the
lips. “If you say so, Mr. CEO.”
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’m completely immersed in going over contracts when the
phone rings and disrupts me. The ID says it’s a call from
Hastings. I don’t want to stop what I’m doing, so I ignore the
chimes of my ringtone, but he doesn’t give up, immediately
calling again. Damn it. I sigh with slight irritation. I’m
exhausted and I don’t have time for interruptions, but this must
be something important.

“This better be good,” I grumble before picking up the phone
and subtly clearing my throat. “Hello?” I answer in a
professional tone.

“Charlotte, you finally answered,” he says, voice low and
carrying a tone of urgency. “I need to see you in my office.
Now.”

I glance at the pile of contracts sitting in front of me. “Is this
something that can wait? I really need to get these last few
things done…” I feel bad being so forward. “A lot is riding on
this,” I add.

“No,” Hastings says firmly. “I want to see you this instant.”
My eyes widen and my heart skips a beat in my chest.
Something’s wrong, and I can’t help that a sickness stirs in the
pit of my stomach.

I’m silent for a moment, and it’s long enough that he adds—

“Now, Charlotte… You need to hear about this in person.”



“I’ll be right there,” I answer quickly and hang up. I can’t
shake a bit of dread.

I sigh and smooth down my chiffon dress as I walk down the
hall. I feel a prick of distress as I think everyone seems to be
turning to look at me as I make my way over to Hasting’s
office, but I brush it off due to the fact of what I’m wearing, a
brightly colored dress. Still, I feel a little uneasy. The stares
aren’t normal.

I knock lightly on Hasting’s door, my heart beating a little
faster and my palms a bit sweaty before stepping in into his
office. I freeze when I see who else is there. Eva. It looks like
she’s distressed, her large eyes filled with worry as they fall on
me.

A feeling of dread runs through me and numbs my body.

Hastings nods at me, his lined face drawn and serious. “Close
the door, Charlotte,” he orders.

The intense feelings grow stronger and my chest starts feeling
tight.

With my heart racing, I do as he commands. The door closes
with a loud click and I walk over in a daze and sit down next
to Eva. She takes my hand in hers, squeezing it lightly, causing
me to shake like a leaf in the wind. I don’t make eye contact
with her even though her eyes are boring into me.

Hastings leans forward across his desk, clasping his hands
together. “We have a problem,” he tells me.

I nod my head rather than speak around the lump growing in
my throat. My heart’s racing so fast it’s about to beat out of
my chest. There’s no doubt in my mind that this is bad. Very
bad.

I’m about to pass out, and I haven’t even heard the news yet.
I’m fired, I think to myself. This must be it. I’ve just lost my
job. My mind is racing at light speed with a number of dark
scenarios.



Hastings sucks in a deep breath and my eyes dart back to his,
waiting anxiously. “I don’t know how to tell you this
Charlotte, but we… were emailed photos of you this
morning.”

Hastings lowers his head as if he’s almost ashamed. “Of you
and Logan Parker… together.” His last words leave no doubt
about what he means by ‘together’. My face heats and my
blood goes cold. I try to speak, but I can’t.

Hastings turns his monitor and Eva pulls her hand away,
leaving me feeling alone, but I reach out and grab onto her.
She’s quick to lean forward and hold my hand. I need her. I’m
thankful she’s here.

My heart jolts in my chest when I see a picture on the screen
and I immediately start to hyperventilate. It’s hard to look at
and tears prick my eyes, but I don’t let them fall.

Eva gives my hand another squeeze and rubs my back, but it
doesn’t help. I’m shocked, angry and hurt beyond belief. I can
hardly breathe.

Seeing the shock and anger on my face, Hastings raises his
hands out to me. “Now now, Charlotte, I want to assure you
that no one here thinks any less of you.” He nods at the
envelope. “Do you want to see them? I know it’s a horrible
thing to ask, but you should know what was sent to us. Take
all the time you need before you look.”

I stare at the desk for a moment, feeling a mountain of shame
pressing down on my chest, and then burst into tears, sobbing
uncontrollably.

Immediately, Eva pulls me into her arms, whispering
comforting words in my ears that I don’t hear.

“We’re going to help you get through this, Charlotte,”
Hastings tells me firmly. “I promise. Whoever is responsible
for this vile act will be held accountable. I’ve already
contacted the authorities.”

His words barely register, and they do little to comfort me.
The damage has already been done. I’m ruined. I’ll never be



able to come to work again without feeling like a cheap whore.

Shame drives me from Eva’s embrace and out of my seat. I
have to see Logan and tell him what’s going on.

Alarmed by my behavior, Hastings rises out of his seat and
reaches for me as I storm toward the door. “Charlotte, wait!”

I ignore his command and I hear Eva say something to him,
but I don’t catch what it is. I’m too consumed by my emotions
to care. On the way up to Logan’s office, I ignore the dubious
stares l get. When I hit the top floor, I march past Eleanor’s
desk without a word.

I burst into Logan’s office, swinging the double doors open
wide, feeling the last bit of control I have slip away at the sight
of him. Logan, who’s sitting in his chair and on the phone,
looks up with surprise.

“It’s over,” I say and my voice cracks, barely able to keep
myself from collapsing.

“I’ll call you back,” Logan says quickly into the phone,
hanging up. He jumps out of his seat and makes his way over
to me. “What’s going on, Rose?” he asks, pulling me into his
arms. I collapse against him, a blubbering mess.

I try to tell him what’s going on, but my words come out all
garbled as I cry and sob. I’m a mess. I can’t help it. I’m
practically shaking.

He shakes me gently, trying to get me to stop sobbing. “Rose, I
need you to calm down.”

How can he begin to tell me to calm down? There were
pictures of us screwing being circulated around everywhere. I
bite back my anger, he doesn’t know.

“They have pictures of us,” I manage to push out the words as
I pull away from him, tears streaming down my face.

“Pictures of what?”

“Pictures of us screwing!” I yell.



Logan’s face turns hard as he pushes me to the side and takes
large strides to the door. Several people are looking in, making
my heart still as he slams it shut and turns to look at me with a
deadly expression I’ve never seen.
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close the door and lock it. Charlotte’s hysterically crying
on the sofa with her phone in her lap. She’s practically shaking
and I need to comfort her, but first I need to end the web
conference. I quickly stride to the other side of my desk and
type in a message that the meeting is canceled. Voices from the
executives fill the speakers, but I shut off the microphone and
the monitor, my heart racing in my chest. I doubt they heard.
Even if they did, I wouldn’t give a fuck.

She’s hurt though.

Photographs.

Of us fucking… so new photographs. My heart hammers in
my chest as the anger rises, threatening to consume me. I’ll
fucking kill him. I’ll destroy him and everything he’s ever
touched.

I walk slowly to the sofa and kneel on the floor.

I pet her hair as she wipes her eyes and looks up at me.
“Everyone,” she says as her voice cracks and she wipes under
her eyes angrily. Her mouth stays open, but nothing else
comes out.

“It’s going to be okay,” I say as calmly as I can.

She pushes my arm away. “It’s not! How can you say that?”
She looks up at me with a pained expression. “Everyone saw
me…” Her face falls, and she can’t finish. She manages to



look away from me and the anger courses through her. Her
hands ball into fists as she looks up and past my desk.

“Right fucking there,” she says and points to the window. “No
one will ever respect me.”

She heaves in a breath and continues, “They’re going to think
I only got this job because-”

“Stop it.” I stand up, cutting her off. “What they think doesn’t
matter,” I say and my voice is hard and full of venom. “This
will be dealt with.”

“Dealt with?” she asks incredulously. “My job is ruined.”

“It’s-”

“I rely on presentations, I can’t hide behind a computer
ignoring everyone. Everyone I ever meet will have seen
them.”

She reaches for her phone, and my heart slows as I realizes
she’s bringing them up. Her shoulders rise and fall heavily as
the shock and sadness leave her and anger takes the forefront.
She finally passes me the phone, angrily wiping the tears from
her reddened cheeks.

I look down with the intention of it being a glance, but I focus
on it. She looks beautiful, in complete rapture. Every inch of
her on display. My grip tightens on the phone.

She’s for me and me only.

I don’t want anyone else to see that look on her face. It’s for
me. Anger consumes me as I throw her phone onto the sofa
and push my hands through my hair. It’s my fault.

“It’s my fault,” I can barely breathe out.

“No.” She brushes her tears away, shaking her head. “This was
a mistake,” she says in a small voice and doesn’t look me in
the eyes.

Mistake.

My heart slows, and my blood turns to ice.



“Whoever did this,” I start to say although I already know
who. Patterson. I’ll confirm it and then he’s done. “I’ll make
sure they pay.”

She rises from her seat and slowly grabs her cell phone as she
heads for the door with a look of defeat and despair.

“Rose,” I call to her, but she ignores me, intent on leaving. No.
I stare at her, my heart thudding painfully in my chest. No.
“Rose!”

“I’m sorry, Logan,” she says in a pained voice, reaching for
the door.

I slam my hand against the door above her head before she can
open it. “Where are you going?” I ask her as calmly as I can,
although I’m not anywhere near that emotion.

“I knew I should’ve never gotten involved with you,” she says
in a soft voice that cripples me.

She tugs on the doorknob, but I lean my weight against the
door and cage her body in. “Rose, don’t leave.”

“I have to, Logan.” She stares straight ahead and closes her
eyes as I lean forward and kiss her neck.

“Don’t.” Her voice cracks and tears slip down her cheeks.
“Please, just let me go.” She wipes the tears away and
swallows thickly. “I need to go.”

“You don’t.”

“I do,” she says the hard words with conviction. Shaking her
head, she says, “I can’t stay here. This was wrong. I knew it;
I’m sorry.”

I can make this right. I can calm her down and make her
understand that everything will be fine. But as I try to think of
a way to ease her pain and have this blow over, I can’t think of
anything. I’m paralyzed with the fear of her leaving me. My
heart slams against my chest, willing me to do something, to
say something.



But I have nothing. For the first time in my life, I feel true
panic and it cripples me. I’m failing her, and I know it.

“I’m sorry, Logan,” she says with her eyes still closed.

“Nothing to be sorry for.” I’m quick to say the words, shaking
my head, completely aware that I’m in denial. She’s not
leaving me. She can’t.

“It’s over,” she says as she covers her face with her hands,
finally releasing the doorknob.

Her shoulders shake and I pull her closer to me, but she pushes
me away, shaking her head.

She turns to look up at me with tear-stained cheeks and puffy
eyes as she says, “Just let me leave.”

The words resonate with me. I’ve heard them before. My
mother told my father that I don’t know how many times. I do
what my father never did, and back away from her. I stare at
the wall of frames and try to ignore the sound of the door
opening and then closing. Leaving me alone as I struggle to
breathe.

This was going to happen. It’s the way these things work. I try
to convince myself I’m telling the truth, but it doesn’t stop the
pain. I brace myself against the wall, in complete shock and
disbelief. It hurts. The crippling pain brings me to my knees. I
lean my back against the door, not wanting this to be real.

I finally had something I never thought I would. And I let her
slip through my fingers. It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.

I stay in that position for I don’t know how long. Letting the
scene play out again and again. I finally move, but I feel as
though I’m not really here.

At least she’s away from me now.

I walk out of the office, and it all falls into a hush. A few
phones are ringing and some people are typing, but the sounds
of keys clicking dims as I lock my office door.



I don’t make eye contact with anyone, although I can feel them
all staring at me. This is what she went through. I fucking hate
them all. I clench my hands into fists and ignore my secretary
as she stands and says something. I don’t hear it, it’s all white
noise.

I take the elevator to the parking garage. I don’t even know if
my car is here. I’ve been using the limo so I can spend quality
time with my Rose.

I don’t know if her car was here. I call her as I head to my car.
I need to make sure she’s okay.

It rings and rings. She doesn’t answer.

My car’s there, parked in my spot.

I get in and sit there for a moment. And then I finally put the
keys in the ignition. I don’t turn it on though. I keep hearing
her words play in my head. It’s over.

She’s sorry. She knew she shouldn’t have.

My head falls back against the headrest and I stare at the
cement brick wall ahead of me.

I don’t know what to say to convince her otherwise. I
shouldn’t. I shouldn’t try to convince her otherwise. But what
we had felt so good. So right. It felt real.

The sound of a car’s horn from outside the garage wakes me
back to the present. I finally turn the car on and drive home.

A long time passes with no sound, and I don’t even realize it. I
debate on turning up the volume, but I don’t want to. I
wouldn’t listen to it anyway.

When I walk inside, my house feels colder and emptier than
usual as the keys clank against the table.

Charlotte’s dry cleaning is on the entry table. It’s there to greet
me.

I walk past it and straight to my bedroom.



I lay on the bed fully clothed and look at the ceiling. My chest
hurts. My body hurts. I can hardly stand the pain. The cell
phone’s right there. I know where she lives. I need her in this
moment. I know she’s what I need.

I pick up my phone to call her, but can’t press send. It’s my
fault he did that to her, and I can’t take it back. There’s no fix
to this. I deserve this pain. I knew I was no good for her.

I close my eyes, hating that my actions caused her pain. That I
ruined her.

I never thought this would happen though. Anger simmers
beneath the pain. I grip onto it. Needing it and feeling alive
again with it.

I’ll ruin Patterson. I’ll make sure he pays for what he did to
her.
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wish I could afford to tender my resignation, I think to
myself as I set my glass of hot tea down on my desk and peck
out a response to an email. Then I’d be gone like the wind.

I lean back against my headboard in my PJs, working on my
laptop, sitting cross-legged in bed. I’m trying to focus on
getting work done, but all I can think about are the events of
the past few weeks that led up to this. The pain, the
humiliation. These emotions haunt me daily and makes it hard
for me to focus on important tasks. I wish I could just leave.
But quitting means giving up this apartment and my paycheck.
I have no savings. I have to keep working. I applied to nearly
sixty jobs yesterday, none of them in my field. I’ll take the pay
cut and start at the bottom. I never wanna go back. I take in a
shuddering breath. I have to until I have something else
though. At least Hastings is letting me work from home.

But he can’t save me from everything; I have a press
conference coming up on Tuesday, and I desperately don’t
want to go. I don’t think I can bear it, seeing Logan, seeing all
those accusatory eyes on me, knowing what they’re thinking.

She’s a whore, an office slut. I can just hear it now. I lean back
and close my eyes.

For days now I’ve been weighing my options. I could quit, but
there was no telling if I’d be able to find another job. By now,
word of my sexcapade with Logan has spread throughout the



entire sales industry. No self-respecting corporation that cared
about their public image would ever hire me, and I’d probably
be laughed out of interview rooms across town.

I just have to face it—I’m stuck. And a part of me blames
Logan.

It hurts just thinking his name. I feel horrible for leaving him
the way I did. I was just emotional and feeling alone. I’ve
waited all week for him to call. He hasn’t, and it hurts. I
thought what we had together meant something to him.

I was a fool to stick around when he told me to my face that he
wouldn’t commit. I deserve this.

The pain almost overwhelms me and tears burn my eyes. I
climb off the bed and grab a tissue from the box on my desk to
blow my nose, then toss it into the wastebasket with a hundred
others. I knew I shouldn’t have gotten involved. I feared
ending up like this, becoming a sorry, broken mess.

He should’ve called me, I think to myself, even if he doesn’t
think I want to talk to him, to prove me wrong. To show that he
really does care about me. At the same time, I should have
called him.

Even Hastings has called me, though he’s kept everything
professional and hasn’t once mentioned the photos. I think he
feels sorry for me and wants to keep an eye out, make sure I
don’t go try to go jump off a building somewhere.

If I can get through these next few months, I’ll look for another
place… in another city, I tell myself.

The thought makes me miserable and I slog through the mass
of emails feeling like shit. I’m just through responding to my
last email when I get a call from Eva.

“Hello?” I answer the same way I always have.

“Charlotte!” Eva cries, her voice joyful. “I’m so happy to hear
your voice!”

I hold in a groan. I know she’s trying to be cheerful because
she knows that I’m in a dark place, but it’s not going to help.



Despite what she says, it’s hard not to think that she thinks less
of me after she saw the photos of Logan and I screwing.
“Thanks,” I say. “How are things going?”

There’s a pause on the other end of the line and then I hear
Eva suck in a breath. “Alright. Things have been going great
with the project.” She’s not mentioning anything about the
photos. Good, because I don’t want to hear it. Although she
did leave a message on my voicemail about it on the day after
it happened and the first day I stayed home from work. I never
returned that call. I suppose she got the memo.

There’s another pause and then she blurts, “Hannah, Cary Ann
and I are doing a ladies’ night tonight. Wanna come?”

Not really, is my initial thought. I shift on the bed, pushing the
laptop away and trying to get comfortable. I don’t want to go,
but I feel somewhat obligated because of how supportive Eva
is trying to be. I know she only wants me to get out of the
house and out of this depression. Yet there’s no way I’m going
to go and deal with the stares… the looks. I haven’t talked to
Hannah and Cary Ann since it happened, and I’m sure they’re
going to have questions for me. I can’t handle that tonight. It’s
just too much. “I’m sorry, Eva,” I say finally, “but I really
don’t want to.”

“Please,” Eva implores. “I’m just worried about you. Getting
out for some fresh air and a relaxing drink would be good for
you.”

“I… just can’t.” It’s obvious that we handle things differently,
and she’s only trying to help. But I know I won’t be alright.
I’m not ready to put myself out there like that.

BEFORE EVA CAN REPLY, THERE’S A KNOCK AT THE DOOR. “I GOTTA

go, Eva. Sorry.” I hang up the phone and crawl out of my bed,
quickly jogging to the front door so they don’t leave. When I
get there, it’s a different story. For a moment, I debate on even
opening the door. There’s no one I wanna talk to… other than
Logan.



Instead I peek through the peephole. I see an old man dressed
in black standing outside. I watch as he raises his hand and
knocks again. I wait, hoping he’ll go away, but he stands there
and knocks several more times.

I finally answer the knock with a raised voice, “I’m not
presentable right now, so I would prefer you leave and come
back at a decent time.”

I can barely hear him through the door, but my ears perk up
when he says, “It’s about Logan.”

The chain lock clinks as I unlock it and I swing the door open.
“What about Logan?” I ask breathlessly.

The old man doesn’t answer right away, taking in my PJs and
disheveled appearance.

“Miss Harrison?” he asks.

I grip the door and answer, “Yes. I would really like to get
straight to the point.” Even in my PJs I’m attempting to
command a sense of professionalism. It’s laughable, but I
don’t have the energy for small talk.

He nods politely. “What happened between you two,” he
explains, clasping his hands in front of him. “Logan’s done
this before. He destroyed a woman’s career, and it was
extremely unfortunate to watch.”

I cross my arms, suddenly feeling extremely exposed and try
not to let the tears pricking my eyes come. I hate how
everyone knows. Worse than that, the implication this man is
making. Logan wouldn’t do that. I shake my head slightly, but
the man continues.

“You should sue him,” the old man continues. “Make him pay
for what he did to you. It’ll be hard for you to get a job if you
suddenly find yourself unemployed, no? If you take him to
court, you won’t have to worry about that.” I can’t believe this
man has the audacity to make such an accusation. As if
reading my mind, he holds up his hands in defense. “I knew
her well. And she was never able to recover, so that’s why I’m
reaching out to you. For your benefit and hers.” His voice is



soft and soothing. It’s genuine. My heart crumples in my chest.
I can’t breathe. Logan… set me up?

“But why?” I barely breathe the words out.

“He has a history of hurting others for sport.” I cover my
mouth with my hand as my blood turns to ice and my stomach
churns. No, I can’t believe that. “Mr. Parker has deep pockets.
I’d bet he’d settle out of court to avoid the negative press it
would bring his company. And you wouldn’t suffer over the
damages he caused you.”

When I don’t reply, the man says, “I just wanted to let you
know your options.” He hands out a gold-plated business card
to me that reads, Johnny Black & Associates. “Here’s my card.
If you decide you want to take action against Logan, call me.”

He turns and walks off, leaving me standing there running my
finger along the edge of his business card and struggling to
understand and accept why I fall for men who only want to
hurt me.
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look over the email from the lawyer once more. It’s on my
phone as I sit in the car outside of Charlotte’s apartment. I’m
pissed. I can’t stand waiting on the law for judges to sign off
on warrants. I already have all the information they need.
Although, it wasn’t obtained legally and for now I need to
wait. Patterson is guilty, and I’ll spend whatever it cost to
ensure he does jail time. I won’t settle on anything less.

But for now, I need to keep my head down and talk to public
relations, according to the lawyer, Joseph Casings. I sigh
heavily and sit back in my seat.

I grit my teeth. I don’t fucking like waiting. I can’t sit back
and do nothing. Which is precisely what PR told me to do as
well. To carry on as though nothing has happened. And as for
Charlotte, she’s to do the same. Although I haven’t had a
moment to speak with her. She hasn’t come to work, and I
haven’t called her without knowing how to make this right.
But I know now, I have something to offer her. I only hope it’s
enough.

My body tenses and my heart slows as I think about how she
must feel. I don’t know what else to do.

I fucked up though. Although Patterson would have found a
way to use her against me, it’s still my fault that this is what
happened. My ego gave him an opportunity that destroyed her,



and no matter how much I’d like to deny it, it will affect her
career. For awhile at least.

I sent out an email and made an announcement this morning.
If anyone utters a word about those pictures, they’ll be fired.
No questions or excuses. The legal department has to handle
the rest, but it won’t be enough. Nothing can make it go away.

And now I’m sitting outside of her apartment like a lovesick
puppy debating on crawling back to her and begging for her
forgiveness. Debating on how, really. Not if I will… just the
best way to go about it.

She needs to know that I’m sorry, and that I’m going to make
it up to her as best as I can.

My heart hammers in my chest as I finally get out of the car
and make my way up to her apartment, and again I feel that
pain rip through me. I pause on the stairs and lean against the
wall, waiting for it to pass. It doesn’t seem right. The pain
radiates in my leg. Awareness races through me. My heartbeat
slows with fear. But the pain seems to dim. I hold my breath,
ignoring it and willing it to leave me the fuck alone.
Something’s off, but it can wait. It has to wait until I’ve at
least talked to her. I need to tell her. The pain lessens to a
tolerable level, and I continue climbing the stairs with
shortened breath. At the top, I consider calling Doctor
Wallace. In the past two years, I’ve only called him once. My
jaw clenches and with the pain nearly gone, I decide to let it
go.

It’ll be fine. I’m fine.

I walk to her door, a gold 22 on the plate on her door, and I
knock three times. I take in a steady breath and nervously
straighten my jacket as I wait. I can just barely hear shuffling
noises from inside her apartment and then a click of the lock.

It takes a long moment of waiting with bated breath before she
opens the door slowly, only a few inches at first, and then a bit
more.

My Rose.



The dark circles under her eyes make my heart sink. She looks
tired and unhappy. Her lips are paler than usual, and her eyes
are red and slightly swollen. My poor Rose.

“Rose,” I say and start to reach out to her, but she pulls away
quickly and the soft lines of her face harden.

“Logan,” she says, leaning her body slightly forward and
making it obvious that she’s not going to let me in. I’m caught
off guard. I know she left me, but this seems…
uncharacteristic.

“I just want to talk,” I tell her.

The expression on her face changes slightly, showing her
sadness, but only for a second. A split second so fast it makes
me think I imagined it.

“Talk then,” she says in a clipped voice.

I swallow thickly. I didn’t anticipate discussing this in the
hallway. I didn’t think she’d be so defensive either. I debate on
asking her why, but then I think better of it. Whatever she’s
comfortable with will work for me. “Public relations’
suggestion is to carry on and essentially pretend this never
happened.” Her eyes pierce into me as though they’re daggers.
I clear my throat and stand a little straighter.

“The lawyers are going to make sure that he pays for doing
this to you.” Her eyes narrow, but she doesn’t respond. She’s
sizing me up and I can see she’s going to snap at me. She’s just
waiting for a chance. I welcome it though. I need something
from her. I’d take anything right now, but she’s giving me
nothing.

“I’m going to handle this, Charlotte.” She stands in her
doorway, pulling the door closer to her. “He won’t get away
with it.” I’m doing my best to convey that I’ve done
everything I can do. “I promise you.” I put as much emotion as
I can in my voice, but her body language is still tense. My
heart squeezes in my chest.

She looks at me with complete distrust, and I don’t understand
it. I don’t know where this animosity is coming from.



“Please forgive me, Rose,” I whisper and put my hand up to
push her hair out of her face, but she flinches and moves away,
leaving me to let my hand fall.

I clear my throat and let the silence pass between us. She looks
past me, and doesn’t say anything.

“I’ll keep you updated on the legal matters.” Her eyes dart to
mine. “We can sue him for harassment at least. I’ll bury him
financially. Taking away his social circle, bankrupting him, it
won’t be enough.” My heart beats frantically as the adrenaline
pumps through my veins. I will make him pay for what he did.
I stare into Charlotte’s baby blue eyes, but she gives me
nothing in return. Cold as ice.

“I’m sure Patterson will have his legal team try to shut down
the case, but my legal team is far better than anything Johnny
Black can throw at me.”

“Who?” she asks, with her forehead pinching, her demeanor
changing slightly.

I nod my head, realizing I jumped into this without explaining
much. Fuck. I wish she’d just let me in so I can talk to her
without this awkwardness between us. “His name is Chadwick
Patterson. He’s the one who sent the emails, it was his IP
address and it’s not the first-”

“No, Black. Johnny Black.” She says his name with a harsh
edge and a bit of distaste. It’s odd, he has a reputation, but I’m
surprised she’d know anything about him or his shady legal
tactics.

“Yes, Patterson uses Black for his legal defense and I’m sure
he has him on retainer.”

She looks me dead in the eye as her breathing picks up. Her
grip tightens on the door as her face reddens and her bottom
lip trembles with a mix of anger and sadness.

“I’m so tired of being lied to and not knowing what to think.”
She spits out her words with venom. She’s practically shaking,
and I’m not sure what to make of the situation. I put my hands
up in surrender.



“Rose,” I say and try to keep my voice gentle and calming,
“I’m not lying to you. I’ve never lied to you.”

She throws the door open and turns her back on me. The
doorknob hits the wall, sending the door flying back at me. I
put my hand out to keep it from shutting and cautiously take a
step forward. She’s not okay and she needs me, but I’m not
sure what the hell is wrong with her.

No fucking way am I walking into her apartment. Not without
knowing what the fuck she’s doing, and whether or not I’m
even welcomed.

“Rose?” I call out to her as she practically stomps to the
kitchen island and snatches something off the counter.

She walks back to me with a deadly look. “This Johnny
Black?” she asks, her voice accusatory, with a raised voice,
shoving the card in my face.

I take her wrist in my hand and lower it, keeping my eyes on
hers as a warning. She’s upset, but I don’t fucking like the way
she’s talking to me.

Her breathing is still frantic, but she seems to calm slightly. As
she looks at the floor, I take a look at the card.

“Yes,” I say and her eyes reach mine and they flash with a
knowing look. “Where did you get this?” I ask. My voice is
low and threatening, but not toward her. I’m fucking pissed
that she had any contact with that snake at all.

“I’ve been online, I’ve been searching and searching for the
name of the woman you did this to before, but I couldn’t find
anything.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Anger makes me push
the door open and slam it shut behind me. She takes a step
back into her foyer and keeps eye contact.

“He told me you’d done this before.” She motions to the card.
“You don’t know how much it hurt me,” she says and her
voice cracks and her eyes glass over. The strong suit of armor
crumbles into dust and the pain I know she’s feeling comes



through as her shoulders hunch and her arms wrap around
herself. “I couldn’t believe you’d do this to me,” she says in
almost a whisper before wiping the tears from her eyes.

“Never,” I say just above a murmur, taking another step
forward and slowly pulling her into my chest. “I would never.
I have never done that. I would never do anything to hurt
you,” I whisper into her hair. Her body is tense and stiff, but
after a moment, she relaxes against me.

“He lied to me,” she says softly, letting her cheek rest against
my hard chest. Although anger is coursing through my blood,
holding her in my arms is taming the beast that’s pacing inside
of me. I’ll save my anger for them.

Right now she needs me.

“I don’t know what to believe.” She speaks so low, I barely
hear her. She pulls away slightly, and it cracks a barrier that’s
kept me from taking her. Her words trigger something in me.
A need to prove to her that she’s mine. That I would never hurt
her.

I take a step forward and then another. Her eyes widen and
stare back at me as her back hits the wall of her small
apartment foyer.

“I didn’t do that to you.” There’s a hint of anger in my voice.
I’m angry that she doesn’t trust me. “I didn’t set you up and I
will make him pay for hurting you.”

She still seems slightly uncertain and I hate it. “I’ll destroy
him for what he did to you. He tried to hurt me. Not you. You
got caught in the crossfires.”

She looks wounded and raw, so full of emotion and I’m not
sure which is winning out.

I take her shoulders in my hands to steady her and lower my
lips so they’re almost touching hers. “You need to trust me,
Rose.”

Her eyes search my face and her breathing picks up. Her
plump lips part and she sinks her teeth into her bottom lip with



her eyes on my lips.

It’s all I can take.

I crash my lips against hers and cage her small body in.

She instantly melts into me.

“Rose,” I say her name reverently and then push her back
against the wall, crushing my lips to hers. My dick hardens
and presses into her stomach. I’m angry and frustrated, but
mostly relieved. I need her. I need her to feel what she means
to me.

I pull back, and look down at her.

“I’m sorry, Logan,” she says in a hushed voice, staring at me
through her thick lashes, willing me to believe her. “I didn’t-”

I cut her off, pressing my mouth to hers, my tongue diving into
her mouth. My fingers spear through her hair as I kiss her with
every bit of passion I have. She pulls away, breathing heavily.

“Please, Logan. You have to know. I’m so sorry. I-”

“Stop.” I close my eyes and rest my forehead against hers. “I-”
I stop myself before I say words I shouldn’t. My chest pangs
with pain and I ignore it. I ignore everything and whisper into
the hot air between us, “Just let me hold you.”

She leans up and presses her body to mine. “I need more,” she
whispers. My hands roam down to her waist and ass, until I
finally pick her up and carry her to her sofa.

I lay her down and kiss the crook of her neck as she frantically
unbuttons my shirt.

“I need you, Logan,” she says with shortened breath. “I lo-” I
crash my lips to hers and move between her legs, intent on
making everything up to her the best way I know how.

I give her all of me. Everything I have.

Even though I know it won’t be enough.
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lease give me the strength to get through this, I think to
myself as I step out of the Parker-Moore building with Eva.

We’re on our way to a press meeting involving the quarterly
report of Parker-Moore.

Unfortunately, I’ve been assigned to answer questions about
the new direction of Parker-Moore sales department. Despite
not wanting to go, I’m required to be there. It’s going to be
awful, I just know it. My stomach has been fluttering with
butterflies all morning.

Still, not all things have been bad. Yesterday was my first day
back at work and no one said anything about the photos, thank
God. But people kept coming up and talking to me, making
small talk. I knew they were just trying to fish out how I was
doing, so it didn’t bother me. It did get old after awhile,
however.

I hope they’ll stop it there, I tell myself as Eva and I climb into
the stretch limo that’s waiting for us. Because the constant
hovering makes me feel uncomfortable.

“Are you alright?” Eva asks me as I settle down into the plush
leather seats. She’s dressed sharper than usual today in a crisp
black suit, her hair done up into a single braid down her back,
and her makeup is flawless.

I nod my head and say, “Yes, why?”



“You’re scowling.”

I relax my face muscles. I hadn’t even realized that I was
doing it. “I just don’t want to go to this press meeting. And I
think you know why.”

Eva gives me a sympathetic look. “I do, but everything will be
okay. You have me here. If anyone says anything to you about
you-know-what, I’ll knock them out.”

I snort a laugh and she grins at the ridiculousness of what she’s
said. Eva’s not gonna do shit. “Right.”

It’s silent on the drive over there. Logan’s there already. I pick
at the hem of my skirt. I wish he was with me now. It’s
different when he’s next to me. It’s when I’m alone that the
dread and regret and anxiety start to consume me.

“How’s things with Logan?” she asks a moment later.

My heart does a flip at his name. I’m honestly kind of angry
with him for wanting to take over the plot to destroy
Patterson’s company. I’d rather confront the bastard myself
and take matters into my own hands. But Logan isn’t having it.
He wants me to trust him to handle everything. I’ve agreed…
as long as I can stay in contact with the lawyer.

“Good,” I answer, letting out an easy breath. “Better than I
thought it could be.”

Eva smiles and leans over to take my hand. “That’s good. I’m
happy for you.”

And I know that she means it.

WALKING INTO THE PRESS ROOM, I’M A BALL OF NERVES. I KNOW

people are watching me, judging me. It makes me feel sick to
my stomach. Seriously, I’m about to hurl all over Eva’s high-
dollar suit if I don’t get my anxiety under control.

Logan’s already on stage taking questions from reporters. I
can’t get over how professional he looks in his business suit,
his hair slicked back. For the first time, he actually looks like
who he is. The Boss.



The CEO.

Before I can take my assigned seat on the platform behind the
podium, a reporter, a man who looks like he’s in his mid-
thirties in khaki pants and a plaid shirt, asks, “Mr. Parker, can
you tell us how long the affair was with Miss Harrison?”

Anger grips my throat and it’s hard to keep a straight face. I
knew questions like this would come up, but it’s still hard not
to react. Eva grips my hand tighter and I walk straight ahead,
not looking at the audience and slowly falling into my seat.

I watch as Logan clenches his jaw and I can tell he’s trying to
keep from blowing a gasket. “I’m not going to answer that
question,” he responds, his voice tight. “I keep my personal
and business life separate, and this press conference is strictly
for business.”

The man doesn’t give up. “But can’t you see that what you
engaged in is alarming for your company and the
stockholders? As head of your company, you should—”

“I said I’m not here to talk about personal matters,” Logan
says and lowers his voice. “If you don’t like it, you can leave.”
He scans his gaze over the reporters in the room and says, “I
will only entertain questions that pertains to Parker-Moore’s
business dealings.”

“But what happened has hurt your company’s image,” the
reporter argues, ignoring Logan’s request. “You need to
address this issue unless you want to create further damage to
your brand.”

Logan clenches and unclenches his jaw, anger evident as the
veins stand out on his neck. I don’t think I ever seen him so
angry.

Logan stands there for several moments before saying through
gritted teeth, “I’m only going to address this once.” Flashes of
photos being taken seem to pick up as Logan responds. My
heart beats frantically and I try desperately just to stay in my
place, remembering the advice from public relations. “The
photos that have been circulated involving myself and Miss



Harrison were taken with the intent to hurt myself personally
as well as Parker-Moore.” He huffs, “A rival of sorts. They
can try to slander my name all they want, but what they did
was wrong and charges are being pressed. And that’s all I’m
going to say on this issue.”

I hear a mocking laugh in the audience and I scan the crowd to
see who it is. I do a double take. It’s Patterson. I’ve seen his
picture over and over now that I know who it was that
destroyed me without a second thought. He has an evil fucking
smirk on his face that makes me want to punch him. “You
better watch those accusations, Logan, before you have a
lawsuit on your hands. We all know who the ‘rival’ is that
you’re talking about, and as far as I know, you have no proof
of any wrongdoing on my part.”

Logan stands at the podium radiating anger, and the intensity
is enough to still my breathing. He stares down Patterson but
says nothing. He looks deadly, but Patterson ignores the
warning.

“You got caught banging your secretary, and now you’re
trying to blame me for it… It’s obvious you only gave her the
job so you could bang her.”

I rise from my seat without my own conscious consent and try
to dive for Logan as he climbs off the stage and into the crowd
of reporters. He’s furious, and he’s snapped. Adrenaline pumps
through my blood and my body heats. No! The entire room
lets out a collective gasp. His face going white, Patterson tries
to scramble over several people to get away from the raging
Logan, but he’s too slow. Logan climbs over two people and
the metal chairs are tossed out of the way as the crowd
disperses, moving away from Logan’s target. He grabs
Patterson by the collar, yanking him close. I can’t see
everything, but I can see the first punch. Logan has him on the
ground. Fuck! The room erupts into chaos, and the crowd
surrounds the two men, shouting and yelling and snapping
pictures. I can barely breathe as I push through the crowd.



“Logan!” I yell, my heart beating within my chest like a war
drum. There’s no way Logan is leaving this room without
handcuffs. And even worse, this is going to cause more
damage to Parker-Moore than the erotic photos of us ever will.
I try to reach him, but I keep getting shoved back. I can’t let
him do this. I have to stop him.

I’m pushed back against a tide of bodies and am nearly
trampled as I stumble off balance. Logan could end up killing
Patterson, but all these vultures care about is getting their
precious photos to sell to the highest bidder.

“Logan! Stop!” I scream, regaining my balance and trying to
push my way through to him. I’m not sure if he heard me, but
the crowd parts behind the fight, and I stand as tall as I can to
see why.

Bloody and covered in sweat, he begins pushing his way
through the crowd of shouting reporters. He’s silent and
heaving in his breaths. Ignoring everyone and heading toward
the exit.

Not wasting any time, I chase after him, shoving and pushing
my way through anyone that gets in the way.

When I make it outside, there are a crowd of reporters
crowding Logan, snapping pictures left and right.

“Logan!” I yell, running in my heels and trying to get his
attention. But he doesn’t see me, and he doesn’t hear me; he’s
too busy rushing toward the sidewalk where his limo awaits. I
watch as Andrew gets out of the vehicle and rushes around to
the passenger side, opening the door and holding it open for
Logan.

I run as fast as my legs can carry me to the sidewalk, shoving
shouting reporters out of the way. I look up, frantically
breathing and our eyes meet. Logan gets out and walks straight
toward me, pulling me into the limo with him and slamming
the door shut. Andrew’s already pulling away with screeching
tires by the time I’m able to catch my breath and sit up.



“Why did you do that?” I shake my head, practically
screaming at him with tears in my eyes. My heart’s still
pounding. This is bad, it’s so fucking bad.

“No one’s going to talk to you like that.” His voice is weak.

“This isn’t good,” I say and take in a slow breath, closing my
eyes, trying to calm down.

When Logan doesn’t respond, I open my eyes and lean
forward, peering at him with concern. It’s the first time that I
really take a good look at him. His knuckles are bruised and
cut, and there’s dried blood from his hands up to his arm. It’s
all over his shirt. I finally reach his face, and my heart stops
beating. His eyes seem distant, something… something’s
wrong. “Logan?”

It takes him a moment to register that I’m talking to him.
Logan tries to say something, but his words are unintelligible
to my ears and his body sways.

“Logan?” I ask again, panicked now and gripping his
shoulders and then head, trying to get him to look at me.

His eyes rolling into the back of his head, Logan collapses
against the seat. Oh my God. No! “Logan!” I scream, shaking
him and refusing to believe this is real. He’s unresponsive. I
press my hand against his throat.

“What’s going on?” Andrew asks with concern.

I scream, “He needs a hospital! Now!”
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he constant beep, beep, beep from the machine is giving
me a fucking headache. I stare at it. The blue and red lines are
moving rhythmically across the screen. My back is stiff from
being in this fucking hospital bed. The sheets they have are
thin and scratchy. My shirt’s ripped down the front. They
couldn’t fucking unbutton it fast enough.

I’m pissed. I don’t want to be here.

I’m not ready.

“Mr. Parker?” Doctor Wallace says. I take a deep breath and
turn to face him on my right. I school my expression so I don’t
take the anger out on him. It’s not his fault.

It’s no one’s fault. It just is what it is.

“We need to move this to radiation. It’s now stage four non-
Hodgkin lymphoma.”

I smile weakly and let my head fall to the side.

“The intravenous didn’t work then, I take it?” I’ve been
getting intravenous chemotherapy with rituximab every other
month for almost two years. At first it was just the pills. Then
oral chemo and steroids to reduce the swelling in my spleen
and prepare my body for chemotherapy.

I was hoping intravenous every other month would be enough.
After all, money can buy the best doctors and good health.



Can’t it? Apparently not.

“I’m sorry Logan, it’s time that we move to the next step. The
scan shows that it’s moving from the bone, which can be
painful.”

I huff a humorless laugh. Painful doesn’t begin to describe
what I felt on that stage. It was like someone stabbing me in
my calf, straight to the bone over and over again.

The anger was just barely enough to keep me from acting on
the pain. Chadwick Patterson is going to go down for what he
did to my Rose. He had the fucking audacity to show up to the
conference. That motherfucker. Smashing in his face isn’t
anywhere close to justice.

I look down at my hand for the first time since I woke up. An
IV is sticking out from the back of it, with a thick piece of tape
holding it in place.

As I flex my hand it moves slightly, and it’s irritating as fuck.
There are small cuts on my knuckles that are raw and bruised.
Good. I hope his face looks even worse.

“The radiation is only for twenty-one days and it’s user-
friendly, so to speak.” I look back up to the good doctor and
feel slightly sympathetic that I’ve been ignoring him.

“You’ll remain relatively pain free, just tired constantly, and
you shouldn’t lose your hair,” he continues.

“Do I have a choice?” I ask. I don’t want radiation. My
grandfather died the day they started radiation. He was fine up
until then. The slight pain in his chest was the only indication
that anything was wrong. I see it as a sign. I don’t want it.

“If you want to kill it and live,” he says and I look him in the
eyes while he gives me a grave expression, “then no, you
don’t.”

I nod my head solemnly, giving in to the inevitable.

A small knock at the door takes the doctor’s attention.



He opens it and reveals Charlotte, my Rose. So fragile and
beautiful. Yet something I shouldn’t hold.

Guilt presses against my chest as I stare into her glassy eyes.
Her cheeks are red and tearstained.

Doctor Wallace turns to face me, standing in the doorway to
prevent her from coming in farther. “Mr. Park-”

“Yes, let her in.” I won’t deny her.

She lets out a small sob as she walks into the room.

“Logan,” she says and her voice cracks.

“I’m sorry, Rose.” She puts a small hand over mine. “I should
have told you.”

In this moment I hate myself. I know I never had a right to
make her feel anything for me. I was selfish. I’m so fucking
undeserving of her.

She shakes her head and doesn’t answer me. Instead she grips
onto me tighter and tries to calm herself down.

“I still have faith that you’ll get through this, Logan,” Doctor
Wallace says as he opens the door, “I need you to agree to do
the radiation though. You have to stop working and work on
yourself.”

Rose watches as he shuts the door, leaving us alone in the
small room.

“I’m sor-” I start to speak, but she interrupts me.

“I talked to the nurses,” she says as she goes to the corner of
the room and drags a chair across the floor and brings it closer
to the bed. She flinches and mouths, sorry when the leg of the
chair scraping along the floor causes a loud scratching sound.

She clears her throat and picks my hand back up. “They said
it’s curable.”

Her eyes move from where our hands are clasped to my eyes.
“They said the odds are in your,” her voice breaks and she lets
go of my hand to cover her face.



Fuck. It breaks my heart to see her like this.

She takes in a ragged but steadying breath and angrily wipes
under her eyes.

“Rose, my Rose. I’m so-”

“I’ll stay with you.” She interrupts me again and takes my
hand with both of hers. My lips part and my heart swells. I
want so badly to be a selfish prick and not push her away.

But she deserves more.

“I might not make it through this…” A small sob is ripped
through her throat again as I press on and say, “You deserve so
much more.”

She shakes her head and refuses to look at me. She needs to let
go. She should just move on with her life. I should’ve left her
alone. This is my fault. “I never should have done this to you.”
She’s quiet for a long moment. My heart is shredded. I don’t
know how I let this get so out of hand. “You have to go,
Charlotte.” Her eyes snap up at me at the use of her first name.
I have to send her away, it’s the right thing to do.

“I won’t go, Logan Parker, and you can’t make me.” She’s
angry. Furious even. I didn’t expect this reaction. I take in a
sharp breath and remember the woman I first met. The one
who came into my office and was ready to bite my head off for
toying with her. “I mean it,” she says and her voice takes on a
hard edge. “You will not throw me out, Logan.”

“It’s what’s best for you.” I try to reason with her.

“I am a grown-ass woman and if I want to stay with you, I’m
going to.”

My head falls back against the hospital bed. My heart aching
and the desire to keep her to myself clouding my judgment. I
can’t look at her as I say, “Rose-”

“I love you,” she says harshly. “I love you, Logan and I’m not
going anywhere.” My heart does a flip in my chest and I have
to stare at her in shock for a moment. I try to comprehend how



she could forgive me so easily. She shouldn’t. She shouldn’t
love me either. Not after what I’ve done to her.

She cups my face and like the selfish man that I am, I lean into
her warmth. I open my eyes and stare into hers. There’s
nothing but love reflecting back at me.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. She kisses me deeply and I reach up to
cup the back of her head to deepen it. “I don’t deserve you,” I
say and I know I’ve never said truer words.

“You don’t see yourself clearly.” She tells me the words I told
her months ago.

I tell her something that’s equally true in return. “I love you,
my Rose.”
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ou need to take it easy,” I scold Logan, standing over
him like a worried hen, my hands on my hips.

It’s the second week of Logan’s radiation treatments,
something that usually leaves him drained and tired, but today
he seems to have energy.

The first week was really hard on him, and it seems to be
getting better each day. But I can’t get over how difficult the
first week was. Today’s a new day, I think, closing my eyes
and breathing in deep.

He hasn’t needed my help with getting out of bed nor with
putting his clothes on. He’s even lifted a few things, despite
me telling him not to, and hasn’t seemed to exhaust himself
doing it. Still, I think he should be in bed resting like Doctor
Wallace ordered, but he doesn’t follow the rules no matter how
hard I try to enforce them.

Logan gets what Logan wants. Everything else be damned.

Such thoughts would’ve turned me on in the past, but now I’m
constantly worried. This is his health at stake. He needs to
conserve every ounce of energy so he can fight the battle that
lies ahead, not use it on work that will be there whenever he’s
ready to come back to it.

For the past hour I’ve been trying to get him to get some much
needed rest, but he’s refused, opting to answer business emails



and go over contracts on his laptop instead.

“The company is running fine without you, trust me,” I assure
him. If only Logan would relax, I think to myself, it would
make my job so much easier.

Since Logan’s left the hospital I’ve become his unofficial
nurse, checking up on him and handling all of his immediate
needs. It hasn’t been easy with his constant desire to keep tabs
on Parker-Moore, and it makes me frustrated. His health is
more important.

“I’m fine,” Logan assures me, tearing his eyes from his laptop
screen and looking up at me with a handsome grin.
Surprisingly, he looks well rested today and he’s sitting in his
office chair in just red boxer briefs and no shirt. I must admit,
he’s a sight for sore eyes, but I’m more concerned with his
recovery; it’s all I’m concerned about. I let out a heavy sigh
and push my hair over my shoulders. My heart feels so heavy.

I’m still having a hard time getting over the shock at finding
out he has cancer. He looked so healthy, I never would have
suspected he was sick. Just knowing that he’s been secretly
dealing with this pain all this time makes me want to break
down into tears. “I’m just answering these emails and going
over some contracts.”

I open my lips to argue, but then close them. I know Logan
isn’t going to listen to me, no matter how much I bitch at him.

Good thing Trent is running the company, I think to myself.
Otherwise, Mr. CEO here would kill himself to make sure
everything was working right.

After he found out the news, Trent offered to take over as CEO
until Logan is well enough to work again. To ensure that
Logan doesn’t try to overwork himself, he’s refused to give
Logan updates about the company’s status and he won’t take
his calls.

It’s pissed Logan off, but it’s for his own good.

As far as anyone at the company knows, Logan is on a three-
week vacation. There was some gossip back at the company



about Logan going to jail, but after Patterson was arrested and
plead guilty to the charges after seeing the evidence against
him, that all stopped.

“You need to stop worrying about me,” Logan scolds me,
seeing my concerned expression. “You’re only going to stress
yourself out. And I don’t want that.”

“Well that’s not happening,” I tell him firmly. I hate how
casual he is about brushing off my concerns. I think he does it
to hide his worry and put me at ease, but he doesn’t have to. I
don’t want him to either. I’m here for him. All of him. I wish
he would confide in me more. “I’m going to worry whether
you like it or not, thank you very much.”

Logan cocks an eyebrow and sits back in his chair. Desire stirs
within me, seeing his six-pack abs that seem even more well-
defined these days. He’s lost some weight from being sick in
the hospital, maybe five pounds, but he still looks the same,
still devastatingly handsome. And the sight of him brings the
part of me that needs his comforting touch to the forefront.
“Oh yeah?” he asks.

“Yeah.”

“Come here,” he says and pats his lap, scooting the chair out
from his desk. I hesitate for a moment, wondering if it’s
prudent to sit on him, but I can’t deny the urge. For a full
week, sex and even the idea of sex have been nonexistent.
Worry and fear were a constant, but things are different now.
And I love it when he holds me. Right now, I need him to
soothe my pain. Even if that makes me selfish.

Wrapping my arms around his neck, I nestle into his lap as he
spears his fingers through my hair. He looks up at me with an
intensity that makes shivers run down my neck and arms.
“You’re so fucking beautiful, you know that?”

My cheeks heat at his praise and warmth flows through my
chest at his words. “Stop it.”

Logan shakes his head. “No,” he begins and there’s strength in
his words I don’t expect, “the day I met you was the luckiest



day of my life.” He gently rubs his nose against mine and says,
“You saved me.”

Tears prick my eyes and begin rolling down my face. “I love
you,” I whisper, my heart aching. I tell him that as often as I
can. If nothing else, I need him to know how much I truly love
him. I wipe the tears from my eyes and try to stop being so
emotional.

“And I love you too, my beautiful Rose.” He pulls me down
against him, pressing his lips against mine. I kiss him back
with all the passion I have, pushing myself into him. His hands
roam down my body and I groan at the sensation. It feels
amazing to be touched by him again. Beneath me, I can feel
his hard cock against my ass, pulsating and throbbing. I want
him, and I moan into his kiss at the thought. I need him. Now.

We shouldn’t be doing this, I tell myself, but I don’t push him
away. I gasp as he pinches my nipple, which sends a throbbing
need to my clit. He groans into my mouth as his hand travels
up my shirt. Logan should be resting and recovering. But it
feels so right. And I want him just as much as he wants me.

He’s in the process of undoing my bra when there’s a knock at
the door. Startled and breathless, I jump out of his lap and start
smoothing out my outfit.

Shit. I forgot Doctor Wallace was stopping by. I try to smooth
out my hair and calm myself down as Logan smirks at me and
rises out of the chair. I watch as he repositions himself inside
his boxers to make his erection less obvious before he goes
over to answer the door.

The lust I was feeling moments ago floods out of me as Doctor
Wallace walks into the room carrying a large black bag, and
I’m filled with anxiety.

“Good afternoon,” the doctor greets me with a smile that
makes me even more nervous.

“Good afternoon, Doctor Wallace,” I barely say above a
murmur as I respectfully give him a wide berth, taking a seat
in the corner of the room.



The doctor gives me a tight smile and says, “Just checking in
on Mr. Parker here.” He sets his bag down on Logan’s desk,
and I stare at it numbly, hating it. Hating that Logan has to go
through this, hating that he’s sick at all. I clench my fists with
anger thinking about it.

I need to think happy thoughts and stay positive. But it’s hard.
Logan’s outlook looks bleak. Stage four. Who beats that? My
heart squeezes in my chest and I have to close my eyes to keep
the tears from sliding out. I just want him healthy.

Doctor Wallace begins his physical examination that I’ve seen
a few times now, checking Logan’s vital signs, shining a light
into his eyes and performing an oral examination. All the
questions are the same. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen the
examination, but I listen just as closely, and my heart slows all
the same. Every second feels like a lifetime. I just need him to
be okay.

“Everything seems to be as expected, Mr. Parker,” Doctor
Wallace says when he’s done with his diagnostics. “Well,
you’re doing better than I expected you would at this stage.”
He sits back with a nod and says, “That’s a good sign.”

The doctor’s words are soothing, but it’s still hard to have
hope. Just because Logan appears to be doing okay, doesn’t
mean anything if the cancer is still there.

I pray that it only gets better from here. It has to. It better. “It
does?” Logan lets out a deep breath and says, “Good.”

Doctor Wallace nods. “It does indeed.” He looks around and
scratches his nose. “Actually, I thought you’d be in bed like I
told you.”

Logan grins over at me. “It’s hard to lie there and sleep when I
have such a beautiful woman to keep me company.”

The doctor chuckles, and a fierce blush comes over my
cheeks. It’s cute, but I know Logan is worried just as much as I
am deep down. I want to laugh and pretend that everything is
okay, but I can’t. This cuts too deep.

“What happens after this?” I ask concernedly.



Doctor Wallace turns to look at me. “We continue the
treatments everyday so long as Logan feels well enough, until
it’s gone.” He looks back at Logan and pats him on the
shoulder. “If it gets to be too much, we can take a break and
see how you recover.” His voice is somber, and it makes my
heart clench.

I suck in a painful breath, my heart feeling like it’s being
crushed. I wish there were something I could do to cure
Logan, to take his pain away.

Fuck cancer, I think to myself angrily, fighting back the sea of
tears. Logan doesn’t deserve this shit.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Logan,” Doctor Wallace replies, rising
to his feet and gathering his instruments into his black bag.
Tomorrow’s another day of radiation. At least the weekends he
has off. But knowing tomorrow is going to be difficult… it
hurts.

Bidding us farewell, Doctor Wallace turns to leave the room,
but before he can walk out, I stop him at the door.

“Is he really going to be alright?” I ask him quietly. I hate
asking him this, and I feel somewhat confrontational, but I
can’t let him leave me with a sense of false hope. I don’t want
to think Logan is going to be okay if he’s not. “Please, don’t
sugarcoat it. I want the one hundred percent truth.”

Doctor Wallace gives me a sad smile and places a firm hand
on my shoulder. “As much as I would love to be able to ease
your worries, Charlotte, I can’t give you a definite answer. The
treatments we’re using have worked many times for my
patients, and Logan’s condition today is a good sign. But I
can’t give you anything definitive. Will Logan be alright?
Only God knows that.”

The doctor leaves, and I close the door behind him. Feeling a
bit weak, I lean against the door for support, my forehead
pressed against the hard wood.

Behind me I hear footsteps, and then I feel strong arms
wrapping around my waist. I can’t help but melt into his



embrace.

