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    Kelly, Megan, and Lisa


    Thank you for putting your hand up to help when I needed it the most.
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    On the Run

    Emily


    The cold wind blasts through my hair, causing sharp, black strands to whip across my face. My heart slams into my ribs over and over, and the ruthless pounding drums through my ears, vibrating across my brain. Out of sheer terror, I clench the strap of the seat belt as it bites into my torso. Squeezing my eyes shut, I pray to a God I suddenly believe in.


    Jai’s warm, damp palm glides over the top of my knee and rests on my thigh, pulling me from my thoughts.


    “Don’t look so scared, Kitten.” He teases as I reluctantly open my eyes. “I know what I’m doing.”


    I don’t drive. In fact, I don’t even have a license. You wanna know why? Because I’m absolutely petrified of being in a car accident. Even at normal speeds uneasiness sits in my stomach. It remains there, feeling uncomfortable and heavy, until my own two feet are on solid ground again. We’re currently going one hundred miles an hour down a deserted strip of asphalt somewhere in the outskirts of New York and it feels worse than I could have imagined. My stomach squeezes, my heart pounds, and my blood thins, making me dizzy and nauseous all at once. Like a rollercoaster from hell.


    “Do you have to drive so damn fast?” I breathe as bitter bile from the deepest pit of my stomach burns at my throat.


    “It’s a stolen car.” He points out over the roar of the engine, his lips quirk into a smug smile. “So yeah. Kinda.”


    I’ve never broken the law. Not really. I mean, I’ve smoked marijuana here and there but that’s hardly a crime. Tonight, however, I’ve assisted in grand theft auto. I was there when Jai broke into a dealership and stole the keys to a sleek, black Camaro. I have no idea what the name means exactly, but judging by the way Jai’s eyes lit up as he stood before the black beauty, weighing the keys in his hand, he did. How many years will I get for assisting in a crime as big as that? To be honest, I wish we had never made it out of the car yard.


    He drives fast—so fast I feel weightless, like an asteroid hurtling through space. The car doesn’t feel heavy like it did when I got in. It feels as light as paper as it cuts effortlessly through the night air. It doesn’t help I know that the faster things go, the harder they crash.


    People speed all the time and they love it. They claim it’s exhilarating and exciting. How lucky for them. I find it absolutely terrifying. There’s nothing exhilarating about the way my heart beats, causing my blood to rush through my body. There’s nothing exciting about the way my ribs clench my lungs making them compress against my spine, lessening the amount of air I’m able to breathe. To top it off, I can barely rationalize my thoughts because my subconscious keeps screaming three little words at me. Somehow, amongst all of the chaos raging inside my small body, I hear the same three words over and over.


    Please.


    Don’t.


    Crash.


    “Flooring—shit!—the car down side streets to get to my apartment isn’t—oh, fuck!—exactly subtle.” I manage to squeeze out.


    A dense pressure squeezes my ribs and I’m surprised my heart manages to stay in my chest as opposed to being shot out of my throat and embedding itself deep into the dashboard.


    “I’m not aiming for subtle.” The steering wheel creaks as he squeezes the stitched leather. “Don’t worry so much. We’ll ditch the car closer to your place and do the rest on foot. Once you’ve grabbed some things, I’ll find us another car and we can make the final leg of the trip. It’ll be fine.”


    Trip? It’s a trip now, is it? I’ve never been on a trip, but I know they’re supposed to be fun. Nothing about any of this is fun. Where are we going anyway? Is it a country environment or will we be in the city? Do I pack for harsh, cold weather or does he plan on sticking us in a warm and damp underground tunnel again? This is critical information when packing! I don’t want to pack skirts and dresses and then end up at the damn North Pole.


    “Where are we going?” I ask, swallowing hard.


    Effortlessly, he changes gears and casually brings his hand back to the smooth, leather wheel. He’s driven at these speeds before—that much is obvious. His movements so far have been flowing and relaxed. He leans back into his seat, completely at ease, as if we’re driving under the speed limit instead of doubling it.


    I squeeze the strap of my seat belt tighter, feeling lighter without Jai’s heavy hand anchoring me down.


    “You’ll see when we get there.”


    I’d glare at him if I could bring myself to tear my eyes from the world that rushes past me.


    Up ahead a corner is approaching at an insane speed and if the last corner is anything to go by...Jesus. I lower my hands to grip the leather seat.


    “Shit.” I swear under my breath, as the palms of my hands slide over the leather. Anxious sweat leaks from my pores, making my grip weaker than I want it to be.


    Please.


    I squeeze my eyes shut.


    Don’t.


    Pain radiates through my jaw as I clench my teeth and the car slides into the turn.


    Crash.


    The tires screech and Jai sighs, reveling in the motion and the noise.


    He hits the gas and the car shoots out of the turn, leaving the smell of burnt rubber and the sound of angry squeals behind us.


    


    ****


    


    With ease, the car rolls between two dense bushes before stopping completely. Heat, a nervous and uncomfortable heat, blooms in my armpits and rolls down my spine. No random streaks of light leak in through the windows from the street, drowning us in darkness. The only sound inside the car besides the soft rumble of the engine is my panicked gasps for air.


    Holy shit.


    We made it.


    I’m alive.


    Jai pulls on the parking brake and turns the key. The rumble of the engine cuts out, exposing my anxiety. Deep heavy breaths I can’t stop is the only sound besides the ticking of the cooling engine.


    “You okay?” Jai asks, the embodiment of calm.


    Of course he’s calm. Jai has a handle on just about every situation. When I’m a fucking mess he’s cool and composed. Despite that, I nod, keeping my stare locked on the front windscreen. I’m unable to bring myself to look at him. If I do and he betrays even the slightest hint of worry or fear, I’m done. I’ll crumble like the edge of a weak cliff after a hurricane has smashed into it. Jai is a rock, the solid foundation that keeps my fears in check. When he is calm, I have faith in our situation, but if I look at him now and I see fear I’ll lose confidence.


    We wait in silence and even though the wheels of the car are immobile underneath me, my heart continues to thrum painfully in my chest. The reason for it is blaring its sirens in the distance, getting closer and closer. Cops are the last thing we need, but at least they’re an expected problem. I can almost taste the metallic bars of the cell they’re going to cage me in as the sirens ring through my ears, sending vibrations over my brain.


    “Fuck.” Jai swears, looking over his shoulder.


    Panic rises. I can’t go to prison. I’m too skinny for prison! My hair is too long and my breasts are too firm. Does it work the same as a male prison? Can I become someone’s bitch in a female prison? I don’t want to find out.


    The wailing sirens grow louder and my fingers find their way into my mouth. I wince as I suck my thumb between my lips and gnaw on my nail. The tips of my fingers are sore from weeks of nervous chewing. At this rate they’ll never recover.


    We’re like sitting ducks here. If they decide to use a spotlight, we’re done for. There’s no disguising the bright light that’ll reflect off the body of the car, even if it is shrouded in sticks and leaves.


    I look at Jai. His face is stern, his lips pressed into a thin line.


    “We should run.” I mutter and he shakes his head.


    “Wait for them to pass. Then we’ll move.”


    “You’re a cop. Isn’t there some kind of bro code?”


    Jai shakes his head again. “Bro code? No. Who knows which ones Skull has in his pocket.”


    I jump as flashes of red and blue light illuminate our surroundings. It disappears in a flash and I hold my breath as the blaring sirens fade into the distance. We wait in defeating silence for what feels like an eternity before I ask:


    “Do you think we lost them?”


    “For the moment. C’mon.” Jai turns the key and, without starting the engine, small LEDs on the dash light up.


    I watch as he reaches for the roof of the car and presses a little, black button. Soft whizzing fills the air and hums against my eardrum as the small window in the roof opens.


    “Since we can’t get our doors open we’ll have to through the roof." He smiles at me. "You first.”


    With shaking hands, I exhale and unclip my seatbelt. Somehow, I manage to turn in my seat and reach up and grip the edges of the roof. This car’s sun roof isn’t designed for averaged sized humans to climb out of. Groaning, I pull myself out of my seat and straighten my legs. The ropes of muscle in my arms and legs scream at me, making me hiss through my teeth. A few hours ago, I was running for my life and I barely felt pain then. Now it seizes my muscles and grips my bones. We have to stop soon or I’m going to collapse.


    The cool night air blows against my heated skin, making the clammy beads of sweat that line my brow cold and uncomfortable. Still, as shitty as my current situation is, I have to remind myself I’m no longer trapped underground and I no longer have to fight for my life. That alone deserves a celebration. Skull will come after us, that much is guaranteed, but I can handle that. I’m good at running. I’ve been doing it my whole life. Fun fact: I was born in Sacramento and was shifted between there and Oregon until I was fourteen. Once I realized no one wanted me I ran and I made it as far as Colorado too, but I was caught as soon as I hit the state line and thrown back into the cesspool that is foster care. Two days before my fifteenth birthday I ran again and this time I was more careful. I stayed off the streets, never lingered in one place for too long, and I did my best to look like a kid who had a family who cared.


    Kansas.


    Arkansas.


    Tennessee.


    Virginia.


    Pennsylvania.


    Delaware.


    I’ve slummed around in all of them. It wasn’t until half a year later, when I ended up in Trenton. Admittedly, I got too comfortable and it was my own fault I got pulled in by a “Detective John McCabe”. Within a day I was placed into another children’s home on the outskirts of New York City. I remained in the children’s home until I aged out and was left to fend for myself. I didn’t mind. I graduated from high school—just—and was able to land a job at a fast food joint, flipping burgers. During that time, I slept on a random Japanese woman’s couch who I met back when I crashed bingo games for free food and (occasionally) booze. She let me stay with her until I saved enough cash to put myself through my nursing course. She passed away the week the hospital began paying me. Her landlord let me rent her apartment to save the hassle of advertising. As strange as it sounds, I lived with Sue for months...but she was still a stranger to me. I had no connection to her, nor her to me. It also didn’t help that I couldn’t speak Japanese. Now that I think about it, I didn’t even cry when I found out nor did I attend her funeral. What kind of sick shit is that? Anyway, I don’t mind fending for myself. I’m used to it and though I’ve never had a proper home here in NYC I’ve always felt like I belonged, that my blood is linked with the trash, rust and dregs of this otherwise beautiful city. As I climbed the roof of the children’s home every night and watched the lights of the city flick on level by level, building by building, I knew that even if I never found a home, I would always have a home...and in some twisted way that made sense to me…to my damaged teenage mind.
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    Kitten’s Place

    Jai


    She jumps as I place my hand on the back of her slender calf. It feels incredibly small and weak in my hand, sending a pang of guilt through my stomach. My body is built for high intensity situations. Hers isn’t.


    “You okay up there?” I ask, leaning closer to peak out through the roof.


    “Uh, yeah,” She glances down at me, her face skewed by shadow. “Sorry. I zoned out for a second.”


    I keep my hand on the warm skin of her leg. Under my palm, her muscles tremble and spasm. I bet they hurt like hell—though I doubt she’s the kind of woman to admit the pain. Emily is a strong girl, stronger than she looks, but she’s not invincible. That’s for damn sure.


    Her calf slides out from underneath my hand as she pulls herself up and out of the sunroof. I follow, ignoring the scream of my own muscles as they tighten and relax, threatening to seize up with a painful cramp.


    Sharp twigs dig into my skin and pierce the surface in some places. Ahead, Emily curses under her breath as she slides off the trunk of the car and pushes her way through the broken shrubbery I forced the car through. If the police do a lap and come back in this direction they’ll see the car. Ideally, we’ll need to be on the thruway before then. We have to be far enough ahead to ditch the second car with ease. If they catch us...we’re done.


    I slide off the back of the car and—shit—I fall back against the vehicle, catching myself with my elbows on the trunk. Against the firm ground my legs feel like jelly. Boneless and weak.


    “Jai?” Emily calls through the bush with a light, curious tone.


    I need to get my shit together before she finds me like this. I know she looks to me for reassurance and comfort. I have to appear strong on the outside even when I’m deteriorating on the inside.


    “Yeah.” Hanging my head back, I inhale a lungful of air and roughly expel it before pushing off the car. “I’m coming.”


    Walking is a piece of cake once I get used to using my legs for something other than resting against a gas pedal. Sitting down, even for that short period of time, caused my muscles to cramp up. They’re bruised. I can feel it. It’s as if someone has taken a meat mallet to my body. It hurts, but it doesn’t hurt as much as running from Skull does. I don’t think my pride will ever let me live that one down. I should have put a bullet between his eyes. Fuck. I wish I did. It’s all I’ve thought about since breaking out of the tunnels. I had the chance…I had a hot, smoking gun in my hand and it was pointed right at his ugly face.


    Squeeze.


    Bang.


    That’s all it would have taken. I could’ve ended it. I could’ve cut my losses and dealt with the consequences after the fact.


    But I didn’t…


    


    The sidewalk moves quickly under our feet as we walk in the direction of Emily’s apartment. The bottoms of my feet are raw and blistered. Every step is like bare feet to a plate of hot coals. To be honest, I’m surprised my skin isn’t worn down to the bone.


    The street is void of any cars or people. Across the road and twenty feet ahead, a skinny, black cat crouches beside two overfilled bins. It watches us with its head pulled into its shoulders and its back arched in defense. When we’re ten feet away I hear it growl and hiss. I smirk. The alley cat is about as intimidating as Emily was when I met her.


    Fear. That’s all it is.


    Feeling a pulse of sympathy tug at my heart strings, I step off the edge of the sidewalk and onto the road only to have Emily’s hand snag the underside of my bicep in an attempt to pull me back.


    “Are you crazy? Don’t go near that thing.”


    The cat retreats behind a metal bin and refuses to come back out. Not even for a curious peek.


    “Why?”


    “It’s an alley cat and obviously not a nice one. You’ll need a shot if it scratches you.”


    I frown as she smiles a tired smile.


    “It’s just a cat.” I say. “How much damage could it really do?”


    “Wow. You’re really not from this side of town, are you? I hate to break it to you, Precious, but the animals around here are anything but friendly. You give them a chance and they’ll rip your flesh from your bones.”


    I laugh, surprised I even manage it. “Jesus Christ. You’re so dark.”


    “It’s the truth.”


    “Have you ever stopped to think for a second that maybe, maybe, if you give them a moment of your time, sided with a little compassion and a handful of food, they wouldn’t be so feral?”


    She snorts. “That’s the silver spoon talking.”


    I stop walking. It could be because I’m exhausted therefore making me extra irritable, but her words hit me wrong. Silver spoon? Bullshit.


    “Oh, I forgot. Being born into a wealthy family means I know jack shit about the ‘real’ world, right?”


    Emily turns to face me, confused. “No —”


    “— I’m a police officer in New York City, Kitten. I’ve seen shit you can’t even imagine.” I gesture around us. “This place—your area—it’s a fucking haven compared to some of the places I’ve been.” I pause then scoff. “A silver spoon. That’s some real bullshit. That cat would be a walk in the park. Try being chased by a jacked up Rottweiler as foam spills from its mouth.”


    “That’s not what I meant. I mean, I did mean it like that, but I didn’t mean it like that.”


    I roll my eyes. Yeah, like that makes any sense.


    She continues down the sidewalk. “All I’m trying to say is; it’s common knowledge that you shouldn’t approach feral animals. It’s dangerous, not to mention hazardous for your health.”


    I smile at the irony of it. Emily coaching me on things that are hazardous to my health? What are the odds? That girl is a magnet for disaster.


    “An interesting piece of advice you’ve chosen to give me.” I say as I follow closely behind her. “If you listened to it yourself you’d have never been trapped underground.”


    Her lips quirk and all evidence of our argument disintegrates. “Yeah, well, I’m no good at following advice — even my own.”


    She peers sideways at me and I almost falter in my steps. I’ll be damned. The murky street lights barely light her features, but even so, the girl is pretty. She’s pushed herself to the brink of complete exhaustion and still her big, pretty eyes and hollow cheeks squeeze my stomach in the strangest of ways.


    “Besides, I’m glad I followed you…” She drops her stare back to the concrete. “I’d hate for you to do this on your own.”


    I’m beginning to wonder if I could’ve done it on my own. The thought of not having Emily down there with me seems…I don’t know…impossible.


    “Here we are.” She sighs, pushing on a wire gate that hangs by a quarter of a hinge. It screeches and squeals as it opens and it’s enough to make me reach for my ears to block its sharp sound from piercing my brain.


    “This is your place, huh?” Lowering my hands, I glance around. There’s not much to say about it. It’s not the worse place I’ve seen, but once this is over, she’s definitely moving out. There’s no safety, no security — not even a proper fence. Nope. It’s not good enough.


    Emily leads me through the building with ease. She’s comfortable with the cracked paint on the walls and the occasional missing tile on the floor. As we walk, I peer down the stark empty halls and blink every time a light bulb flickers. There’s no one to stop us, no one to ask for identification or to find out where we’re going. It sets me on edge. What if we were murderers — of the bad kind? I shudder at the thought. Are there children in this building? If there are, what about them? There are no yards to play in — no grass or wood chipped play spaces.


    “You look really disturbed.” Emily comments, pulling me from my own head.


    She glances over her shoulder just as I manage to pull my stare from a forensic notice on the door we passed a second ago. I keep my hand tucked firmly against my body as we climb the stairs. I’d rather lick the handrail of the moving sidewalk at the airport than touch this one.


    “I am a little.” I admit, peering over the railing of the stairs we climb. I’m not even kidding. There’s pile of rubbish at the bottom “What kind of place is this?”


    I don’t want to make her feel bad about where she lives, but come on. This isn’t a home. It’s a fucking dump—no, it’s worse than a dump. It’s a fucking atrocity that needs to be bulldozed.


    “It’s home.” She states, her feet slapping the concrete stairs — yes, concrete stairs. Inside a building—with slight aggression. “It’s a little rough around the edges, but it’s the only place I have so…be nice.”


    I purse my lips. As the saying goes; ‘if you don’t have anything nice to say don’t say anything at all.’


    At the top of the sixth floor, Emily stalks toward a thin, mahogany plywood door. Taped to the middle of it is an eviction notice. It doesn’t take me much to realize the door is the entrance to her place.


    With a heavy exhale and a slump of her shoulders, she exhales. “I guess I should’ve seen this coming. Sorry, Sue.”


    I cock an eyebrow. “Sue?”


    “She’s the original occupant — my roommate, I guess. She died after I moved in.”


    “That sucks.” I scrunch my nose. “She’s not still in there, is she?”


    Emily snorts as she tears the paper from the door and scrunches it into a ball. “No.”


    “Did you throw her over the railing?”


    She sneers at me as her eyes suddenly glow playfully. “I’ll throw you over the railing if you keep making fun of where I live.”


    Fair enough. I flash her my palms in defeat. “I won’t say another word about it. Promise.”


    Leaning back against the railing, I watch as she shakes the door handle and pushes on the door. It didn’t occur to me until now that we can’t get into her apartment without a key. Shit. I drop my face into my palm and rub at my eyes. I walked all those damn stairs for nothing.


    “Have a little faith, Stone.” Emily states with a laugh. “I can get us in.”


    I lift my stare in time to see her twist and pull on the handle right before giving the bottom left corner of the door a hard kick. Just like that, the door shoots open and crashes into the wall. Over her shoulder she smirks at me. It’d be extremely sexy if I wasn’t so damn appalled.


    “Well?”


    “Well, I don’t know if should be impressed that you managed to get the door open or disturbed you lived here in the first place. Christ.” I push off the railing and saunter toward her. “I’m surprised you’re still alive.”


    “I’m tougher than I look.” Emily states as she enters her apartment.


    Despite myself, I follow closely behind her and I freeze once I’m inside. Instant regret. I’m standing in the kitchen and the bathroom at the same time. Less than four feet away from me is the toilet and no more than ten feet away is a brown raggedy couch, covered in a hideous pink throw rug. The usual ‘girly’ things litter the tiny space. Pink lip gloss tubes and hair pins are scattered over the tiny kitchen bench, an unopened packet of cigarettes sit freely in a busted fruit bowl, and clothes sit in folded piles on the floor in front of the couch.


    “Strangely, it doesn’t feel like home anymore.” Emily mutters, her eyes flicking over her belongings.


    “Did it in the first place?”


    I put my hands on my hips as my gaze settles on an opened box of condoms sitting by the smallest fridge I’ve ever seen. I ignore the dark cloud forming under my ribs. What she does — or did — is none of my business. I look back to Emily as her dark gaze flicks from the packet, then to me, and then to the door behind me.


    “You wanna wait —”


    “— outside?” I exhale a rush of air I didn’t know I was holding. “Yeah. I’ll give you ten minutes. Then we have to go.”


    She nods and I turn and leave the room. Outside her little shoe box I slide down the wall and sit. Though my back complains and my chest aches, my legs burn with relief. I want to stop. I can’t push myself any further. I close my eyes for the briefest second and that’s all my body needs for it to pull me under without a fight.


    


    *Emily*


    


    My index finger slides over the zero button and, by some miracle, the call connects. A few minutes ago, I decided to put a call through to my hospital. I figured it wouldn’t hurt to let them know what’s going on in my life at the moment. When all this is over I don’t want to have nothing. Nursing is all I got.


    I turn my back to the door, hoping it’d block my voice from waking Jai up. I grip the strap of my heavy bag and pull it further onto my shoulder. I packed just about everything I own. One thing more and I’m certain my bag will snap and rip open.