“Stop worrying, Rose,” Logan whispers in my ear before
delivering a small kiss to my neck. “I’ll be alright. You heard
the man.” He’s trying to inject strength in his voice, to soothe
me, but I can still sense the uncertainty hiding in his words.
The pain.

Fuck. It hurts. “I’ll try not to,” I say over the lump in my
throat. I turn to face him, fighting back the tears and look into
his face. “I just love you so much and want to see you get
through this.”

Logan squeezes me as tight as his diminished strength allows
and returns my kiss. “I promise you, my Rose, I won’t stop
fighting. If there is any chance of me beating this thing, I’m
going to fucking do it. For myself, but most of all, for you.”

The tears can’t be denied, they flow down my face in a torrent
and I collapse against Logan, sobbing. Fuck this. Fuck life.
Fuck everything.

“I need you to be strong for me, Rose,” Logan urges me,
kissing my hair and rocking me gently. “Everything’s going to
be okay, and even if it’s not, I’ll always be here for you.” I cry
harder, big hiccuping sobs, until I’m gasping for breath. Logan
continues to rock me, comforting me, holding me, loving me,
until I’m all cried out.

“I’m so sorry,” I lament when it’s over, sniffling and wiping at
my nose. I feel slightly embarrassed. Breaking down like that
isn’t going to make anything better. But I needed to get that
out since I’ve been holding the pain inside for days now.
“You’re right. I need to be strong.”

He rests his forehead against mine and says, “You are strong,
my Rose.” He kisses me sweetly and I mold my body to his.
He takes my hand in his and raises it above my head, all the
while kissing me. But it’s awkward, it feels weird and I don’t
know what he’s doing. I break the kiss and look up as he’s
slipping a golden engagement ring sparkling against the light
onto my ring finger.



My heart stops in my chest and my mouth falls open. He
releases my hand and pulls back slightly. A ring. I stare at my
hand in disbelief.

“Oh my God,” I gasp, clutching my hand to my chest as my
heart skips a beat. Ordinarily, something like this would have
sent me through the roof, but I feel like I’ve been punched in
the stomach.

The tears are back, and I fucking hate it. I’m two seconds
away from being a blubbering mess again and it’s for all the
wrong reasons.

“Marry me, Rose,” Logan implores, his heart in his eyes. It
tears at me. He can see my pain, and I can see his. “Marry me
tonight.” He pauses and says, “Or tomorrow at the latest.”

I open my mouth to speak, but no words come out. This
should be the happiest moment of my life. I should be jumping
up and down with joy, yet all I can feel is a heavy, crushing
pain that refuses to get the fuck off my chest.

The heavy feeling is compounded by the knowledge of why
Logan wants me to marry him tonight.

Because he knows he might not be here tomorrow.

The thought is nearly enough to bring me to my knees and I
sway like a leaf in the wind. Logan catches me before I can
fall, and I hate myself for it. Here I am falling to pieces, when
I should be strong for him. For us both. Logan continues the
assault on my heart, though I know he doesn’t mean to. “If
something happens to me, I want you to have everything. The
business, all my assets. Everything.”

I shake my head, feeling like I’m being suffocated. “No,
Logan. I refuse to accept it, and I don’t- I can’t marry you for
that… That’s not-” I shake my head, unable to accept this and
unable to talk and my heart tries to leap up my throat. I can’t
take the thought of him dying. I can’t bear it.

Logan continues to hold me tight and it breaks my heart
because I know he’s using what little strength he has to hold



onto me. “I want you to marry me because I fucking love
you.”

The pain is surreal. I’m so choked up that it’s hard to breathe,
much less get out words. “Logan…” I croak.

Logan pulls me in tighter, kissing the tears staining my face.
“Just tell me yes, Rose. I need this. Don’t deny me, my Rose.”
He squeezes me weakly.

My words are choked and reflect the pain I’m in as I stare into
his loving gaze. “Only if you promise to never leave me,” I
whisper, barely hanging on by a thread. I know it’s a promise
that Logan has no way of knowing he can keep, but I want it
anyway.

Logan hesitates and it sends a sharp pain into my heart. In this
moment, a promise is a hollow thing. We both know it. But I
need to hear it. I need something to hold on to. “I’ll do my
best,” Logan finally replies, and it doesn’t make me feel any
better. “I’ll stick around forever… or for as long as I’m able to
fight.”

I can’t take anymore.

Feeling like my heart is going to explode, I collapse against
him and sob into his chest until I’m all spent.

Over and over I tell him, “I love you, Logan.” I plead with
him, “Don’t leave me.”

“I love you, my Rose,” he says softly and with a sincerity I
can’t deny.
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his is where he lives?” my Rose asks me as she slips out
of the car. I have my hand held out for her, and although

she rests her small hand in mine, she doesn’t put her weight in
it. I wish she would. I wish she wouldn’t walk on eggshells
around me.

It was better when I’d kept it hidden. When she didn’t know
about the cancer, and was blissfully unaware.

Things are different between us, and in some ways I hate it.
Like this moment, when she didn’t even want me to drive.
Others are sweeter now that her walls have fallen down and
she doesn’t hide a thing from me. Those moments make it all
worth it.

I stretch out and even though it’s brisk in the early morning,
the chill feels refreshing.

“Yes, it’s been… nearly seven years now.” I answer her
question as she takes in the ancient stone building. I shell out a
pretty penny for my father to live here, but it’s the best service
and quality that any place has to offer for him in his state.

My heart pains in my chest at the thought; I almost had myself
admitted to a similar environment.

I close the door with a heavy heart as Rose’s heels click on the
sidewalk and a breeze lifts the dried leaves off the ground,
causing a soft rustling to fill my senses.



My body did not take the first week of radiation well. I was
constantly nauseated and fatigued. And worried that the
inevitable was going to happen. I wanted to send Rose away. I
did try though, several times, and had I been well, she would
have beat the shit out of me.

Five days on and two days off. That weekend I recovered well
and Rose stayed by my side the entire time and told me to fuck
off when I tried to send her away.

The thought brings a smile to my lips as I look up and watch
her walking up the rough stone stairs of the building in her
heels. She’s gripping the railing and I’m quick to make my
way over and hold her waist, helping her to balance.

She smiles sweetly, the chill making her cheeks flush a
beautiful shade of pink. Her engagement band clinks on the
metal railing as we walk up together, and the sound fills me
with pride.

She’s my wife.

I’ve never been so proud. I have yet to tell my father though,
and Rose hasn’t told a soul.

Legally we’re married, but as far as everyone else knows,
we’re engaged.

She wants it to stay that way.

I open the door for her and she looks at me with exasperation.
It’s a heavy door and just climbing those stairs took a lot out of
me, but I’m not going to just stay in bed everyday until I die. I
want to be me. I want to live my life, and that includes
opening doors for my wife.

It hurts me that she doesn’t want to tell people. At first I
thought she was ashamed. But she’s scared of what they’ll
think.

She doesn’t want the will changed either, but she has no
fucking choice in that matter. That’s already been done.

The warmth of the building cocoons us as we walk in. The
front hall is open and spacious.



The deep red oriental runner placed down along the length of
the hall muffles the sound of Rose’s steps as we move from
the stone floors to the rug.

She slips her coat easily off her shoulders and I move to take
it. She looks up at me with worried eyes.

“It’s only a coat, Rose; I think I can manage.” There’s a hint of
admonishment in my tone and she purses her lips. She doesn’t
argue though, she doesn’t like to as much now, knowing that
I’m not well.

An asymmetric grin pulls to my lips at the thought; that is one
benefit of being ill, I suppose.

“Logan,” I hear my father’s rough voice call out to me from
the sunroom to our left, before we make it to the welcome
desk. I lead Rose, splaying my hand on her back.

The sunroom has several tables and comfortable chairs. The
stone fireplace is lit, and the heat feels welcoming.

As we get closer, I notice how my father’s eyes are solely on
Rose. She’s walking a bit slower with her hands clasped in
front of her.

Anger stirs in my chest.

I didn’t bring her here for him to make her uncomfortable.

I wanted them to meet at least once, just in case, but I won’t
let him make her feel unwelcome. She’s my bride, my wife,
the love of my life. And he had better realize that and respect
it, or we’re going to have problems.

“Mr. Parker,” Rose says in a professional tone I recognize
from all of our meetings and presentations. She has an
amazing ability to slip into a mask of ease when she’s
uncomfortable. I fucking hate it.

“Father, meet my wife, Charlotte Rose.” I introduce them
while staring hard into my father’s pale blue eyes. They widen
slightly, and his mouth falls open with surprise.



“Wife?” he asks with raised brows. Before I can answer he
replies with disbelief, “I never thought I’d live to see the day.”
He looks at her stomach before reaching Rose’s eyes.

My face heats with embarrassment. I don’t want him to think
I’ve knocked her up, although the thought makes my dick stir
in my slacks.

“Fiancé he means,” Rose is quick to reply smoothly, and my
father’s eyes dart to her ring finger before he nods his head
easily, sitting back in his seat.

He’s confirming her fears and I fucking hate it, although I
suppose I can see his position.

“I see my son has been keeping secrets,” he says as he eyes me
and then holds out a hand for Rose. “At least he introduced us
before you two tied the knot.”

Their handshake is business at best, but Rose seems comforted
by the warmer reception.

I take a seat, my body stiff as the anxiety of the two of them
getting along grows.

“How did you two meet?” he asks Rose.

She smiles warmly, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. She
looks hesitantly at me and then leans forward and replies, “At
a conference a few months ago.”

My father nods, and then a smile suddenly appears at his lips.
He raises his hand, pointing at her and nodding his head as he
says, “Don’t tell me, you worked for…” he snaps his fingers
and my heartbeat picks up. “Armcorp?” he asks.

Rose’s beautiful smile grows across her face as she asks, “He
told you?” Her brow furrows, although she looks pleased.

“Not exactly, but I had a feeling.”

I huff a humorless laugh. My father has always struck me as
intelligent, but I didn’t think I was so obvious.

I sit back in my chair as the two of them engage in easy
conversation.



My leg pains me again, reminding me that I have radiation
again tomorrow. One more week, and then we’ll see where I
stand.

I ignore the pain and smile along with Rose’s story of how I
ruined her presentation.

She laughs and pauses to remember the rest of our story. I
remember it, though I don’t know if I remember it as clearly as
Rose.

My father interrupts before she’s able to continue, saying, “I’m
proud of you son,” and his voice cracks. He clears his throat
and adds, looking back at Rose, “I’m happy for the two of you.
I’m happy he found someone to love.”

“Thank you,” Rose says with a soft voice. I can tell she wasn’t
expecting it. I wasn’t either.

My father and I exchange a silent nod. My heart is swelling in
my chest at his approval. This is what I wanted. I wasn’t sure
if he’d understand. But it means the world to me that he does.

Rose nervously clears her throat and picks up from where she
left off. Her hands wave in the air as she talks about how she
was so nervous to meet her new boss.

My father’s not watching her though, he’s watching me. His
eyes are filled with pride and glassy with tears.

I’ve never seen him so emotional before. Not since the day I
told him I had cancer, although back then he was in disbelief.
Now, his happiness is evident. It brings a warmth to my chest.

I can only hope I live to see the day that she proudly calls me
her husband. I unconsciously take her hand in mine and kiss
her wrist.

It makes her pause her story and her eyes soften with
happiness, although her cheeks flush with a blush of
embarrassment.

“I love you,” I tell her easily.



“Logan,” she says shyly, looking between myself and my
father.

“Don’t deny me, my Rose.”

I can see her blossom with love shining in her eyes as she
whispers, “I love you, too.”

I know she does.
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emission is a beautiful word.

I’m still on edge most days, thinking the cancer will come
back. But it’s been a year and the scans show no visible signs
of returning.

“Logan!” I hear Rose’s voice from the other side of the
penthouse.

The large doors are open and it lets in a cool breeze. It’s
getting late and I should shut them, but I can see the ocean
from here and the palm trees are close enough to touch. It’s a
beautiful escape from the city, and our first night here. I was
nearly asleep on the sofa, lost in work as usual. But it was only
for tonight to wrap up a meeting I couldn’t put off. And then
no computer. Charlotte’s orders.

I put the laptop on the coffee table, sliding it across the glass
and stand up. Stretching out my sore muscles.

I crack my neck and sigh. It was a long ride on the jet. Nearly
six hours. I shouldn’t complain, after all, it was a jet, but I
fucking hate traveling. You’d think I’d be used to it by now,
but I’m not. I’m not sure I ever will be either.

“Logan,” my Rose calls out again.

I take large strides to where her voice came from, the bedroom
suite.



She’s standing in front of the dresser, putting away the clothes
from her suitcase. I don’t know why she does these things,
there’s hired help here to do just that. But she always insists on
doing it herself.

She bends down to put away whatever’s in her hand into the
bottom drawer. Her pale pink cotton dress slips up her thighs
and just barely shows the curves of her ass. I have to suppress
a groan of satisfaction. I fucking love that ass. I love every bit
of her.

“Yes, my bride?” I ask her as I walk up behind her and wrap
my arms around her waist, pulling her back into my chest. Her
lush ass pushes against my cock and it already starts hardening
for her. I want her now even more than I did when we first
met. I have no plans for that to ever change.

She rolls her eyes and scoffs. “Just because we’re on our
honeymoon doesn’t mean I’m your bride.” She lays back in
my arms and gives me a sweet smile as her baby blues find
mine in the mirror.

I chuckle and hold her closer to me, loving her warmth.

“And whose fault is that?” I ask her. We’ve been married for
nearly three months now, legally six, but my Rose insists on
ignoring the online certificate. She didn’t even wear the
wedding band I picked out for her until we had the real
ceremony.

Charlotte was so caught up in her work that she wasn’t ready
to take so much time off for a honeymoon. She’s finally got
the entire department running smoothly. She’s always been
good at what she does, and it makes me damn proud. I hadn’t
anticipated her being as much of a workaholic as I am though.
Thankfully, we’ve started slowing down and hiring more
people so we can do less.

It’s time to enjoy life. I have one worth living, with a partner I
want to enjoy.

“I was thinking…” I stare at her reflection in the mirror, but
her eyes don’t meet mine. She busies herself with folding a



shirt that’s on top of the dresser.

“What were you thinking, my Rose?” I ask gently, planting a
small kiss on her neck.

She hums sweetly and leans her head against my shoulder with
her eyes closed.

Her small, delicate hands find mine on her waist and she
slowly opens her eyes to stare back at me in the mirror. “I was
wondering,” her eyes dart down, then back to me, “if we could
make this a babymoon?”

My eyebrows raise comically as she says the word I assumed
I’d be hearing on this little vacation of ours. Her friend Eva’s
recently gotten pregnant. Ever since she announced it,
Charlotte has been all about babies and pregnancies.

She’s more than hinted. And I’m taking it seriously.

My brow furrows. …wait.

“A babymoon?” I ask her, “Isn’t that for when you’re already
pregnant?”

She nods her head with a twinkle in her eye.

Oh, shit. My grip on her loosens as my mouth opens.

“Oh no!” she says as she bends over slightly with a wide
smile. She covers her face as she laughs at me. “No, no, not
yet.” She turns in my arms and I let out a breath I didn’t know
I was holding.

My heart slams in my chest and I close my eyes to try to calm
down.

I guess I’m not quite as ready as I thought I was.

She places her hand on my chest and fiddles with the buttons
on my dress shirt.

“I just meant, we could try. We have two full weeks.” She
stands on her tiptoes and plants a small kiss on my lips.

I close my eyes, enjoying her touch. I love this woman so
damn much.



I live for her. Only for her.

She pulls away slightly and when I open my eyes, she’s
looking up at me through her thick lashes with hope.

I grin at her. “I think we can try.”

“Ah!” Her high-pitched shriek makes me close my eyes. She
jumps up and down and wraps her arms around my neck,
practically swinging.

I laugh and look down at the beautiful smile on her face.

I’ll do everything I can to make her happy. And if that means
we’re going to have a baby, then I’ll be the best father I can.
Our children will never go without.

“I love you so much, Logan,” she says before kissing me
passionately.

I break our kiss, only to tell her what I’ve said every single
day since I first confessed it, “I love you, my Rose.”

Thank you for reading!
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Katrina

Revenge never tasted so sweet…

The DeLaCoeur family destroyed mine, and ever since I was a
little girl, I vowed I would have my revenge.

Now the time has come, and I’ve waited my whole life for
this. The heir to the family fortune is first on my list. Jackson.
It should be easy—he’s just a billionaire playboy that’s used to

women falling at his knees. I’ll play along, I’ll seduce him,
and I’ll humiliate him. But the second his warm lips burn into

my neck, I fear that I might wind up sleeping with the
enemy…

Jackson

She pulled my c*ck out in front of the paparazzi… now it’s
war.

Katrina Grammercy is after me for a crime I didn’t commit.
 She wants to ruin my reputation—make me pay for my

father’s sins.



But she doesn’t know who she’s f*cking with. In this game, I
make the rules.  She’ll be just like the rest—one taste of me,

and she’s done.

She wants revenge?

I’ll give her revenge, by owning her sweet, tight little ass.

**Revenge is a full-length romance with an HEA, no
cheating, and no cliffhanger!

Book 1 - Revenge.

Book 2 - Retaliation.

Book 3 - Retribution.

http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01LXJ5968&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01LXAIXCV&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01MECNMAC&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
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ed. He likes red. I chose this dress carefully, making sure
to pick one that would be both classy and slutty at the same
time. The fabric is skintight, and I can’t wear anything
underneath except for a G-string. I can’t even wear a bra, and
he’ll notice for sure. Jackson always notices a woman’s
breasts. Mine aren’t the biggest, but that’s okay. He has a thing
for nipples, and I’ve been told mine are perfect.

Next come the silk thigh highs. The dress has a slit that goes
almost all the way up my right leg, revealing a lot of thigh.
He’ll notice the lace top, and the fact that I’m wearing
something other than pantyhose will draw his attention. I put
less care into selecting the heels I’ll be wearing. We’ll be in a
car for most of what I have planned for him, so they’re what
I’d consider reasonable. They’re just meant to draw attention
to my calves, so they’re only three inch heels. I like my calves.
They’re pure muscle, and extremely defined from all the
training I do.

Now is the hard part, the wig. I don’t want Jackson
recognizing who I am at first, so securing my naturally brown
hair underneath this platinum blonde wig is vital. I want this
hair to look like it really belongs to me. It’s why I spent nearly
as much money on the wig as I did on the dress, and I’ve
practiced multiple times with the spirit gum to make sure it all
looks natural. My eyes… well, blue eyes go with blonde hair
all the time, but the false eyelashes I’m wearing can partially



hide my eye color for a while. A little bit of makeup will help
soften my jawline. I’ve increased my food intake over the past
few days, trying to add a little bit of body fat—at least enough
that you can’t see my jaw muscles flexing when I chew. I
don’t give a shit, since I like my body the way it is, but
Jackson likes women with a little more meat on their bones.
I’m glad at least I keep my hair short, not quite butch short,
but it’s still considered short for a woman. I don’t have time to
deal with that shit… I’ve got other issues to deal with besides
worrying about my looks.

Okay. Dress, stockings, shoes by the door, hair… check. As
for makeup, I’m going with sultry and dark eye makeup to
help my eyes look larger, more doe-eyed. I made sure to spend
extra time on my eyeliner, because when I make my big
reveal, I want Jackson to know exactly who I am as he stares
into my eyes. And I know he remembers my eyes. The lipstick
I’m wearing matches my dress, and makes my lips look plump
and pouty. Everything I’m wearing practically screams, ‘Fuck
me, Jackson DeLaCoeur!’.

I look at myself critically in the mirror. The woman staring
back at me isn’t Katrina Grammercy, the twenty-two-year-old
orphan whose parents were ripped from her by a car bomb a
decade ago. She isn’t the Katrina Grammercy who did nothing
but sob for weeks, living in a haze for months. That woman
never heard the rumors, never had to learn that her best
friend’s father, Peter DeLaCoeur, had orchestrated the whole
thing. I stare at my reflection, and I don’t see any traces of the
woman who swore vengeance on the DeLaCoeurs, the woman
who no longer goes by Katrina, just Kat.

Instead, all I see is exactly what I want Jackson to see. He
might have been my best friend ten years ago, but a lot can
happen in ten years. The Jack DeLaCoeur I knew is gone.
Jackson has followed in his criminal father’s footsteps—
partying, fucking, and ruining people’s lives. While Jackson
may not have had anything to do with my parents’ death, this
is the only way to put my plan in motion. Besides, I’m leaving
him alive. That’s better than what his father did to my parents.



Thinking about the bombing, the way the fireball rolled across
the concrete ceiling and stained the parking garage by the
convention center, singeing my hair even though I was fifty
feet away, the smell of everything burning… knowing my
parents were trapped inside, and I couldn’t do anything but
watch helplessly…

I shake my head. I can’t let the blackness overtake me, not
right now. I can’t afford it. Before it sinks its eagle claws into
my brain again, I go over to my dresser to retrieve a small
plastic bottle. This isn’t on any medical directory in the world,
but this special concoction my herbalist connection makes for
me works wonders. It’s got GABA, a little THC extract, and
some Chinese shit I can’t even pronounce. Unscrewing the top
of the bottle, I shake out four capsules. They look like rabbit
food—little pellets of grass trimmings and yellow pollen
sitting in my hand. I down them with a glass of water, then
grimace. They taste like rabbit food, too. I lie down on my
bed, the cheap springs creaking in complaint despite the fact I
only weigh one hundred and twenty-five pounds. The bed’s a
piece of shit, but it’s all the bed I need.

I made sure to leave myself enough time for this next part, and
I close my eyes, starting my meditations.

There is no peace. Peace is a lie.

Freedom is a lie.

Happiness, love, and the future… are lies.

The rage is the truth. Rage gives me power.

Anger gives my power focus.

I have my target.

Rage… Power… Anger… Focus.

DeLaCoeurs… Vengeance is mine.

It takes me fifteen minutes exactly to run through my
meditations until I’m calm and my pills kick in. I sit up and



double-check my outfit, noting that everything’s still in place.
Good. My training is still strong. I am still strong.

I go to my dresser again and pick up my work phone. It’s a
cheap prepaid burner, and I make sure to switch out the SIM
cards every four days on a rotating basis. I take a deep breath,
then punch in the number to reach Domino. That’s not his real
name of course, but he lets me call him that. He understands
my need for secrecy, as well as the meaning behind the
nickname I’ve given him. Once I tip him over, the domino
effect starts.

“Domino? Yeah… yeah, it’s me, Mercy. You still want those
pics of Jackson DeLaCoeur, right? Come on, Domino. You
know once you break a scandal on the Big Easy’s biggest
playboy, you’ll have a ton of website hits, and that’s just the
minimum. You know you can even sell some print copies if
you work the angle right… Yeah, okay, I’m not gonna tell you
how to do your fucking job, but I’ll do mine. So you gonna be
there, or not? If not, I can always call up Vicki at the Picayune.
No? You know if you aren’t there, I’m gonna come after you
next… okay. That’s right, Riverwalk, the event tonight. Don’t
sweat it, he’ll be there. You’ll get your money’s worth and
then some.”

I hang up with Domino and place a second call, this time to
Vicki. She’s probably going to be there anyway, but it doesn’t
hurt to make sure that she’s cued in. Domino’s going to be
expecting it anyway, and I’ll let them jockey for the best
position for the pics themselves. They’re both vultures, but at
least they’re useful vultures.

I swap out the SIM card on my burner and slide it into my tiny
clutch along with a few other essentials. I also make sure to
grab a pair of sunglasses for my getaway. Putting on my shoes,
I check myself one more time in the mirror, then nod. “I hope
you’re ready, Jackson. Because tonight… I start to get my
vengeance.”

Jackson



SHE’S MOANING, HER CARAMEL-KISSED SKIN DOTTED WITH SWEAT IN

the muggy New Orleans afternoon heat, begging me to fuck
her, fuck her harder… give it to her the way she needs it.

“Oh Jacky, oh God baby, you’re going to make me…
Jackkkkkyyy…”

Her pussy tightens around my cock, and she’s not faking it. I
can tell that for sure. I’ve been pounding her like a machine
for I don’t know how many minutes, and she’s barely coherent
at this point. It’s easier now to detect the syrupy accent of her
native Acadian Creole, but I’m already bored with her. She
might be beautiful, and she might be a student at Tulane, but
this girl just isn’t a good fuck. Besides, I hate being called
Jacky. Jack—I guess that’s okay, even though that’s what I
went by as a kid. Jackson’s better. But never Jacky.

I speed up a little more, closing my eyes and letting my
fantasies push me over the edge so I can come. All glove, of
course. I wouldn’t give her the gift of my come even if I
believed her story about being on the pill. I can’t take that
chance.

She collapses on the bed next to her friend. The other girl’s
been passed out for a good ten minutes by my estimate—I
played with her for a while, but she didn’t have my stamina.
They never do. I pull out and slide the condom off before
taking it to the bathroom. I make sure to rinse it out in the sink
before I flush it down the toilet. I’m not taking any risks. I
don’t need some gold digger saying I knocked her up or any
stupid shit like that.

I splash some cool water on my face and look in the mirror.
My last shave’s still holding up, so I’m not looking too bad. I
can probably get by with just rinsing off quickly before I need
to get ready for the charity event. But not here. This bathroom
fucking sucks.

I go back into the bedroom and see both of the girls sprawled
out across the bed, completely passed out. Earlier I’d
considered taking one of them with me to be my arm candy for
tonight’s event, but looking at them now… that’s a hard nope.



I grab the bed sheet from the floor and cover them up. When
they wake up, the house staff will see to them and show them
out.

I leave the spare bedroom, walking down the hallway toward
my room when I hear a disgusted cough behind me. “For
fuck’s sake, niichan, can you at least put on a robe after you
get done?”

I turn around and see my half-sister Andrea behind me. Her
almond-shaped eyes betray her mother’s Japanese heritage,
although her eyes are the characteristic DeLaCoeur sapphire
blue. “Why, Andi? It’s not like you haven’t seen it before.” I
smirk.

“So? That doesn’t mean that I want to see it,” she says crossly.
Andrea hates it when I call her Andi. She wrinkles her nose.
“Besides, it’s not that big.”

“Bullshit,” I brag, looking down. “I know your exes, Andrea.
And none of them have what I’ve got.”

“What’s that, an ego bigger than your dick?” she retorts.
“Seriously Jackson, you can swing that meat around me all
you want, but I’m not interested. Even if you weren’t my half-
brother, I would never be interested.”

“Riiight,” I reply, turning around to head for my room and
giving her a nice view of my ass along the way. I’m not
seriously interested in Andrea. Even if we weren’t related, her
personality really turns me off. We’ve butted heads for far too
long. Still, it’s fun to needle her every once in a while.

I shower in my own bathroom quickly before I start to get
ready. Running my hand along my jaw and feeling the stubble
there, I decide to shave a bit after all. A quick trim with my
electric razor, some aftershave, and I’m good to go.

I go back out into my bedroom and start to get dressed. I throw
on a pair of boxer briefs and decide on a moisture-wicking
undershirt since the humidity here in New Orleans is no joke.
After buttoning up a white dress shirt, I’m ready for my tux
now. It’s a Gucci with a shawl collar, but in a lighter fabric



appropriate for the climate. I’m skipping a cummerbund today.
I don’t need that fussy bullshit. Plus, it’s just more that some
lucky girl will have to take off later tonight. I take the time to
put on a silk bow tie though. That’s definitely classier than
some damn cummerbund.

I check my shoes and head out after slipping my billfold into
my jacket pocket. I go downstairs and ring for Mike, my
chauffeur. “Yo Mike, I’m ready.”

“And the young ladies, sir?” Mike’s from Boston, so there’s a
hint of Southie in his speech, but he’s actually been trained in
England. It sounds impressive, but what it really means is that
he has all the stuffiness you’d expect from a driver born and
bred in London. He’s worked for my family since I was in
elementary school though, so I don’t know why he won’t just
unclench his asshole around me already. “Are they not coming
with us?” he asks politely.

“Oh, they came all right, but they’re not joining me this
evening,” I reply. “Back to the Watering Hole.”

Mike frowns slightly, and I already know what he’s going to
say even before he opens his mouth. “Sir, I understand that
you want some female… companionship for the evening, but
do you really think it is wise to be picking up easy women
from the Watering Hole? Think of your reputation, and that of
your family’s.”

I glare at Mike. My eyes have a tendency to change color
when I’m pissed, and right now I’m sure they’re an icy blue
instead of the sexy sapphire I’m known for. “That’ll be enough
on that from you, Mike. You work for my family, and your job
is to drive me around, not tell me what’s wise and what isn’t.
I’m going back to the Watering Hole, then you’re going to
drive me to the charity event, and that’s all there is to it. If you
have a fucking problem with that, you can talk to Pops or
Nathan.”

Mike presses his lips into a thin line, but he just nods before
walking to the limo and opening the door for me. “And will



Miss Andrea be joining you tonight, sir?” he asks
dispassionately.

“She’s taking a pass on this one,” I inform him as I get in. He
shuts the door, and I watch him through the nearly opaque
windows as he gets into the driver’s seat. I wait until he’s
inside the limo, and then I deliberately engage the divider. I
don’t want to talk to him, and I sure as fuck don’t need him
telling me what to do. I sit back, trying to cool off a little. My
family’s reputation? What the fuck does Mike know about my
family’s reputation? On the surface, I’m sure we look great.
We go to events like the one tonight, handing out charitable
donations and glad-handing every motherfucker with a cause
plus the sob story to go along with it.

But that’s just our public face. It’s all just an act. My father,
Peter DeLaCoeur, has another side, a side I don’t like. It’s a
side that… I don’t want to deal with it right now. I never want
to deal with it, but especially not now while I’m trying to have
some fun. “Fuck this,” I say to myself. It’s a party, and what’s
a party without the party favors?

I reach over to the little cubbyhole built into the wall of the
limo, and pop the cover, taking out the contents within. Pops
has his own favorites, specifically Colombian in nature, and
I’ve had to be careful not to mix his shit with what I like. No
way am I getting hooked on fucking coke.

But Special K and X? Ground up and sucked through a
Benjamin into the nose, it’ll brighten up any day. Best of all, it
doesn’t create physical dependency. I want it, but I don’t need
it. It’s a small difference, but one that’s important to me.

I get four bumps prepped, but I’m saving them for when I pick
up some honeys. I leave them on the black glass topper I
prefer for party time as Mike pulls around to the Watering
Hole. It’s not an actual business, it’s just what we call this
place near UNO where girls who are looking to party all hang
out. Some of the girls are pros, or close enough to it. But a lot
of them are just sluts, college girls, or girls from the city
looking to walk on the wild side a bit.



The car stops and I get out. The sun’s just starting to go down
in the distance, but I don’t have time to admire it even though
this is my favorite time of day in New Orleans. There’s still
enough light to see the girls, and I catch sight of a new face
that has my jaw on the floor. She’s rocking shorter heels than
what I’m used to seeing on the girls out here, but she looks
like she’s close to my height in them. Maybe even level with
my height, and I’m six-foot-two. And her body… holy damn.
Looking at that ass… my cock’s twitching already, and I don’t
even know her name.

She’s got a hot body, but a heavenly face. It gives her that sort
of fallen angel look I’ve always had a thing for. She has long
hair, but what really catches my eye is the color. It’s the same
shade as mine, a blonde color that’s so light it’s nearly white.
It really makes her stand out from the typical brunettes I see
here in New Orleans and gives her an almost exotic look.

“Well hello,” I say as I approach. Some other girls, regulars
that I’ve partied with before come over too, but I only have
eyes for the new girl. I’m trying hard not to adjust my cock in
my pants already. Jesus, even her eyes are sexy. They’re a pale
light blue, unlike any other eyes I’ve ever seen before, except
for one pair a decade ago. “I’m Jackson.”

“I’m Kitty,” the girl says, giving me a naughty smile. “Nice
car,” she says admiringly.

“It is,” I reply confidently. “Think you might want to take a
ride, join me for a party?”

Kitty looks over the limo, giving me a measured look, then
nods. “Okay, big boy. My, are you into weightlifting or
something? You’re built like a comic book character. Sure
your name isn’t Bruce Wayne?”

“Nope, just Jackson,” I reply, smiling. Chick knows her comic
books, or at least her comic book movies. I can get with that.
“How much?”

“I’m just looking for a good time,” Kitty says. “If you’re
feeling generous though, I bet some of these other girls would



love to join us. What sort of party is it, anyway?”

“Black tie. You’re dressed perfectly for it,” I say as I look over
the other choices. “Okay, you… you… and you.”

The five of us get into the limo, and Mike pulls away. I pull
out some cash and lay it on the seat beside me. All the girls
except for Kitty are all over it immediately. Whatever… at
least I know Kitty meant it when she said she was just looking
for a good time.

She’s practically eye fucking me as she leans back on the side
seat. She turns a little, and it really showcases both her long
legs and her tits. Damn do they look delicious. “So, Jack… did
you say a black tie party? And is there going to be any fun at
this party?” I know what she’s getting at, and I grin. So maybe
she doesn’t want money, but she’s definitely looking to score.

“We can have some fun beforehand, a little… preview if you
like,” I say, gesturing to the black glass. “A little K-X mix if
you’re into that.”

“I think I’ll wait a little bit. I know K can hit quick,” she says
as she slides over next to me. Her hand’s resting on my thigh,
and she’s pushing that hard body of hers against my arm. My
cock’s already fully hard for her. I can see the other girls
getting mad as they scowl, but there’s plenty of me to go
around. Before I can say something though, Kitty touches my
face, and I swear it sends a jolt of electricity straight to my
cock as I stare into her eyes. “Hey, lover… I’m over here,” she
says.

“Well, if he’s gonna fuck her, at least we can have some party
favors,” one of the other girls says scornfully. She reaches for
the black mirror, but Kitty takes her finger off my face, and
suddenly I’m free of her spell. My full attention is on the other
three girls, and I’m pissed off.

“Stop. Mike! Pull over!”

Mike stops the car, and like I said, I’m pissed, staring at these
wastes of my fucking time. “Take the money and get out,” I
growl, throwing the cash at them. “Easy dough, right?”



The girls grumble, but they’ve partied with me before, and
they know I’m not playing around. They take the money and
get out, and I notice we’re near the Superdome. Mike knows
that after I stop by the Watering Hole, I always need a little
time to decide what comes next.

The last one slams the door in a huff, but I don’t give a fuck.
Kitty’s already straddling my lap. Her dress rides up as she
begins massaging my shoulders and chest while she kisses my
neck. I don’t know what’s so different about her, but my
body’s on fire. I’ve never been this hot before so quickly.
She’s got me trembling, ready to pop already, and as she
grinds on my lap, I can’t help the whimpers coming out of my
mouth.

“Shh baby, we’re going to have a lot of fun,” she reassures me
as she shoots me that fallen angel’s smile again. She reaches
the waistband of my pants and cocks her head when she sees
I’m wearing suspenders. Well no shit, I’m wearing a tux, and
you don’t wear a belt with a tux. “I like it. Very fucking sexy,”
she says as she gives me a seductive smile.

“You’re fucking sexy,” I reply, reaching down to stroke her
hair. I’m only dimly aware of Mike saying something up front,
but whatever it is, it doesn’t matter. All that matters is this sex
goddess in front of me and the way her fingers are unzipping
my pants.

“Mmm, you’re so big,” she whispers. I’m trembling again as
she wraps her fingers around my cock and pulls it out. I’m
rock hard, and Kitty licks her lips as she leans in closer…
closer…

Suddenly, she pulls back as she jabs me in the chest below my
right pec, and I find myself paralyzed. I can only watch as she
opens the door to a crowd of paparazzi. My cock’s still
hanging out for the whole world to see, and countless flashes
are going off. I can hear gasps of surprise, but also mocking
laughter as Kitty sits back. She gives me an evil grin as she
pulls what I’m just now realizing is a wig off her head. “Well,



well, Jackson… nice to see you again,” she says, but the tone
of her voice indicates otherwise.

I blink as my body slowly regains the ability to move, and the
face in front of me drops into focus. The blue eyes that I
haven’t seen in ten years, the angular jawline, and hair so dark
it’s almost black, but it’s shorter than it was before… I can’t
believe it, but it’s true.

“Katrina?” I whisper, which is the most I seem to be able to
do.

“It’s Kat,” she says as she pulls some sunglasses out of her
tiny purse. She puts them on before getting out of the limo,
leaving the blonde wig behind. “And you just got scratched.
That’s for my parents. Have fun, Jackson.”
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re you fucking kidding me?” Pops asks as he slams the
tablet he’s holding down onto the desk. He probably just

broke the fucking thing, but I don’t think anyone really cares
right now.

“Why do you care? It’s not like I had your nose candy out,” I
shoot back. He’s really pissing me off. Seriously, I just went
through the worst night of my life. It was only because of
Mike’s fast reflexes that I wasn’t arrested. Mike got me out of
there after Katrina…no, after Kat got out of the limo. Once he
realized something was up, he hauled ass for the Pontchartrain
Expressway. By the time the photos went to print and anyone
looking at the drugs in the photo instead of my cock could
even ask questions, the limo had been taken care of. At this
point, I doubt even the FBI could find a damn thing.

“Coke, K-X, whatever it was…it doesn’t matter, Jackson! The
pictures are all over the Internet, and you even made the
goddamn Picayune, for fuck’s sake!” He makes a sound of
disgust.

Yeah, I know all of that. In fact, I’ve already gotten five texts
from as far away as London about the pics. At least the ones in
the print newspapers were censored with a black box over my
dick. The pics available online show everything, and of course
everyone’s focusing on the ones taken from angles that make
me look damn near dinky-dicked.



“No shit, Pops. By the way, Ellie in London says hi.” What
Ellie actually said was I thought the cucumber in the pants
thing was just in Spinal Tap, but I knew what she was getting
at. Pops, however, doesn’t think any of this is funny.

“You want to make jokes at a time like this, you little shit?” he
asks as he rounds the desk to get in my face. I’m ready and on
my feet in an instant. He might have a temper, and he’s got a
violent streak that makes me look like fucking Gandhi in
comparison, but I’m no slouch either. I’ve got an inch on him,
a lot less body fat, and twenty-eight years less mileage on my
body. Pops knows this, and while his hands are clenched into
fists so tight that I can see his knuckles turning white, he
manages to hold himself back. I take a step back before either
of us do something stupid.

I sit back down. “Okay Pops, you’re right. Just… fuck, that
was Katrina. Or Kat, as she’s calling herself now. What the
fuck did she mean when she said that was for her parents?
What the hell do we have to do with Katrina Grammercy’s
parents?”

Pops shakes his head, and I know he’s not going to answer me.
I learned a long time ago that some things were off-limits. The
problem is, I need to know. When it comes to his dealings with
crooked cops, or the groups that run the Ninth Ward, or any of
his other criminal enterprises, he’s right. I shouldn’t be asking
questions, and I shouldn’t concern myself with any of it. But
this is Katrina… she was my best friend when we were kids.
And less than twelve hours ago, she gave me half a handjob
right before setting me up for global humiliation. No, this
time, I need to know.

“Pops…Dad, I need to know this time.”

Pops shakes his head again and acts like he barely heard me.
“Mike’s already been informed, but you’re not allowed to use
the limo anymore. I can’t have him associated with your
bullshit any longer. These are matters best left to others,
Jackson. I’ll let you handle them someday when you’re ready,
if you ever are. In the meantime, I need you to go tell your



mother that I need to discuss something with her after I speak
with Nathan. Tell her to come see me here in my office.”

Nathan. I can’t help but shiver at the mere mention of that cold
bastard’s name. Officially, he’s our head of family security.
Unofficially, Nathan Black is my dad’s enforcer, or worse. I
don’t know for sure, but I don’t think I want to know for sure.
Nathan has this perpetual look of surprise on his face due to a
long scar that winds up and across his left eye, pulling it up
slightly. On anyone else, it’d be amusing, but there’s nothing
amusing about him.

“Fine,” I say and step out into the hallway. Nathan’s already
waiting. In the dark linen suit he’s wearing, he looks like an
undertaker coming to collect his next body. He greets me with
a slight nod as I come out of Pops’ office, but his expression is
as unreadable as ever.

“Mr. Jackson,” Nathan says in that quiet, icy voice of his.
Jesus, if the Grim Reaper needs a voice, I know who he can
call.

“Nathan. Pops wants to speak with you,” I respond.

Nathan’s fifty years old, but he could pass for forty, or maybe
even younger. Up close it’s easy to see the fine network of
crow’s feet around his eyes, but it’s also easy to see how his
eyes are completely flat, devoid of any emotion. They’re a
green shade the color of swamps, and they remind me of
gators. Maybe it’s because Nathan’s clearly a predator, just
like them. “Very good. Later, perhaps we can speak on how to
avoid further… incidents?” he says.

“Perhaps,” I reply, trying not to stammer. Nathan scares the
shit outta me, plain and simple. I’ve got at least thirty pounds
of lean muscle on the man, but I have a feeling that if he
wanted to, he could drop me without even blinking. “I need to
get going.”

Nathan nods and goes into Pops’ office, closing the door
behind him. I know I should run along, even if the request to



fetch Mom is bullshit. I shouldn’t be hanging around. But…
it’s Katrina, and the look in Pops’ eyes…

I know this is stupid, but I can’t help myself. It’s been years
since I’ve done this, but I should be able to eavesdrop through
the lock on the door. The mansion is an old antebellum
plantation house, and it took a small fucking fortune to repair
the place after Hurricane Katrina. No relation to Kat, I think to
myself. Still, the interior doors are mostly original, and this
one happens to date from the original Civil War days. I press
my ear against the office door.

“Mr. DeLaCoeur, how can I assist you today?” That’s Nathan,
professional as always.

“That bitch…the one who set up Jackson. I want her taken
care of.”

“Sir, no offense, but haven’t we done enough to this girl? You
know, ten years ago?”

“I don’t give a fuck!” Pops hollers, slamming his hands on
what sounds like his desk. “That bitch dropped a lot of trouble
in our laps, Nathan. I want her found and eliminated, got me?”

There’s a long silence on the other side of the door, and I can
imagine Nathan coldly processing my father’s words. Before
he can answer, I hear someone coming down the hallway and I
beat a hasty retreat, going to look for Mom. As I do, my head
whirls. Sure, I’ve always known that Pops is involved in some
bad business, even if I don’t like to think about it. Seriously,
who the hell has the police chief at his house one night, and
then well-known gangsters there the next, unless he’s also
involved in some shit?

But I never knew for sure how much shit he’s been involved
with. Of course, I’ve lied to myself over the years. Denial is a
powerful drug. And I guess maybe my coping mechanisms
weren’t the best, what with the parties and the sluts, and the
drugs and the alcohol… but at least I’ve managed to keep my
own hands clean.



Now I know for sure about my father, and I can’t get it out of
my head. What the fuck do I do? On one hand, Kat made me
look like some high school dweeb who was whacking off in
the back of a rented limo or paying some hooker to lose his
virginity. But she was angry, and it wasn’t the sort of anger
I’ve seen before. It wasn’t hot anger—it was the cold,
obsessive type. Whatever she thinks my family did…she’s
been angry for a very long time. And it’s the sort of anger that
makes me think there’s a genuine reason for her to be pissed
off.

And then there’s the way she made me feel. What the hell was
that? A few touches, a few kisses, and I was ready to pop.
Where the hell did she learn that? Was it because my body
knew it was Katrina even if my brain didn’t recognize her at
first? Or does she know something that most women don’t? I
mean, I’d just busted a nut less than two hours before, and she
had me trembling on the edge in minutes. I didn’t even touch
her skin other than feeling those lips on my neck…

I look down, realizing that I’m sporting wood again, and
adjust myself. Not what I need. What I need to be doing is
looking for Mom. I find her in her bedroom, looking at herself
in the mirror. She and Pops have separate rooms now. Great,
just great. Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who’s the craziest one of
all?

“Hey, Mom?”

“Jackson, do you think I’m starting to sag around my
neckline?” Mom asks as a way of greeting. Well, no Mom, I
think you’ve got more plastic in you than your average Barbie
doll, and that you can’t even squint because you’ve more or
less killed off your eye muscles with Botox. In fact, you barely
look like a woman anymore.

Instead of saying that though, I ignore her question. She
doesn’t want my answer anyway. “Pops was saying he’d like
to talk with you in a few. He’s talking with Nathan now.”

“Yay,” Mom says sarcastically, her nose twitching. I’m
surprised it can still do that. The amount of putty and plastic in



there is probably what you’d see with repairing a minor fender
bender on a car. “What’s he want now, to discuss your little
faux pas last night?”

So she’s been sober enough to pick up the news. “Fuck all if I
know. He just said to get you,” I say with a shrug.

Mom’s eyes glance over to me, and I can see that she doesn’t
have them in. Or more precisely, she doesn’t have in her
colored contacts that she normally wears, the ones that give
her the DeLaCoeur blue. Instead, I can see her normal muddy
hazel eyes, and to be honest, it’s refreshing. Hey Mom, nice to
fucking see you for once. How long has it been? “You don’t
take that tone with me, Jackson Garfield DeLaCoeur. I am
your mother,” she says coldly.

“As much as you wish you weren’t,” I snap back, pushed to
the limit. Seriously, when you grow up listening to your
mother bitch at least once a week how giving birth to you
ruined her figure, you kinda feel unwanted, you know? “I
mean, I’m sorry I made your tits sag, but they’re holding up…
reasonably well. At least they stick out past your stomach.”

Okay, so I’m being a dick with the backhanded compliment,
but she deserves it. Mom didn’t even say anything to me on
my last birthday. Probably because my birthday always
reminds her that no matter how much Hennessy she sucks
down, or no matter how much work she has done…fifty’s just
around the corner.

At the mention of her stomach, Mom touches her abdomen,
checking that she’s still flat there. I give her a little smirk. “I’ll
go see what Andrea’s up to. You should go check on Pops
soon, he might be wondering where you are.” I leave without
waiting for her to reply.

Instead of finding Andrea though, I head back to my room, my
head still trying to make sense of the look in Pops’ eyes, and
what he said to Nathan. What the hell am I supposed to do?
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uccess! Oh, it was fucking sweet, too! The look on his
face, the flash of the bulbs… and best of all, not a single soul
knew who I was.

Don’t get cocky, Katrina. Your work is just beginning.

I nod at the words from long ago and take off my dress. I strip
everything off before sticking it all into a plastic bag for later
disposal. It’s going to suck throwing a thousand-dollar outfit
into an incinerator, especially since that’s more than I make in
a month sometimes, but it’s necessary. Peter DeLaCoeur’s
going to send his men after me, I know it. I can ghost, but only
if I leave as few clues behind as I can.

I go back over to my dresser and open it up, grabbing my
favorite black gi pants, and the sports bra I prefer for exercise.
I get dressed quickly, then turn and walk across the big, empty
space of this old warehouse until I reach the post in the middle
of the floor. In exchange for teaching kids’ martial arts classes
twice a week, the owner of the boxing gym downstairs lets me
crash here. Right now I’m buzzing on adrenaline, and I need to
refocus.

The post is steel, but I’ve wrapped it in old, bald tires that
provide just enough padding for me to use it as my own
personal training dummy. My sparring gloves are an old
castoff pair I rescued from the garbage downstairs, but they
serve their purpose well enough, which is to prevent scrapes



on my hands. I take them off their hook, and pull them on,
sneering at the tires. Except they aren’t tires any longer.
They’re Peter DeLaCoeur’s fat, piggish face.

My first punch lands hard, but it jars my body. The first punch
always has that effect. I can punch far above my weight, but
my first punch always knocks me a little off balance. Still, it
doesn’t take long for my body to adjust. It’s trained to
compensate for the shocks, turning them into energy I roll with
and use to power the next strike. Kicks come next, then knees,
and elbows…this is just a light workout for me. I can’t
practice my deadlier techniques on this simple training
dummy, but it’s a good way to relieve some of my stress.

With a scream, I throw an overhand elbow that would
dislocate a man’s jaw before falling to the floor, covered in
sweat and gasping for breath. That’s good enough for tonight.
I’ll get a real workout in tomorrow.

I peel off the gloves, hanging them up on their hook again and
go over to the mat on the far side of the room. I’ve removed
the lights, and darkness reigns. By pure muscle memory, I find
the lighter and light a single tea candle, setting it in front of me
and assuming the seiza kneeling position that I learned long
ago. I send my mind into the flickering light of the candle, and
what comes up are my memories.

“You are filled with anger,” Virginia says, two days after I’ve
come to her home. It’s the third foster home I’ve been placed
with, the other two having sent me back after what the social
workers called ‘inappropriate behavior’.

“No shit, lady,” I snap back at her, twisting my hair around
my finger. “You’d be too if you got treated like last week’s Big
Mac.”

“Perhaps I would,” Virginia says. She’s lean, and according to
the file the social worker showed me before she dropped me off
at the house, she’s former military. She looks it too, with
muscles outlined against her chocolate-brown skin, and eyes
that look like they’ve seen some shit. “But I wouldn’t be



helping those people who treat me that way by acting like an
inconsiderate baby.”

“Excuse me, bitch?” I snap, sitting up. “I ain’t no goddamn
baby.”

“First of all, it’s ‘I am not a baby’. Second of all, in this house,
you will not curse me, nor any other person who is my guest.
What you do outside I cannot control, but you will show
respect to me and my house.”

“Or else what? You send me back to the orphanage? Return to
sender, address unknown?”

Virginia gives me a little smile, which pisses me off for some
reason. “Well, you can’t be all bad, you at least have some
knowledge of Elvis. As for what will happen… no, I will not
send you back, for two reasons. First off, because I don’t fail,
and sending you back means that I fail. But more importantly,
because I won’t let you fail, and sending you back will
guarantee you that you will end up a failure in life. You’re not
going to get another foster home, not with three strikes against
you. Even if you are a pretty little white girl, the only place
you’ll end up is some pervert’s house. And while I may not live
in the best home in New Orleans, that’s by choice, and you will
not fail on my watch.”

“I ain’t no failure!” I scream, getting to my feet. “You take
that back!”

“Make me,” Virginia says softly, shifting her right foot back.
“If you can.”

I charge her, my right hand already cocking back in a punch
that comes from the depths of my rage, but instead of hitting
her, I’m redirected. She sends me spinning through the air and
crashing to the hardwood floor of the dining room. Virginia
keeps a hold of my wrist and twists, and I howl, tears of anger
and pain already flowing as she turns me over onto my
stomach. She wrenches my hand around and up until I feel my
little finger touching between my shoulder blades and her knee
on my spine near my waist.



“Your anger makes you strong, Katrina. But you must learn to
control it. Now tell me, before I have reason to dislocate your
shoulder, why are you so angry?”

I cry, trying to look up to see her, but I can’t, no matter how
hard I kick or fight. Finally, I howl, letting the truth out. “My
parents! They got blowed up!”

Virginia eases off her arm lock slightly but keeps a strong grip
on my wrist. “Tell me what happened.”

I close my eyes and struggle against the memories, but they
come flooding out anyway, carrying me away. “Mama and
Papa, we were at the Fair Grounds. We’d gone for the horse
show… I’d begged them to take me after that movie, and after
the hurricane. Mama said that she’d dropped her phone, and I
told her I’d go get it. I run back and see it on the ground near
the door to the elevator, and turn around. The car… the car
blowed up! The fire… it’s so hot… MAMA! PAPA! DON’T
LEAVE ME!”

I’m sobbing, and Virginia releases my arm to pull me up into
an embrace. She lets me sob and scream my horror, anger, and
everything into her chest. When the tears finally stop, Virginia
lifts me to my knees and looks into my eyes. “This is very, very
important, Katrina. What do you want to do with this rage?”

I sniff and wipe at my nose, looking into Virginia’s sand-
colored eyes. “I want to kill whoever killed Mama and Papa.”

I know I shouldn’t say it. The social workers tell me that it’s
wrong to feel this way, that I’m supposed to live and let live
like Pastor Gibb who comes by the orphanage says we should
do…but I’m no Jesus. I want something darker.

But Virginia doesn’t flinch, and instead she nods, brushing a
lock of hair out of my eyes. “Good. You’re being honest, which
is a good thing. Then I make you a promise. Your training will
not be easy. You may not survive your vengeance. But I swear
to you, as someone who’s been there… you will not fail.”

I open my eyes to see the candle’s burned itself out. I smile,
feeling refreshed. Using meditation to supplement sleep



wasn’t something that Virginia taught me, but I can’t deny that
I learned a lot from her. She was the first in a long line of
instructors, of teachers who gave me the skills that have finally
brought me to this point.

I shift positions, rolling onto my back because I know my feet
are going to be asleep still after kneeling for what’s most likely
been an hour or more. As blood flow slowly returns to my
toes, I feel a pain that gradually subsides into the familiar pins
and needles sensation that’s always a part of this process. My
feet are still tingling when I hear the door to my loft unlock. I
sit up immediately—only a few people have a key to my
place, but still I’m wary. It pays to be careful, and pays more
to be paranoid.

The door opens, and the soft lighting above my door shows me
it’s Darcy. She’s another one of my mentors, but more
importantly, she’s my best friend. She’s thirty-two years old,
but Virginia introduced us six years ago, on my sixteenth
birthday. Meeting Darcy was my birthday gift from Virginia,
and in the long run has been the best gift I’ve ever gotten.
“Darce, I’m over here.”

“Damn girl, I know you want to cut down on your electricity
bill, but you could run this entire setup right now with two
nine-volts and a hamster wheel,” Darcy says, making her way
through the dim space. “What, short on money again?”

“You know that’s not the problem,” I tell her, although there
have been times in the past when I barely had two dimes to rub
together and another payday nowhere in sight. “The skills you
taught me provide better than that.”

An anarchic, idealistic hacktivist, it took Darcy a long time to
come around to my point of view on things, and agreeing to
teach me more than the basics of computer science. Not that
my education was ever traditional, but nowadays, under the
hacker handle Coup De Grace, I’m able to earn enough to put
food in my stomach and keep the lights on.

“Yeah, of course I know,” Darcy says, her boots clomping on
the floor. She and I share somewhat similar viewpoints on



fashion, and that’s one of the things we bonded over first.
Well, that and a hatred of all things Microsloth. “Jeff saw the
pics a half hour ago. I dropped Henry off with his grandmother
and hightailed it over here, telling her a client had a computer
issue. She doesn’t quite understand my work, so it’s cool like
that.”

“You didn’t need to rush over here. I’m fine,” I say, getting to
my feet. My little toes are still tingling, but it’s not too bad.
“Have you seen them?”

“Sho’nuff. Didn’t think he’d be so… short. Thick, but short.”
She holds the tips of her index fingers close together,
indicating his length.

I laugh and get up. I know she’s talking shit because she
knows my hatred of the family. He damn sure wasn’t short.
“Actually, he’s bigger than the average man. I’d say a solid
eight or nine, although I didn’t have my ruler with me. I’m
guessing the jacket hid some, and the angle of the photo hid
some more. They get any of me?”

“They got your body and hair, but the photos released so far
don’t show your face. Don’t matter, though, since you’re off-
grid so much. But from what I did see…you were lookin’
good, girl.”

Darcy’s comment about me being off-grid is true. Katrina
Grammercy has no driver’s license, no photo IDs, no voter
registration card, not even a library card. Everything is
handled through ‘Net identities and anonymous numbered
accounts, or face to face with no paper trail. Cuts down on my
income… but money isn’t what I need. And it’s definitely not
what motivates me.

“Well, regardless, you and I both know that Peter
DeLaCoeur’s going to be coming for me. I just need enough
time to take him the rest of the way down,” I say.

“And your friend? I know he’s a womanizing asshole, Kat, but
he was your best friend when you were kids. You take Papa
DLC down, you take down Jacky-boy, too.”



I sigh and shake my head. It surprised me, but it actually hurt
when I saw the look in Jackson’s eyes. Once he realized who I
was, there was a distinct look of betrayal I saw before I got out
of the car. “You know there’s no other way, Darce. I can’t
attack the DeLaCoeurs head on. Hell, I can’t even hack their
systems. Peter runs his business the old-fashioned way, with a
lot of offline backups, and he only keeps paper trails on the
stuff that’s legit. From what I can tell, his memory’s the only
thing that keeps track of his illegal dealings. I need to pull the
king out of his fortress, or else I’m dead before I get anywhere
near him.”

“You could be dead either way,” Darcy reminds me. “And that,
to me at least, is a greater loss than not getting your revenge.”

This is one of the few areas where we still disagree, but we’re
at peace with the situation. By that I mean I’m at peace with
Darcy continually trying to get me to have a more positive
outlook on life, and she’s at peace with wasting her time trying
to achieve that. “Not revenge, Darce. Vengeance. There’s a
difference,” I say.

“So you’ve told me for the past six years. But you know I
disagree.”

We walk toward my sitting area, if you can call it that. My
sitting area is mostly two old, patched-up wooden chairs from
the boxing gym. The accompanying “table” is nothing more
than a board of plywood sitting on top of two old computer
towers. Since Darcy’s here, I turn on the light, which is a
solar-powered LED lantern that recharges during the day from
the small amount of sunlight that comes in through the only
window that isn’t boarded up in the warehouse. “Darcy, if you
really disagreed with me that much, you’d tell Jeff. If he
busted a hacker like me, he’d get a promotion for sure. At the
very least, it’d get him off patrols and a detective’s shield.”

“And betray my best friend?” Darcy asks, shaking her head.
“No honey, me and Jeff, we got ourselves an understanding.
He don’t ask about what I do besides put together custom
computers for people, and I’ve backed off my online stuff for



the most part. He helps me sometimes too though, when our
purposes align.”

I chuckle. “Backed off? Since Henry’s been born, I barely see
you on the boards anymore. Let alone see your traces around
the systems.”

Darcy smirks and shrugs. “Ah, it’s all good. I keep up-to-date,
and besides, I make more money building kits for Tulane kids
than I ever did trying to change the world one server at a time.
And you know, if you really need my help, well, BlakDhal1A
can always make a comeback.”

“You still worry about me though,” I say with a smile. “Why?”

“You know why, Kat. I already buried my family one time,
when Katrina came through. I don’t wanna bury you, too.”

“If by setting one’s heart right every morning and evening, one
is able to live as though his body were already dead, he gains
freedom in the Way,” I quote to Darcy, smiling softly. “The
Hagakure.”

“I hate that fucking book,” she counters, then sighs. “All right
Kitty-Kat, you my sister. You wanna run headlong to your
doom… I’ll be there to make sure you at least get a proper
funeral. We’ll have jazz and everything.”

I stand up, and Darcy follows. We hug at the door, and I give
Darcy a bit of a smile. “Don’t sweat it, Darce. Give my
regards to Jeff and Henry. Someday I’d like to meet them in
person.”

“I’d like that, too. Good night, Kat.”

“Goodnight, Darcy.”



I
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find Nathan in his workshop, where he’s patiently
cleaning each spring and screw of his Colt. While the military
may have shifted to the Beretta 9mm, Nathan’s old school, and
shoots American, using the Colt 1911 as his preferred carry
piece. Until today, I was able to lie enough to myself that the
chromed cannon was used only for practice and defense.
Dangling from the coat rack next to his workbench is a single
hanger that has both his suit jacket and dress shirt. There’s not
a single wrinkle or crease in the whole works, and I can also
make out that his tie has been draped around the hanger with
equal care. He’s sitting on a barstool in front of a drafting table
in just his suit pants and a wife beater undershirt, intensely
focused on his weaponry.

“Hello, Nathan.” His workshop is an odd comparison in
contrasts. Along one wall is his gun cabinet—containing not
only pistols, but larger guns and weapons. No surprise there,
since you’d expect that from someone who works in private
security. But across the room is a wooden rack that’s devoted
entirely to tea. The rack is five feet wide by two feet tall, and
the entire thing is filled with canisters of loose leaf teas plus an
electric hot water dispenser. I didn’t even know they made that
many different types of tea, and he’s got them all organized by
type, flavor, and country of origin. In the corner next to the tea
area is his fish tank, which contains a dozen different tropical
fish all swimming peacefully. I guess it’s great he has hobbies



beyond being a scary motherfucker, but it’s just… weird, I
guess.

“Hello, Mr. Jackson. Is there something I can do for you?”
Nathan takes a small toothbrush from a cleaning kit and begins
scrubbing the trigger area of the pistol. Periodically he pauses
to dip the brush into a small bowl with some nastyass smelling
solvent before resuming brushing away.

“I came to talk with you about the errand Pops is sending you
on. I trust we can keep this conversation between us?”

It’s a risk, but one I have to take. Nathan’s always been loyal
to Pops, and I know that even approaching the man I could be
risking a lot of anger. But this is Katrina… I can’t sit back this
time.

Nathan, however, scrubs at his trigger assembly a little bit
longer, saying nothing before setting the whole thing down.
“What did you hear?” he says coolly.

“That he wants Katrina Grammercy… dealt with. And
something about ten years ago. What the hell does that mean?”

Nathan shakes his head, refusing to answer. Instead, he picks
up the barrel of his pistol and something that looks like a
round, giant Q-tip. I think it’s called a bore swab? Anyway, he
starts using it to wipe out the barrel a few times before he
responds. “He did ask me to deal with Katrina. Do you have
an issue with that?”

I blink in surprise. I wasn’t expecting him to answer me, let
alone admit to anything. “You’re goddamned right I have an
issue with it, Nathan! I mean, I’ve assumed for a while you
had… skills, but to use them just because someone made me
look like an ass?”

“Actually, she made you look like a dick,” Nathan jokes softly,
and I stop. I’ve known Nathan for most of my life, and I think
this is the first time I’ve ever heard him make a joke. I didn’t
know the man even had a sense of humor. I just assumed it had
been shot off in the same war where he’d gotten that wicked-
looking scar.



“I… Damn, Nathan, I didn’t know you could make jokes. Not
a bad one at that,” I say with a small laugh. “But seriously,
though, it’s just some pictures on the Internet. That’s no reason
to have a young woman… oh fuck it, let’s talk like men. It’s
no reason to have someone killed!”

Nathan goes still for a moment, and I worry that I’ve crossed a
line or something. He pulls the bore swab out of the barrel of
the gun, setting everything aside before turning to face me.
“And what would you know about good reasons to kill
someone, hmm? Before I started working for Peter
DeLaCoeur, I was in the Special Forces. I’ve killed people for
a lot less,” he says softly.

“That was in the military. It’s different.”

“Is it? Jackson, when I was at Campbell, we were sent to
Somalia right after the end of the first Gulf War. This would
have been right around the time you were getting your first
teeth. It’s not on the official list of deployments, but we were
sent up to try and pacify a country that was embroiled in a
civil war that’s still going on today. The 75th Rangers might
get the glory and the blame for that Charlie Foxtrot, but we
were there, too.” He pauses, and shakes his head before
continuing.

“The problem was that we couldn’t find anyone worth turning
the country over to. Each warlord was just as depraved and
morally bankrupt as the next. It wasn’t even a matter of having
to choose between the lesser of two evils, it was more like
deciding by randomly tossing a dart at a list of names. I saw
things… I did things that made human life very, very cheap. I
saw plenty of people killed, and for a lot less than some
embarrassing photos.”

“It still isn’t right, Nathan. Whatever happened twenty years
ago… that was then, this is now. And what the hell’s this about
Katrina’s parents?”

Nathan starts reassembling his pistol, slowly making sure each
piece is perfectly aligned before he makes tiny adjustments
with a miniature screwdriver set. “Samuel and Theresa



Grammercy were killed when their car exploded in a parking
garage near the Fair Grounds ten years ago. Katrina survived
because she was fifty feet away, partially shielded by a
concrete pillar that protected her from the worst of the bomb
blast.”

“A bomb ordered by my father,” I say bluntly. “You can say it;
I want the truth.”

“It may have been ordered by Peter, yes,” Nathan says quietly.
“It may very well have been.”

“And is it possible that maybe you were involved in planting
that bomb?” I ask. Nathan slides the barrel of his Colt back
into the sliding upper part and checks the action.

“If you’re asking me if I have experience with explosives, the
answer is yes. Special Forces trained me in those and a lot
more. But I didn’t kill Samuel and Theresa. I didn’t really like
Samuel, but he was a family man, and someone who was
doing a little bit of good in this town. I certainly would not
have blown them up in front of their daughter. Besides,
weren’t you two close back then?”

“We were good friends,” I admit. “I met her when I was six, I
think? We were in the same class through most of elementary
school.”

“Did you have feelings for her? She was blossoming into a
young woman right about the time her parents died, and you
were… well, if my memory is correct, that was about the time
you started showing an interest in women.”

It’s my turn to remain silent as I think back on the past. Had I
been interested in Katrina? I remember thinking she was cool,
and not yucky like I thought most girls were back then. And
she was really cute, in a way that… oh, fuck this, I can’t tell
Nathan all this. I can’t even be honest with myself. “She and
I… she was a special friend, which makes what happened in
the limo not just embarrassing, but painful, Nathan.
Regardless, I don’t want her killed over it. It’s not right,
dammit!”



Nathan finishes putting his Colt back together and jacks the
slide, checking the action. It slides back with a deadly hiss.
Everything is perfectly clean and steely efficient before it
catches in the open position. “You keep saying that word,
‘right’. Tell me again, Jackson. What do you know about right
and wrong?”

I square my shoulders and look Nathan in the eye. I don’t
know where I’m getting the guts for this, but I suspect it has
something to do with Katrina. “I know enough to say that’s it’s
wrong to order a young woman to her death over some
embarrassing pictures. Especially when she might have a valid
reason to hate your guts.”

Nathan flicks his wrist, and the slide on his pistol snaps back.
He checks the sights quickly before setting his Colt down on
the table and giving me… a smile? “Come, have some tea with
me. I just acquired some charcoal-roasted Taiwanese Li Shan
oolong that was grown on the southern slopes of Mount Ali.
We can discuss your sudden interest in ethics as the tea
steeps.”

I’m not a huge fan of tea, not even sweet tea, despite living in
the South. Whatever fancyass tea Nathan’s talking about is
sure to be wasted on me, but fuck it, if it helps, it helps. I cross
the workshop with him and take a seat while he draws water
from the expensive-looking water heater and pours it into a
pot. “The key to making good tea is to make sure you don’t
burn it,” Nathan explains. “That’s where most people mess it
up. Making tea isn’t like making soup; you don’t need to boil
it. The tannins and flavonoids in tea are much more fragile
than the ones in coffee even. So they require a slightly lower
temperature, and a lot more patience. Instead of using boiling
water, the ideal water temperature is between 180 and 190
degrees. I always keep my water at 182, to allow for the slight
cooling that occurs with transfer to the pot. But if you go over
200 degrees, you might as well be dropping in some of those
cheap Lipton teabags,” Nathan says disdainfully.

Nathan selects a canister from his rack and unscrews the top. I
can see that the inside is lined with plastic, or maybe it’s glass.



Nathan notices me looking at the canister. “The glass prevents
any oxidation that would result if the tea came in direct contact
with the metal, and the metal keeps all light out. I could go
with plastic, but I’ve noticed a decrease in flavor when the tea
comes packaged in plastic.”

“Jesus man, how much does all this cost?” I ask, amazed.
Seriously, this is some over-the-top-shit.

“The tea you’ll be trying with me cost me a thousand dollars
for the pound I was able to get my hands on. I have more
expensive ones. This one though was a very good find for me,
as it’s been years since I was able to find this particular blend.
I do hope it’s as good as the last time.”

Nathan carefully scoops out some tea using a wooden spoon
before placing the leaves into a ball-like thing with holes in it
for water to flow through before he seals the thing and drops it
into the pot. “Let’s wait four minutes for the tea to steep, and
then we can pour. Despite how particular I am when it comes
to brewing tea, I just drink it from plain old coffee mugs. Give
me a moment to grab some.”

“Really Nathan, you don’t have to. I appreciate the gesture,
though. I just never knew there was so much… complexity to
tea.”

“Teas are like people in the sense that they’re often very
complex, and never quite what you expect until you try them.
Now tell me, Jackson, why should I ignore your father’s
orders and spare Katrina Grammercy? Do you even have a
reason beyond saying it isn’t right?”

“Because it’s like you said… haven’t we done enough to this
girl?” I ask, attempting to make him see reason. Why won’t
this guy listen to me? “Please Nathan, I’m asking you directly.
Spare her.”

“And what will you do if I agree to spare her?” he asks,
retrieving two mugs from a cupboard next to a small sink I
hadn’t noticed earlier. “Extract your own measure of
revenge?”



“No… yes… fuck, I don’t know. I want to start by talking to
her. Nathan, I never knew why she disappeared from my life. I
just went to school one day and the teacher said that Katrina
had transferred schools. I wasn’t into reading the news back
then, I just rolled with it. But it hurt, and what she did last
night hurt, too. I need to know. I need to look her in the eyes
when I ask her why she did it.”

Nathan considers me for a long moment, then nods. “All right.
Perhaps I’ve grown weary of death myself in my old age.
When a man reaches fifty, the Reaper’s a lot closer of a friend
than you like to admit when you’re twenty-two. Or hell,
maybe I’m just trying to balance some old debts. I’ll find
Katrina, but I won’t eliminate her. I’ll report her whereabouts
to you instead. If Peter asks… well, I doubt any woman who
was able to put together the PSYOP that was done on you last
night is going to be easy to find. It wouldn’t be the first time
someone’s twisted Peter DeLaCoeur’s tail and ran like a
jackrabbit afterward.”

“Thank you, Nathan,” I say quietly. Nathan nods and sets a
mug in front of me. He picks up his teapot and swirls it three
times, then gives me a small half-smile.

“You’re welcome. Care for some tea?”
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ou know, the Ghetto Goth look kinda went out fifteen
years ago,” Darcy says as we exchange hugs outside

Cafe Du Monde. They’ve got great beignets, which Darcy
only got used to eating after she got married. I sometimes
tease that marrying a cop has changed her in more ways than
one, but it’s all good. I love her for who she is. “You know,
right about when Aaliyah passed?” she says.

“She’s more from your time, not mine, even if you and
Virginia gave me an appreciation for Baby Girl. Besides, if I
went with just a sports bra, people’d stare, even here in New
Orleans,” I reply, looking down at my outfit. I’m wearing a
pair of lightweight black BDU pants, a slate gray sports bra,
and a navy blue shirt I’ve left unbuttoned and untucked so my
skin can breathe in this humidity. Black sunglasses and a pair
of black lightweight mid top boots round out my look,
although I’m not wearing a hat today. It’s a little cloudy, so I
don’t need it. “You know how it is,” I say.

“Yeah, I know,” Darcy says, looking for all the world like any
other average thirty-two-year-old mother in jeans and a tank
top. “I mean, I think this little bit of color on my shirt here
might be peas, but it might be pee. I’m not too sure.”

I laugh softly and sit back, sipping my coffee. Darcy insists on
covering the costs for our little trips out into the world, what
she calls my “social training,” since it’s the only way she can



convince me to leave the loft except for my mission or work.
“You always did have a good sense of color. So, what’s up?”

Darcy, who is also one of only five people in the world with
my permanent phone number, reaches into her purse and pulls
out a thumb drive. “Thought you might like this. My friends
finished the translations for you.”

“No shit?” I say with a grin, sitting forward and taking the
drive from her outstretched hand. “Took them long enough.”

“Hey, the Osaka police are behind on digitizing their files, and
this literally took some… clandestine activities that you’re
probably more trained for than I am,” Darcy replies. “Some of
the people involved… well, let’s just say that finding anti-
government anarchists in Japan is a lot harder than finding
them here in the States or in Europe.”

“At least ones who have the skills I need,” I reply with a
chuckle, thinking about some of the Japanese hackers I know
online. They’re definitely a… unique group. “So did you take
a look?”

Darcy nods, watching as our waitress brings her a plate with
two beignets dusted with powdered sugar. “You know Kat,
you can indulge in these every once in a while. You don’t need
to live on health food all the time.”

“Performance food,” I correct her, looking wistfully at the
fried and glistening puffs of dough. “Maybe when this is over,
I’ll take you up on that offer for the second one. Till then, give
it to Jeff with my compliments.”

Darcy rolls her eyes and takes a big bite of the treat. Some of
the powdered sugar puffs up as she lifts it to her face and
settles on her chocolate-colored skin. But a bit goes up her
nose, and it makes Darcy sneeze. She sets the beignet down
and wipes at her face with a napkin, getting most of it.
“There’s a reason us black folk don’t usually eat this way,” she
grumbles. “You white girls got it lucky.”

“Right… meanwhile, black don’t crack,” I return, falling into
some of the old racial jokes that I learned in Virginia’s house.



She never let the difference in our races be a factor between
us, but she also didn’t let us ignore them either. “So what’s it
say?”

“Aiko Mori was born in 1972 in a small village in Nagano
Prefecture, Japan,” Darcy says. Her memory for this kind of
thing is nearly flawless, and I’m one hundred percent sure all
the details she’s reciting are correct, despite the fact she isn’t
reading them off a file or anything. “In 1992, once she was
legally considered an adult in Japan, she moved to the United
States to pursue a career as a pastry chef, apparently a very
popular career choice for Japanese girls.” She pauses to take a
bite from her beignet before continuing.

“Her parents had a little bit of money since her father was the
president of a construction company that had some
government contracts in the village, so they granted her wish
to study at the New Orleans School of Cooking. Aiko wanted
to learn how to make French and Creole desserts in particular.
Soon after coming here, she met Peter DeLaCoeur and started
having an affair with him since he was already married to
Margaret, as you know. No one’s sure of the exact length of
the affair, but it continued for a while, even after Jackson’s
birth, since his half-sister Andrea DeLaCoeur was born two
years after Jackson.

“What happened to Aiko?” I ask quietly, but I suspect I
already know the answer to the question.

“After Andrea’s birth, she was registered as Peter’s biological
daughter, which is a rarity given his indiscretions. This fact
will be relevant eventually in the story. Aiko returned to Japan
and took Andrea with her. Her parents had moved to Osaka
while Aiko had been away. Apparently her father’s business
had improved, and he was now working out of the larger city
or something—my friends didn’t dig too deep into that. But
what they did find was evidence that Aiko was shamed by her
parents for having a haafu daughter out of wedlock, and that
the gaijin was obviously playing her.” Darcy pauses and
finishes her beignet, but this time she manages to avoid getting
powdered sugar up her nose.



“Aiko refuted those claims of course, saying they were in love,
but when she called him and asked him to talk with her
parents, he laughed at her and told her she was lucky he’d at
least acknowledged Andrea as his own daughter. That’s Mrs.
Mori’s words, by the way. So Aiko, distraught over the
rejection from her lover…”

Darcy’s voice fails, and I’m touched. She might be an
anarchist, a hacktivist, and more than willing to try and take
down the rich and powerful who she blames for her family’s
death in Hurricane Katrina, but she’s also never lost that sense
of optimism about the world that’s been ripped out of me. Still,
I need to know. “How’d she do it?”

“Jumped off her parents’ apartment building,” Darcy finally
gets out. “She left a note behind saying that she apologized for
being such a bad daughter and horrible mother.”

It’s my turn to blink, the grief-stricken look on Darcy’s face
touching even my heart. “What happened next?”

“Her parents tried to keep Andrea, but Peter DeLaCoeur had
her kidnapped and returned to the United States. Since he was
legally on record as her biological father, the American courts
sided with him. The Japanese courts sided with the Moris, but
it didn’t help them since Japan hadn’t signed the Hague
Abduction Convention yet. Andrea’s been raised in her
father’s house ever since.”

I shake my head, shocked. “And why aren’t we releasing this
right away?”

“You know why,” Darcy says. She pulls a paper bag out from
her purse and wraps the beignet inside before placing it all
back in her purse for later. She always saves her second
beignet for Jeff. “Come on, walk with me.”

We get up and make our way through the French Quarter. It’s
only mid-morning, so it’s nowhere near as busy as it’ll get
tonight. The St. Louis Cathedral is relatively quiet at the
moment, which feels out of place here in the portion of the city
best known for sin. “Remember the first rules I taught you



about tunneling into a system?” Darcy asks as we stroll
through Jackson Square, keeping toward the trees that line the
outer edges of the park. “Come, I know it’s been a few years,
but I know you haven’t forgotten that.”

“Of course not. Once you have a crack, ease it open slowly.”

“Exactly. You hit a system with a big hit all at once, that’s
what gets noticed and tracked. You get caught, and you end up
doing time in some women’s prison in Kansas. But if you
work the crack open slowly, carefully, you end up with a
tunnel that can go unnoticed for years until you’re ready to
bring down the system totally, or you exploit for as long as
you want.”

“I’ve already been waiting for ten years, Darcy. I don’t have
time for the whole Shawshank Redemption route.”

Darcy shakes her head. “You haven’t had a crack for ten years,
you had a target. It took you pulling one dumbass stunt to even
start to get a crack, honeychile. Now is not the time to hit them
with everything. You do that, and all the bad guys surrounding
the DeLaCoeurs are going to condense around him, protecting
them because they’re going to be afraid you’re coming after
them next. You gotta poison the well slowly, isolate him, and
then you’ll have your chance to actually strike.”

I sigh and run my right hand through my hair. “This is such
bullshit, Darcy. I was right there. Hell, he couldn’t even move
after I hit his trigger points. If I’d given him one more shot,
Jackson would be dead. I didn’t, and now you’re telling me to
wait some more?”

“Jackson ain’t your target. Peter is. Don’t become what you
hate just to get your… vengeance.”

I stop since we’re nearly at the cathedral, and I close my eyes.
I’m not praying though. There’s no redemption for me, and I
seek no forgiveness for what I want to do. I’m just trying to
gather my thoughts. “Okay, okay, we’ll do it your way. Andrea
first, then the other affairs, then the nastier stuff. I’ll talk to
Domino soon.”



“Good. By the way, check that flash drive, I’ve got something
else for you.”

“Oh?” I ask, patting the little bulge in my pocket. “What?”

“Something that’ll keep food in your belly, and maybe put
some newer pants on your skinny ass,” Darcy says with a
chuckle. “Totally legit, too. I built the system myself, and now
the clients want to see if Coup De Grace can crack it.”

I arch an eyebrow. “You built it?”

“I built it. Hardware too, not that I’m telling you what I used.
System’s up right now with dummy data files. You get in there
and leave behind your signature, you get ten grand.”

“And if I don’t?” I ask. With Darcy’s projects and offers,
there’s always a catch.

“I get twenty, and you get twenty percent, so I clear sixteen
and you clear four. Difference of six grand for you.”

I chuckle and look up at the sky, then at the cathedral. The
clouds are getting heavier, so I suspect by the time I get back
to the loft, it’ll be raining. Good, I need a reason to stay
indoors now. “Fine. You know it’s not going be that hard
though, Darcy. You taught me everything you know.”

“Almost, Kat. Remember, you hack great, but I’m a great
hacker.”

“We’ll see. You giving me a deadline?”

Darcy nods. “One week. Just enough time for you to get the
first bit out to Domino, then prep the next little needle for
Peter. One last thing though… have you thought about the
collateral damage? Andrea’s even more innocent of this than
Jackson. You could hurt the girl.”

I nod. “I’ve thought about it ever since we heard the rumors.
But if she doesn’t know, then she deserves to know. Besides,
judging by everything I’ve researched on her… she’s grown
into one tough woman. I remember her as a little girl, she was
tough then, too. You know she’s the only one of us all that



actually went to college? She’s working on her MBA right
now, and she’s still only twenty.”

“Sounds like you admire her.”

I shrug. “I’m driven, not blinded. Not all the DeLaCoeurs are
scum.”

“Yeah well, while you’re being not blinded, keep your eyes
especially open. Jeff heard that the Black Man is looking for
you.”

I can’t help it, but I shiver. Nathan Black is not someone I
want on my tail, but I knew he and I might have to throw
down at some point when I started this. “I figured. I know it
must burn your ass that he’s known as the Black Man.”

Darcy chuckles and shrugs. “Can’t help it, it is his last name.
Seriously, that’s one badass son of a bitch, you keep yourself
safe. He might even be able to take you in a fight.”

I nod and adjust my sunglasses. “He might. But bushido is
realized in the presence of death.”

“Goddamn samurai.”
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week. I’ve been holed up in the mansion for a week, and
it’s driving me up a fucking wall. There’s only so many laps I
can swim in the pool, so many workouts I can do in the gym in
the garage, so many movies I can watch before I go apeshit.

Not that Pops cares. He’s instructed the staff, and Nathan in
particular, not to let me off the property, regardless of how I
want to go about it. I’m not even allowed to walk out of here if
I were feeling up to it. Mike won’t even talk to me any longer.
When I went to Pops to ask him about it, he just reiterated that
Mike is no longer to answer to me, and works for only Pops
now. Fucking ass.

So I find myself in the one room of the mansion I rarely visit,
the library. Image is important to my family, so even though
nobody other than Andrea’s even ever actually been to college,
we still have an impressive-looking library. The library
contains mostly books bound in leather, but there are still
some regular hardcovers and even some paperbacks. I start
looking at the titles, idly wondering if anyone’s actually taken
them off the shelves and read them, or if the maid just comes
by twice a week to dust them.

“You should try The Count of Monte Cristo. It’s about
someone seeking revenge for being wronged,” someone says
behind me, and I turn to see Andrea sitting in one of the
leather lounge chairs. Either she came in nearly silently, or
maybe I’m just more distracted than I thought. Probably a bit



of both, since she’s capable of sneaking around like a ninja
when she wants. She’s dressed in her normal daytime clothes.
For Andrea that means she’s wearing her take on a power suit,
wearing hip-hugging pants with a matching vest and blouse,
plus four-inch heels. When you see the whole thing paired
with her long, black hair cascading down her back, it gives her
a really severe appearance. Andi’s finishing up her MBA and
probably can already take down a lot of young executives in
the brains department. “It seems appropriate for what’s going
on in your life,” she remarks casually.

“Our lives,” I retort, moving over to sit down next to her. I’m
wearing a tank top and shorts. When you see our outfits side
by side, I look even more casual by comparison, but it’s not
like I need to get dressed up just to sit around the house. Hell,
the staff should just consider themselves lucky I even took a
shower before my workout today. “She embarrassed the whole
family.”

Andrea scowls, making her look older than her twenty years.
I’ve pointed that out to her before, but it just makes her scowl
more when I do. “No, she embarrassed you. She pissed off
Peter and put herself in danger as a result. But she hasn’t done
anything to me.”

“Whatever. If she takes down this family, which is what it
seems like she wants to do, you can say sayonara to your
gravy train, too.”

Her scowl disappears, replaced by the sarcastic grin that is the
second most common expression she normally wears. “I don’t
need a gravy train, niichan. I’m going to break free on my own
someday. I’ve got things to do as well.”

I nod, half-frowning to myself. Andrea’s always had this
strange little driven side to her personality. I’ve never really
been able to see all of it, but she hints at it sometimes. “If you
say so, Andrea. But then why haven’t you broken free yet?”

“Just wait. I’m biding my time, that’s all. Patience can be a
virtue.”



I shake my head and get up to walk toward the door, having
had more than enough of this conversation. “Yeah, well, my
patience is at an end. I need to do something to take my mind
off this bullshit, have a little fun.”

Andrea shakes her head, snorting. “What’s her name going to
be?”

“Their names, Andrea. Their names.”

TIFFANY IS AN OLD HOOK-UP OF MINE. WE’VE PLAYED ALL SORTS OF

games together, but what she loves to do best with me is
costume play. I swear this bitch has a closet reserved solely for
the outfits she wears when she’s fucking me. So far I’ve seen
various costumes, company uniforms, and other clothes
specifically for fucking, but she’s almost never repeated any of
the pieces with me. Most of them allow for easy access
between the legs.

Today she’s Doctor Tiffany, although I doubt a real doctor
would wear a skirt this short and still expect to be taken
seriously. Or not get slapped with a malpractice suit with this
much cleavage showing. “Hello, Jackson. What seems to be
the trouble today?” she asks in a breathy voice.

I smirk. She’s a terrible actress, but I didn’t invite her over to
read Shakespeare. I lean back on my bed and give a fake
cough. “Oh Doctor, you know how it is. My throat’s sore and
my body aches all over. And I think my balls are turning
blue.”

“Aww, you poor, poor man,” Tiffany says, giving me a
naughty smile. I know a lot of men who’d already be creaming
their jeans at that smile alone. She knows how to work what
she’s got, and she’s got a body like Carmen Electra in her
prime. “It sounds like I might need some help for this exam.
Nurse?”

The door to my walk-in closet swings open, and Allison comes
out. She’s my other little playmate. She and Tiffany are pretty
much night and day in appearance, but they’re good friends,
and sometimes more than just good friends. Allie is short



where Tiffany is tall, and skinny where Tiffany is stacked, but
she still has a sex drive that borders on the nymphomaniac
level. And despite only having little A cup tits, she’s got an ass
that you just want to pour some maple syrup over and lick out
for hours. Just like Tiffany, she’s wearing a costume, but no
nurse I’ve ever seen has ever worn thigh high stockings that
stop an inch below the hem of her uniform.

“Yes, Doctor?” she asks, prancing her way across the floor.
Allie loves playing up her youthfulness, and always tries to
come across as an innocent young thing, even when she’s
riding my cock like a pro rodeo cowgirl. “How can I help
you?”

“This patient, Mr. Jackson… he’s not feeling good at all. He
says his throat hurts, and his body aches.”

“Oh no, Doctor, what should I do?” Allie asks in her little girl
voice, taking a seat on the bed. Tiffany climbs onto the bed
next to Allie as she speaks.

“I thought you might want to start by checking his tonsils
while I measure his temperature,” she says. Allie’s lips find
mine and we kiss, her long tongue already sweeping my
mouth.

“Mmm, I think I need more exploration,” Allie whispers when
she breaks our kiss, biting her lip. “What do you think,
Jackson?”

I should be into this. I should be hard as a fucking rock. I’ve
got two hot and horny nymphos in my bed, ready to do just
about anything I want. Hell, I should be tearing off Allie’s
nurse uniform right now and feasting on those tiny but yummy
tits of hers. She’s able to come just from nipple play. I should
be looking forward to Tiffany riding my mouth while Allie
turns my cock into a pogo stick.

I should be… but I’m not. Tiffany runs her hand over my
cock, and while there’s a little twitch, that’s it. “What’s wrong,
baby?” she asks, sliding up higher on the bed. Allie notices the
look in my eye and sits up as well. “Talk to us, Jackson. Sure,



we have a lot of fun fucking, but you’ve been an okay guy to
talk with, too.”

I sigh and sit up, scooting back. “I don’t know… maybe it’s
just stress. I thought that a little playtime between the three of
us might help ease my mind.”

Tiffany nods. She’s a nympho, but she’s also an accountant,
and I hear she’s a talented one at that. She just likes playing
the dumb slut for fun when we get together. Allie’s actually a
bimbo, but she’s got a decent heart, too. “I gotcha, baby.
Wanna talk about it instead?”

I shake my head. “Nah… it’s nothing you girls need to worry
about. Listen, I’m gonna go catch a swim or something. Feel
free to stay as long as you want, play if you want. I know I got
you two all heated up and there’s no payoff.”

Allie looks over at Tiffany, and I can see the look in her eyes.
She’s still ready to go, and while playtime with just the two of
them might not have been her first choice, she’ll still take it.
She looks like she wants to push me on the issue, but she also
knows I’m nobody to be trifled with. “Well, okay… but if
you’re feeling up for it later, maybe we can still have a little
fun?” she asks. “We don’t even have to have the costumes.”

I reach out and stroke her cheek and nod. She’s cute. “Maybe,
baby. But don’t get your hopes up too much.”

I get off the bed, making sure my shorts are okay before
glancing back. Tiffany’s already got Allie pinned to the
mattress and is kissing her, the two of them quickly getting
into it. Any other night I’d be up for at least watching, but I’m
just not interested right now. I leave the spare bedroom and go
out into the hallway, making sure to close the door behind me.

The problem’s clear. I can’t get Kat off my mind. Not only am
I pissed at her still, but the way she touched me, the way she
looked, the way her dress clung to her body… great, now my
cock twitches and wakes up again.

“Face it, you dumb fuck, you want her,” I whisper, sighing. I
go out onto the back patio that overlooks the garden, which



leads to the rest of the old plantation lands. Ten acres is all
that’s left of one of the biggest indigo plantations of the pre-
American days that once covered an area larger than the
French Quarter, but it’s a beautiful ten acres. I lean against the
hundred-year-old red brick wall that lines the patio, and look
out into the sky. After days of cloudiness and some rain, the
weather finally broke just around sunset today, and now I can
look up to see a mostly full moon shining down on the
property, stars glittering around it. “Ten years.”

It’s the part that’s bothered me the most this past week.
Nathan’s question of if I had feelings for Katrina continues to
dance around in my head, because the honest truth is… I
probably did. There’s never been a lot of love in my family,
and even Andrea I can’t call anything other than a close
acquaintance. Mom… ha. Pops has always treated me like an
annoying little insect to be paid off more than anything else.
At least I’ve lived comfortably this entire time, I guess. Hell,
more than comfortably.

But Katrina… from the first time we hung out together, we
just clicked. Her father had brought her by on one of his visits
to see Pops. We liked the same games and even had the same
hobbies. When I went through a phase where I was into
building plastic car models, she was right there with me. She’d
help me cut out all the parts from the tree and sand the edges,
making sure each piece fit perfectly. Her hands were steadier
than mine, so she’d always paint the individual pieces before
the two of us would work together on the final assembly.
Going to the same school meant that we got a decent amount
of facetime together, but we were pretty much inseparable
even outside class. Riding bikes, doing homework… all of it.
She got me through my times tables, and I helped her with
learning how to swim in our pool.

I’d almost grown out of the plastic model phase when she
dropped out of my life, and yeah, it left a hole inside me. Now
she’s back… and she’s pissed. Considering what Nathan told
me, I can understand. I don’t like Pops either. In fact, the only
person in my family I even respect is Andrea. But Pops… fine.



He’s scum. But how am I supposed to break away? Andrea
talks about it, but the only step she’s taken toward it is getting
her MBA. I’ve never even thought about college, and my only
skill is knowing how to party. That’s good for about fifty cents
above minimum wage if it weren’t for Pops’ money.

I shake my head and go inside, leaving the door to the garden
open. I head back toward the guest bedrooms, when a cough
behind me catches my attention.

“Nathan,” I say after I turn. “Didn’t think you’d still be
dressed in your suit.”

Nathan looks down at his black linen suit and brushes a bit of
lint off his lapel. “I didn’t think I’d find you… dressed,” he
replies. Nathan looks pointedly at the door where I’d just been
with the two girls, then shrugs.

“Wasn’t feeling it tonight. What can I help you with?”

Nathan reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out a slip of
paper. “An address. You were looking for it. She lives in a
warehouse over on Market Street.”

I look down at the numbers written on the paper. “And you
haven’t told Pops?”

Nathan shakes his head. “Not until you find your answers. I
told you, Jackson, I’ve got some debts to balance out. Or
maybe in my mind I just keep seeing the little girl that Katrina
Grammercy was when I first met her. I’ve done a lot of nasty
things in my day, Jackson… but I don’t touch kids.”

I nod and fold the paper up, putting it in the pocket of my
shorts. “I see. Thank you, Nathan. And sometime… perhaps
we can have a cup of tea again.”

Nathan, who’s already turned to go back down the hallway,
stops and looks back. “I’d like that. Have a good night,
Jackson.”
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‘m inverted, my feet pointing straight in the air as I lower
myself on the two steel bars which let my head dip lower until
my hands are next to my ears before pushing up, locking out.
Seven. Three more and I can kick back down and let my
shoulders rest a little bit.

I lower myself, sweat dripping off my nose to soak into the
wooden floor below me, and push again. Eight.

I focus on the pain, tasting the metallic tang on my tongue and
savoring the electric fire that runs up from my elbows to my
spine. Soon enough, I may not feel anything at all except the
eternal satisfaction of vengeance before Peter’s men tear me
apart. Nine.

One more. I can do this. My elbows are shaking, but I can
make it. Don’t cheat yourself, there’s nothing that can bring
defeat faster than cheating yourself… now PUSH! I push, and
in my mind I see the fire rolling across the concrete ceiling of
the parking garage, hungry and reaching for me after it’s
already taken my parents’ lives. It’s coming, ten years later
now to claim me, but claim me it will…

Ten. I kick over and land on my feet, shaking out my arms. I
don’t need my pills yet, in fact since the night with Jackson
I’ve only had to take them once. Still, the image of the
explosion is hot in my brain, and I have to do something



constructive before the anger morphs into depression. I know
the pattern, but I’m going to fight it this time.

I grab the sandbag next to my handstand bars and lift it,
whipping the forty-five-pound bag up and onto my shoulders.
I start crossing the floor of my loft with long, lunging strides.
Each one brings me nearly to the floor before I force myself to
rise and take the next long step.

I’m on my second trip back across the loft when my computer
beeps from the corner. Darcy’s little setup on the shipping
company she wants me to crack is tougher than I thought it’d
be, and I wonder if she’s calling me on time. I still have thirty-
six hours left on the deadline that she gave me though, even if
my tools are still barely chipping away at the firewall, still
searching for that elusive crack. I know one has to be there, so
it’s just a matter of patience, processing power, and tools.

I set my sandbag down and see that I have an IRC chat
window up on my screen. Only Darcy and a few others have
my IRC handle, although it’s not that hard to figure out if you
know my hacker name. I mean, CDGrace and Coup De Grace
aren’t really all that different, after all.

But I don’t know this IRC handle at all. Blue Sakura…
intriguing. Maybe it’s one of Darcy’s Japanese contacts?

CDG- Hello.

BS- You’re a hard woman to find.

CDG- I prefer my privacy. Who are you?

BS- An ally.

CDG- An ally? In what? I can count my allies on one hand.

BS- An ally who agrees with your vendetta against Peter
DeLaCoeur.

I’m tempted to close the window now and reset my router. It’ll
cost me Darcy’s contract, and six thousand dollars because of
it, but this person knows who I am. I’m reaching for the power
button when Blue Sakura pops up again.



BS- Please don’t shut me off. I’m really not trying to expose
you or hurt you. I messaged you to warn you.

I pause, my finger hovering over my power button, and go
back to my keyboard.

CDG- About?

BS- Nathan Black has found out where you live. He’s passed
along that information. You need to get out of there.

CDG- If they want to come here, they can. Makes my job
easier. Little messier, but a lot easier.

BS- Please watch your back, in any case. You deserve closure.

CDG- What do you know about closure?

BS- You’re not the only one who’s lost a parent because of
Peter DeLaCoeur. Be careful.

The IRC window says that Blue Sakura has left the room, and
I consider what just happened. Blue Sakura, huh? Makes
sense… Andrea. That you found me at all online tells me that
you’ve got some skills yourself. I run a backtrace on her IP
and see that she’s also using at least one signal relay, as the
address says that Blue Sakura is currently on the Ross Ice
Shelf, Antarctica. Doubtful at best.

I could use my tools to continue running the backtrace, but I
don’t need to. It’d be easier just to get Andrea’s phone number
if I really want or need to contact her again. I’ve had access to
that particular database for years. Instead, I go back to my
workout, not letting myself get distracted. I’ve still got three
hundred pushups to do, and then I’ll go into my form training.
Without a lot of partners, I have to keep my skills up as best I
can, and that means lots and lots of mental imagery while I
drill on poor substitutes for real people.

I wonder if Andrea can be a resource? There are so many
things I can’t verify yet, the things that can really take my
campaign against Peter DeLaCoeur from just harassment to
putting him behind bars. Not that I want it to stop there, but
it’s a start. The dirty cops, the mob connections, the bodies



dropped off in the swamps or somewhere in the Mississippi…
if I can verify those, I can really put the pressure on him.
Maybe not enough to get him into a court of law, but certainly
enough that his allies would move to distance themselves.
Without their support, the walls he’s carefully built over the
years would surely start to crumble. If I can take down enough
of those walls, maybe I can get him out of his fortress.

As I start my first set of fifty pushups, I think about the juiciest
case I’d like to connect Peter to. He’s no longer in office, but
Dutch Landry is from one of the two biggest political families
in this city. The Landrys and the Morrels have traded the
mayor’s office back and forth in five of the last six
administrations. His son is currently on the city council and
has a good shot of running for mayor himself in three years.

But Dutch… Dutch Landry was the type of mayor loved by
the press, and hated by the underclass. Virginia and Darcy
showed me the evidence firsthand, but hell, I grew up seeing it
often enough in Virginia’s foster care. I saw the drugs, the
street crime that was only checked when the police rolled
through in paramilitary fashion. I saw classmates show up
with wounds from both police and gang bullets, and I know
that a lot of the guns were bought through Dutch Landry’s
connections. The drugs for sure came in with his authorization.
Of course, someone had to arrange transport for all of that, and
wouldn’t you know, Peter DeLaCoeur knew some friends
among the longshoremen who were willing to look the other
way as the shipments flooded the Port of New Orleans.

It’s how Peter’s stayed in business so long. He doesn’t directly
touch anything. Instead, he makes introductions, facilitates
communication between interested parties, and collects his
middleman’s percentage regardless. He’s the ultimate in one-
stop criminal shopping. You want it, he knows a guy.

He’s completely crooked, but there’s no hard evidence. His
business dealings are done face to face with cash on the table
most of the time, and the IRS thinks he gets his money through
renting residential properties in the Lower Ninth Ward. Hell,
in their estimation the man’s a saint, owning so many Section



8 properties. He’s not looking out for anyone but himself,
though—he filters his money through those houses.

Say you have a house that you’re renting for a thousand
dollars a month. Sometimes housing assistance provides full
credit for rentals, and sometimes they only provide partial
credit. Peter DeLaCoeur only rents to those with partial credit.
The government gives him between three hundred and five
hundred a month… and the rest of the thousand comes out of
his illegal business. He makes friends with the IRS and HUD,
who think his fifty houses are all rented out to families in
need. Meanwhile, the families think he’s renting to them cheap
on the down low.

He’s just using those same poor families as a cover, since the
funds he’s filtering are in fact coming from the same drugs and
guns that are killing the neighborhoods he owns. He makes
even more profit from the Section 8 money. I have to admit,
it’s a smooth scam, but it’s just one of half a dozen that he
runs.

If I could just prove it… maybe Andrea can help with that. It’d
damage him more than just exposing an embarrassing affair. I
don’t know. In the meantime, I keep doing my pushups, even
though my chest and shoulders are screaming at me at this
point.

Someone knocks on my door and I pull my right leg up,
bounding to my feet. I approach the door slowly, since it’s one
of only two entrances to my loft. The other entrance is the old
freight elevator that connects to the boxing gym downstairs.
Unlike the door, I can control the elevator entrance fully.

Next to the door is one of my home defense weapons. After all
the years of martial arts training, you’d think that I’d have
something exotic like sai or a wakizashi sword. Maybe a
hundred years ago, but what I have instead is a Glock 18.
They’re highly illegal since they’re fully automatic, but since I
don’t officially exist as far as the law’s concerned, I’m not
worried about illegally owning this gun. If I need to, I can fire
all fifteen rounds through the door in less than a second, and



whoever’s unlucky enough to be on the other side is going to
get turned into Swiss cheese.

I pick up the Glock and flick the fire selector switch from safe
to semi-auto, and look through my peephole. I really should
invest in a higher tech security system, but it hasn’t been a
priority.

Whoever it is knocks again as I open the cover on my
peephole, and my fingers go numb when I see who it is. I’m
only dimly aware that I drop the cover on the peephole.
Jackson?

“Open the door please, Kat. I’m alone, and we need to talk.”

“What are you doing here, Jackson?” I yell through the door.
“Don’t try and knock the thing down either, it’s steel core.”

Actually, my door isn’t steel core, it’s just a plain hollow metal
door, but that’s beside the point. If Jackson is alone, then just
what the hell is he doing here?

“Please Kat, open the door,” Jackson repeats. “It’s just me… I
want to talk, that’s all. Come on Kat, it’s been ten years. If our
friendship meant anything to you… I just want to talk.”

Against my better judgment, I lower my Glock for a moment
and unlock the door, stepping back before raising my gun
again. “It’s open.”
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he first thing I see when I open the door to Kat’s loft is
the pistol pointed at my chest. Her hands are completely
steady, and she keeps the gun solidly trained on me as I
approach her. I don’t know what type of pistol it is, except that
it’s not the same as Nathan’s 1911, and that the whole damn
thing is black.

Next, I see Kat, sweat glistening on her skin as she stares at
me with killer’s eyes. She’s wearing a dark gray sports bra and
what looks like martial arts pants, plus a pair of black Nike
Frees, and that’s it. Her eyes flicker over my body for a
moment before she jerks her head to the side, and I get the
message. I go deeper inside her loft while she checks to make
sure that I was telling the truth about being alone. She reaches
out and jerks her door shut, throwing the bar lock that’s at the
top as soon as the door’s closed.

“How’d you find me?” she asks, spinning around. She’s still
got the gun pointed at my chest, and to be honest, it’s pissing
me off.

“Think you can lower the fucking hand cannon first?” I ask,
keeping my hands out. “Seriously, I know you’re pissed at my
family, but I’m unarmed and alone. And the longer you keep
that thing pointed at me, the more you’re pissing me off.”

Kat considers it for a moment, then lowers her gun slowly,
flicking a switch on the side and tucking it into the back of her



pants. She smirks, and for a moment I see my old friend in her
eyes. “Fine. Would you like a drink of water, Jackson?”

“Uhhh… sure,” I mutter, caught off guard again. Seriously, she
was just pointing a gun at me five seconds ago, and now she’s
asking if I want a drink. “Actually, beer if you’ve got it.”

“I never touch alcohol except to treat wounds,” Kat says
tersely as she passes by me. I reach out to grab her shoulders
to get her to stop, but before I can even touch her she’s
grabbed my wrist and flipped me over her hip like I weigh
nothing, sending me crashing to the floor. She twists my hand
and my left arm is in immense pain, and twisted in ways I
didn’t think arms were supposed to go. Her gun’s suddenly in
her hand again, and the momentary friendliness in her eyes has
completely vanished, replaced by the look of a stone-cold
killer. “And I have a thing about personal space. As in… don’t
try and breach mine.”

“Goddammit Kat, I’m not your enemy!” I hiss. She steps back
and puts her pistol down on a small table. I glance at it, then
see her eyes. The message is clear. I reach for it, and
regardless of what I might say, I’m leaving this room in a body
bag.

Instead, I roll away and get to my feet, shaking my wrist.
“Where the fuck did you learn that?”

“Tamura-sensei,” Kat says simply. “I learned from him after
my foster mother got done teaching me what she knew. He
taught me aikijujutsu.”

I look around and really look at the loft that Kat’s living in. To
be honest, calling it Spartan would be an insult to the Spartans.
Her bed looks like it’s some kind of reject from a military
surplus store with only a thin mattress on top of the cheap
metal frame. My eyes drift over to a cheap Formica dresser
that looks like it doubles as one of her tables, then to a couple
of wooden folding chairs. Her kitchen… well, I’ve seen office
break rooms better equipped. A hotplate, a mini fridge, a
cheap sink with a single cupboard above it… I don’t even see
a shower, although most of the loft is dimly lit, so I guess it



could be on the far side of this huge space. “Love the
decoration style. What do you call it? Goodwill Chic? Haute
Homeless?”

“I call it functional,” she replies, coming around and pulling
two jelly jars down from the cupboard and running the water
until it’s obviously cool to her touch before she fills them both
up. “Vengeance isn’t a well-paying job.”

“Yeah, about that,” I say, sitting down in the folding chair that
looks slightly stronger than the other. I notice that she’s got a
computer in the corner on a table that looks strong, if a little
cheap. Like one of those all-plastic office desks you can get at
Wal-Mart for about thirty bucks. The computer, though…
damn. I don’t know a lot about computers, but any computer
that’s running an actual antifreeze-based cooling system and
pump has to be some serious shit.

“You use that thing to help set up your little stunt on me?” I
ask, taking a sip. The water’s not the greatest I’ve ever tasted,
since it’s unfiltered city water, but at least it’s cool. “That
shit’ll give you cancer.”

“Not worried about cancer,” Kat says, taking a seat in the
other chair. I get a better look at her, and my cock twitches in
my slacks again. Jesus, she’s fucking sexy when she’s angry.
Her eyes are sparkling with an inner fire, and the way her
body’s put together, she’s built like a cat, all feminine curves
and deadly sleekness.

“You… Katrina, what the hell were you doing, pulling that
stunt in the limo? I mean, in the past few days, I’ve learned a
lot about why you might want to be pissed at Pops, but why’d
you have to do that to me?”

“You think what you’ve been through the past few days is
hard?” Kat spits, angry again. “You didn’t have to go through
what I did! Try three foster homes in six months! You try
finding out that your best friend’s father ordered the car bomb
that blew up your parents! You try watching as your parents
are turned into a fucking fireball!”



She’s on her feet, yelling at me, her chest heaving and her
forearms bunched. I’m kinda glad she left her glass on the
floor by her feet. I think she might be able to crush that jar in
her fist the way her muscles are flexing. My cock twitches
again, but I tell it to shut the fuck up. I’m pissed off too, and
I’m on my feet before I know it. “That doesn’t mean you go
and humiliate me! Hell, I barely talked Nathan out of killing
you and giving me your address instead!”

“Killing me? I don’t fucking care if I die,” Kat responds,
stepping back and turning around. “If I can take down your
father, I don’t care if my next home is six feet under. After
what I’ve been through the past ten years, death would be a
vacation.”

Her words chill me to the bone, and my anger dissolves, at
least temporarily. Instead, I back up, away from the chair.
“Kat… Katrina. Whatever you want to be called right now.
Tell me what you know.”

She turns back around, and I see a hint of humanity in her
face, and not just the enraged warrior I’d been looking at most
of the time since I walked in the door. “You really want to
know?”

I nod and sit down on the wood floor. “Yeah, I do. If it makes
you feel better about it, you can get your gun and keep it on
me. For the first time in my life, I want to know the truth.”

After a moment, Kat nods and comes over close to me before
sitting down. The way she sits hikes up one of the legs of her
martial arts pants, and her calf is just a foot away from my
hand. It’s defined, and perfect, and oh my holy God so sexy. I
start to reach out, but stop. Kat notices, and gives me a little
nod of appreciation for my restraint. “So what do you want to
know?”

“Why didn’t you reach out to me before? All I knew was that
you’d left school, and that one day you just dropped off the
face of the earth. I didn’t even know your parents were dead
until months later.”



“Probably had your head buried in that ‘67 Corvette model we
were working on,” Kat says with a little smile. “We’d what,
gotten the engine block completed together?”

“And the tires,” I added. “We’d just finished the hubs the day
before you disappeared. I never did finish that kit. I did a little
of the framework, but after you left school… I just never
wanted to finish it. It wasn’t any fun anymore. I think it got
thrown away maybe six months later or so.”

“Shame, it was a nice kit,” Kat muses, then sighs. “But you
asked what I went through. Well, at first I was pretty fucked
up, it’s the only way to describe it. The first foster home… to
be honest, I don’t remember much of it. I was going through a
lot of shit back then, but I do remember them trying to hit me.
I hit back and ended up right back in the orphanage with a
broken arm. The second home, well, they were nice, but way
too old, and they didn’t know how to deal with my anger. You
see by then I’d started to hear the rumors, a lot of the older
kids at the orphanage were running in gangs pretty much, and
word on the street was my parents were killed by a car bomb,
and it was your father who ordered it. I wasn’t sure though for
a few years after that, but I had a name. Still, I was too angry,
and took advantage of them. I lasted a month with them before
they sent me back after I slapped the woman. Then they sent
me to Virginia… she was my first real teacher.”

“And what did she teach you?”

“Quite a few things. Krav Maga at first, then later on, she
hooked me up with people who could supplement my
education. I spent more time on my real education than I did
on my high school education, not that it mattered. When I was
sixteen I took my GED and said farewell to public education.
Actually scored a ninety-nine percentage overall. I spent the
next five years doing my real training.”

“Ten years… well, I guess nine if you account for the time
before you met this Virginia… all to do what?” I ask, caught
up in her face. My body remembers the feeling of her in my



arms, the way she caressed my body, the feeling that shot
through me. “And what did you do to me in the limo?”

Kat chuckles and gives me a sexy look, her eyes… I’m being
seduced, and I can’t resist it, even though I’m pissed. “Liked
that, did ya? Little trick I picked up from one of the best
escorts in the city. She says she picked up the Touch from
living in China as a little girl, but I don’t care if she got it in
Detroit. The woman makes half a million a year, most of her
clients never even get her dress off, and she’s more in demand
than ever even though she’s over forty.”