    My heart hammers in my chest and the feeling of doing something wrong lingers. I don’t like it...the way it wraps around my ribs and puts pressure on my lungs.


    “Hel —”


    The line goes dead.


    “Hello?” I pull nervously on the long curly cord that sticks out from the hand piece and the severed end of it brushes along the top of my foot, tickling the skin.


    Oh shit.


    Slowly, knowing very well what’s behind me, I lower the ear piece, and peer over my shoulder. Angry blue eyes meet mine and I swallow hard as heat rushes over the surface of my skin.


    “Really? You’re going to make a damn phone call in the middle of the mess we’re in?”


    He drops the knife he used to cut the cord and I blink as the metal hits the semi-polished wood.


    “It’s to the hospital.”


    Jai reaches out and tugs on the cord, pulling the piece from my hand. It crashes to the floor, just missing my toes. “I don’t care who it’s to. No phone calls. We can’t risk it. Not until this is over.”


    My eyebrows draw together as I clamp my hands on my hips. “This phone is twenty years old. Can it even be tapped?”


    He steps closer in an attempt to intimidate me with his huge frame. “That’s not the point.”


    “What is the point?”


    “We have to play it safe. Until I’ve found my brother and Skull’s heart ceases to beat we have to lay low.” He holds his hand out for my bag. “We can talk about it later. Give me the bag, I’ll carry it for you. We’ve been here too long.”


    With a huff, I slide the bag off my shoulder and put the strap in his hand. He weighs the plain, black bag before slinging it over his shoulder.


    “I’m perfectly capable of —”


    I stop. Judging by the way Jai’s eyebrows smooth out tells me he can hear it too. Sirens. They’re getting closer. My stomach plummets like a rock.


    “Shit.” He swears, raking five stressed fingers through his hair.


    I’m frozen, waiting for him to tell me what to do next. Our eyes meet, blue to brown, and I see it immediately. He’s as stuck as I am.


    “Jai? What do we do?”


    He curses again this time scraping his teeth over his bottom lip in frantic thought. My heart beats faster and faster every extra second he wastes thinking about what to do next.


    “Jai?”


    “All right. All right. Uh…” He runs his hand from his hair down over his face before expelling a rush of warm air from his lungs. “We gotta stick to the shadows until we find our next car — preferably an old one — one that won’t alert anyone of our presence.”


    I nod, breathing way too hard. “That should be easy in this neighborhood.”


    “Right.”


    His large, warm hand snatches my wrist and he whirls around on his heels, pulling me along behind him. He moves fast, so fast we’re down the stairs and back on the street in no time. The sirens are loud. They ring in my ears, making my brain pulse and press against my skull. The sirens sound like they’re on top of us, but they fail to pierce my ears, telling me they’re on the next street. It’s only a matter of time before they find us hiding in the shadows. With a swift tug on my arm, Jai pulls me behind a large bin. My thighs scream and burn as I crouch low, resting the majority of my body weight against him. I’m not going to last much longer.


    “Over there.” He whispers, thrusting out a long, thick arm and a finger to match.


    I follow his line of sight to a beat up, pale gray sedan circa nineteen eighty something. Looking at its ratty paint makes me miss the first super-fast, super nice car we stole. This one is the easiest choice, I suppose. The driver’s side window is open a crack, making it all too easy for someone like Jai to break into.


    “Come on.”


    With quick steps, I follow him across the road. I barely have time to peer around his shoulder before he’s unlocked the car and pulled the passenger door open. He slips my bag off his shoulder and tosses it into the back seat. His blue eyes, black in this light, meet mine when he pulls back and straightens his spine.


    “Last leg of the trip. Are you ready?”


    “I’m ready.” I say without hesitation.


    A strange, dense coil of excitement twirls in my chest. Adventure. The unknown — an unknown without Skull. How can I not be ready? We need to rest, recover and re-evaluate our plan. If I’m lucky Jai will come to his senses. If we couldn’t hurt him underground with next to no men, we sure as hell can’t hurt him out here. Not when he has everyone on his side. And, even if his brother is alive...the chances of him making it to the break of dawn after the stunt we pulled is next to none. Skull will kill Joel and when that happens Jai will be unstoppable. He will be a force as destructive and as terrifying as a tornado raging on the precipice of a hurricane. He will be filled with the unrelenting wrath of an erupting volcano.


    And who is going to be able to stop it?
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    The Lake House

    Jai


    


    Honnnnk!!


    I jolt awake as my stomach and my heart collide into each other in an attempt to squeeze up my throat. Instinctively, my hands clench the wheel and I jerk it to the side, forcing the car back into its designated lane. Panting, I glance in my side mirror and at the truck travelling in the left lane. The blonde woman behind the wheel flips me off with a shake of her head. I take it like a bitch. Driving when tired is a dangerous game and the amount of micro naps I’ve taken is frightening. Like a game of Russian roulette, it’s only a matter of time before I kill Kitten, myself and a bunch of other innocent people travelling on the same road.


    By my calculations we’re an hour from our destination. George Lake. I stayed there during the summer a few times when I was a kid. It’s been fifteen years since we sold the lake house and we haven’t been back. As we were fleeing from the tunnels, I was driving myself insane trying to think of a place to hide until I’m ready to attack again.


    Then it hit me.


    The lake.


    There are loads of houses out there—most unused outside of summer. Since it’s fall now I’m certain a particular lake house will be abandoned until next summer. It belongs to a man named Mr. Dooney. I knew him growing up. Mr. Dooney was a lonely man, getting on in years, and occupied the lake house down the road from ours. The lake house was a gift from a son that he hated, but his wife adored. He wanted to sell it loads of times, but couldn’t because she loved it so much. When his wife passed away he still couldn’t bring himself to get rid of the place. He even stays in it every summer as a tribute to the late Mrs. Dooney.


    If life has been kind to him, and he’s still alive, his house will be empty, making it a perfect hideout for me and Emily. No one will find us there…if we’re smart.


    Another honk and I jolt awake, unaware that my eyes had closed once again. To my right, a woman thrusts her hand and points to the sleeping child in the back—no older than three. I offer her the best sympathetic look I can muster. It must come off as a scowl because she flips me off straight after.


    Flicking my eyes back to the road, I free a hand and run it over my face. I’m not going to make it to the lake. I’d ask Kitten to drive, but I noticed an uneasiness about her when she rides in a car—even a car going at normal speeds. I glance at her, then back to the road. I bet it feels good to sleep. She’s so out of it, she could pass as dead. Her dirty, black hair covers half of her face, and dirt taints her skin. She’s exhausted and looks it, even while resting.


    I exhale. It feels never ending. Each mile we travel seemingly stretches into three. I glance at Emily again, then back to the road. Dawn is upon us, brightening the sky with its pale blues and the faintest hint of orange and red along the horizon. Not long until the sun is blazing and Skull begins his hunt—assuming he hasn’t already.


    The nagging, stomach turning thought of the pain we’ve brought down on my brother because of our rebellion creeps into my mind, poisoning me with guilt and anger. I quickly push it out, choosing to revisit it once I’m refreshed. A tired man is an irrational one and I can’t afford to be irrational.


    Not now.


    I have to have a plan. I need to be smart. Only when Joel is safe can I go after Skull with reckless abandon, not caring if I go down in the process. However, in order to make it that far, I mustn’t kill myself on the way to the hideout. I have to make it to the lake alive before I can make Skull feel every slice of pain I want him to feel.


    Just to the lake... my eyes grow heavy.


    I have to make it to the lake.


    


    ****


    


    I could fucking cry. I pull on the parking brake and drop my head against the headrest. I made it. For the one millionth time my eyes threaten to close and this time I let them since it no longer threatens the lives of anyone around me. A fuzziness encases my brain and the bullshit that has followed me through the past few years of my life feels like a distant memory now. All that matters is sleep.


    I force my eyes open and lean to the right to catch a glimpse of myself in the rear view mirror. My first thought when I look past the dirt caked onto my skin is: I’m white! I mean, I’ve always been Caucasian, but my skin tone has never resembled the color of milk. For as long as I can remember, my skin has always been a warm tan due to excess time in the sun. Now I look like I’ve never stepped foot outside in my life.


    “Relax. There’s not a single scratch on your pretty face.”


    I look at Emily. She squints her eyes, thinning them until I can’t see the color of her irises. Her skin has the same white hue as mine—if not whiter. Her black hair, that has become a deep brown around the edges, incandescent in the light of the morning sun, is in tangles, making her look wild and dangerous.


    Stretching her long arms above her head and cringing, she smiles at me through the pain.


    “I’m digging the cavewoman look.” I say, dragging a hand to my mouth to stifle a yawn. “Have you clubbed any baby animals today?”


    She rolls her eyes and the tired bags underneath them become more prominent. “Hilarious.”


    Emily takes in the two story lake house in front of us. I watch as her eyes scan every windowsill, door frame and potted plant. “This is it, huh?”


    I nod. “Our hideout.”


    Her thin, pink lips curl at the corners. “I should flee from mob bosses more often—especially if it pays off like this.”


    I reach down and undo my seatbelt. Then I open the door. “Don’t make it a habit, Kitten. The last thing I want is for you to end up face down in a ditch somewhere.”


    I groan as I swing my legs out of the car. My muscles are done. After remaining stagnant for the entire drive here, they’ve gone to sleep and are stuck in a permanently hard state. Behind me, I hear Emily groan and swear too. I can see the remainder of the day being lost to sleep, but first, I have to dispose of the car. Someone would have reported it stolen by now.


    I push myself up and out of the car. The first thing I spot is the glistening lake at the back of the house. The perfect spot to sink a car.


    “How’d you make it across the thruway?” Emily asks, as she hobbles up beside me.


    “This car has a tag, can you believe it?”


    “Really? Shit. That’s lucky.”


    I tune her out as she talks and I scan the area for something heavy, something I can put in the trunk. The car itself will fill with water and sink, but you never know how strong a current can be until it washes the car up somewhere down the river. I don’t want to take any chances while we’re in the area. My stare stops at a tall pile of old bricks stacked against the left flank of the house. Enough of those and the car should stay at the bottom of the lake for a long time—possibly forever.


    “…and I don’t understand—”


    “There.” I state, cutting her off. “Bricks. They’ll do just fine.”


    I look at her and she blinks her large eyes at me, confused. “For what?”


    I smirk. For a girl from the streets, you’d think she’d put two and two together. “For sinking the car.”


    


    *Emily*


    


    Large pockets of air bubble along the surface of the lake, creating ripples as far as I can see. With one last, large ‘gloop’ the roof of the car disappears from sight. I’ve never had to sink a car before. It’s kind of fun.


    Pulling my bag higher on his shoulder, Jai exhales and turns around to face the house. I watch the lake for a little while longer. I haven’t spent much time out of the city. To see colors other than the ones that paint the surface of dull metals, rust and dirty glass is refreshing.


    Greens.


    Reds.


    Oranges.


    Being stuck underground makes you miss the things you never really thought about before. Like colors. Never have I appreciated mustard yellow before.


    “How does a hot shower sound?” Jai asks.


    My knees tremble, weakening at the word. It carries an orgasmic tune, if that’s possible. I turn to face him.


    “How hot are we talking?”


    His dry lips quirk at the corners, darkening the rings around his eyes.


    “Red skin, thick steam and wet walls kind of hot.”


    A dreamy sigh lets itself out of my throat. “I don’t even know what that feels like anymore.”


    He flicks his head towards the large house. “Let’s go find out.”


    I follow him as he makes his way toward the pretty wooden porch. White and turquoise pots hang from polished chains. Thick ropes of green vines with cream flowers spill over the round edges. They’re definitely not the kind of flowers I would expect Jai to have.


    The floorboards creak underneath our feet, sending a shiver down my spine. Two white, wicker rocking chairs sway gently in the cool fall air and then it hits me.


    “This isn’t your place, is it?”


    Jai laughs as he drops my bag to the floor and reaches over his head, gripping the collar of his filthy, green shirt. “You think I’d hide us in a place that I own? No. Those places will be the first to be hit by Skull.”


    Places? He has more than one?


    I fold my arms across my chest. “I can’t take someone else’s home.”


    He pulls the shirt off over his head, exposing his glistening torso. “This house is vacant until the summer. No one will know we’re here.”


    I take a slight step to the left as he cocks his arm back and sends his fist crashing into the glass. It shatters with a loud crack and large, pointy, skin piercing shards drop to the floor. It doesn’t feel right—the heaviness on my chest. I don’t feel comfortable taking someone else’s home, even if they do only use it in the summer. I watch, quietly—uncertainly—as Jai carefully reaches in past the glass and unlocks the door. He tugs on the door handle and it opens with a screech.


    “It’s not right…” I mutter.


    Jai steps aside, holding the door open for me, I meet his stare. He looks painfully tired. Amongst it is a hint of concern—or irritation. I can’t tell under the layer of dirt on his face.


    “Right or wrong what choice do you have, Emily?”


    I swallow. I guess he’s right. Now is not the time for an attack of morality. I have plenty of time to feel guilty once this over and I’m not being hunted by a mad man.


    I suck in air and then expel it before slipping by him and entering the house.
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    Recovery

    Jai


    


    Steam billows from the unclosed bathroom door, followed by a womanly sigh. I smile. I don’t think she’s ever stayed in a room that has a bathroom connected to it before. I glance down at the handgun I’m carrying and swiftly tuck it into the back of my towel.


    After I’d showered and thrown my clothes in the washing machine, Emily called out for me. Over a roaring shower and through foggy glass, she told me her bathroom didn’t have any towels. So, holding my own damp towel around my hips, I rushed down stairs to the towel cupboard to get her one…and that’s where I found the guns. I pulled on a floral towel wedged at the bottom of the stack. When I finally got it free, my elbow snapped back, hitting the side wall of the cupboard. Aside from the obvious large crack I noticed the wall was hollow. Sure enough, I pulled open the panel and there they were—two handguns, a shotgun and a rifle. Most people would cower at the sight of the aggressive hunks of metal, but I revel in it. It’s a welcome discovery considering our situation.


    I tuck the handgun further under my towel until the cool handle is the only part of it touching my lower back. Since there’s no telling how long we’re going to go undiscovered here it’s a good idea to stay vigilant—even if that means carrying a gun while wearing nothing but a towel.


    I push open the bathroom door and step inside. The hot, wet steam envelops my body and clings to my skin.


    “Here’s your towel.” I call out. “Do you need body wash? Shampoo?”


    “No. I found some under the sink.”


    I turn and head for the door.


    “Wait.”


    My stomach does a barrel roll. Stopping, I look over my shoulder. Her hand rubs at the glass, exposing her pink face and slicked hair. Most of it sticks to her skull, but the thinnest strand of it is caught on her cheekbone.


    “Are you going to sleep?”


    Unintentionally, my eyebrows furrow. “That’s the plan.”


    “Alone? In your own room?”


    I nod.


    Alone.


    In my own room.


    It almost sounds intimidating like that...has a few weeks really made us that dependent on each other? Like young children attached to their mother?


    “I’ll be in the room downstairs, by the front door…if you need me.”


    Emily glances down — a shy movement I’ve never seen her do before. A second later, the glass in front of her face becomes unclear once more. The only thing still visible is the pink in her skin. Her eyes are on me, I can feel them, but she doesn’t speak…


    So I leave.


    I want to stay. I want to ask her what she wants…but I don’t.


    Because I’m a pussy.


    Because the thought of hearing her tell me she wants me to share a bed with her absolutely terrifies me. It makes it real. It was one thing being stuck in a tiny hole in a wall with her. We had no choice outside of each other for company. It’s another thing entirely to do the same out here in the real world. If we start something, how does it end? Would it end? I don’t know how to answer that. One thing I know for certain is; the possible romantic relationship budding between Kitten and me is a bad idea and for three major reasons. One: distractions in this revenge business are fucking dangerous. Two: how can I save my brother when my brain and my heart are focused on keeping her safe too? I don’t have the strength to keep two people alive. Three: I’ve never invested myself in another human being romantically before — and it’s not because I don’t want. I do…I’ve just never felt a connection on a level that runs deeper than the physical aspect of a relationship.


    Only one girl has caused fire to flow in place of my blood and my bones to ache under my skin.


    And she’s showering upstairs. Alone.


    I drag my feet over the beige runner in the hall, ten feet away from my room. When I get there, I grip the metal door knob in my hand, turn it, and push it open. It’s empty, void of any other furnishings except a double bed and a wooden night stand. I crinkle my nose as a distinct storage smell tickles my nostrils. It smells nothing like the sweet berry and clean flesh that fills Kitten’s room.


    I force out a heavy exhale and, with heavy feet, I carry myself over to the blanket-less bed. I’ve spent so long sleeping with her on me or next to me, do I even know how to sleep by myself anymore?


    I pull my gun from my towel and sit it on the wooden bedside table. On the surface is a red wine stain from the bottom of a glass.


    Exhaustedly, I run my hands over my face and drop onto the bed.


    I hate it.


    It’s too soft, too empty.


    “Fuck.” I swear under my breath.


    Am I too tired? My chest tightens, squeezing me with its anger. I want to sleep! Is that so fucking hard? I push myself back onto my feet and storm from the room.


    “Unh.” I run into Emily with a grunt in the hall.


    Clenching her towel hard against her chest, Emily gasps and I take a step back.


    “Jesus. You scared me.” She says, her voice soft underneath her heavy breathing.


    “Sorry.”


    I rake my fingers through my hair as her large, doe eyes divert from my face and scan awkwardly over the old photographs in the hallway. Diamond-like drops of water fall from the tips of her hair and roll down her milky, porcelain skin before disappearing between her breasts. If I wasn’t so tired, I’d moisten my suddenly dry mouth by collecting the drops off her wet skin with my tongue. Fuck yes I would. She looks different—almost an entirely different person. In this light, I see a sparse spattering of light, caramel freckles over her cheeks and golden flecks of light floating in her chocolate eyes. They’re mesmerizing.


    “Don’t like your room?” I ask.


    I know. I want to kick my own ass.


    Her bright brown irises meet mine. “I like it just fine...”


    “But?”


    Say it. Say it so I don’t have to.


    “But there’s something missing.”


    I open my mouth, but Kitten cuts me off in a flurry of embarrassment. A pink hue spreads from her wet chest, up her neck and nestles in her cheeks.


    “I’m sorry. This is stupid. I’m a grown woman... I should be able to sleep on my own.”


    She goes to turn away from me, but I snatch her wrist before she’s able to complete the turn and take a single step away. I don’t like her far…I like her close. Close enough to smell. Close enough to touch.


    The tips of her ears are red too, a testament to just how embarrassed she feels.


    “You want to sleep with me?”


    Her brown eyes meet mine. Uncertainty is there. Fear is there. There’s also a flood of relief. Why are the two of us acting like dependent children? I have no fucking idea.


    “Just this once.” She states, a blatant lie falling from her tongue.


    A beautiful, enticing lie. Just this once. How can I dispute that? I want it too. I’m dead tired, but I know I won’t sleep peacefully alone.


    Turning on my heel, I pull her into the bedroom and over to the bed. Choosing the left side, Emily clenches her towel to her body and climbs onto the bed. As I sit down, she digs her knees into the mattress.


    “Ugh. It’s so soft.” In unison, our exhausted voices tangle, her light tenor complementing my deep.


    “Who would’ve thought you’d miss lying on those uncomfortable mesh cots, huh?” I say.


    Kitten smiles before dropping her head against the pillow, the side of her body resting flush against the mattress. She tucks her hand under her cheek and suddenly, the bed looks like it’s the most comfortable bed in the world. Her face, beautiful deep brown eyes, and the sweet, subtle curve to her lips could sell a mattress with busted springs to the person who threw it away in the first place. If I wasn’t so tired...the things I would do...


    But I am tired and this isn’t peacetime. I need to be alert — as alert as humanly possible. Our lives depend on it.


    Lying down on my back, I tuck one arm under my head and let the other fall to my side. Without prompting, my heavy eyelids drop shut and the last thing I feel before a black oblivion claims me are warm, soft fingertips as they glide down the inside of my wrist and into the palm of my hand.


    


    ****


    


    “Aaaahh!”


    Panic electrocutes my system, jolting me awake. What the fuck? I barely have time to register if my eyes are open before I reach for my gun and dart out of bed. With an outstretched arm and a twitch in my trigger finger, I check all corners of the room with the point of my gun. It’s as empty as it was when we fell asleep. I look for Kitten and find her wide eyed and worried, clenching her heaving chest sitting in a heap on the floor.


    “What is it?” I pant. “What’s wrong?”


    It’s dark—eight o’clock maybe. If it weren’t for the light of the moon filtering in through the window I wouldn’t be able to see a thing.


    “Uh,” She swallows hard as her body quakes with an obvious shiver. “A spider. It ran across my shoulder.”


    She rakes five anxious fingers through her hair and I lower the gun. Guns make her nervous. Guns make most people nervous. Not me. If a fair chunk of time passes by and I haven’t fired a gun, I get withdrawals. I need to hold a gun. I need to feel the weight in my palm and the metal against my skin. The way the air smells after a gun has been fired and the way it vibrates through my flesh, turning my blood into hundreds of tiny ripples. Yeah, there’s nothing like it.


    “A spider?” I repeat, unconvinced.


    She nods quickly and with a hard swallow. “I’m gonna get dressed. Maybe get some air.”


    Emily is pale, paler than she’s supposed to be, and I’ll bet my life savings that it wasn’t a spider. I’ve seen where she lives. I’m sure a spider isn’t a freak occurrence.


    Gathering her towel around her body, she leaves room.
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    The Dock

    Emily


    With a shiver I pull the blue knitted blanket I found on the couch around my shoulders and sit down on the edge of the dock. As soon as I stepped out into the freezing night air I realized it was way too cold to be out of the house—and especially too cold to be sitting over the water on a rickety old dock—but it’s the only place I can get maximum fresh, crisp, clean, cold air on my face.


    I lied earlier. A spider never ran over my shoulder and I think Jai knows it. What kind of grown woman has nightmares? What adult wakes up screaming? As soon as I saw the panic on Jai’s face when he sprung out of bed and watched it morph into confusion when he realized nothing was happening, I knew I had to lie to him. I don’t want him to see me as weak…I don’t want him to see me as someone he has to protect. I know I’ve seen some shit. I’ve seen throats spill blood as they were sliced open and I’ve seen bodies get absolutely pummeled. I’ve smelt death…I’ve touched it.


    Skull.


    Every time I close my eyes I see that skull tattooed so menacingly into his face. In my dreams I feel his murderous hands on me, grabbing and squeezing whatever they want, and I smell his expensive cologne, mixed with the musky scents of mold, rust and blood. If he finds us…what will he do? If, by some miracle, he has kept Jai’s brother alive what has he been doing to him this whole time?


    “Emily?”


    I gasp as my heart jumps into my throat. Somehow, I manage to keep it down. Internal actions are easy to hide, but my external ones betray me.


    “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.” Jai’s voice echoes over the still water.


    “You didn’t scare me.” I state, ashamed of the defensive tone my voice takes on.


    “All right.”


    Out of the corner of my eye, I see his bare feet as he stops beside me. His calf muscle tremors and I follow it up his leg until it disappears under his now dry and clean shorts. A second later, it hits his spine and his whole body jolts with a shiver.


    “You want in?” I ask, opening my blanket with a sniffle as the cold makes my nose run.


    “I was kinda hoping you weren’t planning on staying out here too long and we can go back to bed.”


    I smirk. Bed sounds nice and snuggling sounds better, but there’s no way I’m going back to sleep — not after sleeping all day and especially not after the nightmare I had. No way. It’s the kind of nightmare you can’t shake. The kind that follows you into your waking life.


    When Jai sees I’m not going anywhere, he exhales heavily, his breath visible as it swirls through the night air.


    “I’ll sit with you.”


    I shiver violently as a cold whoosh of air blows across the back of my neck. Though it was humid underground, it’s freaking cold up top. Luckily, I packed some longer, warmer clothes. Jai doesn’t own anything besides his black shorts and green t-shirt. I feel bad for the guy. It’s damn cold.


    Jai sits beside me and his hard, toned body rests against mine as he wraps the large blanket around us, blocking the cold air from hitting anywhere but out faces. I sniffle again.


    “You wanna talk about it?” He asks, his stare cast out over the lake.


    “About what? The spider?”


    His head snaps in my direction and his dark eyes bear down on me. Who am I kidding? I’m a fucking sheet of glass when it comes to him. It’s scary that someone, who is virtually a stranger, can see straight through me. I guess what’s more unnerving is the fact someone finally wants to.


    “Cut the bullshit, Emily. I’ve seen where you live so it’s obvious spiders aren’t a problem for you.”


    Ass.


    He takes a slight pause. “What’d you dream about?”


    Just like that, he sees through my charade and cracks me open like a coconut.


    “What makes you think it was a dream?”


    A friendly smile curves his lips. “Tell me it wasn’t and I’ll drop the subject.”


    I shiver. “It wasn’t.”


    Jai chuckles and the beautiful, throaty sound echoes around me. I fucking love the sound. It fills me with an insane urge to kiss him.


    “Okay. Now say it with absolute honesty.” His smile falls away and his face becomes serious.


    Strangely enough, the slightest, pleading curve softens his eyes.


    “Don’t lie to me, Kitten.”


    “Why is it so important to you? Why do you want to know what’s going on in my head? Most people run at the thought of a meaningful conversation, but not you.”


    “Because I care about you.” He responds without a single moment of hesitation. “Because you’re family.”


    My heart swells dramatically and presses against my lungs. In turn, they crush themselves against my ribcage and force excess saliva up my throat, creating a lump I can’t swallow. If that isn’t bad enough, my tear ducts begin to stir…which is fucking weird. I hate crying, especially in front of him. I’m staring and my mouth is agape with the slightest part.


    “Well," I say. "Maybe not. I mean, you don’t fuck your family.”


    I cringe. Instead of thanking him for including me in his family, like a normal person would, I’ve gone and said something stupid. Jai chokes on a laugh and it’s a genuine, beautiful sound.


    “Jesus Christ. You couldn’t just smile and say thank you?”


    “I’m sorry!” I laugh, my cheeks burning with heat to rival the sun. “Thank you. That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.


    He snorts. “I doubt that.”


    “Why?”


    “You might not have had any family growing up, but surely you had friends—boyfriends. I bet they’ve said some nice things.”


    Thinking back on my life, I can’t remember a single time someone has said something so kind to me. In high school I was bullied for being a homeless, parentless loser. At work, the other students were assholes and the doctors fucked the nurses with the pretty blonde hair and shiny lips while I had my lubed, gloved hand shoved up someone’s ass. The closest I’ve come to being told nice things before I met Jai was the nameless, passionless men I’d slept with…and I don’t think compliments on my tits, ass and pussy count.


    “No.” I utter as the sad realization hits me. “You’re the nicest person I’ve ever met…which is weird because you can be kind of a dick.”


    I notice the look on his face then — a look I’ve seen a million times.


    And I hate it.


    Scoffing, I look out over the lake. “Don’t give me that look. I don’t need you to feel sorry for me. I did just fine without the fake niceness and awkward compliments.”


    “I don’t feel sorry for you.”


    I roll my eyes. “Yeah, okay.”


    His large, semi-warm fingers slide underneath my chin and guide my face back in his direction.


    “I don’t feel sorry for you. I feel sorry for them.”


    I swallow hard as he maintains his fierce eye contact. His breath is warm on the tip of my nose for a second before the cold air chills it.


    “No one has ever commented on the golden specks in your eyes? The light spattering of caramel freckles on your cheeks?”


    Ever so slightly, I shake my head.


    “Not your lips?”


    Again, I shake my head and that’s when I notice the nervousness in my chest and the tremble of anticipation in the tips of my fingers. I’ve never felt like this before…I’ve never felt like I need a moment to be perfect, but this…please, God, let this be a perfect moment. I want to commit it to memory forever because if I never have another moment like this, if all the encounters I have later in life crash and burn into a ball of disastrous flames, I’ll always have this moment to fall back on.


    One perfect moment to last a lifetime.


    “You’re lying.” He whispers, his voice almost carried away by the wind.


    His face is an inch away from mine. His breath warming my lips now instead of my nose. I’m not cold anymore. I’m on fire…a metaphoric fire of the highest intensity and it’s burning me from the inside out.


    “I promise you, I’m not lying.”


    A deafening silence falls. The only thing I hear I the wind blowing past my ears. A million and one emotions fly between us and neither of us has a handle on them. Oh, how much destruction they could cause if we don’t reign them in right now.


    “Idiots.” He spits out…and then I can’t breathe.


    His mouth claims mine in a way that is so sinfully intimate. My heart pounds in my chest, my skin prickles with a million and one bumps and, oh fucking hell, he tastes good. My body aches all over from the running, but he turns the pain into a dull ache.


    Then the pain returns and I barely have time to register the sudden absence of his lips before the cold air rushes in and sticks to my skin, sobering me up completely. The blanket falls from my body, allowing the icy breeze to drape over me. With an aggressive ‘fuck’ Jai is on his feet.


    “Jeez, I’m not that bad a kisser.”


    He begins to pace — back and forth — while raking his fingers through his dark, unruly hair.


    “It’s not you—fuck!” He crouches low, covering his mouth with his hand. “How could I be so damn stupid?”


    I grab the blanket and pull it up over my shoulders, holding it tightly against my chest. “You’re not very convincing.”


    He exhales with a heavy blow. “It’s Jessica. She’s in the city staying with a family friend.” He stands up. “I gotta go.”


    Jessica? His sister? Panic rises like fire in the pit of my stomach, but for the wrong reasons.


    “Go? Go where?”


    I should be concerned for his sister, but I’m more worried about being left alone. The wooden planks vibrate under my ass as Jai storms up the dock.


    "Jai?" I scramble to my feet. “Where are you going?”


    “To make a phone call.”


    “So use a phone here." I call out. "I saw two when we arrived.”


    “Can’t.” He shouts over his shoulder. “I cut the cables.”


    I stop and slump in defeat. Of course he cut the cables.


    


    

  


  
    



    [image: ]


    Family First

    Jai


    I slip into a tight pair of runners, ignoring the look of panic on Kitten’s face as she leans against the wall opposite me. I don’t want to leave her here alone, but I don’t have a choice. She’s safer here. I’ve stupidly risked my sister’s life without a second thought. I won’t risk Emily’s too.


    The plan is to find a payphone in the next town and call Jessica from there. Even if it’s traced, and I highly doubt it will be, they won’t have our exact location. It’s unlikely Skull would go out of his way to track us via telephone, but I wouldn’t put it past him. He’s a crazy motherfucker with too many contacts.


    Before I dropped Jessica off with Talia, my mother’s cousin, I gave her a credit card to use in case of an emergency. I think Skull hunting me down like a dog counts as an emergency. It’s only a matter of time before he gets tired of chasing me and decides to use someone I love to bring me to him. Jess and Talia need to get on the next plane out of the country and fast.


    I still can’t believe I forgot about my little sister. There’s a dense feeling in my chest…it mimics the panic you might feel when you leave your house and realize an hour later you might have left the iron on. Only it’s so. Much. Worse.


    If I had food in my stomach, I’d probably throw it up.


    “There’s a car in the garage. I’ll take that and be back here by morning.”


    I don’t make eye contact as I step past her and reach for the plain set of keys hanging on the wall beside her head.


    “Morning?” She mutters. “That long?”


    Closing my fist with the keys inside, I finally make eye contact. The rims of her eyes are red. Her body wants to cry, but she won’t let it.


    “You’ll be fine, Kitten. I’ll be back in no time and I’ll bring food.”


    Tucking her hair behind her ear, she swallows hard. I wish there was something I could say to comfort her, but there isn’t and I don’t have the capacity to put someone else first at the moment. All I care about at this point in time is getting my little sister to safety. The rest I can deal with later.


    “Here.” I state, reaching under my shirt for the gun.


    I snatch Emily’s wrist and press the handle of it into the palm of her hand.


    “I’ll knock four times. FOUR, Emily. Any more or any less I want you to shoot, okay?”


    Her chocolate eyes widen. “No—but—I can’t…I’ve never—”


    “There’s nothing to it. Just aim and squeeze. That’s all.”


    She tries to pull away, but I tighten my grip on her tiny, fragile wrist.


    “Jai —”


    “Listen to me.” I snap.


    “No —”


    “Emily! Listen. To. Me.”


    She stops trying to pull herself from my grip and though her limbs slow, her chest doesn’t. It rises and falls at a rapid pace. Like a frightened little rabbit.


    “If you want to survive — if you want to avoid living and dying at the mercy of Skull — you will do exactly as I say.”


    Emily glances at the gun, seemingly thinking long and hard, before finally curling her slender fingers around the handle. I release it, allowing her to feel its full weight.


    “I’ll be back by morning.” I repeat. “I will knock — ”


    “Four times.” She cuts in. “Any more or any less I shoot. Got it.”


    She avoids my eyes and I hate it. The look of nervousness on her face makes me feel queasy—more so than I already do.


    “Don’t shoot yourself.” I tell her, an attempt at humor. “I don’t want to come back and find I have to take you to the E.R because you’ve shot yourself in the foot.”


    A pale shade of green floods her face and the grip she has on the gun noticeably lightens. Stepping away from me, she walks over to the kitchen bench and places the gun on the wooden countertop.


    “Good thinking.”


    She smiles only to catch it under her top row of teeth a second later. She rakes them over her lip. No more smile. An anxious tapping fills the air as she drums the tips of her fingers on the countertop.


    “You promise you’ll come back?”


    I glance at the keys in my hands and promise myself that no matter what I hear — no matter what I don’t find or do find when I call my sister, I will come back for Kitten…but if I hear anything less than Jessica’s sarcastic, teenage voice through the receiver I will go straight back out and I will storm the little castle Skull has made for himself and slaughter the lot of them. A death for every sibling he has taken from me and a death for every bout of hopelessness and sorrow he has made me feel. I won’t rest until Skull is thrust from this world and the next. Even Hell is too good for scum like him.


    I look up at Emily and the cute lip she anxiously chews on.


    “I promise.” I say.


    She blows out a subtle exhale, relieved. Does she seriously think I’d leave her behind?


    “I can’t do this without my sidekick.” I tell her and a single laugh falls from her mouth as I turn and walk toward the front door.


    Beside the flimsy wooden entrance is a door that gives access to the garage. I’m not going to lie, I’m a little disappointed when I open it and see a black Toyota Corolla. I guess it’s a little farfetched to expect a large SUV with black-out bullet proof windows. I hit a button on the key and the car flashes to life. I waste no time getting into the car and turning it on. Thankfully, the gas indicator rises to over half way. I don’t know how far the next town is, but surely I have enough gas to get me there and back. I adjust my seat, pushing it back to allow more room for my legs. When I’m comfortable, a tapping at the window draws my attention. I hit a button and lower the glass.


    “Can you pick up some ice-cream?” Emily asks, bending low to peer into the car.


    I laugh. “You want ice-cream? Tonight? In this weather?”


    Emily nods, smiling brightly. “Ice-cream is my favorite food.”


    I reach for my seatbelt and pull it around me. “Impossible.”


    It clicks in with ease.


    “How so?”


    “Ice-cream isn’t food.”


    I look back to her. Am I seriously having this conversation right now? With an adult?


    “It goes in my mouth so it’s food.”


    Oh the responses I have for that. At least three of them slip to the front of my mind and linger on the tip of my tongue, but I don’t dare let them seep through my lips.


    “Fine.” I say, trying hard not to let my mind wander. “I’ll get some ice-cream.”


    “Oh, really?” Emily simpers, one of her eyebrows cocked in amusement. “Tell me, do you have any money?”


    I open my mouth to respond…then I realize I left all my stuff in the tunnels. Thousands of dollars…gone. I didn’t even think of money when I offered to bring back food. I’ve never not had money.


    “Shit!” I swear, slapping the wheel.


    I drop my forehead against it.


    Money. You think I’d remember something as critical as that. Emily’s warm hand brush along my bicep, pulling me from my thoughts.


    “Relax.” She says, a hint of laughter in her voice. “I have money.”


    Frowning, I lift my head. Sure enough, she extends a small roll of cash pinched between her thumb and index finger.


    “It’s not much, but it should cover food.”


    I hesitate before taking it from her and slipping it into my pocket. “Where’d you get it?”


    “I have a small jar at home where I keep money in. Every now and then I have a spare dollar. That’s where it goes.”


    So damn cute. I smile at her, unable to help myself. “What are you saving up for?”


    She shrugs. “Nothing in particular...maybe an ice cream on a hot summer’s day or a new pair of shoes if mine wear out.”


    It’s amazing how simplicity works—how they vary from person to person. I’ve never had to save a day in my life. I’ve always had money on hand, but Emily is the complete opposite. Every dollar she’s spent has been planned and saved.


    “Why are you staring at me like that?” She asks and I hear the anxiety in her tone — the defensiveness. Her brows furrow and her jaw tightens.


    Because I think you’re just about the sweetest human being on the planet.


    She hates when anyone feels sorry for her and the life she’s lived so far. I don’t blame her. Kitten has fought hard to get where she is. Her strength and her accomplishments are nothing short of amazing. Fuck anyone for feeling sorry for her and fuck me for thinking she’s some stray that needs to be saved. The girl is strong. She’s a woman who doesn’t need a hero. She’s a woman who can take care of herself.


    I shake my head. “No reason... what flavor ice cream do you like?”


    Just like that, her defensive exterior melts away and a smile curves her pretty lips. “Vanilla — no chocolate — wait. Maybe Strawberry. Oh, but I do love chocolate.”


    I blink. Well that has to be the most confusing thing I’ve ever heard. I frown.


    “Okay...so chocolate?”


    Emily tightly folds her arms over her chest and rakes her teeth across her bottom lip. “Sure, chocolate is good.”


    “Are you sure? ‘Cause I kind of get the feeling it’ll be the end of the world if I get the wrong flavor.”


    She grins and it’s contagious. “You know what? Why don’t you pick the flavor? That’ll take all the pressure off of me.”


    “Are you sure?” I ask again.


    She steps away from the car. “Yes, I’m sure. I’ll see you when you get back.”


    I nod and smile. “Okay. I’ll see you then.”


    I glance down at the gear shift for a moment before I feel her fingers lightly press against my forearm. I whip my head back in her direction and pleading brown eyes are all I see.


    “Don’t be too long, okay?”


    There’s a certain beauty in vulnerability you can’t witness anywhere else. Her vulnerability speaks volumes to me. It makes my chest do strange things like turn blood vessels into fluttering butterflies.


    “Okay.”


    Her fingers linger for a short while longer and I let them. I even contemplate covering her hand with my own, but I don’t.


    A split second later she pulls away and I pull the gear shift into drive. I fumble with the keys in the ignition before finding the button that opens the garage. With loud creaks and the sound of a whirring motor, it opens and I drive out. I peer in the rear view mirror as I drive down the rocky driveway and see Kitten standing there, nervously chewing her fingers. I watch her for all of about three seconds before I press the garage button again and the door slowly drops shut. I hate leaving her alone, but I can’t risk being out and about with her. I close my window and grip the wheel tightly in my hands. I’ll need to be extra careful...if I’m caught they’ll trace the car right back to the lake house and catch Kitten. In any other situation I would never risk it like this, but I’d die before I let anything happen to my little sister.


    She is the only thing I have left of my family. And I will take on all of New York to keep her safe.


    


    ****


    


    There’s a tremble in my fingertips that I can’t stop. It causes me to hit the wrong buttons on the damn payphone and I have to start over again. Eventually, I get it right. The first time, it rings out. Words can’t explain the dread in my chest or the way anxiety restricts my lungs from fully expanding. Since I’m stubborn, I try again. Each number I press is a confirmed bullet in Skull’s face.


    Ring, ring.


    Ring, ring.


    Ring, ring.


    I close my eyes and pray to a God I’m not even sure exists for Jessica to pick up her phone. I know I dialed the right number. It’s a number I’ve used a million times since becoming her sole provider.


    By some miracle, she finally answers. “Hello?”


    My eyes shoot open as rave music filters in through the earpiece. A party. Of course she is. I guess Talia is as good at keeping her on the straight and narrow as I am.


    “Jessica?”


    The music slowly fades as she undoubtedly slips into a quieter room. “Jai? Is that you?”


    I smile as relief floods me. The stress headache that ruthlessly squeezed my brain a second ago releases its grip and fades into nothing. To hear her voice... I can’t even explain it.


    “Yeah, it’s me.”


    “Oh my gosh. Are you okay? Where have you been?”


    Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a police officer strolling down the sidewalk. I dip my head and turn my back to him. My heart smashes into my ribcage. He can probably smell the anxiety on me.


    “Jessica, listen. I can’t talk long. I need you to grab Talia and get out of the country.”


    “Jai—”


    “—please, I am begging you to listen to me just this once. Forget your friends. Forget your plans. You need to get out as soon as you can.”


    I pause as the officer passes directly behind me, whistling a merry tune. I don’t realize I’m holding my breath until my lungs begin to burn.


    “Is this about Joel? You’ve found him?”


    The excitement in her voice is like fingernails on a blackboard...because I’m a fucking failure. I exhale.


    “No—yes—almost. Just grab Talia and go, all right?”


    “All right.” She answer immediately. No bitchiness. No teenage attitude. “I trust you.”


    I close my eyes. Thank God.


    “Where do we go?” She asks. “What do we do? Will I ever see you again? You’re not giving me much to work with.”


    “Go to Italy.” I say. It’s the first city that pops into my head. “Get a tan, do some shopping, and relax. I’ll meet you there once I’m finished.”


    Jessica blurts out questions one after the other. Questions I don’t have answers for. Where is Joel? Is he alive? Are you okay? Where have you been? When will you come home? Will I ever see you again?


    “I love you, Jess, all right?” I cut in, stopping her questions before she realizes I don’t have the answers.


    “Don’t say it like that.”


    I cringe at her tone...the way it chokes her up...I hate it.


    “I gotta go. Get on a plane and I’ll come find you when I’m finished.”


    “Jai—”


    I hang up the phone and drop my head against the metal box. It’s as cold as ice. It’s cold enough to give me brain freeze from the outside. I pull away and stare at the little silver numbers. Ten more digits pop up in my mind. Ten digits that form the cell number of a guy I worked with.


    Ted Gile.