“And what you hit me with under the pec? That shit bruised
like a motherfucker for about three days,” I ask, rubbing at the
spot unconsciously.

“I bet it did. Probably connected to the other ones too, but I
got that from aikijujutsu. I have some more… ones I’m
planning on using on your father if he gives me a chance.”

At the mention of Pops, I’m finally able to tear my eyes away
from Kat again and regain some semblance of my anger.
“Taking him down… I get that. You’re right. From what I can
figure out, he ordered the car bomb that killed your parents.
Why, I still don’t know. Doesn’t really matter, but Kat… we
were friends. You were my best friend even, for fuck’s sake!”

“I was,” Kat admits. “But the person I was best friends with
was a sweet, maybe slightly spoiled, but overall good kid. Not
a douchebag with a set of steroid muscles and a black mirror
full of K-X, handing out party favors in the back of a limo.”

I’m on my feet in an instant, staring at Kat and pointing at her.
“You’re not the only one who’s been trying to cope! And for
your information, this body has never seen a steroid. Lots of
hours in the gym, probably just as many as you put in from
what you’re looking like, but I’ve never put a single pill in my
mouth or needle in my butt.”

“And the K-X?”

I shake my head, knowing we’re not going to get any further
right now. “We all have ways of coping, Katrina. You know,



next time you decide to do something against me, or Andrea or
the rest of my family… think about that. We’ve all had to cope
in some way or another. And not all of us are deserving of
being destroyed.”

I walk to the front door and pull the handle on the lock.
Turning around, I see Kat still sitting on the floor, looking
sexy and untouchable at the same time. “I hope that you can
understand why I’m doing what I’m doing.”

I open the door, temporarily blinded by the bright sunlight
outside. “I do,” I say. “But I’d still prefer if you didn’t get
yourself killed because of it. Or me either. Watch yourself,
Katrina.”

The afternoon sunlight is hot and bright, and I’m finally able
to adjust my cock in my pants as I head down the stairs on the
side of the old warehouse. I get into my car, the first time I’ve
been allowed in it since the incident, and once inside, I throw
my head back, sighing. She’s dedicated, she’s deadly, she’s a
fanatic that’s on a level that makes those jihadist assholes look
like a bunch of pushovers… but she’s also beautiful and sexy,
and part of me wants to go up there and tell her right now that
whatever she needs, she has my help.

But I can’t. Not yet. I’m too pissed off, and I don’t want to
fight with her. Instead, I turn the key on my engine. I’m about
to drive back to the plantation, and try and do some serious
thinking, when the door to Kat’s loft bangs open, and she
comes running down the stairs.

What is it now?
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really don’t know why I’m running down the stairs. The
question that I have in mind isn’t all that important. Besides, I
can’t trust Jackson to answer me truthfully anyway, if he even
knows the answer. Still, for some reason I’m pounding down
the stairway, my Glock tucked into the back of my pants.

“Jackson! Jackson!” I yell, hitting the blacktop. The parking
lot of the gym is cracked and worn, and alternates between
dusty and soaked depending on the recent weather, so my feet
raise little puffs of dirt as I cross the few yards still separating
us.

I’m glad when he shuts off his engine and rolls down the
window, although he’s visibly annoyed. “What, Kat? Wanna
arm lock me again? Tell me I’m a piece of shit?”

I stop, frozen more by the pain in his voice than by his words
themselves. “I… I need to know if Nathan Black is coming for
me,” I finally say. “Are you going to send him to see me?”

Jackson looks out the front windshield for a moment, then
slams his hand against the steering wheel of his Audi. “You
really think I’d do that? You think I’d just come by, ask a few
questions, then send Nathan after you? I’m not my father, Kat.
I’m not like him at all.”

“You might want to reconsider that,” I tell him. “From what I
saw in the limo, you’re going down the same path he has.”



Jackson’s eyes are blazing in fury when he looks back at me,
and his teeth are bared. “Goddammit Kat, I told you, we all
have ways…”

“Yeah, yeah, ways to cope. I’m just saying, you might want to
check yours, ask yourself if they’re making you the person you
want to be… or not,” I say, gentler than before. “But fine.
What about your father? Will Nathan tell him about me?”

“I don’t know… I don’t think so. But Kat, I do know this
about my father… this isn’t over with Pops. He’s not going to
let it drop.”

I smirk and tilt my head. “I hadn’t planned on that at all. Hell,
Jackson, what I did to you is just round one. I’ve got all sorts
of shit planned.”

“Then it certainly won’t be over,” Jackson says, calming. He
looks at me for a moment, his eyes uncertain. There’s
something in them, and I kinda understand, I think. It’s the
same uncertainty that’s haunted my dreams for the past week.
It’s the same feeling that I have right now, looking at Jackson.
Douchebag, yes. Spoiled rich kid, yes. But he’s still Jackson,
and we were friends.

“I know it won’t. But, ‘even if it seems certain that you will
lose, retaliate‘,” I tell him, knowing he won’t get the
reference. It doesn’t matter, I understand it.

I’m surprised, however, when Jackson chuckles and shakes his
head. “’But in the end, the details of a matter are important.
The right and wrong of one’s way of doing things are found in
trivial matters.’”

I blink, absolutely shocked. Jackson shrugs. “You’re not the
only one who’s read that book. I went through a phase of
trying to find a philosophical backing to my bodybuilding.
Katrina, my father probably deserves every bit of retaliation,
hatred, and punishment that’s in your heart. Just… make sure
you’re doing the small things right. As for Nathan… I won’t
send him. If he’s coming, I’ll try and warn you at least.”



He starts his engine again and I watch as he drives away, and
I’m still speechless. Finally, I shake my head, smirking. “Who
the hell would have thought that?”

I walk up my stairs and lock my door behind me, going over to
my computer. The processors are still pounding away at
Darcy’s system, although I think they’re developing a crack
that I can exploit. I pull my chair over and sit down, looking at
the readouts. Okay, so there’s a hole. Maybe.

“Yes!” I hiss quietly, seeing the target system open to me. I
browse around quickly, knowing it’s just a fake mainframe
until Darcy gets her reports back, but I still poke around a
little, seeing if she left any Easter eggs for me to find. Nothing
all that interesting really, so I go into the home directory,
create a file folder called CDG and drop in a JPEG of a
misericorde dagger. I back out, and shut down both my
connection to Darcy’s target system and my Internet
connection. It’s a precaution, but since Andrea already found
me, I don’t want to make it easier to trace my online footprint.

That done, I type up a quick report for Darcy telling her
exactly what hole I found, the crack I used to exploit it, and
what recommendations I’d use to shore up the hole. The
biggest problem, as Darcy knows, is that no system, no matter
how strongly put together, is ever secure forever. Darcy uses a
lot of the best tools to reduce the chances of a hacker getting
in, but nobody can protect against everything.

Just as I’m finishing my report, my personal phone rings, and I
see that it’s Darcy. “Hey Darce, guess you found my little
present?”

There’s disappointment in her voice, but at the same time,
pride. She really wanted to stump me, but she’s proud that I’ve
actually grown beyond her teaching and become, as she put it,
a great hacker. “I did. Where’d you get in?”

“You used some old code, I found a loophole. I might have
cracked it a bit faster, but I had a visitor.”



“You? A visitor? You becoming a social butterfly on me?”
Darcy asks, laughing. “Next thing you know, you’re going to
be asking for my earring collection.”

I lean back in my chair, chuckling. “Hey, I’m not the one with
seventy-two pairs of earrings I can’t wear anymore because
my son got too grabby. Besides, you look better without all
that junk stretching out those earlobes anyway. And I bet Jeff
appreciates being able to nibble on your ears without possibly
getting something caught in his teeth.”

Darcy purrs, and I can’t help but feel a little jealous. A
husband, a child, a dog even… she’s got a pretty ideal
situation. “He does like doing that, that man and his… well,
never mind me. Who was your visitor?”

“Jackson actually,” I say, clicking save on my file and putting
it on the same thumb drive she gave me the initial information
on. “Seems your prediction was right, Peter sent Nathan Black
after me. But Jackson sort of deflected Nathan, somehow.”

“Wanna talk in person about it? I can come by this evening.”

I think about it, then nod. “Yeah. You sure Jeff and Henry
won’t be upset?”

“Nah girl, tonight’s Daddy Night before Jeff goes on night
shift for the next month. The two of them are going to stay up
and watch the game, so they won’t mind, and Jeff and I will
have our time after Henry goes down. When you want me to
stop by?”

“How about seven? I’ve got class downstairs from five thirty
to six thirty.”

“Cool. So do those parents know just how badass you are?”

I chuckle and think about my class. “They have no clue at all.”

“FRONT KICK SERIES THREE… READY, GO!”

I’m actually wearing a karate gi right now, even though
nothing I’ve ever studied was called karate at the time, but



after I kicked the ass of the third person who came in trying to
call my teaching skills into question, nobody says a thing.

The fifteen little kids, ranging from ages six to ten in the class,
from white belt up to what I’m calling a purple belt, all strike
the right pose as they bear down, throwing their rear leg
thrusting kicks before following with a straight jab, a strong
side elbow smash, and finally pretending to grab their
opponent and kneeing their ‘head’ with a loud shout. One of
the boys, a new kid named Dylan who’s only been in class a
few months, shouts louder than normal, and I notice that he’s
sporting a black eye. He’s a thin kid, the sort that just puts off
an effeminate air, mostly because of the fineness of his
features. He’s a cute kid, and I know that in about seven or
eight years he’s going to have a look that’s going to turn
teenage girls weak in the knees, but for now he’s probably
getting picked on.

“Okay, grab shields, I want you to pair off and practice that
sequence and the reverse. Dylan. Up front with me.”

The other fourteen pair off pretty quickly, but Dylan’s
dragging a bit as he comes up. Still, he assumes the proper
posture that I taught the kids for using when speaking to me,
and his eyes are clear, even though it’s more obvious than ever
he’s sporting a shiner, and what looks like the remains of a fat
lip. “Yes, Teacher?”

I don’t use foreign languages in my classes, even though some
parents expect it. “You put a little extra into your combination
today. Nice. But what’s with the eye?”

Dylan shifts side to side, and I kneel, looking the seven-year-
old in the eye. “Who did it, Dylan?”

“Bradley,” Dylan says quietly. “He’s in my class.”

I nod, even though I have no idea who Bradley is. “What
happened?”

“He made fun of me,” Dylan says heatedly. “He made the
other kids laugh at me.”

I nod, then lower my voice. “And did you start it?”



He goes red, but nods. Dylan’s a good kid. He doesn’t lie to
me. “Yes, Teacher. I know you said not to, but I tried to kick
him.”

“Tried? Then I take it you lost the fight?”

Dylan nods, and he’s turning redder now. “Yes. I’m sorry.”

“Losing a fight is part of life. I’ve gotten my a… my butt
kicked plenty of times,” I tell him gently. “But I have a more
important question. What was your goal, to hurt Bradley?”

“No. I wanted the other kids to stop laughing at me.”

I figured as much. Dylan’s a good kid, not a bully, and doesn’t
have a natural killer instinct. He hasn’t had enough pain in his
life yet to develop one either. “And did you accomplish your
goal?”

“No. They laughed at me more after Bradley beat me up.”

I nod and lean in. “Then perhaps you need to change tactics.
Focus on your goal, and not on the immediate target in front of
you. Now go join Patience and Callie on the end, work as a
three-person group.”

My own words to Dylan keep coming back to trouble me as I
finish up class and go upstairs, and I’m still troubled when
Darcy comes by. “Hey, Darce.”

“Hey… got your cash for you,” she says, handing over a paper
bag while I pass her the thumb drive with my report. That’s
how we work, cash and carry only. It’s one of the ways I’ve
ghosted the system for so long. “So how was Jackson?”

“Arm locked,” I say with a laugh before becoming more
serious. “And pissed about what I did to him.”

“I figured as much. Still, says something about him that he
called off his daddy’s dog in order to come talk to you. He
must not be as much of a bastard as his old man.”

“Maybe.” I lock the door and Darcy and I walk over to my
relaxation area, where she takes one of my chairs while I sit on



the floor. “I’ll be honest with you, Darcy… maybe I shouldn’t
have started my campaign this way.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have,” Darcy agrees. “Actually, I
remember telling you as much when you first told me your
plan. Hey, I just gotta know. Some of the photos aren’t very
flattering, but the others…”

I laugh and shake my head. “Jackson’s just fine downstairs.
Actually, he’s pretty fine just about everywhere. He definitely
takes care of himself. Did you know he’s read the Hagakure,
too?”

“Sounds like you see more to him than just the party boy you
thought he was.” Darcy has always been one to have great
insight, and it’s one of the reasons she’s one of my mentors.
“You going sweet on him?”

“Jackson? No way, he’s still a douchebag,” I protest
immediately. “But still… he said some things that are making
me reconsider my original plan. I need to focus on my real
target, Darcy. Slash and burn tactics that damage the family as
a whole can alienate potential allies.”

“I thought you said you don’t see any allies within the
DeLaCoeurs,” Darcy comments. “In fact, I think your last
analysis on them was ‘a total nest of vipers and poison that
would kill a bayou gator if it ever ate one’. Or was that
someone else I remember?”

“No, that was me. But… well, maybe I was a bit off on that.
Peter… he’s still a dead man. But Jackson, maybe Andrea…
maybe I need to rethink things.”

Darcy sits quietly for a moment, then hums. “Does that mean
you’re going to ask Domino to hold off on tomorrow’s
bomb?”

I shake my head. “No chance in hell. First off, I know Domino
well enough to know that once he’s got information, he’s
going to run with it no matter what. But also, the info I gave
him is aimed solely at Peter, I didn’t want to blow open
Andrea’s past just yet. I was gonna save that one for a bigger



move. This one… it’s just to irk him some, get him a bit more
uncomfortable.”

“And if Peter decides that he’s a lot more interested in Nathan
Black finding you because of it?”

“Then I guess Nathan and I will have to have a meeting of the
warriors. I know his training, Darcy. The advantage I have
is… he doesn’t know mine. ‘If you know the enemy and know
yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.’”

“Hagakure again?” Darcy asks, and I shake my head.

“Sun Tzu. The Art of War.”

“You have such wonderful reading tastes,” Darcy quips, then
chuckles. “What else is on your reading list?”

“Computer Hacking for Dummies.”

Darcy blows me a raspberry before laughing. “So you do have
a sense of humor still. Even if it is total wiseass.”
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wake up early today, filled with a sense of purpose and
drive that I haven’t had in a really long time. The sun isn’t
even up yet, and I’m already dressed and heading through the
mansion to the converted garage where the gym is set up. I
switch on the lights and look over the one area of my life
where I’m the undisputed master… or at least I thought I was,
until Katrina put me on my ass in about two seconds
yesterday.

I’m no pushover. I’ve had more than my fair share of throw
downs, and my forty-eight-inch chest isn’t just bodybuilding
muscle. I’ve trained too, mostly in BJJ and MMA, getting into
scraps and knuckling up with some bad fuckers. It was one of
my adrenaline rushes for a while, going down to some of the
worse neighborhoods, or under the bridges near the
Pontchartrain Expressway where they do the bum fights, and
throwing down.

But while I took some licks in those underground fights, I
never had my ass handed to me as quickly or as effectively as
what Kat did to me. Sure, she caught me off guard, but that
won’t happen again. I promise myself that as I grab my
workout notebook from the shelf and look at the page in my
journal, seeing that today’s a chest and triceps day. Good, I can
use the heavy work to get myself calmed down again.

I start with an empty bar on the fifteen-degree incline press,
just getting the blood flowing into my chest and shoulders and



grooving the movement again.

I haven’t done these in a month, and my first set with 275 feels
a little heavier than normal, probably since I’m not used to
lifting this early in the day, but I get through it okay, and note
that on my upper set I might need to drop a rep.

I slide the next set of two and a half pound plates on each side
when the door to the gym opens and Andrea walks in,
stopping when she sees me. “Whoa. What the hell are you
doing up at six thirty in the morning?”

“Oh, come on Andi, you’ve seen me awake plenty of times at
six thirty,” I say as she shrugs and comes in, stripping off her
outer t-shirt to just her sports bra and running shorts. The gym
has more than just weightlifting equipment, and she gets on
the StairMaster, draping her shirt over the bar above the
console.

“Of course I’ve seen you awake at six thirty. But usually when
you’re stumbling in the house still half-drunk after a party,”
she says. “Not in here, and certainly not lifting.”

“Gotta do what I gotta do,” I say, setting up under the bar. The
gym isn’t air-conditioned, although I can turn on a high-
velocity fan if it gets too bad, but that’s on purpose. I don’t
have any pussy pads on the squat bars, and I don’t need no
pussy air conditioning, either. “Enjoyed getting out of the
house yesterday, and think it might be time for me to get out
some more again today. Besides, maybe if I act like I’ve got
my shit right, Pops will get off my ass.”

“Well, good luck with that,” Andrea says, starting up her
workout. “You really think Peter will give you a little more
slack with that leash he’s got on you?”

“Maybe not the full amount, but he’s gotta let me out
sometime,” I say. “Might be a month before I’m going to be
safe to go by the Watering Hole again.”

“You’ll just have to content yourself with your previous
playmates,” Andrea says. I ignore her, though, doing my next
set at 280 before moving up in five-pound increments,



finishing with 315 by the time I’ve hit my target for today. I
set the bar back down, and I see that Andrea’s still grinding
away on the StairMaster, her head down, sweat dripping from
her chin to drop to the moving beltway stairs.

“How long you going for today?” I ask, figuring she can’t last
much longer. I’m surprised when she looks up, and she doesn’t
look tired at all.

“Still got another half hour on here. Today’s all endurance.
Besides, this thing gives me some killer calves and a nice ass,
too. At least as much as us Japanese girls get,” she says self-
deprecatingly.

At the mention of calves, I think of Kat, the way her legs
looked yesterday in those martial arts pants, and my cock
twitches again. I grumble, turning away from Andrea quickly
before she gets any ideas. I go to my next exercise, weighted
dips alternated with bodyweight pullups, ten and ten before I
rest, six sets. I finish up, then climb onto the StairMaster next
to Andrea for a quick fifteen minutes.

Andrea finishes soon after I climb on, and pats at her face with
her t-shirt. “So did you go see her?”

I blink and glance over, but there’s no deception or slyness in
Andrea’s face. I’ve suspected for a long time she hates Pops
nearly as much as Kat does. I can understand, when her entire
presence in the house has been to basically serve as a giant
‘Fuck You’ to Mom. That’s not the sort of thing anyone wants
growing up.

“Yeah,” I say after a moment. “She’s… motivated.”

“Seems to have rubbed off on you,” Andrea says as she steps
off the machine and gets to the floor. “You sure it’s safe?”

“No… but then again, when do I ever do the safe thing?” I ask,
to which Andrea doesn’t smile, doesn’t smirk, nothing.
“What?”

“Someday, Jackson… someday I hope you really learn what
not doing the safe thing means,” Andrea says mysteriously



after a moment, then pulls her t-shirt back on. “In any case,
have a good rest of your workout, I’ve got class.”

Andrea leaves, and I finish up the rest of my quick cardio, just
letting my mind drift. I figure I’ll get a swim in later, but
maybe today instead of a swim I’ll pull out my old gloves and
throw down a few rounds with the heavy bag in the corner. It’s
not quite the same as actual training, but it’ll help in starting to
get me back in fight mode. I won’t be caught by surprise
again.

I go inside and drop off my shaker cup of post-workout protein
mix in the sink for the maid to wash and run upstairs to take a
lengthy shower. I even make sure to condition my hair. I’ve
been lazy with it since I’ve been cooped up around the house,
but it’s time to get back to normal.

I dry off and put on my first set of clothes for the day, some
Burberry pants and a button-down Ralph Lauren shirt. I grab
my Steve Madden loafers, and I’m all set for the morning.

As I walk down the hall toward the stairs, Andrea’s door opens
and she comes out, also dressed for success in her typical
power suit look, although I see she’s skipping the heels for
something a little more comfortable. I guess doing close to an
hour on the StairMaster does have side effects after all. “Well,
you are dressed today. Back to your regular duds, I see.”

“Not totally regular,” I note, showing her the Maddens. I
normally reserve these for when I go out and go around the
house in training shoes instead. “What do you think?”

“I think you need to keep them polished better,” Andrea
replies. “But they’re fine. What’s the occasion?”

“Like I said, I was thinking of going out today,” I reply. I stop
at the top of the stairs. “Andrea… would you mind if I
borrowed some of your business books? I mean… oh fuck it,
never mind.”

“Whoa, whoa, niichan, stop,” Andrea says, putting her hand
on my shoulder. “Slow down, what’s all this?”



“Just… I had a dream last night, and with what you said… I
was thinking that maybe I can start learning about more than
bodybuilding and partying,” I say. “And I was thinking that
maybe I could learn a little bit about investing and stocks, or
real estate, or something like that.” I shake my head, and shrug
before giving her a grin. “You know, something actually useful
in real life.”

Andrea studies my face for a minute, then nods. “Hold on…
I’ve got something in my room you can start with.”

She jogs back to her room and comes out with a book. “Here.
He’s become a bit of a hack, and I don’t want you running off
like a madman with it, but take a read, and if you want… I’ll
be around to answer questions and talk with you.”

I look down at the title. “Rich Dad, Poor Dad? Okay… looks
easy enough.”

“It is. Not trying to say you’re an idiot, Jackson… but you’ve
been fucking off for the four years since high school finished
for you. It’s a decent refresher. In the meantime though, let’s
get some breakfast. I thought you were all about protein
loading after lifting or whatever it is you call it, and if you
don’t mind, I’ll share an egg or two with you.”

I keep the book with me while we eat, then Andrea goes off to
class. I’ve got a while before my afternoon swim, and I was
planning on getting out during the evening, so I find a
comfortable chair in the downstairs den and start reading. I’m
caught up pretty quickly, and I find that I’m in chapter four
when Mom comes in, pretty much ignoring me. Not that
unexpected, really. “Hey Mom, is Pops around?”

Mom shrugs, not caring, and goes over to the liquor cabinet in
the corner and pours herself a straight bourbon. I glance at the
clock and shake my head. It’s just after eleven. “A little early,
even for you, isn’t it?”

Mom downs half the bourbon and glares at me. “Considering
you caused it, you have no room to say a damn thing,” she
hisses. “Do you know what the doctors just told me?”



“That you have a surgical addiction?” I shoot back. “That you
need a psychiatrist more than you need more collagen in your
lips? By the way, you’re dribbling.”

It’s something that’s happened to Mom since her most recent
round of lip injections. She doesn’t seem to be able to close
her mouth properly all the time, and is constantly dribbling
drinks from the corner of her mouth. Mom wipes away the
bourbon with a swipe of her free hand and glares at me some
more. “They said they can’t do anything else for my waistline.
According to them, their ethical guidelines prevent it.”

“Maybe they have a point,” I say, turning back to my
borrowed book. I can feel Mom glaring at me for a little while
longer before slamming back the rest of her bourbon and
leaving the tumbler on the table. I finish the chapter I’m
working on and go looking for Pops. Maybe he’s in his office.

Before I get there, though, I hear something crash on the wall.
What the hell? I rush down the hall the last little bit and go in,
ducking as a paperweight comes flying by my head. “What the
fuck?”

“I want her dead!” Pops screams, his face an angry, nearly
purplish red. “I want that bitch found and her throat slit!”

I see that Nathan’s in the room too, his face grave, but he
remains silent. “What’s going on? Is this over the photos
still?” I ask.

“No, you ignorant, spoiled little shit!” Pops hollers, picking up
a tablet and throwing it at me. I’m glad I’ve got good hands,
he just bought this one after breaking the last one with the
discussion we had the day after Kat’s little limo trick. Even
still, I barely manage to catch it, cradling it in my arms while I
give the sensors inside a chance to try and figure out which
way is up. “That’s what I’m talking about!”

The screen stops revolving, and I see that a gossip website is
up with a story it lists as “Breaking News! New Orleans Social
Magnate Has String of Mistresses Even While Being Named
Family Man of The Year!”



I read quickly. Most of the affairs are older ones, ones that I’ve
known about for years, stretching back to my high school
days. This time there are pictures though, which I am surprised
about. There’s Pops in the casino, a couple of girls on his
arm… Pops going into a hotel room with what looks like a
very young girl, I’d be surprised if she was a month over
eighteen at the time… damn. Couldn’t have happened to a
nicer guy, in my opinion. I’m also glad that Kat seems to have
at least somewhat listened to my request, since this leaves the
rest of the family totally out of it.

“You knew that accepting the award would bring greater
public scrutiny, sir,” Nathan says, trying to calm Pops down.
“That the press would run with old rumors and play up some
photos is expected.”

“Bullshit! You know exactly who leaked this, Nathan. If you’d
done your fucking job like I ordered you to do, there’s no way
the press would’ve gotten hold of those pictures. Hell, I’m
friends with the owner of that casino! But now security camera
footage of the night they gave me the award is out there. How
the fuck does that even happen?”

“Maybe it’s someone else,” I try to add, knowing it sounds
lame as soon as it comes out of my mouth, but I have to try.
Katrina, I hope you know what you’ve gotten yourself into.
“There have to be a lot of people who might have an ax to
grind with you, Pops.”

He ignores me, still staring at Nathan. “I don’t care what it
takes, I want that bitch found. Not next week, not tomorrow,
not this evening. I want her found now. I don’t give a shit if
she’s left New Orleans, left the States, or is hiding in the
deepest shithole in the darkest back corner of the world. You
find her, Nathan. You find her, and… take Jackson with you.
He obviously thinks this is all some sort of fucking joke, so
you take him with you. And when you find her, you force her
on her knees, and you slit her fucking throat right in front of
Jackson here. Show him what a real man does.”



A real man? So a real man is a guy who pitches a tantrum and
throws things around his office, his potbelly hanging out and
his face looking like he’s about to have a goddamn coronary?
A real man is someone who acts like a preschooler when his
shit’s exposed? Or is a real man the guy who’s cheated on his
wife so many times it’s fucked with her head to the point she’s
a fucking basket case, and then when his shit’s brought to the
light of day, can’t even handle it himself, but orders someone
else to take care of it for him? All these thoughts flash through
my mind, but I keep my mouth shut, even if I can’t keep a
look of disgust off my face.

Nathan looks disgusted as well, but nods. “I understand, Mr.
DeLaCoeur.”

“Then both of you get the fuck out. Actually, no, Jackson…
you stay here. I want to talk with you.”

Nathan gives me a glance, and in his green eyes I see a
message. He’ll wait for me to finish my conversation with
Pops before anything else. I nod just a fraction of an inch, then
turn my attention to Pops as Nathan closes the door behind
him. “What do you want, Pops?”

He slams his hands down on the desk and screams, his breath
stinking and spewing over the space between us. “What the
fuck are you doing, disrespecting me like that in front of
Nathan? How dare you contradict me in front of the staff!”

Contradict? What the fuck is he talking about? I was trying to
deflect him, calm him down. “Pops, that wasn’t my…”

“Shut the fuck up!” he yells again, at least taking a seat.
“Jackson, it’s bad enough that you embarrassed yourself, and
yes, embarrassed me. You’ve been a disappointment your
entire life, really. At least Andrea has enough sense to try and
make something of herself, even if she does refuse to act like
the proper daughter I’ve tried so hard to get her to be. But you
had your uses. It’s time to grow the fuck up, and that means
seeing that life isn’t all parties and limos and threesomes with
sluts. Sometimes it means making hard decisions and doing
hard things.”



“Like ordering your attack dog to do your dirty work for you?”
I ask before I even realize what’s coming out of my mouth.
Pops starts to turn red again, and I decide to just fucking go
with it. “You’ve made your own bed. Now you’re upset that
someone’s calling you on it? What about the rest of the family,
Pops? Did you ever think about us in your little tirade?”

He slams his fist on the desk, sending a pen cup flying. He’s
staring daggers into my face. “I promise you, Jackson, if you
ever disrespect me like that again… you’ll find that Katrina
Grammercy isn’t the only person who can have her throat cut
in front of someone she knows. Get the fuck out.”

I get up, and I make my way out to the hallway. I immediately
go looking for Nathan… once again, I have to know.

I find him in the back after twenty minutes of searching, where
he’s indulging in his other hobby, animals. The plantation still
has a stable attached to it, and while it doesn’t hold horses any
longer, the Great Dane that Nathan keeps there is nearly as big
as a pony. “Nathan.”

He holds up a hand, and I see in his right hand he’s holding a
stiff-bristled brush that he’s currently using to brush down the
dog. “Yes, Maverick, you’re a good boy. I know, I promised
you a walk this morning, but I’ve got some business to attend
to, so I’m going to have to keep this short. Tonight though,
you and I can go for a romp in the back acres all you want.
Wouldn’t you like that?”

Maverick obviously does, as the giant dog wags his tail
briskly. Nathan looks over at me, then back at Maverick. “You
think it’d be okay if Jackson comes along?”

Maverick wags again, settling the issue. Nathan reaches over
and unsnaps the long lead attached to Maverick’s collar, and
rubs his head. “Well, come on then. Maybe only a mile or so,
then we can head back.”

Maverick goes bounding off, acting for all the world like a
two-hundred-pound puppy, heading for the door. His dog out
of earshot, Nathan speaks to me for the first time. “Your shoes



will get muddy. And I’d appreciate it if you’d limit the
unpleasant talk around Maverick. He’s a big baby, but he’s my
baby.”

I look down and shrug. “I can get others. It’s not as important
as what you and I need to discuss.”

Nathan nods and takes the lead, his long legs eating up the
ground. We leave the stables and head north, into the unkempt
scrubland that used to be indigo fields two hundred years ago.
It’s now mostly fields, with a little bit of wild indigo still
covering areas of the property, but most of it disappeared after
later attempts to turn the fields into tobacco and then cotton
before the Civil War broke out. For Maverick, the open spaces
are wonderful, even as I feel the first squelch of mud
underneath my foot. “So why’d you brush him before this
run?”

“We start every day with a brushing, even if it’s just a few
minutes,” Nathan says, and I notice that he’s changed into
what looks like old combat boots, albeit unlaced. “Like I said,
he’s my baby, since I’ve never had children of my own. Lots
of nieces and nephews, but none of my own.”

“How often do you see them?” I ask, surprised at this insight
into Nathan’s mind. It’s like when we sat down for tea, I’m
finding depths to the man that I never knew existed.

“Not often enough,” he admits. “Some of it is because I’m
pretty busy working for Peter, but also… well, I’m not the sort
of uncle that is exactly welcome at the family Thanksgiving
table. How do you explain to a five-year-old that the richest
member of the family got that way because he’s put enough
men in the ground to populate a small village?”

“Yet you keep doing it,” I say quietly. “I’m not accusing you,
just saying.”

Nathan nods, his eyes following Maverick as the dog goes
sniffing around. “Maverick! Leave that rabbit alone!” he
hollers with a laugh, then sobers. “I do. It’s all I’ve ever
known, and to try and make myself out to be something more



than what I am… I think the ghosts of my past would
condemn me even more if I pretended to be something I’m
not. But there’s a part of me that would like to go back if I
could, back to when I was a Green Beret. Yeah, there was a lot
of killing then… but we did more than that. I can remember
going into what some people call Kurdistan. We were working
a black ops mission, this was when Saddam was still in power,
just after the Mogadishu op that I told you about. We were
supposedly there to reinforce the no-fly zone Clinton insisted
on, but really we were there to help the Kurds get on their feet.
I spent ninety days in that area, and never fired a shot. But
what I did do was help them build three schools, and we dug
two wells for villages that were struggling. I’ll never forget the
look in the eyes of those Kurd children when I pumped the
handle, and fresh, clean water flowed out of that pipe. They
thought I was Santa Claus and Allah all wrapped up in one
that day. I use that image a lot when I meditate, trying to find
inner peace.”

“And how much meditation will it take for you to find inner
peace with what Peter just told you?” I ask. “Hours? Days?”

Nathan stops and turns to face me fully, his scarred eye wide,
his right eye arched. “Peter? I think that’s the first time I’ve
ever heard you call him anything other than Pops.”

“Considering the man just told me that if I ever talk back to
him again he’d have my own throat cut, I think that
disqualifies him from being referred to by a fatherly name,
don’t you?” I ask. “But my question stands, Nathan. What are
you going to do?”

Nathan turns and watches Maverick bound along. “Did you
know the average Great Dane lives only six to ten years? It’s
why they’re also called the Heartbreak Breed, because they’re
so affectionate, but they die so quickly. But it’s also part of the
reason I chose Maverick. He’s already four, I’ve had him since
he was a puppy. But I know that if I ever piss off Peter
DeLaCoeur… there are other men who will do what I will not.
Including dropping my corpse into the Gulf. Oh, not that I’d
make it easy for them, it’d be a very expensive operation for



sure. But I wouldn’t want to rob an innocent dog of love and
affection, or of too much of his life. You know your… that
Peter would have Maverick killed first. It’s a poor way to
soothe my conscience, but I wouldn’t be robbing Maverick of
too much of his life if that happens.”

“What are you even saying?” I ask, hot. “What type of
monster have you become, Nathan?”

Nathan turns back to me, gives me a studied look, and shakes
his head. “You miss my point. I can’t go after Katrina, not this
time. I found her like you asked, and in the course of my
investigation, I found out things… well, I found out things that
only she should tell you. The only thing I could give you was
an address. But I can’t go after her for this. I’ll delay, and I’ll
do what I can, but eventually Peter’s going to reach out to
someone else as well. I can’t stop that.”

I nod and watch Maverick romp around the fields while we
talk. “What am I going to do?” I mutter to myself, the mud
squelching as we reach a turn in the little path we’re
following, and Nathan stops. “What can I do?”

“I don’t know if you’re asking for my advice or just muttering
to yourself, but here it is anyway, Jackson. Stand up. Be a
man. I saw how you were last night, coming home from seeing
her, and don’t try to say that you didn’t. But she isn’t going to
be interested in a playboy. If she’s going to be interested at
all… it’s in the man you could be. You’re not dumb, even if
you pretend to be for whatever reason. So stand up. It’s
dangerous, but like you said when you approached me
before… it’s the right thing to do.”

I shove my hands into the pockets of my pants and think.
Nathan studies me for a bit, then turns. “Maverick! Let’s head
back now!”

As the dog goes running by, heading for the stable, Nathan
stops next to me. “Don’t think too long. I guarantee you, Peter
will contact others about this. I’ve seen him this angry before.
You’ve got a couple of days’ head start. At most.”



C

C H A P T E R  1 1

K A T

DG- You found me again.

BS- This time it wasn’t that hard. You practically were
advertising your presence online, if you know where to look.

CDG- I had a reason for that.

BS- I see.

I’m in a chat room, one of my hacker rooms, and I close the
main window, dropping into just private chat with Blue
Sakura, aka Andrea. I’ve been looking for her today, hoping
she can give me insight into how Peter DeLaCoeur is handling
the news that hit the Internet today. Unfortunately, with such
stuff, I couldn’t get the newspapers to put it out, but in this
digital world, it should still carry weight.

BS- What are your reasons?

CDG- I was wondering how Peter took the news.

BS- And how would I know that?

CDG- You know who I am. You don’t think I don’t know who
you are?

There’s a silence on the screen for a bit, then Blue Sakura
comes back.

BS- Okay, let’s lay our cards out. It’s been a long time since we
used to play in my room.



CDG- Yeah, it was fun. You had a pretty awesome Barbie
collection. It seems that we’ve both changed since we thought
that Ryan Reynolds was cute.

BS- What do you mean thought? I still do.

CDG- TMI. So how did Peter react?

BS- Your timing is off today. I haven’t been home yet, and I
had a nine a.m. class. I haven’t heard from anyone at home.

CDG- What’s got you out so late? It’s nearly seven.

BS- Checking some things. Your reappearance had me chasing
some stuff down.

CDG- Anything I’d be interested in?

BS- Perhaps. If I figure it out, I’ll drop you a message. Peter
certainly doesn’t trust me, even less than Jackson. Spoils me
rotten, wants me to be his little princess, but he doesn’t trust
me.

CDG- Speaking of that… I have verification on your history,
too. I’m holding it in reserve, it’s the sort of bomb that could
be spun to hurt Peter badly. But maybe you, too?

BS- We can discuss that later. I need to go for now. Thanks.

CDG- For what?

BS- Discretion.

Blue Sakura logs off, and I sit back, sighing. Discretion isn’t
my strong suit, and I’m no closer to finding out if I’m closer to
my goal than I was when I started looking for Andrea online. I
want firsthand verification, I need it. The depression is bad
tonight, even though I was able to read all about the social
reaction to what I’d dropped on Peter DeLaCoeur’s lap. My
workout wasn’t enough to alleviate it, my endorphins were not
enough to push it all back, and for some reason, I can’t take
my pills. I’m sitting here, staring at them in their plastic bottle,
and all I can think about is how I made fun of Jackson for his
own self-medication. How can I accuse him of running away



from reality when I’m taking my own collection of mind-
altering stuff?

Angry, I grab my bottle, get up, and shove it into my dresser,
out of sight. I’m going to handle this the old-fashioned way,
the same way that the old masters advised. Purity is something
that cannot be attained except by piling effort upon effort.

Fine. Effort has brought me success. Effort has brought me the
ability to bring down Peter DeLaCoeur if I can stay the course.
Effort has allowed me to hone myself into the perfect
instrument of my vengeance. I can beat this too, dammit.

I go over to my meditation corner, lighting the candle there.
It’s a new one, a gift from Darcy after her most recent visit,
with a fresh ocean scent and supposedly a guaranteed twelve
hour burn time. Instead of meditating, however, I stretch out,
cradling my head in my arms as I let myself drift, searching
for something I can hold onto to pull myself out of the
depression.

What comes to mind startles me, and I sit up. Jackson? What
the hell? He’s a damn playboy, despite whatever he may have
said when he visited. Yeah, it was noble, yeah he may have
risked the wrath of his father… but he’s still wrapped up in
being a douchebag.

I lie back down, letting my mind drift again, but it keeps
circling back, refusing to let go of Jackson. He can’t be all
bad, after all. If he wasn’t lying about his physique being all
natural…

“It’s all natural,” Jackson teases me, stretching out beside me.
“After all, steroids cause shrunken balls. Did they look
shrunken to you?” He’s got a point. I remember what his cock
looked and felt like in the limo, he’s certainly not lacking in the
size department with either the twig or the berries.

“I guess I owe you some credit for that,” I say, reaching out
and touching his arm. He’s wearing a white dress shirt and
charcoal gray slacks, although since we’re lying down he’s



taken off his shoes. “So why’d you put so much effort into
lifting?”

“To escape my sadness,” he whispers, reaching out and
brushing my cheek. “When you left… you left a hole inside me.
That, combined with the rest, I had to pour it out somewhere.”

“You… you were on my mind, too,” I admit, laying my hand
on his side. “I really thought you were special, and that
someday you were going to ask me out on a date, not just over
to build models or study or play video games.”

“I would have,” Jackson says, easing closer. We’re close, and
I can feel the warmth and magnetism of his body so close, my
heart beating faster in my chest. I’m not a virgin since I had to
practice my seduction and erotic skills on someone, but I’ve
never actually made love before. My heart has never been
opened to anyone… but Jackson. And even then, that was a
whole different me. “I was going to, and I wanted to kiss you,
too. Remember that last time we played in the pool?”

I chuckle, nodding. “You kept staring at my butt. I thought I
was getting a wedgie or something.”

Jackson shakes his head, his hand stroking down my back to
rest on my hip, just on the upper curve of my butt. “Not quite.”

I reach my own hand down, fully cupping his ass.

Jackson leans forward, and we kiss, not like in the limo where
I was giving him seductive kisses that never touched his lips
but real, tender, and heartfelt ones. His lips caress mine, our
tongues reaching out, probing each other, as I taste the
wonderful, sexy man in front of me.

I moan when his hand comes down and grabs my ass, his
strong hand kneading the flesh and muscle. I’ve always
favored my ass over the rest of my body, and Jackson somehow
knows, pulling me on top of him and grabbing with both hands
as I laugh. “Mmm… you’re more aggressive than I thought
you’d be after I nearly broke your arm.”

“I like to live dangerously,” he teases. “Or at least, you
inspire me to.”



We kiss and grind against each other, Jackson slipping his
hands inside the waistband of my pants and grabbing the
naked skin underneath. I’m hot, so hot I can’t believe it, it’s
never felt this good before. Even when Carla taught me the
Touches, it was never with this feeling inside my chest, never
this dam that threatens to explode and consume me with what’s
held behind it.

I sit up, groaning when my hips straddle Jackson’s and I feel
his cock pushing up at his pants, my pussy aching for it to fill
me. Still, I reach down and begin unbuttoning his shirt, easing
the cloth to the side with each button, exposing his perfect
chest and stomach. Every muscle is defined, his skin slightly
tanned and hairless, not at all like my pale skin that barely
sees the light of day most of the time. His nearly white hair
and blue eyes gleam in the light of the candle, and as my hand
goes over his heart, he lets go of my hips to cover his hand. We
don’t say anything, just look at each other. There’s no need for
words, not right now.

I finish unbuttoning his shirt and Jackson sits up, shrugging
out of it before wrapping his arms around me in an embrace,
the passion creeping out. We’re hungry, devouring each other,
pushing clumsily at the pants keeping us from what we need.
Somehow we roll as we strip, until I’m underneath Jackson,
his cock probing at the entrance to my pussy, his eyes
sparkling as he looks into my eyes. “How do you feel about
me?”

“I loved you then,” I tell Jackson, and he pauses, tears in his
eyes.

“I love you now,” he replies, pushing in. He’s perfect, filling
me the way that no partner has ever done before. He slides in
and out, my body lighting up, his cock giving me sensations
I’ve never felt before. He’s just on the edge of being rough, a
little but not too much, driving his cock into me over and over,
his mouth kissing me hard, almost bruising. I claw at his back
as pleasure explodes over and over in my body, battering at
the walls around my heart, electricity tingling along every inch
of my skin. Jackson’s powerful but tender, rough but gentle,



and I’m washed away, giving in to him and submitting to my
every desire.

I open up to him, and in that instant, I see it all. I see a future
I’ve never imagined before, of happiness, of growing old next
to him, of children running in a park, of snowcapped
mountains and high lakes. I see…

It’s all washed away as Jackson’s cock drives in again and
again, pushing me toward the edge. I can feel him trembling,
holding back to take care of me, and I kiss him, as tenderly as
I can with the way my body is being hammered higher and
higher. “Jackson… I’m… I’m…”

I can’t say anymore as he pushes me over the edge, and
whiteness fills my heart and my mind, driving away the
darkness that has been ever present for the past decade. His
heart, his love obliterates it, banishing it away, and as my
orgasm fills me with light, I feel him shudder and fill me again,
his cock exploding deep inside me.

“I’ll always love you,” Jackson whispers as he gathers me.
“There is nothing we should be quite so grateful for as the last
line of the poem that goes, ‘When your own heart asks.’”

“When you own heart asks…” I repeat, the quote from
Hagakure echoing in my thoughts as I come back to reality.
My body aches, unfulfilled desire aching in my loins and my
nipples tight in my sports bra. I sit up, shaking my head again.
A fantasy lover, never to be found in the real world. And
what’s this bullshit about a future? About love? My life is
going to be measured in terms of days and hours once I
unleash the next broadside against Peter DeLaCoeur.

But I can’t deny the depression that was threatening me is
pushed back a bit, and I feel a lighter. I’m shaken, though…
Jackson? And what about my fantasy… is it true? Did I love
him? Do I love him?

I get up off my meditation mat and blow out the candle,
heading for my food area. I feel good enough to make some
dinner, and then maybe I can get back to work on verifying



some of Peter’s criminal connections. I’m hacking a casino,
the same one that I released the security camera footage from.
Unfortunately, their security server is different from their
financial server, and the security on it is more closely held.

Still, before I sit down at my computer, I think back to my
fantasy. Jackson? Really? But…

A knock comes at my door, and I look up. It’s familiar, even if
I’ve heard it only once before.

“Kat! Open up, please! It’s me!”

I go over and check my peephole, even though I’m already
reaching for the lock. He’s outside, and in the dim light of my
security light, he looks panicked. “Kat… Katrina! Open up!”

I pull the bolt and open the door, Jackson stepping back
enough to let the door open enough for him to get inside. As
soon as he’s able, he pushes past me and I close the door.
“What’s this about, Jackson?”

Jackson shifts from side to side, his eyes flicking around the
shadowed space of my loft. “Kat, you need to run. Peter’s
angry, and I don’t know if I can keep you safe any longer.”

“Talk.”
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ooking at Katrina in the dim light, the first urge I have is to
pull her to me, to hold her and protect her. I resist the urge
only by pushing past her and reminding myself of the task at
hand. I don’t want to be the man whose mind cares about
nothing but sex.

“What do you mean, keep me safe?” she asks after her one-
word command. She locks the door, and I notice that this time,
she didn’t have her pistol with her when she answered the
door. Why?

“Where’s your pistol?” I ask, still looking around. “And is that
all you have?”

“It’s all I’ve needed,” Kat says in a relaxed voice, going over
to her computer desk and taking the pistol out. “I’ve been
doing maintenance on it today.”

“Yeah well, I hope it’s in perfect condition,” I say, wanting to
sit down but not knowing where. The loft is nearly black
inside, with only the light from Kat’s monitor illuminating
anything. “Jesus Katrina, can you turn on a light?”

Katrina makes her way past me and hits a switch, illuminating
what looks like, of all things, a line of white Christmas lights
that stretches around her living area and over her bed. “That’s
new.”



“I used other lights last time. I picked these up because I can
run them off a couple of double A batteries if I want,” she
says, sitting down in her desk chair. “I have enough costs with
just keeping my computer going. So what did you mean,
Jackson? You didn’t show up panicked at my door telling me
Peter’s going to be coming after me just to see my home
lights.”

I try to find a place to sit down, finally giving up and pointing
to her bed. “May I?”

“Go ahead. But get to talking, Jackson.”

I can barely call this a bed, it’s so thin and uncomfortable. I
think I might be more comfortable sitting on the floor as I
adjust myself. “You know, you don’t have to bitch at me about
it, Kat. I’m serious when I said I’m here for the right reasons.
Peter saw your most recent hit on him. Your friends in the
online media need to watch themselves also, but Peter knows
that he can’t hit at them easily or invisibly. He hits you,
though… hell, Kat, you don’t even exist. Nathan took a week
to find you, and he’s one of the best in the city at it. And Peter
went through the roof at this one. You touched a nerve that he
isn’t going to let go of.”

“I don’t want him letting go,” Katrina says, her voice intense
again. “I want him to latch on so that I can drag him into the
light of day with it, then drive a stake through his fucking
heart like a vampire.”

“Yeah well, I don’t want to see you dead because of it!” I yell
back, then settle back on the bed. “For fuck’s sake, I know you
don’t care, but I care if you live through this or not.”

“And yourself?” Katrina asks, but this time, there’s a bit of
softness in her voice. “And what’s with Peter?”

“He threw a tantrum today… Jesus, how I ever thought that
man could have been my father. Throwing things, then he tells
Nathan to hunt you down and cut your throat in front of me,
because I dared to say that your little act may not have been
from you. Then afterward, he tells me that if I ever contradict



him in public again, he’ll have my throat cut. So I went and
talked to Nathan.”

“And what did Staff Sergeant Black say about it?” Kat asks,
something I didn’t know. She notices my surprise, and smirks.
“I know all about him, remember? Give me five minutes, and I
could have his last commanding officer’s home phone
number.”

I sigh, then half-laugh. She’s still a step ahead of me, but I
have to get through to her. “He says that he won’t come after
you. But he also knows that Peter is going to send someone
else after you if he doesn’t produce results. And he has to look
like he’s doing something, or else he’s going to end up just as
dead as Peter wants you to be. There’s more than one way to
kill someone in New Orleans.”

Kat nods, then leans forward, propping her elbows on her
knees. “You look more awake than you were before, at least.
You understand the stakes of this battle. Either I take him
down, or I die. I may die either way.”

“I don’t want that, Katrina!” I repeat vehemently. “I want you
to live!”

“Why? Why give a damn about me?”

Her quiet question, barely above a whisper, cuts me off, and I
look at her again. Her hair is totally black in the dim light from
the Christmas LEDs, but those eyes of hers… like two tears in
the middle of that perfect face. “Because you were one of the
only decent things in my childhood, Kat. We met when we
were both six, and even then, I knew my mother hated me. She
kept telling me how I’d ruined her figure, how it was my fault
that Peter was the way he was. I didn’t understand it at the
time, but I did the math later… Peter was already having an
affair with Andrea’s mother before I was even born. I didn’t
understand it at the time, and thought it was all my fault.”

“It never was,” Kat says, getting off her chair and sitting on
the other end of the bed. She crosses her legs, kind of yoga
style, or maybe in a meditation pose. “But go on.”



“From the beginning, you were my best friend… hell, for a lot
of it, my only friend. Andrea didn’t even speak English at first
when she came to the house, and she and I have never got
along all that well, at least until the past few days. We never
did really, although I remember that you two sometimes
played together. But most of the time you and I played
together. I looked forward every day when you would pull up
in that Ford Crown Vic that your dad drove, because it meant a
whole afternoon or a full day if it was a Saturday where I felt
like a normal kid, and not the son of…”

“Of what?” Katrina asks softly.

“Of a human snake,” I say after a moment. “Even when I was
little, I think I knew about my… about Peter at some level.
When everyone else was able to bring their parents to school
for those silly days, he was never able to go. Then there were
all the other signs… the sports cars, the clothes, the constant
pretty girls who kept coming to the house. The son of a bitch
didn’t even worry about trying to hide his cheating even,
although he’s gotten worse as Andrea and I have gotten older.
And through it all, I was the one blamed by Mom, and more or
less ignored by Peter. To him, I was just an… an accessory, I
guess. Something to check off the box, saying he’d done what
needed to be done to complete his bucket list on life.”

“But with me, you felt different?”

I nod, smiling for the first time in what feels like all day.
“Yeah. We clicked from the beginning, Katrina. I mean sure,
you and I have our differences. Even back then we had those.
But you liked so many of the things I liked, and every time
you and I got together… it was magic to me. You know, I’d
trade all the groupies, all the cars and the drugs and the parties
for another chance to sit down with you and complete that
stupid Corvette that I threw out later?”

“So why didn’t you try and find me?” Katrina asks, and I can
hear the hurt in her voice. “I spent six years in foster care, and
a lot of that was hell. Even with Virginia, there was a lot of
hell I went through.”



“At first, I was just told you were gone,” I answer. “Later,
when I found out that your parents had been killed, I was told
you were sent to live with your grandparents in Vermont.
Since I didn’t know anything about your grandparents, and I
didn’t know how much my parents lied to me on a constant
basis… I believed it. But without you in my life, without that
normalcy… I realize now that I’ve become too much like my
father. I may have all my hair still, and there’s a lot less fat
around my waist, but in too many other ways, I’ve walked
down his path. Except for one.”

“Which is?”

“I don’t want you to die, Katrina. You were my friend, and
since seeing you…” I stop, unable to finish what I want to say.
“I don’t want you hurt. You talk about going through a decade
of hell, and I don’t doubt it. But I’ve been through my own
kind of hell for my entire life, especially when my best friend
and the only girl I… liked was taken from me. But if I have to,
I’d rather go through that again than have you hurt.”

I look down at my shoes, noting that I’m still wearing the
same muddy and stained loafers I’d put on this morning, in
fact, I’m wearing the same stuff that I wore for my walk with
Nathan. It’s filthy, and for the first time in years, I don’t really
care.

Katrina surprises me by reaching out and putting a hand on my
arm, and I look up, into her glittering eyes. “I believe you,”
she says softly. “Jackson… you were the only thing I missed
from my old life once I accepted that my parents were dead.
But I’m not going to stop, and I’m not going to run. If Peter
wants to send his men after me… it’s going to cost him a lot to
get my head on a stick.”

“You sound a lot like Nathan,” I mutter, but I can feel her hand
through my shirt, and I want her so damn bad. I want to feel
her fingers on my skin again, not on my shirt. I want to kiss
those lips, to see those tear-colored eyes change to what I
know they can be, a clear blue like the Caribbean. I want to
hold her and tell her that the pain can go away, for both of us. I



want all of that, but I don’t move. The hurt and distrust is still
too much inside her, I can tell.

“He’s misguided, but somewhat honorable still,” Katrina says.
“You can learn something from him, if you study him closely
enough.”

“There are other things, other people I’d rather learn from,
even if he is interesting,” I reply, letting go of my pain some
and covering her hand with mine. “Katrina, I want you safe…
but if not, I want to be part of your life.”

Kat’s about to answer, when her computer beeps and she looks
over, breaking the tension between us. She pulls her hand free
and goes over, pulling up a window. She’s quiet for a few
minutes as she reads and types, then leans back, her face slack.
“Oh my God.”
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can feel Jackson’s eyes burning into me as he tells me that
he wants me to be part of his life. I’m lost in those eyes, and
the honesty of what he just revealed to me. It’s nothing that I
didn’t already know, I’ve spent nearly ten years learning
everything I could about the way Peter DeLaCoeur and the
way he’s run his business and family, but to me, it sounded
like it was the first time Jackson has ever said it out loud. The
way he just opened up, and the weight that drops off his
shoulders as he tells me about the pain of growing up in his
life… it touches me.

So when his hand covers mine, I feel myself being pulled
toward him by his eyes, and I want to lean in toward him. I
want to tell him how just hours ago, I was dreaming about
him, and about the fact that since he’s come back into my life,
I feel like there’s a chance at a future.

My computer beeps, saving me. I take my hand off Jackson’s
arm and get off the bed, trying to keep the trembling out of my
knees as I cover the short distance. I sit down in my chair
gratefully, and see that Andrea has messaged me.

BS- You there?

CDG- I have a visitor. Your brother.

BS- Half-brother. He’s making strides, but he’s got a way to go
before he’s my full brother.



CDG- Your choice. What’s up?

BS- You know you’re not the only one researching Peter’s past,
right?

CDG- I figured as much. What, did you learn something
helpful?

BS- Yes, but it’s not something I want to release to the press.

CDG- What?