    He was the realest guy in the precinct. He was someone I could trust—the only person who had my back when I was suspended. I lift the handpiece, hit the first three digits and pause. If he’s become one of them, if he’s been sucked in by the corruption, then I could end up regretting this...but if he hasn’t, if he can provide me with some information to help me find Joel, then it’s a call I’m going to wish I made sooner. Holding my breath, I pound out the last seven digits and bring the phone to my ear.


    Please don’t let this come back to fuck me in the ass.


    


    ****


    


    I watch him from the shadows as he leans against his car, his long arms folded tightly over his chest. I don’t like that he’s come in uniform. It puts me on edge. I’ve made him wait there in the empty parking lot outside of the convenience store for thirty minutes so far. There’s no telltale sign of him betraying me. No shifty glances over his shoulder or dodgy phone calls so I bite the bullet.


    I step out from the shadow of the metal stairs that cling to the side of the commercial building, clenching my jaw so my teeth don’t chatter from the cold.


    He spots me immediately and pushes off the car. “Well, holy shit. You are alive. Some assholes down at precinct owe me a lot of money. “


    He beams widely, his dark lips splitting to reveal bright white teeth. Ted. Ted-fucking-Gile. He stretches his hand to me and I slip mine in his. He grips it tightly, pulling me in for a quick hug.


    “It’s been a while, man.” I say, slapping him on the back.


    He lets me go and leans against his car. Though I saw him a little over a month ago, he’s changed in appearance. His tall, dark body is harder, his muscles more prominent. Though he’s five years my senior, his face is soft and youthful. I probably look like an old man with the amount of stress I’ve endured since I saw him last.


    “Word on the street is you pissed off a very important, very dangerous person.”


    I roll my eyes. Twenty-four hours and already the entire NYPD knows what I’ve done? Corrupt motherfuckers. The lot of them.


    “You know me, Ted. I piss off just about everyone.”


    He chuckles and nods. “You never know when to stop, do you? You weren’t happy with pissing off the entire New York police force you just had to go and piss off the bad guys too?”


    Ted knows better than anyone why I did what I did.


    “I’m doing what I have to do.”


    “I know.” His dark, chocolate eyes narrow in on me. “Is that why you called me?”


    I nod. Ted shakes his head and adjusts his stance, widening his legs. “The NYPD doesn’t know anything. You were there when the commissioner handed the case over to the higher ups. I’m sorry, but I can’t help you, brother.”


    He thinks it’s that simple? That it’s over because someone else’s organization has taken over the case? I step closer to him.


    “Oh, but you can. The FBI, Special Task Force and SWAT are all working under your roof. The precinct is crawling with information that can help me…information I’m sure you can get access to.”


    Ted’s jaw clenches. I’m pushing him out of his comfort zone. I wouldn’t normally put so much pressure on someone, but this isn’t a normal circumstance. I won’t get the information I need without applying a little pressure.


    “Jai, I can get into a lot trouble.”


    “I wouldn’t ask you if I wasn’t desperate.”


    He shakes his head and I exhale. There’s an incident I remember and I didn’t want to use it against him, but he’s giving me no choice.


    “Do you remember the time—”


    Ted pushes off the car, his six foot four frame towering over me. “Oh, hell no. You can’t use that against me, man.”


    “—you shot that poor old ladies dog?”


    He snarls at me, but I don’t flinch. It’ll take a hell of a lot more than his height to intimidate me.


    “He was fucking huge and he was vicious!”


    “You shot it.” I push forward. “And I covered your ass when that woman wanted your badge on her mantel piece next to her dog’s ashes.”


    Ted turns away from me, running his hands over his head. Last time I saw him, his hair stood two inches off his skull. Now it clings tightly to it. A buzz cut like his girlfriend always wanted.


    “You can’t do anything with that information. No one will believe you now.”


    I frown. “I don’t want to use the information against you, I just want you to remember that I was there for you when you needed it and all I ask is that you do the same for me. If not, if you can’t help me, forget I said anything and forget I called you here tonight. I’ll do it on my own.”


    He doesn’t turn to face me and I don’t expect him to. I’m asking a lot of him—more than I have the right to. I know the last thing I should be doing is pulling another innocent into my mess, but I need him. I need someone I can trust that has access to new information.


    A small eternity passes and I turn away from Ted with my answer.


    I’m on my own.


    The third step I take echoes in my head and I slump my shoulders. Where the fuck do I go from here?


    “Who’s the girl you’re with?” He calls after me and I stop dead in my tracks.


    My blood runs cold, chilling me down to my bones. Slowly, I turn around. Where’d he get that information from?


    “What girl?”


    Surprisingly, my voice sounds detached. Good. No one can know about Emily.


    He stuffs his hands into his pockets. “I might have dug around a little, looking for your ass. Word is you took off with Skull’s girl.”


    I scoff, unable to hide a sneer. I feel it contort my face. “Skull’s girl? She’s not his.”


    Ted raises his eyebrows and I clench my jaw until my teeth ache. Fuck.


    “So there is a girl?”


    Since I’ve already fucked myself, I say: “She has nothing to do with anything She wound up down there by accident—an innocent in every sense of the word.”


    “He’s looking for her, Stone. He’s posted a fuckload of money on her being returned to him...alive.”


    I plant my hands on my hips and drop my stare to the concrete. Fucking Kitten...what the hell are we going to do?


    I barely have time to figure out the first step of my plan when Ted slips three credit cards in my line of sight.


    “The cards you wanted.”


    I take them and stuff them into my pocket. “Were they where I said they’d be?”


    He nods. “In your bedside drawer.”


    “Thanks.” I run my hand over my face. “I should get back...”


    I really wish tonight worked out better than this. I wish I could return to the lake house with some kind of plan.


    “I’m sorry I can’t help you, Stone. I really am.”


    His eyes are soft—apologetic. It sends heavy tendrils of dread burrowing through my chest. Now I see why Emily hates it so much. The sympathy...it doesn’t feel good. Even with the dense feeling of failure on my chest I shrug his apology off. I’m thankful he’s come this far for me at least. He drove hours just to meet me here.


    “Don’t worry about it.” I tell him. “I’ll figure it out.”


    I step around Ted and head for the large convenience store across the parking lot. I make it halfway before I turn around. He has his door open and an arm on the roof.


    “Do me a favor? Make sure Jess is on a plane by this time tomorrow night?”


    He nods. “Sure thing, brother.”


    I wrap my arms around myself and turn around. Though I didn’t get what I wanted from Ted at least I got my cards. I can’t exactly fight an entire criminal empire with an empty stomach and a bad case of pneumonia.


    I don’t know what my future plans hold, but at least they begin with warm clothes and a full belly. Once I’m sorted, I can take on the world.
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    Him

    Emily


    And he feels so good, so refreshing like cool rain on burning skin. I’ve lost count how many times he thrusts his cock so passionately into me, breathing heavy into the nape of my neck, my name sliding erotically off of his tongue.


    I know I’m asleep. I know I’m dreaming, but I don’t care. This is what I want. He is what I want.


    One of his large, strong hands grip my ass and he aggressively moves my hips into him, forcing my pussy to milk him as hard as it can.


    And I am so close... so close I can taste it. Yes. Fuck. Please! It’s absolute torture to teeter on the edge of an orgasm.


    Sweet, agonizing torture.


    Despite how good he feels there’s something missing... something lacking. It isn’t until I feel the very tip of his finger at my ass that I know what it is. I’ve never done that before, but I’ve never desired it as much as I do now...


    My eyes flutter open as my back meets a soft mattress. I blink a couple times, clearing away the blur that covers my eyes. The sun is barely up, but its early morning glow is sufficient enough to light the bedroom, allowing me to see his face. And what a face he has.


    “Sorry.” He whispers. “I thought you’d be more comfortable up here...”


    “You’re back?” I croak out, tiredly.


    “I knocked four times.” He says, smiling slightly. “You didn’t hear me.”


    I must have been in a deep sleep. Imagine how screwed I would have been if Skull somehow managed to locate us. I roll onto my side. “How’s your sister?”


    Jai sits on the edge of the bed and when he glances down, I take the opportunity to swallow the saliva pooling in my mouth.


    “She’s safe.” He says, looking back at me. “She’s flying out to Italy today, I hope.”


    I sigh. “I love Italy.”


    I wish I was able to get on a plane and leave the country whenever I wanted.


    “I know. That’s why I sent her there.” Jai scratches the back of his head. “I thought that maybe, when this is over, we can meet her in Rome.”


    My eyebrows shoot up. “We? As in me and you?”


    He nods. “You love Italy.”


    Fact. 


    “I do.”


    “So that’s where we’ll go.”


    I roll onto my back. “But Italy is expensive…and a long way away.”


    Jai frowns and tilts his head to the side. “You’d give up the chance to go to Italy?”


    “If it puts financial stress on someone else, yes.”


    He turns his body towards me and my heart kicks up in tempo as he reaches over my waist and plants his hand on the mattress. His forearm presses against the side of my body and all I can do is focus on it. My breath halts in my throat as he leans in close, so close his breath skitters over my lips.


    “You’re coming to Italy with me and I’m going to show you the time of your life.”


    Oh, fuck Italy for the moment. I’m not even thinking about that anymore. I can’t. Not while his body heat is burning against mine. Sure, going to Italy is a dream come true, but it’s not something I can have right now. The word alone isn’t going to sate my desire for adventure and pleasure. I watch Jai as he watches me and he sees it. I know he does.


    “Why are you looking at me like that?”


    Because I want you to fuck me hard, soft, and drive me fucking crazy! As if it isn’t obvious.


    “Like what?” I ask, putting a spin of innocence on it.


    That way he can’t tell my insides are raging because I’m horny as hell for him. My lips curl into a smug grin.


    “Like that.”


    I push myself up onto my elbows. “Are you tired?”


    His eyes darken with promise as he leans a little closer. “No.”


    “I like your answer.”


    He closes the gap, pressing his forehead against mine. Electricity sizzles between us. It’s a tension that’s causing my muscles to tense and my nipples to harden.


    “Why are you tormenting me?”


    I brush my lips over his and in the silence I hear his breath hitch.


    “You consider my desire for you torment?”


    “Of lethal degree. Do you have any idea how fucking tormenting it is being alone with you? It’s like willingly crushing your balls in a vice.”


    Wow. That’s one hell of a compliment…I also don’t know how bad that feels, you know, because I don’t have balls.


    “You kissed me earlier.” I utter, reminding him of the brief moment we spent on the dock. “Did you like it?”


    He groans followed by an almost silent curse. “You’re getting me hard talking in that low voice, Kitten. Of course I liked it.”


    He tries to back away, but I follow him until I’m on my knees with his collar in my hands. My fingers tremble around the fabric and his breath blows with uncertainty across my face.


    “Show me.”


    “Emily—”


    “Please.” I whisper, kissing him softly on the mouth. “I need you inside me.”


    He hangs his head back, exposing his throat. I don’t care what anyone says the throat is one of the sexiest things a man has. I’d put it up there underneath obliques, a nice smile and a sense of humor.


    I plant a soft kiss at the base of his throat.


    “I had a dream about you.” I murmur against his hot skin.


    His Adam’s apple bobs, as he swallows hard.


    “Fucking hell.” He sighs. “Stop tempting me. I don’t have protection.”


    Ah, so his hang up is protection. No big deal. The chances of me being getting pregnant are slim to none. I can’t even recall the last time I had a period. A common companion to PCOS is...what did my doctor call it? Amenora? Amenorrhea? Either way, I’m practically infertile and if a single unprotected fuck session is going to reverse all of that then, shit, the baby deserves to be born. I’d mention my condition, but nothing is more of a boner killer than a word with ‘orrhea’ at the end. Especially during sex.


    “You want to know what you were doing to me…in my dream?”


    Under my lips, his throat vibrates with another groan. They zip over the surface of my tongue and into my body. I’ve never wanted a man like I want Jai and I want him bad. I crave his touch like a crack addict craves their next fix.


    “You were fucking me. Hard.” My breath hitches as I recall it.


    Hot.


    Sweaty.


    Passionate.


    “And you felt so good.”


    Jai swears. Again. “Shit.”


    I pull back enough for him to bring his face to my level. When we’re face to face and I can no longer see into the dark depths of his deep, blue eyes, I know there’s no going back. He’s going to give me exactly what I want. A strong man always gives a lady what she wants.


    “Did you come?” He asks, his voice sinfully inappropriate.


    Smirking, I shuffle forward and slip my leg over his thighs. “I could have, but you woke me up.”


    I slide forward until my hips are flush against his. His body is warm and firm. His body is everything a man’s should be. As the tips of his fingers brush over my thighs, his touch disappointingly muted by the thin, gray fabric of my sweatpants, I brush my lips against his.


    “That’s terrible.” He whispers against my mouth. “It’s terrible I brought you so close to the edge only to tear it away from you.”


    I smile, planting a soft kiss on his mouth. “I’m not worried.”


    “No?”


    I shake my head. “I prefer the real thing anyway.”


    I grip the hem of my navy blue hoodie and pull it off over my head. In the dim, but still so very exposing, light he becomes fixated on my breasts and I toss my hoodie to the floor.


    “No bra?”


    I smirk and lean in, giving him a slow, sultry lick on his lower lip.


    “No panties, either.”


    Just like that, Jai’s resolve shatters into tiny little pieces. One heartbeat is all it takes to push me from in control to completely at his mercy. One moment I’m straddling his lap and in the next, I’m flat on my back, his hot, wet mouth devouring my hard nipples one at a time.


    “I’m so glad you’re back.” I sigh, pushing my fingers through his messy hair.


    He releases my hardened peak with a ‘pop’ and air rushes in to cool his warm saliva.


    “Did you doubt I’d come back?”


    I rake my fingers down the back of his head before sliding my smooth fingertips across his cheeks, guiding his mouth to mine.


    “It’d be a lie if I said it didn’t cross my mind.” I kiss the corner of his lips. “There was a small part of me that thought maybe you’d leave me behind.”


    He watches intently as I slip my thumb into my mouth to gather some moisture right before I take it out and slide my hand between us. Jai lifts his hips, allowing my hand to slip effortlessly under the hem of his pants. His hard cock greets me straight away and, making a tight noise in the base of his throat, Jai drops his head and I feel his fast, warm breath on my ear and against my neck.


    “I’d never leave you behind.” He whispers tightly as I circle his wet tip with my thumb.


    Those are the nicest five words I think I’ve ever heard in my life. I grip his thick shaft and he thrusts into my hand, making the silky soft skin slide up and down. His cock is hot, hard and smooth and I can feel its protruding veins just under the tight skin.


    “I’d always come back for you, Kitten. I’m yours.” He mutters against the lobe of my ear.


    I freeze for a second. So does he. He’s mine? What does that mean? More importantly, what the fuck am I supposed to do with that? I’ve never had anyone before...I’ve never had a person—a person who belongs to me, who I would refer to as ‘mine’. Is Jai mine? Am I his? Or have I completely misinterpreted his meaning?


    I’d never leave you behind. I’m yours.


    I’m.


    Yours.


    It doesn’t get much clearer than that though, does it? Jai lifts his face so it’s directly in front of mine. His thoughtful blue eyes flicker over my face analyzing every twitch, line and freckle.


    “Does that scare you?” He asks. “Does the thought of having someone make you uncomfortable?”


    I shake my head. A lie. The only people who have ever wanted me in their life changed their mind at the last second. Do you know what it’s like? Feeling overwhelming happiness to the point of crying only to have it ripped from your body and crushed into a million pieces right in front of your eyes? When someone changes their mind on you as a person you can’t help but feel worthless...cheaper than any product, as useless as any device. It has taken me a long time to get over all the times it happened to me as a kid... and I don’t think I can go through it again. Not with him.


    “It terrifies me.” I mumble, swallowing hard. “You want me now, but what about tomorrow? Next week? In a month’s time?”


    Jai glides his fingers between my breasts and down my stomach, raising shivers from head to toe.


    “Why would time change how I feel about you?”


    A lump forms in my throat as I remember all the times I’ve been burned. It’s called the cooling off period and it’s a mother fucker. I swallow the lump.


    “Because it always does.”


    I pull my hand from his pants, done with the conversation. To have sex with him when I know he’s emotionally invested is wrong, and it’s bad for my heart, too. The faster I fall down this rabbit hole, the harder the impact will be when I hit the cold hard floor at the bottom—and I just know it’ll be the coldest, hardest floor imaginable.


    I attempt to turn my body and roll out from underneath him, but he grips my shoulders and pushes me back against the mattress.


    “Jai.” I complain, pushing his chest in a lame attempt to get him off me.


    It’s a wasted effort. Pushing against his body is like trying to move a boulder when its bottom is buried seven feet underground. I grit my teeth until they ache and my muscles tremble. Nothing. He lets me push at him for a few seconds before he ‘tsks’ in frustration and grabs my wrist. I growl as he pins my hands above my head and drops his hips harder against mine.


    “Jai—”


    “No.” He bites out, cutting me off. “Now you shut up and listen.”


    I glare up at him and his aggressive, blue eyes.


    “I care about you. Why is that so fucking hard to accept?”


    Tears pool at the rims of my eyes and I hate it. I’ve cried more in the last month than I have between the ages of ten and twenty-one.


    “Because this entire thing is fake. Our relationship exists only in a forced environment. Am I the type of girl you’d approach in a bar or at the mall?” I shake my head. “I’m not your kind of girl. I’m not anyone’s kind of girl.”


    His grip tightens. “Then what are you?”


    Funny enough, he poses a question I’ve been asking myself my entire life. What the fuck am I?


    “I don’t know...I guess...I guess I’m nothing.”


    He releases my hands and I pull them to my chest.


    “I make you feel like nothing? When I touch you and kiss you, you feel nothing?”


    I shake my head. “I feel everything...and that’s what scares me. When this is over and you move on there’ll be something bigger and better waiting for you—someone funnier and prettier, someone who won’t have the one million hang ups I do. But this is it for me. You are it. What I experience with you I know I’ll never experience with anyone else. For the rest of my life I will be comparing other men to you and they won’t even come close. I can’t handle that.” I swipe at a stupid fucking tear. I can’t believe I’m getting so emotional over this. “So don’t fuck with my feelings and don’t tell me you’re mine. Sure, we can pretend while we’re stuck in this mess, but don’t lead me to believe this is something it will never be. I can’t handle that. Not anymore. Not after the life I’ve had.”


    Jai presses his forehead against mine as the tips of his fingers caresses the side of my face. “Christ. Do you ever give yourself a break?”


    I open my mouth to speak, but Jai crushes his lips to mine, preventing any words from falling out. As his tongue licks mine, I don’t even remember what I was going to say in the first place.


    And that’s okay. I’m done talking anyway.
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    Her

    Jai


    Fucking Kitten. How can one woman be so damn infuriating? You tell any other girl you’re all hers and she’ll just about cream her pants. But not Kitten. No. God forbid she make anything easy for me. I knew the moment I met her she had some pretty high walls protecting her, but I was certain I’d done a good job at bringing them down. Apparently, her walls are extra-fortified. Once they crumble to a certain percentage, they send out an alert and build themselves back up again. Lucky for her I’m a fiend for punishment.


    I never intended to say what I said. I was so caught up it just came out. Still, I meant it. If there’s any girl on this planet that is tailor made for me she is it. I don’t mean she’s my soul mate or that we’re made for each other. I’m talking in terms of companionship, a mutual friendship. She knows me and I’m comfortable around her. That’s all I care about. She’s right about one thing, though. I would never approach her at a bar or at the mall. Mostly because I don’t ‘approach’ women. It sounds fucking creepy. I talk to women—any woman. It doesn’t matter if they’re youthful or mature, sweet and skinny or big and beautiful. My willingness to be with a woman depends on what they have on the inside, not how their exterior appears. I like intelligence and strength in a woman. I like humor and curiosity. I don’t give a shit about what they can offer me physically. That being said, I can’t deny the fact I’ve indulged in sex with women I’ve barely known on plenty of occasions, but it wasn’t like I coerced them into it or promised them more. They wanted it. They had something I desired in one way or another. It is what it is.


    But Kitten ticks all my boxes—boxes I didn’t know I had until this very moment. She’s had my back since day one. She trusted me when she didn’t have to and she’s allowed me to find comfort in her body when I probably shouldn’t have. I’m not perfect. I’m so far from perfect I’m practically the antonym. I’ve made mistakes, that I know, but she is yet to use them against me.


    My tongue glides with hers and my hips are locked into place by her slender, but strong legs that are wrapped tightly around me.


    There’s one thing I know for certain about Emily and it’s that she has this pull. The air surrounding her is heavier than anywhere else. When I’m close I can’t breathe. Her very existence suffocates me and I crave it. I crave the dense air in my lungs and it gets worse when her mouth is on mine...because I’m willing to suffocate for a longer lasting taste of her. I break the kiss and rest my forehead against hers. A moment ago she wanted me badly and her heavy-lidded eyes tells me she still does. I trail the back of my fingers between her generous breasts and down the flat slope of her stomach to the hem of her black yoga pants. A part of me tells me to slip under the hemline and finger fuck her into oblivion. The other part advises I don’t want to be an asshole and perhaps ask for permission since she seems to be in a sensitive place.


    “Can I?” I ask, brushing my fingers along the fabric.


    I lift my stare to meet hers and her deep brown eyes lock me in place. Who would have thought sex with her started out so emotionless and primal, but now I’m considering her feelings while almost being swallowed whole by mine.


    I can’t help it. It’s like she fills the void that has developed inside of me all these years. She makes me feel like maybe…maybe this will all be okay in the end and that I won’t be alone when it’s over. After everything I’ve been through, that’s something I need. Desperately.


    Emily’s forehead slides against mine as she nods. Our eyes stay locked as I flatten my palm against her abdomen and slip it under her pants. She’s not wearing panties—just like she said. My blood heats at the thought of it being all for me.


    I glide my hand over the hairless mound at the top, unable to stop until my fingers slide against her tidy lips. My cock throbs.


    Smooth.


    Bare.


    Wet.


    So. Fucking. Wet.


    I try to keep my cool, but there’s no ignoring the tension that constricts my dick. My mind goes erratic. Mine. Mine. Mine. All fucking mine.


    Pressing lightly, I slide my fingers up and down, teasing not touching. Emily lets out a gentle sigh as I move to place soft kisses on her jawline. Her skin is flawless and smooth, and it emits a tantalizing berry scent as I run my nose down the length of her throat. It bobs with a hard swallow and under my lips, goose-bumps rise. She sighs again and this time her hips squirm, begging me to hurry up. I like that about Emily. She’s not afraid of sex or afraid of looking too eager for it. If she wants it, she shows me just how bad. There is no flirting—no mind games—only us and our unrelenting desires, begging to be quenched in the rawest of ways.


    Removing my hand from between her thighs, I kiss my way down her stomach, reveling in the way it clenches every time my lips grace her flesh. She is perfect. Every inch of her. This lost little Kitten is, quite possibly, the most beautiful woman I’ve ever had the pleasure of seeing naked.


    Sitting back on my heels, I grip the edges of her pants. Instantly, she lifts her hips for me and I shuffle backwards, sliding the fabric down her perfect legs before tossing them to the floor.


    She’s naked. And I’m stuck. Frozen stiff. Yep, stiff. Have you ever seen something so incredibly mesmerizing and breathtaking that you don’t want to look away, even for a second, because you know you’ll never see anything as beautiful as it again for the rest of your life? This is like that. Only she’s a human being that can be touched and explored...the most dangerous kind of art. It almost feels wrong to taint it, but I’m going to.


    Because I need to claim her as mine...


    Because I’m selfish and, deep down, I’m as primal and as ugly as a caveman born to adhere to my baser urges. Though civilization has changed us and morphed us into men who ask permission, we are still as weak as we were in the beginning. There is no conforming. There is no cure.


    She slips a hand over her stomach and I notice the movement is a little self-conscious. Why wouldn’t it be? I’m sitting here staring like I haven’t seen her naked before. I suppose I haven’t, technically.


    I pull my shirt off over my head and toss it to the floor. Emily watches me through half-lids as I lower my body over hers. I see a lot in her eyes... excitement, anticipation and fear.


    “Emily...” I whisper.


    


    *Emily*

    


    My name filters in through my ears and I just about shiver. I can barely breathe as nerves suffocate my voice box.


    “Mm?”


    Jai brushes his nose gently against mine.


    “Are you all right?”


    I nod, but I’m not so sure. Is it normal to feel this pressure in my chest? The way my palms are sweating, is that okay? What about the overwhelming urge to hold Jai close and never let him go? Is that a sex thing? Or is that my feelings betraying me?


    “To be honest, you look a little nauseous.”


    I muster a small smile as Jai’s dark, blue eyes flare and widen while his lips curve at one corner.


    “Finally caught feelings, have you?” He teases.


    “You don’t catch feelings.”


    He kisses my mouth once. “Sure you do. They come out of nowhere and hit you when you least expect it.” He kisses me again. “Like now.”


    The pressure in my chest becomes dense, like a sack of potatoes at the realization. Shit. I have caught feelings. I mean, I’ve always had feelings for Jai, but not like this. I’ve never wanted to cry at the thought of him leaving me...before now.


    “Relax.” He chuckles, running a hand up my inner bicep and down the side of my breast. “Why are you so terrified of feeling something?”


    I’ve been asked this question once before by the woman at my first children’s home. It was when I made the decision to never cry again. ‘Why are you so afraid of feeling something, Child?’ I didn’t answer her aloud, but I remember my internal answer well. ‘I’m not afraid of feeling. I’m afraid of losing.’ It doesn’t make much sense to me now, but it did back then. I guess what it means is; you can’t have your heart broken if you stop giving it out to people. At the end of the day, no one can take care of your heart like you can and you know why? Because when it shatters by their hand, only you feel it.


    “I’m terrified because it makes this real.” I tell him. “Aren’t you scared of this becoming real?”


    Jai’s large hands surround my face and cup my chin. “It’s real already, Kitten. It was real the second you came to my room after your shower.”


    So it was. I throw my arms around his neck and crush my mouth to his, kissing him hungrily. His mouth devours me, his tongue fucking mine so perfectly. To feel his weight directly on me brings a comfort like no other.


    Jai pulls back for air for only a second before his mouth finds the column of my throat. I moan and close my eyes as he leaves a line of nips and kisses behind as he makes his hungry way to my breasts.


    My breath catches as he eagerly sucks the first nipple into his mouth. Light tremors shake me as he tastes it and swirls his hot, wet tongue around the pebbled flesh.


    “Oh!” I choke out, squeezing him between my thighs.


    I barely have time to get used to the feeling before he switches to the second breast and sucks at it like it’s the last breast he’ll ever put in his mouth. Again, the feeling barely registers before he licks and bites and sucks his way over my ribs and down my stomach. I stuff my hands under my pillow to keep them from pulling his hair. My flexing hips are a lost cause, forever destined to push against his excited lips, urging him lower.


    All thoughts flee as he stops at the apex of my thighs and peers up at me. Unashamedly, my head is craned so I can watch him ravish me completely. He flashes me a wicked smile that just about melts my skin from my bones before lowering his head, raining soft, tender kisses on my inner thighs. My blood buzzes and my chest heaves. It takes him all of two seconds to send me into a frenzy of need.


    “Fuck, Jai.” I hiss, unleashing my hands. I reach down and rake my fingers through his hair. “Please!”


    He smiles against my skin and I feel it. He sucks a portion of flesh between his lips and catches it between his teeth. I hiss again, yanking my thigh free as his teeth click together. Still with a grip on his dark hair, I wiggle my hips, unable to hide my fevered anticipation for him to finally put his mouth on my pussy.


    After another eternity of teasing, of feeling his hot breath right where I desire different parts of his anatomy, he relents, pressing his lips and tongue against my body’s most sensitive spot. And I moan. Loud. Suddenly, my orgasm rushes me, taking me completely by surprise as his tongue finishes its sixth or seventh stroke. I sink my teeth into my bottom lip as my legs quake and my stomach clenches. A second later, my mouth opens and I cry out in ecstasy as he continues to taste me. When the feel of his perfectly trained muscle becomes unbearable, I giggle and he lifts his head.


    “Fuck, Kitten. That didn’t take long.”


    I simper as my body slows in its shaking. Jai slides up next to me, his fingers dancing over my stomach and onto my breasts. I turn to gaze into his eyes, a content smile curling my lips.


    “You like my tits?” I ask and his eyes become hooded.


    “They’re fucking perfect.”


    His large hands cover them completely and still it squeezes out between his fingers. Excitement—pure, nasty excitement—bubbles at the thought of what I’m going to say next.


    “Have you thought about fucking them?”


    Through his pants, Jai’s long, thick cock twitches against my thigh. “There isn’t a sliver of flesh on your body I haven’t thought about coming on.”


    Well, fuck. My horniness multiplies tenfold. I’m not sated with just coming on his tongue. I want more. I need more.


    “Show me.” I utter.


    Reaching down I push on the hem of his pants and, without delay, Jai shoves them down his legs and kicks them off the edge of the bed.


    I tease the tip of his erection and pre-cum spills out. It’s so fucking hot. Jai lets his head fall back as I circle him with the very top of my index finger. Breathing heavily, he brings his head back to my level and his eyes are darker than I’ve ever seen them. And it’s a major fucking turn on.


    I gasp as Jai jolts forward and snatches my wrists in his hands. I don’t have time to react before he pins my hands to either side of my head and thrusts his leg over my body so he straddles my ribcage.


    “You want me to fuck your perfect tits?”


    I nod, wriggling in the most delicious state of arousal underneath him. I could come again just from seeing him from this angle and feeling the weight of his cock on my chest.


    “Have you ever been titty fucked before, Kitten?”


    Raking my teeth over my bottom lip, I shake my head. I am so god damn wet. Releasing my hand Jai brings his hand to his mouth and spits into it. I swallow hard as he rubs his own saliva all over his cock.


    “Lick your hand, baby.” He orders as he strokes himself.


    Doing as he asks, I lick my hand. Freeing my other hand, Jai tells me to lick that one too. So I do. Then he has me rub it on my chest and turns me on like nothing else. When I’m wet enough for his liking, he slides forward, pushing his thick cock between my breasts. With a throaty groan that electrocutes my blood, he grabs my hands and places them on my tits. He thrusts and covers my hands with his. Together, he has us squeeze my tits so it encases his beautiful shaft. He thrusts in rhythm—a rhythm that makes my pussy pulse and it grows in tempo. I obviously don’t receive any sexually gratification from this, but I find it rewarding anyway. It’s pleasurable in a way that isn’t physical. I can’t explain it.


    Jai flicks his hips faster and faster, and as the tip of his cock almost touches my chin, I flick my tongue out to lick the tip. Pre-cum flows, making it even easier for him to slip between my breasts. When I glance up at him, I notice he’s watching me. Teasingly, I slip my tongue out again and flick it over the top of his cock.


    “You are—” He grunts and closes his eyes. “Fucking hell.”


    With amazing willpower, he slows his hips and pulls his hands away from mine. Jai inhales, trying to gain his composure, but it is way too soon for that. Biting my lip, I move my breasts up and down, up and down, making him hunch forward.


    “You’re going to make me come.” He groans, swiping an index finger across my lip and into my mouth. I curl my tongue around his finger and suck. With a shiver, he slips his hips back, pulling his cock free from my tits and I pout as he smirks.


    “I’m not done yet.”


    Sliding down my body, his mouth finds mine again. Only this time when he kisses me, it’s soft and I melt into it. Tingles spread from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. I’ve never been kissed like this before...like it means something. It’s glorious. It’s the type of kiss that lasts a lifetime. At least if this doesn’t work out I’ll always have that.


    I’m pulled from my thoughts by his knee as it pushes my legs apart. His mouth changes from sweet to savage, devouring with a greedy kiss. I gasp into him as his strong, thick arms weave around me and his fingers tangle themselves into my hair. I open my legs wider as the kiss deepens even further. Despite how hard I kiss him, how desperately our tongues fight against each other, it’s not enough. I need more.


    Jai reaches between our bodies and grabs his cock. One second he’s stroking my entrance with his tip and in the next he’s driving into me with an urgency I wasn’t prepared for, an urgency that betrays his gentle, patient kiss. I cry out, raking my fingernails down his back—not deep enough to draw blood, but enough to let his body know just how deep I feel it.


    And I feel it.


    Holy shit I feel it. From the softness of his skin against mine to the harsh, carnality of his movements. All of it resonates with my body in ways I never thought possible. His raspy voice is the icing on the cake. It’s heavy and erratic with desire. He groans my name and little by little, with every thrust of his hips, I lose control over myself, letting the pleasure intoxicate me. I run my hands down his sides and grab him low on the hips before wrapping my thighs around him. Jai swears under his breath and it sounds distant in my ears. I’m far away, pursuing ecstasy in the distance. It’s closing in—I can feel it—but I need more. I need harder, faster. Without effort, Jai wraps an arm around my waist and sits back, pulling me up so I straddle his hips. My nerves become heightened, burning with excitement because I’ve never done this position before. I feel him in ways I’ve never felt anyone before. His large, heavy hands clamp down on my ass and he pushes and pulls me. Over and over and over again. It’s the edge I need to catch the fucking high I’m chasing. Every inch of my sensitive flesh rubs against him, adding to the storm swelling inside of me. It starts in my abdomen. It boils my blood and ignites my flesh. Quickly I progress through the eye of the storm and into the wall.


    “Jai…”


    My mouth parts, my breath holds in my lungs, and my toes curl with the promise of pleasure, a frenzy of catastrophic proportions.


    He groans deep in his throat, his fingers dig deeper into my muscles and his movements become aggressive.


    And when it hits, when the storm crashes down on top of me with the weight of a monsoon behind it…


    …it is epic.
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    Us

    Jai


    She’s loud, and mouthy, and fucking glorious.


    I rest my sweaty forehead against her chest. Her heart hammers at a quick pace. I can feel it rattling her ribcage. I love the sound.


    “Oh, wow...” She sighs, resting her chin against the top of my head. Our heavy panting is the only sound to be heard in the room.


    My cock twitches inside her body…which makes her the first woman I’ve actually come unprotected inside. Though it felt fucking amazing it’s an experience I don’t really recommend if you’re trying to avoid deepening a romantic connection. How barbaric, right? To suddenly feel like you would die to protect a woman all because you came so nakedly inside her? Like that’s what sealed the deal. I don’t know. I like Kitten—have for a little while now—but something has clicked. Something that tells me this is a sure thing. I wonder how fast she’d run if I told her how I felt? That maybe...just maybe...I might be falling for her. Perfect timing though, right? It’s like fighting the biggest fight of my fucking life isn’t complicated enough.


    Emily lifts her head as I tilt mine to look up at her. Sleepy brown irises meet mine, curved by a soft¸ playful smile. I resist a shiver as she runs her hands up my chest and over my shoulders. “Why don’t you have any tattoos?”


    I shrug.


    “They’ve never appealed to me. Ink? Needles?” I shudder. “Pass.”


    She flicks her eyes to the small skull on my collarbone...the one that matches hers. “And after that? Did it change your mind?”


    I laugh. “Are you kidding? It was fucking painful. I thought I was going to pass out.”


    “Yes! Oh my god. Me too!” Emily clamps a hand over her mouth and laughs. “It hurt so much.”


    I lean back on my elbows and she comes forward, digging an elbow into my chest as she rests her head on the palm of her hand. I don’t mind it, even if her elbows are pointy as shit.


    You know, I’ve never noticed it until now, but Emily’s lips don’t quite close. The top one remains separated from the bottom by the tiniest gap, exposing her top row of teeth. It’s sexy. A subtle, permanent pout. No wonder she always looks mad.


    Stretching my neck, I lean forward until our lips brush. Just one more taste. That’s all. I flick the very tip of my tongue over her top lip and they curve into a smile.


    “What are you doing?”


    I pull back an inch. “Licking your lip.”


    Emily arches a brow. “And why are you doing that?”


    “To see if it tastes as good as it looks.”


    Her lips fall back into their permanent pout and I lick her again. Soft and slow, until her thighs tighten around my hips and her pussy clenches me.


    “Well?” She utters. “What’s the verdict?”


    “You taste like an orgasm feels.”


    Emily slaps me across the chest and jerks backward, her infectious laughter rebounding off of the barren, cream walls.


    “What is wrong with you?”


    “What?” I chuckle.


    I grip her small biceps in my hands as he tries to shuffle off of me, and she squeals with delight as I roll my body, tucking her underneath me. Her breath halts in her chest as I lower my mouth to hers. That previous taste I said was my last one? Yeah. I lied. I want one more...and then possibly another. I brush my lips against hers and this time it’s her tongue that does the tasting. It glides against my upper lip, but it doesn’t stop there. In a swift movement, and with a deep inhale through her nose, she presses her open mouth to mine and her tongue dips in without a care. With the slightest groan, I slide my hips against hers. We’re making a fucking mess—that much is certain, but what is life if it’s not a little messy?


    “We should shower.” She murmurs against my mouth, but I’m not having any of that. Not yet. “And eat.”


    “We will.” I promise. “When we’re finished.”


    And I am nowhere near done with her.


    


    *Emily*


    


    The wooden floorboard creaks underneath my foot as I push off of the last step and into the hall. Delicious, breakfasty smells engulf me and I press my hand to my belly with a groan as my stomach clenches painfully. If Heaven had a smell this would be it.


    I pull on the hem of my tight, white tee shirt then rake my fingers through my combed, wet hair.


    As I round the bend and step into the kitchen, I almost faint. It smells good in the hall, but it’s freaking amazing in here.


    Greasy bacon.


    Fluffy eggs.


    Buttery toast.


    Freshly cut fruit.


    Thick, syrupy pancakes.


    Oh. Fuck me sideways. I’ve never seen so much breakfast food. It’s rare I taste anything that isn’t beaten up or a few days past its expiration date.


    To top off what will be hence forth known as the greatest morning of my life, there’s a young, sexy ex-police officer cleaning a frying pan in black sweat pants by the sink. I’m unable to hide my grin. If there is a God then she is definitely looking out for me.


    How is this my life? If this is what fate is then I fucking love it... you know, except for the being hunted by a psychopathic drug-lord part. That blows.


    On a completely unrelated side note, I hate the fact I’m wearing a tight pair of jeans. How am I going to have room for all this food if there are buttons in the way? Is that a pot of coffee, ooh, and yogurt? Yep. The jeans have got to go.


    “Jeans, Kitten? Really?”


    I glance at Jai who dries his wet hands on a small, checkered towel. I swallow hard. To see him in bright, natural light is a fucking vision and a half. I clear my throat.


    “Well, when you said you were making breakfast I thought you meant cereal and milk...not the whole damn buffet.”


    He folds his arms against his bare torso and leans against the kitchen sink. Now, if I could just work out how to get him onto my plate for breakfast...


    “Cereal and milk? Please don’t tell me that’s all you eat for breakfast.”


    I inch toward the food, drawn in by the smell as it fuses together. “No...I don’t usually have breakfast at all. If I do, it’s never anything more than a coffee or a stale, half eaten blueberry muffin from the day before.”


    He grimaces. “Ah, well, at least it has blueberries in it.”


    “Fake blueberries. It tastes like bubblegum.”


    He shakes his head, disbelief plain on his features. “How are you—”


    “Not fat? I walk a lot.”


    He shakes his head. “What—no, not fat—sick. How are you not sick?”


    I shrug. I often ask myself the same thing. Jai slings the towel over his shoulder and my throat dries, feeling rough like sandpaper, as he saunters toward me. My head spins and I swear the solid ground beneath my feet liquefies. With a subtle smirk, he reaches for the buttons on my jeans. I barely have time to grip his strong, hard biceps to keep from being knocked on my ass as he yanks my buttons open. Jai looks down at me, his deep, blue eyes flaring beautifully.


    “Jeans.” He states in a firm, quiet voice. “Off.”


    I arch a brow. “I’m going to eat breakfast in my underwear?”


    He laughs once. “As much as I would love to see that. It’s far too cold.”


    “You’re not wearing a shirt.” I argue.


    I don’t care if we’re in the middle of the Arctic. Getting naked with him again sounds like a damn good idea.


    “It got hot over by the stove.” He steps to the side and reaches out for his black jacket. “I bought a few pairs of sweatpants last night. Grab one. They’re over there.”


    He points across the kitchen bench and into the sitting room. Sure enough, small stacks of clothes sit on the glass coffee table. Curious, I saunter towards them. The sitting room is plain—much like the rest of the house. I can’t help but notice whoever owns this place keeps it electronic free—except for the large radio on the shelf above a small white bookshelf.


    “How’d you afford these?” I ask, reaching for a pair of sweatpants and lifting them up.


    “I have my ways.”


    I glance over to him as he zips up a black, cotton jacket, hiding his perfect torso from me.


    “Vague much?”


    A small smirk curves his lips as he rounds the kitchen bench and pulls out two wooden stools.


    “Pants on, then come eat.”


    Yeah, I’m not going to argue with that. How long has it been since I’ve tasted real food? I can’t even remember.


    I swiftly ditch the jeans and slip into the black pair of pants. The cotton is silky smooth on my bare legs, warming me immediately. I see the appeal. These are much more practical for lounging around in. I tie the strings as tight as I can to prevent the pants from falling to my ankles and I practically trip over my own feet as I rush to the bench.


    I slide onto the stool as Jai scoops a small mountain of scrambled eggs onto his plate. The first thing I reach for is the bacon and the maple drenched pancakes.


    “So I was thinking I’d make a quick trip into town this morning.”


    He stuffs a forkful of egg into his mouth and moans. I peer sideways at him, trying hard not to drool as tastes mingle over my tongue. Bacon and maple? It’s a match made in Heaven.


    “Oh, yeah?” I manage to mumble out over a mouthful of food. “What for?”


    Strangely enough, he avoids eye contact. “There are a few things I still need to get…like milk and maybe I can pick up one of those morning after pills...you know, just to be safe.”


    Still no eye contact. I watch him, surveying the way his eyes dart over random surfaces while he chews his food.


    “Why? You worried?”


    He shakes his head and reaches across for a pancake. “No...no. I’m not worried.”


    I believe that’s boy talk for ‘I wanna throw the fuck up.’ His brows furrow as he rakes his perfect teeth over his plump bottom lip. I was hoping to avoid this conversation, but I guess that’s kind of hard to do when you have unprotected sex. Unprotected sex brings the risk of pregnancy to the front of the brain.


    “Save yourself the trip.” I reach for my glass of orange juice and swallow a large mouthful, despite my stomach’s aversion to it.