BS- Can you receive a file?

CDG- Yes. Format?

BS- Encrypted document.

CDG- Send it.

I get a file transfer notice and analyze it quickly. I know
Jackson’s sitting behind me, but he’s being quiet, probably still
absorbing everything that we’ve said to each other over the
past few minutes. The file transfers quickly, and I give it
another scan before dropping it into a virtual box.

CDG- Encrypt code?

BS- My full name.

CDG- English or Japanese?

BS- English. I’ll be in touch after you read it. Goodbye.

Andrea Julia DeLaCoeur… the file unlocks, and a document
along with a subfolder pulls up, unzipping and opening for me.
I read quickly, and realize what Andrea meant. “Oh my God.”

Jackson’s next to me in an instant, looking at me closely.
“Kat… Katrina? What is it?”

I point, unable to speak. Jackson looks at the window, his lips
moving silently as he reads, something he did even as a kid.

Samuel Grammercy, detective lieutenant, New Orleans Police
Department. Thirty-eight years old at the time of his death, no
suspects ever identified in his death by car bombing.



Michael Ball, forty-eight years old, bartender. Alcohol server’s
license states that he works in the Miami area.

The pictures aren’t great, all taken from public sources, but
there’s enough there to verify what Andrea’s document tells
me.

“They’re alive,” Jackson says after he finishes clicking
through the files. “They… they never were blown up. How?”

“I don’t know,” I whisper, finally finding my voice. “But
Jackson… I remember. I remember the fire, the boom, I
remember it all. How is that possible?”

Jackson shakes his head. “I don’t know either,” he says.
“Katrina, can you trust this information? Who sent it to you?”

“Someone I can believe,” I reply, not sure why I won’t tell
Jackson the truth about his half-sister. I just don’t think Andrea
would want it yet. “But I need to verify this.”

Jackson gives me a look. “Katrina, this changes everything.
I’m not saying it makes Peter any less of an animal, or any less
of a threat to you. But you’ve spent nearly half your life
vowing revenge for something that may never have happened.
And if your father’s in Miami… you’re going to need help.”

“Whose?” I ask, shaking my head. “Darcy… but she’s got a
family now. Virginia’s taking care of two new foster kids
herself now, she can’t help me… I’m alone.”

“No you’re not,” Jackson says, kneeling down next to me and
taking my hand. “Kat, you’ve got me. I already told you that I
was going to try and deflect Peter off you… now we’ve got
something else to do.”

“You mean it?” I ask, giving his hand a quick squeeze. “It’s
going to involve money, deception, and lying to Peter. You’d
be signing your own death warrant if he finds out.”

Jackson nods, then smirks. “Nathan told me this morning that I
need to stand up. Be a man, he said. Maybe this is just my way
of doing it.”



I nod, then smile. “I like that. Okay, so we work together on
this. But I don’t have a lot of details. Miami’s a big city, and
there are a lot of bars there. All I have is a name for him.”

“Then we find out together,” Jackson says with a smile. “After
all, who’d think that Prince Douchebag would actually be
trying to do something worthwhile with his time? I mean,
besides reading Rich Dad, Poor Dad.”

“Good book. Myopic, but a decent book,” I comment to
Jackson’s surprise. “You’ll find as we spend time together I
know more than just martial arts, hacking, and seduction.”

“Okay. So where can I start first?” he asks. “This isn’t
something I have any experience with, so I’m going to be
putting myself in your hands.”

“First… I need to know more. I need verification, and there’s
only one person who can do that for me that I know of.”

“Who?”

“Nathan Black.”

Jackson shakes his head emphatically at first, but then the
shakes slow as something dawns on him. “He told me… he
told me that he didn’t kill your father.”

“Not that he didn’t set the car bomb. So find out what
happened. Meanwhile, I’m going to go to some of my other
sources, help narrow down the Miami end of things.”

Jackson thinks for a moment, and I understand. He suspects
how dangerous Nathan Black is, but I know exactly how
dangerous he is. On the other hand, Jackson knows more about
Nathan’s state of mind than I do right now, which is why I’m
asking him to talk to Nathan directly. It’s still dangerous,
however.

Finally, he hums, then grins. “Deal. How do you want me to
pass along what I know? I mean, coming here all the time is
great for me, but puts you in more danger, right?”

I nod, then hold out my hand. “Phone.”



He takes out his phone, and I quickly go to his address book.
“Here, under Grace Miseria. It’s another one of my aliases.
Jackson… not too many people have this number. I normally
give out one of my rotating SIMs.”

He nods, and looks at the number for a moment, then puts his
phone back in his pocket. “I understand. Let me talk to
Nathan, and I’ll be in touch as soon as I have something.”

Jackson walks to the door and unlocks it. In a moment of deja
vu, I’m up, running to the door before he leaves, this time
though catching him before he gets the door all the way open.
“Jackson… wait.”

“What is it?” he asks, turning back to me, his face still full of
concern. We were yelling at each other at the beginning, and
now I want to kiss him. Weird.

“Just… I wanted to say that I’m sorry. I’m sorry about getting
your junk in the papers.”

Jackson smiles and shakes his head. “Thank you for the
apology, but I’m not angry about it anymore.”

“Why?”

“Because it brought you back into my life. I think that’s more
than worth the price of a few pictures. Goodnight, Kat.”

“Not Kat. Not for you, at least,” I reply, taking his hand and
give it a squeeze. “I was thinking, after you used it a few
times… I kinda like hearing you call me Katrina again.”

“I like that, too. Goodnight, Katrina.”

Jackson leaves, and I watch him for a moment before closing
and locking my door. My computer beeps again, and I see that
it’s Andrea.

BS- You okay?

CDG- Yeah. Took me a minute to read it over, and then to
discuss what to do next with Jackson.

BS- He knows?



CDG- He knows the info. Not who sent it. That’s up to you.

BS- Thank you. Maybe in time, but I’ve my own plans. Not
sure if he’s to be included.

CDG- I understand. Do me two favors?

BS- I can try.

CDG- He’s going to talk to Nathan about the bomb. Keep an
eye on him.

BS- If I can. And two?

CDG- Rich Dad, Poor Dad? Really?

BS- LOL. I just gave him that to give him some easy fluff to see
if he was serious. It seems like he’s been snapped back to
reality.

CDG- It does, doesn’t it?

BS- You sure you’re okay with this?

CDG- I’ll try and be. Hey, I just thought of something. If
there’s an emergency… call me on Viber. 864-885-9073. I
check it often. Goodnight.

BS- Goodnight. And thank you.
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‘m unsure of how to approach Nathan as I get back home.
The sun went down hours ago, and Peter is probably gone.
Growing up, he almost never spent evenings at home, usually
going to see “friends,” as he would put it. So there’s a chance
that Nathan might be with him if he’s actually conducting
business.

On the other hand, if Peter’s out with any of his current
mistresses, he’d leave Nathan behind. Now that I’ve admitted
to myself and to Katrina that he’s a philandering, lying son of
a bitch, I’m able to recall little details about the way he does
things, things that I’d overlooked or never really cared to think
about before. Like dyeing his hair, or the fact that he changes
secretaries on a roughly yearly basis. Or the fact that when
he’s going out to fuck around, he leaves Nathan behind.

I’m encouraged when I see that Peter’s Porsche is gone. That
thing only has two seats, and unless Nathan’s riding shotgun,
he’ll be home. Of course, Peter never lets anyone else drive
that German showpiece. I park my Audi and go inside. And
here I thought my car was pretentious…

The first person I find is Andrea, sitting in the dining room
with her textbooks in front of her. She’s stripped out of her
power suit and looks more like the twenty-year-old that she is.
Shows me how fifteen hours can change someone, I guess.
“Hey, Andrea.”



“Whatcha want, Jack?” Andrea asks, grumpy. Studying must
be going bad for her. She’s always been moody, but normally
she’s never outwardly hostile to me unless I’m being a jerk to
her. “Don’t tell me you finished Rich Dad.”

“No, I got to chapter four before everything sort of kicked off
this morning. Since then, I’ve been… well, busy. How was
your day?”

“Sucked. Got my midterms back.” Oh yeah, she said
something a while back about preparing for her summer
midterms.

“Andrea, you go three semesters a year, you’ve been doing
that since junior high school. Don’t you think, well, maybe
you can let go of a test or two? Nobody can throw perfect
games each time out. I’ve had bad lift days, shit like that.
Besides, what’d you score?” It is one of the things that I’ve
never grasped about Andrea until meeting Katrina again. Her
drive is superhuman, and she’s getting her MBA at twenty
because of it. Still, it can’t be healthy, having graduated high
school at sixteen, getting her bachelor’s at nineteen and now
being more than halfway through her MBA. I’ve never
worried about it before, mainly because I’ve been too much of
a self-absorbed manchild to give a damn. Well, that’s going to
change. “Come on, Andrea. What’d you score?”

“Only 83 and 87,” she grumps, slamming her book closed.
“Happy now?”

“Whoa, whoa, Andrea. I wasn’t trying to piss you off,” I
hurriedly apologize. I want to snap at her in return, but
something, maybe something that rubbed off from Katrina’s
talk with me, holds me back. “Okay, so you didn’t get As in
them. And I know, the shitstorm I’ve raised this past week and
a half or so hasn’t helped much.”

Andrea takes a deep breath, then nods. “Thank you, oniichan.
Sorry, too. Margaret was bitchy when Peter left tonight. We
had an argument, which is why I’m out here instead of in my
room. She’s insisted that she hold court over the entire family



wing of the house, and threw me out. It was either study here
or in the kitchen, and the kitchen’s too hot.”

I smile and pat her shoulder. “I understand, thanks for the
heads-up. I’m sorry you had to deal with that.” She looks
started at first, then nods gratefully. Mom’s always treated her
like shit, but I’ve never really bothered to empathize before, I
guess because I was always too wrapped up in my own
bullshit. That’s going to change. “Quick favor. Have you seen
Nathan?”

Andrea nods. “After Peter left and Margaret’s blow-up, I heard
him say something about getting a workout in. You’ll probably
find him out there, or maybe in his workshop.”

“Thanks. And I owe you a hot chocolate later or something,
something to help you stay awake while you study.”

“Sounds good. And Jackson…”

“Yeah, Andrea?” I ask, already heading out the door. I pause,
and look back.

She looks like she’s going to say something, then shakes her
head. “Just… when you get back, if you’d like to talk about
what you read, I’ll make some time.”

“Thanks. We’ll see.”

I leave the dining room and run up to my room, changing
clothes quickly. I didn’t get a second workout in today yet, and
I could use a sweat myself. It only takes me three minutes, and
I jog outside. I can hear Mom drunkenly singing to herself in
her room, so slurred I can’t even make it out, but it sounds like
blues. I leave the drunken singing and the main house behind,
heading out to the gym. Andrea’s right, I find Nathan inside,
stripped down to just some compression shorts and pounding
on a heavy bag. He puts a lot of thirty-year-old athletes to
shame. He’s still pretty ripped, and I can only hope to be in
that kind of shape at his age.

A timer goes off, and Nathan stops, stepping away and seeing
me for the first time. “How goes your warnings?” he asks,
surprised when I don’t answer. “What?”



“Did you?” I ask, surprised at how calm I say it, despite my
anger. “Did you set the bomb?”

The timer goes off, and Nathan turns back to the bag. His first
punch is a jab, but still, the hundred and fifty-pound bag jumps
like it’s just been shot, only to be followed up almost
immediately by a thunderous right hand that shakes the beam
the bag is attached to. The foot-thick wooden beam groans and
I see dust shake down around him as Nathan continues with
his assault on the bag, driving fists, elbows, knees and his bare
feet into the leather sides. When the timer goes off again, he
looks surprised that I’m still standing there watching him.

“I’m going to repeat myself, Nathan. Did you set the bomb
that blew up the Grammercys’ car? No matter how much you
want to try and scare the shit outta me by beating up the bag,
I’m going to get an answer.”

“You sure about that?” Nathan asks. The timer goes off again,
but he ignores it, still looking at me. “You think you can beat
an answer out of me?”

“I’ll do what I have to, succeed or not. I thought you were a
better man than that. Why’d you lie, Nathan, when I asked you
about the bomb before?”

“I didn’t lie,” Nathan says, stripping off his gloves. “What I
said was that I didn’t kill Katrina’s parents.”

“Considering her father’s alive and running a bar in Miami, no
shit. Now, are you going to tell me what really happened?”

Nathan goes over to the locker that contains the boxing
equipment and pulls out one set of sparring gloves. “Let’s see
if you really are ready for the answer. You survive two rounds,
and I’ll tell you a bedtime story.”

“What are the rules?” I ask, catching the gloves as he tosses
them to me.

“Boxing. I don’t want to actually hurt you, Jackson. But you’ll
have to earn the truth if you want it. Coming in here and
demanding things from me doesn’t show me that you’re ready
for the truth. So I will test your resolve.”



We walk over to the matted area, which is about the closest
thing we have to a ring without throwing down outside on the
grass. Nathan sets the timer, then pulls his gloves on. “On the
bell.”

“No mouthpieces?” I ask. Nathan shrugs, and I get his point. I
don’t even have one here in the gym, and it doesn’t matter
anyway. If something gets knocked out, I’ll go to the dentist.

The electronic bell goes off, and I come out. I’ve got size on
him, at least twenty pounds, and I’m an inch taller, but I’m
taking nothing for granted. He might not want to hurt me, he
might be tired and sweaty, but he’s not an idiot. In fact, he’s
perhaps the deadliest man I know.

I lose track of what’s happening after his first combination
comes whipping toward my head. All I know is that he’s a
whirlwind, fists coming through every gap in whatever
defense I set up. I keep my hands high, protecting my head,
hoping that all the crunches and other stomach training I do
can keep me from getting put down with a liver shot.

Nathan does notice, and I’m eating punch after punch to my
stomach and sides, and I run, dancing and shucking and jiving
as best I can. I had decent moves in my last fight, easily
avoiding the guy I fought then, some football player from
Tulane who thought he was a little tougher than he actually
was.

But Nathan’s no college football player with more balls than
brains. He’s trained, he’s a professional, and as the bell beeps
to signal the end of the first round, I’m already staggering as I
head back to the corner.

“You can’t take an ass whipping like that again,” Nathan says,
barely breathing hard while I kneel in my corner. “Give up.”

“Not until you tell me what you did to the Grammercys.” I get
to my feet, my stomach on fire and my legs shaking. “Come
on, I won’t just be a punching bag this round.”

Nathan’s eyes gleam with something that I think is either
respect or perhaps pity, or maybe he just thinks I’m out of my



fucking gourd. The bell rings and I step out, flicking a jab. It’s
not much, but I hope it’s enough to keep him from just
steamrolling me again.

No such luck. In a sweet little move, he switches his stance,
his right hand becoming his lead and catching me over my
punch, his fist crashing into my jaw. I feel something work
loose, and the coppery tang of blood fills my mouth. I stagger
back, trying to duck away, covering up. The world is spinning,
and suddenly I hit the mat, knocked down.

“One… two… stay the fuck down… four…” Nathan says, and
I at least take a little comfort in the fact that he’s breathing
heavier than he was before. It’d be so easy, giving up. But
Katrina would never give up. She’s willing to die for her
vengeance…

I don’t know how I get to my feet, but suddenly I’m up with
my fists out, and for some crazy fucking reason, I’m waving
Nathan over. “Come on! Is that it, old man?”

Nathan shakes his head and steps forward again, this time back
in his typical left-handed stance. His left jab catches me
between the eyes, and I eat it, ducking into the punch and
throwing everything I have into a right cross that catches him
in the side, just under his armpit and causing him to grunt.

He steps back and shakes out his arm. Nodding in respect, he
unleashes hell, and I’m forced to just defend again before
another sledgehammer explodes in my stomach, and I’m down
on one knee.

“Stay the fuck down!” Nathan gasps, stepping back. I hold my
stomach and look up at the clock, seeing there’s still thirty
seconds left. I can survive thirty seconds, hell he’s gasping for
breath as much as I am.

I get up, my left hand holding my ribs, and wave him in. “I got
a lot more.”

Nathan spits to the side and steps forward again, throwing
what he probably thinks is a mercy shot, a looping overhand
that if it lands is going to put me into dreamland for quite a



while. I weave, coming under the punch and unleashing
everything I’ve got left into a left hook. As weak as I feel right
now, it catches Nathan with probably all the force of a sick
grasshopper, but still it catches him, and I feel a sense of
accomplishment as the bell rings.

He steps back, and wipes a bit of blood from his nose, while I
work my jaw and spit, bright red splattering on the mats, but at
least no teeth come out. “I did it.”

“You did,” Nathan says, stripping off his glove. He sticks his
hand out, and I reciprocate, shaking hands with the man. “I
didn’t think you had it in you to get up from that second one.”

“Bullshit, you didn’t think I’d get up from the first one,” I
reply, rubbing my jaw. “Think we can get something to ice this
thing? I’m not sure I won’t lose a tooth still.”

“Yeah. Let’s sit outside, and I’ll get you an ice pack.”

We go out by the pool, Nathan going inside and coming back
out a minute later with a bag of frozen peas and a couple of
bottles of mineral water. I notice that Andrea’s still at the
dining room table, watching us as Nathan hands me the peas
and sits down. He cracks one of the mineral waters and passes
it over. “Sorry, no ice packs, but the peas work just fine, too.”

“Thanks. How’s the nose?”

“Not bad, didn’t break anything. You got my respect for that
one,” Nathan says, cracking the other mineral water and taking
a drink. “Now… I owe you a story.”

I nod, and swirl some water around in my mouth, washing out
what’s left of the blood before spitting it onto the lawn. “What
makes the grass grow green?” I joke, and Nathan chuckles as I
finish the line, ingrained for him but just a movie quote for
me. “Blood, blood, blood.”

Nathan takes another drink of his water then leans back.
“Samuel Grammercy isn’t the saint that his daughter thinks he
is. Then again, considering the man left his own daughter
behind in this city’s foster care system, I guess you already



figured that out. But Samuel wasn’t even the good cop that the
papers made him out to be.”

“What was he?” I ask. “Nathan, I never really got to know the
man. And I missed the timeline on his death, which is
something I still regret since I missed Katrina going into the
system, too.”

“That was Peter’s plan,” Nathan says quietly. “The truth is,
Samuel worked for Peter, or perhaps it’d be better to say
worked for Peter’s friends. You see, while Samuel got plenty
of busts, the vast majority of them fell into two categories.
Either he was busting the guys who were enemies of his
employers, or he was doing an end around.”

“What’s an end around?” I ask. Nathan smirks and gives me a
look. “Seriously. I’ve been deluded for years, so don’t just
assume I know fucking everything.”

“Okay. An end around is when Samuel would arrest or bust
someone, but then before the case went to trial, something
would get screwed up, charges were never pressed, whatever.
The key part of an end around though happens in the evidence
room. Say that a week ago, the cops made a bust for ten guns.
Then Samuel pulls the end around, and in checking in
evidence from his bust, things get mixed up, and when the
charges are dropped, the evidence is returned to the suspects,
but the first case shows only five guns on their bust now.
Guess where those other five guns went? Right into Samuel’s
friends’ evidence.”

“And this was profitable?” I ask, surprised. “Seems like a lot
for five guns.”

“Oh, Samuel pulled end arounds for more than just five guns,”
Nathan said. “He was damn near an expert in doing that sort of
evidence tag switch on stolen property, too. Computers, art,
currency, anything except drugs. It wasn’t that Samuel had a
problem with drugs, it’s just that NOPD policy is to destroy
drugs regardless of whether charges stick or are dropped. He
had a whole other funnel system in place for that one.”



“What happened?” I ask.

“He got greedy and lazy. One night, the evidence clerk was
some Dudley Do-Right who saw the Detective Lieutenant
doing the switcheroo. He went to Internal Affairs, who started
to gather evidence on Grammercy. Peter’s connections in the
NOPD heard about it, but at the time the ADA in town was
just as righteous as you could get. Also, this was just a few
months after Hurricane Katrina, so the feds were still in town
in force. Samuel felt the jaws closing in on him, so he came to
Peter for help.”

“A faked death.”

Nathan nods. “We set it up nearly perfectly. The horse show
was one of the first big events at the Fair Grounds after the
hurricane, and Samuel got his wife to leave her phone behind
to give them a reason to send their daughter back and out of
the way. Theresa, Katrina’s mother, was opposed to it, but
Samuel browbeat her into going along with it. Katrina was the
perfect witness to leave behind. Young, innocent, and
traumatized enough that she didn’t notice some of the details.
I’d pulled similar jobs faking deaths in the Green Berets, so I
was the one tasked with setting it up. I was actually there,
although in disguise so Katrina didn’t recognize me. After
they sent her back, Samuel and Theresa jumped over a
concrete wall that was there into a dump truck that was parked
below, landing in a giant pile of kitty litter. When Katrina
picked up her mother’s phone, I hit the switch, blasting the car
all to hell. She, of course, didn’t see that there was nobody
inside, although later two bodies were planted in the wreckage.
That was actually done by the first firefighters to respond, a
crew that also covers up arsons in that area for Peter and his
friends.”

“So what happened to Samuel and Theresa? And how the fuck
could they just leave their daughter like that?”

Nathan shakes his head. “That I don’t know. I spent weeks
unable to sleep after I had to hold that little girl, sobbing in my
lap before the cops arrived. She was so distraught she never



realized, even though she’d seen me… what, by then it had to
be hundreds of times. I took her home more than once, you
know.”

“Why was that?”

Nathan sips at his water again, and sighs. “Peter isn’t the only
DeLaCoeur who has had a few affairs. Not that I blame
Maggie, with the way Peter’s treated her over the years. But
some of those play dates or business meetings… well, Samuel
was doing more than having drinks with Margaret. I doubt she
knows about the faked deaths. Peter probably wouldn’t have
filled her in, since it would hurt her more to think Samuel died
back then.”

“What do you know about them now?” I ask, sipping my
water. Nathan’s showing at least a little bit of guilt, and as long
as I have that, I’m going to drive with it, trying to use it to the
best of my advantage. My jaw aches, but the peas help some.
I’m more numbed by the idea of what Samuel did to his
daughter, though. “Where’s he live?”

Nathan shakes his head. “After the bomb, I only saw Samuel
Grammercy one more time. Peter had gotten him some top-
flight fake IDs, good enough to pass anything short of the FBI,
and I delivered it to him at the airport. He and Theresa were
booked on a flight, but I never troubled myself to find out
where. Safer and less guilty to not know.”

“Miami,” I inform him, sitting back on the lounge chair.
“That’s a hell of a burden to carry for the past ten years,
Nathan. I have a feeling it’s not your lightest, either.”

“I’ve seen some things,” Nathan agrees. “Your point is?”

“You said it yourself. Maybe it’s time to start balancing your
ledger. I know that you can’t stop Peter from sending other
men against Katrina. But that doesn’t mean you can’t help us,
too.”

“Us?”

I shrug. “Regardless of if she’s doing it for the right reasons or
not, her cause is noble. I told her I’d help her, too. I’m asking



you… whose side of this are you on?”

“Seems like an easy choice,” Nathan says after sitting still for
a few minutes, watching the moon reflected in the black mirror
of the pool. “On one hand, there’s Peter, who’s made me a rich
man, a lot richer than I’d have been if I’d stayed in the Army,
or if I’d gotten a job with a more legitimate employer as a real
security officer. He’s connected, and one of the most
dangerous men along the Gulf Coast. On the other hand, I
have a crazy twenty-two-year-old girl, with barely a dime to
her name most likely, and my employer’s son, who until just
about an hour ago, I thought was more or less a spoiled little
bitch.”

“Bitch, huh? I would have thought I at least rated being called
a spoiled little prick, but all right,” I joke, not as offended by
his words as I would have been even a week or so ago. Now, it
means nothing to me. I have something more important than
my ego to worry about. “It does seem like an easy choice.”

Nathan nods. “It does. So… how best can I help you guys?”

“Let me find out what Katrina wants to do, and I’ll be in touch
with you. Until then, I’d say just keep trying to distract Peter
from finding her.”

“I can do that. Now, if you don’t mind, I need some meditation
and a little shut-eye. Goodnight, Jackson.”

“Goodnight. Oh, and Nathan?”

“Yes?”

“Would you mind if I joined you for tea tomorrow? I’d like to
talk more about… things.”

Nathan nods and gives me half a smile. “I’d say that would be
possible. But first, make sure you do your reading for your
sister. I’d hate to disappoint her.”

“How’d you know about that?”

Nathan laughs. “I’m the head of security for this house. It’s my
job to know as much as possible. Goodnight, Jackson.”
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K A T

‘ve never been to Darcy’s house since she and Jeff got
married. It isn’t that she never wanted me over. In fact, she’s
invited me multiple times. No, the reason that I’ve never been
to this neat little two-bedroom house in the Leonidas
neighborhood is that I didn’t want to put Jeff in a bind. He’s
her husband, but also a good cop. Not that any cop can be
totally clean in a town like this, and Jeff’s helped out Darcy
more than once, but I’ve never wanted to push it this far
before.

So it’s with no surprise that Bo, the three-year-old brown and
white pit bull Darcy got as, for some reason, a baby shower
gift from one of her friends, is wary of me as I stand outside
the fence, waiting for Darcy to let me in.

“Hey little mama, you lookin’ good enough to eat with a
biscuit,” a young guy, maybe my age or maybe a little
younger, says as he goes by before stopping to see if maybe he
has a chance.

“Not interested,” I say. “I have a man,” I add, before letting
him respond.

I’m surprised when he actually moves on, and Bo the pit bull
watches the guy for a moment before turning his attention
back to me. I think about the lie I just said, chuckling a little to
myself. Maybe I do, or I will.



Darcy comes out just after the guy moves on, calling to Bo.
“Bo… get your butt up here on the porch,” she hollers, still
smiling as she walks down the short concrete walk. Bo
immediately turns and runs up, wagging his tail and grinning
at his mistress, begging for affection. “Okay, okay, you big
puppy, you protected the house. Now, I’m going to let my
friend in, and you are going to behave. This is my friend Kat
that I told you about, okay?”

Bo wags his tail again like he understands and runs off to the
back of the house, while Darcy watches him go. “He looks like
a hundred and ten-pounds of badass, but he ain’t nothing but a
baby,” she tells me as she opens the gate. “You scratch him
behind his left ear and he’ll love you for life.”

“Hint noted,” I say, giving her a hug once I’m inside the gate.
“Thanks for letting me come by.”

“I knew it would happen someday. Just wish you hadn’t called
when I have laundry in the living room,” Darcy half-jokes as
we go inside. I see the basket, but it’s mostly folded, except for
some toddler’s clothes. Henry is napping in a partially reclined
chair, his chubby cheeks puffing out with every little
exhalation.

“He’s even cuter than the pictures,” I whisper softly, kneeling
in front. He’s a beautiful little boy, Darce.”

“Yeah, but hell in my workshop,” she says with a little smile.
“That boy has an unbelievable knack for being able to crack
the connections on video cards that I just got lined up.”

I chuckle and sit down in front of the laundry basket, taking
out a tiny t-shirt and starting to fold it. “Then I guess I should
be glad you haven’t brought him by. He’d have a field day
with my setup.”

Darcy laughs and nods. “So what’s up?”

I start folding another shirt, but the emotions are too much,
and I keep fumbling it, turning the tiny little Elmo shirt into a
ball. Finally, I give up and toss the shirt back into the basket,
and bury my head in my hands. The tears are hot, bitter, and I



don’t even realize they’re flowing until I can’t see anymore,
and I feel Darcy put her hands on my shoulders, pulling me
into a hug. Her casual accent is gone, and she’s back to being
her normal Darcy, calm and supportive. “Shh, Baby Girl,
shh… you just let yourself cry. I’m right here.”

It’s been years since I last wept, so long I can’t even remember
it. I know it was after Virginia took me in, but that’s about it. I
didn’t even know I could cry still, but sitting there, Darcy
holding me close like I was her own child, I cry, all the pain
and anger of the past twelve hours flowing out into her tank
top. I don’t know how long I cry, but when it’s gone, I feel
hollowed out, cauterized. “Thanks.”

Darcy nods and hands me a hand towel from the basket.
“Here, wipe yourself down. I’d get you a tissue, but I know
you hate those things. Ain’t got a handkerchief around,
though.”

“This is fine,” I say, wiping my eyes. “I hope Henry won’t
mind me borrowing it.”

“Oh, that one’s Jeff’s,” Darcy says with a little chuckle. “But
no, he won’t mind. Now, what’s going on?”

“My parents… they may be alive,” I say, looking up into
Darcy’s big brown eyes. “At least… my father might be.”

Darcy blinks, absorbing the information. “He faked his
death?”

I nod. “That’s what it seems like. I got a message from a
source last night, and Jackson says he confirmed it with
Nathan Black. The bomb that went off, it was a ruse. They…
they abandoned me.”

The words start fresh tears, more sad than angry and bitter, and
I’m crying for the six years of foster care, of the decade of
pitiless training, of obsession that I’m still not free of. I wipe
at my eyes again, not letting myself lose control. Darcy hums,
then gives me an intense look. “So you want my help?”

I nod and fold the hand towel in half to get rid of the
snottiness. “Yeah. According to the source, he’s living in



Miami under the name Michael Ball. Now, I remember you
mentioning you’ve got some connections in Miami.
Familywise, even.”

“I do, a few cousins, an ex-boyfriend, too,” Darcy agrees.
“You want me to use my resources?”

“Would you? I mean, I’ll work my end, but you’ve got feet on
the ground already in Miami.”

“Sure. For you, I’d go to Miami myself and track your daddy
down. Can I ask you a question, though?”

“Shoot,” I say, reaching into the laundry basket and taking out
the Elmo shirt I screwed up before. The words about my
parents out, I find that I’m able to actually fold the shirt
halfway decently.

“If this is true… what’s that do to your plans?” Darcy asks.
“You’ve been gunnin’ for blood for a decade, but is it still
worth blood?”

I think about it, then shake my head. “I don’t know anymore. I
know Peter needs to go down still. The entire DeLaCoeur
network needs to be dismantled. But…”

“But you’ve got complications now,” Darcy says simply,
nodding. “You’re thinking about what this means to Jackson,
to Andrea. And I’m going to be blunt, you’re thinking more
than just about what you did to Jackson.”

“I… I don’t know,” I reply honestly. “It’s like you said,
complicated. He’s an ally, that’s for certain. Considering he
went toe to toe with Nathan last night in boxing, he deserves at
least that much.”

Darcy hums knowingly, and I give her a look. “What?”

“Nothin’. Just glad to see that you’re maybe considering that
there’s more to life than death and revenge. Listen, if you’ve
got a few hours, I can get to work on reaching out to my
contacts now. We might have something for you by the time
Jeff gets home, he’s working a double today.”

“Ouch, double shifts? What’s up?”



Darcy shakes her head. “Contract talks are coming up, and a
lot of guys are calling out sick because they think the new
contracts are going to take away their built-up sick days. Jeff
isn’t mad though, the day shift’s doing community outreach at
one of the elementary schools, then just catching up on
paperwork. His sergeant’s looking out for him.”

“When is Jeff going to go for sergeant?” I ask. He’s a year
younger than Darcy at thirty-one, and has been on the NOPD
for eight years now, so I’m curious. “And yeah, I can hang out
a little bit.”

“Good. And Jeff thinks that maybe a sergeant slot’s going to
open up pretty soon. He’s already a training officer, he thinks
he can maybe make a shift sergeant slot as soon as the new
fiscal year comes up. A couple of guys are slated to retire, and
he’s one of the top training corporals. If not, he’ll look for an
Academy slot, see if he can maybe get a daytime only shift job
for a year or two.”

“That’d be nice. With Henry going to preschool soon and all.
You sure you don’t need more help with him?”

Darcy shakes her head and chuckles. “You know how it is,
Kat. I make more than enough with my work that I can afford
to spend time with Henry. Besides, I do too much and it starts
to look strange to the IRS. Don’t need them sniffing my
backtrail.”

“You’re legit now,” I remark, putting the last of the clothes in
the basket. “You really think they’d chase down
BlakDhal1A?”

“I think after I cracked a couple of government d-bases three
years ago that I haven’t told you about totally, they’d chase me
for quite a while,” Darcy says. “Come on, let’s get these put
away, and I’ll start making phone calls.”

DARCY’S STILL WORKING HER CONNECTIONS WHEN JEFF COMES IN,
his blue on blue uniform causing me to sit upright before I
realize who it is. “Hi.”



“Hi,” he says, obviously confused. “Uh, you are?”

I get up off the couch, where I’ve been reading some Clifford
the Big Red Dog to Henry, who’s more interested in chewing
on the foot of his teddy bear than my reading.

“Sorry, I’m Katrina Grammercy. I’m a friend of Darcy’s. Nice
to meet you.” I offer my hand, which Jeff shakes with a smile.

“It’s been too long since I heard your name for the first time.
Nice to finally meet the Baby Girl.”

I roll my eyes as Jeff laughs. “Is she going to call me that for
the rest of my life?”

“Shit!” we hear from the back of the house, and we both look.
Darcy comes out, her brown eyes slightly red with frustration
and embarrassment. “Sorry. Sorry Henry, Mommy’s just
upset.”

Henry mumbles something, turning over. He gets off the couch
and comes over to Jeff, his arms out for a hug. Jeff sweeps his
son up and into his arms, covering his little face and tummy
with kisses. “Daddy silly!”

“You make Daddy silly,” Jeff says, giving his son another hug.
“Now, hang out for a second with Kat and let me get this
uniform off. You don’t need to be messin’ with anything
Daddy’s got on.”

I notice that Jeff’s not carrying, and he meets my eyes. “Since
Henry was born, I leave it in my cruiser,” he explains. “The
take-home policy on the cruiser is a bit expensive, but the
neighbors like it, and it’s safer for Henry. I can leave both my
Smith and my shotgun in the trunk there.”

“Nothing for home defense?” I ask, and Jeff shakes his head.
“Wow… gutsy.”

“Not all of us are willing to keep a Glock 18 in our living
room,” Jeff replies, telling me he knows more about my
operations than he might otherwise have. “Don’t sweat it, I
understand. Just… be careful with that thing, okay?”



“I am,” I answer, taking Henry from him and holding the
squirming little boy, who promptly grabs a handful of my hair
and yanks. “Ouch, glad I don’t wear earrings either.”

“So what’s the cursing about?” I ask, carefully pulling my hair
free from Henry’s grip as Darcy comes in. He’s got strong
little hands, and even my two inches of hair stings as he yanks.
“You need to get him into arm wrestling ASAP.”

“Don’t encourage him,” Darcy says with a chuckle. “But I’m
having problems with my contacts. Seems it’s been too long
since I checked in with them down there, some have moved
out, some have dropped out of the game, some are just… not
available. And my ex-boyfriend’s getting married. Feel bad for
whoever that poor girl is.”

“So nothing?” I ask, and Darcy quickly shakes her head.
“Well, what then?”

“Something, but it’s going to be slow. I don’t think you’ve got
the leeway to sit around waiting,” Darcy says, “not with what
Peter’s surely getting ready to send after you.”

I nod, then shrug, helpless. “Can’t do much else. If I have to,
I’ll go running, take down Peter, then worry about my parents
later.”

“Or you could ask for help from someone else,” Jeff says,
coming out of the master bedroom. “Darcy, I’ve never helped
you before like this, but you’ve never asked for it.”

“Wanted to keep you out of trouble,” Darcy replies. “Plausible
deniability and all that stuff.”

Jeff comes over and wraps his arms around Darcy’s waist from
behind, chuckling. “I lost all sense of plausible deniability
when I married you, Darce. Besides, this doesn’t sound all that
risky. What’re you looking for?”

“My parents,” I say, and Jeff gives me a questioning look.
“Yeah, I thought so too until yesterday. Seems they ghosted on
us, and they’re in Miami. Darcy’s been trying to use her
contacts to help me find them.”



“Well, I’ve got some contacts, too,” Jeff says, going over to
the counter and opening his cell phone. “Ones who can legally
do what you guys are trying to do.”

Jeff taps at his phone, going over to the couch and sitting
down. Darcy and I exchange looks, and she shrugs. She
doesn’t know what he’s doing either. Jeff ignores us for a
moment and talks to someone on the other end of the line.

Darcy snaps her fingers in recognition and leans over,
whispering. “Gabriel Hawkins, he’s an Academy friend of
Jeff’s, and he’s one of the sysadmins for the NOPD’s
connection with the national crime database.”

I nod and sit down on the carpet while Jeff talks. “Okay, yeah,
I’ll owe you some barbecue, that’s all good. Thanks, man.
Sure… name…”

“Michael Ball.”

“Michael Ball, not sure on the spelling of Michael. Age?
Between forty-five and fifty claimed.”

“Jeff knows a lot,” I comment, looking at Darcy who nods.

“He’s been interested in the case ever since he learned of our
friendship. He knows more about the case than most.”

“Just a second, Gabe,” Jeff says, then covers his phone. “Any
more information?”

“White male, five-foot-eight, brown/brown, and… he might be
a bartender,” I say, recalling everything from memory.

Jeff gives me a thumbs up and uncovers his phone, repeating
what I told him. “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, cross-
referencing the name with the ABC list of bartender licenses.
The ID’s false, but probably good enough to get by the ABC.
Yeah, you can do that? Cool. No, I’ll wait.”

Jeff sets his phone down and gives me a smile. “He’s running
the search now.”

We wait for a few moments, and Jeff’s phone makes some
noise, and Jeff picks it up. “Yeah, I’m here, Gabe. Really?



Three hits in the Dade and Broward counties? Yeah, send me
their info, I’ll pass it along. Honest man, I’m not making a
dime off this, this is a favor to a friend. Thanks, Gabe, I owe
you.”

Jeff hangs up, then waits a minute until his phone buzzes.
“Here you go,” he says, reading the message. “Three matching
that description in the area. Two of them are listed as married.
How do you want it?”

“I’ll write it down myself. You don’t need any more of an
electronic trail on this than you’ve already got. Jeff, you’re
sticking your neck out on this one.”

He nods, and passes his phone over to me. Darcy brings me a
piece of paper and a pen, and I start copying the three
addresses down. “Any phone numbers?”

“He could get them, but I figure you’ve got those skills. As to
your comment, well, I’ve broken the rules before with Darcy,
just not like this. It’s about justice, and sometimes the law and
justice don’t always see eye to eye,” Jeff says, sitting back.
“Now, I’ve got one more question for you.”

“Sure, what’s that?” I ask, tucking the folded paper in my
pocket and handing the phone back to Jeff.

“You staying for dinner or not? No offense, but you’re skinny
as a rail, and I’m pretty sure that we can scrape up something
that’ll put a little meat on your bones.”

I laugh and sit back, nodding. “Fine. But you know that
saying, whether it’s true or not. We can never be too rich or
too thin.”

Jeff rolls his eyes and looks over at his wife. “I see why you
like her.”

Darcy, who’s playing with Henry, hums her assent and smiles.
“She’s got skills, too. You should be careful, hun. You push
her too far, you may end up using your sick time actually
being sick, as in recovering from a broken arm.”



I give Jeff a wink, and the cop in him blanches slightly. “Don’t
worry, I haven’t had to break an arm in months.”

“Uh… so what do you like on your pizza?”

Henry, hearing the word pizza, looks over, cheering. “Yay!
Pizza!”

I look over at Henry, who’s got two little fists jammed into the
air, a giant smile on his face. “I think whatever he wants works
for me.”
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o… three names?”

I’m in extreme pain, something I didn’t think could happen
with working out anymore. But this is the good sort of pain,
the pain of hard work.

I’m trying to balance on just my hands, my legs resting on
Katrina’s shoulders while she stands and I do incline pushups.
The burning is mostly in my stomach area, which has to hold
everything in a totally straight line from my ankles to my
shoulders, or else. I found out the hard way what ‘or else’ was
a while back when Katrina kicked me in the stomach.
Thankfully she didn’t kick me too hard, since it was just meant
as a warning when I let my back sag.

“Twenty. And yeah, three names,” she says, keeping a silent
count as I start my next descent. Each pushup is timed, three
seconds down, hold for two, then an explosive push up. And
apparently, this is just the warmup. “Jeez Jackson, I thought
you’d have gotten more functional muscle with all that mass
you’re carrying.”

“Didn’t… think… I was deficient,” I grunt as I hold my down
position, my forehead a fraction of an inch off the floor. I
push, exhaling and grunting. “Did fine before.”

“All right, twenty-one’s enough, relax and shake out. I’ll use
my chair for mine.”



Katrina squats down so that I can pull my legs off her
shoulders, and goes over to the chair she’s talking about. She
kicks her legs up and does the same thing I just finished, the
only difference being the height of her legs. Most women I
know can’t even do twenty regular pushups. Katrina, in one of
the sexiest displays of feminine fitness I’ve ever seen, cranks
out the twenty timed and elevated pushups like they’re
nothing. When she brings her legs down, she looks up and sees
that I’m staring. “What?”

“Uh… nothing,” I say, taking a swig of water. Still, she
blushes a little, and I feel heat rise in my own cheeks. In the
days since joining forces, we’ve grown closer again, and I’m
realizing that my feelings for her are more than just friendly.
The problem is, we’re not twelve anymore, and I have a lot
more on my mind than building model cars. I shake my head
and sip my water again. “What’s next?”

“Jackson…”

“Don’t even start,” I say, cutting her off. “We’re doing this
together. If for no other reason that I want to make sure you’ve
got someone watching your back.”

She gives me a look, and I shake my head and stick out my
hand. “I told you, Katrina. We’re partners on this. After what
he did to you, after what he’s done to so many others, Peter
needs his comeuppance.”

Katrina thinks, then nods. “And what is that comeuppance,
Jackson? You know if I take him down, that means jail time
for him.”

“Fine,” I say, and she arches an eyebrow. “What?”

“What I have evidence on… it means freezing his assets too if
he gets arrested. Jackson, you’ve made tremendous strides, but
are you ready to give up the money, too?”

Katrina, in her normal way, has pierced right to the heart of
what’s been troubling me. When I think about it, of course, I
don’t want the dirty blood money. Thinking about what it’s



come from, and what it’s done to other people, especially what
it’s done to Katrina, makes my blood boil.

But at night, when I’ve been lying on Egyptian cotton sheets
that cost a few thousand dollars, and a mattress that cost
several thousand more, or when I woke up this morning and
put on an outfit that probably cost more than what Katrina
makes in an average month… I can’t help but admit that I like
living the good life. I like driving a one-year-old Audi, and
eating the best food I can. I like having the bling, and the
comfort of knowing that even with a psycho asshole for a
father, I can still have money.

So yeah, I’m torn. But still, looking at Katrina, I know what to
say. “We’ll take him down, Katrina. We can discuss the details
later. First, let’s use those finances to get to Miami and take
care of finding your parents first.”

I can see she’s not happy, but she nods in acceptance, like she
expected this from me. It hurts, but I can’t lie to her. Too many
people have lied to her already, and I won’t be a part of that.

“Okay,” she says after a moment. “Well let’s finish up, and we
can discuss travel plans.”

BACK HOME, I FIND NATHAN IN HIS WORKSHOP, WHERE HE GIVES ME

a knowing smile as I make my way inside and take a seat.
“How go the new workouts?”

“Painfully,” I groan. “Tell me you did rougher stuff in the
Green Berets.”

“Doubtful,” Nathan replies, going over to his tea collection.
“Remember, we weren’t as motivated. Dedication and
fanaticism are just a hair’s breadth apart sometimes. Here, this
should help. It’s a blend that has plenty of antioxidants and a
good shot of caffeine. And it tastes pretty damn good, too.”

He mixes the tea and brings me a steaming mug, which I sip.
It’s got a fruity tang to it, and I hum in appreciation. “Good
shit.”



“Thanks. Technically, it’s not actually tea at all, but an herbal
blend. I like it enough to keep it with my others, though. So
what did you want to see me for?”

“I need some misdirection,” I say, setting the tea aside. “For a
trip.”

“Oh really? And where would this trip be?” Nathan’s
unscarred eye twinkles in good humor as he asks me, then
grows serious. “I’m asking because I need to know how much
of a distraction I need to provide.”

“Multiple days, maybe four or even a week. We think we’ve
found Sam Grammercy.”

Nathan thinks, then nods. “The only way I’ll be able to pull
that off convincingly is if I know where you’re going, Jackson.
I don’t need exact details, but something more than just that
you’re taking off for four or five days.”

I sigh, thinking. Would Katrina trust Nathan? Do I? Finally, I
take the plunge. He’s already risked his life just delaying and
lying to Peter for this long, and if it helps Katrina, then so be
it. “South Florida. We’re thinking Miami, maybe.”

Nathan nods again and sips at his tea. “One more thing. For
the past few days now, you keep using the pronoun ‘we’. I
want to caution you, Jackson. Your emotions are becoming
cloudy in this.”

“This is an emotional situation, Nathan. You have to admit
that.”

“I do,” Nathan says, then sighs. “You know, I never have told
anyone in this family exactly why I left the military. Or at
least, the real reason.”

“I figured you’d just had enough of the military life, or maybe
the long hours for terrible pay,” I reply, listening carefully. If
Nathan really is telling me something that nobody else knows,
he trusts me as well. “You went to work for Peter for long
hours but better pay.”



Nathan smiles slightly at my joke, but shakes his head. “The
pay wasn’t the issue. I was only twenty-nine when I got out,
and I had plenty of money. Special Forces pays decently well,
even for a Staff Sergeant. I had hazard pay, special operations
pay, deployment pay… I was making pretty good money for
my lifestyle. No, it wasn’t the money, or disillusionment with
the system. I told you about my mission with the Kurds, but I
didn’t tell you all of it. Her name… her name was Aisha. She
was a native girl, although I guess you can’t call a twenty-
four-year-old widow a girl. Before we met, she had a husband
and a little girl, I never found out their names… they were
killed by the Iraqi forces. Aisha dedicated herself to trying to
kill as many of Saddam’s men as she could. So of course,
when my team was sent into Kurdistan to help them, she and I
were paired off. She was officially our translator, a rare
position for a woman in a country that is, at least culturally,
very conservative.”

“You two… hooked up?” I ask, drawn in. The idea of Nathan
Black ever being in love is just insane, though, and I have a
problem even using the word.

Nathan though nods. “We fell in love. Or at least, that’s what
we told each other. My team leader, Lieutenant Edwards,
didn’t care as long as Aisha was effective. I was always
professional regardless of our sleeping arrangements. For three
months, she and I were together… until the Republican Guard
came around.”

“You guys didn’t take them on, did you?” I ask, shocked.
“That’d be suicide. I mean, they were Iraqis, so not on your
level, but they had to have had a serious numbers advantage.”

“It was. Six Green Berets and one Kurd translator against a
battalion of the Republican Guard, all rolling in BMPs? No,
we weren’t that stupid. When Lieutenant Edwards ordered us
to fall back and disappear into the desert for a while, move out
of the area, we all understood. I thought Aisha understood too,
as she helped us pack our trucks and get ready to pull out as
soon as darkness fell. I thought she was with the LT in his
truck, like normal… until the first rest stop and he got out of



his truck and came back, asking for her help. She’d told LT
that she was riding in my truck.”

“Where’d she go?”

Nathan swallows another mouthful of tea and sighs. “We
found out four days later when we could circle back and the
Republican Guard was gone. She’d hit them, and hurt them
pretty badly. Sniper attacks at first, and she ambushed a patrol
sent out to try and stop her. She’d taken a couple of frag
grenades with her, made them pay. In the end… well, the
villagers we talked to never knew for sure, but they think she
took out five or six before they got her. The Iraqis were… not
kind to her body.”

I look down at my tea, and take a deep breath, setting my tea
aside. I don’t want it anymore. “Why are you telling me this,
Nathan?”

“After that, I just didn’t have the heart to serve any longer. My
contract with the military was up soon afterward, and I just
couldn’t do it anymore. You see, Aisha had a cause, one she
was willing to die for, Jackson. Katrina does, too. Just… be
careful. That’s all.”

NATHAN’S WORDS ARE STILL ON MY MIND THE NEXT MORNING WHEN

Peter finds me in the dining room. “Well?”

“Well, what?” I ask, sipping my protein shake. I skipped my
morning workout in our gym, my body is too damn sore, and I
can barely lift my arms past my shoulders. It’s got me in a bad
mood, especially since I slept like hell last night.

“Have you and Nathan found the bitch?” Peter asks, rubbing at
his bleary eyes. I wonder if he’s started his drugs and drinking
early, or if he’s just still coming down from his fucking around
last night. “It’s been nearly a week.”

“New Orleans is a big city, and it takes time,” I answer,
drinking some more of my shake. I’ve already had my
morning oatmeal to go with it, but I need the extra protein if
I’m going to recover at all. “Besides, she isn’t in town.”



“Well, where the fuck is she?” Peter yells, slamming his hands
on the table. “Or have you and Nathan been spending all that
time together just sipping tea and sucking each other’s dicks?”

I’m on my feet, pissed off. Seriously, this is just too much.
“Shut the fuck up, Peter. If you’d calm down and stop acting
like King of the Big Easy, I’d be able to answer your
question.”

I find that I’m pissed, but it’s a cool pissed, if I can explain it.
It’s like I’m supposed to be pissed, and even though I’m
pissed, I’m still under control. My body is exactly where it’s
supposed to be, standing up, my shoulders squared, showing
him I’m not intimidated by his bullshit. My voice is loud, but
not shrill, and I feel like I’m the one in control of the
conversation.

Peter senses it too, and he wavers. “Fine,” he says after a
minute. “So where is she?”

“We’ve got a lead in Savannah,” I say, pulling a city out of my
head. Peter doesn’t have any connections in the Savannah area
that I know of, and it’s far enough away that I can disappear
for a few days and he’s not going to suspect anything. “Nathan
and I were confirming our information, and we were going to
take off soon as we could.”

“Well, what the hell are you waiting for?” Peter asks. “Keep
me posted. I want updates as you get more info.”

He leaves, and I chug the rest of my shake, rushing off to find
Nathan before Peter can trip me up. Thankfully, Nathan’s out
walking his dog, and I find them in the stable again. “Road trip
time.”

“Oh?” Nathan asks. “And where are we going?”

“You’re going to Savannah,” I tell him, reaching down and
petting Maverick behind the ears. The huge dog woofs softly
and pants, happy for the attention. “You think you can be okay
by yourself for a few days, Mav?”

Maverick woofs again, but Nathan shakes his head. “If you’re
heading to Miami, I’m taking Maverick with me to Savannah.



I’ll take my Tahoe.”

I remember Nathan’s Tahoe, an older SUV that is certainly big
enough for the giant dog to stretch out in if he puts the back
seat down. “Fine by me. I need you to just check in with me
from time to time, in case I do need backup. Think we can do
that?”

Nathan nods. “I’ll go tell Peter, like I just got the information
confirmed. I assume you’re telling me this because he
approached you?”

“He did.”

“That’s fine. When do you want to head off?”

“Let me check with her, and we can get going this afternoon. I
was thinking you drive, we’ll fly.”

“Deal. Well, let me take my dog for a walk, and we’ll get
ready.”
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ou don’t have a problem with flying?” Jackson asks
quietly as we wait in line for the TSA check. “I mean,

you said you don’t even have a library card.”

“I don’t,” I whisper back. “But Kit Misery does.”

I’d prepared for this contingency, and actually have a few false
IDs set up, although I doubt any of them are as elaborate as
what ‘Michael Ball’ has. The TSA tends to be overworked and
understaffed, and as long as one of my IDs doesn’t get flagged
for a terrorist watch list, I’ll get passed through. I don’t have
the time to go into it with Jackson here, but he nods and we get
through. Ironically, Jackson is the one tagged by the gate agent
for an additional pat-down, and he flushes a bit red when the
bored, obviously rushed agent cups his balls perhaps a bit
differently than the book says.

“How’d you like the grope show?” I chuckle as he grabs his
bag and we head down the hallway. “Looked like fun.”

“Yeah… not something I’d like to do again,” Jackson
grumbles, until he sees me chuckling. “What?”

“Even if I were the one doing the groping?” I tease, and
Jackson is surprised. “Come on Jackson, we need to keep up
the appearance of a young couple going on vacation, if anyone
wonders. A little… banter isn’t out of place. We show up at
the hotel looking like two strangers sharing a room, and we’re
going to create more questions.”



Jackson blinks, then nods in understanding. “You’re right, of
course. But do I have to call you Kit the whole time?”

I shake my head. “Nope, the hotel reservation is totally
different, and it’s one of those places that doesn’t ask too many
questions.”

Jackson stops and pulls me to the side. “Katrina, are you sure
you want to go slumming the whole time? I mean, no offense,
but wouldn’t it be nice to treat yourself to at least a night or
two in a decent place? Hell, even a Marriott?”

I smile and pat his cheek, he looks so cute. “It’s the way I
operate, Jackson. Now, maybe it doesn’t look nice, but the way
I live provides me something your lifestyle doesn’t.”

“What’s that?”

“Freedom,” I tell him, reaching down and taking his hand.
“Besides, if there’s time, maybe we can do some nice things.
They just have to be untraceable and paid for in cash. You put
anything on your credit card, and Peter’s going to wonder just
what the hell you’re doing in Miami.”

Jackson thinks about it quietly as we walk, hand in hand. Sure,
it’s part of our deception, but to be honest, it feels nice, and
when he gives my hand a squeeze, I squeeze back, taking a
look over at him. He’s smiling, and I can’t help but smile back.
“What?”

“I understand what you’re saying. By the way, you look
dynamite today, even if it is the first time in weeks that I
haven’t seen your belly button.”

I look down at my t-shirt and jeans, chuckling. “They’re too
damn tight. Only reason I have these is because I can wear
them without having to put on a belt. I hate going through
metal detectors.”

“You could have worn those martial arts pants you’ve got.”

I shake my head and laugh. “I look strange enough as it is. I
wear those, and I’d for sure get attention from the authorities.”



The flight to Miami is pleasant, and I notice that Jackson pulls
out a book a few minutes into the flight. Andrea was true to
her word. Rich Dad has been replaced with Think and Grow
Rich. “How’s it coming along?”

“I think I’m getting it,” Jackson says. “I mean, reading the
other book, I was a bit off because he’s always focusing on the
real estate aspect. But this guy, he’s different. He’s talking
about the market, and using your own ideas to build your
business. It makes a lot more sense to me. Maybe because I’m
just not into real estate.”