    “Emily—”


    “It’d take a couple machines, numerous fertility treatments and probably a surgical procedure to get me pregnant.” I let out a nervous laugh. “Unless your sperm knows how to perform surgery then I wouldn’t worry about knocking me up.”


    He stares at me and dare I say, it’s super endearing.


    “So...you can’t have children?”


    I look away. I don’t like it when the question is phrased like that. Children...children...it sounds so personal, so precious, doesn’t it? I prefer pregnant. The word is a lot more sterile. Not being able to have a baby is a bitter pill to swallow. I mean, how cruel can life be? I don’t have a family and now I can’t create one of my own? I wonder what I did in a previous life that was bad enough for me to deserve this.


    “Nope. Not without jumping through some invasive hoops and even then it’s unlikely.”


    Now it’s my turn to awkwardly avoid eye contact while he stares at me. I stuff the second quarter of a pancake in my mouth and drop my fork against my plate. Two pieces of bacon and half a pancake and I’m done. I don’t know what makes me want to cry more, the fact I can’t have a family or that I can’t fit every crumb of this delicious meal into my mouth.


    Jai lowers his fork and pushes his plate away. “I’m sorry...I didn’t know.”


    I shrug it off. “You couldn’t have. It’s not your fault.”


    Jai’s large, warm hand covers mine and he pulls on it, turning my chair to face his.


    “You’re an incredibly strong woman, you know?”


    Of their own accord, my lips pull themselves into a bashful smile. I don’t want to smile, but I can’t help it when I look at him or hear the deep, rough tenor of his voice. Since when did Mr. Underground get so sweet? And why is snuggling under a blanket with him all I want to do today?


    He looks at me differently now compared to when we met. His eyes are softer and happier despite his situation.


    Jai opens his mouth, but three heart stopping thumps on the front door echo down the hall and ceases them in his throat. Thick, painful tendrils of fear pierce my chest. Shit! What the hell do we do?


    “Emily?” Jai whispers harshly, his voice pulling me back to the real world. “Did you hear me?”


    “Uh,” I whirl around on my stool and take in the large shotgun he holds in his hands. Where the hell did he get that? I’ve seen them in movies a bunch of times but never up close and personal like this. They’re fucking terrifying.


    “Emily?”


    I jolt off the stool. “No. No I didn’t hear you.”


    Placing his feet shoulder width apart and flexing his knees, he pulls the butt of the gun firmly into his shoulder. His face is void of any trepidation — any anxiety. He is stone cold and it’s kinda hot...scary, but hot!


    Jai aligns his eye evenly with the sight of the shotgun, keeping his cheek tight to the stock. I’m too terrified to even hold a shotgun — let alone hold it close to my face.


    “I said get the door.” He orders, his voice firm.


    Without hesitation, I zip down the hallway and grip the door handle in both hands. The metal underneath my palms quickly becomes slick with sweat.


    “Open it.” Jai orders, inching closer.


    I squeeze my eyes shut and open the door...


    ...nothing happens.


    I wait, dread and anticipation wreaking havoc in my chest. The sound of a heavy boot connecting with the timber floor echoes in my ears. I open my eyes as shock etches over Jai’s features. I wait for the trigger to be pulled. I wait for the shot to ring out...


    but it never comes.


    “Is this how you greet all your guests?” A deep, smooth voice asks, humor present in his tone.


    I don’t recognize the voice and it sets me on edge. I inch further behind the door, praying whoever it is doesn’t close it behind him and spot me cowering against the wall.


    “How’d you find me?”


    “I ran your plates. If you’re going to drive around I suggest you wear some kind of disguise or someone meaner than me will track you back here.”


    I peer out from behind the door as Jai lowers the gun. Why isn’t he shooting? Why is he allowing this man into our safe house? I clench my trembling fists. The funny thing about fear is it can either force you into a deadly paralysis or it can pump you full of powerful, unadulterated adrenaline. I unclench my fists. I will not be captured by Skull today!


    I kick the door shut and leap forward. The stranger barely has time to react before I wrap my arms around his throat and my legs around his waist. A little brown folder slips from his hand and crashes to the floor. I squeeze as hard as I can while he claws at my arm and throws his body around in panic. I’ve never killed anyone before and I’ve never wanted to, but in this moment — to keep Jai and I away from Skull — I’d do it. I’d squeeze until this stranger stopped breathing and then I’d dump his lifeless body in the lake.


    “Unh!” I grunt as he slams my back into the wall and air is forced from my lungs.


    “Jai?” The stranger manages to squeeze out over my battle cries. “Help me out here.”


    “I’d love to.” Jai laughs. “First, tell me why you’re here?”


    “I have...” He pauses to grunt, his throat vibrating against my forearm. “Information...Joel.”


    The stranger manages to get a grip on my wrists and he pries them apart as a strong arm wraps around my waist. With a soft yank, I’m pulled off of the intruder.


    The wide expanse of Jai’s chest presses into my back and I still as his large hand moves around to my belly, holding me firmly against him.


    The stranger rubs at his throat, his golden eyes flicking over me and onto Jai.


    “This is Emily, I assume?”


    I swallow hard, but the saliva does nothing to put out the burn that’s scalding my esophagus. That forty seconds of screaming feels like three days at a festival on my throat.


    “The one and only.” Jai replies and I can almost hear the smirk on his lips.


    Panting, I take in the man in front of me...that’s when I notice the clean, pressed deep navy uniform, the shiny badge, and the two digits on his collar. Eighty-eight. He’s a police officer from New York. I glance at the badge again and underneath it on a glossy rectangle is his surname. Gile.


    Gile extends hand to me. “I’m Ted.”


    He has beautiful and flawless dark skin — a color that reminds me of a warm cup of cocoa on a cold winter’s night. His long, dark eyelashes frame two glowing golden eyes. There’s nothing malicious about him. There are no threatening tattoos, no metal capped teeth. Ted seems friendly...which is awkward as hell considering I just attacked him like an out of control monkey.


    Jai relaxes his hand and nudges me forward with a subtle ‘bump’ of his hips. Gasping, I brush loose strands of hair out of my face and slip my hand into his.


    “Emily...” I say. “Though you already know that.”


    He smiles a wide, dazzling smile that showcases his bright, white teeth. I bet it’s a smile all the girls go crazy for. Jai’s hand tightens on my stomach and he pulls me back against his body. I like it here against him. Where I know it’s safe.


    Realization flashes in Ted’s eyes as he looks us over. He bites his smile and bends low to gather the contents of his folder. When he’s done, he straightens his legs and starts down the hall.


    “Do I smell breakfast?”


    


    ****


    


    Ted slaps the folder down onto the bench and abandons it to grab himself a plate. Jai slips back on to his stool, but I remain perched by the side of the bench. It gives me clean access to both the front door and the back should anything go wrong. In front of me the deadly shotgun sits, waiting patiently to be fired.


    “So I did some digging around after we met up last night —”


    “Wait.” I cut in with a sharp look to Jai. “You guys met up?”


    His blue eyes bear into me. “I needed help. We can trust him.”


    Ted’s plate connects with the countertop and he rustles through the draw for a fork, but I don’t take my eyes off of Jai. I can’t make a call to the hospital to let them know I’m alive, but he can call his cop friend for help? What kind of bullshit is that?


    “Skull is after you two something bad.” Ted states and I laugh once, slowly dragging my stare from Jai.


    “Congratulations. You told us something we already know.”


    Ted frowns, a little taken back by my attitude. I couldn’t care less if I’m coming off intolerant and rude. This is dangerous. He shouldn’t be here. How do we know he’s not buying time until the rest of his squad shows up to take us in? I clench the edge of the counter in my hands.


    Ted looks at Jai who leans forward, resting his elbows against the wooden bench.


    “Ignore her. She can be a little blunt. You said you had information on Joel.”


    I scowl. Asshole.


    Ted nods as he piles generous amounts of bacon and eggs onto his plate. “From what I gather, Joel fell off the grid months ago. At one point he was Skull’s top man — ran ‘errands’ for him. Then one day poof. His face stopped showing up.”


    I glance at Jai. His brows are pulled in, his lips tightly pursed.


    “What are you saying?” I ask, ashamed of the little inkling of relief in my chest. “Are you saying he’s —”


    “Dead? No. I don’t know where he is, but I don’t think he’s dead.” He scoops up some egg and stuffs it into his mouth. “That’s not how Skull plays his game.”


    I fold my arms. “A game? You’re referring to this psycho’s life as a game? If you know so much about him then you know he needs to be stopped. Permanently.”


    Ted shakes his head. “It’s not that simple.”


    I laugh. “Not that simple? He’s a murderer — a monster. How is that not simple?”


    Reaching for a paper napkin, Ted swipes it at a rogue drop of oil on his chin. “It’s a hard case to handle. Even if he’s captured and convicted of anything, it won’t stick for long. He’s sick — mentally ill. We’re aware of the situation with his family that day on the esplanade...there’s no doubt it had a hand in his psychotic break. Rehabilitation in a maximum security facility would be the worst he’d get.”


    What the hell is wrong with the justice system? Why are they trying to rehabilitate these animals? I scoff. “That’s it? He should be hung by his neck. He stabbed a heavily pregnant woman in the stomach, killing her and her unborn baby.”


    Ted and Jai exchange a confused look.


    “What are you talking about?” Ted asks.


    “Skull told me what he did...to the couple on the esplanade.”


    “That’s what he told you?” Ted shakes his head. “Skull isn’t the perpetrator in that story. He is the victim. He cradled his dying wife until she bled out.”


    Ted’s previous words sink in. We’re aware of the situation with his family that day on the Esplanade...


    ...his family.


    I press my hand to my chest, but it doesn’t stop my ribs from clenching. I’m so fucking confused.


    “A jogger found him an hour later just sitting there, holding them. A guy from the Twisted Sons shanked Skull’s wife as part of his initiation into the club. Little did they know Skull would later own New York.”


    I shake my head. “But he told me he stabbed the pregnant woman... I’m certain of it.”


    Ted shrugs. “I told you he’s not well. Who knows what’s going on in his head. Men like him are the worst kind of dangerous. They’re disconnected with reality. You wanna hope he doesn’t catch you two again.” Ted looks me dead in the eyes. “Especially you.”


    I frown. “What’s that supposed to mean? Why me? I didn’t kill five of his buddies.”


    I shoot a glare to Jai who shrugs it off with a roll of his eyes. That was hands down the most terrifying experience of my life. Just as Skull slipped his hand between my legs, bullets rang out in quick succession. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Skull was spared.


    Skull. Was fucking. Spared.


    “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.” Ted stuffs a slice of bacon into his mouth and pushes open his file.


    “What I’m about to show you is disturbing.” He manages to mumble out. “And it’s absolutely uncanny.”


    Ted stops mid way through his thick stack of papers and pushes it over to me. Skull’s face is the first I see. The black ink...the bones...the dark eyes. A shiver tears down my spine.


    “Ah, sorry,” He flicks the page and stops at a peculiar photograph. What the f — my mouth falls open as Jai snatches it out from underneath me for a closer look. His dark, blue eyes lock onto me.


    “It’s you.”
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    Until Next Time


    Jai


    


    It’s terrifying how similar the woman in the photo is to Emily. The dark hair and brown eyes — even all of the subtle freckles that start on one cheek and flow across the bridge of her nose to the other. There are subtle differences that stand out to me, like how this woman’s eyes are a little smaller and the way her nose points up at the end, but still... it’s fucking creepy.


    “Well, it’s not actually you, but holy shit she comes close.” I say.


    I toss the photo across the counter top and look at Emily. Her skin is pale — paler than normal. Her brows are furrowed and her mouth is closed and down turned at the corners.


    When she notices me watching her, she grimaces.


    “It’s kind of gross...” She says. “I mean...I look like his dead wife.”


    “Like I said,” Ted states. “He’s sick.”


    “So what do we do about Joel?” I ask. “Finding him is my top priority.”


    Ted reaches out for the carton of orange juice and pours himself a large glass. “I have a buddy in the elite task force the FBI setup to pinch Skull. I asked him to keep an ear out for any information on your brother. I’ll let you know if anything comes up." He glances down at his watch. “I’ve got a shift in a couple of hours. I gotta leave now if I’m gonna make it in time.”


    He glances around the kitchen. “Ya’ll got any spare containers?”


    “I don’t know.” Emily sighs. “This isn’t our house.”


    Ted waves his hand at her. “I didn’t hear that.”


    He scours the wide kitchen drawers and eventually finds one filled with empty Chinese take-out containers and glass jars. Grabbing the largest one he can find, he brings it back to the bench and scoops the warm breakfast foods into it. A quarter of the way, he pauses to look at us.


    “You don’t mind, do you?”


    I shake my head. “Help yourself.”


    I was done after my eggs anyway. My stomach seems to have shrunk to the size of a golf ball.


    When he’s done, he slaps the lid in place and tucks the container under his arm.


    “I’ll be in touch whenever my informant gets back to me with new information.”


    Exhaling, Kitten pushes off the bench and saunters into the sitting room. There’s a slight chance she’s mad I involved a cop...but she doesn’t know him like I do. I’m sure he’ll prove himself and win her over eventually.


    I walk Ted to the front door and he stops as he steps out onto the front porch.


    “Hey, can I be real with you for a sec?” He asks, turning abruptly to face me.


    I don’t like the stress on his face. It makes me nervous. I lean against the doorframe, but it provides no comfort.


    “You gotta ditch the girl, man. She’s gonna bring you nothing but trouble.”


    “No —”


    “He wants her, Stone. Badly.”


    “It’s not gonna happen, Ted. Any trouble she brings me is payback for the trouble I shoved on her in the first place. It’s because of me she’s in this mess. She wasn’t supposed to be down there.”


    He drops his frustrated stare to the brown, worn wood beneath his feet. “I just hope you know what you’re doing...”


    I don’t. I have absolutely no damn idea, but I can’t give up now. Not yet.


    “Drive safe.” I tell him, turning away. “Whenever you have new information I’ll be here waiting.”


    I step inside and close the door behind me. The wood is cold and uncomfortable against my back as I lean against it. Joel disappearing off the radar is not a good sign. I hold high hopes, but I’m also a realist. Prior to going underground I had Joel’s survival at about fifty-seven percent — a percentage I was happy risking my own life for. Now I have it at around twenty-four. Emily slips into view, her hand reaching across her slender torso to nervously hold the opposite elbow. Is twenty-four a number I’m willing to risk everything for?


    I don’t know anymore.
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    Negative

    Emily


    Five days have gone by without a word from Ted. Jai is more...brooding...than usual.


    His teeth nick my collarbone as his aggressive fingers are lost in my tangled hair. He smells like whiskey — the expensive kind.


    I’ve tried my hardest to keep him in happy spirits, but his positivity is slipping.


    He uses the word “if” a lot. If Joel is alive...


    If we survive...


    If I kill Skull. It’s disheartening to say the least.


    Days ago he was confident enough to take on the world, but now he’s happy drowning in its problems. All he wants to do is fuck and sleep, eating only when his stomach groans, begging him to nourish it.


    In this moment, despite his reluctance to eat, he moves like he’s hungry. I shiver as his large rough hands glide down my sides, pinching and squeezing at my flesh before stopping to rest on my hips. I don’t know how long we’ve been at this...hours maybe. Every delicious second seems to manifest into something longer. My muscles tremble, shaking from exhaustion. There’s an ache in them that hasn’t disappeared since the night we ran away. It’s more prominent when my legs are wrapped around his waist like this.


    He slides his cock in and out of me, his hot breath blowing onto my chest in quick succession. My brain rolls in my skull as my body races to recover from my third orgasm. How can my body feel so exhausted yet so alive at the same time? It’s like I’ve dragged myself two miles only to dance on the exhilarating edge of a tornado. It doesn’t make sense.


    “Emily.”


    I gasp as his gravelly, pleading voice unleashes goosebumps on my skin.


    “I need you.”


    I run my fingers through his short, but wild hair. “I’m here.”


    Jai’s fingers tighten against my scalp as he moves his hips frantically against mine.


    “I need you.” He repeats.


    His soft lips brush against my chest, then inch along my throat as he levels his eyes with mine. I lose myself completely in his gaze. There’s a silver glint in his eyes that sparkle through the deep blue. It bores straight through the shadows and paralyzes me on the spot. I’m captivated. Utterly helpless. Shuddering, he closes his eyes and presses his forehead against mine. Jai growls, a rough, aggressive sound deep in his chest. His breath is uneven as it clashes with mine and soon after, with my name sharp and pleading on his tongue, he comes inside of me, leaving me wondering what the hell that was all about.


    


    ****


    


    Almost a week has passed by.


    My hands shake and my biceps ache as I hold the handgun out in front of me. My heart pounds in my chest like a champion boxer slamming a bag. And like a worn out boxing bag, I feel like I’m going to tear apart at any moment.


    If it’s not sex, it’s exercise. If it’s not exercise, it’s training. I’m not the fucking Karate Kid. This sort of abuse and discipline is not my life. I’m drowning here. Can he not see that?


    “Keep your arms straight. Lock your elbows.” He orders.


    “They are straight.” I bite back.


    “Pathetic. Make them straighter.”


    You know what? Fuck it. At this point I think I’d rather Skull catch me then spend another minute with Jai. It’s his moods, his negativity. It’s eating at me. During the night he whispers sweet things to me, but as soon as daylight hits it’s like he’s a different person. It’s confusing the hell out of me. It’s as if he’s the cool kid in school who’d kiss you when you’re alone, but call you names when he’s around his friends.


    With a huff, I lower the gun. Jai slips his arm underneath mine, catching them before I drop my arms all the way.


    “You want a hero?” He asks, raising my arms again. “Then be one.”


    Fine. Gritting my teeth, I press the trigger. The gun kicks back as vibrations zip up my arm and adrenaline shoots through me. I missed the tree, but it doesn’t matter. I’m ecstatic I finally got the courage to squeeze the trigger. I grin.


    “You’re not focusing hard enough.”


    Aaand there’s goes my excitement.


    “I’m not you. I can’t shoot a damn gun.”


    “What are you going to do when push comes to shove? When it comes down to you or someone else?”


    “I’ll have you.” I say, dropping the gun.


    I’m not a fighter, not physically and he knows that.


    The gun hits the ground with a thud, squashing all the leaves beneath it with a crunch. I hold his stare, unwilling to back down. I expect him to scoop me up and throw me in the lake. What I don’t expect is his cold hands to grab my face. My breath catches in my throat as he cranes his neck and pulls my face to his.


    “You will have me.” He mutters, his cobalt eyes flicking between mine. “But I’m not enough. If I screw up...” He moistens his lips. “I need to make sure you can take care of yourself.”


    The scent of him tears through me and despite how many times I’ve had him, desire still swells between my thighs.


    “Nothing is going to happen to me.”


    He drops a hand from my face and slides it firmly around my waist. My pulse slams into overdrive, pounding harder than any gun can make it, and my skin prickles all over. The warmth in my chest spreads up my neck to blush my cheeks. I’m filled with the urge to kiss his soft, full lips. I don’t want to talk about the possibilities of how this could end. Not today. For the moment I want to live. I want to spend however many days I have left feeling loved by the only person who has cared for me.


    I flatten my hands against his muscular stomach and inch up on my toes. His abs tighten as our lips brush, sending a torrential downpour of sensations through my body.


    “Well ain’t this some shit.” I jolt away from Jai, stumbling over my own feet.


    “While some of us are out here working our asses off you two are having the time of your life.”


    Ted tucks a bulky, black laptop under his arm. He’s not in uniform today. Instead, he’s wearing a tight black tee and black sweats to match.


    “You have new information?” Jai asks, ignoring Ted’s comment.


    Ted holds up his hand and tucked between his long, slender fingers is a small blue chip.


    “Better. I’ve got video footage.”
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    Inadequate

    Jai


    I rest my elbows on my knees and focus on the little black screen. The images are blurry. It looks like grains of sand on faded ink. Emily nestles in beside me, her hand lightly placed on my bicep for comfort.


    Ted reaches over and taps the screen. “This is one of Skull’s outer warehouses. Watch closely.”


    I lean closer to get a better look at the two men standing around with rifles in their hands. Two more men approach from behind. I can just make out a third tired body as they drag it, his legs lagging in the gravel behind him. My stomach rolls and my fists clench. A small eternity later, they drag the body to a white van and stuff it inside.


    Then the clip ends.


    “He’s alive.” Kitten exhales in relief, but it’s not that cut and dry.


    I need to know for certain.


    “You can’t prove that’s him.”


    Ted smiles excitedly. “Oh, but I can.”


    His finger slides over the pad, double tapping every now and then.


    “Our videos can’t film for more than twenty-five seconds at a time, but we can get at least forty seconds in with audio recording.”


    “Why is it so limited?” Emily asks. “Shouldn’t you have the best gear in the business?”


    Ted shrugs his broad shoulders. “Yes and no.”


    With a final click, he turns the laptop back to me. It’s the audio file.


    “Hit play.”


    I click the button and static noise is all I hear. I lean in close, desperate not to miss a single sound. Three, four, five seconds pass and I expect to hear Joel’s voice, but it doesn’t come.


    “Skull wants him moved to California tomorrow night.” A thug states.


    The reply is distorted by the sound of a passing train. I strain my ears, but trying to listen over it is impossible, forcing frustration to simmer in my stomach.


    “I don’t know.” The first thug says as he speaks again. “Skull doesn’t want to lose him. He’s on edge now that his brother is running around town fucking with Skull’s business.”


    And that’s it.


    Forty seconds and that’s it? I launch to my feet, grab the little laptop and throw it across the room. Emily jumps as it slams into the wall, shattering into pieces.


    “That’s all you’ve got? A fucking week and a half and that is all you bring me?”


    Ted slowly pushes himself to his feet, his arms outstretched in front of him, his palms exposed to me like I’m some kind of threatening animal.


    “I’ve brought you the information you’ve been looking for. This is confirmation your brother is alive.”


    I laugh. “Confirmation? What did that shitty video confirm? I couldn’t even tell if the body they were carrying was black or white.”


    A growl tears from my throat as I kick the coffee table and it flips onto its surface, smashing the small, ceramic vase on the wooden floor. I turn to Emily to ask her what she thought of the video only she’s gone. Nowhere to be seen.


    “I know you’re frustrated.” Ted states. “But we’re going to get your brother back. Tonight. I promise.”


    He runs his hand over his face and exhales.


    When did I get so negative? He’s telling me my brother has been located and I trash him? What the hell is wrong with me?


    “You’re certain the body they’re dragging is Joel’s?”


    Ted nods, placing his hands in his hips. “Without a doubt.”


    “When can we get him?”


    He lowers himself on to the couch and props up an orange pillow as he lies flat on his back.


    “Our window is small. My buddy in the elite force says they’ve spent a long time trying to nail down Joel’s location, so he’s given us tonight and tonight only to get him out before his boys in blue show up.”


    I frown. A time limit. Fantastic.


    “What time will the squad get there?”


    “o-nine-hundred.”


    “Okay. If we leave in two hours we should make it there well before them.”


    Ted nods, his chin touching his chest. “That’s what I was thinking — oh — and one other thing. My boy wants in.”


    “In on what?”


    “The rescue mission.”


    “No. No fucking way.”


    Calling in Ted for his help was hard enough and he expects me to let some random in to my inner circle? I don’t think so.


    “Huss is fucking insane, Jai. We’re going to need him if we want to pull this off.”


    “I can’t trust him.”


    Ted closes his eyes. “I’m not asking you to trust him. I’m asking you to trust me.”


    What kind of twisted bullshit is that? Am I supposed to stake everything on those little six words? I’m asking you to trust me. What if Ted’s wrong? What if Huss is working his own angle? What the fuck happens then?


    “Don’t worry so much, Stone.” He clears his throat as he nestles further into the couch and yawns. “I’ve got your back.”


    You better. I pull myself from the room and bound up the stairs. The crisp, white door to Emily’s room is shut, making me hesitate. Maybe she’s mad? You smashed a laptop and flipped a table, you brute, maybe she’s scared. I don’t know what came over me...I don’t know what has been controlling me this past week, but I can’t shake it. This negativity is a parasite sitting on my brain, leeching off of my positivity. I’ve been an asshole. I’ve been moody, abusive, inappropriate, and bossy. I’ve taken from Emily over and over and she’s given it without an objection. She’s followed my every word, comforted me when I needed it and has never requested anything in return. The spoiled child in me didn’t even think twice about it and the neglected child in her never questioned it.


    I stroll up to the door.


    “Emily?” I call through the wood as I brush the back of my fingers along its smooth paint. No answer.


    I push on the long, slender handle and open the door. The room is empty, void of a brooding Emily, but it’s filled with the blissful sound of rushing water as it spills over hard tiles.


    She’s showering after the four hours we spent in the yard. Perhaps I was too hard on her. I just figured since Emily couldn’t fight she could learn how to shoot a gun. I acknowledge it now as a bad idea. The girl isn’t like me. She is innocent...a tainted kind of innocent — but innocent nonetheless.


    I saunter through the room and over to the ensuite. I push the door open, not bothering to knock this time, knowing she won’t hear me over the roar of the shower anyway.


    Steam envelops me along with the sweet smell of strawberry and rose.


    “Ran out of things to smash downstairs, have you?” She calls out.


    I’m unable to hold back my smile. At least I can trust her to never hold anything back from me. Through the fogged glass, I can see the bright blue hue of a sponge as she drags it up her shoulder and into the nape of her neck.


    I whip my shirt off over my head and toss it to the ground before pushing my pants down my legs and kicking them across the room. Cold air clings to my naked form and all I can think about is hiding in the thick streams of hot water that spurt out relentlessly from the shower head.


    I yank the shower door open and slip inside. Emily keeps her back to me, ignoring my existence. My smile widens as I reach for her sponge she’s using to clean the back of her neck and pluck it from her hand. With a huff, she impatiently tilts her head, planting her hands on her hips.


    “So much attitude for such a little woman.”


    She whips around, her face pinched into a scowl. “Give me my sponge back.”


    I shake my head. “No.”


    She reaches out for it as I move the sponge toward her body and I pull it away.


    “Jai —l”


    “Let me wash you.” I say, squeezing excess foam from the sponge.


    Sighing, she relaxes her shoulders and I press the sponge against her left shoulder, then drag it in small circles over to the other side.


    “Did I scare you?” I ask, watching the foam gather and build up on her wet flesh.


    After a small eternity, I look her in the eyes. They soften, their color melting into a warm chocolate.


    “Yes.”


    I glide the sponge lower, soaping the tops of her breasts. She has beautiful skin — even more so when it’s wet.


    “I wasn’t thinking...” I clear my throat. “Which is funny considering all I’ve done for the past week is think too much.”


    I feel her hands, light and caring, as they press against my stomach. Instinctively, my muscles clench. There’s a certain feeling of calm that overcomes me when her gentle hands connect with my flesh.


    “You should give your friend the benefit of the doubt.” She says, scooping soap off her chest and rubbing it over my stomach. Her hands glide over me like silk. “He’s put a lot on the line for you. He wouldn’t show you the video unless he was certain.”


    “I know…I just…” I shake my head.


    “What? You can tell me.”


    She continues to wash me, her fingers gently tracing the ridges of my muscles. I exhale.


    “I can’t help but feel like I’m making a huge mistake.” Her eyes meet mine. “I’m starting to realize there’s a chance I could lose everything — Jessica, my life… you.”


    Emily pulls away from me and turns her back. I frown as she tilts her head back, letting the stream of water gush over it. Ah, of course. God forbid I mention her in relation to my life. She’s like a clam, shutting up tight whenever she feels threatened.


    “Why do you always do that?” I demand, tossing the sponge to the floor.


    She reaches down for her conditioner and squeezes a small amount into her hair. “Do what?”


    “Ignore me when I include you in the list of things I care about?”


    Emily massages the conditioner into her hair, filling the air with a strange, citrusy smell.


    “I don’t.”


    “Yes, you do.”


    Stepping into the stream of water, she tips her head back again to wash out the bubbles. They run between her breasts and down the flat expanse of her tummy.


    “The last time someone told me they wanted me in their life they left me waiting outside in the freezing cold so excuse me for giving you a cooling off period.”


    “A cooling off period? I’m not purchasing a damn car, Kitten. I want you and I mean it.”


    She holds herself in such low esteem, like she’s not worth anything. When I look at her I see more than just a pretty face. I see her intelligence and her strength. Maybe it’s my fault she doesn’t believe me when I tell her I want her. Maybe she needs to be taught how to love herself. Maybe a girl like her needs an honest man to show her how beautiful she is in order to believe it herself.


    And she is beautiful...prettier than any rose and stronger than any metal. A phenomenon in her own right.


    “I know you do.” She replies.


    She steps out from underneath the water, dragging a hand over her face to clear off excess drops. “And that’s what scares me.”


    She steps past me and pushes the door open before slipping from the shower. I stare at the fogged glass behind her. I’ve never had to work so hard for a woman’s affections in my entire life. Sure she gives me what I want sexually, but what about everything else? The stuff that is supposed to come with it? I stick my head under the hot jets of water. What the hell is wrong with me? I’ve never wanted love before. A woman’s affection was the last thing I thought about...and now I’m contemplating calling off my brother’s rescue mission because I want to keep her safe? When did my priorities get so skewed?


    What the fuck am I doing?
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    Preparation

    Emily


    I don’t feel good. I chew nervously at my nails, trying my best to ignore the twisting and turning of my stomach. It’s not the map of the route Skull’s goons will be taking with Joel in the van or the fact there are rifles holding the sheet down on the coffee table. It’s knowing that at any minute Jai is going to walk out the door and I might not see him again. All three of them are dressed from head to toe in black, like robbers about to hit a bank. I eye up the stranger Ted let into the house. He calls him Huss. He’s tall — much taller than Jai — but just as wide. He doesn’t contribute to the conversation much and the way his steel grey stare occasionally flicks over me sets me on edge. His hair is cropped short on the top and shaved on the sides, exposing a large flaming skull. I slip the tip of a strawberry into my mouth and bite down. There’s something about this Huss I don’t like.


    “Where’d you get the tattoo?” I blurt out.


    Ted stops mid-sentence and looks at me over his shoulder. Jai does too. With a subtle smirk, Huss replies: “Why? Do you like it?”


    “Not particularly.”


    “Emily, c’mon.” Ted sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. “Not everyone with a skull tattoo works for him.”


    Ted should be happy I’m turning my attention from him onto someone else. Ted has proven his loyalty so far and I trust Jai’s judgment. The thing is, Jai doesn’t know Huss. And that puts me on edge.


    Jai turns his focus to Huss. “Answer her. When did you get it?”


    Huss’s gray eyes dance between Jai and I, glistening with amusement.


    “Mexico.” He states, his voice as rough as the thick stubble on his jaw. “On my twenty-third birthday six years ago. Happy?”


    Ted laughs. “Don’t bother. There isn’t an answer in the world that can make her happy. I’ve tried them all.”


    They laugh—even Jai looks over his shoulder at me with a smug grin. Hilarious. I continue to eat my strawberry. I’m sorry if a skull tattoo puts me on edge. Perhaps I should remind them of the person we’re going up against.


    “Don’t sweat it, Ted.” I simper, dropping the end of the strawberry into my bowl. “Not all men have what it takes to make a woman happy.”


    Jai and Huss laugh, leaving Ted looking rather betrayed.


    “You don’t even know what I’ve got going on,” he says defensively with a scowl.


    I wave him off as I pluck another strawberry and lift it to my lips.


    “I can do shit you can’t imagine, shit that will change the way you look at them strawberries you seem to love so much.”


    I close my mouth, unwilling to bite the berry while he’s grinning at me. Who the hell uses strawberries during sex? Who in their right mind would waste such a delicious fruit?


    The boys quickly fall back into serious conversation. Guns and cars are mentioned every second sentence and that’s when I tune out. The thought of the dangerous, fast paced rescue is making me want to pass out. I have to admit they know their shit though. Listening to them map it out is like listening to a storyboard for an action movie being read aloud. I prefer it this way instead of being in the center of the action. They’ve ordered me to sit this one out and I have absolutely no quarrels with that. I’d only slow them down anyway. I’m not the fast-driving, gun-toting heroes they are. That being said, I wish I could be there with Jai. Sitting around an empty house waiting for him last time was stressful enough…this time will be unbearable.


    “All right.” Ted announces, pushing himself to his feet. “Let’s do this.”


    They gather their guns and clear the couch. With a shit-eating grin, Huss plucks a strawberry from my packet and pops it between his lips. I frown as it crunches between his teeth and he drops the end in my bowl.


    “Don’t even go there, Huss. Jai will kick your ass.” Ted warns as he shoves him down the hall.


    “They’re a thing?”


    “I don’t know what they are, but they’re definitely fucking. No one stays cooped up in a lake house without having some crazy, sensual, sexy …”


    Their discussion fades away as they exit the house and I’m kind of glad I don’t have to hear the end of it.


    Jai stops in front of me, his dark, blue stare shooting down the hallway.


    “I don’t like him.” He states, bringing his frown back to me.


    Jealousy is an extremely sexy thing on the person you’re attracted to. The tension in their muscles, the frown in their brow and the clench of the jaw...I don’t know why, but it just gets me. Maybe it’s because I’ve never seen jealousy manifest over me before. The thought alone is enough to provoke a coy smile to tug at the corners of my mouth.


    “Of course you don’t.”


    Holding his gun below counter level, Jai leans close. He tucks a finger in the neck of my thin, cotton coat and pulls me forward. Captivated his smoldering stare, I go with it, allowing him to pull me in close.


    “I’m coming back.” He mutters, his eyes flicking to my lips.


    “I don’t doubt it.”


    “When I get back we’re gonna talk.”


    “Ooh.” I flick my eyebrows. “How vague.”


    He zips forward, crushing his mouth to mine and kissing me with his dry lips. My heart races and the fear of never seeing him again grows exponentially.


    The collar of my coat flicks back against my chest. If it didn’t I wouldn’t have even realized he released me.


    “Before I forget..."


    I turn and lean against the counter as he rounds the kitchen bench and stalks up to me. He pulls a black handgun out from underneath his shirt and sits it on the surface beside me. I don’t know what’s more terrifying; the fact there’s a gun less than five inches away from me or knowing that Jai thinks there’s a chance I’ll need to use it.


    “You can take care of yourself while I’m gone?” He asks, his voice full of concern and compassion.


    “Do you have a smaller gun?”


    A smile twitches at his lips, but he manages to hold it back.


    “Just remember what I told you and you’ll be fine.”


    He smooths the back of his fingers over my cheek and it takes every fiber in my being not to take a hold of it and beg him not to go. Instead, I wrap my arms around his neck and wish him luck...


    If only I had the courage to tell him how I really feel. If only I had the courage to let go of my doubts and let him have me the way he wants.
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    Bang

    Jai


    I’m so fucking ready. I’ve been waiting for this day for too damn long. I may have took the long way, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is I’m here now.


    That’s all that counts.


    “They’re late.” Huss murmurs from the driver’s seat as we sit parked on the side of the road. It’s a minimal traffic road concealed by dense shrubbery. Huss says the odds of someone stumbling upon the scene is minimal, making it the perfect place.


    I don’t know much about Huss, A.K.A Jordan Husstel, but in the short time I’ve known him I’ve already compiled a list of things I hate about him. One: he’s a perfectionist. Everything has to go the way they’re supposed to. He frets about the slightest change. Apparently it makes him uncomfortable. I decided a long time ago that those who aren’t accepting of sudden change are weak and can’t be trusted. Two: he’s a ladies man — and not the good kind either. The stories Huss and Ted have exchanged are stories I would have reveled in once. Now Emily’s body and face is all I can picture. I can’t help but imagine her being disrespected in such a gut wrenching way by the men before me. Men who didn’t care about her the way I do now…it makes my finger twitch against my rifle’s trigger. Three —


    “We shouldn’t waste any more time.” Ted announces, unclipping his seat belt. “Any second they’ll show. Let’s get into position.”


    I pull my hood up around my face and tug on the door handle. Cold air blows in and I clench my rifle, pulling it close to my chest as the cold chills the tip of my nose and spreads across my cheeks. I kick the door shut and sprint as fast as I can until I’m one hundred and nine yards down the road. Ted is on my right, covering that side of the street. When I reach my mark, I rush into the forest and hide amongst the trees. Dry sticks and leaves crunch underneath my heavy boots, but they’re a whisper compared to the thrumming in my ears. Panting, I reach into the pocket of my black hood and pull out a red, laser pointer. I point it to the road and click the button three times. Right after me, Ted’s green laser streams across the road for three short clicks. I look to the car and Huss flicks the lights once.


    Now we wait.


    “Stone?”


    I jump as Ted’s smooth voice barks through my walkie talkie. I inhale through my nose and blow it out, as I pull the bulky device from my pocket.


    “You scared the shit out of me. What?”


    I hear him laugh from across the road and I roll my eyes. So much for stealth.


    “Do you remember that time you spilled coffee all down the front of Captain’s suit?”


    I choke on a laugh, unable to help myself. It was my fourth day on the force and I got stuck doing the morning coffee run. I hadn’t known Ted then. He was transferred in the day before I started, and he was the loudest motherfucker laughing over the Captain’s shoulder as he cussed me out in front of everyone. Somehow we became friends after that.


    “Yeah. I remember.”


    “Good times. I miss you around the precinct, bro.”


    I smile. If I’m being honest with myself I miss being there. Life was so much easier when I was writing up speeding fines and chasing down shoplifters. Life was easier when I was fighting someone else’s bad guy instead of hunting down my own. Back then, my problems ended with my shift. They didn’t follow me home and they sure as fuck didn’t haunt me in my dreams.


    “Shit. There are headlights approaching. Nine o’clock.” Ted mumbles through the speaker.


    My stomach flips and slams into every other organ in that vicinity, making me want to throw the fuck up. The plan is straightforward. Stop the van, kill whoever is driving, and grab Joel.


    “They’re supposed to be coming from three, not nine. What the fuck is happening?” Huss growls through the radio.


    I peer through a bush and see the headlights for myself. The vehicle is definitely a white van.


    “Fuck.” I swear. “We need a new plan and quick.”


    “No!” Huss shouts. “We stick to the plan.”


    “Huss, we’re a hundred yards in the wrong direction. It isn’t going to work unless you hit them front on.” Ted warns.


    The vehicle passes Ted and I. This is my only shot to get Joel back. I can’t give up now. I won’t. I leap from the bush and chase the van. My muscles burn immediately. No matter how fast I run, no matter how hard I pump my legs, the van gets further away. I’m not going to catch it. There’s no way.


    “Jai? What the fuck are you doing?” Ted shouts after me, but I ignore him.


    I bring the radio to my mouth. “Now, Huss!”


    I expect him to let the van pass. It gets close, so close I stop running, my shoulders slump.


    But then I hear the rev of the engine and the wheels as they spin against the dirt before he flicks the lights on and the car roars forward. Whoever is driving the van has no time to react and the sounds as the two blocks of thin metal and plastic slam together is deafening. The metal squeals as it twists together and all I can do is watch. This isn’t how it was supposed to go. There’s no denying our escape vehicle is completely totaled.


    Panting, Ted stops beside me. “Huss!”


    Nothing.


    “Guns up.” I order. “Check the van.”


    I pull the gun up, pressing the butt of the rifle firmly in the pocket of my shoulder. I relax my neck, letting my cheek fall to the stock, bringing my nose to the charging handle. We approach slowly, each step calculated and careful. It’s deafeningly quiet and the thick smell of oil and melting plastic hangs in the air.


    I slip in front of Ted as I advance on the back of the van. Seven feet away the doors spring open and I’m caught off guard, like a fucking amateur, by two assholes holding shotguns.


    Bang.


    Bang.


    Skull’s men crumble to the ground, one missing the van completely and crashing against the asphalt at my feet. I glance over my shoulder as Ted peers over the sight of his gun.


    “Thanks.” I breathe out, my ears ringing with the shots.


    “Take the left.” He states. “I’ll take the right.”


    With a nod, I move to the left side of the van. There’s no movement — even as my fingers wrap around the cool metal of the handle. I keep my gun up, my finger half squeezing the trigger, and yank the door open.


    “Ugh!” I grunt as a heavy, hard body slams into me, knocking the rifle from my hands.


    The back of my skull hits the hard surface and we crash against the road as the rifle slides along the asphalt and into a ditch. A crippling pain sears over my skull and bears down in my eyes. My brain rolls in my head and my lungs fail to expand all the way underneath the weight of his body. His heavy hands are at my throat, his sharp knees digging into my stomach.


    “Shoulda known you’d be here, motherfucker.” He growls, digging his thumbs into my throat as hard as he can.


    I push on his biceps, but he doesn’t move because he has the more dominant position. I gasp for air. Oh, fuck this. I will not die tonight.


    I flick my hips, throwing the asshole off me. Already weakened by the crash, he loses his grip and is thrown three feet to my left. I roll onto my stomach as cold air floods my lungs, making me feel nauseous. I take a second to regain my equilibrium while the asshole who got the jump on me groans and clenches his face. I spit, then stumble over to my rifle and pick it up off the ground. It vibrates in my hand, forcing energy into my bloodstream. As I approach him, I point the gun at his face. He lowers his hands. His face, the one that was just contorted in hate and anger, is now soft and pleading.


    “Please.” He begs, his voice thick and hoarse. “I have children.”


    I press the tip of my gun to his forehead. If that’s true I’ll be doing his kids a favor by blowing his head clean off. No one can use them as leverage if he’s dead.


    “If I let you live Skull will kill you himself — your children, too.” I push the gun harder. “I’d be doing them a favor.”


    “Jai!” Ted shouts at me.


    I don’t tear my eyes off the man I’m about blast from this world. “They have backup close by. We gotta go.”


    Maybe I shouldn’t kill this guy...maybe it’ll send a bigger message if I leave one of them alive.


    “Put a bullet in his head, Stone.” Huss groans from somewhere. He coughs and splutters. “He’s seen our faces. If you let him go, we’ll lose everything.”


    That’s all that needs to be said. I squeeze the trigger.


    Bang.


    Blood splatters up my arm, the rest of it on the road, as his mangled head smashes against the street. Ted and Huss have risked everything for this moment. If they want him dead? Done. No questions asked. I had reservations about Huss’s loyalty earlier on, but after tonight I consider him as loyal as they come.


    Silence.