“And what ideas do you have?”

Jackson shakes his head, unsure. “Not ready to really think
about that yet. I mean, I’ve spent four years since high school
being a party boy. I’ve gotta figure myself out before I start
throwing around money in investments. Still, if you had to
push me on the subject, I’d say… well, the one thing I know is
training, unless you’re talking partying and maybe a little bit
about cars. And fashion, how to dress for success. Maybe I
could be a style consultant or something,” he says and frowns.

“Those are good starts,” I advise him, leaning in and giving
him a nudge.

“Gee, thanks,” Jackson says, still giving me a little smile. We
alternate between reading and chatting during the two-hour
flight, landing without a problem at the airport and heading
toward the car rental counters. Thankfully for me, Darcy was
willing to put one of her credit cards on the reservation to
secure our car, and Jackson peels off the cash for it out of his
pocket.

We drive to the hotel, which isn’t as bad as Jackson feared it
would be. Sure, it’s not going to show up in the Yelp or
Zagat’s guide to Miami, but the room is clean, and the bed is a
king. Jackson stops when we put our bags down, looking at the
bed. “Uh… Katrina?”

“Yeah?”



“There’s only one bed,” he says, pointing. “Only one bed,” he
repeats.

I laugh and sit down, sinking into the pillow top mattress.
Ooh, nice. I don’t think I’ve ever had a bed this nice before, in
fact. “It’s okay, Jackson. Remember, we’re here supposedly as
a couple. Now, it’d be strange for a couple to get a room with
two beds, don’t you think?”

“But… okay. You’re right,” Jackson says, taking his shoulder
bag and putting it against the wall. It’s weird with him acting
this way, and I wonder if it’s just for show. “I guess I can sleep
on the floor or something, it’ll be okay.”

I laugh and push back on the bed, stretching out. This feels
heavenly, and Jackson’s being so cute I can’t help but laugh
more. I’m almost positive he’s trying to bait me into saying he
can sleep in the bed with me, and if he is, I’m falling for it.
“You will do no such thing. This bed is big enough for both of
us.”

“So I’m not going to wake up with a broken arm?”

“If I had problems with you and my personal space, I wouldn’t
have held your hand in the airport,” I remind him, “nor would
I have let you into my loft for our workout the other day. I’m
just saying, Jackson… it’s okay. You packed your PJs, I
assume?”

Jackson nods. “Good, and I can wear my pants and a t-shirt
myself,” I reply, grinning. “Now, are you going to join me on
this thing, or do I get to roll around by myself for a while?”

Jackson chuckles and stretches out on the bed next to me,
lying on his side to give me some space. Still, it’s nice, and I
turn over, looking at him. He’s close, but there’s still maybe a
foot or two of space between us, and he’s giving me this
strange little smile. “What?”

“You look different, lying there like that,” Jackson says
quietly, that strange little smile still on his lips. “It’s nice. You
don’t look so… pissed off or intense. And I can’t recall a time
that you’ve been smiling so much in this way.”



“What way?” I ask, and Jackson chuckles.

“Like you’re actually having fun, and not laughing
sarcastically or ironically. You look like you’re actually having
fun, and enjoying what you’re doing innocently.”

Jackson reaches out, then stops, his hand frozen halfway in
between us, then starts to pull back before I reach out and take
his hand. “It’s good to spend time with a friend again,” I tell
him, squeezing. “Really.”

“Well, then maybe I can convince you to have dinner with me
at a decent restaurant before we start work tomorrow?”
Jackson asks. “We can even do a workout here in the room
beforehand if you want to make sure the calories are
consumed wisely. Just no pushups, I can’t handle any
pushups.”

“Today’s a leg day anyway,” I tease him, then nod. “Okay. But
we can skip the workout. I think we’ve earned a three or four-
day vacation. Instead, maybe we could do some sightseeing or
something? I don’t think I’ve ever done that before.”

“Sure,” Jackson says, giving my hand another squeeze.
“Where do you want to go?”

“Uh… well, I’ve always wanted to try hanging out in the
trendy places, with the beautiful people,” I tell him. “To be
honest, it was a little cool being Kitty in that dress the first
night. I felt… pretty.”

I wouldn’t admit it to myself then, but I did enjoy that part of
dressing up. Sure, I was trying to be a seductive vixen, but I
did enjoy being pretty. At the time I was too angry and driven
to let myself feel it, but afterward, I had to admit that I enjoyed
that part of the whole operation. I expect Jackson to look upset
or maybe angry, but instead, his smile spreads and his eyes are
deep blue with meaning. “You don’t know just how pretty you
are, Katrina. But yeah, I think we can do that. How about we
get changed, dress up a little, and head over to Ocean Drive. If
anything, there’s probably some shops that we can stop by,
they’ll have stuff that will look amazing on you.”



The idea of shopping for a reason other than pure functionality
is strange and leaves butterflies in my stomach, and I nod.
“Can I just wear my normal gear until we find a shop?”

Jackson chuckles and nods. “Only if I get to wear what I
want.”

I nod and we get off the bed. I go over to my bag and look
inside, taking out my second best pair of pants besides the
jeans I wore for the flight, a baggy set of denim blue cargo
pants and a skin-hugging white cotton crop top. I look at the
top, then at my t-shirt, and decide to go with the crop top.
Miami’s a place where people can show a little skin, right?

I take my clothes inside the bathroom to change, while
Jackson stays in the room to do his thing. “So how long did
Darcy say it was going to take to verify the addresses?”
Jackson asks as I take off my jeans.

I glance toward the door and notice with a start that it’s not
totally closed. I’m sure I closed it before, but maybe the latch
is broken or something, and in the little gap in between, I can
look out into the room. I don’t mean to be a voyeur, but seeing
Jackson stripping down to just the boxer briefs he’s wearing
sends a warm tremble through my belly. He’s muscular, which
I knew, but I didn’t realize just how muscular until just now.
Now I can see every ripple of muscle, even down to his lower
back and along his spine. Yeah, I may have joked with him a
little the other day about being nonfunctional, but looking at
him now, I can think of plenty of functions that Jackson’s body
is more than capable of doing well. I clear my suddenly dry
throat and cough once. “Sorry, what was that?”

“I asked how long you think it’ll take your friend to verify the
addresses?”

The mention of our purpose for being in Miami clears my
head, and I pull on my normal pants, cinching the belt that’s
already in the belt loops. “Maybe another day. I’ll be honest, if
she doesn’t get back to us by tomorrow, I want to check out a
couple of the addresses ourselves. It’s more dangerous, but at
least it’s foolproof.”



“You sure about that?” Jackson asks. I pull my sports bra on,
then the light top that I’m wearing on top that’ll protect my
arms. I’m pretty pasty white. I haven’t been spending a lot of
time in the sun. “I mean, if they went the whole mile, they
could’ve gotten plastic surgery. They might look completely
different. I know Mom looks a lot different than she did from
even ten years ago.”

“I doubt either of them have gone off the deep end like
Margaret has,” I reply, to which Jackson laughs. I know he
doesn’t have a lot of affection for Margaret, who’s treated him
nearly as badly as Peter has. Imagine treating your own son
like he’s the reason your husband cheated on you? Despicable.
“Besides, I’d know.”

I go out into the main room, stopping when Jackson turns
around. He’s pulled on some aqua blue shorts with a white
linen belt, and a tropical printed shirt that makes him look like
a native. He hasn’t buttoned it yet, and I can see the ridges of
his chest and stomach muscles through the gap. He looks
down. “Sorry, you’re a little fast.”

“Not a problem,” I say, going to my bag and reaching in for
the sunscreen I made sure to purchase. SPF fifty or bust.
“Besides, I’m showing off my belly, why not show off yours,
too?”

Jackson shrugs, letting his shirt stay open. “Okay. What’s
that?”

“Sunscreen. That is, unless you want me to look like a mint
candy tomorrow, all red and white stripes. Think you can help
me with my lower back?” Jackson comes over and holds out
his hands, and I squirt a glob of the lotion into his palm. I turn
around and pull my top up a little, making sure he covers it all.
“I can get the rest, if you need.”

“Okay, this might be a little cold,” Jackson says, and then his
hands touch me. I can’t help it, it feels so good to have him
touch me, and I shiver slightly. His touch is gentle, rubbing my
skin lightly, and I bite my lip to keep myself from gasping
when his fingertips brush lower, just into the edge of my belt,



on top of my hips. I hear Jackson’s breath catch, then his
hands come around, rubbing my sides before pulling back with
reluctance. “I… I think I got it all.”

I turn around, seeing the same look in Jackson’s eyes that I’m
feeling inside me, and it’s with a slightly shaky hand that I
take the lotion back from him. “Thanks.”

I do the rest of my lotion myself and pull out my sunglasses
and hat, fully suited up for the Miami sun. “You going to do
any sunscreen?”

“I did some while you were changing. Just SPF ten, I’ve got
some tan already. You know, all those hours being a
douchebag by the pool with nothing to do but read.”

I chuckle and put my glasses on, casting the room in silvery
darkness. “I won’t take back what I said, you were a
douchebag, but I think my opinion of you has changed a lot in
the past few days.”

We leave the hotel, driving down to Miami Beach and going to
Ocean Drive. I’ve seen the place before of course. Any
computer geek who hasn’t played GTA: Vice City at least once
is no geek to me, and the game was modeled after the real
Miami. But still, seeing all the art deco buildings and the shops
is really cool, and after we find a place to park, we go for a
stroll, just walking. It’s fun, and when Jackson takes my hand,
I just go with it, relaxing and enjoying myself. “Hey, do you
have a camera?”

“I’ve got my phone,” Jackson replies, pulling it out. “Sixteen
megapixels and enough memory to put a two-hour high-def
video on it.”

“What do you need with a two-hour high-def video?”

“You don’t really want to know that,” Jackson says with a
playful tone, and I realize exactly what sort of video he’s
talking about. “I guess what I’m saying is… yeah, I’ve got a
camera.”

“Well, can we get some pics together then?” I ask, letting his
little faux pas drop. Hey, he’s trying. “Like, maybe a selfie or



something? I bet my friend Darcy would love it.”

Jackson brightens a ton and fiddles with his phone, then nods.
“Sure. Where?”

We pose in front of one of the shops, and in a spur of the
moment I put my arms around his neck and hug him while we
wait for the camera to count down. He turns, and we’re
forehead to forehead when the timer goes off, and as the image
comes up, I love it. We’re smiling at each other, and I’m
looking into Jackson’s blue eyes while he looks into mine.
“That… is a great shot,” Jackson says. “I’m posting this one
on my Instagram for sure.”

“Very funny,” I counter, popping him lightly in the shoulder.
“Don’t make me hurt you in South Beach.”

Jackson rubs his arm and laughs, and we keep walking.
Jackson stops in front of a boutique, and I look in the window,
surprised. I see what he’s looking at, and shake my head. “No
way, Jackson. No way in hell.”

“Why not?” he asks, pointing out one of the skirts in the
window. “That would look amazing on you. And it goes with
your top.”

I shake my head but give in, letting Jackson drag me inside.
The clerk looks bored, but when Jackson explains what he
wants me to try on, the woman perks up. “Oh, that would be
perfect on you!” she exclaims, her unnaturally red dyed hair
bouncing. “You’ve got the midsection that this sort of skirt
was designed for. It’s meant to hug the hips and flare out from
just below, so you get to show off your, ahem, assets while still
having that breezy, flowy feeling.”

“Will they go with these?” I ask, looking down at my shoes,
my black minimalist Nikes that I wear a lot for working out, or
when I’m not expecting to need boots. The clerk hums, then
shakes her head. “Well then, we might have a problem.”

“No we don’t,” Jackson interjects, holding up a pair of
sandals. “You’re a size nine?”

“Yeah… how’d you know?”



“Lucky guess. And these are exactly a nine. Come on, my
treat, Katrina.”

I roll my eyes and take the skirt and the sandals into the
changing room, trying them on. The way the cotton hugs my
hips is sexy, and again, without even knowing it maybe,
Jackson’s made me feel pretty. I make a mistake putting the
sandals on, forgetting to take off my socks until the little thong
that goes between my toes gets stopped, and I adjust myself
quickly, thankful that the sandals have a little bit of elastic that
goes around my ankles to keep them from flapping around. I
step out, and Jackson’s expression is worth any sort of
discomfort over being in such strange clothing. “Well?”

“We’re getting it and the sandals,” Jackson says immediately,
going over to the register. “In fact, she’s wearing it out. Can
you bag up the other stuff?”

I’m blushing and trying to back into the changing room again,
and Jackson rushes over, taking my hand. “Come on Katrina,
please?” he asks quietly, the clerk giving us space. “I’m
serious, you look amazing in it, and it’d go so well with
dinner. You said you wanted to look pretty. Well, right now
you’re the prettiest woman I’ve ever seen in my life.”

I nod, and our lips move closer, and I don’t know who’s
closing the distance but I want it. He’s so close, inches away,
now just an inch…

My phone rings, and I step back, shaking my head. “Sorry, I…
sorry.”

“No, it’s okay,” Jackson says, letting go of my hand. “Listen,
I’ll go take care of this with the clerk. Just bring your stuff up
from the changing room and we can get some dinner.”

I see that the call’s from Darcy, and the reality of why I’m in
Miami comes back to me, and I answer the phone. “Yeah,
Darcy?”

“I just got a call from my cousin. They got out to all three
places, they had the pics you gave me of your parents. They



got a visual on your mother. They’re living at the second
address you gave me, down in Coral Gables I’m told.”

“Thanks, Darcy. We’ll go check it out.”

Darcy hums, then replies. “You sure you don’t want any
backup on this? I mean, I know Jackson’s trying to be a good
guy, but this could be… difficult.”

“No, I’m sure. Let me talk with Jackson, and I’ll get back to
you.”

“All right. You take care, you hear? Bye.”

Darcy hangs up and I put my phone back in my pants pocket,
tempted to duck into the changing room and put on my pants
again. In the end, I remember another line from Hagakure.
Matters of great concern are to be treated lightly. Matters of
small concern should be treated seriously.

I fold up my pants carefully and carry them along with my
shoes out to the front, where Jackson’s face is haunted when
he sees me. “Good news?”

I nod, and Jackson sighs. I reach out and tap him on the
shoulder. “We’ll talk about it over dinner. Tonight, though…
we’re going to have a nice dinner together, and we can worry
about Darcy’s phone call tomorrow.”

We go on our way, and as we walk out of the store, he takes
my hand again. “Are you sure?”

“It’s all right. I don’t want to rush in all emotional, and this
will give me a chance to calm down and enjoy time with you.
So, where are we going for dinner, anyway?”

“Figured Cuban food tonight. This area’s famous for their
Cuban places, and there’s a spot that I went to last time I really
liked. Don’t worry, it’s been years since I’ve been to Miami, so
I doubt anyone will recognize me. Especially since my cock
isn’t hanging out.”

His joke breaks the tension, and we laugh, heading back to the
car to drop off my stuff before enjoying the rest of the night.
“Okay, let’s enjoy the night.”
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espite Katrina’s kind offer to share the bed with me, I sleep
like shit. It’s not that the bed is too soft, or too hard, or
anything like that. The room’s nice enough, and the air
conditioner works fine.

The problem is Katrina. I wake up three times in the night,
each time in a cold sweat worried that something is wrong
with her, looking around. I lie back, trying my best to relax
and not wake her, but I can’t help it, and I toss and turn for a
while before dropping off into a light, disturbed sleep again.

My mind keeps whirling with images from last night, of her
smile as she and I walked along Ocean Drive, or the way she
enjoyed the Cuban food we had together, and especially how
beautiful she was in her new skirt. Finally, at five in the
morning, I give up and turn over, peeking over the blanket
we’ve rolled up and placed between us, watching Katrina in
the early morning sunlight. She really does have the face of an
angel, and in sleep the constant tension she carries almost all
the time is gone, making her look softer, more vulnerable, and
achingly beautiful.

I think back to that moment, right before the call from her
friend Darcy, when we were so close. Was I making the move
to kiss her, or was she? I know I wanted to, and at that moment
I’d have been willing to risk a shattered nose or a broken arm
to kiss her.



As the morning light brightens our hotel room slowly, I calm
myself by studying Katrina’s face. Okay, fine, I’ll admit it to
myself. I have feelings for her. In fact, they’re more than just
feelings. And as much as my cock stirs at the thought of her
touching me the way she did in the limo, I want to hold her
and protect her. Even though I know that if the zombie
apocalypse ever does break out, she’s probably the one who’d
end up protecting me. I want to give her the happiness that’s
been denied her life for so long, and I want to see her smile
more like she did before she got that phone call.

Katrina stirs, a little smile coming to her features, and she
opens her eyes, seeing me looking at her. “Good morning.”

“Good morning,” I answer. “Did you sleep well?”

“Better than you did,” she replies, reaching over and taking
my hand. “You tossed and turned a lot.”

“Sorry,” I apologize, thrilled by the touch of her hand in mine.
“Did I disturb you?”

She shakes her head and gives me a soft smile that sends
warmth flooding my chest. I’d kill for this woman at this very
moment if she asks me. “No, I was okay. Actually, I’ve slept a
lot worse than tonight. My first few weeks in the loft, I had a
hell of a problem with rats and mice.”

“Oh? The place looked spotless every time I’ve been there.”

Katrina nods and her smile becomes a little more predatory.
“You’d be surprised what you can do when you sleep light and
you have a decent pellet gun by your side. That was before I
got my Glock.”

I chuckle and shake my head. “So what’s the plan?”

“Breakfast, then we head down to Coral Gables,” she says.
“It’s going to be a long day. I’d prefer to not just kick in
someone’s front door without some sort of verification.”

Our first stop is, in fact, a Burger King, where we get breakfast
sandwiches and talk. “So my plan was to use the Metro today,”
Katrina says as we munch. Burger King does at least have



decent tater tots, although I think the sandwich itself sucks. “I
mapped out the address the other day, there’s a station just a
few blocks away. I think it’ll make our work a lot easier and
less conspicuous.”

“If you think so,” I say, sipping at my drink. “What about sun
and heat?”

“We’ll stop at a 7-11 or something like that, and stay mobile,”
Katrina replies easily. “Also, I was thinking, on the way is a
shopping mall. They’ve got to have a sporting goods store, so
we’ll stop and get a pair of binoculars or a spotting scope or
something. Something small, so we can still look
inconspicuous.”

“You seem to know a lot about doing surveillance on places,” I
note, and Katrina grins. “Wait, don’t tell me… you did ninja
training, too?”

She laughs and shakes her head. “No, but I did intern with a
private investigator for a summer. I didn’t do a lot, mostly
made sure he stayed awake during night stakeouts, oh and one
time I acted as a plant for him as he was working a divorce
case. Seems the husband supposedly had a taste for teen girls.”

“Did he?”

“Maybe, but never for me. That was where I met the girl who
taught me the Touches, and you know how useful those are.”

I shiver at the memory, and she gives me a little smile. “Yeah,
they’re pretty effective.”

“I think it’s the person giving them as much as the technique
themselves,” I say, and then grin. “Sorry… I guess that’s a
little too personal.”

“No, I appreciate it. In fact, I appreciate everything you’ve
done the past few weeks,” Katrina says quietly. “Maybe Darcy
was right.”

“About what?”

She shakes her head, and finishes her juice. “Later. Come on,
let’s grab some drinks, make sure we’re protected. You’ve got



your sunblock?”

We take the Metro to the mall, where we get a pair of palm-
sized binoculars and get back on the Metro, going two stops
past The U and getting off. It’s not far, less than a mile, and to
be honest, it’s not a great neighborhood. “I wonder why a man
who stole so much from the city lives in such a fucking bad
neighborhood,” I ponder as we leave. “Seriously, you’d think
he’d have kept enough to live a bit better than this.”

“That’s probably why,” Katrina says, pointing out two coeds
who go walking by in short shorts and bikini tops. “Let’s face
it, if he had an affair with your mom, he’s probably not above
cheating on my mother with other people, too. And this is… a
neighborhood with a lot of scenery.”

“I’ve seen better,” I reply, giving Katrina a meaningful look.
“Besides, you could probably kick both of their asses, and
their boyfriends’, too.”

“Well, yeah, like… duh,” Katrina replies with a fake bimbo
accent that has me in stitches. “Point taken, compliment
accepted, and thank you. But we’re being pros right now,
okay?”

“Okay,” I agree, following her. Katrina’s dressed in her work
clothes too, the same pants she wore yesterday along with her
long sleeve crop top, baseball hat and sunglasses, although the
light training shoes have been replaced with lightweight mid
top boots. She’s ready to kick some ass if need be, and I
wonder if somewhere in those baggy pants is her Glock. I
mean, we flew, but still, who knows what tricks she’s learned.

We get to the apartment complex, the Palm Garden
Apartments, which is a five-story stucco building with what
looks like maybe some sort of green area and a pool in the
middle. “Well?”

“According to the address, the apartment’s most likely on the
third floor,” Katrina says, taking out our new binoculars and
giving the building a quick scan. “Let’s walk around, see if we
can spot anything.”



We can’t get to one side since there’s another apartment in the
way, but we do find a way to circle around, and I see a
problem. While the building has only one main entrance/exit, a
security gate that connects to the parking lot and the walkway
to the sidewalk, the apartments wrap all the way around.
“There’s no way to watch all four sides at once.”

“Then we focus on the entrance-exit,” Katrina says. She looks
around, and points. “There, that looks decent enough.”

The ‘decent enough’ spot Katrina points out is a little
bookstore with a coffee bar in front, sort of a Barnes and
Noble clone, and we settle in. I’m glad for the shade and air
conditioning, and the shop owner seems happy enough when I
go over and slip her fifty bucks, as well as ordering some tea
and scones. I’m not really hungry, but we are using the shop’s
seats, after all, and I don’t plan on buying any books.

We keep watch together for about an hour before Katrina taps
my arm. “Hey, instead of both of us, let’s take thirty-minute
shifts.”

“I’m not confident enough to identify your parents if they
walk by, especially your mom,” I admit sheepishly. I don’t like
admitting I’m not Superman. “I mean, I’ll help when I can, but
I might be calling for your help.”

Katrina considers it, then grabs the binoculars. “Wait… there
he is!”

I look across the street and see a man, roughly fifty or so with
a rather large, angry pink bald patch on his head, just about
Katrina’s height, with a bit of a potbelly and a slouch coming
down the street, wearing jeans and what looks like a bowling
league shirt heading toward the security gate. “You sure?”

“He’s got the same birthmark on the left side of his neck that
my Dad had. He’s gained weight, gone to seed a lot, but it’s
him.”

“Great, so how do we get in?” I ask, stopping when the shop
owner brings us more tea and scones. I guess she thought that
my fifty was asking for repeat service, not that I mind too



much. “I doubt he’ll just answer if we buzz that we’re UPS or
something.”

“Actually, that’s pretty close to what I was thinking,” Katrina
says, sipping her tea. “What do you think?”

I take a sip of my tea and grimace. “I think I’ve picked up
Nathan’s tea snobbery. This stuff is terrible.”

Katrina chuckles and downs her tea quickly. “Come on, we
can take the scone with us in your backpack.”

We cross the street, and Katrina studies the security gate.
“Hey, we won’t have to do anything. It’s not buzzered or
anything,” she says, and I see she’s right. There’s a simple
latch, but that’s it. I guess it’s not the sort of apartment to have
all that much security. “Cheaper place than I thought. Come
on.”

We go inside, stopping at the mailboxes, where we see that
apartment 302 is listed as ‘Ball’.

“You ready?” I ask Katrina, who looks suddenly nervous.
“What is it?”

“I… I don’t know,” she says, looking over at the stairs. “I
mean, it’s been ten years. And while I know there’s a lot of
things to not be happy about… it’s my parents, Jackson. What
if, what if there’s a reason they did what they did? What if I
can’t do it? What if…”

I pull Katrina close and hug her tightly, cutting off her self-
doubt. “You’ll do the right thing. I know this much about you,
Katrina. Live in the moment, and don’t let your self-doubt stop
you.”

She stiffens for a moment, then hugs me back. It feels
amazing, and it feels even better when she sets her head on my
chest. “This is why I’m glad you’re here, Jackson. Thank
you.”

“It’s no problem,” I reply, my nose filling with the scent of her
hair and stirring emotions deep inside me. “I’ll be right by
your side the whole time.”



Katrina squeezes me tightly and lets go, stepping back. “Okay.
Then let’s go see what’s going on with my parents.”
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y feet tingle as Jackson and I take the stairs up to the
third floor of the apartment complex, and twice I stop, Jackson
waiting patiently for me to find the guts to continue. I didn’t
think it would be this hard.

Never in my entire decade since seeing them supposedly
blown up have I felt as much fear as I feel right now. I’ve
spent nearly ten years training, focused with burning intensity
on one goal, and until Jackson came back into my life, I
thought that focus, that intensity, would never waver. Now I’m
seeing that my blind devotion has left me weak, at least in
some areas, and I’m glad that Jackson is here with me.

We reach the third floor and we walk to our left, following the
unit numbers as they drop from 310 toward 302. We get to the
door, and Jackson takes my hand again. “Remember… live in
the moment, focus on the goal. All that stuff you’ve been
reading and training for, it applies here, too. Okay, Kat?”

At my assumed name, Jackson’s words jolt me into place, and
I nod, determined. I turn back to the door and knock three
times, pleased that I don’t sound weak at all. I’m ready to take
this on, and as I hear footsteps approach the door, I’m strong,
ready, and actually a little bit pissed off. These people left me
behind.

The door opens, and I see, for the first time in ten years, my
mother. She may be nearly forty-five now, and the years have



added some stoop to her shoulders and some gray to her hair,
the exact color as mine, but it’s Theresa Grammercy. “Hello?”

“Mom… it’s me,” I say, probably the stupidest reply in the
history of the world, but I haven’t exactly had a chance to
practice this before, you know?

“Theresa Grammercy?” Jackson interjects, and Mom’s eyes
flitter to him, and before she can even start to protest, I see the
truth. She knows who we are. “My name is Jackson
DeLaCoeur.”

Mom’s eyes come back to me, and there’s guilt there, at least a
little bit, but she doesn’t move. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“And you shouldn’t have left me in New Orleans to live in
foster care for six years,” I shoot back, keeping my voice low.
“Now do you let me in, or do I have Jackson call the cops
now? I know for sure that Michael and Theresa Ball are not
legal identities.”

Jackson plays along, taking out his phone, even though there’s
no way in hell I’d call the cops. That would bring attention to
me, and I don’t have a legal identity right now.

Mom doesn’t know that though, and backs up, letting us in.
“The Lord teaches us to submit to the will of those in authority
above us,” she mutters, and I see just how sad Mom looks.
She’d always been pretty conservative, foregoing makeup
most of the time, but she looks positively mousy now, her hair
grown out, but hanging in two thick and limp braids that
stretch halfway down her back. She’s in a dress that I think
might have started its life as a very ugly couch. Pale blue and
pink rose patterns dominate the shapeless bag of a dress, and
she’s wearing house slippers. “You’re breaking the Lord’s
will.”

“And I’m pretty sure if I dig in the Bible long enough, I’ll find
something that says that faking your own death and
abandoning your daughter is also against the Lord’s will, too,”
Jackson replies, thankfully. Listening to her speak, I’m too
angry and sad at the same time to form words. I want to



scream and cry, but I’m paralyzed, not saying much at all.
“Where’s Samuel?”

“He don’t live by that name no more,” Theresa says, but points
anyway. “His name’s Michael now. Like the archangel.”

“Theresa?” a harsh voice booms from the living room. “What
the fuck are you babbling in there? We got visitors?”

The way Theresa flinches motivates me to speak, and I step
forward, going toward the living room of the apartment.
“Yeah, some ghosts from the past,” I say, walking into the
living room. Samuel is sitting in a cheap recliner, his eyes
going wide as I walk in. “Hello… Daddy.”

“Katrina…” Samuel whispers, then plasters a big, fake smile
on his face. “Oh honey, it’s so good to see you!”

Theresa and Jackson are right behind me, and I restrain myself
carefully as Samuel gets to his feet and holds his arms out,
coming over to give me a hug. I hold my hand up, and he stops
a few feet away, realization dawning on his face that I’m not
here for a happy family reunion. “I guess I should have
expected that,” he says, dropping his hands and sighing. “Well,
will you have a seat at least? We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

I look at Jackson, who arranges his body in the short
connecting hallway, blocking most of it with his bulk while
Theresa sits down in a wooden rocking chair, her hands folded
in her lap and her legs jammed together. Her head is hanging
slightly, but whether it’s in shame or if she’s praying, I can’t
tell. Jackson gives me a nod, and I grab an ottoman from the
couch area and squat down on it. I don’t want to be backed up
against anything. “All right… talk. Start with why the fuck
you faked your deaths and left me in New Orleans to go
through six years of hell in foster care.”

“You will not use foul language in this house, young lady,”
Theresa interjects, a hint of hysteria in her voice. “The Lord
despises a foul mouth.”

“And a liar?” I ask. “Besides, after what I’ve been through, if
there is a God up there, I owe him an ass kicking.”



“Katrina, your mother has… she’s become very involved in
the church,” Samuel says, trying to explain. “We’ve been
through a lot of stress the past ten years, honey. Theresa has
found that it comforts her. After the mob came after me, I
knew I couldn’t stay in New Orleans, and the only way to do it
was to leave you behind. I thought that they’d ignore you if
they thought I was dead.”

“Oh, bullshit. You left me behind. Why?” I look at Theresa,
ignoring Samuel for a while. “Huh, Mom? Him, I can
understand, what with what I’ve learned… but you? Why did
you go along with it?”

“Wives, submit to your husbands as you do to the Lord,”
Theresa shoots back. “My husband’s will as head of this
household is the final say. He said that this was the plan, and I
obeyed him.”

“The very next paragraph though says that husbands should
love their wives as Christ loved the church, and that they
should ensure that their wives are pure and blameless, to love
them as their own bodies. I don’t think faking your death and
abandoning your daughter follows that particular teaching,”
Jackson says quietly. When I look at him in surprise, he
shrugs. “I’ve been to my fair share of church in my time, too.”

“Regardless, you’re still lying to me,” I add, looking back at
Samuel. “Why?”

“You need to go, Katrina. It’s not safe,” Theresa says, her
control wavering. “You can’t be here. You need to go.”

“I’m not going anywhere. Not until I have answers,” I say, my
own calm evaporating. “For Christ’s sake, you two left me!
Why?”

Theresa starts crying, sobs shaking her shoulders, but I feel no
guilt, no pity for her as she trembles and shakes. She’s
muttering to herself, and as I catch words of it, she’s praying
or quoting the Bible or something like that, which just
infuriates me more. I jump to my feet, having had enough.
“Shut up!”



“That’s enough!” Samuel half-screams, getting to his feet as
Theresa sobs harder. “We did it to protect you, Katrina! The
mob was after me, and I couldn’t think of any other way to
protect myself and my family!”

Protect his family. His words are yelled with such vehemence,
with so much passion that for a moment, I want to believe
him. But then I remember what Jackson told me Nathan Black
said, and what I went through going through foster care.
Virginia may have trained me, but it was tough love from the
beginning, and there was nobody there to protect me for the
six years I lived under her roof. The pain of the past ten years
protects me from being swayed by his lies, and I square up,
looking at Samuel, who I realize I am now actually taller than
in my boots.

“You lie, Samuel. You were a corrupt cop, and if you were
running from the mob, why’d you go to Peter DeLaCoeur for
help? Why’d you get Nathan Black to rig the whole thing?
Peter’s as much in the mob as anyone else.”

Samuel stops, then starts to go red, his anger at being called a
liar turning him the color of old brick. “Fine. If that’s the way
you want it, you miserable little whelp, then I guess I’m going
to have to throw your ungrateful ass out of my house.”

Jackson goes to move, but I hold up my hand. No, this is my
battle. I tilt my chin, cracking my neck, and nod. “Then come
on. Maybe while I’m kicking your ass you can finally tell me
the truth.”
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‘m tempted to move from my position on the wall, but
Katrina’s gesture stops me, and I remember how well she can
handle herself. I settle back, waiting. Actually, I do have to
admit, part of me is looking forward to this. It could be better
than a Bruce Lee movie.

“So why’d you do it, Sam?” Katrina asks as Samuel raises his
hands and tries to come after her. Katrina moves with a ballet
dancer’s grace, avoiding his grab and spinning out of the way,
pushing him on the back as she does, causing him to stumble a
bit. “Was it that the FBI was going to come after you? Internal
Affairs?”

“I was a good cop!” Samuel yells, turning and coming after
Katrina again. She’s backing up, light on her feet even in her
boots, and I can see she’s toying with him. It’s hot actually,
watching her move. She’s graceful, not like a dancer or a
stripper, intentionally working her body to tease, but instead
she’s graceful in an unconscious way, like she’s focused on
something greater and her grace is just a means to an end.

“You were a dirty cop,” Katrina replies, ducking as Samuel
grabs a little knickknack off the top of the television and
throws it at her. Katrina moves so quickly that it almost looks
like the porcelain projectile passes right through her,
exploding on the wall behind her. “You were a dirty cop who
worked for Peter more than you worked for the people of New
Orleans.”



“You don’t know a damn thing about what I did!” Samuel
screams, trying to grab Katrina again, who blocks his hands,
slapping them away before shoving him in the chest. Samuel
stumbles back, and gets ready to charge Katrina, who I can see
is obviously ready for him. Before he can, though, Theresa is
up and out of her chair, trying to get in between her daughter
and her husband.

“Michael, no! Stop!” she yells hysterically, grabbing his arm
and yanking. Samuel’s not in good shape, hell, I’m worried the
man’s going to have a heart attack if this goes on much longer,
but Theresa’s scrawny. Maybe Katrina doesn’t understand, but
I do. She might get some of her height from her father, and I
can see a little bit of his face in hers, but the hair, the slender
frame… that’s all from Theresa Grammercy, and that body’s
been worn down by a decade of guilt, so what was once thin
has become bony and weak.

Theresa tugs, but Samuel barely moves at all, except for
turning and pushing his wife, sending her sprawling. “Shut up,
bitch. You’re half the fucking reason I left anyway, you and
that constant harping on me, threatening to go to Peter and tell
him about me and Margaret. If you were a good wife, I
wouldn’t have had that problem!”

Samuel turns to kick Theresa, and I start to move, but before I
can even take a step, Katrina’s right there, spinning him
around and sweeping his legs out from underneath him.
“Don’t touch her!” she screams, stomping down on Samuel’s
left ankle. I don’t hear anything break, but that doesn’t mean it
doesn’t probably hurt like hell. “You have no right!”

Unfortunately for Katrina, while she’s an expert in the martial
arts, she probably hasn’t watched as many cop shows as I
have, and she forgets one of the main cop rules in a domestic
disturbance, which is never ignore anyone. Her own mother,
who should have been grateful for her daughter’s assistance,
instead throws a shoe at her. It catches Katrina in the chest and
surprises her just enough that Samuel is able to grab her ankle,
sending her tumbling to the floor next to him with one hard



yank. Theresa’s still trying to get involved, but I grab her,
dragging her away toward the bedroom.

“Sit down!” I say, shoving her into the bedroom and closing
the door. It’s not great, but it’s better than nothing, and before
she can push the door open, I grab a bookcase and jam it under
the handle. It’s not much, but it’ll give me a minute.

I run back to the living room, and watch as Katrina flips
Samuel over neatly, landing on top of her father, anger and
rage etched on her face. “You son of a bitch! You fucking
bastard! You left me, you cheated on your wife, and you try to
pretend that you’re the victim! I hate you!”

Katrina starts pounding him in the face, vicious elbows and
forearm blasts that batter away at his arms. He’s beyond trying
to defend himself, he’s out of shape and exhausted already, but
Katrina isn’t letting up. Samuel’s just got his arms up over his
head to try and absorb the punishment, but I can tell from
looking at Katrina’s face, she isn’t letting up.

His arms slip, and one of Katrina’s elbows slices through,
shattering Samuel’s cheekbone, and his head drops back,
stunned. His arms fall to the side, and she grabs him by the
throat, a look of murder on her face. “Katrina! Katrina, stop!”

“No way, Jackson,” she hisses, her eyes locked on Samuel’s
face. Her fingers start to tighten, and he hacks, trying to grab
at her wrist, but her grip is too strong. “He’s got to pay.”

“By turning you into a murderer like him?” I ask, coming next
to her. I can’t grab her, she’s so high-strung right now that I’d
probably just make her angrier, but I lay a hand on her right
arm, just above her elbow. “Katrina, do you want to become as
bad as he is? To become like him?”

“He took ten years of my life away,” Katrina hisses, twisting
Samuel’s hand with her left when he finally gets a grip on her
wrist. I hear something snap like dry twigs, and Samuel’s
gasps and coughs weaken as he gives a pained whine. “I think
I deserve that much, with interest.”



“Then do it the right way,” I whisper, closing my hand on her
arm. Her arm is thin, wiry with muscle, and I can close my
fingers all the way around it, but I don’t tug. I have to try, to
let her do the right thing. “Let him go, Katrina. Do it the right
way.”

Katrina’s face is still etched in fury and anger, but her fingers
relax, and Samuel coughs, a little bit of blood dotting his lips
as he does. He starts to raise his head and Katrina throws a
palm strike, catching him between the eyes and bouncing his
head off the floor, knocking him out. “Fine.”

Katrina gets up, her knees shaky as she looks down on her
father’s laid out frame, and I hold her carefully, supporting her
as she starts to walk away. The door to the bedroom finally
gets opened and Theresa comes out, running to her husband
and looking back at us in an expression that’s so pathetic and
miserable I actually feel slightly sorry for her. “How can you
do this to your own father?”

“My father died ten years ago… along with my mother,”
Katrina whispers. “I swear to you, though, you two will pay
for what you did. If I were you… I’d start running before he
even wakes up.”

“Come on, Katrina,” I say softly, holding her arms. “We don’t
need to be here any longer.”

We leave, and I have to half-carry her to the stairs, where she
starts to recover, brushing my hands off. We run down the
stairwell and out the gate, not stopping until we’re around the
corner. Slowing, we begin walking, Katrina looking straight
ahead. “You okay?”

“No.” Her voice is steel-hard, her eyes emotionless. I look
down, and see that her hands are balled up, her forearms still
tense and corded with effort at restraining herself.

Okay, fine. I understand that, and that’s what I’m here for right
now, helping her when she’s not totally in her right mind.
“Let’s get back to the hotel, figure out what to do next.”

“The Metro station’s just up the street.”



We walk in silence for a little bit, and I feel more confident as
we put some distance between us and the apartment that we’re
not going to have Miami-Dade cops come rolling up to arrest
us. Part of me is turned on, Katrina was so sexy and beautiful
as she unleashed only the smallest bit of retribution on her
father. However, it was scary too, watching her so close to
going over the edge.

“Jackson,” Katrina says as we reach the station, and I still can
see in her eyes a lot of steely hardness, but also a hint of my
Katrina coming back.

“Yeah, Katrina?” I ask, taking out my wallet to pay the ticket
machine.

“Back there, talking to me. You were right.”

I put the money in the machine and look at Katrina, who’s still
got her hands balled up. “I swear to you that you will get them.
And Peter.”

Katrina nods once. “Let’s get back to the hotel.”
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hold it together pretty well on the ride back to the hotel,
although I need Jackson to open all the doors for me. I can’t
get my hands to unclench, and I know I’m still stalking as we
walk up the stairs to the second floor to our room. It’s only
once we’re inside that I start to tremble, and I look around,
looking for something I can vent my rage and fury on.

Jackson notices, and grabs one of the cushions from the
room’s chair, holding it against his body like a shield. “Go
ahead, let it out.”

My first punch isn’t enough to satisfy me, so I punch again,
and again, and again. I’m losing count, my hands barely
cushioned by the foam Jackson’s holding as my hits thud
against his body. I know he’s taking some of the blows, but he
nods, encouraging me as the tears start to flow.

“The motherfucker!” I yell in between punches. “How could
they just lie to me like that? How could they look me in the
eye and lie?”

“I don’t know, Katrina,” Jackson says, wincing again as I
punch him directly in the chest through the cushion. “I’m
sorry.”

“No, they’re the ones who are going to be sorry!” I yell back,
punching again. Jackson takes a step back, and I follow,
raining punches into the cushion. “I’m going to see them both



in jail for this! I’m going to destroy them! I’m going to…
argh!”

The dam finally breaks inside me, and the tears start. Jackson
puts his hands on my shoulders, but it only makes me cry
harder. “It’s okay, Katrina,” Jackson tries to reassure me, but
the tears won’t stop. I sit back, sobbing at all the pain and loss,
but Jackson slides down next to me, wrapping his arms around
me and holding me closely. “It’s okay, Katrina.”

I clutch at him, crying for untold minutes until I’m able to pull
myself together again. “Why, Jackson? Why’d they do it?”

“It doesn’t matter, Katrina,” Jackson says softly, his strong
arms holding me safe and secure. “It doesn’t matter. What
matters is that you’re who you are, and that’s pretty damn
amazing.”

I sniff and feel fresh tears as I think of the lies. “Then why
don’t they love me?”

“I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter,” Jackson says again. His
fingers come to my chin, and he turns my face to look into his
eyes. He’s close again, and this time, there’s no denying what
we want and need.

Our lips touch, hesitant at first, but it feels so right, and it
becomes stronger. My hand comes up to his neck and we grow
deeper, our tongues coming out to caress each other. I’m lost,
and I’ve never felt this before, never felt this level of trust and
desire inside my body.

We part, and Jackson looks guilty. “Katrina, I shouldn’t be
taking advantage of you.”

I chuckle and shake my head. “I… liked it. It’s a great first real
kiss.”

“What?” Jackson says, surprised. He shifts back, and I feel
heat on my neck and face. “What do you mean, real kiss?”

“I mean… I’d never had a real kiss before,” I answer, getting
to my knees in front of him. “I’ve had one purpose in my life,
and everything I’ve done was to help achieve that goal.”



“You mean you’ve never… well, you know, had sex?” Jackson
asks, and I blush, but laugh at the same time.

“I’m not a virgin, Jackson. But it never had meaning. There
was no emotion.”

I lean in, putting my hands on his shoulders and kiss him
again, our lips melting around each other. “Can I tell you a
secret, Jackson?”

He nods, and I smile. “You were the first boy I was ever
interested in. Actually, I guess you’re the only boy I’ve ever
been interested in.”

Jackson smiles and pulls me closer. We raise up, our bodies
pressing closer, and I feel a tingle in my body as my breasts
press against his chest, my nipples tingling at the pressure. His
fingers trace around my ear, and I shiver with desire.

“Katrina,” he says softly, like I used to dream a lover would
when I allowed myself such dreams. “So beautiful, so strong.
Amazing.”

I bite my lip. “Jackson… it’s always been you. You make me
feel pretty… you make me feel like…”

“Like what?” he asks when I don’t answer. He smiles, and
kisses my cheek, trailing his lips toward my ear as I tremble in
want. “It’s okay. Tell me.”

“You make me feel like… like there’s a chance for a future,” I
whisper as his lips find the curve of my jaw and kiss, nibbling
on the skin and finding the lobe of my ear, where his tongue
traces the sensitive curve. I feel every caress of his tongue on
my skin, and I’m hot, more aroused than I’ve ever been. “Oh
God…”

Jackson smiles as he sits back, getting to his feet and helping
me up. “Come on, Katrina. Let me show you what a future can
really be.”

I reach up, taking his hand, and he pulls me up, confident but
gentle at the same time. Standing, he pulls me into an
embrace, kissing me with that same confidence, with more



passion than before, turning me slowly so that I’m backed
against the bed, and I tumble down, laughing as my legs fly up
and I literally floomph onto the bedspread.

Jackson chuckles and kneels down, taking my right boot in his
hand and untying it slowly, his hand cupping my calf as he
eases it off my foot. My breath catches as he pulls my sock
off, and with careful, almost meticulous attention, he kisses
my toe before setting it down, his fingers still lingering on my
calf. “I wanted to touch these since that first visit to your
place,” he says as he unties my other boot, pulling it off before
cupping both calves and massaging them with his fingers.
“You have no idea how sexy you really are.”

Jackson kisses my knees through my pants as I scoot back, and
he joins me on the bed, lying on top of me as we kiss. I’m
running my hands through his hair, moaning softly as he finds
the pulse of my neck and licks, tasting my skin. Oh, it feels so
good…

I feel his hand come up to cup my breast, and suddenly I’m
filled with fear, my desire wilting inside me. No, this is too
fast, this is going to complicate my mission…

“Wait… wait, Jackson, please, get off,” I beg, pushing him
away. “Wait… it’s too fast, too fast.”

Jackson rolls, giving me space, getting off the bed and
stepping back. “What’s wrong?”

“Too… too fast,” I gasp, my heart racing in my chest. I’m not
able to make any other words, I’m so confused. My body’s
tingling, and I want him so badly, but I’m afraid, my body and
my heart and my head warring with each other. “Jackson… I
can’t. Not yet.”

He looks like he wants to protest, and my body wants him to.
My body wants him to disregard my words and shove me back
into the mattress and get back on top of me. But my heart is
afraid. I’ve never let anyone in this close before, and my head
is against it, knowing that if I do, my mission becomes that
much harder.



He must see the confusion in my eyes, because he nods.
“When you’re ready.”
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t’s not the ocean, but the lake is beautiful, and according
to the guy I asked at the supermarket where I bought the
supplies, there’s no problems with snakes or alligators. The
blanket we snatched from our hotel room, and Katrina carries
it folded over her arm as we walk toward the shore, holding
hands. “A picnic, huh?”

I shrug. “I know that I come off as a rich boy,” I say, thinking
about the skirt that Katrina’s put on again. She looks so
fucking sexy in it. “I know that I like to make it rain
sometimes, but I can enjoy the simpler things in life too, you
know.”

“I know,” Katrina replies, giving me a meaningful look.
“Jackson, my opinion of you has changed from a few weeks
ago. Yeah, I know you still enjoy the money, but this… this is
very nice, too. Come on, let’s enjoy.”

Katrina spreads out the blanket while I arrange my backpack,
which we filled with items grabbed from the supermarket’s
deli: fried chicken, potato salad, and sweet tea, with a tub of
banana pudding for dessert. A certifiable Southern feast.
“You’re really willing to risk that stuff calling itself tea after
what happened earlier with the stuff at the cafe?”

“As long as I keep telling myself it’s not tea, I can live with
it,” I say. “Besides, it’s better for us than Coke, and you said
you don’t drink alcohol, right?”



“No, I never drink it by choice,” Katrina says, curling her legs
underneath her. “I know, it’s weird.”

I sit down and open the container of chicken. “Actually, if it
doesn’t cause you pain, I’d like to hear more. You’ve told me
some, but you’re still a mystery.”

Katrina thinks, then nods. “Okay. Well, you kind of got the
basics. After the bomb, I was pretty screwed up, and bounced
to two foster homes before landing with Virginia. She’s had
her own issues, and while she never told me all the details,
let’s just say she had her own vendetta that she dealt with. But
through her, I learned to channel my anger and frustration, to
focus on what was necessary. But it also blinded me to some
things as well.”

“It’s fine,” I dismiss, handing her a paper plate with food on it.
“Go on.”

“Well, the first thing she taught me was mental focus. I was
taught to use my anger to burn away everything that wasn’t
focused on my goal. I was taught a meditation, one that,
thinking about it now, does give me some regrets.”

“How’s it go?” I ask, and Katrina shakes her head,
embarrassed. “It’s okay. I won’t be upset, no matter what it is.”

Katrina looks at me, her light blue eyes questioning, and
reaches a decision. “Okay. Here’s how it goes.

There is no peace. Peace is a lie.

Freedom is a lie.

Happiness, love, and the future… are lies.

The rage is the truth. Rage gives me power.

Anger gives my power focus.

I have my target.

Rage… Power… Anger… Focus.

DeLaCoeurs… Vengeance is mine.



Pretty morbid stuff, isn’t it?”

I swallow, hearing the icy rage in her voice as she repeated the
mantra, and nod. “Yeah, but I understand now. After today… I
understand more.”

“Well, from there I learned to let go of a lot of concerns about
legality. I learned to evaluate things more on what’s moral
rather than what’s strictly legal. I learned about computers as
you know, and more martial arts, and the Touches… well,
those you know about.” Katrina looks shy, and I love it. “I
guess nothing all that useful.”

“Oh, I think one of those is useful,” I say, grinning, but I
realize it’s probably not the best time. “No, but seriously, I had
a silly image last night, during one of the times that I woke up,
before the dream got disturbing.”

“Oh? What was it?” Katrina asks, and I wave her off. “Come
on, it can’t be that silly.”

“Well, I had a dream that you and I opened a gym together,” I
tell her, sipping at the tea. It’s horrible, but not as bad as the
stuff this morning, maybe because it’s still pretty much ice
cold and a lot of the sweetness is numbed. “You taught women
how to kick ass like you do, and I taught people how to get
ripped. Oh, and you taught me some of your tricks.”

“You seem to have a pretty natural skill, I don’t think you need
the Touches,” Katrina jokes.

“Doesn’t mean I wouldn’t mind feeling them again,” I say,
grinning.

I‘M LYING IN BED AFTER READING FOR THE PAST HOUR AND TRYING

to get my mind on anything other than today’s events. Going
to Katrina’s parents’ apartment, the beat down, and running
away are part of it, but instead, my mind wants to go back to
the feeling of her in my arms, the way she felt when we kissed,
and the desire that flowed through me the rest of the day.

I look over at Katrina, who’s sleeping, her lips slightly parted,
so soft and kissable…



“Shit,” I mutter, lying back on my side of the bed. I can’t get
up and go to the bathroom to beat off, that’s fucking shameful.
I haven’t had to beat off to alleviate blue balls since… well,
ever. At least I’m not standing at attention right this second,
although my cock is awake and telling me all sorts of things it
would like to do right now.

I close my eyes, hoping that maybe I can get some sleep, and
maybe I do drift off, because the next thing I’m aware of is a
light Touch on my forearm, sending warm sparks through me,
and I hum slightly. “Mmm…”

“Shh,” Katrina whispers in my ear, her hand touching another
area, and even though I’m in a fantasy, I know I’m also awake.
My eyes open, and I see that Katrina’s turned on the little lamp
next to her side of the bed, and she’s taken off all of her
clothes. I blink, making sure I’m not imagining things.

“Katrina?”

“Tonight… I want there to be a future tonight,” she whispers,
her voice choked with feeling, and I notice she’s pulled the
bedspread down, removing the barrier between us. “Tonight…
show me what it can be.”

She touches me again, and I’m fully awake, fully aware of
what’s happening, but still clear-headed, my desire for her
completely natural, not manufactured by what she’s doing. She
leans down, her body sliding over mine, and looks into my
eyes. “Katrina…”

“Be my first, Jackson,” she pleads, her eyes filled with
emotion. “Be my first real lover.”

I nod, and she lowers her lips the last few inches, and we kiss.
What I don’t tell her, what I want to tell her, is that I’ve never
had a real lover either, not the way she’s talking about anyway.
And in that kiss, she’s my first as well.



W
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hen we get back to the hotel after our dinner, I’m torn
more than ever. The dinner, the kiss, all of it, I’m feeling
different than I have in my entire life. Even telling Jackson
earlier that with him, I feel like there’s a chance at a future, it’s
not enough.

The reality is that when I’m with Jackson, not only do I feel
like I have a future, but I feel regret. I feel regret about the past
ten years, and the senseless bullshit that drove me to what I’ve
become. I want those ten years back, those years that I should
have spent doing normal girl things, like having my first kiss
with Jackson like I’d wanted when I was twelve.

We get ready for bed casually, like there’s no tension between
us, but I can feel it in the air. It’s in the way he lies in bed
trying to read, but spending ten minutes on a single page
before turning to the next, and in the way he keeps glancing
over at me every time I move. When I switch off the light, I
close my eyes to meditate, hoping that maybe by focusing and
pretending to go to sleep I can relieve some of this tension.
Jackson closes his book and sets it aside after a few minutes,
and I can hear him turn over onto his side too, but after a few
minutes, he mutters to himself.

“Shit,” he lightly curses, then shifts again. His breathing evens
out though, and I think he’s drifted off into a light doze, and I
open my eyes, turning on my side to look at him. I can’t see
much, so I turn on the lamp next to my side of the bed, and



watch him in the soft light, amazed at how handsome he is.
Even in sleep though he’s tense, and his lips are constantly
moving. It takes me a while, but I realize he’s saying my
name, although in desire or fright I’m not sure.

I make my decision, knowing that regardless if it’s right or
wrong, it’s necessary. Carefully I get up, and take the rolled-up
blanket from between us, then I strip down, taking off
everything I’m wearing before stretching out on the bed again.
I see his forearm, and I Touch him lightly, his tension easing
before he hums, the desire growing inside him. “Mmm…”

After he wakes, I look into his eyes, and ask him the most
important request I’ve ever asked anyone in my life. “Be my
first, Jackson. Be my first real lover.”

He nods, and I lower my lips to his, the two of us kissing
again. He’s gentle, and I feel my heart warm as he strokes my
back, slowly waking to the desire inside us. Suddenly,
Jackson’s hands are surer, more powerful and demanding as he
realizes what I want. I giggle as he rolls us to the side, and
suddenly I’m underneath him, his eyes sparkling with humor
as he looks down on me. “Now this is not what I ever
expected.”

I chuckle and nod. “Neither did I. You’re still wearing your
clothes.” I’m thrilled as Jackson pulls his t-shirt off, then
pushes his boxers down. His cock is already growing, nearly
fully hard, and I feel a wetness start to form inside me. I’m
ready, anticipating what’s going to happen, and I smile, my
heart warming. Jackson sees my smile and stops, just watching
me.

“Every smile you give, you look more and more beautiful,” he
tells me before we kiss again. His skin is warm, amazing to
feel pressed against me, my body thrilling at the sensation of
our bodies touching. I wrap my legs around his waist, moaning
as Jackson starts kissing his way along my throat, finding my
ear again and nibbling. “Mmm, you like that.”

“Oh yes…” I groan as he traces my earlobe again. Feeling
naughty, I plant my left foot and roll us again, giving me full



access to his body, gasping when I feel his cock bump against
the entrance to my pussy. “Jackson…”

“Condom?” he asks, letting me go. “I… I think I have one.”