    I turn my attention to Ted. He gives me a confident nod, but his lips are sad. His eyes drowning in regret. Behind him, Huss slides his bloodied body against the van. His clothes are ripped, exposing patches of clean and inked skin. The light of the moon shines down through the thin canopy and the dark blood on his face is visible. It runs from his head and his nose, it gushes from his stomach and his thigh, and it drips from his left arm. An arm that is so obviously broken it sends bile into my throat.


    “Jesus, fuck.” I swear, stepping toward him.


    He grunts in pain as he turns toward the open passenger door.


    “I’m all right.”


    “Shit. We need to get you to a hospital.” Ted says, running a nervous hand over his face.


    “I said I’m all right.” He hisses through clenched teeth. “Just get me back to the lake. I’ll take care of it there.” He turns his blood shot eyes on me. “Check on your brother.”


    Right. Joel. I jog around to the back of the van as Huss explains to Ted that he set up a secondary car an hour north of here. I have to hand it to him, he’s thought of everything. Maybe these OCD people aren’t so bad after all.


    I pull myself into the back of the van and there he is, tied to the side of the van, gagged and unconscious. His grey tank and black jeans are filthy, torn in some places and caked in mud. I’m frozen in place. It feels like a dream...I never thought I’d see my big brother ever again. Slowly, I lower my rifle to the floor and turn to shut the doors behind me. When they click firmly into place, a faint blue light brightens the space. That’s when I notice the blood trickling down the back of his neck.


    I rush forward and crouch low to grab his face.


    “Joel?” I tap his cheek.


    Nothing. Shit.


    I press my fingers to his pulse. It’s soft, but it’s there. I exhale as relief floods my entire body.


    I did it. Joel has been found. I drop and rest my head on my knees. The sounds of metal peeling from metal dig their way into my brain, making me shudder. Thank God the van is still drivable or we’d be screwed — and not in a good way.


    I lift my head to look at Joel as my body gently rocks from side to side with the movement of the moving vehicle. I almost don’t recognize him.


    “You silly mother fucker.” I mumble. “What have you done to yourself?”
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    Joel Stone

    Emily


    My nerves are heightened. Really heightened. It’s dark and I can’t see a damn thing. Not a wall or a piece of furniture, and it throws my senses off. What are the odds of a power failure on the night Jai leaves to steal his brother back from Skull? Either someone knows I’m here or the universe is fucking with me. I hold the gun out in front of me, but it shakes tremendously, following the movements of my hands. Why didn’t I go with them? Why did I think staying here, in a strange house, all alone was a good idea? I press my back against the hallway wall and shut my eyes. The trees outside are blowing in the wind. Some brush against the house while others creak, groan, and tease me. Where the hell are they? They’ve been gone for hours. I’d sleep the endless minutes away, but I can’t. I can’t sleep peacefully knowing they’re out there. They could be injured. They could be dead.


    Next comes a sound that chills me to the bone. The sound of squeaky brakes and the gentle hum of an engine. My heart stutters, stops, and then picks back up at an erratic pace. What do I do? I glance down the pitch black hallway to the back door. I can’t make it there safely. God knows what I’ll impale myself on. I swallow hard, then exhale through my nose. The house is dark, meaning whoever enters won’t be able to see a thing either and I’ll bet a lot of money whoever it is didn’t bring a flashlight with them. I creep toward the front door. If I can get the drop on them there’s a good chance I will survive. If I don’t…then I’m as good as dead.


    Pulling the white, lace curtain aside I peer out into the yard. Under a murky storm light I see the car that pulled up. A black SUV. My blood runs cold.


    That’s not their car. The doors open and I jolt away from the window, pulling the gun into my chest as if it will stop my heart from beating its way out of my chest. I stick my hand out and run my palm along the wall as I make my way back towards the kitchen. I stop at the end of the hall and squint, desperate to see what’s between me and the back door.


    In no time the footsteps are on the front porch. They’re heavy and uneven, but full of purpose.


    “Why are the lights out?” Someone asks in a throaty, pained groan.


    I don’t recognize the voice. I whip around and point my gun to the front door...or wherever I think the front door is. My finger trembles on the trigger. My stomach and heart fight their way for the prime position in my throat. I’m going to fucking puke.


    The crappy metal handle jostles and I nervously lick my lips as I lock my elbows — just like Jai taught me. The door opens. Soft light floods in. In panic, I shut my eyes and squeeze the trigger. The shot rings out and the gun kicks back.


    “Fuck! Emily!”


    That voice! I know that voice.


    I gasp. “Jai?”


    “I can’t see anything.” And there’s Ted.


    “The lights went out a little while ago.” I breathe, unable to put a lid on my excitement.


    “I’ll check the box.” Ted announces.


    I hear a pained hiss before Ted’s boots on the porch again.


    “Is everyone okay?” I ask through the darkness.


    Huss laughs once. “More or less.”


    Anxiety rises in me. What will I see when the lights are turned on? There’s a heavy panting in the background somewhere — it’s thick and filled with pain.


    “More or less?”


    The lights flick on and just about burns my eyes out of their sockets. Squinting, the men in front of me come into focus. The first man I see is unconscious. Jai holds him upright as best he can, but there’s nothing to stop his chin from touching his chest. A torn, gray tank top, covered in mud and blood and a pair of black, ripped jeans caked in more blood as its busted hems hang over the top of worn, brown boots.


    Joel. I assume.


    His appearance isn’t what I expected at all...where Jai has clean, un-inked skin Joel is covered. A human canvas.


    He’s leaner than Jai...but that could be because he was held as a prisoner for God knows how long.


    My stare flicks to Jai. He’s in one piece—just the way I like him.


    “Huss might need your help.” Jai says, taking a slight step to the right.


    My mouth drops open and I clench my chest. How does he look worse than Joel? He looks as if he barely escaped an industrial sized blender.


    “What the hell happened to you?”


    “It’s just a scratch.” He squeezes out, his eyes shut tightly.


    I place the gun on the kitchen bench as Jai drags Joel’s body down the hall towards the couch. Huss attempts to follow, but he can’t do much with only the wall as support. He shouts in pain, making me jump. I rush down to help him, but Ted beats me to it.


    “You need a damn doctor.” Ted orders as he supports Huss’ waist.


    It’s good to see Ted in perfect health. How did Huss cop the most damage?


    Huss shakes his head. “No doctors, asshole. How many times do I gotta tell you?”


    “I’m no doctor — actually, I’m barely a nurse — but I’m sure I can help.”


    “Better than nothing.” Jai states.


    His hand slides around my waist and I turn to face him as he pulls me into his body. He’s covered in blood...and I couldn’t care less.


    “You did it.” I utter, making him smile.


    I wrap my arms around his neck and stand on the tips of my toes. I go to kiss him...only there’s a warm, sticky liquid clinging to my forearms. I lower myself and pull my arms back. Fresh blood.


    “You’re bleeding.”


    He reaches behind his head and touches it. “I hit my head.”


    “You hit your head? Are you okay? Does it hurt? Is your skull still intact?”


    “Well, I didn’t fall into a coma at any point during the drive so I’d say I’m all good.” He plants a quick kiss on my mouth. “I’m gonna shower.”


    Shower? Doesn’t he want to sit first and, I don’t know, maybe have a beer?


    “Emily, over here.” Ted calls and I turn towards the kitchen bench.


    Huss is propped up on one of the stools, his broken arm lying flat on the hard surface. It’s set in place. I shiver. Funnily enough, scrapes, cuts and broken bones creep me out. Saliva pools in my mouth, paving way for the stomach acid that will surely follow if I don’t get a handle on my shit. I remember my first day in a hospital ward. I was watching a nurse undress a festering bullet wound. The man had been treating it with alcohol prior to him showing up on the hospital’s doorstep…and not the cleansing kind. I still remember him slurring “I thought beer’d be ‘nough” as she pulled off his homemade flannel bandage. I felt my face turn as green as his flesh and I puked all over the floor. His laugh followed me down the hall as I was sent home. I got better at it, but there are certain things that still bother me. Like sliced skin. Shudder.


    “Let me grab the first-aid kit.”


    If I recall correctly, I saw a first-aid kit in the upstairs bathroom. It wasn’t overly large, but I’m sure it has a needle and thread. For everything else, he should see a doctor. I can’t cast broken bones.


    I walk as quickly as I can up the stairs and into the bathroom. Steam billows from the door, the fast jets of water sounding like heavy rain against the tiles. I push the door open and step inside. The air is heavy and warm making the thin, untamed strands of my hair stick to my damp forehead. I cross the bathroom and crouch low at the white basin. In the cupboard underneath, amongst all the strange bottles of moisturizer and other body creams, I find the small, plastic first-aid container. I grab it and leave without bothering Jai. I suspect he might need a little time to come to terms with what he’s achieved.


    Downstairs, Huss is looking pale. Beside him, Ted sits, his face slack with exasperation. I offer him a sympathetic smile.


    “There’s a spare room by the front door. Why don’t you get some rest?”


    His thick, black eyebrows smooth out in relief. “You don’t need my help?”


    I shake my head. “Not really. Not unless you want to hold the skin together while I stitch it.”


    He slips from his stool. “By the front door, did you say?”


    I smile. “Yeah.”


    Ted drags himself down the hall without a glance over his shoulder. I sit the first-aid kit on the kitchen bench and slide onto the stool in front of Huss.


    “What happened?” I ask, popping the lid of the kit.


    I sift through useless bandages and cotton balls. At the very bottom I find a hook and thread.


    “The plan was to nudge the van in the ass.” He states. “But it was coming from the wrong direction. I made the choice to slam into it front on.”


    I open the needle and thread packet. Then stop. I lift my stare to his. “You risked your life to help Jai save his brother?”


    His face contorts in pain and he holds his breath, only to let it go a few minutes later. “I guess I did.”


    “Why?” I ask, attaching the thread to the needle.


    I search through the kit again looking for some kind of anesthetic or topical numbing gel.


    Nothing.


    “Because I knew it was our only shot. If I didn’t, he’d never see his brother again.”


    “Why do you care? You didn’t know Jai before today.”


    “No. I didn’t...” His steel gray eyes bore into mine. “But I know what it’s like to lose a brother. I know the pain that comes with it.”


    “You’ve lost a brother?”


    He drops his gaze to his legs. “Sargent Thomas Husstel. Afghanistan in oh-nine.”


    I swallow. “I’m sorry.”


    Huss smiles. “It’s all right. There’s nothing either of us can do now.”


    I peel a pair of gloves from their packet and slide them on. I eye the slice on his forearm. It’s the biggest so that’s where I’ll start.


    “I don’t have any numbing gel so this is going to sting a little bit.”


    He tilts his head and closes his eyes. I guess that’s my cue to go ahead with it. I tear open the foil to an alcohol wipe and dab it along the slice in his arm.


    “What will work say about your current state? I assume they’re smart men. They might put two and two together.”


    Huss tenses with a hiss and more blood leaks out. “I’m on leave. I go back in — uhh — four weeks.”


    Lucky for us.


    Holding my breath, I push the hook through his flesh and pull it together. Tuning out his groans, I repeat the step over…


    And over…


    And over…


    And over…until blood stops trickling freely from the gash. I stitch five cuts of varying degrees by the time Jai drags himself downstairs again. When he comes, I’m putting the third and final stitch in Huss’s side. I lift my gaze as Jai saunters over to the fridge and retrieves a bottle of water. When I drop the needle onto the pile of discarded alcohol wipes and foil wrappers, Huss exhales.


    “You did a good job at keeping the bone straight.” I say, pointing to the thick stick he chose to immobilize the movement. “But you need to have a cast put on it so the bone sets and heals where it should.”


    He nods. “Tomorrow. Any pain killers in that magic box of yours?”


    I pull off my gloves and dump them on the discard pile I’ve created. Surprisingly enough, at the very bottom of the first-aid container is a little orange tube. I read the label.


    Percocet.


    Don’t the owners of the house know they should dispose of any leftover pills? I guess I shouldn’t complain. They’re really going to help him. I pop the lid and spill a few into the palm of my hand.


    “Are you allergic to acetaminophen or oxycodone?”


    He shakes his head.


    “Have you recently ingested alcohol, sedatives, tranquilizers, or other narcotic medications?”


    “Just give me the damn pills, Emma.” He grunts, a shaky palm outstretched.


    I look to Jai and he nods so I dump a pill into his hand.


    “It’s Emily, by the way. Not Emma.”


    Huss scowls up at me, ignoring my correction. “One? I was in a bloody car accident and you’re only going to give me one?”


    I drop another into his hand as Jai pours him a glass of water. He slides the glass across the bench as Huss tosses the pills to the back of his throat and drowns them with the water before swallowing, He grabs his half full glass and saunters over to the second couch. I watch, feeling a little bad for him while he groans and complains as he lowers himself onto the couch.


    “Come on.” Jai mutters, taking a swig of water. “Let them rest.”


    I tuck the pills back into the box and close the lid. Jai leans across the bench and gathers the used medical supplies and dumps them in the bin as I head for the stairs. I climb them, step by step, as he washes his hands in the sink.


    Upstairs the air feels colder. It seeps through my sweat pants and matching black hoodie. I turn on the bathroom light and step inside. After I put the kit away I wash my hands and re-enter the bedroom just as Jai closes the door. I see the tired slump in his shoulders and the sluggish way he drags his feet. He must be exhausted.


    “How’s your head?” I ask, whipping my hoodie off and exposing my bare breasts.


    His gaze flits over them before he looks me in the eyes. “It’s stopped bleeding.”


    I smile. “Good.”


    My nipples harden to a painful point, causing goosebumps to tear across my skin. So. Fucking. Cold. I like sleeping naked when it’s cold—especially with Jai. It forces us to snuggle.


    I slide my pants down my legs and step out of them as Jai pulls his tight, long sleeved shirt over his head. I tug back the cover and we climb in, snuggling down underneath them.


    “Finally.” I sigh, shuddering at the cold sheets.


    They feel like ice on my skin.


    When we first arrived here, the beds were too soft. Now they’re heaven. I’ve never slept on a surface as comfortable as this.


    Butterflies release themselves into my stomach as Jai’s arms surround me and he pulls me close. He’s warm, like fresh bread on a cold winter’s day. The tip of my nose presses into his chest as he buries his nose in my hair.


    “You smell good.” He mutters, his thumb stroking my waist.


    I smile. “Thank you.”


    Silence fills the room. This is a strange turn out. I expected Jai to be popping champagne corks when he brought Joel home, but it’s the complete opposite. It’s almost...somber.


    “Are you happy?” I ask as I tilt my head up, forcing his lips to press against my forehead.


    He holds me tighter. “With you?”


    “With tonight.”


    He swallows hard and, somehow, it echoes around the room.


    “I killed a man...” He swallows again. “In cold blood.”


    I sling my arm over his waist and hold him tight. I open my mouth. I just know I’m going to regret the next few words that come out of my mouth.


    “Tell me about it.”


    He shakes his head. “You don’t want to hear it.”


    “I do.”


    Jai’s chest abruptly expands as he inhales long and heavy. Then he blows it out, deflating his chest in a rush.


    “Long story short, he attacked me and we fell to the ground. He had the upper hand. He squeezed my throat, clutching hard until I couldn’t suck in the slightest bit of air. Eventually, I fought him off, grabbed my gun and then pointed it straight at his head...”


    He shifts, pulling me in until the entire left side of my face is squished against his chest.


    “...and I guess the ending tells itself.”


    I guess it does. I can picture it all so clearly in my mind.


    Fists.


    Blood.


    Bang.


    Splatter.


    I bet he didn’t hesitate. I bet he didn’t even think twice about it…even so, I can still hear the regret weighing on him now.


    “I was a police officer...” He mutters. “I shouldn’t have done it.”


    “It was for the greater good.” I reassure him. “You did what needed to be done.”


    He doesn’t respond. Silence ‘the conversation killer’ strikes again.


    “I wanted to talk when I got back...” He mutters, his exhaustion becoming prominent in his tone.


    “About what?”


    “Us.”


    I let my fingers dance up his side. “You’re tired and you need your rest. Can we take a rain check?”


    I hear him smile. “Fine.”


    Not long after that, his chest slows. His breaths are longer, more peaceful. I snuggle in close as my eyelids are pulled down with the weight of a truck behind it. It’s futile to even attempt to reopen them so I don’t bother. Instead, I focus on the sound of his pounding heart. A heart that belongs to me.


    A heart that is mine.
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    Never Ending

    Emily


    Breakfast.


    The most delicious meal of the day.


    Gripping the handle on the pan, I shut off the stove and dump the bacon onto a plate. It’s crispy and perfect. Everything a strip of bacon should be. I can eat clean without any complaints...until bacon shows up. Bacon is my weakness. Bacon makes me happy even when I have a killer headache and sore muscles.


    I transfer the greasy pan to the sink and glance out the window. It’s eleven a.m. the sun is well and high in the sky now. The dewy morning feel has melted away.


    Ted and Huss left early in the morning, or so their note said. Ted has taken Huss to a clinic an hour from here to get the proper care he needs. Emily did a great job on patching him up, but her hands were tied when it came to his broken arm.


    I leave the sink and abandon the kitchen for a second so I can use the bathroom. When I come back I spot Emily sitting on the couch beside Joel. His face is covered in coarse hair, matted with dry blood. I wonder what he went through…what he suffered through before I rescued him. The ink on his arms doesn’t pertain to a one particular thing. There isn’t a theme. I see an even mixture of stars, skulls, naked women, and words. I glance at his hands. Even they’re tattooed.


    “He didn’t look like that the last time I saw him.” I tell her and she jumps, whipping her head in my direction.


    “The facial hair?” She asks and I shrug.


    “Everything.”


    Emily pushes off of the couch and saunters over to me. Her dark hair is messy in the sexiest way. Her brown irises are alert and her skin is refreshed.


    “You made breakfast.”


    I laugh. “You sound surprised. I always make breakfast.”


    “That’s true.” She replies with a chuckle.


    She wraps her arms around my neck and plants a soft, playful kiss on my lips. I love it when she does that. I slide my arms around her waist and rest them on the curve of her backside. Her body mass has increased and her curves are slightly more prominent. I love that too.


    “So this is what you’ve been up to while I’ve been locked away.”


    I freeze as Emily’s body tightens against mine. How long has it been since I’ve heard his voice? I’m tossed back years into the past. I lift my stare to Joel as he stretches his arms above his head, wincing. I almost don’t recognize him. The black, messy hair and tattoos from the beginning of his neck to the tips of his toes. If it weren’t for the dark blue eyes and familiar smile I’d have sworn we brought home the wrong man.


    “You finally learned how to cook.” He says, rubbing the palm of his hand over his stomach.


    “I had to. For Jessica’s sake.”


    Joel flinches and I let Emily go. She slips her arms from my neck and stands beside me. She grazes the tips of her fingers against my forearm as a hurricane of emotions whirl inside me. I imagined this moment to be nothing short of a celebration, but as I watched him all the way from the pick-up point to the lake house negative emotions began to manifest. If he wasn’t already so beat up, I’d punch him square in the face.


    “I'm sorry, Jai. It took longer than I anticipate…I got caught up.”


    I scoff. “In drugs and murder?”


    “In a girl.” He clarifies. “Monique.”


    A fucking girl? “I hope she was worth it.”


    “She was.” His blue eyes drop from mine for a split second. “She is…I have to go back for her. I can’t leave her there.” He frowns. “With him.”


    “Him?” Emily asks, but I don’t need the clarification.


    Skull.


    What he said about Joel is true? He took Skull’s woman? Monique is the girl Joel fell in love with?


    “Are you out of your fucking mind? Of all the girls you could have had you chose his?”


    “I didn’t choose anything. It just happened.” He glances between Emily and me. “Clearly I don’t have to explain the details to you.”


    Joel exhales. “I’ll stay for a few days, but then I gotta go back into New York.”


    I frown. “You're serious? About going back for her?”


    “Skull has something of mine… and I need to get it back.”


    


    *Emily*


    


    Jai snaps forward, but I snag his wrist, preventing him from closing the distance between him and his brother.


    “Are you out of your fucking mind?” Jai growls.


    Under my fingers his tendons move erratically as he clenches his fist.


    “You can help me or I can do it alone.”


    “You’re not serious?” I look at Jai. “Tell me you’re not considering this.”


    Jai’s jaw tightens and then relaxes. I know the look — the look of reluctant contemplation.


    “Fine.” He states, his voice flat. “We’ll help you.”


    I let Jai go as Joel beams at him and steps forward. He pulls his little brother into a hug...and I feel like throwing up.


    I can’t fucking believe it. I press my fingers against my mouth.


    We’re not finished with Skull.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    [image: ]


    


    

  


  
    



    [image: ]


    All of my acknowledgments go to my readers this time. You were kind, respectful, and patient with me while waiting for Damaged. It took longer than I expected…almost seven weeks longer. I didn’t intend for this book to take so long, but it did and I am sorry.


    I would like to put a special thanks in to Kelly and Megan for helping me out when I needed it. This book could have been so, so, so bad without you two girls – especially since I discovered just before hitting publish that I had my spellcheck turned off. I thought I was doing great! Sadly, that wasn’t the case. Ha!


    Thank you to each and every person that allowed me the time to finish this and BRING ON SHATTERED!
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    Skyla LOVES to hear from readers! Here are some of ways to get into


    contact with her:


    FACEBOOK


    TWITTER: @Skyla_madi


    GOODREADS


    All other inquires (such as publishing rights) that require the author’s immediate attention can be forwarded to:


    skylamadi.author@gmail.com
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