I look down at him and shake my head. Tonight is about the
future, and in my mind, my future with him does not include
condoms. Besides, with every training partner I ever had, we
used condoms. I want my first lover to be different. “No,” I
reply, pulling him up as I scoot back. I adjust my legs and sit
in his lap, straddling his waist, his cock sandwiched between
us. He scoots us back until his back is resting against the
headboard of the bed, and I stroke his hair, emotion choking
me. “I just want you to know… I… I… “

“I know,” he says, and we kiss, harder and more passionately
than ever. Jackson wraps his arms around me, his hands
supporting me as we stay like this, devouring each other.
Planting my knees, I reach down, grasping his steely cock and
groaning in need. I lift up and position him at my entrance,
coating him with my natural juices before lowering down
slowly, shivering as he stretches me open. I look down and see
him looking me in the eyes, his own heart visible as I sink
deeper, my body and soul filled as we come together.

Settling in, I feel my clit grind against the base of Jackson’s
cock, and I tighten around him, smiling as his fingers pull at
my back in response. Leaning me back, he kisses down my
throat to my breasts, sucking on my nipples in turn and
nipping at the skin. I feel so many sparks shooting through my
body that I have no idea where they’re coming from.

His raw desire and passion combined with his natural skill sets
my body on the trembling edge of ecstasy. His lips are electric,
his tongue teasing my breasts until I’m lost, delirious and
clawing at his hair, wanting to both pull him in tighter and
push him back so that I can kiss him again.

Finally, Jackson releases my left nipple and I jam his head
back, bouncing it off the headboard and crushing his mouth
with a kiss while I lift my hips, sliding up before riding his
thick, perfect cock down again, my clit dragging against him



the whole time, a match igniting the fire inside me. I ride him,
my hips moving on their own, up and down, back and forth,
squeezing him with every movement.

I’m dripping in sweat, my body already driven past any feeling
it’s ever had before, and Jackson’s still there, holding and
supporting me. His mouth finds my neck again and I’m
caught, trapped between the feeling of his lips on my throat
and his cock inside me, riding back and forth. “Jackson… oh,
Jackson…. give me more.”

We slide down the bed, until he’s on his back and I’m riding
him, our fingers entwining as he supports me. He’s looking up
into my eyes, and I lean down until our noses touch, stopping
my hips. “Take me, Jackson. Please.”

Without letting go of my hands, he wraps me up, pinning my
arms behind my back as he rolls us again, putting me on my
back, my legs spread and open to him. He’s slipped out from
the roll, but in a single long thrust, he splits me open again,
both of us gasping at the feeling. Letting my hands go, Jackson
pushes my ankles up toward my head, and I grab behind my
knees, holding on as he starts pounding me with his thick
cock, his powerful hips shaking my body with every thrust. I
egg him on, “Come on, that’s not all you’ve got,” I say, even
though I’m already hissing in pain and pleasure with every
slap of his hips against mine.

Jackson’s groans and gasps are in perfect unison with mine as
he speeds up, driving into me harder and harder as my words
give him even more encouragement. My hands clutch at his
back, my nails scratching and clawing at his skin as Jackson
fills me perfectly again, my body never feeling this way
before, never feeling this good. I’m caught on the edge of
coming, and Jackson knows it.

I’m reduced to grunts, unable to speak but still capable of
feeling, begging for the last bit to push me over into paradise. I
feel him swell bigger within me, and with a final shuddering
groan he comes, his cock filling me and sending me crashing
into climax, my body electric white with sensation. It’s never



been this good, this meaningful before, and as I cry out, I want
to form the words that I’ve never said before to any man, not
in the past ten years, but to Jackson I want to say them. I want
to tell him how I feel, but before I can, darkness overwhelms
me, and I’m driven into unconsciousness and sleep.

AT FIRST, I’M CONFUSED WAKING UP. I’VE NEVER FELT THIS BEFORE,
claustrophobic and comforted at the same time. There’s a
warm weight pressed against my back and a strong restraint
around my waist. At first, I want to struggle, but then Jackson
hums, and I realize what it is, and comfort takes over. I
snuggle into him, relaxing in the few minutes we have before
the needs of the day takes over.

“Good morning,” Jackson whispers in my ear. He kisses my
neck, and a little thrill runs down my spine. “How’d you
sleep?”

“Better than I have in my entire life,” I answer honestly, taking
his hand off my stomach and kissing it. “Last night… was
amazing.” I turn around to look him in the eyes. Even sleep-
tousled and with a little bit of sleep crust around his left eye,
he’s handsome and wonderful and sexy as hell. “You opened
up new frontiers to me last night.”

“Then let’s explore them today,” he invites me, his hand going
down to cup my hip.

“You trying to wear me out?” I laugh, purring when he cups
my ass. His hands feel so good, but I want to draw it out, make
it last. “Come on, we’ve got time. Go get a shower while I
make a few phone calls, and we’ll plan out the rest of the day.”

Jackson shakes his head. “Only after a good morning kiss.
Then I’ll go. If not, I’m dragging you to the shower where I’m
going to seduce you, and then I’m going to do it again on the
bed afterward before you can make your phone call.”

I chuckle and kiss him, loving this side of him. It’s something
I’ve had so little time for. It feels nice. “There. Now go, and if
my phone call goes quickly enough, maybe I’ll join you for
the last part of the shower.”



Jackson grins and gets up, giving me quite a show of his naked
butt as he walks into the bathroom, and I roll off the bed,
finding my phone. I know who I want to contact, and I need
Jackson out of the room to do so. I wait until I hear the shower
start, and through the crack in the door I see him get in and
start washing. Opening my apps, I see that Andrea has tried to
contact me via Viber, and I return her call. She’s online, and
maybe she’s got a smartphone like me, so I don’t have to wait.

“Hello?”

“It’s good to hear your voice again, Andrea.”

“It’s been too long, Katrina. How is Savannah?”

“Actually, we’re in Miami. That’s what I wanted to call you
about. I found my parents. They’re alive.”

“Whoa. I suspected something with the way Nathan and
Jackson bounced so quickly, but that’s one I didn’t think of.”

“Yeah well, Peter helped my parents fake their deaths.
Nathan’s already told Jackson about it, and it’s a stake in
Peter’s heart if I can prove it. Andrea, I’m going to need your
help.”

“What can I do?”

“I’ve never been able to crack Peter’s home computer, or
wherever he keeps whatever electronic files he’s got. If I can
get something to tie him to my parents’ faked deaths, and to
the dirty dealings my… that Sam Grammercy was doing, I can
bring him down quickly.”

“What’s the rush? I mean, besides your life being in danger.”

“I’m ready to move on from all of this. But I have to complete
it first. I’ve put too much into this to just give it up. Andrea…
can you help me?”

“Damn right. Let me get to work.”

“Thanks. I’ll have another friend working it too, so if you run
into someone online called BlakDhal1A, chill. That’s my girl.”



“All right, I’ll be in touch. For now, though, I’ve got class in
ten. Enjoy Miami.”

Andrea hangs up, and I set my phone back in my bag. I hear
the shower turn off and Jackson get out. “Any longer and I’d
turn into a prune,” he calls. “But if you want, you can help me
dry off.”

“Hmm, maybe I can,” I tease, going into the bathroom where
he’s dripping, gloriously naked, his cock hanging long and
thick between his legs, and twitching as he sees me. “What,
did you think I’d get dressed?”

“I wasn’t sure, but I’m glad you didn’t,” he replies, kissing me
when I come close enough. “I thought you wanted to take your
time?”

“I do. This is just a little foreplay,” I say. He’s already rock
hard and ready to go at it, but we’ve got things to do. “Come
on. Let’s get dressed, go get some breakfast, and then we’ll
have all day to have fun before we head back to New Orleans
and put this whole damn thing behind us.”

I leave the bathroom, Jackson lagging behind as he wipes
down, and I get dressed quickly. I’m hungry, and after having
sex, I’m looking forward to a big breakfast before coming
back for more.

“Actually, I was thinking about that in the shower,” Jackson
says nervously. “Uhm, is there a way that maybe we can get
your vengeance without Peter going to jail?”

I’ve got my pants on, and my sports bra is half on, but I pause,
shocked at what I just heard. I finish pulling my bra on and
reach for a t-shirt, since it’s closest. “You must be joking,
Jackson. What do you want me to do, kill him?”

Jackson blanches, and shakes his head. “No, no. What I mean
is… what about just the two of us running away? We live well,
and safe from his influence. Isn’t that a better revenge than
destroying him and hurting others?”

“Others?” I ask, sensing where this is going. “You mean
hurting your ability to drop five hundred bucks on a skirt and



sandals for me, don’t you? Didn’t think I noticed the price
tag?”

Jackson blushes, but shakes his head. “No… not just that,
Katrina. I mean, there’s my mother, and as bad as she was to
me, she can’t survive on her own. And Andrea, she’s still in
school, and then there’s the other people who may…”

“Stop it, Jackson. Just… cut the bullshit,” I snap, pulling my t-
shirt on. I sit down and pull my socks on, looking for my
boots. “Jesus, I had hoped we were past this point. It’s not
about the fucking money! Life isn’t about that!”

“It isn’t about blood and revenge either!” Jackson yells back,
still naked. “You told me to be better than him, well, you need
to be, too! Stop worrying about your goddamn vengeance and
live your life! Let it go, let us be able to let it go!”

“I can’t!” I yell back, furious. “I’m not looking for his death
anymore, but that asshole stole ten years of my life! I can’t get
that back, and I’m not the only one. Maybe he didn’t kill my
parents, but he’s killed how many more? How much of that
money you’re so worried about is blood money? And don’t try
to fucking lie, telling me it’s not the money you’re worried
about!”

“So what are you going to do? Blow the whole damn thing up?
Burn the house to the ground? Because if you send him to jail,
you might as well! You know the feds and who the fuck else is
going to civil sue the shit outta the estate. What then? Living
broke?”

“I’ve done it,” I reply coldly, standing up. I go to grab my bag,
and see the skirt sitting on top. I yank it out, and rip it in half,
tossing the pieces onto the carpet. “It isn’t as bad as you think.
Might just make you stronger, Jackson.”

Before he can answer, I grab my backpack and leave, pissed
and trying not to cry. I’d suspected, I’d feared since yesterday,
but hearing his words, I know that I can’t trust Jackson to not
interfere in the rest of the plan. He cares for me, I know that.
But right now… he’s not ready.



“THIS SEAT TAKEN?”

For the first time in my life, I’m well on my way to being
drunk. After storming out of the hotel, I grabbed a taxi, going
toward the beach, not with any purpose but to get some
distance and to calm down. Distance and perspective are
important for any warrior in a fight, after all, and I hoped that
watching the waves on the sand would help me find some
temporary peace and clarity.

The problem is, I can’t calm down. I used the prepaid card I
have with me to take out a couple hundred dollars, most of
what’s left on that card, and crash at a fleabag hotel, putting
myself through a workout that leaves my body dripping in
sweat, but my mind no more settled.

Jackson’s tried to call me half a dozen times, and texted me
more. He’s apologetic, but I can read between the lines, he still
wants to protect the fucking money. Finally, about two hours
ago, I gave up and shut off my phone. Instead, I headed here,
one of the first bars that I saw, and walked inside. Fuck it, it
works for everyone else, why not me, too?

I’m about four drinks in when I hear the voice, and I turn my
head, three-quarters drunk, seeing two people standing there. I
have no idea who they are, but don’t really care. “Go ‘way.
Not good conversation.”

“I can see that, Katrina,” the one person, a woman I notice,
says gently. At the mention of my name my head whips back,
and I reel to my feet.

“Who the fuck’re you?” I ask.

“It’s me,” the woman says, stepping closer into the light. “It’s
Andrea.”

I squint, and I realize that it is Andrea. The straight black hair,
the almond-shaped eyes, but the same dark blue as
Jackson’s… “Well hey! It is you! How’d the hell you get here?
Who’s yur big friend?”

I blink, but in the dim light of the bar, I can’t make out his
face. “Who are you?”



“A man who owes you a lot more than I can ever repay,” he
says. “Come, let’s talk. Away from the alcohol.”

“My tab though…” I protest, and the bartender, who’s been
watching with a leery eye, waves me off. “What?”

“We’re pay as you go,” he reminds me. “We’re square.”

Andrea reaches into her pocket and pulls out another bill and
puts it on the bar. “Just in case, and for taking care of her,” she
says. Coming closer, she takes my arm and puts it around her
shoulder. “Come on, Kat. How much did you drink, anyway?”

“I dunno… less than a bottle,” I say, swaying along with
Andrea’s help out onto the streets. It’s later than I thought it’d
be, the moon is nearly fully overhead. “Hey… what time is
it?”

“A little before eleven thirty,” Andrea says. The sidewalk is
mostly empty, but this is the beach area of Miami, and I guess
along A1A, the traffic and pedestrians don’t go to bed until
much later. “Sorry it took us so long to get here.”

“How did you get here?” I ask, the clear air helping me at least
not slur my words. The man stays behind me and Andrea, and
I sense that he’s giving us security. I wonder who he is.

“Well, after you called me, Jackson called Nathan here after
you two argued, Nathan gave me a call. I figured it was
enough of an emergency, I booked a flight and boogied while
Nathan hauled ass in his Tahoe.”

“Nathan?” I ask, turning around. I recognize him now, Nathan
Black. The bastard who helped my parents fake their death.
My hand flashes out, catching Nathan in the face with a slap,
but he takes it without even reacting. “I should try and castrate
you.”

“You should… but there’s a line on people who want my balls,
Miss Grammercy,” he says softly, calm. His eyes are a
strangely disconcerting green, giving him almost a reptilian
look in the streetlights. “Besides, Andrea and I are here to help
you. After that… you and I can settle accounts between us.”



“Fine,” I say, turning back around and almost falling. “Where
are we going?”

“To where I’m staying,” Andrea says. “I don’t know where
you’re at, Jackson didn’t tell Nathan.”

“How’d you find me?”

“The Viber account. I called the number, did a GPS ping off
the towers. It got us here, and we’ve spent the past three hours
checking around.”

I nod. It’s a good trick, and one that I should have thought of.

“Now, let’s just get you out of here, and you get to meet
Maverick.”

“Who?”

“My dog,” Nathan says with a touch of affection. “I’m glad we
were able to find a place that’s pet-friendly.”

“A dog, a half-Japanese business student, a former Green
Beret… I pick such interesting people to hang out with,” I
mutter, relaxing as Andrea helps me over to a taxi. I let it all
go as the taxi pulls away, Nathan crunching in up front with
the driver while Andrea comforts me. I know I cry, although
Andrea doesn’t ask me why, and Nathan stays quiet the whole
ride. We end up out by the airport again, although on the other
side than where Jackson and I were staying. Driving past a
bunch of houses, I’m confused. “Where’re we going?”

“AirBnB,” Andrea explains as we pull up to a house. “Easy,
casual, and more anonymous.”

“Good idea. Shoulda thought of that myself,” I mutter, clarity
starting to come back. I feel like an ass for losing control so
much, and inside me, I can hear some of my instructors telling
me off for putting myself in so much danger. I’m lucky that
Andrea and Nathan wanted to help, and not put a bullet in my
head. “I’m hungry.”

“There’s food inside, and I’ll brew you some tea,” Nathan
says. “If you need to rest, we can. Then we’ll talk.”



“I don’t need rest,” I reply as Andrea helps me inside. We’re
greeted by what has to be the biggest damn dog I’ve ever seen,
who’s bouncing and wagging his tail excitedly, barking loudly
when Nathan comes in behind us, closing the door. The barks
drive icy daggers into my ears, and I groan. “That’s not a dog,
that’s a fucking horse. Oh, my head.”

“Maverick!” Nathan says quietly, snapping his fingers. The
dog quiets immediately, and when Nathan points, he retreats,
laying down in what I guess is the living room of the house.
“Sorry, he’s energetic after being in the Tahoe all day.”

Andrea leads me into the kitchen, where she has me sit down
and comes back with some cereal in a bowl. “It’s not much,
but it’s all we’ve got right this second. Didn’t do any
shopping, we were kinda busy looking for you.”

“Thanks,” I mumble, picking up the dry little rings and
munching on them. It’s not a lot, but it’ll help. “I can’t believe
I went and got drunk.”

“Emotions do that to us,” Nathan says quietly, no
condescension in his voice, which surprises me. He goes to the
stove and starts a pot of water, and leaves the room, coming
back with a metal canister. “Thankfully, I keep my travel stash
with me, and it’s strong and black.”

“No coffee?”

Andrea chuckles and snatches a piece of cereal from my bowl.
“Despite the long New Orleans tradition of some of the finest
French Roast in the entire United States, Nathan here is a total
heathen who only drinks tea now. I think it was all those years
of bad Army coffee that got to him.”

“A Japanese girl calling someone a heathen for drinking only
tea,” I remark, shaking my head slowly. “Maybe I drank more
than I thought.”

“Hardly, I just like giving Nathan a hard time,” Andrea says.
We’re quiet, and Nathan finishes his tea brewing, bringing big
mugs for all of us. “Thanks, Nathan.”



He takes a seat at the table and sips, sighing contentedly.
“That’s as much for me as you guys. You might want to let
yours cool some though, Katrina.”

I nod my thanks and keep munching on the cereal until the
bowl is empty. Andrea gets up and grabs the box, bringing it
over, and I see that it’s probably been left behind by the last
renters since it’s mostly empty already. “Fine dining.”

“The finest,” Andrea agrees quietly. “I don’t want to pry… but
do you want to tell us about it?”

“Tell me what you’ve found first,” I order, pouring another
bowl of cereal and emptying the box. “And we might need a
food run.”

“There’s a twenty-four-hour place down the street, I saw it
driving from the airport,” Nathan says. “I can go later. As for
what you’re asking, I believe you’re talking about the files on
Peter’s personal computer you asked Andrea about?”

I give Andrea a raised eyebrow, and she shrugs. “Nathan and I
talked after meeting up at the airport and while we’ve been
looking for you. We laid it all out between us, making sure
we’re working toward the same goal. We want Peter to pay as
much as you do.”

I look sideways at Nathan, who nods. “I know. Like I said,
we’ll discuss it later.”

“Fine. And, what have you found?”

Andrea shakes her head. “Peter kept nothing. I’ve had his
password for a while, and copied a lot of his server a while
back for… personal reasons. But he kept nothing about the
bomb that was used for your parents.”

“However, I did keep information,” Nathan says before I can
get upset. He takes a memory card from his pocket and sets it
on the table. “I’ve kept it and a few other e-mails as insurance
against Peter going too crazy on me. I don’t know what you’ve
got, but this could easily put him behind bars for a long, long
time.”



I take the chip, and look at it. “You know that if you give this
to me, you’re putting yourself in my hands?”

“I should have done that as soon as I found your loft address,”
Nathan says quietly. “I should have done it again after Jackson
came to me and asked me not to turn you into Peter, and then
again when he asked for my allegiance in covering this trip. So
don’t worry about that part.”

I nod, then take out my phone, putting the chip inside. I copy
the files, and then upload them to my cloud server, making
sure there are copies in multiple locations. Darcy knows about
the cloud. She can get the files if something happens to me.
“Okay. So what now?”

“Now we take him down,” Andrea says with intensity. “The
only issues are timeline and method. What about Jackson?”

“He’s… not on board,” I say softly, trying not to let my mood
falter. I’m in work mode, and I can’t be worried about Jackson
right this moment. “He… he’s still got some things to let go
of.”

Nathan nods in understanding, then sips his tea. “Then I have
an idea… one that protects him, protects you, and brings the
authorities in relatively quickly.”

“I’m listening.”
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‘m frantic with not knowing what to do. I’ve tried calling
Katrina for the past two days, and I’m paralyzed with worry.

At first, when Katrina walked out, I thought she was just
pissed off. I mean, I’ve pissed off women before, but I figured
she’d come back after cooling off. It wasn’t until after I got
dressed that I realized her bag was gone too, and by then, it
was too late. I searched the area around the hotel, but she
wasn’t there.

I tried text messages, calls, everything as I took the rental car
around the hotel’s neighborhood, hoping that maybe she
stayed close. Two hours of driving later, and I tried other
places as well. But nothing, which shouldn’t really surprise
me. Miami’s a big city, and I’m looking for one woman.

Nathan calls me back, and I’m glad for his help. He came
down from Savannah as soon as he could, arriving just after
midnight that day, meeting me for breakfast the next morning.
He searched in his Tahoe all day yesterday, and now I’m
desperate.

“Nathan… what have I done?” I ask as he mechanically
shovels hash browns into his mouth. We’re at a diner, and I
realize with a start that I haven’t eaten since lunch yesterday,
and I call the waitress over for a pancake breakfast. Fuck the
carbs, I need food. “What have I done?”



“Sounds like you pissed her off,” Nathan says quietly, sipping
his orange juice. “She may have ghosted on you.”

“No, I can’t accept that. Not after… well, after what happened
between us,” I say. He doesn’t need to know all of that. “I have
to find her.”

“Maybe she went back to New Orleans,” Nathan offers. “I
mean, she could have jumped on a flight back home just as
easily as hanging out here.”

I shake my head, sighing in frustration. “No way, Nathan. I
don’t know how I can say that, just… it’s a feeling. She’s here
in Miami, I know it. After the incident with her father, there’s
just no way she’d just leave town without at least something
pulling her back. Being pissed at me isn’t enough.”

The waitress brings me my short stack, and I cover the whole
thing in syrup. The first bite is sweet, but bitter, because I
should be having this meal with Katrina and not Nathan.
Nathan watches me for a minute, then speaks again.
“Jackson… are you letting your emotions get the better of
you?”

I half-slam my fork down and look him in the eyes. “You’re
goddamned right my emotions are involved in this, but fuck
you if you think that it’s a bad thing. My entire life, I’ve kept
my emotions, my real emotions, behind a wall. Now that I’ve
let someone past them, no way am I giving up on that person.”

Nathan takes another bite of hash browns and sets his own
fork down. “Okay. I ask because I need to know how far
you’re going to take this. We stay here in Miami much longer,
and your father is going to start asking what the hell’s taking
us so long.”

“Let him ask,” I grumble, taking another bite of pancake. “I
don’t care if I blow him totally out of the water on this. For
fuck’s sake, don’t you see how wrong I was?”

“Not really. You haven’t said much other than that you two
had an argument, and that we’re supposed to look for her.



Hell, I don’t even know much about what happened here in the
city. Just obviously you found Samuel Grammercy.”

“Michael Ball now,” I correct him, then shake my head. “I
guess it doesn’t matter what the argument was about. What
matters is what I’ve learned over the past two days.”

“And what’s that?” Nathan asks curiously. “That you want to
run away with her, make lots of little DeLaCoeur babies, and
soak up some sun rays in a tropical paradise?”

I have to chuckle at his light jab, and shake my head. “No,
although the tropical paradise part sounds pretty good. But I
do know one thing… there are things more important than
money.”

Nathan nods in acceptance, and we finish our breakfasts.
“Okay, so what’s the plan for today?”

“I’m going to go back down toward the University area,” I tell
him, thinking quickly. “It’s where her parents are living, and
maybe she’s going to try and do something. What about you?”

“I’m going to dig down in the industrial areas, maybe in some
of the computer shops,” Nathan says. “If she is staying in
Miami, she’s more likely to go to the cultures and areas she’s
familiar with. That’s the poor, the techies, and the industrial
areas. So I’ll start canvassing there. Do you know if she speaks
Spanish? It might make certain areas more penetrable.”

I shake my head. “Honestly Nathan, I have no idea. Do you
speak Spanish?”

The former Green Beret gives me a smirk and nods. “Si. He
estudiado durante diez años, y puedo hablar en niveles
cercanos a nativos.”

“I have no damn clue what you just said, but I’ll take you at
your word. All right, stay in touch.”

Nathan nods while I wipe my lips with my napkin and stand
up. “If I find her?”

“Stay close, get in contact with me,” I tell him. “She doesn’t
trust you, I think. Also… I need to apologize to her, and tell



her some very important things.”

“I understand. See you later.”

I leave the diner and get in my rental, driving down to the
University of Miami. I drive as slow as I can over the
neighborhood, even going through the U itself. A couple of
girls give me looks, but I’m not looking for ass, I’m looking
for Katrina. Finally, I pull over into a diagonal parking space,
and I walk around campus a little, seeing if maybe I can spot
her. Lots of girls, none of them look at all like Katrina, and I
sit down, frustrated. I stare at my hands, wishing I could take
back what I said, what a dumbass I was being.

“Hey man, you look like you need a friend to talk to,”
someone says, and I look up, seeing what could only be the
typical college campus bum. Slightly soiled shirt flaps
untucked over his old jeans, and he’s wearing Birkenstocks for
fuck’s sake. I take it back, he’s not a bum, he’s a Social Justice
Warrior, probably. “Wanna talk?”

“No… well, okay,” I reply, and the dude takes a seat on the
grass. “Just… it’s about a girl.”

“What about her?” the SJW asks, relaxing back onto his
hands. “Like, did she cuck you or something?”

“What? Cuck? Hell no,” I say, startled into laughing. “I just
fucked up, that’s all.”

“How so?” the guy asks, and I shrug.

“We… we’re trying to get something done, something really
important to her and really to me too, but I chickened out. You
see, if she does what she wants, then there’s a good chance I’m
out a ton of money. It’s not good money, it’s dirty as hell
actually, but still… I’ve been living the good life for a long
time, and I panicked. I tried to talk her into a safer path. She
walked out on me, and since then, I’ve been trying to find
her.”

“If you do, what will you tell her?” the SJW asks. I’m
reminded of my conversation with Nathan this morning, and I
chuckle.



“I’ll tell her the truth. That she’s more important to me than
any money, that I woke up the past two days miserable
because she’s not there, and that if it means following her to
hell, I’d rather do that than have all the money in the world.”

The guy nods, then leans forward. “My advice is to tell her all
of that, as soon as you can. That, and probably beg forgiveness
for being an idiot.”

I laugh once, harshly, and look at the guy. “I thought guys like
you were supposed to be all about being nonjudgmental.”

The guy laughs and gets to his feet. “If I was who I look like,
maybe. I’m just a psychology doctoral student doing a study.
Thanks. And don’t worry, this isn’t going in any paper. Good
luck, man.”

The guy leaves, and I get up, determined to find Katrina even
if I have to tear Miami apart. I head back to my car to start my
search again when I feel my phone vibrate and my ringer go
off. I look, and it’s Nathan. “Yeah, you found her?”

“Yeah, she’s by the Miami Dade North Campus, close to Opa
Locka,” Nathan says. “I’m uploading you a GPS location of
where I am now.”

My phone buzzes and a map pulls up. I didn’t even know the
thing did that. I look, and realize I can get there in about
twenty minutes. “Okay, I see it. I’m at the U, I’ll jump on 95
up to there. Keep her in sight, Nathan.”

“Will do,” Nathan says. “She’s been talking to some people,
but I’m out of her direct sight. Don’t worry Jackson, I know
what I’m doing.”

“No doubt. I’ll be there ASAP.” I start my engine and rush to
the interstate, jumping on and driving north as quickly as I
can. The traffic isn’t bad, it’s midday and the rush hour isn’t
for quite a while, so I make good time, getting off at Opa
Locka in only fifteen minutes. I find Nathan’s signal, and see
his Tahoe parked in the parking lot of a flight school and what
the sign says is a pilot supply store.



“Nathan,” I say when he rolls the window down. “Where is
she?”

“Parking lot over there,” Nathan says, pointing across the
street. I look, and see nothing. When I turn to look at him, he
smirks. “Seriously. She went inside the tan building over there
just five minutes ago. I think it’s a small airline, maybe a
puddle jumper type place.”

“What for?” I ask, and Nathan shrugs.

“Most likely she’s close to being tapped out financially, and
those sorts of guys can sometimes work deals.”

The door to the building opens, and I see Katrina step out, her
backpack over her shoulder. She’s changed shirts, wearing
something almost normal, but there’s no mistaking that angel’s
face or the short hair. “There. Come on Nathan, I can’t let her
go.”

Nathan nods and I get into his Tahoe, seeing Maverick in the
back taking a nap. “Rough day for him?”

“He’ll get a walk later,” Nathan says nonchalantly, starting the
engine. “You ready to do some groveling?”

“Damn right,” I say with a laugh, feeling lighter than ever. I’m
eager to talk to her, to tell her it doesn’t matter about the
money, that I need her in my life.

We’re just about to cross the street when my phone buzzes
again, and I pull it out, wondering who’s texting me now. My
heart jumps into my throat when I see that the text is from
Peter.

Never, ever lie to me again. You’re next.

“What the fuck?” I ask, but before I can show the text to
Nathan, a red sports sedan pulls into the parking lot, the side
windows rolling down. “No… NO!”

The shooter fires four times, the shots loud in the muggy
Miami air, one of them catching Katrina in the forehead,
where a giant fountain of blood goes flying. She crumples to
the ground, and I’m trying to jerk the handle on my door, but



Nathan’s already slammed his foot to the gas, throwing me
into my seat. “What are you doing? She’s hurt!”

“She’s dead!” Nathan yells, following the red sports car. “But
we can get this bastard!”

His words sink in, and I look out the front window, nodding.
“Get him.”

Nathan’s Tahoe is big, and he’s kept it in good shape, but the
sports sedan is thousands of pounds lighter, lower to the
ground, and more agile as it weaves through the traffic in front
of us. We chase for over a mile, and in the distance, I can hear
police sirens approaching. The car whips around a corner, and
Nathan tries to follow, but his Tahoe is too big, and we spin
out, nearly tipping over.

“No… no, NO!” Nathan yells, getting out of the driver’s side
and reaching to his hip, but his gun isn’t there, and he realizes
it. I’m out too, but the red car is gone, out of sight turning
another corner, and I sink to my knees, going into shock.
Nathan comes up and grabs me, dragging me to my feet.
“Come on, Jackson. There’s nothing we can do here. Let’s
go.”

“Go?” I ask, stupefied. “Go where?”

“Out of here for one,” he says, pulling me toward the Tahoe
where Maverick is up and barking loudly. “You can’t get
whoever did this if the cops find us. Let’s go.”
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t takes Nathan eighteen hours to get us back to New
Orleans, mainly because we couldn’t just get on the road and
go. First, he drove me quickly back to the hotel, where I spent
ten minutes grabbing my shit before we peeled out. In the
panhandle, at around one in the morning, he pulled into a rest
stop to crash for a few hours, power-napping.

I’d like to say I was helpful during the drive, or at least
coherent. Instead, I was sitting in a state of shock, sleeping
some of the time, staring blankly out the window the rest. I ate
when Nathan passed me a cheeseburger, and I drank from a
straw, but that was it.

About an hour outside New Orleans, Nathan pulls into another
rest stop, and shuts off the engine. “Jackson, we need to talk.”

“About what?” I ask listlessly. I just saw the woman that I
wanted to make a future with catch a bullet to the brain, and
now you want to talk? What the fuck is your problem?

“About what we’re going to do when we get back to New
Orleans. I was thinking… I’d like to drop you off at Katrina’s
place for a few days. I know it’s going to have painful
memories, but you don’t need to be at the plantation right
now.”

“Why not?” I ask, turning my dead eyes to Nathan. “I just
need five minutes. Go in, you lend me your 1911, and I put



five rounds in Peter. Last one in the brain, just like he had the
shooter do to Katrina. Balances out.”

Nathan shakes his head slowly and clears his throat. “Do that,
and you’ll be dead before you even reach the front door. You
know I’m not the only person working security at the house,
and I am sure that he’s got someone else watching his back
now at all times.”

“Who gives a fuck?” I protest, anger at least somewhat
burning the lethargy of the past hours away. “She got her
fucking brains blown out, Nathan. He deserves to die simply
because of that.”

“Is that what she’d want you to do?” Nathan asks quietly. “She
was willing to die, I know that. But did she want you to die,
too? Or did she do everything she could to make sure that you
stayed safe and protected as well? I know what I saw, even if it
was from a distance.”

I think about it and shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. She
deserves justice.”

“That may be, but I’m going to say something else, and you
may not like it, but I’m doing this because I’ve come to
respect you, Jackson,” Nathan says quietly. “Katrina trained
for what, nearly a decade, and she was still caught dead by
Peter’s men and money? You’re pissed off and untrained. You
need time to let this soak in, and to plan what to do next.”

I think about it, and nod. “Fine. Take me to the loft. But keep
me up to date with what’s happening at the house. If things
calm down, or if I think I can tolerate it, I’ll come back for a
bit.”

Nathan nods, and gets back on the interstate. “I’ll pitch Peter a
bullshit story, although I guess not completely. You’re angry,
upset, and are taking some time off to live on your own. He’ll
probably be happy, and it’ll give you space as well.”

We get to the loft, and Nathan leads me upstairs, carrying my
backpack for me. He has to jimmy the lock, but it doesn’t take



him long. He looks around, nodding in appreciation. “Not a
lot, but I’ve lived in worse. You gonna be okay?”

“I’ll live,” I reply, going over to Katrina’s bed and lying down.
“Maybe later…maybe I’ll give you a call.”

“I’ll be in touch. And don’t worry about the landlord, I’m sure
we can work something out with him, too,” Nathan tells me.
He leaves, shutting the door behind him. I can smell her on the
pillow underneath my head, and as I fall asleep again, I cling
to her essence, treasuring it.

“JACKSON…”

I sit up, hearing her voice, surprised. “Katrina?”

She comes in from out of the darkness, a little smile on her
face and wearing her skirt, but without her sandals, her bare
feet whispering on the wood flooring of the loft. “Yes, it’s me.
How’d you sleep?”

“I had the most horrible dream,” I say, getting off the bed and
moving over to hug her. “You wouldn’t believe how terrible it
was.”

“Well, that doesn’t matter now. So are you ready?”

“Ready for what?” I ask, confused. Katrina laughs softly and
ruffles my hair, smiling.

“For our big day tomorrow, silly,” she says, holding up her
finger with the glittering diamond ring on it. “You know, we’re
getting married?”

I feel a stupid grin break out on my face, and I shake my head.
“I must have slept harder than I thought. Or maybe I’m still
sleeping.”

Katrina laughs and kisses me, her lips so soft and perfect.
“Don’t worry, I’ll always be with you.”

I step back, and look into Katrina’s eyes. “I love you, Katrina.
From the time I was twelve, you’ve been the one. I want…”



A knock at the door interrupts me, and Katrina steps back,
fading into the darkness of the loft. I want to follow her, but for
some reason, my feet won’t move. Just before the shadows
swallow her, she raises her hand, palm up to me. “I’ll always
be with you…”

“Katrina, don’t go!”

“Don’t go!” I yell, sitting up, sweat pouring off my body. I’m
alone, but the knocking continues, and I realize someone’s
trying to get me to open the door. “Go away!”

“Oniichan, it’s me,” I hear, and I get off the bed, going over
and opening the door. Andrea is there, and I notice that it’s
raining, hard. “Can I come in?”

“Of course,” I tell her, sort of ushering her inside. She’s
dripping wet, and I wonder where her umbrella is. Then I
realize knowing Andrea, who tends to be her own woman no
matter what, she probably rode over here on the Honda scooter
she bought a year ago. I glance outside, and my suspicions are
confirmed, the distinctive funky tubular frame and dual
headlights making it stand out in the downpour. “Why’d you
bring the scooter?”

“It didn’t start raining until I was halfway here,” Andrea
explains, twisting out her long hair over the sink in the kitchen
area. “When Nathan told me where you were, I didn’t take the
time to read the weather report.”

“Why’d he tell you where I am?” I ask, instantly suspicious.

Andrea sighs and gives me a look before finishing twisting out
her hair and then whipping it back. “I’m dripping wet, soaked
to the skin, and to be honest, cold as hell since I had a
whipping case of wind chill from riding over here as fast as I
could. You mind if I at least dry off a little bit and maybe get
something to prevent hypothermia before you start the
interrogation?”

That’s my Andrea, sweet and supporting one minute, sarcastic
and bitchy the next. I nod and look around, realizing that I
have no idea where Katrina even kept her towels. I go over to



the cheap dresser and open the top drawer, trying not to cry
again as I see the single sports bra inside, and a pair of red
panties that I for some reason know were from the night we
got together in the limo. There’s nothing else, she packed and
took it all with her in that backpack. I close the drawer quickly
and pull open the next one, and can’t take anymore. Inside is
the pair of black drawstring martial arts pants that she wore
when she was relaxing or working out, and I walk away,
leaving the drawer open.

The lights deeper in the loft aren’t on, but I can see the post in
the middle that Katrina had wrapped in padding and tires, and
I punch, letting my rage and sadness out. It’s not enough, and I
punch again, the pain of my knuckle smashing against the
unforgiving tire rubber helping a little. Another punch, and
another punch, each blow letting me vent my emotions. I feel
something split on my hand, and it helps more, so I punch
harder and harder. I’m gasping, crying, sobbing maybe, but I
keep hitting the tires until I can’t anymore, and then I punch a
few more times before I drop to my knees. The lights overhead
turn on, I guess Andrea’s found a light switch somewhere, and
I see that the tires in front of me are glistening, dark with my
blood, and I drop my head, puking at the horror of the image
in my mind of Katrina’s head exploding as the last bullet blew
out the back of her skull.

Andrea comes over, kneeling next to me, and rests a tiny hand
on my back. “It’s okay, Jackson. I’m here for you, too.”

“Why?” I sob, my stomach turning again before I retch.
There’s nothing inside anymore, just hot, burning stomach
juices that barely splatter out. “Why, Andrea?”

“Because Peter DeLaCoeur is a snake who deserves to spend
the rest of his life in jail,” Andrea says softly, but with steely
intensity. “That’s why she died, and why I’m here.”

I sit back, and look at my half-sister, who’s spent most of her
life in a sort of uneasy rivalry with me, but in this instant,
there’s no taunting, there’s not even the sort of dismissive
mentor look she had when lending me books on business.



Instead I see a supportive, caring person, and in her blue eyes,
I see something that I’ve missed and overlooked for too long.
Peter and Margaret might be my parents, but they’re sure as
hell not my family. Andrea is. “What can we do?”

Andrea stands up and offers her hand. She takes my hand, and
there’s a deceptive strength in that grip and steel in her eyes as
she helps me to my feet. “The first thing we do is get you
cleaned and bandaged up. You busted the hell out of your
hands, and we need to bandage them. Then… then we’ll
discuss what I’ve been doing for the past six years.”

“WHAT DO YOU KNOW OF MY CHILDHOOD, JACKSON?”

I’ve taken off my shirt, washing it out in the sink before
hanging it from the end of Katrina’s bed frame, while Andrea’s
changed as well, pulling on one of the t-shirts that Katrina kept
in her dresser. Despite Katrina being slender and liking shorter
shirts, she was still a lot taller than Andrea, and the shirt hangs
past her waist, looking almost oversized on my half-sister. I’m
sitting on the bed, my hands stinging from the disinfectant and
half dozen bandages that we borrowed from downstairs.
Andrea is in one of the chairs, the blanket from the bed
wrapped around her shoulders to let her stay warm.

“You came to us when you were still really young. I can’t
remember exactly when, but I was young myself, I couldn’t
have been more than three or four.”

Andrea nods. “I was brought here from Osaka when I was
eighteen months old. The Japanese government was pissed,
but since I was brought over on an American passport by
agents of my biological father, there was little they could do.
I’m an American citizen after all, with a birth certificate from
the State of Louisiana even. But that’s beside the point. What
do you remember about my mother?”

I shake my head. I was so little. “Nothing. I mean, I know
some rumors, but I personally remember almost nothing. I
know she had an affair with Peter, obviously, but other than
rumors, I can’t say.”



Andrea nods. “I remember almost nothing, too. My
grandmother got to send me a few packages when I was
smaller, and before my grandparents died, I got a few things.
In my room at the house, I have a picture of my mother, back
in ‘94 before she had me, maybe before she met Peter, I’m not
sure. She’s wearing her student chef’s whites, and posing in
front of Emeril Legasse’s restaurant. In the photo she’s
throwing up a peace sign of course, since that’s something
Japanese people often do when they get their pictures taken.
She looked so excited and happy, and it was from wanting to
read the letters from my grandmother about my mother that
led to my own studies of Japanese. But what really drove me
was trying to figure out who she was, and why she died.”

“What happened?” I asked. “I mean, I heard she committed
suicide.”

“That’s what the official story is, and after the arguments that
she had with my grandmother and grandfather, it’s a pretty
reasonable story,” Andrea says painfully. “My grandmother
wrote about her eternal shame and regret that she and my
mother argued about her affair with Peter the night before she
died, and that she said that I shamed the family. Then there
was the note that they found in my mother’s dress, tucked into
the belt, where she said that she could no longer live with the
same.”

“You said official story. There’s something more?” I ask, and
Andrea nods. “Tell me, please.”

“Peter was involved. I mean, besides the fact that I was
kidnapped out of Japan and brought here, he was involved.
I’ve never been able to prove that he had a direct hand in my
mother’s suicide beyond a phone call where he basically told
her that she was outta luck, but I have my suspicions. What I
do know is that my mother’s death wasn’t a suicide.”

“How?” I ask, and realize I may sound like I’m doubting her.
“I mean, how’d it happen?”

“Security camera footage showed two men visiting the
apartment building where my mother and I lived. It took me a



very long time and a lot of connections to obtain it. Later, both
men were busted by the cops on an unrelated charge, but what
was interesting was that the handwriting of one of the men
perfectly matched the handwriting used in my mother’s
suicide note. Even the grammar and word choice was the
same. My mother spoke and wrote in the Kanto-style dialect of
Japanese, and from some of her earlier school writings that my
grandmother sent me, she had pretty, almost dainty writing.
The note was written in a heavy, sloppy hand, and was written
in Kansai-ben, the Osaka style of Japanese. The differences
are small to foreigners, like using ore instead of watakushi to
refer to herself, but I really applied myself with my language
studies… there’s no way that Aiko Mori wrote that note.”

I gawk, and Andrea nods. “Yeah. So you see why I’ve got a
sword to grind against Peter DeLaCoeur as well. For the past
six years, I’ve been pretty much doing the same thing Katrina
was, gathering information. I was just looking to finish my
MBA before taking him down. When I heard about what you
were up to, I approached Nathan when he came back by
himself today. He told me where to find you.”

I should be pissed that she’s kept this secret from me for so
long, but I’m not. Instead, another question comes to mind.
“So why have you called me oniichan for most of my life, if
you hate the family so much?” The Japanese term for older
brother is probably only one of maybe five Japanese words I
know. However, I know I’m the only person Andrea uses
familial Japanese terms with. Peter hates it when she speaks
Japanese since he doesn’t understand it and never bothered to
learn any, and Andrea would never call Margaret her mother in
any language.

Andrea gets up off the chair and comes over, sitting next to me
on the bed. She puts an arm around my shoulder and gives me
a squeeze. “Oh Jackson, I’ve never hated you. You’ve pissed
me off plenty of times and disappointed me, sure. Mainly it
hurt that you spent so much of your life living in denial of who
we are and what sort of family we lived in. But I have never



hated you. You’re my big brother, and I love you. Right now
you need my help, and I’m going to be here for you.”

I hug Andrea back, fresh tears coming to my eyes, and soon
I’m crying again. I wish the little waif in my arms was about
six or eight inches taller, that the long black hair was short and
brown, and that Andrea was Katrina. Still, it helps, and Andrea
holds me back, letting me vent. When it’s over, she kisses my
forehead, and gives me a smile. “Better?”

I nod, and wipe at my nose. “Yeah. I think I need to invest in
some tissues though. I don’t see any. I don’t think Katrina ever
cried.”

“I bet she did,” Andrea counters. “I’ve done plenty of crying
myself. Now, you know why I’m here. I’ve got some computer
skills too, and with your permission, I want to combine what
I’ve gathered with what Katrina’s got. Together, I’m certain
there’s enough dirt there to put Sam Grammercy and Peter
DeLaCoeur away for the rest of their lives. There has to be.”

“Let’s do it,” I say, anger filling my voice. “I don’t care about
the money anymore. Those bastards took Katrina from me,
they need to rot.”

“And our money?” Andrea asks.

I shrug. “Doesn’t fucking matter anymore. Maybe I’ll take
what I can before the cops move in, I’m sure I can do some
wire transfers or get cash advances on my credit cards that he’s
paying for, but I honestly don’t give a fuck. I’ll walk out
tomorrow with five bucks in my pocket if I have to.”

“Well, we can do more than that,” Andrea says with a chuckle
as she gets off the bed and goes over to Katrina’s computer.
She sits down and takes a look, and I can tell, she’s impressed.
“Whoa… this thing is fucking… I think we could rename this
thing Skynet.”

“Can you access it?” I ask, and Andrea nods. “Really?”

“I know more than just business. This might take a little while
though, unless you know the system, too.”



I shake my head, chagrined. “I saw her use it, but she didn’t
tell me much.”

Andrea flips a switch, and the computer hums to life, a glow
forming from the flat panel display. “Well then, this might take
a little while to get into. Do you have any money on you?”

I pat my hip pocket, and pull out my wallet. I honestly wasn’t
even sure it was there until I take it out. Opening it up, I see a
few bills. “Maybe fifty bucks, why?”

“Because I skipped lunch to argue with Nathan and find this
place, and I’m hungry. I saw a minimart on the corner if you
turn left when you hit Market Street. Think you’d be willing to
make a grub run while I get cozy with the HAL-9000 here?”

“Skynet, HAL-9000… you’re a geek, Andrea.”

She turns and gives me a smile, and I realize something. I love
her, too. “Thanks, oniichan. Take a hat or something, I can
hear the rain still.”

IT ACTUALLY TAKES ANDREA THREE WEEKS TO CRACK THE SYSTEM,
during which I can do little more than sit around, read the
business books that she brings me, and fuck around on my
own laptop. Nathan gives me a call once in a while, but my
cover story of just being pissed at Peter is holding pat, and
Peter hasn’t invested too much effort in finding me yet.

I also start exercising again, copying the movements that
Katrina and I went through, and trying some more that I make
up from the stuff laying around the loft. I find that the pain of
the exercise eases the pain in my heart, and that in doing so, I
find myself closer to Katrina. I can understand more about
what she put herself through for so many years, and I can
begin to understand what drove her to become the woman she
was. It’s both sad and beautiful, and as I drop the sandbag that
I’ve had over my shoulders, not all the water dripping down
my face is sweat.

“You keep pushing yourself like that, you’re going to end up
with rhabdo,” Andrea says from over by the computer, where



she’s been working for four hours. “I’d prefer to not have to
drag you to the hospital on the back of my scooter.”

“You brought my car today,” I reply, dropping down into a
burpee and kicking out before pulling back in and jumping,
touching the beam that’s over my head. I’d found the two rope
handles that Katrina had tied around the beam yesterday for
pullups, and realized there were so many little things I still
wanted to find. “Besides, rhabdo mostly hits untrained
individuals.”

“And athletes who refuse to accept that their bodies may not
be as strong as their minds,” Andrea notes, turning back to the
computer and typing away. “I’m just saying, don’t kill yourself
over there.”

I ignore her and finish my set, stopping when the world swims
in front of my eyes and I’m fighting for my balance. Enough,
it’s enough for now… maybe I can do more later. “How’s the
process going?”

“I’ve nearly… got it!” she says, sticking her hands in the air.

I stagger over, sitting on the bed while Andrea clicks away
madly with the mouse, typing occasionally. “You’re not going
to believe all that she’s got here. Holy shit, I thought I had
information.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, staring at the blanket while the
world still swims. I lie back, and the spinning slows enough
that I can focus on what Andrea’s saying.

“I mean, I have gigs of data, lots of documents, and I thought I
had a lot. But Katrina… it’s going to take me a while, but this
thing… she’s got just one file folder named ‘PDLC’ here that
has over a terabyte of data. That’s like twenty full-length Blu-
Ray movies of information.”

“What’s it all say?” I ask, covering my eyes. It helps some
more, and I think that maybe in a minute or two I might even
be able to sit up. “I think I might puke.”

“That happens,” Andrea says dismissively. “As for the info… I
haven’t had time to go through this all yet. Like I said, if this



was a movie, it’d run for about forty hours, just this one folder.
I don’t even know what the hell else is still on here. I need
time.”

“Take all the time you need,” I reply, sitting up slowly. “Is the
computer locked?”

Andrea taps, and shakes her head. “It can be. What do you
want the password to be?”

I think for a minute, and know there’s only one answer that
fits. “Make it… Hagakure. It was her favorite book.”

Andrea types, then nods. “Done. First letter capitalized.
Oniichan, I know that this is important to you, and it is to me
too, but I’ve got some other work I need to get done. Can I
leave this in your hands, to start going through the data?”

“Sure, I’ll stick to the PDLC files only though.”

“Good. By the way, when I come back tomorrow, I’ll bring
another book for you to read. It’s a good one on business
evaluation.”

I give Andrea a confused look. “Why?”

Andrea grows serious as she gets up and grabs her backpack.
“Jackson, we’re going to take down Peter. But the best way
you can honor Katrina… is to be everything she saw inside
you, the same potential I see. I won’t let you waste it.”

I BARELY SLEEP THAT NIGHT, ABSORBED BY THE DATA THAT I READ.
Andrea was right, Katrina’s pure amount of gathered
information is staggering. I start with the documents, mostly a
lot of PDFs, but also text files, copied e-mails, and all sorts of
other data. The names I see attached to each are disgusting,
and I realize finally just how far deep down the rabbit hole
I’ve been living.

He may not have been responsible for Katrina’s father, but
Peter’s had at least a dozen other men killed. Some of them
had families, and some of them were for simply business



reasons. Some of them, perhaps the most disgusting ones,
were ones he had killed merely because they pissed him off.

After my eyes go bleary from reading text, I switch to some of
the audio and video files. I listen to intercepted conversations
as Peter tells people what to do to maintain their criminal
empires. Most of them sound like Katrina was using some sort
of microphone or listening device to get them, and I wonder
just how many years she crept around, gathering her data
before she was sure she was ready to strike.

Finally, just before dawn, I drop off into a light doze, waking
up when I hear someone knocking on the door again. I sit up,
realizing I’ve spent the whole night in front of Katrina’s
computer, and check the time, seeing that it’s nearly eight in
the morning. I’ve only been asleep for about four hours.

“Yeah?” I ask at the door, opening the peephole. I see a black
woman outside, tall and statuesque, with intense eyes and a
solemn cast to her face. She’s pretty, but she wears the same
gravity on her face that I’ve come to recognize on my own
face in the mirror. “Who are you?”

“A friend of Katrina’s,” she says. “My name is Darcy.”

I remember the name, and unlock the door. “What are you
doing here?”

Darcy steps inside and lets me close the door behind her. “I
should ask you the same thing, but I know the answer. Peter’s
sources may have kept it minimized in the news, but I know
what happened. Of course officially, it was just a random
shooting without even a body, the bastards. And I know
you’ve had some help, there’s no way you got into Katrina’s
computer without it. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you face to
face, Jackson.”

“Katrina mentioned you, the pleasure is mine,” I reply
automatically, remembering a little bit of my manners.
“How’d you know I was here?”

Before Darcy can answer another knock at the door comes,
and I hear Andrea outside. “It’s me. I’ve got breakfast.”



I open the door, and Andrea looks startled when she comes in.
“Who’s your visitor?”

Before I can say anything, Darcy introduces herself. “Darcy
Weaver… also known as BlakDhal1A.”

Andrea looks surprised, but I’m even more surprised when she
offers her hand to shake, since she rarely does that. “Andrea
DeLaCoeur… Blue Sakura.”

I hold my hands up, confused. “Okay, I’m now officially lost.
What the hell’s going on, and Darcy, why are you here?”

Darcy points to Katrina’s computer. “I helped her build that
thing, and I taught Katrina a lot about how to become a world-
class hacker. And I had a tag on it that let me know if the
computer was accessed. It was a request from Katrina, since
she knew what might happen to her. She told me if she
disappeared, I was supposed to come here and unleash
everything, including what’s in her cloud.”

“She’s got a cloud, too?” Andrea asks, and Darcy nods. “Just
how big?”

“Only the juiciest stuff. And her gate controls.”

“Her what?”

Darcy smiles. “She had media contacts, network connections,
the whole works. The gate controls are that and more.
Basically, if we use them, we can shotgun everything we need
to take down your father, along with Samuel Grammercy, and
a lot of other very bad operators in this town.”

Andrea looks at me, and I realize they’re leaving the decision
in my hands. But it’s not really a decision at all.

“Give me twenty-four hours to hit him as best I can my way,”
I say, my hands clenching. “Then… unleash hell.”
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he converted office I’m using as a hiding space is
unfamiliar, and the computer I’m using is barely better than
what I could have gotten if I’d just gone down to an
electronics shop, but it was all Darcy had available to give me
quickly, and for a laptop, it works okay.

“So he’s on board now?” I ask, and on the screen, Darcy nods.
In the background, Bo is wagging his tail and setting his chin
on her shoulder, she’s let him up on the couch.

“He is. He made me promise not to wide band the direct stuff
on his father until tomorrow, but Samuel… the Miami-Dade
cops and FBI are going to be getting the stuff in about ten
minutes.”

I nod, and rub at the back of my head, where the shaved patch
on the back of my skull still itches. Darcy laughs, and I have to
chuckle, too. “I don’t know why it bothers me, it’s just hair.
It’ll grow out.”

“Well, next time you decide to fake getting your brains blown
out, maybe remember to fall on the grass and not the
sidewalk?” Darcy teases. “Besides, it’s been a few weeks. I bet
in another month nobody’s going to be able to tell the
difference, not with as short as you keep your ‘do.”

I smile and nod. “You’re right. So Jackson is going to talk to
Peter?”



“He’s not going to do anything stupid, I made sure of that. He
knows that Andrea’s on his side, and Nathan’s going to make
sure, too. Remember, Jackson still thinks he needs to walk on
eggshells to even get close to Peter, so he won’t have a gun or
do anything stupid like that. I think he’s going to just tell him
off, maybe try to hurt him mentally, but I just don’t see that
having any effect.”

I nod, reassured. “That’s good. And he believes that you just
tracked my computer this whole time?”

“Yeah. I hope you decide to tell him the whole truth someday
soon.”

“Me too. Okay. I’ll confirm his actions with Andrea, he can’t
let himself get hurt.”

“We’ll do what we can. Listen Katrina, I don’t want to doubt
you, but are you sure this is the right way to go about it? I
mean, he seems pretty much on our side.”

I think about it for a second, while meanwhile on her end Bo
licks her on the ear, causing Darcy to laugh and push her dog
away, sending him off the couch and into the backyard. “I see
you like getting ear kisses, too,” I joke.

“Not from him, the big baby,” Darcy laughs, then raises an
eyebrow. “Well?”

“You and that dog, both of you never let go of something once
you sink your teeth into it,” I grumble, then nod. “I know it
hurts, but I had to be sure, Darcy. I had to know we could take
them down, even if Jackson backed out. And the plan’s too far
advanced now to change it.”

“Well, you’ve broke that boy’s heart,” Darcy continues, and I
wince. Still, I deserve it. “When Andrea called me up telling
me what he’s been up to the past few weeks, I nearly broke
with the plan early. He was about to put himself in the damn
hospital he’s so broken up.”

“I know, Darcy. I know. I regret it, but things are moving now.
When the dam breaks, and the cops have both Samuel and



Peter… I’ll talk to him. I’ve already made arrangements with
Nathan.”

“And afterward?” Darcy asks, and I know what she means.
Once the information hits the media, in addition to taking
down the DeLaCoeur empire, there’s going to be a lot of other
people looking for blood. New Orleans isn’t going to be safe
for me anymore, even as a ghost. Too many ghosts get
exorcised in New Orleans, and voodoo only works so well.

“Afterward, maybe Katrina Grammercy needs to go away,” I
say quietly. “But I’m pretty sure Coup De Grace will still be
hanging around online.”

Darcy nods, and I see a tear come to her eye. She wipes it
away, and forces a smile. “I can live with that. It’ll be good to
see you out there. It’ll be good to know… to know you do
have a future.”

“With luck, we’ll all have futures,” I reply. “I love you,
Darcy.”

“I love you too, Katrina. Take care, Baby Girl.”

She hangs up, and I can feel in my heart the meaning behind
Darcy’s farewell. We know the truth, that she won’t be able to
go with me, and that the next time we see each other may be
the last. If there is a next time.

I sit back, waiting the few minutes before turning on the
Miami local stations. I’m tapped into the satellite feed each
station has with their national desks, and I see that it’s the Fox
affiliate who gets the feed up first.

“Breaking news from our crime desk. The FBI and Miami-
Dade police have found within our city a man who, for the
past ten years, everyone thought was dead. Fox’s Billie
Wagner is on the scene with more.”

The scene cuts from the studio to a news van outside the
apartment complex where my parents live. The on-site
reporter, a kind of young guy maybe a few years older than
me, looks like he’s halfway scared out of his mind, probably
because until this point he’s only done human interest stories,



kissed puppies, and played with children for the morning
show. Billie just strikes me as that sort of guy.

“Yes guys, I’m outside this apartment just south of the
University, where an amazing story has come to light. It seems
that this man…” the screen cuts to an ID photo of my father,
“who for the past ten years has lived and worked in the Miami
area under the name Michael Ball, is in fact not who he seems
to be.”

It continues, but I’ve seen enough. I turn off the feed and pull
out my phone. Tapping quickly, I send a text to Nathan.

Has Jackson come home yet?

No, but I think he’ll be here soon, maybe within a half hour.
I’ve prepared the way as best I can. Why?

It just went down in Miami. He doesn’t have a lot of time
before Peter knows something’s up.

I understand. I’ll inform him, make it seem like I got a call.
He’ll let the gates open here.

Thanks. Take care of him, Nathan. And deliver my message.

I will. Thank you for your mercy.

You have more accounts to balance than just ours. Consider it
a gift if Jackson comes out safe. If he doesn’t…

I understand. I’ll text you when it’s done.

I hang up the messages with Nathan and sit back. There’s
nothing I can do now, except hope that whatever powers have
watched over me the past ten years can watch over Jackson
now.

Another idea comes to mind, and I make another call, this one
to Andrea.

“Hello?”

“It’s me. I know voice communication is dangerous, but I
don’t have a lot of time. It just went down in Miami, and I



have one more idea I just had. This one… this one’s for
Jackson.”

Andrea sounds suspicious, but hums. “What do you need?”

“I want to get every cent I can from Peter DeLaCoeur. For
Jackson. Can you help me?”

Andrea laughs, and I realize she and I have had similar
mindsets all along. “You’re a little late. I’ve already been
doing it. Give me fifteen minutes and you’ll have the number
and passcode to a numbered account in the Bahamas. It’s one
of his smaller ones, but it’s all I’ve been able to verify.”

I smile, thinking about just how generous Andrea’s being.
“And you?”

“I’ve got my own plans in place. I don’t think we’ll be seeing
each other again. It was nice to spend some time together, my
friend.”

I hum, thinking that I regret not taking the time to get to know
her better. She’s a remarkable young woman, but she has her
own mission to complete. “I hope that someday, maybe after
you’ve found your own completion… I hope we can see each
other again.”

“That’d be nice, but we’ll see. I’ll keep in touch with you
electronically at least. Take care, Katrina.”

“You too, Andrea.”

So the die is cast. I just have to wait, and see how it finally
falls.
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t’s been over a month since I’ve seen the plantation house,
and as I walk up the long driveway from the street, I’m
surprised at how unfamiliar it feels. I took a taxi and Nathan
told me that if I needed, my Audi was at home for me to get
away. A nice option, but I’m not sure if I agree with it.

A few of the staff react with surprise when I walk up, but
Nathan is the first to greet me, coming down the wooden steps
of the porch. “Your father is out back, near the pool, with a
young lady as his company,” Nathan says quietly. “And I got a
call. The police arrested Sam Grammercy about a half hour
ago.”

I nod and pull out my phone. I dial Darcy, who picks up
quickly. “Yes?”

“Open the gates,” I tell her in a flat voice, my emotions so
roiling that I’m not able to put any sort of inflection in my
speech at all. “Open them wide.”

I hang up before she can reply, and go inside to the foyer. I
look around, but the place is pretty much deserted already.
“My mother?”

“Upstairs, drunk and passed out. Andrea is in the library.”

I nod. “Inform her what I just did, and then tell any staff who
don’t want to deal with the cops to get the hell outta here. I’m
going to go have a chat with Peter.”



Nathan nods, but doesn’t move. “What?”

He looks like he’s about to say something, but instead pats me
on the shoulder. “De Oppresso Liber. Free the oppressed. For
too long, I betrayed that motto,” he says instead. “Thank you
for reminding me what right and wrong are.” I nod and pat
him in return.

“Thank you, Nathan. Now let’s go do what we need to do.”

I leave the foyer and cut through the dining room out to the
pool area, where I see Peter sitting in a lounge chair next to a
picnic table, his gut hanging out over the waistband of his
ridiculous Speedos. It’s definitely swimwear that might look
appropriate on me, but not on a man over fifty and carrying the
extra weight he is.

In the pool, a young woman is swimming, most likely his
newest girlfriend judging by the thong string bikini and long
blonde hair streaming behind her as she kicks under the water.
He’s so absorbed by the sight of her ass flexing that he doesn’t
hear me until I’m nearly on top of him. When he does, he has
the balls to just give me a cocky smile. “Ah, so you finally got
over your little temper tantrum. Good to have you back,
Jackson.”

“Little temper tantrum,” I repeat softly, musing. I go around
and sit in the other chair at the table, surprised I’m not in a
total rage, but instead icy calm and focused. I’ve changed so
much since that night in the limo with Katrina. “After all that
you’ve done, including having the woman I love killed in front
of me, you have the stupidity to call the past three weeks a
temper tantrum?”

“Well, hasn’t it been?” he asks, smirking. “I mean, the bitch
hurt our family. Nathan told me what happened, and I’m glad
that you’ve finally come home. Now, how about you wait
here, and you, me, and Kendra can have a nice dinner
together.”

“Bringing your girlfriends into the home now even,” I say,
shaking my head. “Well, enjoy it for another hour or two. It’ll



be the last.”

“What do you mean?” Peter asks, suspicious. “What have you
been up to?”

“Oh, not much. I just took all of Katrina’s evidence, and there
was a fuck-ton of it, and sent it to the cops, feds as well as the
local news, and the blogosphere. I bet if you look right now,
you’ll find pictures of you with women, with gangsters, or
maybe with a former governor of this state. Best of all, I’ve
got the e-mails and files that you sent to coordinate the faking
of Sam Grammercy’s death. Did I mention he was arrested in
Miami thirty minutes ago?”

Peter goes pale, and about that time Kendra comes up from
another lap, and notices me for the first time. “Oh, hi! You
must be Jackson!”

“Leave,” I reply, not taking my eyes off Peter. “We have some
family business to discuss. Go home, and don’t come back.”

Kendra stops, looking to Peter, who is staring back at me, and
I’m not taking my eyes off him for a second. Kendra huffs,
then gets out of the pool. In my periphery, her toned backside
is the last thing I see of her as she disappears into the house.

“I don’t think she’ll be back.”

“You inconsiderate little shit,” Peter rasps, his voice quaking
in fury. “I gave you a house, raised you, let you do what you
wanted, and all I asked for was your loyalty. And you couldn’t
even do that.”

“No, what you did was give me money, nothing else. You
never loved me, you never raised me, and the only example
you gave me was how not to be a man. You wanted me to just
spend your money and stay out of your way while you acted
like a pig. Well, I found something more important than
money, and you took it from me. So now I’ve got nothing to
lose, and for the first time in my life, I’m doing the right thing.
So fuck your money, and fuck you. I should kill you, but I
won’t. Enjoy prison.”



It’s cathartic, saying what has been burning in my heart for
years, and I feel strong as I stand up, walking past him. He
stands up, and tries to grab my arm, but I turn and kick, my
foot planting directly in his stomach and sending him
stumbling backward onto the lawn, where he lies, groaning
and holding his belly. “You broke my ribs, you little shit!”

“For twenty-two years, you broke my heart. I guess that makes
us even,” I say calmly before I go to the door. Inside, I hear
chaos breaking out as the remaining staff passes along
Nathan’s warning. I can hear the sirens in the distance, and I
know we’ve only got a few minutes, five or six at most.

I see motion off to my right, near Peter’s office, and I go over,
finding Andrea inside. “What are you doing?”

“What should be done,” she says, opening the combination
safe that has rested behind a painting on the wall for years. I
didn’t know she had the combination, but I’m not surprised.
Andrea’s known so much for so long.

Inside the safe, I see that there’s two guns, a white baggie that
is most likely coke, and four stacks of cash, along with a black
bag. Andrea looks at me, and gestures in invitation. “What do
you want?”

I reach in and take the guns, tucking them in the waistband of
my pants. “I’ll keep you safe as you’re getting out. You’re
ready, I hope?”

She points, and I see the backpack already sitting on the desk.
“I’ve been packed for a while, figuring you’d be moving
quick.”

I nod and step back. “Leave the drugs.”

Andrea chuckles in agreement and reaches in, taking out the
cash and the black bag, opening it. Inside are dozens, maybe
hundreds of diamonds and other gems. Andrea pokes around a
little, then reaches in and takes out a diamond and a sapphire,
which I note is the same color as Katrina’s eyes. She puts them
in my hand, and folds my hand over them. “I hope you can
give them to someone special someday.”



“Will I ever see you after today, Andrea?” I ask, and she gives
me a mysterious smile.

“If fate smiles on us, I hope so. I had so much fun getting to
know you better the past few weeks. I’d like to someday see
that you’ve made it the rest of the way.”

Andrea puts the stacks of hundred dollar bills in her bag, and
then tucks the bag of gems away. “I know some places this can
be turned into cash,” she says, giving me a smile. “You
ready?”

The sirens are getting closer, and I nod. “I love you, Andrea.”

“I love you too, oniichan.”

We leave the library, and in the foyer I see Nathan waiting for
us. “The police are at the front of the driveway, waiting on the
search warrant. I closed the gate to slow them down, but it
won’t stop them for long. I’d recommend not taking the streets
to get out. There’s some ATVs in the stable area, that’d be
better.”

“Lead on,” I instruct, and Nathan’s moving, his pistol out just
in case, taking us out the side entrance, the three of us running
over to the two quad runners and jumping on. We fire them up,
Andrea hanging onto me as we haul ass out the back and up
the fire road that leads deeper into the woods. “Where’s
Maverick?”

“A safe place,” Nathan yells back, the wind tearing the words
from his mouth almost before I can hear them, pointing to the
right as we reach a fork in the trail. We take it, roaring at top
speed as the sun rises. We’re approaching noon, but here, on
the edge of the swamps, the mists are still rising from the
ground and the visibility is diminishing.

Nathan holds up his hand, slowing his ATV as we reach
another split in the trail. “Here’s where we split up. The cops
shouldn’t be looking for us, but still… better safe than sorry.”

“Where are we?” I ask, and Nathan points to our right.
“What’s that way?”



“Two miles that direction is the Jean Lafitte Golf Course. I’d
suggest walking in order to avoid attention. My path goes the
other way.”

I look at the trail he’s going to go, wondering where life is
going to take him, and give him an appreciative look. “Thank
you, Nathan. For everything.”

Nathan nods, and offers Andrea his hand, and they shake.

Andrea nods, and they share an unspoken appreciation. Nathan
starts his ATV again, twists the throttle, then stops before he
can put the vehicle in motion. Reaching into his suit pocket, he
takes out a small envelope, like the kind you’d find a kid’s
Valentine’s card in. “I promised someone that I’d give this to
you after you spoke with Peter. I hope it brings you happiness,
Jackson.”

I take the envelope, and see that inside there’s a slip of paper.
“Where will you go, Nathan?”

He considers for a moment, then gives me a half-smile that’s
slightly sad. “To go see Aisha. I’ve got some more debts to
balance before then though. Take care of yourself, Jackson
DeLaCoeur.”

He offers his hand and we shake, and I’m left wondering as
the old warrior puts his ATV in gear and rides off toward the
bayou. Andrea and I watch him for a minute, then I turn to her,
and I see she’s already pulled her backpack onto her shoulders.
“You ready?”

“Just a minute,” I say, tearing open the envelope and looking
inside. There’s a single piece of paper, an address in Federal
City written on it. “Federal City. What’s there?”

“Only way to find out is to go,” Andrea says, cinching the
straps on her backpack tight. I put the paper back in the
envelope and tuck the whole thing in my pocket. “Come on.
Walk with me one more time?”

I take her hand, and we start down the trail. I’ve got a hundred
dollars in my wallet, and as we walk, I toss one of the
handguns into a nearby pond, where it barely makes a plop as



it sinks below the murky, greenish water. So as the golf course
comes into view, I’ve got a hundred dollars, one handgun, and
the clothes on my back. The rest of it is useless junk, now
probably frozen or soon to be frozen credit cards, a driver’s
license, and other assorted crap, but I’ve never felt freer, or
richer, in my entire life.

Katrina was right. Without the money, or I guess the strings
that come with the DeLaCoeur money, I’ve got a lot more
freedom. It’s more valuable than anything else.
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he local news is buzzing as the sun sets, and I sit on the
floor of my hideout, but it’s not as bad as I thought it would
be. Darcy surprised me about forty-five minutes ago, showing
up with a chocolate cake. “Happy Birthday,” she says, handing
it over. “It’s only from the supermarket, but I thought you’d
like it anyway.”

“Thanks, but it isn’t my birthday,” I say, confused. “You know
that isn’t until October.”

“No, today’s your real birthday. You’re born again today,”
Darcy says. “I left Henry with Jeff. He understands, and he’s
just grateful that he’s not on-duty today. Tomorrow, though,
he’s not looking forward to work for the short-term. It’s gonna
hit the fan.”

“I bet. Thanks for coming by. Have you heard from Andrea or
Jackson?”

“Nope. You heard from Nathan, I take it?”

I nod, taking the cake and leading her into the loft. It’s small,
but for the past three weeks, it’s been a good enough place to
crash. I sit down on the couch, and Darcy pauses before sitting
down, looking at the small box on the table. She does a double
take and points once she recognizes the name that’s upside
down on the box. “Is that?”

“Yep. I’m late, and wanted to be sure.”



Darcy picks it up, and sees that it’s empty. “You took the test.”

I nod. “I did.”

She gives me a sideways glance, and half a smile. “I’ve known
you for six years, Katrina. You wouldn’t be playing coy with
me unless the results were something I’d like.
Congratulations.”

“Thanks,” I say, still not sure how I feel about it. This was
certainly not in my plans, but I have to admit I feel a little
thrill about it. “Maybe now I’ll get some decent-sized boobs.”

“Either that or you’re going to get really good at making
formula,” Darcy chuckles. “So you’re going to keep it, no
matter what?”

I nod, and look at the cake. Hey, I’m hungry, and stress makes
chocolate look damn good. “I am. Even if he never comes, I
want to keep it.”

“You sound like he may not come.”

I sit back, and turn on the television, where the local news
should be starting soon. “Nathan gave him the address, but
there’s no promise he’ll come.”

Darcy gets up and goes to the kitchen area, getting two forks.
We’ve been friends for a very long time, we don’t need to
worry about plates between us. I start on the right, she starts
on the left, and we’ll work our way toward the middle. “So are
you going to take a chance with him?”

I think about what Nathan told me, about how Jackson had
told off Peter, kicking him down when he tried to grab him,
and more importantly, how Jackson passed up the money and
jewels, taking with him only the handguns to protect his sister
while they made their getaway. That’s not the Jackson from
the limo… hell it’s not even the same Jackson who flew with
me to Miami and thought that a seventy-five dollar a night
hotel was slumming it.

Before I can answer, Darcy sets her fork down, and takes my
hand. “You know I love you, right?”



“I know, Darce. You’ve been my big sister for a long time
now,” I reply, letting her speak. “I love you, too.”

She swallows and smiles. “Well, for six years we’ve known
each other, and there’s been only one hope that I’ve had that I
haven’t been able to see. I’ve watched as you grew into an
intelligent, beautiful young woman and into a hacker even
better than me. And we’re going to sit here and watch as you
get your vengeance, your mission complete. So that leaves
only one hope that I’ve kept inside myself for so long. I want
you to find happiness, to find a future. Now, I’ve only talked
with Jackson a little bit face to face. But I saw the way he
cares for you, that boy is head over heels for you. Give him a
chance. Andrea told me that he’s trying to become something,
even when it was just the memory of you. Imagine what he
can be, what you both can be, together.”

I think, then nod. “Well, first, let’s watch the news.”

The six o’clock news comes on, and Peter DeLaCoeur’s arrest
is top news. We watch silently as the video feed shows him
being loaded into an ambulance, his wrist cuffed to the gurney,
holding his ribs and groaning. “Damn, Jackson must have
really gotten a shot in,” Darcy says. “Wonder how the cops
will spin that one.”

The story continues as the lead anchor continues the story.
Darcy and I had gone through at my lead and released only
about half of my files, the ones that most damaged Peter while
sparing Margaret DeLaCoeur and Nathan Black what I could. I
spared Margaret because I feel at least a little bit of pity for the
woman, who’s lived in her own version of hell for the past
twenty-five years. She’s sick more than anything else, and part
of me hopes that she’ll get treatment for her sickness, although
as I watch the police lead a broken, sobbing Margaret out of
the DeLaCoeur plantation mansion, I doubt it.

I spared Nathan what little I could because, despite the evil
acts he’s done, he’s trying to repent, to do the right thing.
Maybe I’ve grown a little weak, or maybe I just think the man
deserves a second chance, but none of the files that Darcy



released have his voice or likeness, and most of the text files
don’t refer to him by full name. If Nathan moves quickly and
uses the contacts I’m sure he has, he’ll have a chance to
redeem himself.

I couldn’t do much for Andrea, but she’s told me she wanted
her mother’s story told. She’s got her own mission anyway,
and the case of Aiko Mori’s death is one of the more dramatic
ones, even if it is smaller in terms of scandal compared to the
other information the cops and FBI received. A tearjerker for
sure, but since it is nearly twenty years old and doesn’t have
any political sizzle, it doesn’t make the broadcast.

“The story of the downfall of what could be the most powerful
man in New Orleans, the Don of the Delta, as some people are
already calling him, is going to be even more intriguing as the
days progress. With multiple sources receiving what is
potentially thousands of pages of information along with
dozens of hours of audio and video, it will take a long time for
the full impact of today’s events to be revealed.”

I sit back and feel a great weight lift off my shoulders. I close
my eyes and bow my head, resting my forehead in my hands
as I start to cry, tears of relief and farewell to the pain that I’ve
carried for a whole decade. I feel a hole inside me finally
close, and Darcy rests her hands on my shoulders, letting me
do what I need to do.

When the tears are done, I wipe at my eyes and look over at
Darcy. “Thanks. I guess there’s only one thing left for me to
see now.”

There’s a buzz at the security system, and Darcy looks at me.
“Ask, and you shall receive. Good luck.”

Darcy hurries over to the fire escape and slips out, giving me a
thumbs up and a smile as she does. Kneeling once she’s out
the window, she looks back. “I love you, Katrina. Goodbye.”

There’s a finality to it, and I nod, blowing her a kiss.
“Goodbye, Darcy. I love you, too.”



Darcy goes up instead of down, probably to take the second
fire escape on the far side of the building, and I hurry over to
the security system, where the monitor shows Jackson
standing outside the building, looking at the buzzer. He’s
dressed differently than I’ve ever seen him, but the hair’s the
same, and my heart leaps in my chest. He hits the call button
again, glancing between the slip of paper in his hand and the
numbers on the box. “Hello? I was given this address. Can
someone inside help me?”

I look back over my shoulder, to the bathroom area of the loft
where I have the last piece of my tests for Jackson and hit the
door lock release. I watch just long enough to see that he’s
pulled the door open and is going to come up the three mini-
flights of stairs before I turn and hit the circuit breaker that
controls all the lights in the loft and run for the bathroom. The
dim light still filtering in through the fire escape window gives
me enough light, and I pull on the oversized cloak with padded
shoulders and Mardi Gras mask with the built-in electronic
voice changer, waiting.

I don’t have to wait long, Jackson reaches the door quickly
and rings the bell. I come out of the bathroom, and flip the
switch that unlocks the loft door, standing with my back
against the fire escape, waiting.

I’m surprised, my heart is nearly in my throat as the door
opens, and I see Jackson standing there. “Hello?”

“Enter, Jackson DeLaCoeur. You have come to the right
place.”
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t was harder than I thought it would be, saying goodbye to
Andrea, but in the end, there was no dramatic embrace or
tears. Instead, she gives me a kiss on the cheek, and a smile.
“E-mail me when you get a chance. I promise, I’ll check it
from time to time, although I don’t know how often I can
reply.”

“Good luck, Andrea. I will,” I say, watching her climb into the
cab. She actually slipped me another hundred bucks from her
pile to pay for my cab, which is waiting for me behind hers. I
watch her cab pull away, and I get into mine, where the driver
is waiting relatively patiently, especially after seeing the
Benjamin that Andrea gave me.

“Hey man, that’s one fine lady. Your girl?” the driver, a guy
with a non-New Orleans accent, asks. He sounds like maybe
he’s from up north some, not all the way to ‘Yankee land’, but
maybe Arkansas or Tennessee.

“No, she’s my sister,” I say, my tone clearly showing I don’t
want conversation. “Federal City.”

“You the boss. Mind if I play some music, since you don’t
sound like you up for talking?” the driver asks, putting his cab
into gear. “Federal City’s a hell of a drive from here.”

“Go ahead,” I say, leaning back and closing my eyes. I’m not
sleepy, but I still semi-doze as the cabby drives me to Federal
City, lulled by the sound of the RnB. I come back to full



awareness when he pulls over and turns around. “I’m good, I
wasn’t sleeping.”

“All right man, but you need to give me more directions than
Federal City. This is a pretty big place, you know what I
mean?”

“Yeah, go along General Meyer here a bit,” I say, recalling
what I know about Federal City, “I need some clothes and
stuff. Let’s find a mini-mall or something, you can drop me
there.”

The cabby shrugs and we drive for about a mile before he
finds a strip mall with a hardware store, a dollar store, and a
pizza joint. Pulling over, the cabby looks at his meter. “That’s
forty-five dollars, my friend.”

I pass him three twenties out of my wallet, keeping Andrea’s
hundred for later. “Keep the change, man. Thanks for the
ride.”

“Have yourself a good afternoon,” he says, and I get out of the
cab, watching him pull out. I look down at the clothes I’m
wearing and realize I need to get rid of it. The name brands,
the custom tailored gear… that was the old Jackson
DeLaCoeur. The new Jackson… he’s not that sort of guy.

My first stop is the hardware store, where I find a pair of
carpenter’s jeans that’s way too baggy, but as I change in the
bathroom, transferring my wallet and phone to them, I feel
somewhat comforted. They remind me of jeans that Katrina
would wear, the same sort of functional bagginess, even down
to the fact that I cinch the waist tight with a friction buckle
web belt. I chuck my pants in the dumpster outside, and toss
my button-down shirt behind it, leaving me in just my tank top
undershirt. Going down the mall’s sidewalk, I stop in the
dollar store and buy a two pack of plain black v-neck t-shirts
which ironically costs seven dollars, strange for a place calling
itself a dollar store, along with a cheap mesh backpack for ten
bucks. I peel off my tank top and pull on one of my new t-
shirts, but keep the shirt, tucking it into my backpack. I’m
down to sixty dollars, and I don’t care.



Content that I won’t be recognized as Jackson DeLaCoeur any
longer if someone’s looking for me, I take out the address
from my wallet along with my phone, and do a quick GPS
search. My phone still works at least, and I see that I’m about
a half mile away, the address being next to the river, in a line
of warehouses it looks like. As I walk, I feel myself walking
faster and faster, hoping that whoever or whatever is there,
maybe there’s a future for me.

The building is like I expected, although it looks like the
former warehouse has undergone some renovations since the
BRACing of Federal City a few years ago. The main door’s
got a security system along with a line of mailboxes, like a lot
of office buildings, or maybe artists’ flats. I hit the button for
the second floor. “Hello?”

There’s no answer, and I start feeling panicked. What if
Nathan was fucking with me? What if whoever gave him the
address was fucking with him to fuck with me? I take a deep
breath and hit the button again. “Hello? I was given this
address. Can someone inside help me?”

There’s a click on the intercom and then the door buzzes, and I
yank at the handle, pulling it open before whoever’s inside can
change their mind. I step inside and take a deep breath,
looking up the narrow, steep staircase. It switches back before
reaching the second floor, and I start up, my steps echoing off
the painted concrete walls. Ten steps, and then a mini-landing,
where I turn and go up another ten, and then another five to
reach the landing for the second floor. There’s a single steel
door with a pane of security glass in it. The glass has been
painted over though, clearly a leftover from the days of the
building being used by the military.

I see another intercom button and hit it, finding out that it’s a
buzzer as well. There’s a click in the door and I try the handle,
finding that it opens easily. Inside, the room is dark, and near
the far wall, which has a window that looks like it leads to a
fire escape and overlooks the river, is a tall, dark figure.
“Hello?”



“Enter, Jackson DeLaCoeur. You have come to the right
place,” the figure says, and I can tell right away that whoever
it is, they’re using some sort of voice distorter, there’s a clear
electronic hum to their voice.

“Who are you?” I ask, stepping in closer. It’s so dark I can
barely see anything, but there’s enough light coming in that I
can at least avoid running into anything. “I was given your
address by… a friend.”

“Nathan Black is a friend, is he?” the figure asks, circling
around to the side. I circle with it, and as we move, the light
from the window illuminates the person a little more. They’re
wearing a floor length robe, or maybe some type of cloak with
a hood, the kind that looks like it’s definitely straight out of a
Halloween getup.They’re also wearing a Mardi Gras mask,
one of the type that covers your entire face and has painted
decorations over the eyes, the type normally worn by women.
But, if this person is a woman, she’s a very tall woman, with
shoulders bringing her up to definitely a man’s size. “I didn’t
think Nathan had many friends.”

“I don’t know if he calls me a friend, but it’s a convenient
word to use,” I reply, not getting rattled. Less than seven hours
ago I kicked my father in the stomach and unleashed enough
hell to put him in jail for life. Somebody using some parlor
tricks and lighting to try and hide themselves isn’t going to
rattle me, even if it is confusing. “I trusted him enough to
come here when he gave me this address, if that’s a better
definition.”

“Better,” the figure says. “Have a seat. I have some questions.”

I look behind me and see a couch, although it’s not much. It’s
probably been sitting here since this was a military building,
and I sit down, carefully avoiding the small coffee table in
front of it. I see there’s some stuff on the table, but the light’s
too dim now in the early evening to figure out what it is.
“Okay, I’m sitting. What are your questions?”

“First, are you going to use that gun?”



I reach into the waistband of my jeans and take the pistol out
and set it on the table. “I don’t think I’m going to need that
here. I assume Nathan told you I had it?”

“He and I have talked. What brought you here?”

The figure’s question stops me, and I think for a moment
before answering. “Hope, I guess. Hope that there is a future
for me.”

“You’re Jackson DeLaCoeur. Even with your father in police
custody, you should have plenty of money and the ability to
get in with the right society people. What do you mean, hope
for a future?”

I laugh harshly and roll my eyes. “Money? I’ve got sixty-three
dollars in my pocket, a cell phone that I might be able to hock
for twenty bucks, and that’s it. To hell with those society
people with their connections. And to hell with any money I
could scrounge from Peter DeLaCoeur. It’s blood money. I
can’t spend it anymore.”

“Who could? Hypothetically, who would be clean enough to
spend it?”

“Who?” I ask with a laugh, shaking my head. “Well, I can
think of two people. Andrea, my half-sister, and she got
herself a share before we left that place… and if she were
alive, Katrina. She deserved the whole damn pile.”

The figure nods, barely moving. “Tell me about Katrina
Grammercy.”

I sit back, shaking my head in disbelief. “Are you nuts?”

“It’s important to your future,” the figure says, the voice
emphatic even if it is distorted. “Tell me about Katrina
Grammercy.”

“What can I say? She was tall, deadly, smart… and so
beautiful. I miss her so much. For six years as children, she
was my best friend, and in just over a few weeks as adults, I
realized she was the one for me.”

“Do you love her?”



I stop, and nod, looking down. I reach into the pocket of my
jeans and take out the two stones that Andrea gave me, and set
them on the table. “If I regret anything about the time I spent
with Katrina, it’s not that she died. It’s not that I’m still living,
because as long as I do, there’s a part of her that won’t die. My
only regret… my only regrets are that I didn’t have a chance to
apologize to her for letting money come between us… and I
regret not telling her that I love her. I’ll always love her. As we
were leaving the plantation, Andrea gave me these two stones,
saying that I should give them to someone special someday.
I’ve carried them for the past seven hours in my pocket… and
I don’t want them anymore. Because the only woman I want to
give them to is Katrina.”

“How?”

I look at the figure, who’s stepped closer, kneeling down on
the other side of the coffee table. “If I could, the diamond
would be in her engagement ring… and the sapphire would be
in a necklace that I’d give her on our wedding day. The blue is
the same shade as her eyes were. So yeah, I guess your answer
to your question is, yes. I love Katrina, even if she’s gone.”

The figure reaches for the chin of its mask, pushing it up, and
my jaw comes unhinged, dropping into my chest.

“I’m not gone,” Katrina says, pushing the mask off and the
hood back. “I’m right here, Jackson. And I love you, too.”
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t first, Jackson stares at me, and I can see the thoughts
running through his head. The first thought is that he’s gone
insane, that he’s hallucinating, that somehow, the stress and
maybe a bit of dehydration have pushed him over the edge for
a little while. Next, he thinks that this is some sort of trick,
maybe someone in an elaborate makeup job.

But then the truth comes through, and a complex brew of
emotions boils inside him. “K… Katrina?” he stutters, and I
nod, unzipping my cloak and pulling it off my shoulders. “But
how?”

“After our fight, I had to be sure,” I say, staying right where I
am. It feels appropriate to be on my knees, penitent before
him. “I had to make sure that I could complete my mission
without you warning or trying to save your dad. Nathan helped
me fake the shooting, and Andrea faked the text message from
Peter.”

Jackson sits back, hurt and angry, and I understand. “You
didn’t trust me enough to do it?”

“When Nathan and Andrea approached me, no. I loved you,
but I knew that you hadn’t grown enough at that point. I had to
make sure that I could take down Peter. If I didn’t, he’d haunt
us for the rest of our lives. Hell, I’d be haunted by dedicating
so much of my life to it and not succeeding.”



Jackson gets up, trying to control his emotions, and walks
around the table, pacing back and forth in front of the window,
wringing his hands. “You let Nathan and Andrea know—you
obviously had their help in all of this—and you couldn’t tell
me? Was I just some pawn in your little game? Some puppet to
be controlled, like the way Peter controlled other people?”

I lower my head, his words stinging, piercing to my very heart.
“Jackson… I’m sorry. To get a monster, I became a monster,
and nothing was more monstrous than what I did to you. If it
means anything, after Darcy and Andrea talked with me, I did
put it all in your hands. That was no lie. You had full control
of when to take down Peter. The only thing I did was edit the
information released to make sure that it was as tightly
focused on Peter as I could make it, to limit the collateral
damage.”

Jackson stops and turns, looking at me carefully. “Why?”

“Because the first thing I thought of after Andrea woke me up
was the look I saw on your face when the fake drive-by
happened. Because I realized I’d made a mistake and rushed
too quickly. I was too concerned about trying to get it done
fast so that you and I could move on, and not doing it the right
way. But it was too late. I couldn’t take it back. I had to sit
here, waiting for the whole thing to come to a head. I put you
through hell, and all I could do was sit here and hope that
you’d follow Nathan’s paper. All I could do was hope that…
that you’re better than me.”

I look down, resting my hands in my lap, ashamed to even
look at Jackson any longer. What the hell was I thinking,
setting up this elaborate scheme, and all to do what? Test his
mental strength? What the hell is wrong with me? What was
the purpose of this? I love him, and he loves me. Isn’t that
supposed to be more important than anything else?

I’m still looking down when I see Jackson’s shadow fall over
me, and I don’t move, closing my eyes instead. I deserve to
have him walk out on me and never come back. Instead, I hear
Jackson shift around, and I open my eyes to see him kneeling



down in front of me and take my hands in his. “You have
nothing to apologize for,” he says softly, squeezing my fingers.
“You had every logical reason to doubt me, and it was only
after the past weeks of living in your loft, living the way you
have for ten years, that I really understood in my gut what
you’ve put yourself through. You opened your heart to me,
wanting me to show you that there’s a future between us, and I
took the most precious gift you could have given me, and I
was worried about money, of all things. Can you forgive me?”

I nod, looking up into his eyes. “I love you, Jackson.”

Jackson lifts my chin with his fingers and we kiss, his lips a
cool balm on the searing pain that’s been eating away at my
heart since Miami. He cups my cheek, and I wrap my arms
around his waist, tears still flowing, but these tears are of
happiness and relief, not of sadness.

“I love you, Katrina,” Jackson whispers in my ear. “I want to
be with you forever.”

I nod and hug him. “I want that, too.”

He hums and pulls me close. “Then let’s get out of here. I have
only two things on my mind right now.”

“What’s that?” I ask, laying my head on his chest, listening to
the heartbeat that I’ve missed and the heartbeat that I want to
build my future around.

“One… I want to get some food. I haven’t eaten today, and
I’m going to need energy for later.”

“Why?” I ask, giving him a smile, knowing exactly what he
wants. It’s what I want, and it’s the right thing to do.

Jackson notices me smile and returns his own. “I think you
know exactly why. Let’s just keep it cheap, okay? Like I said,
I’ve only got sixty bucks.”

“No you don’t,” I inform him, getting to my feet and helping
him up. “Andrea gave you a going away present. Besides the
stones.”

“Oh?” he asks, raising an eyebrow. “What?”



“A numbered account in the Bahamas. I checked it this
afternoon… you’ve got three hundred and fifteen thousand
dollars.”

Jackson considers it, then nods. “Okay then. I guess we can
get extra cheese on the pizza.”
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he bed is actually more comfortable than my old loft bed.
It’s a simple queen-size mattress thrown on the floor, and as
Jackson lies down next to me, he hums. “So is this what life in
the underground is going to be like?”

“Maybe,” I tell him, smiling. “But before we do this… I have
to tell you something.”

“What?” he asks, and I take his hand, placing it on my
stomach.

“Jackson, I’m pregnant. I took the test yesterday.” I’m a bit
nervous saying this, but Jackson takes the news wonderfully,
smiling. “You’re happy?”

“To create a life with you?” he asks, his smile growing even
wider. “Yes, of course! So… I guess I have a question for you,
too. I was going to wait, but why wait any longer?”

“Yes and no,” I tell him before he can ask. When he raises an
eyebrow, I smirk. “Yes, I’ll be your wife. No, I won’t marry
you. I want to keep living off the grid. We can set up fake IDs
with a shared last name if you want, but for me… this right
here is our wedding.”

Jackson gets off the bed and goes over to the table, where the
sapphire and diamond have been sitting since he took them out
of his pocket and showed them to me. “Then can we get these
set in gold at least?”



“Platinum,” I counter, watching the lamplight sparkle in each
of them. They’re beautiful, and I have to remember to send a
thank you to Andrea for them. “Goes better with my skin tone.
And no ring, pendants only. That way I never have to take
them off when I want to do some martial arts practice.”

Jackson laughs and sets the gems aside, letting them clatter
lightly onto the small table next to the bed. “I can agree with
that. So do you want to make any promises or vows?”

I sit up, and take his hand, placing it on my heart. Jackson
takes my hand and places it on his heart, and we look into each
other’s eyes, his face so serious it’s moving. “I promise,
Katrina. Forever and always, I will love you and try to be the
man you deserve to have.”

I blink and take a deep breath, letting his words soak in a
moment before replying, wanting every syllable to be the right
ones. “I promise to love you, Jackson, forever and always.
And I will always strive to be the best wife and woman I can
be for you.”

Jackson smirks, and leans in. “May I kiss the bride?”

“You better do more than that,” I tease, my laugh becoming a
moan when Jackson’s hand brushes over my nipple. He kisses
me tenderly, then with more strength, his arms coming around
to pull me tight against him. His kisses move to my neck,
nipping and thrilling my skin. “Mmm, that’s amazing.”

“Good,” Jackson says with a light growl, “because now that
you’re mine, I’m going to punish you for making me go
through hell for three weeks.”

“Oh?” I ask, thrilled when Jackson pushes me to the side, not
too hard, and I look up to see a naughty twinkle in his eye.
“Like that, huh?”

Jackson nods and pulls his t-shirt off. He’s lost a little bit of
mass, but he’s more ripped than ever, and I remember that he’s
spent weeks working himself as hard as I do with his
workouts. The bodybuilder puff muscle is gone, and now he’s
more lean, real muscle. “Turn over, or I turn you over.”



I’ve never been ordered around by a man like this before, and
it’s with a little thrill that I get on my hands and knees, my ass
up in the air. “Take what’s yours…”

Jackson leans down and kisses the exposed skin on my back in
between the waistband of my pants and my top, and trails his
tongue all the way up to my neck before whispering in my ear.
“Now, undo your pants and let me see you.”

I reach down and undo my belt, a gasp escaping me when
Jackson takes my pants in his grip and pulls them down over
my hips to my knees. I’m left in just my panties, and Jackson
runs his hand over my left ass cheek, stretching out next to me
as he does. “I want to look you in the eyes as I do this,” he
says, and I turn my face to look at him directly. “Three
smacks, for three weeks. Fair?”

“Very fair,” I agree, then purr. “Sir.”

Jackson smirks and leans in. Our lips meet and we kiss, his
tongue wrapping around mine. I’m so lost in the kiss that
when his hand smacks down, cracking into my ass, the pain is
lost in the pleasure and surprise, a warmth spreading from
where his hand is rubbing now, massaging and squeezing my
ass slowly. “One.”

His hand lifts again, pausing for a moment before smacking
down again, just on the edge where the warmth and sting
become painful, and again he rubs my ass, this time slipping
his hand inside my panties and making me moan in desire. My
pussy is throbbing, and I can’t believe that it feels this good.
“Two.”

Jackson gets behind me and eases my panties down, lifting my
legs one at a time to pull my pants all the way off, leaving me
naked from the waist down. I tremble in anticipation as the
scent of my arousal hits my nose, and I know he can smell
how turned on I am. “Ready, sir.”

His hand descends again, smacking against my right cheek this
time, a firework of heat that shoots straight through me, and I
cry out softly. “Oh, Jackson… my husband…”



Jackson hums happily at my words, and I hear his belt release,
but before he can do anything, I turn on the bed, grabbing his
hands. “No… please, let me.”

He takes his hands away and I unbutton his jeans, not even
needing to do the zipper the waist is so baggy. We’d laughed
and joked about it as we walked to the pizza parlor, how our
fashion sense would be matching more from now on. Now I
see another advantage as his cock surges from his boxers, and
I wrap my hand around it, licking the head before Jackson can
even react. He groans deeply, and I suck him in, running my
tongue all around the underside and head of his cock lovingly,
worshiping him and trying to show him just how sexy and
powerful I know he is.

“Katrina…” he groans, resting his hands on my head. I pause
and let him hold my head still as he begins to pump in and out
slowly, fucking my face slowly and thoroughly. His cock is
thick, sliding deep into my mouth and tickling the back of my
throat with each thrust, and I reach under him to cup his balls
and roll them between my fingers. “Oh my perfect Katrina.”

He pulls out, and I smile softly. “Is that what you like?”

“Fuck yeah,” Jackson replies, caressing my face. “Is this what
you like?”

“This time,” I growl, turning around and wiggling my ass at
him. “And this is what I want most.”

“Mmm, I like that idea,” he says, grabbing my hips and
pulling me back. “Just a little rough, but not too much?”

“I can take it pretty rough,” I challenge him. “But remember
that if you get too rough, I fight back.”

Jackson pushes me down, stretching me out on the mattress,
with just my ass sticking up a little bit. I feel his cock against
the lips of my pussy and he drives forward, stretching me open
in one long stroke until he’s all the way inside me. Lightning
shoots from his cock to my brain as he pulls back and thrusts
again, and I give myself to him, wanting Jackson to take me,
to make me his forever.



With unrelenting, powerful hammering thrusts, Jackson fills
me again and again, his hips smashing into my ass each time.
He stretches out on top of me, kissing and sucking hard on my
neck, and when he bites, I’m moaning, lost in the pleasure of
his cock filling me and his skin pressed against my back. I can
feel the pain of his teeth on my skin, and I know he’s leaving a
mark, maybe a bruise, and I only hope that he actually breaks
the skin, scarring me and marking me as his forever.

I’m crushed under him, but I push my hips back, begging for
more, and Jackson groans, pleased. He lifts up, and pulls me
back onto my knees as he settles behind me. “You are perfect,”
he says as he starts thrusting again, hard and fast, so fast I’m
constantly being lit up with fireworks from another punishing
stroke. “Nobody has ever pushed back and wanted more.”

“Is that all you got?” I encourage him, looking back. He’s
covered in sweat, his eyes burning with intensity, and he grabs
my waist, his grip almost painfully tight as he stares into my
eyes at my challenge. His hips speed up, pounding at me even
harder. I’m nearing coming, but I can see in his face, he is too.
I urge him on with my most seductive look even as my mouth
drops open and I can’t say anymore.

My insides tighten, and I’m on the edge, trembling with the
need to come. Jackson sees it and thrusts in one more time,
burying himself deep inside me, and I’m coming, crying out
breathlessly as my body rides the amazing feeling. He thrusts
again, adding an exclamation point on my orgasm and sending
me higher before he comes, both of us collapsing onto the
mattress, temporarily exhausted.

I feel Jackson gather me into his arms again, and I hum softly.
“You did this the last time. Are you planning on cuddling with
me every time we have sex?”

“I was thinking every night, regardless of if we have sex or
not,” Jackson says, kissing the sore spot on my neck. “I’m
sorry if I was too rough.”

“It was perfect,” I tell him, wrapping his arms deeper around
me. “Absolutely perfect.”



“I’m glad.”

I chuckle, and kiss his knuckle. The skin is still pink and raw,
and I remember the story Andrea told me about how he’d gone
off on the tires at my old loft. Apparently, he hasn’t let it heal
fully before going off on the tires again. “That doesn’t mean
I’m not going to give it right back to you tomorrow, though.”

“Oh?”

I smile and stroke his forearm. “I’ve got Touches you haven’t
even imagined yet, and tomorrow morning, I’m using them all
on you.”

Jackson laughs softly and kisses my neck. “I can’t wait.”
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wake up to the sensation of gentle Touches on my
forearms, and I smile, even as I keep my eyes closed. “When
you said you wanted to give it back to me, I didn’t think you
were going to be so quick with it.”

“After as amazing as last night was? I could barely wait, and
you should be glad that you physically wore me out,” Katrina
throatily purrs in my ear. “Or else you wouldn’t have gotten
any sleep at all.”

I feel her trace along my jaw, and my eyes open, my cock
surging as fresh desire fills my body. Katrina… my wife, I
think with amazement, is kneeling next to me, her body
gloriously naked. I smile at the sight, her nipples already hard.
“You know you don’t need to Touch me to arouse me. A
simple kiss and a smile from you is all I need.”

Katrina smiles, and trails a finger down my left side between
two of my ribs, electricity shooting throughout my body,
concentrating in my cock, which is harder than it’s ever been.

I pull her down on top of me, finding her throat and kissing the
soft skin. Katrina’s groaning from my hands running up and
down her back, stroking her skin with tenderness. I kiss down
to her collarbone and lift her body up until I can suck on her
nipples. They’re small, rock-hard treasures that I want to feast
on forever, it’s so wonderful to hear the sounds she makes as I
lick around the edge of her left nipple. I roll her and me



together, and kiss my way down her body to her pussy, teasing
apart the light covering of dark hair that dusts her labia. “Oh
Jackson, I’ve fantasized of this.”

“Then let me fulfill our dreams,” I say, dipping my tongue
between her lips and tasting the sweetness that lies within. I
lick slowly, savoring each inch and listening to the beautiful
sounds she makes as I explore her nerve endings with my
tongue. “Delicious.”

She sighs happily as I lick again, dipping deep inside her and
finding the tangy center, scooping out the wetness inside and
feasting on it before licking again all the way to the top, where
I find the precious shiny jewel nested at the top and just barely
caressing it with the tip of my tongue. Her hips lift off the bed
like I’ve just galvanized her entire body.

“Jackson… please,” Katrina groans deeply as she wraps her
fingers in my hair. “Don’t stop.”

I don’t answer and instead lick, letting my tongue dance
around her clit and exploring every nook and fold. I make love
to my wife with my lips, tongue and a little bit of my teeth,
showing her just how much I love her and will for the rest of
my life. I’d die for Katrina… but even more importantly, I’m
going to live for her, and make myself into a man that can be
her partner as well as her husband and lover.

I pour myself into my licks and oral caresses, my tongue
moving faster and lighter, flicking over the precious nub of her
clit. Katrina’s moaning, grinding her pussy up into my mouth,
losing control until with a harsh, ecstatic scream, she comes,
covering my face in her juices and clamping her thighs around
my head, her muscles unable to relax as she squeezes, cutting
off all sound except the sound of my own heart and the sound
of her cries from her own body.

Katrina’s legs relax, and her hips slowly fall back to the
mattress, a long, shuddering breath escaping from her lips. I
crawl up from between her legs and rest my left hand on the
middle of her chest, looking into her eyes. “I love you,
Katrina.”



“I love you, my amazing Jackson,” she answers, putting her
hand over mine. She shifts her hips, then chuckles, feeling the
head of my cock bump against her hips. “I may have created a
monster.”

I nod and raise an eyebrow. “Are you ready?”

She bites her lip and nods, her breath catching as I reach down
with my right hand and slip the head of my cock in between
her lips. I slide in slowly, knowing she’s sensitive and tender,
and besides, I want to savor this feeling. I want to savor it
forever.

“ARE YOU SURE YOU DON’T NEED SOME ICE?”

I chuckle and look down at my cock, which while limp is still
slightly sore and aching after one hell of a time.

“No, I’m fine. Actually, I was thinking in a little bit that I’d
like to put on some clothes.”

“You don’t have any, other than those jeans,” she notes,
coming over with a glass of juice. Katrina’s gotten at least
slightly dressed, a pair of boy-short panties and one of her
ever-present sports bras. “Oh, and two t-shirts. Just what were
you thinking not packing anything?”

“I didn’t care about anything else at the moment,” I tell her,
taking the juice and sipping gratefully. “I knew that I could
make it without the money. Besides, I’m free now, which is
better than all the designer clothing in the world.”

“Well, tomorrow then, we’ll get you outfitted. Until then, I
guess you’re just going to have to lie around mostly naked and
let me pamper you.”

I laugh lightly and reach up, taking her hand, pulling her down
next to me on the couch. “You know, the first two times we
were together, you embarrassed me, then nearly broke my arm
while sticking a gun in my face. And now you’re pampering
me, as you put it. Don’t tell me the sexy seductive ass kicker’s
gone?”



“Not at all,” Katrina says, giving me a knowing smile. “But I
have a soft side too, you know. I was thinking actually that I’d
like to spend a few months exploring that softer side.”

“What’d you have in mind?” I ask, sitting up. “I mean, besides
maybe a honeymoon?”

“A honeymoon for sure,” Katrina replies, smiling, “but only
after we get you a fake ID. I know a guy who does good
work.”

“Then what?”

Katrina strokes my face and kisses me on the cheek. “Then we
let you finish your education, with me being your guide. I
can’t help you on the business courses, but I can help us make
a comfortable living below the radar for as long as we want.”

I nod, knowing exactly why. Katrina’s blast of information
may have taken care of Peter and Samuel, but there will be
friends, allies, and others affected who will be looking for
revenge. It’s going to be dangerous, but I think it’s worth it.
“Okay. Well, you said we’ve got what, three hundred thousand
or so?”

“Something like that. More importantly, we’ve got
connections.”

“Then let’s tag a quarter million for building our future, and
the rest we can use for taking the time to figure out what that
future is going to be,” I tell her, taking her hand. “As long as
that future is next to you and our daughter, I’ll be happy.”

“Daughter?” Katrina asks, giving me a little smile. “So you
want a daughter and not a son?”

“Oh, I’m sure we’ll have a son together eventually, but I’ve
got a feeling,” I tell her, and then kiss her softly. “Just a
feeling, that’s all.”

“Careful, unless you’re ready for what your lips are starting,”
Katrina purrs, then lays her head on my shoulder.

I kiss her and pull her closer. “Any ideas for the honeymoon?”



Katrina thinks for a moment, then nods. “Catalina Island, off
the coast of California. I read about there when I was
training… I’ve always wanted to go.”

“That sounds perfect to me. Then we can plan the rest of our
future.”

Katrina hums and snuggles against me. “Our future. I like the
sound of that.”
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at- So did you guys get the files I sent you?

Andrea- Yes. She’s beautiful.

Darcy- I agree. She’s got your face and his eyes.

Kat- Which I am very grateful for. Although I guess I should
worry when she gets old enough to attract boys.

Andrea- Are you kidding? The boys are going to be scared of
pissing off her mother and father.

Darcy- LOL. True. By the way, you like her name I bet.

Andrea- Of course I do. I think Andrea’s a beautiful name for a
little girl.

Kat- As soon as she came out with those blue eyes, we both
knew exactly what to name her. How’s it going by the way?

Andrea- It’s going. If I need help, I know who to call.

Kat- Damn right.

Darcy- Ditto. Hey guys, Jeff just got home, and Henry’s
hungry, so I’m going to take off.

Kat- OK. Hey, tell him congrats on the promotion. Detective
now. Movin’ on up.

Darcy- Deluxe apartment in the sky, Baby Girl. Take care,
TTYL.



Kat- LU, Darce.

Andrea- Take care, Darce.

System- *BlakDhal1A has logged off*

Andrea- So is the gym going well?

Kat- We’re doing the grand underground opening next week,
but the privates and seminars are already netting us a good
student base. Between him teaching the men, me the women,
and us splitting the kid’s classes, we’re going to do well for a
place that technically doesn’t exist.

Andrea- What about your other investments?

Kat- Doing well. Your advice was dead on. Thanks.

Andrea- Don’t thank me. I just verified what oniichan picked
out. He’s a smart one.

Kat- You sound proud of him.

Andrea- I am. Aren’t you?

Kat- I’m proud of both of you. Hey, Andrea just woke up, she
wants some Mommy time. I’m gonna take off myself. Give her
some milk, then Jackson and I are going to work together on
that ‘67 Corvette model that we picked up last week. I thought
it’d be juvenile, but we’re both loving it.

Andrea- OK. I love you, Katrina.

Kat- Not Katrina anymore, remember?

Andrea- Oh yeah. Sorry. I love you, Mercy. BTW, I like the
sound of that. Mercy Hart.

Kat- Thanks. I like it, too. I love you too, Andrea. TTYL.

Andrea- TTYL

System- *CD Grace has logged off*

System- *Blue Sakura has logged off*

Book 1 - Revenge.

Book 2 - Retaliation.

http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01LXJ5968&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01LXAIXCV&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1


Book 3 - Retribution.

http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01MECNMAC&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1


A B O U T  L A U R E N  &  W I L L O W

If you enjoyed Mr. CEO, make sure to check out Tempted & Inked!

http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01M286R3M&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01LY1VGJZ&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01M286R3M&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1


Lauren Landish

View her entire catalog on Amazon.

Like her on Facebook.

Lauren’s newest release:

Willow Winters

View her entire catalog on Amazon.

Like her on Facebook.

Willow’s Mafia Romance Series:

Dirty Dom (Book 1)

His Hostage (Book 2)

Good Girl (Book 3)

Bad Girl (Book 4)

http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01LY1VGJZ&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
https://www.amazon.com/Lauren-Landish/e/B00SNT0Z0U/ref=dp_byline_cont_pop_ebooks_1
http://www.facebook.com/lauren.landish
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01N05XW6X&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
https://www.amazon.com/Willow-Winters/e/B01G9J9JKW/ref=sr_tc_2_0?qid=1475185727&sr=1-2-ent
http://facebook.com/authorwillowwinters
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01GB3HZ34&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01HILT4B4&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01IGNJBRU&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01JRFWDMG&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1


Bad Boy (Book 5)

http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01L9KVRY2&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
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